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Introduction: 
Affective Histories of Queer and Trans Activism

!is special issue, titled A!ective Histories of Queer and Trans Activism, 
builds on an international workshop with the same title, organized in 
May 2022 at Tampere University, Finland. !e workshop was part of the 
activities of the research project A!ective Activism: Sites of Queer and Trans 
World-Making (funded by the Research Council of Finland) and it aimed 
at exploring the role of a"ects and emotions both in the study of queer and 
trans history and queer and trans activism. Following the workshop, one 
of the workshop organizers, Varpu Alasuutari, and four of the workshop 
participants, Merlin Sophie Bootsmann, Barbara Dynda, Orlando Meier-
Brix, and Ivo Zender, teamed up to edit a special issue on these important 
and timely topics.1 

Our aim was to leave a record of (and to develop further) the work 
discussed in the workshop, but also to open the call for others working on 
similar research themes. Moreover, we ended up recording also another 
related event taking place at Tampere University in February 2023: the 8th 
Nordic Trans Studies Conference, bearing the title From Transgender Rage 
to Trans Joy: Trans Studies through A!ective Lens (likewise organized by 

1 Because of its origin in a shared workshop, some of the editors are also authors 
in this special issue. In such cases, the authors have been recused from the 
editorial and decision-making processes of their own articles, to ensure ethical 
editorial practice.

the A!ective Activism research project). !e result is an impressive double 
issue consisting of articles, essays, book reviews, conference reports, and 
a keynote lecture discussing a"ects, emotions, history, and activism in 
queer and trans studies in multiple ways.

The affective and emotional turn

In recent decades, a"ects and emotions have become more and more 
popular research topics across many fields in humanities and social 
sciences. !is development has been described as the “a"ective turn” 
by Patricia Ticineto Clough (2007), whereas social movement studies 
and historiography have focused more on emotions and the “emotional 
turn” (Nagy 2018; Gould 2009). In queer and trans studies, both a"ect 
and emotion have been essential concepts in theorizing and exploring 
the histories of queer and trans lives (e.g. Gammerl 2016; Love 2007; 
Malatino 2022; Nunn 2023; Stryker 1994) and the causes and e"ects of 
queer and trans activism (e.g. Alasuutari 2023; Gould 2009; Juvonen et 
al. 2022; Vähäpassi 2021). 

As argued by Deborah Gould (2010, 32), who has studied the history of 
AIDS activism in ACT UP, a"ect is “the key force in social change”. Adding 

Varpu Alasuutari, Merlin Sophie Bootsmann, Barbara Dynda, Orlando Meier-Brix & Ivo Zender



SQS
1–2/2023

II

Introduction

Varpu 
Alasuutari, 

Merlin Sophie 
Bootsmann, 

Barbara 
Dynda, 

Orlando 
Meier-Brix 

and 
Ivo 

Zender

an “a"ective curve into the emotional turn” of social movement studies, 
Gould makes a strong argument for focusing on the a"ective/emotional 
states to understand activism and its political horizons (Gould 2009, 23). 
As argued by Tuula Juvonen and colleagues (2022), a"ects indeed ma$er 
in queer and trans activism: they may inspire activism, produce a change 
in the social world, and a"ect the activists themselves in a variety of ways. 
As editors of this special issue, we thus argue that analyzing the histories 
of queer and trans activism through an a"ective lens not only makes sense 
but is also an essential perspective in exploring such histories.

In the SQS journal, a"ects and a"ectivity have previously been discussed in 
a special issue on Queer A"ects (1–2/2016) and queer history in a special 
issue on Queer History Month (1–2/2020). Our special issue builds on 
the same %elds of research, focusing on and combining them with the study 
of activism. In our collection of texts, activism is approached as a wide 
category consisting of actions that aim at changing the world for the be$er. 

Affect and emotion – theoretical differences?

Research on a"ects, emotions, and feelings has been conducted with a 
variety of di"ering and sometimes overlapping methodologies. Especially 
the controversial question of whether to di"erentiate between a"ect, 
emotion, and feeling – and if so, how – has already been addressed 
elsewhere (e.g. Ahmed and Schmitz 2014; Gorton 2007). For our 
purposes, it is su&cient to note that the most frequently made distinction 
is one between a"ect as an embodied and relational intensity and emotion 
as its socially mediated expression. Gould, for example, separates a"ect as 
a “bodily, sensory, inarticulate, nonconscious experience” (Gould 2009, 
19–20) from emotion as a “personal expression of what one is feeling in 
a given moment, an expression that is structured by social convention, by 
culture” (ibid., 20–21). Gould also uses feeling as “an overarching term that 

encapsulates the entire phenomenon of a"ect and emotions”, and notes 
that in practice, all these phenomena coexist and can thus be di&cult to 
separate from one another (ibid., 22). 

Notwithstanding the terminological variety within a"ect studies, there 
exists a broad agreement that a"ects, emotions, and/or feelings are part 
of relational, social, cultural, and political practices. For Sara Ahmed, 
emotions “produce the very surfaces and boundaries that allow us to 
distinguish an inside and an outside” (Ahmed 2004, 10). Ann Cvetkovich 
highlights that speci%cally queer and trans communities emerge around 
shared experiences and feelings (Cvetkovich 2003, 7, 11). Gould notes that 
feelings are fundamental to political life insofar as movements “authorize 
selected feelings and actions while downplaying and even invalidating 
others” (Gould 2009, 28). As Heather Love emphasizes, especially 
negatively perceived a"ects and “the intransigent di&culties of making 
feeling the basis for politics” (Love 2007, 14) still need to be considered 
further. 

!e texts exploring a"ective histories of queer and trans activism in this 
special issue approach these issues and terminologies di"erently. Each 
author has chosen their theoretical vocabulary based on the theories and 
concepts most suitable to their topics and theoretical and methodological 
approaches. As a result, many authors of this special issue make not only 
empirical arguments in their articles and essays but also theoretical and 
methodological ones. 

Researching queer and trans activism 

Similarly to the di"erent conceptualizations of a"ects, emotions, and 
feelings, each of the articles published in the special issue theorizes activism 
in a di"erent way which, at the same time, re'ects the comprehensiveness 
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of activism research. Apart from the aforementioned role of the a"ective 
dimension of politics, an important context here is the resistance of 
feminist, queer, and trans bodies in public space. Whether in the form of a 
strike, protest, literature, or visual art, the authors consider these a"ective 
and bodily expressions as acts of collective and/or individual activist 
action, allowing readers to get a glimpse of activist politics that are diverse 
in terms of time and space. Interspersed emotions, art, bodies, and desires, 
thus, become the lens through which we can look at activism in both the 
public and intimate spheres. 

!is understanding of activism has a long tradition and history in feminist, 
queer, and trans studies. For example, the examination of public protests 
such as general strikes and direct actions is an important aspect of 
20th-century feminism, particularly in the context of anarchist politics 
(Luxemburg 1906 [2021]; Goldman 1917 [2019]). During the last 
decades, queer and trans studies have continued discussions on a"ective 
gathering and artistic expression in public spaces in order to manifest 
political opposition and build communities (e.g. Berlant & Warner 1998). 
While Judith Butler pays a$ention to social movements, public assemblies, 
and the vulnerabilities of bodies within theories on politics and power 
(e.g. Butler 2011; Butler 2015; Butler, Gambe$i & Sabsay 2016), other 
academics explore the potential of bodily resistance to institutionalized 
cis- and heteronormative oppression within art, literature, %lm, and other 
cultural productions (e.g. Ahmed 2017; Cvetkovich 2003; Cvetkovich 
2012; Halberstam 2011; Preciado 2013; among many others). 

In recent years, scholars have also started to study research practices 
themselves as forms of activism. The tradition of activist archiving 
developed by Elspeth Brown and Myrl Beam is of particular relevance 
to the topic of our issue (Brown 2020; Brown & Beam 2022). Using the 
method of oral history to explore and produce a history of queer and 

trans-speci%c experiences can be seen as a type of activism. As Brown 
and Beam suggest, through engaging in radical archiving, which entails 
emotional labor and a caring approach, as queer and trans researchers, 
we can contribute to community-based solidarity (Brown & Beam 2022). 

A"ect-oriented literary studies, in turn, center the a"ective relationship 
between the text and its readers and, depending on their orientation, 
highlight the importance of narrative and literary activism as practices 
of queer and trans worldmaking for marginalized groups of people. 
“Narratives”, Schultermandl and colleagues (2022, 18) point out, “can 
do a variety of cultural and political work, all centered around di"erent 
a"ective responses: empathy, disgust, guilt, hope, and many more”. By 
foregrounding queer and trans people as readers, these narratives have 
the potential to challenge hegemonic narratives and “invite readers into 
alternative worlds in which their own identities are a&rmed, accepted, 
and appreciated” (ibid., 21). 

Introducing the contributions

The authors contributing to this special issue draw on the various 
theoretical approaches described above, highlighting specific affects 
and emotions in their study of the history of queer and trans activism or 
developing their own original a"ective methodology.

In their article "e Fears of Gay Teachers and the Collectivizing E!ects of 
Emotion Work, Merlin Sophie Bootsmann, Greta Hülsmann, and Andrea 
Ro$mann analyze how fear in'uenced the formation of the Working 
Group of Homosexual Teachers and Educators in West Berlin in the 1970s. 
!e authors argue that the group instrumentalized gay teachers’ fears (to be 
outed, to be %red etc.) to mobilize their members, hence developing a"ects 
and narratives of fear into a conscious strategy of collective emotion work. 



SQS
1–2/2023

IV

Introduction

Varpu 
Alasuutari, 

Merlin Sophie 
Bootsmann, 

Barbara 
Dynda, 

Orlando 
Meier-Brix 

and 
Ivo 

Zender

Here, Bootsmann, Hülsmann, and Ro$mann di"erentiate between a"ects 
as reactive and emotions as conscious states of feeling while emphasizing 
the analytical nature of this separation. As they show, a"ects and emotions 
are inseparably linked in the teachers’ e"orts to pursue historical change 
through emotion work.

Fear is also the central point of analysis in Henrique Cintra Santos’s article 
“Acting out of Fear”: Queer Resistance During the Military Dictatorship in 
Brazil which explores the possibility of writing Queer History of the 
Brazilian dictatorship by analyzing the %rst organized queer demonstration 
in Brazilian history. On June 13th, 1980, one thousand people of the 
newly formed LGBTQIA+ movement protested in the city of São Paulo 
against police violence and Operation Cleansing, which especially targeted 
homosexuals, sex workers, and travestis. !e study examines fear’s role, 
showcasing how it was used by the regime to control, but also how it fueled 
collective resistance within the queer community.

Orlando Meier-Brix’s article Reading Transition with Suspicion: An A!ective 
Critique of Umwandlung in N. O. Body’s Aus eines Mannes Mädchenjahren 
and its Reception analyzes the sexological and autobiographical narrative 
of Umwandlung (gender/sex transition) in Karl M. Baer’s memoir, one of 
the earliest self-authored accounts by an intersex individual. Meier-Brix 
challenges the prevailing medical interpretation of Baer’s transition and 
reintroduces suspicion as an a"ective methodology for critically engaging 
with trans and intersex narratives. !e article argues for de-medicalizing 
Umwandlung as an early 20th-century concept of transition and proposes 
a more nuanced perspective that also o"ers alternatives to contemporary 
medicalizing concepts. 

In Desire for Trans Ancestors: An A!ective Reading of Jordy Rosenberg’s 
Confessions of the Fox, Ivo Zender explores the potential for a"ective 
activism within the reading, writing, and editing of contemporary %ctional 

trans literature. In his novel Confessions of the Fox (2018), Rosenberg 
proposes both a (self-)critical and playful approach towards the desire for 
trans history by le$ing his trans protagonist Dr. Voth discover a mysterious 
manuscript about the 18th-century infamous thief and jailbreaker Jack 
Sheppard while reimagining Sheppard as trans. Zender uses the theoretical 
framework of textual desire to analyze the tension between a desire to 
categorize and possess and a desire for community and connection.

Kate Soteje"-Wilson’s essay Erikoissuomalaiset: Queer New Finns, Oral 
History, A!ective Activism employs a qualitative approach to the a"ective 
histories of queer New Finns in Finland. Accounting for the intersections 
of gender/sexuality with race and class, the author coins the term 
erikoissuomalaiset (‘extraordinary Finns’) as an intervention against the 
anti-immigration, anti-LGBTQIA+ party Perussuomalaiset (meaning basic, 
ordinary, or sometimes ‘true’ Finns). Engaging these queer New Finns in 
writing their stories, the research aims to challenge and rewrite the national 
history of Finland by “integrating minority perspectives into the majority 
cultural heritage story”.

In his essay Tunteiden kuvaus vaiku#amisen keinona transmaskuliinisuu#a 
käsi#elevässä nuortenkirjallisuudessa [!e Description of Emotions as a 
Means of In'uence in Youth Literature on Transmasculinity], Pyry Aarnio 
explores the emotion of shame in three Finnish young adult novels: Siri 
Kolu’s Kesän jälkeen kaikki on toisin [A(er the Summer Everything Will 
Be Di"erent] (2016), Riina Ma$ila’s Järistyksiä [Trembles] (2018), and 
Marja Björk’s Poika [Boy] (2013). !e transmasculine protagonists and 
narrators experience shame as a result of challenging societal norms 
because of their transness, leading them to withdraw socially. Aarnio 
weaves together shame, anger, and grief, revealing the intricate tapestry of 
emotions that emerge in the act of negotiating the constricting boundaries 
of heteronormativity and cisnormativity. Ultimately, the novels depict 
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empowerment through the exploration of identity, the discovery of 
supportive communities, and the transformative experiences of desire, 
touch, and self-acceptance.

YV E. Nay’s The Affective Life of Trans Studies as a Political Field in 
Academia and Activism intervenes in the %eld of trans studies starting 
with its formation rooted in sexology. In the text, which is a shortened 
version of their keynote speech presented at the 8th Nordic Trans Studies 
Conference at Tampere University in February 2023, Nay proposes the 
approach of critical trans studies. Scholars who critically approach trans 
studies recognize and dismantle the colonial, white, and US-centered 
entanglements of their %eld. Nay does not only call for a disciplinary turn 
regarding the theoretical and historical foundations of trans studies. In 
the end, they call for critical intervention in trans studies for the sake of 
transformative justice for trans people at large. 

In Transgender A!ect: Rage and Joy or Something Else?, Liekki Valaskivi 
provides a detailed report of the 8th Nordic Trans Studies Conference 
as a doctoral researcher a$ending the conference. Approximately 120 
participants gathered at Tampere University to discuss affect in the 
%eld of trans studies. Valaskivi allows us to relive various academic and 
artistic contributions of the conference through their eyes and ends with 
contemplating the complex personal and emotional entanglements of trans 
scholars with their research.

In the second report of the same event, titled Missä mennään, transtutkimus, 
vuonna 2023? [Where Are We, Trans Studies, in 2023?], Sari Laurila 
re'ects on the conference from the perspective of a trans activist. Laurila 
calls for more focus from trans studies scholars on very pressing real-life 
issues such as minority stress and the violent and sometimes deadly 
e"ects of cisnormativity. Moreover, Laurila points out that many trans 

people end up involuntarily acting as ‘micro activists’ simply by living in 
a cisnormative world.

Our art gallery section features a queer historical comic, titled Katujen yössä 
[In the Night of the Streets], wri$en by Vili von Nissinen and illustrated 
by Nina Mutik. !e comic explores the life and meeting places of a group 
of feminine gay men, called Siskot [sisters], in the 1960s in Helsinki, 
Finland. Back then, homosexual acts were still criminalized in Finnish 
society, which posed challenges for %nding like-minded company. !e 
comic draws from queer historical sources, including the book Puistohomot 
[Park Gays] by Valdemar Melanko (2012), the magazine 96 published 
by the early Finnish gay and lesbian association Psyke, and the blog post 
series Homohistoriallinen Helsinki [Gay Historical Helsinki] by blogger 
Hulivilipoika (2014). !e comic also features lyrics of Finnish schlagers 
from the same era.2 With this comic, SQS starts collaboration with a queer 
history comic collective, which will hopefully lead to many new comic 
strips in our future issues.

!e review section includes four book reviews. In their review of Claire 
Summerskill’s New Directions in Queer Oral History: Archives of Disruption 
(2022), an anthology publishing the work of 19 queer oral historians, 
Jean Lukkarinen summarizes the articles and manages to show why each 
contribution is valuable and di"erent from the others. Finally, they argue 
that the work is an important, unprecedented tool for anyone interested 
in queer oral history because it provides insight into so many di"erent 
approaches and methodologies, yet at the same time does not obscure 
their potential challenges. 

2 The songs featured in the comic include Hyväile, hyväile vaan, lyrics by Arvo 
Aallas, Laulu rakastamisen vaikeudesta, lyrics by Marja-Leena Mikkola, and 
Niin aikaisin, lyrics by Jukka Kuoppamäki.
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Leo Ryczko reviews You Have Never Seen a Dancer Like VooDoo (2022) 
by historian Jens Dobler. !e book o"ers a detailed biography of Willy 
Pape, a white Berliner who took on the persona of the exotic snake dancer 
VooDoo during the vibrant 1920s variety show scene. Meticulously 
covering VooDoo’s tours, in'uences, and later years as a gay bar owner, 
the book is praised for illuminating forgo$en aspects of queer culture. 
However, Ryczko critiques the book for not fully addressing the colonial, 
orientalist, and racist undertones of VooDoo’s performances and persona, 
missing an opportunity to connect them to the wider German queer history 
and colonial past.

Tuula Juvonen, in turn, provides a review of the book Suomalaisen seksin 
historia [!e History of Finnish Sex] by Ari Haasio and Markku Ma$ila. 
As Juvonen puts it in the title of the review, the book seems to focus on 
“everything men have always wanted to know about sex” (Kaikki mitä 
miehet ovat aina halunneet tietää seksistä). What is missing from the book, 
according to Juvonen, is the work that gender studies, queer studies, and 
cultural studies scholars have done to explore the history of sexuality and its 
diversity. Juvonen, thus, calls for future historians to focus on the neglected 
topic of the history of sexuality, and while doing so, to acknowledge the 
work already done in other %elds of study.

How Many Times the Same Story? asks Jay Szpilka while reading Sara 
Ahmed’s Complaint! (2021). Wri$en as a complaint about the university 
system – or rather, as a complaint about the system’s ignorance towards 
her complaints and criticism of sexism, racism, and ableism – the book 
features Ahmed’s as well as students’ and established scholars’ experiences. 
As Szpilka shows, Complaint! resonates with Ahmed’s earlier works, leaving 
the reader both captivated by the fervent criticism and at the same time 
insecure about how to deal with the similarity and repetitiveness of the 
complaints themselves.

Finally, we would like to thank our illustrator Sirpa Varis for the amazing 
cover image re'ecting di"erent forms of activism, many of which are 
represented on the pages of this special issue. 

For all of the readers of SQS, we wish an inspirational and stimulating 
reading with our various contributions. In light of the current and ongoing 
struggles of queer and trans individuals as well as communities – recently 
most prominently a"ected by the growing anti-gender movement in 
Europe (e.g. Saresma 2020) and the wave of anti-trans legislation in the 
US, the la$er of which has been appropriately deemed genocidal by the 
Lemkin Institute for Genocide prevention (2022) – we would like to 
express our sincerest hope that the histories documented in this special 
issue can serve as an inspiration to keep %ghting for and living queer and 
trans lives unapologetically. We deserve not only to have our stories told, 
but most importantly, we deserve to live our lives unharmed and ful%lled.
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THE FEARS OF GAY TEACHERS AND 
THE COLLECTIVIZING EFFECTS OF EMOTION WORK
Affects, Emotions, and Emotion Work in the History of the Working Group of Homosexual 
Teachers and Educators in the Gewerkschaft Erziehung und Wissenschaft Berlin 1978–1991

Merlin Sophie Bootsmann, Andrea Ro#mann & Greta Hülsmann

ABSTRACT
This article examines how the formation of the Working Group of 
Homosexual Teachers and Educators in the Gewerkschaft Erziehung und 
Wissenschaft (German Education Union, GEW) in 1978 was influenced 
by the affect of fear, and how emotion work emerged as a key aspect 
of the formation and collectivisation of the group in its first decade until 
1991. To this end, we review the state of affect and emotion research 
in German queer history, analyse the role of fear in the formation of the 
group in the late 1970s, and explore the group’s continued emotion work 
in the 1980s. We deliberately highlight the aspects of fear and emotion 
work. While queer and trans studies have paid much attention to anger 
(Stryker 1994; Landridge 2008; Milani 2021; Malatino 2022), the same 
cannot be said for fearful emotional states. Although there is a growing 
body of work on affect and emotion in German queer history, emotion 
work has only been implicitly addressed. We therefore highlight the 
role of both fear and emotion work in the history of the GEW’s Working 
Group of Homosexual Teachers and Educators between 1978 and 1991. 
In discussing the history of the group, we show how not only affect and 
emotion but also emotion work can be key to historical change, and we 
touch on the question of how productive the historiographical distinction 
between affect and emotion is.
Keywords: Homosexuality, History of Education, History of Emotions, 
History of West Germany, Emotion Work

Introduction

“Every heterosexual teacher recounts his private life with a 
naturalness. Be it reports from vacation, of the last weekend, about 
the family and the kids. !e gay teacher keeps secret this realm of 
his life, even if he invents “his %ancée”. It is unimaginable for him, to 
talk about living together with his boyfriend or the problems of his 
relationship. He [the gay teacher] is afraid to reveal himself because 
he fears the general social discrimination and because the male 
colleagues could maybe experience him as a threat. It is possible that 
we %nd a male colleague a$ractive. !is fear o(en leads to neurotic 
fears of contact towards colleagues” (Dornhöfer et al. 1978, 18–19).1 

1 „Jeder heterosexuelle lehrer erzählt mit einer selbstverständlichkeit von 
seinem privatleben. Seien es berichte vom urlaub, vom letzten wochenende, 
von der famille und von den kindern. Der schwule lehrer verschweigt diesen 
bereich seines lebens, auch wenn er “seine verlobte”. erfindet. Es ist für ihn 
unvorstellbar, über das zusammenleben mit seinem freund oder die probleme 
seiner beziehungen zu reden. Er hat angst davor, sich erkennen zu geben, 
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As the quote above illustrates, the decriminalisation of male-male sexuality 
between adults in West Germany (Federal Republic of Germany or FRG) in 
1969/732 and the emergence of lesbian and gay liberation movements from 
the beginning of the 1970s onwards did not put an end to the experiences 
of discrimination and marginalisation of LGBTIQ* (lesbians, gay, bisexual, 
trans*, inter*, and queer*) people3 (Gri&ths 2021; Huneke 2022). As 
the quote further shows, homosexuality remained a taboo, especially in 
schools. When sex education was introduced in public schools in 1969, 
the o&cial guidelines dra(ed by the Kultusministerkonferenz (conference of 
ministers of education of the German states) listed homosexuality under 
“socio-ethical problems of human sexuality as well as penal provisions for 
the protection of youth and sexual o"ences” along with contraception, 
promiscuity, prostitution, rape, abortion, and the transmission of sexually 
transmi$ed infections (Bundestag 1969, 3–6). 

It does not come as a surprise, then, that education politics and policy 
were an important issue for the lesbian and gay movements from the 

weil er die allgemeine gesellschaftliche diskriminierung fürchtet und weil die 
männlichen kollegen ihn möglicherweise als bedrohung erleben. Es könnte 
ja sein, daß wir einen kollegen attraktiv finden. Diese angst führt häufig zu 
neurotischen kontakt- und berührungsängsten kollegen gegenüber.“

2 Male-male sexuality had been criminalised by §175 since the very beginnings 
of the German National state. In contrast to East Germany which had returned 
to the milder pre-Nazi version of §175 in 1950, the FRG had retained the 
version of §175 that had been tightened under National Socialism post 1945 
(Huneke 2022, 64). Male-male sexuality was decriminalised in the FRG by 
the 1969 reform with a higher age of consent of 21 compared to 18 for het-
erosexuals. A further reform in 1973 lowered the age of consent to 18, but 
§175 was not abolished until 1994, after German reunification (Griffiths 2021, 
32–33).

3 While the contemporary movements referred to themselves as gay and lesbian 
movements, this article opts to use the acronym of LGBTIQ* to honour the 
activists of varied gender and sexuality experience as well as expression who 
were part of these groups.

beginning of the 1970s. !e Homosexuelle Aktion West Berlin (“Homosexual 
Action Group West Berlin, HAW”), for example, had a working group on 
pedagogy and successfully organised protests against the dismissal of a gay 
teacher, Reinhard Koepp, on the grounds of being homosexual in 1973 
(Mücke 1985).4 !e teacher was reinstated with the help of legal assistance 
provided by the Gewerkscha$ Erziehung und Wissenscha$ (“Education and 
Science Workers’ Union, GEW”), but as the group’s further work proved 
unsuccessful, it disbanded in 1975. Instead, several homosexual teachers 
decided to organise within the GEW in 1978. Our article traces this process 
of organisation and highlights the importance of a"ects, especially fear, and 
of emotion work for their collectivization. Most of the group’s surviving 
archival material consists of public-facing documents such as brochures, 
articles, 'yers or meeting programmes, while no internal material such 
as minutes of meetings have been preserved. In fact, internal discussions 
have only been preserved through contemporary publications by the gay 
teachers in an a$empt to document their work. We will therefore base 
our analysis on the public materials5 and focus on the public display and 
socio-political interdependence of a"ect and emotion. 

!e gay teachers within the GEW Berlin6 initially formed out of fear of 

4 We use ‘gay’ as a re-appropriated identity category of gay men (equivalent 
to the German ‘schwul’) and ‘homosexual’ in a more descriptive manner that 
can encompass both male-male and female-female homosexuality.

5 The source material stems almost entirely from the contemporary witness and 
co-founder of the gay teachers’ group, Detlef Mücke, whose archival material 
is currently being processed into the archive of the Schwules Museum Berlin. 
Mücke co-founded the group and collected nearly all of its printed materials.

6 While the working group was founded under the name of ‘Arbeitsgemeinschaft 
Homosexuelle Lehrer und Erzieher’ [working group of homosexual teachers 
and educators], it was predominantly a group of male teachers from the outset 
and only used the moniker of homosexuality in official proceedings, preferring 
to refer to themselves as gay. Due to this history and an official name change 
to being the “working group of gay teachers” (AG Schwule Lehrer) in 2016, 
we refer to the group as ‘gay teachers’ for short throughout the article to use 
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continued discrimination and marginalization, as the 1978 article Die angst 
des schwulen lehrers im dienst7 (“the fear of the gay teacher in service”), 
quoted above and further elaborated on below, vividly illustrates. Fear 
also played an important role in their initial public messaging and was the 
focus of their emotion work. How did fear in'uence the formation of the 
group and their ongoing collectivization? In which ways was the group’s 
history in later years, including their activities and aims, shaped by fear?

In addressing these questions, we explore ways of integrating theoretical 
and methodological perspectives from the history of emotions and a"ect 
studies into our empirical research. In terms of our empirical research, we 
analyse the way in which not only a"ects but also emotion work can be 
key to historical change. In terms of theory, we consider how productive 
the historiographical distinction between a"ect and emotion really is for 
historiographical research. 

It should be noted that it was no coincidence that both the HAW 
pedagogical group and the gay teachers were based in West Berlin. Craig 
Gri&ths has recently relativised the role which large cities generally, and 
West Berlin speci%cally, played for the gay movement (Gri&ths 2021, 2, 
58), yet Berlin has been a hub of LGBTIQ* subculture and politics since 
at least the Weimar Republic (Huneke 2022, 24). !e socio-political 
conditions of West Berlin undoubtedly facilitated the emergence and 
continuation of gay action groups working on education politics.

In the %rst part of the article, we introduce the history of emotions as an 
approach to queer history that has been popular in Germany. In the second 

their self-designation. The abstracted collective of and individual male-male 
desiring teachers are referred to as ‘homosexual teachers’ for differentiation 
purposes.

7 Between 1978 and 1996, the journal of the GEW Berlin used lower case writing 
with the exception of capital letters at the start of sentences (Will 2007: 24).

part, we use these approaches to analyse the role of a"ects and emotion 
work in the formation of the working group of homosexual teachers and 
educators within the GEW Berlin in 1978. In the third part, we give an 
outlook on the group’s continued emotion work throughout the 1980s, 
when group members increasingly sought to replace feelings of fear with 
feelings of joy. In the fourth and %nal part, we draw our conclusions and 
highlight the mutually constitutive relationship between a"ects and social 
structures.

Affects and emotions in German queer history

German queer history has been slow to adopt perspectives from 
a"ect studies and the history of emotions. However, some of the most 
theoretically ambitious recent work is distinguished by its interest in the 
historical e"ects of a"ects, emotions, and feelings. For instance, in her work 
on East German lesbian history, Maria Bühner has made productive use of 
Ann Cvetkovich’s Archives of Feeling and Heather Love’s Feeling Backward 
(Bühner 2019; Cvetkovich 2003; Love 2009). In her discussion of two 
documentary projects on lesbians in the German Democratic Republic 
(GDR), a collection of memoir essays and a television documentary, she 
interprets them as “archives of feelings” that both question well-rehearsed 
historical chronologies – such as the 1970s as the decade that brought 
fundamental change to LGBTIQ* lives – and bring emotions to the centre 
of historical inquiry, “not only for politics and community building, but 
also for individuals and their personal journeys” (Bühner 2019, 243). 

Bühner (2019, 255) does not explicitly de%ne “emotion” or “a"ect” but 
suggests the following distinction between a"ects and feelings: 

It might be a productive way to think about these sexual experiences 
that are rooted in a bodily experience and certain vague sensations 
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as affects. Affects that still needed to undergo a process of 
understanding to %nd words for them, make sense of them, and 
transform them into feelings that could be grasped and articulated. 

!is appears to be a good working de%nition for our purposes, too, as long 
as we bear in mind feminist theorist Sara Ahmed’s reminder that “—you 
can separate a"ect and emotion, you even can have a rationale for doing 
that, but it needs to be understood as a method allowing you to do certain 
things and not as corresponding to a natural distinction that exists in the 
world”. (Ahmed and Schmitz 2014, 98.)

In what follows, we will make such a methodological distinction by 
referring to a"ects as a reactive and emotions as a conscious state of 
feeling. For the sake of clarity, we use “feeling” only in the narrow sense 
of lived experiences of a"ects and/or emotions. We suggest that an a"ect 
can be transformed into emotion by performing emotion work. We de%ne 
emotion work, in turn, as the conscious work that is performed to manage 
individual or collective emotions.8 Emotion work can be part of political 
work – as we will discuss in the case of the gay teachers – but also, part of 
intimate relationships or occupational relations (as in emotional labour).

A useful model to consider/analyse how emotions shape social structures is 
Ahmed’s conceptualisation of a"ects and emotions as “sticky”. With her, we 
argue that emotions have collectivising e"ects and “work by sticking %gures 
together (adherence), a sticking that creates the very e"ect of a collective 
(coherence)”. Importantly, she argues that speci%c emotions are tied to 

8 Hereby, we do not follow Gould’s definition of emotion work that encompasses 
“efforts, conscious and not” to alter one’s own and others’ emotions (Gould 
2009, 28) but focus on conscious efforts alone following our methodological 
distinction between affect and emotion. We consciously do not use the term 
emotional labour as it refers to labour which is explicitly required as part of 
a job or an occupation (Hochschild 1983). Emotion work, as we define it, is 
not limited to wage labour relations but has a more expansive meaning.

speci%c groups of people “through ‘sticky’ associations between signs, 
%gures, and objects”. (Ahmed 2004, 119–121.) We will turn to this model 
in analysing the group’s continued emotion work throughout the 1980s.

In his research on the history of emotions of gay men and lesbian women 
in West Germany, Benno Gammerl (2009, 315) has argued that because 
of the legal reform, “the social frame of same-sex emotionality changed 
signi%cantly around 1970” in Germany. We will trace how and when this 
change manifested in terms of fear, which was the central a"ect for the 
formation of the group of gay teachers. To conceptualise fear, historian 
Joanna Bourke’s work points us to the mediatory role of emotions. She 
notes: 

[E]motions such as fear do not only belong to individuals or social 
groups: they mediate between the individual and the social. !ey 
are about power relations. Emotions lead to a negotiation of the 
boundaries between self and other or one community and another. 
(Bourke 2003, 124). 

!ese mediations and negations o(entimes operate by (de-)legitimising 
the expression of emotions by particular individuals or social groups. 
Bourke explains this via the example of anxiety and fear: while fear refers 
to an “immediate, objective threat” as opposed to anxiety’s “anticipated, 
subjective threat”, the distinction between them usually “rests on a 
distinction between the rational and the irrational” (Bourke 2003, 126). 
Practically speaking, the fearful emotional states of a dominant social 
group or individual would be expected to be framed as rational fear, and 
conversely the fearful emotional states of an oppressed social group or 
individual would be expected to be framed as irrational anxiety. 

While a"ects and emotions are in'uenced by social structures in the ways 
which we have outlined, it is important to remember that emotional states 
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themselves remain 'uid and defy simplistic categorisation. !e example 
of fear and anxiety is an excellent one, since the German Angst can be 
translated as both, and the assessment of its expression is therefore not 
immediately obvious. Just as the perception and framing of a"ective and 
emotional states is connected to speci%c social structures, they are always 
dependent on their geographical, cultural, and historical contexts. In what 
follows, the case of the group of gay teachers will serve as an example of 
this mediatory role of emotions. As we will show, a"ects were structured 
by society. !rough the teachers’ processing of these a"ects into emotions, 
they then played an important role in changing these very conditions. 

The fearful formation of the gay teachers 1979/80

As mentioned in the introduction, §175 of the criminal code criminalised 
homosexual acts between adult men until 1969. For teachers, a conviction 
under §175 of the criminal code in the FRG did not only result in the loss 
of their status as civil servants but possibly even a prison sentence. While 
the 1969 reform abolished threat of incarceration, homosexual teachers 
could still lose their status as civil servants. In 1973, Reinhard Koepp, a 
gay teacher in West Berlin, was %red a(er his superiors had become aware 
of his homosexuality. While Koepp was reinstated a(er protests and legal 
action, the question of whether a teacher would have to face disciplinary 
action if his homosexuality became known remained unresolved. 

A(er two short-lived pedagogy working groups within the HAW, some 
of their former members set out to address the ongoing discrimination 
by forming a working group of gay teachers within the GEW West Berlin 
(Mücke 1985, 158–161). Informal meetings began in March of 1979 
and sparked conversations about the experiences of gay teachers. !ese 
led to three members writing an article that was published in the Berliner 

Lehrerzeitung (“teacher’s journal of Berlin”) in July of 1979. !is article can 
be regarded as a founding document of the gay teachers’ group, not only 
because it called for o&cial recognition of the group, but also because it 
already presented a public statement. 

!e article’s title – Die angst des schwulen lehrers im dienst. oder das tabu 
homosexualität im erziehungswesen (”!e fear of the gay teacher in service. 
or the taboo of homosexuality in the education sector”) – highlighted the 
signi%cance of fear, while the subtitle introduced the main subject of the 
text, the taboo of homosexuality in West German schools in the 1970s. 
!e authors identi%ed two reasons for the nexus of fear and taboo. First, 
the responsible administrations refused to take a clear and public stand 
against the discrimination of homosexual teachers. Second, few same-sex 
desiring teachers had a$empted to make their same-sex desire public. !e 
majority of them, fearing discrimination and disciplinary measures, acted 
as discreetly and conformingly as possible (Dornhöfer et al. 1978, 18–19). 

In the article, this fear was illustrated through interactions with colleagues, 
pupils, and parents. In contrast to their heterosexual colleagues, the gay 
teachers remained silent about their private lives in an e"ort not to reveal 
themselves as homosexuals. !is was because they feared both “general 
societal discrimination” and being perceived as a potential “threat” 
because of “%nding a colleague a$ractive” (Dornhöfer et al. 1978, 18)9. In 
interacting with pupils, the article portrays homosexual teachers as both 
being perceived as threatening as well as being in fact threatened: out of 
fear of being associated with the “societal prejudice that he is a seducer  
 

9 „[Der schwule Lehrer] hat angst davor, sich erkennen zu geben, weil er die 
allgemeine gesellschaftliche diskriminierung fürchtet und weil die männlichen 
kollegen Ihn möglicherweise als bedrohung erleben. Es könnte ja sein, daß 
wir einen kollegen attraktiv finden“.
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of boys up to a sexual perpetrator of violence”, a gay teacher would try to 
conceal his homosexuality (Dornhöfer et al. 1978, 18)10. 

!is prejudice stemmed from the long-standing and entirely unfounded 
“seduction thesis”, which posits that homosexuality emerges because 
young people are corrupted through exposure to same-sex orientation or 
literal seduction by an adult homosexual of their gender (Samper Vendrell, 
16-17). If their homosexuality were to become known, however, the gay 
teacher would indeed be threatened by homophobic behaviour from the 
pupils who would make him “run the gauntlet” (Dornhöfer et al. 1978, 
18)11. Finally, parents, would perceive same-sex desiring teachers as a 
double threat. Firstly, homosexual teachers would fear being perceived 
as seducing children into homosexuality. Secondly, they would also be 
perceived by the parents “as an a$ack on their own relationship, i.e. on the 
institution of civil marriage” (Dornhöfer et al. 1978, 19).12 

In di"erent constellations, the authors ultimately described the same 
situation – in all three interactions, a gay teacher would be “afraid to 
reveal himself ” which would ultimately lead to the “complete shu$ing 
out of his private domain” (Ibid). !e backdrop to these emotional states 
was an emotional regime which corresponded to the contemporary 
discrimination against homosexuals: the fears of the heterosexual social 
group – being threatened by being considered a$ractive by a person of 

10 „Trotz der bekannten tatsache, daß kein mensch zu einem bestimmten 
sexualverhalten verführt werden kann, wirkt auch im schwulen lehrer das 
gesellschaftliche vorurteil, daß er als verführer von jungen bis hin zum sexual-
gewalttäter gesehen wird. Um ja keinem verdacht ausgesetzt zu sein,, wird er 
sein verhalten gegenüber schülern übergenau beobachten“.

11 „ein spießrutenlaufen veranstalten würden“.
12 „Das vorleben einer anderen als der heterosexuellen beziehung wird aber 

nicht nur als bedrohung für ihre kinder angesehen, sondern wird von ihnen 
als angriff auf ihre eigene beziehung, d. h. auf die institution der bürgerlichen 
ehe empfunden“.

the same gender, young people being “seduced” to be homosexual, the 
heteronormative institution of marriage being challenged – were socially 
accepted and commonplace. By contrast, the fears of homosexual teachers 
to face a variety of discriminatory experiences were considered invalid 
or not even considered. As the introductory quote to our article notes, 
this would o(en lead “to neurotic fears of contact towards colleagues”. 

(Dornhöfer et al. 1978, 18–19.) 13 On the one hand, the psychoanalytical 
framing of this conclusion can be contextualised by the popularisation of 
therapy and self-therapeutic practices since the 1970s in the FRG (Tändler 
2016). On the other hand, by describing the fears of homosexual teachers 
of contact with heterosexual colleagues as neurotic, these fears were 
considered irrational. !is assessment builds towards the conclusion we 
draw at the end of this article.

Taken together, the article describes the isolation of same-sex desiring 
teachers and the invisibility of homosexuality as mutually dependent 
phenomena: the isolation of homosexuals led to individual as well 
as collective marginalisation and discrimination. As long as isolated 
homosexual teachers existed solely as an abstract collective joined through 
sexual orientation and a shared profession, the situation was deemed 
hopeless. !e fear that gay teachers felt on the job was identi%ed as both 
the consequence of discrimination and the main obstacle to overcoming 
it. As the crucial %rst step to address and overcome the problem, the article 
designated the confession of a collective gay identity: “Make your gayness 
public!” 14 (Dornhöfer et al. 1978, 19). Notably, the article not only called 
on its readers to be gay in public but also ful%lled a performative act by 
publicly naming its three authors – Karl Dornhöfer, Jakob Hempel and 

13 „angst davor, sich erkennen zu geben“; „völlige[n] verschließen seines privat-
bereiches“; „Diese angst führt häufig zu neurotischen kontakt- und berührungs-
ängsten kollegen gegenüber“.

14 “Mach dein schwulsein öffentlich!“.
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Detlef Mücke – and even providing phone numbers of two of them. !e 
authors claimed that they had taken the step of making their gayness 
public among colleagues some years ago and reported that “fears towards 
gays among colleagues were removed” and that they themselves were now 
encountering “colleagues, the school administration and the pupils with 
less inhibition, less fear and more con%dently” (Dornhöfer, Hempel, and 
Mücke, 19)15.

Five conclusions about the role of fear for the group of gay teachers can 
be drawn from the article, other contemporary documents, and an oral 
history interview with founding member Detlef Mücke.16 First, its founding 
members shared a fear of discrimination and a corresponding experience 
of marginalisation. !e fear of such continued experiences and the aim to 
combat them was the impulse for the formation of the group (Dornhöfer 
et al. 1978, 18; Mücke 2021, 00:21:17). Hence, fear mediated between 
individuals and the social (Bourke 2003, 124). In the case of the gay 
teachers, this applied doubly. !e continued structural discrimination 
and marginalisation of homosexuals after the decriminalisation of 
homosexuality caused homosexual teachers to be afraid of making their 
gayness public. !is, in turn, led to further individualisation and invisibility. 
But the fear of continued discrimination also led to the formation of the 
group in an a$empt to address and overcome it: the gay teachers organised 
to address their fear and its causes.

Second, the gay teachers utilised fear to make an appeal to empathy in 
hopes of achieving equality for themselves. In their initial public relations 

15 „bei den kolleginnen und kollegen ängste schwulen gegenüber abgebaut wur-
den“; „anderen kollegen, der schulleitung und de[n] schülern[n] unbefangener, 
angstfreier und sicherer [begegnen]“.

16 The oral history interview was kindly provided to us by Stefan Zeppenfeld, 
who originally conducted it as part of a larger interview project by the Friedrich 
Ebert Foundation on contemporary witnesses of union work in the FRG.

work, they used rousing descriptions of the experience and conditions 
of homosexual teachers. At the same time, in self-organised events 
or negotiations with the educational administration, they presented 
themselves as con%dent and entitled to their rights. Although they did not 
use the framework of human rights, this mobilisation of emotions shows 
striking similarities to the role that Lynn Hunt has ascribed to empathy 
in the history of human rights. Hunt argued that “imagined empathy” 
served as the foundation of human rights. Similarly, the gay teachers 
strategically deployed pitiable descriptions of their situation to make an 
appeal to empathy and achieve protection against discrimination (Hunt 
2008, 32; Dose et al. 1979, 22-24; Streit et al. 1980, 13; Mücke 1980, 18). 
Interestingly, this appeal to empathy was a contested way of messaging: 
some group members disagreed about the pitiful depiction of homosexual 
teachers, criticising “that the article conveys nothing of the self-con%dence 
of a gay movement that is growing in strength, does not really a"ect the 
heterosexual reader, but rather urges him to pity the poor gay” (Schreiner 
1980, 1)17. 

The disagreement of the gay teachers over their public portrayal 
corresponds to the persistence of ambivalence as a “structural feature 
of gay liberation” in the 1970s (Gri&ths 2021, 216). While the authors 
of the article depicted homosexual teachers as a fear-ridden, persecuted 
group in need of protection, other members of the working group would 
have preferred to present themselves as part of an increasingly strong 
and con%dent gay movement. Likely, this disagreement concerned both 
di"ering experiences among the groups’ members and di"ering opinions 
on how to strategically frame the public perception of the group.

17 „daß der Artikel nichts vom Selbstbewußtsein einer erstarkenden Schwulen-
bewegung vermittelt, den heterosexuellen Leser nicht wirklich betroffen macht, 
sondern ihn geradezu dazu drängt, den »armen Schwulen« zu bemitleiden“.
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!ird, from the outset, internal exchanges about individual and collective 
experiences of fear played an important role for the work of the gay teachers. 
As they recount in the introduction of a self-published documentation of 
their group’s work:

In the initial consolidation phase of the group, the focus was on the 
personal exchange of experiences; %rst of all, it was about %nding 
out what constraints a gay teacher/educator is or can be exposed to, 
what reactions he has to expect from parents and colleagues, how he 
controls his behaviour, how pupils deal with the word “gay” and what 
awareness they have of homosexuality, etc. (Schreiner 1980, 1)18. 

Fourth, these exchanges contributed to the consolidation of individual as 
well as collective identity. As the article about “the fear of the gay teacher 
in service” emphasized, this collectivisation was necessary to address and 
overcome the discrimination of homosexual teachers. !e avowal of this 
identity can therefore be understood as both individuals overcoming 
fear through collective emotional work and as a mobilisation strategy of 
the collective of gay teachers. What Pretzel and Weiß described for the 
West German gay movement of the 1970s applies to the gay teachers in 
particular: “Becoming gay became the potential of the movement’s ongoing 
mobilization” (Pretzel & Weiß 2017, 19–20). !is practice is part of a 
larger tradition of consciousness-raising groups within the gay movement 
speci%cally and emancipatory movements generally in the 1970s (Haunss 
2004, 203). Sharing experiences of marginalisation or discrimination 
allowed for a re'ection and processing of these experiences and a"ects. 

18 „In der anfänglichen Konsolidierungsphase der Gruppe stand der persönliche 
Erfahrungsaustausch im Vordergrund; da ging es erst einmal darum, herauszu-
finden, welchen Zwängen ein schwuler Lehrer/Erzieher ausgesetzt ist oder sein 
kann, welche Reaktionen er von Seiten der Eltern und Kollegen zu erwarten 
hat, wie er sein Verhalten kontrolliert, wie Schüler mit dem Wort „schwul“ 
umgehen und welches Bewußtsein sie von Homosexualität haben usw“.

Together, the gay teachers looked for and o(en found ways to deal with 
situations that were individually speci%c but collectively similar. !ese 
exchanges and discussions about problems of daily life “animated the 
individual o(en, helped him on, maybe freed him from his fears a li$le” 
(Schreiner 1980, 8)19.

Fi(h, this emotional work was connected to the group’s theory of change: 
discrimination could be overcome by gay identity politics and creating 
visibility. As a lea'et handed out by the group on Labour Day 1979 put 
it: “Gay teachers and educators! Put down your camou'age role, %ght 
against your everyday oppression!” (Arbeitsgemeinscha( homosexueller 
Lehrer 1979).20

Identifying the invisibility of homosexual teachers as central to their 
discrimination brought both an interpretation of the experience of 
individual teachers and a collective solution: the group’s emotion work 
was supposed to aid the individual’s identi%cation as gay teacher and, in 
turn, increase collective public visibility. Coming out as a gay teacher was 
meant to endow individuals with the ability to address and overcome their 
fears as part of a collective. !e group’s emotion work therefore o"ered 
not only a way to process di&cult emotions, but also created meaning 
and empowerment for those who were willing to identify publicly as gay 
teachers.

19 „Auch und gerade der hautnahe Bereich des persönlichen Erfahrungsaustau-
sches und der Diskussion von Alltagsproblemen hat in dieser Dokumentation 
keinen Niederschlag gefunden, obwohl er uns doch stets wichtig war und 
den einzelnen oft angeregt, weitergebracht, vielleicht auch etwas von seinen 
Ängsten befreit hat“.

20 “Schwule Lehrer und Erzieher! Legt eure Tarnrolle ab, kämpft gegen eure 
alltägliche Unterdrückung!“.
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Beyond fear? The gay teachers’ emotion work in the 1980s

!e gay teachers continued to centre emotion work in their activism long 
a(er their formation. In fact, it remained one of four key areas of their work 
together with education policy, public relations work, and networking. 
While sharing and processing fear remained an important part of this 
work, fear was not the only emotion. On the contrary, throughout the 
1980s, the gay teachers actively engaged with overcoming fear and with 
a$aching more positive experiences to the identity of being a gay teacher.

In regard to education policy, the gay teachers had two main demands 
from the start: a protection against discrimination and the equal treatment 
of homosexuality with heterosexuality in regard to curricula, educational 
material, the training of teachers, etc. (Dornhöfer et al. 1978, 19). In 
negotiations with West Berlin’s senator for schools, at the time the liberal 
democrat Walter Rasch, the gay teachers achieved a partial success in 
1979. Rasch stated publicly that the homosexuality of a teacher becoming 
public – including themselves coming out and not being outed by a third 
party – was no cause for disciplinary action by the administration (Dose 
et al. 1979, 22–23). 

For the %rst time in the history of the FRG, homosexual teachers had the 
legal security that they would not su"er legal consequences if their sexuality 
became public or they outed themselves. Legislative protections against 
discrimination were not passed, however, nor was the need for them 
acknowledged. Instead, Rasch reiterated that homosexuality should not 
be treated equally with heterosexuality in West Berlin schools (Dose et al. 
1979, 23–24). A(er this initial, though partial, success, the gay teachers 
tried to in'uence education politics, lobbying both in West Berlin and 
the FRG at large throughout the following years and decade. Yet, they 
remained largely unsuccessful – le$ers to and conversations with Rasch’s 
successors were as fruitless as addressing the Kultusministerkonferenz, the 

assembly of ministers of education of the German states (Laurien 1985; 
Sekretariat der ständigen Konferenz der Kultusminister 1985). In fact, both 
the demand for the equal treatment of homosexuality in school curricula 
and education materials and legal protections against discrimination based 
on sexual orientation were only ful%lled in the 21st century, and without 
direct involvement of the gay teachers.21 !e gay teachers were more 
successful in gaining recognition and support from their union. A(er their 
work was initially dismissed as a purely private ma$er, the gay teachers 
successfully put forward a motion for the GEW to support the demands 
for an end to discrimination and the unequal treatment of homosexuality 
in curricula and education materials (Arbeitsgemeinscha( homosexueller 
Lehrer 1980, 15).

!e public relations work of the gay teachers was focused on highlighting 
these two aims. !ey called a$ention to the discrimination of homosexual 
teachers and their own demands to redress the situation (cf. e.g. 
Arbeitsgemeinscha( homosexueller Lehrer 1979). Furthermore, whenever 
the gay teachers were in con'ict – be it with politicians, the administration, 
or their own union – they publicised the disagreement and scandalised 
the other side’s position as unjust in an e"ort to make it untenable. For 
example, when the chief executive of the GEW Hesse made dismissive 
comments about the formation of the working group of gay teachers, they 
wrote an open le$er to criticise her position, asked her to engage with their 
work critically yet in solidarity, and demanded that she clarify whether 
she was stating her private opinion or representing the whole GEW Hesse 
(Arbeitsgemeinscha( homosexueller Lehrer 1980, 19–20).

21 The equal treatment of homosexuality in school curricula and education 
materials was ensured by a revision of the implementation regulation on sex 
education in Berlin school 2001, legal protections against discrimination on 
the basis of sexual orientation were granted on the federal level by the Allge-
meines Gleichbehandlungsgesetz (AGG) in 2006.
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Meanwhile, the networking activities of the gay teachers sought to 
encourage teachers across West Germany to organise themselves just like 
the Berlin working group had. At the week-long gay festival Homolulu 
happening in Frankfurt/Main in July 1979, they gave a workshop about 
homosexuality in schools (N.N. 1979). From 1980, they organised yearly 
meetings of homosexual teachers from all over West Germany over 
Pentecost with the explicit goal “to create the conditions for solidarity 
action and ultimately organising” (Arbeitsgemeinscha( homosexueller 
Lehrer 1980, 6).22 The first Pentecost meeting in Hannover in 1980 
closed with a %nal agenda point on the possibilities of forming groups 
of gay teachers and educators, “e.g. in emancipation groups, in the 
GEW”23 (Arbeitsgemeinscha( homosexueller Lehrer 1980, 17). A(er 
a second meeting in West Berlin in 1981, the Pentecost meetings of gay 
teachers became an annual tradition at the Waldschlösschen Academy, 
a gay education centre with origins in the gay movement of the 1970s 
(Waldschlösschen Team 2022). During the meetings, di"erent groups 
engaged with topics such as teaching materials or union politics (cf. e.g. 
Arbeitsgemeinscha( homosexueller Lehrer 1980; Arbeitsgemeinscha( 
homosexueller Lehrer 1986; Arbeitsgemeinscha( homosexueller Lehrer 
1989). 

Emotion work, to which we turn next, was just as important during the 
Pentecost meetings of gay teachers, as Detlef Mücke, founding member of 
the gay teachers in (West-)Berlin, recounted in an oral history interview: 

22 „Unsere nächste größere Aktion – zu der ja auch diese Dokumentation er-
scheinen soll – wird das Pfingsttreffen für Lehrer und Erzieher in Hannover 
sein. Wir haben es mit Unterstützung von hannoveraner Freunden von langer 
Hand vorbereitet, um gerade den oft vereinzelten schwulen Kollegen in der 
Bundesrepublik ein Forum zu geben, auf dem sie mit uns und unter sich Er-
fahrungen austauschen, spezifische Probleme diskutieren, die Voraussetzungen 
für solidarisches Handeln und letztlich eine Organisierung schaffen können.“

23 „z.B. in Emanzipationsgruppen, in der GEW”.

Besides the content-related programme, it is important to have a 
strengthening of the identity as a gay teacher. And everyone has 
to decide for himself, if he is coming out (…) but the exchange 
of experiences how others go their way is very, very important for 
empowerment. For the emancipation groups it is very important, 
on the one hand you need to have contents (…) on the other hand, 
however, the strengthening of the personality, dismantling the fears 
that one has (Mücke 2021).24 

!e quote illustrates that the gay teachers’ entire theory of change – the 
collective enabling individuals to come out and individual coming-outs 
improving both individual as well as collective conditions – was based 
on collective emotion work. In fact, the collective of the gay teachers 
arguably formed through the sharing as well as processing of experiences 
(see Ahmed 2004, 119–21). Emotion work was tied to working on an 
individual and collective identity and vice versa. Consequently, both 
featured heavily in the Pentecost meetings of gay teachers from the very 
beginning: the very %rst agenda point of the %rst meeting in Hannover in 
1980 addressed “experiences and behavioural possibilities to overcome 
our fears” (Arbeitsgemeinscha( homosexueller Lehrer 1980).25 Over and 
above that, every subsequent meeting made space in the agenda for an 
exchange of experiences. In the beginning of the 1980s, the focus of the 
emotion work was put on processing fear by coping with it and literally 

24 „Neben dem inhaltlichen Programm ist es wichtig eine Stärkung zu haben, 
der Identität als schwuler Lehrer und jeder muss selbst entscheiden, ob er 
sich outet (…) aber der Erfahrungsaustausch wie andere ihren Weg gehen ist 
sehr, sehr wichtig zur Stärkung. Für die Emanzipationsgruppen ist es ganz 
wichtig, einer-seits muss man Inhalte haben (…), auf der anderen Seite aber 
die Stärkung der Persönlichkeit, die Ängste, die man hat abzubauen“.

25 „Unsere Ängste als schwule Lehrer gegenüber Schülern, Eltern, Kollegen 
und der Dienstbehörde – Erfahrungsaustausch und Verhaltensmöglichkeiten, 
unsere Ängste zu überwinden.“.
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aiming to “overcome” it (Arbeitsgemeinscha( homosexueller Lehrer 1981, 
Arbeitsgemeinscha( homosexueller Lehrer 1982).26

Fear also played an important role in relation to HIV/AIDS. At the 
Pentecost meetings, working groups were formed to discuss “personal, 
pedagogical, [and] legal aspects” of AIDS (Arbeitsgemeinschaft 
homosexueller Lehrer 1989).27 Unfortunately, no minutes of these groups’ 
meetings survived, but it is safe to assume that fear-centered emotional 
work played an important role. At the same time, the gay teachers tried to 
mitigate fears about AIDS publicly: in 1986, for example, they organised 
an information evening for teachers, educators, and pedagogues under the 
mo$o of “education instead of panic” (Arbeitsgemeinscha( homosexueller 
Lehrer 1986).28

At times, the gay teachers also expressed anger. !is was most o(en the 
case when the city’s education administration opposed their demand 
for the equal treatment of homosexuality in curricula and education 
materials. Having been met with refusal throughout the 1980s, the gay 
teachers wrote an angry response to an equally dismissive le$er from 
school senator Jürgen Klemann, a Christian Democrat, in 1991. “Today, 
in 1991, the Arbeitsgemeinscha( homosexueller Lehrer und Erzieher 
(“Working Group of Homosexual Teachers and Educators”) is no longer 
willing to accept this discriminatory a$itude,” they wrote. His le$er was 
a “prime example (...) of prejudice and ignorance”. !e senator’s refusal 
to allow the formation of lesbian and gay student groups could “only be 
 

26 „Verhaltensmöglichkeiten, unsere Ängste zu überwinden“; „Strategien zur 
Überwindung unserer Ängste“.

27 „AIDS: persönliche, pädagogische, juristische Aspekte“.
28 „AIDS. Aufklärung statt Panik. Informationsabend für Lehrer/innen, Erzieher/

innen und Sozialarbeiter/innen“.

seen as ignorance or malice”. (Arbeitsgemeinscha( homosexueller Lehrer 
1991, 1f.).29

Besides fear and anger, there was also joy. By the mid-1980s, the gay 
teachers’ collective practice of emotion work put an increasing emphasis on 
collective experiences of joy. !ough sharing and processing experiences 
of discrimination remained a priority, this represented a shi( away from 
their earlier focus on fear. As the invitation to the Pentecost meeting of 
gay teachers in 1986 put it:

THERE SHOULD BE A POSSIBILITY to address all the issues 
that are related to our existence as gay teachers (...).
THERE SHOULD BE A PLACE FOR EVERYTHING that 
troubles us as a “small (?), but (no longer?) radical minority” or 
makes us strong ...
BUT WE ALSO WANT TO EXPERIENCE TOGETHER that 
we are stronger together than each one alone. We want to be happy 
together, laugh and play together, celebrate a party, make an excur-
sion, in short: enjoy the Waldschlößchen [sic] and its beautiful sur-
roundings… (Arbeitsgemeinscha( homosexueller Lehrer 1986 )30 

29 „Heute, im Jahre 1991, ist die »Arbeitsgemeinschaft homosexueller Lehrer 
und Erzieher« nicht mehr dazu bereit, diese diskriminierende Haltung zu ak-
zeptieren.“; „Musterbeispiel (…) für Vorurteilsbeladenheit und Unkenntnis“ 
; [die Ablehnung von lesbischen und schwulen Schüler*innengruppen kann] 
„nur als Ignoranz oder als Böswilligkeit angesehen werden“.

30 „ES SOLL GELEGENHEIT SEIN, alle Problemkreise anzusprechen, 
die mit unserem Dasein als schwule Lehrer zusammenhängen (…)  
ES SOLL OBERHAUPT FÜR ALLES PLATZ SEIN, was uns als „kleine (?), 
aber (nicht mehr?) radikale Minderheit“ bedrückt oder auch stark macht ...  
WIR WOLLEN ABER AUCH MITEINANDER ERLEBEN, daß [sic] wir 
zusammen stärker sind als jeder für sich allein. Wir wollen uns miteinander 
freuen, miteinander lachen und spielen, ein Fest feiern, einen Ausflug machen, 
kurzum: das Waldschlösschen [sic] und seine schöne Umgebung genießen...“ 
(emphasis in original).
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Hence, there was now a new emphasis on joyful communal experiences 
to be “stronger together (…) happy together (…) and play together” 
(Ibid.). Following Ahmed’s (2004, 120) conceptualisation of emotions 
“sticking” to %gures and objects, we suggest that the gay teachers a$empted 
to associate their identity with not just fear, but also joy. !e 1987 Pentecost 
programme noted that the meeting should not be “strictly work-related” 
and highlighted that “!ere will also be time for walking in the green 
surroundings and creative communal preparation of a party on Saturday” 
(Arbeitsgemeinscha( homosexueller Lehrer 1987).31 On the occasion of 
the 10th anniversary of the Pentecost meetings, the programme contained 
an “optimistic retrospection” which evidently centred a positive outlook 
on the past decade (Arbeitsgemeinscha( homosexueller Lehrer 1989).32 

!e emotion work of the gay teachers throughout the 1980s can be 
characterised by its optimistic outlook. Collective emotion work allowed 
them to move beyond fear and toward communal experiences of joy by 
1986. !e Pentecost meetings of gay teachers were an important space for 
networking and political work – but most of all the Waldschlösschen was 
a space in which gay identity, community, culture, and joy could be lived. 
!is space was all the more important since the environments of work and 
politics remained challenging for homosexual teachers in West Germany 
throughout the 1980s. Even if a(er 1979 teachers in West Berlin no longer 
needed to fear disciplinary measures on the grounds of their sexuality, 
being out certainly did not put a stop to all kinds of discrimination. We 
would also like to stress that the situation of homosexual teachers in West 
Berlin was a relatively privileged one in comparison to other parts of the 
country and especially rural areas – arguably the joyful experiences and 

31 „Allzu streng arbeitsmäßig sollte das Treffen aber nicht ablaufen (…) Zeit 
wird auch sein für das Wandern in der grünen Umgebung und die kreative 
gemeinsame Vorbereitung eines Festes am Samstag“.

32 „10 Jahre Pfingstreffen – ein optimistischer Rückblick“.

a"ects accessible via the Pentecost meetings were all the more important 
to those most a"ected by discrimination.

Since affects such as fear and anger remained present in the lives of 
homosexual teachers, there also was continuous emotion work regarding 
the experience and processing of negative a"ects. !e 1987 Pentecost 
programme still highlighted the need to “reduce professional and social 
discrimination against homosexuals” (Arbeitsgemeinscha( homosexueller 
Lehrer 1987).33 !e Pentecost meetings’ most important role, then, was 
to create a space in which positive experiences could be made and the 
individual as well as collective experiences of being a gay teacher could 
be joyful ones.

Concluding remarks

In summary, fear greatly in'uenced the formation of the gay teachers as 
the group both worked on fear by processing it through emotion work 
and worked with fear by consciously expressing it between 1978 and 
1991. !eir collective emotion work helped the individuals to negotiate 
and process experiences of discrimination and marginalisation as well as 
the corresponding a"ects to these experiences, primarily fear. !e group 
pursued two strategies. In the short term, they tried to instrumentalise 
fear by using emotive descriptions of their experiences in their publicity 
work and thus creating empathy and support for their demands. In the 
long-term, they sought to overcome fear by processing fearful experiences 
and connected affects as well as identifying and coming out as gay 
teachers. !ey hence created a virtuous cycle of identity politics: increased 
individual and collective visibility of gay teachers was supposed to limit 

33 „Abbau beruflicher und gesellschaftlicher Diskriminierung von Homosexu-
ellen“.
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and decrease experiences of discrimination, which would then enable more 
homosexual teachers to make their gayness public, and so on. 

!e gay teachers tried to empower themselves rather than focus on an 
appeal for protection. It is worth noting, however, that despite their focus 
on self-empowerment, a paradox remained within their identity politics. 
!ey called for the rights of the individual and the abstract collective of 
homosexual teachers in opposition to the contemporary governmental 
policies. In doing so, they addressed the state to provide and protect the 
demanded rights, therefore acknowledging its legitimacy.

Most importantly, fear had a collectivizing e"ect in the case of the gay 
teachers. From a larger abstracted collective of homosexual teachers, some 
of them formed a stabilised collective ( Jungmann 2019, 226–227) – the 
working group within the GEW. !e impulse for this collectivisation was 
the fear of continued marginalisation and discrimination; the collective 
stabilised itself through common emotion work. Hence, as much as 
emotional regimes are in'uenced by social structures, a"ects and emotions 
can play an important part in changing those same structures.  

To conclude, we turn to the three major issues surfacing in our discussion. 
Regarding the productivity of the distinction between a"ect and emotion, 
we have shown that analytical distinctions – such as the one between 
affect as a reactive and emotion as a consciously processed state of 
feeling – are helpful in thinking about certain subjects. But we caution 
with Ahmed against confusing this methodological distinction with a 
binary framework of a"ect and emotion per se. !is is especially true for 
historiographical research: with the possible exceptions of oral history 
interviews and videographic sources, the experience as well as expression 
of a"ect/emotion usually can only be accessed through wri$en accounts 
and therefore in an intermediate way. !is makes it di&cult to di"erentiate 
between affect and emotion in historiographical research since it is 

o(entimes impossible to assess whether and in how far an “a"ect” has 
been processed by emotion work into an “emotion”.

Second, as for the relation between a"ects, emotion work, emotions, and 
historical change, the example of the gay teachers demonstrates their 
connectedness, with social structures being an additional important factor. 
To weave them together in the simplest narrative: the decriminalisation 
of homosexuality enabled the gay teachers to openly identify as such, 
organise and do collective emotion work. Speci%cally, collective emotion 
work processed fear stemming from earlier and ongoing discrimination. 
It also empowered the members of the group to consciously adjust their 
emotional associations with the identity of gay teachers by increasingly 
centring joyful experiences instead of only processing fearful ones. Emotion 
work was hence inseparable from the continuous political work of the gay 
teachers. It enabled them to keep %ghting and to successfully contribute 
over time to changing social and especially legal structures for the be$er. 
!e processing of individual a"ective experience and the reframing of its 
meaning as part of a collective of gay teachers was key to the continuous 
existence and work of the group. Moreover, their collective engagement 
with emotions remained an important aspect of their political work, from 
the expression of fear in their formation, to the increasing a$achment of 
joy to their individual and collective identities, the a$empted calming of 
public fears about AIDS, and the expression of anger when their demands 
faced continued rejection of the education administration in the 1990s.

!ird, while the group claimed to represent the interests of all homosexual 
teachers, no more than one or two dozen people organised within the group 
at a time. Total membership %gures are undeterminable. Indisputably, 
however, the majority of the abstract collective of all the homosexual 
teachers in West Berlin did not join the stabilised collective of the group 
of gay teachers. For at least some if not most homosexual teachers, fear 



SQS
1–2/2023

14

QueerScope
Articles

Merlin Sophie
Bootsmann,

Andrea
Rottmann

and
Greta 

Hülsmann

continued to be a strong motivator to not publicise or even accept their 
same-sex desires until the 21st century. !e fact that fear worked – and 
continues to work – both to keep some teachers’ homosexuality secret and 
to form a political group (based on its members’ openly lived gayness), 
demonstrates that there are no such things as positive or negative emotions 
but that every emotion can be productive in contingent ways. While 
some a"ects/emotions – such as fear in the case of the gay teachers – may 
be considered as negative, all of them and especially emotion work are 
productive in shaping collective, individual, and societal histories. Queer 
histories therefore need to continue to interrogate the workings of a"ects/
emotions and their mutually constitutive relationship with social structures 
to paint a more complete picture of the histories of LGBTIQ* activism. 
What stories can be (re-)told, and in which ways, by paying close a$ention 
to the interplay of a"ects, emotions, emotion work, social structures, and 
historical change?
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“ACTING OUT OF FEAR”
Queer Resistance During the Military Dictatorship in Brazil 

Henrique Cintra Santos

ABSTRACT
Amid the Brazilian military dictatorship, at a time when moral repression 
authorized police persecution, the queer community marched the streets 
demanding an end to such violence. On June 13th, 1980, one thousand 
people came out in downtown São Paulo for the first organized queer 
demonstration in Brazilian history. This demonstration intended to 
denounce the police violence perpetuated in the center of São Paulo by 
the so-called Operation Cleansing, which had as its main promoter the 
police’s precinct chief Richetti and queer bodies as one of its main targets. 
The event is analyzed with a focus on the study of emotions, mainly the 
concept of fear. Fear is conceptualized both as a tool of institutional control 
by the military regime and as a propeller of collective queer resistance 
against violence perpetuated by the State. 
Keywords: queer history, Brazilian history, emotion.

!at Friday, June 13, 1980, [...] almost a thousand people gathered 
in front of the Municipal !eater in the early evening. [...] Even 
under a certain climate of tension, some banners were opened that 
asked for Riche$i’s exoneration, protested against the precautionary 
prison experienced, and demanded an end to police violence, racial 
discrimination, and the release of prostitutes and travestis. Several 
le$ers signed by the various groups organizing the event were read 
(Trevisan 1980, 18; my translation).

!e excerpt above was taken from a report by the homosexual newspaper, 
Lampião da Esquina1, a publication that erupted along with the formation of 
organized homosexual groups in the large Brazilian urban centers amid the 
military dictatorship established from a coup in 1964. !e event reported 
by the newspaper2 refers to a demonstration carried out by several groups 
of the LGBTQIA+ movement3 at that time against the persecution and 

1 Lampião da Esquina appeared in 1978 in a period when the dictatorship was 
beginning to enter its period of political opening (Pinto 2011, 35) and remained 
active until 1981. It can itself be considered one of the initial milestones of 
the Brazilian LGBTQIA+ movement. 

2 It is relevant to observe that the cited article was written by one of the partic-
ipants involved in the protest, highlighting his perceptions about the event.

3 The terms homosexual, LGBTQIA+, and queer will be used in the article to 
highlight the various ways that dissidents of gender and/or sexuality identify 
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violent arrests made by the police in the city of São Paulo, which had queer 
subjects as their primary target, especially travestis4 and homosexuals.

!e protest, which took place on June 13th, 1980, is considered the %rst 
public demonstration of the queer movement in Brazil (Simões and 
Facchini 2009, 112), being relevant not only for its purpose but for its 
courage in the face of a regime in which queer bodies were unwanted 
and persecuted. In this sense, I intend to analyze this event based on the 
potentiality of observing social movements by studying emotions. To do 
so, I will focus here on the discussion of fear. !us, fear will, on the one 
hand, be seen as an outcome of an anti-communist discourse projected by 
the military dictatorship on queer bodies: not only as a way of controlling 
them but also of justifying the continuity of the regime for society. On 
the other hand, fear will be analyzed as a producer of a counter-reaction: 

and name themselves. At the time analyzed here, the term homosexual was 
used in Brazilian society for men or women with homosexual desires and 
even for trans people. Currently, the term LGBTQIA+ emerges as an alterna-
tive to represent a more marked diversity of bodies and identities and to deal 
with the political and visibility demands of different sectors. Despite being 
popularized recently, the term queer is more used in academic circles and by 
researchers focused on gender and sexuality studies (Pelúcio 2014, 7). Despite 
the LGBTQIA+ movement not being named that way in the time focused 
here, this term will be used to highlight how the movement identifies itself 
today and to account for a diversity that, although not named, was already 
present at that time.

4 The term travesti will not be translated in order to mark its historicity and 
Brazilian specificity. Although it can be understood within what researchers 
call trans identities (Oliveira 2017), travesti is an identity that is mainly ob-
servable in the Brazilian context. In addition, travesti must be seen as one of 
the identities that most destabilizes the fixity of heteronormativity since the 
travesti may or may not identify as a woman, making it possible to be inter-
preted as a new gender category. The historicity of the travesti must always be 
reiterated since its destabilizing potential has always been received in a violent 
and exclusionary way by society, stripping these subjects of their citizenship 
(Pedra 2020).

these queer bodies channeled the fear they felt towards the state and police 
violence to carry out a joint action of protest and resistance to repression.

In addition to the bibliography that will be used for this analysis, I highlight 
four main sources that were consulted for this work: the past issues of the 
newspapers O Estado de São Paulo and Folha de São Paulo5; the collection 
of the homosexual newspaper Lampião da Esquina6; and the documents 
from the homosexual group Outra Coisa, which emerged in São Paulo in 
1980 and whose collection is available at the Edgard Leuenroth Archive7.

Fear, queer bodies, and the Brazilian military dictatorship

Just like Women’s History, Queer History, and Social and Cultural 
History (Lewis 2020, 122), among many other subfields of history, 
the e"ervescence of historiography on emotions occurred only a(er 
overcoming a series of institutional obstructions that attempted to 
relegate to the studies of emotions a suspicious character and a supposed 
incompatibility to the Western notion of knowledge. However, in the last 
two decades, the opening of History to greater interdisciplinarity also 
bene%ted those who aimed at the historical study of emotions (ibid, 123), 
thus appearing not only institutionalized projects for this sub%eld but also 
academic journals and funding opportunities. 

5 Both newspapers digitized their collections and made them available for free. 
Past issues of O Estado de São Paulo can be consulted at: https://acervo.
estadao.com.br; while those from Folha de São Paulo are available at: https://
acervo.folha.com.br. 

6 All editions of Lampião da Esquina are available at: https://www.grupodigni-
dade.org.br/projetos/lampiao-da-esquina/.

7 The Edgard Leuenroth Archive is located at the State University of Campinas 
(Brazil). The collection of the group Outra Coisa was consulted between June 
and August 2022. More information about the archive is available at: https://
ael.ifch.unicamp.br/. 

https://acervo.estadao.com.br
https://acervo.estadao.com.br
https://acervo.folha.com.br
https://acervo.folha.com.br
https://ael.ifch.unicamp.br/
https://ael.ifch.unicamp.br/


SQS
1–2/2023

18

QueerScope
Articles

Henrique
Cintra
Santos

At the beginning of this century, a$ention was already being drawn to 
the need for research on social movements to also focus on studies on 
emotions, being emotional work an essential apparatus for developing 
and maintaining social movements (Gould 2002, 178). !at is, the study 
of social movements from an angle that considers emotions is not about 
taking them as products of an irrational process of bodies that experience 
– and su"er from – the world similarly. Bringing emotions to the study of 
social movements means considering that “our thoughts, ideologies, and 
commitments are also in'uenced by aspects that can be seen as a"ective 
and emotional” (Wol" 2021, 237; my translation). Deborah Gould analyzes 
how looking at an emotion such as anger, for example, helps us to be$er 
understand how the queer group ACT UP in Chicago was constituted and 
maintained a successful and lasting history of political activism during the 
peak of the HIV/AIDS epidemic crisis. Gould emphasizes that mourning 
and sadness were re-signi%ed by the group and transformed into anger, 
propelling the group’s political combative action (Gould 2002, 184). In 
this way, paying a$ention to the functioning of emotions can help us to 
be$er comprehend how groups within social movements are constructed 
and interact with their opponents and supporters. (Machado 2018, 88). 
For those reasons, my intention is to examine the possibility of writing 
Queer History of the Brazilian dictatorship, especially about Operation 
Cleansing and the demonstration of June 13th, 1980, perceiving how fear 
is pivotal in this narrative.

!eoretical de%nitions of a given emotion that can be replicated in di"erent 
contexts are one of the demands placed on studies on emotions, especially 
by skeptics about the %eld. However, instead of focusing in the article 
on limited de%nitions that irremediably do not consider the historicity 
of emotions, my aim is to observe them in a contextual approach, that 
is, inspecting ways they a"ect bodies and transit between them (Ahmed 
2004, 4). !us, fear must be seen as a product of an association of past 

histories (ibid, 63) that erupts in a speci%c conjuncture. A common aspect 
among such fear-producing associations is the notion that this emotion 
is produced and actualized within exercises of power (Aldana 2008, 2).

Fear during the Brazilian military dictatorship was an essential tool for the 
consolidation and maintenance of the regime. !is emotion followed all 
bodies that, either by their armed resistance, in the case of oppositional 
guerrillas, or by their mere existence, in the case of queer groups, somehow 
represented a potential destabilizer of the regime (Borges 2021, 94). 
In other words: not all queer subjects were part of resistance groups or 
movements, but even their existence and public display could be read as 
a threat to the regime. !erefore, to understand the relationship between 
dictatorship and the LGBTQIA+ community, fear must be focused on 
since it was engendered as a desire for “preservation not simply of ‘me’, 
but also ‘us’, or ‘what is’, or ‘life as we know it’, or even ‘life itself ’” (Ahmed 
2004, 64). Fear is, in this way, a paradoxical device. It represents the 
anxiety experienced by the queer body in the face of repression. But it is 
simultaneously one of the preconditions for maintaining the regime: the 
fear caused by the public manifestation of the queer body as a justi%cation 
for police violence and, ultimately, the continuity of the military in power.

Hence, the two decades of military rule in Brazil were possible, among 
many reasons, by the maintenance of fear. On the one hand, this fear was 
indeed generated by the government’s authoritarianism and its practice 
of censorship (Bezerra 2005, 214), being, therefore, an outcome of the 
regime. However, there was another fear also orchestrated by the regime, 
but which managed to present itself in a way that placed the dictatorship not 
as the source of fear but as the guarantee of protection concerning a threat.
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Brazilian queer history and the military dictatorship

In a context of domestic crisis, ideological disputes within the Cold War, 
and with political and %nancial support from the United States (Fico 2014, 
30), the military staged a coup in Brazil in 1964, initiating a dictatorship 
that would rule the country for two decades. !is period has seen in recent 
years a growing interest among researchers who focus not only on the 
various aspects of the regime8 but also on the exaltation of the past of the 
Brazilian dictatorship in recent years, especially by right-wing extremists 
(Camargo, Moraes, and Rosa 2020, 83).

When it comes to a queer history of the military dictatorship, such a$ention 
within Brazilian historiography was largely unaddressed. !is began to 
change with the realization of the National Truth Commission between 
2012 and 2014. Such e"orts in Brazil to deal with the atrocities commi$ed 
by the dictatorship took longer than in other Latin American countries that 
also have su"ered from their respective dictatorships, such as Argentina 
and Chile (Torelly 2018, 3). However, the National Truth Commission 
contributed to shedding a$ention on the issue, conducting public hearings 
on the dictatorship’s persecution of queer subjects and producing %nal 
reports with recommendations for the guarantee of protection and rights 

8 Among the many works that could be referenced, I’d like to indicate some 
recent discussion trends. Professor Carlos Fico, from the Federal University 
of Rio de Janeiro, has continued his pioneering work in studies on the military 
dictatorship, having in recent years focused on various topics, such as the end 
of the regime being controlled by the military themselves (Fico 2017) or the 
legal apparatus that helped to institutionalize the military regime (Fico 2021). 
In this same direction, researchers from the Federal University of Paraná have 
also focused on legal and juridic aspects during the dictatorship (Chueiri and 
Câmara, 2015). The Laboratory of Gender and History Studies at the Federal 
University of Santa Catarina is another highlight, which has been developing 
research on feminist resistance against the military regime (Wolff, Zandoná 
and Melo, 2019).

for this population (Green and Quinalha 2015). For instance, the second 
volume of the National Truth Commission’s %nal report devotes about 
14 pages solely to the discussion of the repression of queer communities 
during the military dictatorship (Brasil 2014, 299). !is commitment 
seems to have in'uenced researchers within universities, as articles and 
dissertations on queer life during the military dictatorship have frequently 
been appearing since9. !us, not only is Brazilian queer historiography 
expanded, but the dictatorial military regime can be understood more 
diversely and thoroughly.

Dictatorship, anti-communism, and moral panic

At the time of the Brazilian military dictatorship, the authorities’ discourse 
for the preservation of public morality and traditional customs was 
essential to legitimize and gather supporters (Quinalha 2021, 22)10. !is 
public morality rejected all expressions that escaped heteronormativity. 
!us, bodies that were not “intelligible”, that is, those who challenged a 
mandatory “coherence and continuity among sex, gender, sexual practice, 
and desire” (Butler 1999, 23), were excluded from the realm of what 
the military leadership envisioned for the country. In this context, the 
regime engendered what Benjamin Cowan calls a moral panic, a series of 

9 For instance, less than a year after the second volume of the final report of the 
National Truth Commission, a collection containing various articles on the 
relationship between the dictatorship and homosexuality was released (Green 
and Quinalha 2015). Likewise, in 2016 a research paper on violence against 
travestis and trans people during the regime was published (Lopes 2016).

10 The Public Entertainment Censorship Division, the dictatorship’s body re-
sponsible for controlling television, theater, and cinemas, among other sectors, 
received letters from concerned citizens (Fico 2002, 269) about what they 
believed to be an affront to morals and good customs in the country. These 
letters show that the moral issue had a potent appeal among supporters of the 
regime.
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conceptions and anxieties regarding issues of sex, sexuality, gender, and 
entertainment that helped to legitimize military authority and its a$acks 
on those who were seen as subversives (Cowan 2016, 10).

!e analysis of anti-communism helps us to understand the propagation 
of this moral panic during the dictatorship. While a supposed communist 
threat within the Cold War was one of the core arguments of the military 
for carrying out the coup in 1964, the anti-communist sentiment was 
present in the Armed Forces since at least the 1930s (Fico 2014, 24). 
Such discourse, however, is not only linked to military, political, or 
economic issues but is also concerned with discussions about sexuality. 
!e connection between anti-communism and sexuality did not emerge 
during the dictatorship but was a development underway in Brazilian 
society and intertwined with transnational connections and in'uences 
throughout the %rst half of the turbulent 20th century.

!erefore, in the 1930s and 1940s, the reaction of conservatives to the 
intense modernization that Brazilian society was experiencing was to 
demand the return of customs considered traditional and familiar (Cowan 
2016, 22). Similarly, in the months preceding the dictatorship, thousands 
of people took to the streets calling for military intervention, which 
became known as March of the Family, with God, for Freedom, denouncing 
the danger of communist immorality in the country (ibid, 76). As they 
marched through the streets in 1964, these demonstrators clamored for 
the conservation of a Brazilian morality based on Christian values, which 
were allegedly being undermined by the communist in%ltration in the 
country – public display of homosexuality being interpreted as one sign 
of such communist a$ack against Brazilian traditional beliefs. Part of the 
population evidently subscribed to the anti-communist discourse that the 
military rhetoric disseminated over the years preceding the coup. !us, 
military anti-communism, the cry of conservatives for the resumption 

of traditional values and customs, and the conception of the communist 
threat in the context of the Cold War were all combined during the regime 
a(er 1964.

One of the several examples of moral panic – which helped to build up 
anti-communist sentiment – can be found in the Revista Militar Brasileira, 
a journal aimed at a military audience and, evidently, a supporter of the 
regime. In one of its publications a(er the military successfully gained 
control of the State, one of the magazine’s editors denounces the alleged 
communist a$ack in the country, which could be con%rmed by the cultural, 
religious, and sexual chaos that the youth were supposedly involved in. To 
exemplify this assumed decadence – and promote moral panic – the author 
mentioned the growing acceptance of homosexuality (Brasil 2014, 302).

The manifold meanings of fear

Queer existences, then, were more than unwanted. !ey were a political 
and ideological concern. If perceived, whether receiving a$ention in the 
media or just showing a"ection in public, these bodies were interpreted 
as a subversive manifestation (Cowan 2015, 28). National Security was 
seen as being under a$ack from homosexual representation since the anti-
communist rhetoric saw the dissolution of traditional family values as a 
subversive communist tactic during the Cold War (ibid, 29). In this way, 
publications aimed at the queer public, such as Lampião da Esquina, or the 
representation of homosexuality in television programs or plays, could be 
perceived as a strategy “to promote an anti-capitalist revolution through 
the weakening of the pillars of Brazilian society: the Christian religion and 
the family” (Quinalha 2021, 180; my translation). 

In this sense, the regime’s anti-communist discourse was disseminated 
and reiterated among the population, promoting the dictatorship as the 
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nation’s guarantee of protection against supposed a$acks by communist 
forces presumably in%ltrating the country. Guimarães (2007) analyzes, for 
instance, the many fears developed by inhabitants of Serra do Caparaó in 
the countryside of the Southeast coast in the 1960s due to the proximity 
of le(ist oppositional groups to the dictatorship in the region. Based 
on the anti-communist rhetoric internalized by this population, such 
political opposition represented a “threat to the ideal society” (ibid, 294). 
Similarly, a survey of a small city in the Northeast of the country revealed 
the discourses that legitimized and raised the population’s support for the 
regime used fear of the communist threat as a productive political tool 
(Cavalcanti 2015, 207). !at is, by spreading fear of the communist threat 
among the population, the military not only justi%ed the 1964 coup but 
also reinforced the need to maintain the regime to guarantee protection 
against imminent danger. Returning to the re'ection of Ahmed (2004), 
for whom fear is intrinsic to the maintenance of oneself and what we know, 
dictatorship, for this population, represented the continuity of life as they 
knew and desired in opposition to the perceived threat of communism.

It is crucial, however, to notice that it was not the entire population that 
found the hope of preserving their way of life and themselves in the 
regime. A(er all, although all bodies fear, fears are not experienced in the 
same way and are not the same (ibid, 68). Borges (2021) notes how in the 
dictatorships in South America, the dissidents of gender and sexuality dealt 
with the fear they felt about the genocidal power of the military regimes 
aiming at eliminating queer subjects, experiences and existences, or at least 
removing or silencing them from the public space. !e recollections of a 
lesbian activist who operated in São Paulo in the 1980s show, for example, 
that fear acted restrictively on her body in the most basic day-to-day tasks, 
frightening her for maintaining simple contact or conversations with 
colleagues on the street (Borges 2021, 99). Such dismay experienced when 
simply walking through the city con%rms the spatial character of fear, as 

it adjusts the social and physical space speci%cally to each body (Ahmed 
2004, 69). !erefore, for the queer body, fear operates as an a$empt to 
guarantee its survival not in relation to a supposed communist threat but 
to the State.

In the 1970s, despite the onset of what became known as a political 
opening, the moral control of society was intensi%ed. Over the decade, 
a(er an intense period of political persecution and torture in the %rst half 
of the regime11, the dictatorship entered a phase in which, even though 
dismayed, it opened space for the developing of political opposition, 
consented to the return of exiles to the country and pledged to eradicate 
practices of torture.12 Concomitantly, the nation experienced what Fico 
calls a revolution of morals (2015, 34), in which, mainly, the youth 
questioned imposed traditions, whether in fashion, music, or manners 
related to family and sexuality. Some in'uential singers of Música Popular 
Brasileira (MPB) – or Brazilian Popular Music –, some returning from their 
exile and again producing songs that challenged the regime, are probably 
the most signi%cant symbol of this revolution of morals (Napolitano 2010, 
390). Artists such as Chico Buarque, Gilberto Gil, Caetano Veloso, and 

11 In December 1968, the regime enacted Institutional Act 5, which suspended 
the guarantee of the remaining individual rights protected by the Constitution 
(Sales and Filho 2018, 206). Thus began the most arduous period of the dic-
tatorship, in which the main cases of censorship, torture, the disappearance 
of people and the exile of opponents and critics of the regime happened. For 
an overview of this period, I suggest the publication by Gaspari (2014). The 
work by Sattamini (2010) debates one particular case of prison and torture 
during this period and observes how the regime repressed and persecuted its 
opponents. In addition, the research by Villaméa (2023) examines the specific 
challenges that women prisoners faced in the jails of the dictatorship.

12 This period is known as the “political opening” and is characterized by the 
repeal of Institutional Act 5 in 1978 and the approval of the Amnesty Law in 
1979 (Resende 2014, 42). Concomitant with the flexibilization of the legislation 
by the military, the LGBTQIA+ movement developed in the country.
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Milton Nascimento, among many others, used their lyricism to translate 
the aspirations of youth and represent the reality and dilemmas of Brazilian 
society (ibid., 392). In addition, the e"ervescence of groups organized 
within a LGBTQIA+ movement in the country also enters this context 
of political opening and contestation of moral precepts.

Paradoxically, it is precisely this moment of a political opening that 
the regime’s control and moral persecution are most intensi%ed, which 
has implications notably for queer bodies. Despite the regime having 
introduced a political opening, promising greater freedom for the press 
and authorization for the formation of opposition parties amid other 
rights, the military soon excluded moral liberalization from its project of 
political opening. In other words: although society was truly experiencing 
a period of loosening of the military’s control, the regime intensi%ed its 
crusade against what it considered to be a violation of Brazilian morality. 
In this sense, questions about gender and sexuality remained taboo for 
the regime, impacting notably the LGBTQIA+ community. !erefore, 
political 'exibility was not necessarily accompanied by a liberalization of 
morals. Namely, the political opening arguably had to be compensated by 
the intensi%cation of moral control (Quinalha 2021, 29).

In its anti-communist paranoia, the Brazilian military dictatorship saw 
gender and sexuality dissidence as a threat to national security and a 
communist tactic of national demoralization. It should not be understood, 
however, as if moral concerns about gender and sexuality were the main 
reason people were persecuted, tortured, disappeared, or killed throughout 
two decades of dictatorship. Despite the moral panic spread by the regime, 
it was mainly the political opposition and armed resistance that led many 
to the torture chambers of the regime. What should be noted is that among 
several possibilities of being denounced as subversive, the moral issue of 
sexuality was one among several others (Cowan 2016, 14). However, when 

the repressive lens of the dictatorship turned to moral issues, queer bodies 
were the main ones that were persecuted and impacted. In this moment 
of political opening and intensi%cation of moral control, queer subjects 
in downtown São Paulo faced one of the moments of most tremendous 
police violence, and that fear sown by the regime gave rise to the %rst public 
protest of the Brazilian LGBTQIA+ movement.

Queering public space: greater visibility and moral panic

During the 1970s and early 1980s, the political opening provided a 
creative resumption in the arts and new possibilities for debate, although 
always under the imminence of possible censorship. !e press observed 
more autonomy and freedom in its work, and new oppositional political 
alliances were formed. In this context, people whose claims had been 
largely ignored by both the regime and le(ist oppositional groups began 
to organize and establish groups with speci%c demands, especially feminist 
and black activists (Macrae 2018, 98). In this sense, not only opposition 
to the dictatorship resurged but also a diversi%cation of the manners in 
which le(ist groups had operated until then, with the refusal of hierarchical 
assembling and the questioning of race and gender relations in these %elds. 
Within this political and social background, the LGBTQIA+ movement 
was established in the country. Its participants sought to promote 
representations of homosexuals and/or queer subjects within society 
that challenged the hegemonic society’s moral judgment on such bodies 
(ibid, 108).

It is important to note that queer groups and publications had already 
existed during the 1960s. !is is the case, for example, of Snob, a homemade 
publication by homosexual groups in Rio de Janeiro from 1963 onwards 
(Costa 2010, 31). However, as well as other newspapers and queer groups, 
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Snob ended its activities in 1969, when the military regime radicalized 
repression. !ese %rst initiatives were terminated due to the panic installed 
during a period marked by arrests, disappearances, and torture. At the 
time, there was a fear of being observed on the street with a publication 
like Snob in hand and being mistaken as a member of some subversive or 
communist association (Green 2019, 324). New groups and publications 
emerged only a(er 1978 with the political opening, especially in the city 
of São Paulo.

In 1980, São Paulo, with more than 8 million inhabitants (Souza 2020, 
372) and already the most populous municipality in the country, was at the 
epicenter of these political and social transformations. With the so-called 
revolution of morals (Fico 2015) and a growing LGBTQIA+ movement, 
new commercial enterprises of queer sociability were opened, such as bars, 
cinemas, and discotheques. !ereby, speci%c regions of the city began to 
demonstrate an intense circulation and socialization of queer subjects. 
!e city center was the preeminent venue of this dynamic, conferring the 
con'uence of bodies that contradicted the traditional values   of Brazilian 
society and, consequently, of the dictatorial regime. !us, homosexuals, 
travestis and sex workers, among others, gathered in the region. !is 
imbrication in a speci%c area is what Néstor Perlongher de%nes as a “moral 
region”, that is, the constant transit of speci%c population strata in search 
of contacts and pleasures in common areas of an urban conglomeration 
(Perlongher 2008, 69).

Within a conservative society and a dictatorial regime with a strong defense 
of preserving traditional Christian moral values, it is self-evident that this 
region with a growing public display of queer sociability would receive 
the a$ention of the authorities. Nonetheless, it is appropriate to underline 
that LGBTQIA+ community did not start to be persecuted by the 
authorities and police forces only from that moment on. !e arbitrariness 

and violence with which public security agents dealt with this portion of 
the population has a long history and is supported not only by Brazilian 
morality and conservatism but by the legal intolerance of the period. In 
this sense, a 1941 decree inspired by Mussolini’s Italian fascist legislation, 
be$er known as the Vagrancy Law, demanded that every citizen prove 
their means of subsistence. However, the decree did not specify how such 
veri%cation should occur, which relegated the guidelines for veri%cation to 
the arbitrariness of the police forces (Ocanha 2014, 56). !is legal device 
survived the 1964 coup and was widely used by authorities to arrest and 
persecute various sections of the population, including homosexuals. 
!erefore, even though homosexuality as such had not been criminalized 
in Brazil since 1830, a queer subject circulating in the city center could be 
easily arrested by the police based on such legal instrument. In the 1980s, 
the abuse of this legislation developed into an even greater injustice when 
the country was experiencing an untamed economic crisis with very high 
unemployment rates (Ocanha 2018, 80). !is situation led many, including 
sex workers and travestis, to seek their livelihood informally and with no 
o&cial proof of income. It is precisely this con'uence of greater visibility 
of these subjects, an intensi%cation of the regime’s moral discourse, the 
arbitrariness of the police forces, and an economic crisis that police a$acks 
against the queer population intensi%ed. Queer subjects and their spaces of 
sociability su"ered recurrent police raids, which arrested this community 
without any accusation or evident crime, forcing such individuals into 
situations of humiliation and public exposure of their queer dissidence 
(Quinalha 2021, 43). 

When studying segregation and citizenship in the city of São Paulo, one 
observes the frequent circulation of the “speech of crime”, which interprets 
certain places as dangerous and informs our reaction to that space (Caldeira 
2000, 27). !us, the fear arising from this discourse becomes something 
persistent (Ocanha 2014, 19). As spaces of LGBTQIA+ sociability became 
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more evident in the urban space, police and popular discourses that saw 
this visibility as a danger and, consequently, something to be fought, also 
intensi%ed. Hence, authorities’ e"orts towards the degradation of queer 
bodies and their expulsion from the public space also escalated (Quinalha 
2021, 33), a dynamic that reached its peak with the outbreak of Operation 
Cleansing in 1980.

!e case of travesti is one of the main examples of moral panic arising from 
the greater presence of queer people in the public landscape. !e travesti 
identity during the 1970s reached visibility in Brazilian urban centers, 
especially in cities such as São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro, places where 
they found in the growing commercialization and commodi%cation of sex 
(Green 2019, 413) ways to overcome their economic and social exclusion. 
Furthermore, this identity also emerged as a public mediatized subject 
(Veras 2015, 54). !e media noted the travesti and exploited their image 
to a$ract the a$ention of readers and audiences. !e travesti confused 
and heightened curiosity, as it was the body that, at that moment, most 
destabilized the impositions of heteronormativity and questioned the 
hegemonic morality of society and the military regime. !is focus received 
by travestis drew the a$ention of the police authorities, who even promoted 
in 1976 a large commissioned study on the relationships between these 
people and the infractions against the Vagrancy Law (Ocanha 2015, 156). 
!erefore, we have a scenario of police concern and media a$ention on 
such bodies, which also emanated onto other queer individuals. In this 
context, in March 1980, the newspaper with the most signi%cant circulation 
at the time, O Estado de São Paulo, published a series of articles reporting 
the supposed danger posed by travestis and calling out for an intervention 
by the authorities in the city of São Paulo.

Operation Cleansing

The newspaper O Estado de São Paulo maintained an editorial line 
consistent with the military regime and representative of the middle and 
upper class of the largest city in the country, thus presenting an evident 
conservatism. In addition to being an ally of the 1964 coup (Motta 
2017, 369), the publication was also a continuous supporter of the 
dictatorial repression of le(-wing groups (ibid., 371). !us, combining its 
conservatism with sensationalism, the newspaper announced in the March 
25, 1980 edition a series of reports with the following headline: “Danger! 
!e invasion of travestis” (O Estado de São Paulo 1980, my translation). 
!ree days later, the newspaper began its series, dedicating an entire page to 
denouncing the presumed danger posed by travestis. !e fear – something 
which the population should have around such bodies, but also what 
the travesti should feel towards the hegemonic society – was propagated 
by the newspaper with statements such as: “!e danger of travestis is 
already known by the police” or “Justice should be more rigorous, punish 
travestis and not facilitate their actions” (Barreto and Lombardi 1980, 
my translation). !ere is, in these passages, an evident “speech of crime”, 
in which fear is produced and requires vigilance from society, the press, 
and, mainly, the police.

With uncommon promptitude among police agencies at the time, a few 
days a(er the publication of this series of articles, the authorities already 
presented the plan to con%ne travestis in a speci%c region of downtown 
São Paulo (Quinalha 2021, 67) to prevent them from transiting through 
regions considered nobler in the city. For such an assignment, it was 
expected to detain a large contingent through several police raids. To deal 
with such a large number of possible arrests, the authorities arranged to 
designate the Hipódromo penitentiary, where several detained travestis 
were already being held, as the exclusive destination for this operation 
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(ibid, 69). Hence, such a community was already a constant target of the 
police and, with the assistance of a media panic, moral repression was 
intensi%ed, aiming to expel these queer bodies from the public eye. !e 
development and execution of the plan came under the management of 
police chief José Wilson Riche$i, who was already known for his violent 
actions and for bragging that he had supposedly expelled sex workers from 
São Paulo in the past (Facchini 2010, 91). In addition, the imminent visit 
of Pope John Paul II to São Paulo, scheduled for July 1980, forti%ed the 
authorities’ justi%cation (Quinalha 2021, 70) and a$ested to the need to 
deal with the alleged criminality in the city.

On May 22nd, 1980, Operation Cleansing was launched with full thrust in 
the city center. !e newspaper Folha de São Paulo, which began to report on 
the operation constantly, informed that the police aimed to arrest robbers 
and drug dealers in the region (Flosi 1980, 9). However, in an article on 
May 27th, 1980, updating recent developments in the Operation, Chief 
Riche$i declared to the newspaper that 700 people had been arrested in 
one night, including homosexuals, travestis, and sex workers (Kotscho 
1980, 11). In other words, it is evident that “the act of arresting criminals, in 
practice, had become the arrest of LGBTs and sex workers who frequented 
the city center” (Ocanha 2015, 162; my translation). Not even the chief of 
police, responsible for conducting Operation Cleansing, camou'aged the 
explicit moral intent of the police raids. Queer bodies, when perceptible 
in the region, were arrested and publicly humiliated, regardless of their 
professional status or activities in the target area.

Right at the beginning of the operation, the groups of the newly formed 
LGBTQIA+ movement in the city realized that the police forces were 
intensifying persecution against them. For instance, the homosexual 
newspaper Lampião da Esquina dedicated an extensive opinion article 
in its May 1980 edition, refuting the accusations made by the newspaper 

O Estado de São Paulo two months earlier. Lampião highlighted how the 
series of articles about the travestis only called for police intervention and 
how this could become a violent repression against all queer subjects 
(Penteado 1980, 2)13. Furthermore, during a party at a disco held by the 
group SOMOS, the biggest and most active homosexual group at that 
time, news arrived that two of its members who were heading to the disco 
in the city center were arrested and detained for a few hours (Macrae 
2018, 287), even though they had presented the required documents that 
absolved them of any denunciation under the Vagrancy Law. !erefore, 
it was explicit that how the police acted in this moral region did justice to 
the name of the operation, aiming at the expulsion from the public space 
of bodies that challenged traditional – and dictatorial – Brazilian morality. 

Allegations of abuse and torture by the police soon began to surface due 
to Operation Cleansing. !e %rst was in the weekly magazine IstoÉ: a 
picture of a travesti being trampled and pressed to the ground in one of 
Riche$i’s police raids (Trevisan 2018, 607). In yet another update on the 
development of Operation Cleansing, the newspaper Folha de São Paulo 
reported on June 9th a series of complaints made by detainees, primarily 
sex workers, about how they were captured and the treatment they received 
during detention. Complainants reported cases of physical abuse, loss 
of teeth, and even miscarriages because of physical violence in'icted by 
the police. Idália, just 22 years old, explained how she had been detained 
twice in less than 48 hours, which made Riche$i promise to arrest her 
for at least 15 days, intending to restrain her from circulating downtown. 
 

13 Darcy Penteado, author of the cited article and one of Lampião’s editors, was 
already a renowned artist in São Paulo at that time. His indignation over the 
accusations made against the travestis remained persistent that year. He would 
end up being one of the best-known participants in the demonstration against 
Operation Cleansing in 1980.
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Idália’s desperation led her to jump from the police station where she was 
being held, resulting in a series of fractures and hospitalization (Folha de 
São Paulo 1980a). 

!e fear of long-term detention and the desperation symbolized by using 
bodily harm to evade arrest did not begin with Operation Cleansing. In 
1979, in interviews for the homosexual periodical Lampião da Esquina, 
travestis reported how they were always arbitrarily arrested, even if they 
presented the required documents. According to the recollections of one 
of the interviewees, the practice of cu$ing themselves with razor blades 
inside the cells had become common since the action forced the police 
to transfer them to health centers (Trevisan 1979). Operation Cleansing 
and the worsening of arbitrary arrests intensi%ed the enactment of extreme 
measures, whether cu$ing with razor blades or Idália jumping out of the 
cell, for queer subjects to dodge the agents of repression and violence. 
Analyzing these desperate acts of bodily harm, it is evident how the fear of 
the violence experienced inside the police buildings determined a speci%c 
physical reaction. Self-in'icted injuries became a radical measure through 
which queer bodies responded to the fear.

!e imprisonment of Vinícius Caldeira Brant during Operation Cleansing 
was the critical impetus for mobilizing authorities, personalities, and 
some parliamentarians against police violence. While the allegations of 
travestis and sex workers did not arouse a reaction from the authorities 
and indignation from society, the arrest of Brant, a cisgender white man 
and university researcher, spurred a much more signi%cant public impact 
(Quinalha 2021, 77). But Brant’s report to the press was important to 
legitimize the accusations against Riche$i, having reported the unsanitary 
conditions of the prisons, the violence to which the travestis were subjected, 
and the fact that Riche$i’s detainees were being treated “as if they were in 
a concentration camp” (Luppi 1980, my translation).

While members of the artistic realm, such as actress Ruth Escobar, and a 
few parliamentarians, such as le(-wing deputy Eduardo Suplicy, began to 
denounce Operation Cleansing in their circles and plea for the ceasing of 
the police raids, it was the new social movements at that time, especially 
the LGBTQIA+ movement, which engendered the greatest resistance 
to Operation Cleansing: the protest on June 13th, 1980. !ere was, 
therefore, a classic instigator for joint action between social movements: 
“!e violence, unleashed by a state organism, served as a powerful uni%er 
of social movements” (Macrae 2018, 289; my translation).

Reaction against Operation Cleansing: the first Brazilian 
LGBTQIA+ protest

In the days leading up to the protest, members of the LGBTQIA+ 
movement at that time, especially the SOMOS group, circulated pamphlets 
around queer venues in downtown São Paulo disclosing the abuses 
commi$ed by Operation Cleansing. Highlighting homosexuals, travestis 
and sex workers as the police’s main targets, the pamphlets summoned 
the community for the protest on the steps of the Municipal !eater. !e 
report published later by Lampião da Esquina a$ests to the presence of 
at least 1000 people at the protest who adopted a combative demeanor, 
shocking the aghast spectators with queer bodies embracing and kissing 
(Trevisan 1980, 18). Before the demonstration began to move through 
the streets, a manifesto was read to those present, denouncing abuses and 
violence commi$ed by Riche$i and the police force under his control. 
!e 12 groups that signed the le$er represented an alliance between the 
various sectors of the social movements that generated the protest (Ocanha 
2018, 84). !e event, mainly organized and a$ended by queer groups 
and subjects, also received support from feminist associations and the 
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black movement, highlighting the connections, even if limited14, of social 
movements %ghting against speci%c collective violence.

A(er reading the manifesto, the demonstrators headed to the busy streets 
of the city center of São Paulo, chanting protest cries that demanded the 
arrest of a police chief, Riche$i, the freedom of the travestis still imprisoned, 
the end of repression and the introduction of transversal themes, such as 
the demand for more jobs and the %ght against racism. According to the 
participants’ reports, chanting in support of sex workers led several of 
them – who did not participate in the protest for fear of repression but who 
lived in the surrounding buildings – to go out onto their balconies and join 
the chorus of the protesters (Trevisan 1980). Furthermore, according to 
an article published in Lampião a few days later, middle and upper-class 
homosexuals, also regulars of bars and speci%c venues in the city center, 
observed the ongoing protest in astonishment and a mockery manner. !is 
con%rms the intersections of race and class that must be observed in the 
unfolding of Operation Cleansing. Although any queer body was subject 
to violence and police arrest, it was the most marginalized, poor, and black 
that repression was most focused on. Consequently, these bodies already 
exposed and publicly humiliated were the most engaged ones in public 
resistance to the actions of Operation Cleansing.

14 It is important to emphasize that, despite these alliances being recognizable, the 
intersections between the homosexual movement and other sectors occurred in 
a localized way and with specific objectives. Regarding the black movement, 
for example, although the intersection between both movements was observed 
at different times, this did not translate into a robust discussion about race in 
many sectors of the homosexual movement, as well as homophobia in sectors 
of the black movement often continued unquestioned. See Pinto and Pedro 
(2022).

Despite the demonstration being successful, amounting to limited 
but supportive press coverage15, Riche$i did not feel dismayed by the 
demonstrators and mocked the participants in his statements, going so 
far as to say that he would head to the city cathedral to pray and have 
the certainty of not inhabiting Sodom and Gomorrah (Quinalha 2021, 
81). Nevertheless, the June 13th event and the denunciations made by 
politicians and artists to the press partially undermined Riche$i’s power 
and led him to gather further support for his actions. On June 17th, the 
newspaper Folha de São Paulo reported on the support Operation Cleansing 
received from business owners in the city center. !ese supporters believed 
that the “cleansing” promoted by Riche$i would also mean the end of 
violence in the region (Folha de São Paulo 1980b). Merchants and middle-
class inhabitants of downtown São Paulo, overwhelmed by the public 
presence of queer bodies on the streets of São Paulo, came out in support 
of Riche$i’s actions (ibid, 85), evidencing that Operation Cleansing 
translated a moral panic that was not only institutional but also social 
during the military dictatorship.

A formal demand for clari%cations about the allegations of police abuse and 
violence occurred only one month later a(er the beginning of Operation 
Cleansing. Despite a rate of only 0.8% of those detained being proven 
criminals (Trevisan 1980) and the numerous reports of abuse and violence, 
Riche$i and his police force were able to terrorize the queer community 
for over a month, assembling a scenario of fear and anguish among the 
LGBTQIA+ community. Regardless of being summoned to testify in 

15 Unlike O Estado de São Paulo, which had been responsible for the reports 
denouncing travestis and demanding police intervention, the newspaper Folha 
de São Paulo became the main large publication to denounce the abuses of the 
Operation Cleansing. For this reason, the day after the protests, the newspaper 
highlighted the demonstration, specifying the allegations of abuse and violence 
against the police operation (Folha de São Paulo 1980b).
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front of the Municipal Assembly, an event that included the presence of 
segments that participated in the protest on June 13th, Riche$i received 
the support of several parliamentarians, and the denunciations achieved 
few practical results.

Police raids persisted in terrorizing homosexuals, travestis, and sex workers, 
among others, at di"erent times and places, whether in a more organized 
manner, such as under Riche$i’s command or occasionally. In a le$er to 
Folha de São Paulo at the end of June 1980, one of the members of the 
Outra Coisa – a new homosexual group that emerged in São Paulo that 
year – thanked the newspaper for publishing the accusations against 
Riche$i. In the le$er, it is a$ested that those who had witnessed the actions 
of Operation Cleansing would have thought “that Brazil was reliving the 
horrors of Nazi-fascism in the 1940s, in Germany and Italy” (Outra Coisa 
1980a, my translation). By recovering the memory of the Nazi and fascist 
persecution of homosexuals in Europe, the sender of the le$er intended 
to make explicit the violence carried out by Operation Cleansing, the 
widespread fear felt by those who witnessed such acts, and to ask the 
newspaper to continue to be an ally in further accusations.

!is concern about the need to pursue the allegations against Riche$i 
was well-founded. Even with the mobilization of queer groups and 
the denunciations published in the press, Riche$i’s operations again 
speci%cally a$acked places of homosexual sociability in November 1980. In 
an open le$er to the press, the main homosexual groups in the metropolitan 
area of São Paulo denounced the police brutality across several bars in the 
city, especially Ferro’s Bar, frequented mainly by women. !e document 
also reports that these women were being arrested meanwhile the police 
shouted: “You are lesbians!” (Outra Coisa 1980b). !us, being queer 
continued to be seen as a justi%cation to be arrested.

In addition, Riche$i’s operation inspired similar actions in other regions 
of the city and other municipalities. In November 1980, a joint document 
signed by several groups of the LGBTQIA+ movement denounced e"orts 
like those of Riche$i in other cities in the state of São Paulo and reported 
the majority arrest of homosexuals (Outra Coisa 1980c). !erefore, 
Operation Cleansing intensi%ed moral repression not only in the area 
where it actually operated but ultimately translated the regime’s ideology 
and the moral panic it intended to reinforce. Operation Cleansing was the 
outcome of a policy of fear, supported by the anti-communist discourse 
and justi%ed by a moral crusade for the maintenance of norms and customs.

Fear as propellant

Operation Cleansing, therefore, was spawned by the con'uence of an anti-
communist discourse – which encompassed the queer body as a threat – 
and fear as arti%ce that justi%ed the regime but also an emotion that was 
felt by the queer body towards the state. Such con'uence was translated 
into police violence as a response to the growing visibility of LGBTQIA+ 
sociability in the urban area at a time of political opening and escalation of 
moral repression. I would also like to add two more aspects that engendered 
Operation Cleansing: the %rst concerns the threat that the queer body 
represented to the maintenance of the compulsory heteronormativity; the 
second refers to the moral dread of the potential of all bodies being queer.

As mentioned, with the introduction of political opening and signs of 
exhaustion of the military’s censorship and political power, the regime 
turned to an intensi%cation of society’s moral control. In this scenario, it 
is evident that ongoing national political turmoil was instrumentalized 
in a discourse that called for the resumption of “values   and traditions 
that are perceived to be under threat” (Ahmed 2004, 76). Thus, 
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homosexuals and travestis, among others, were seen not only as a sign of 
communist in%ltration in the country but, ultimately, the destabilization 
of heteronormativity itself. For this reason, from the moment that queer 
subjects achieved greater visibility and possibilities of living and playing 
a leading role in the urban space, actions such as Operation Cleansing 
were put into practice. !at is, the public presence of these queer personas 
represented “the failure of the norm to take form; it is the proximity of 
such other bodies that ‘causes’ the fear that forms of civilization (the family, 
the community, the nation, international civil society) have degenerated” 
(ibid, 78). In other words, the greater visibility of the queer body in the 
urban center – concomitant with the uncertainty of the continuity of the 
military regime – was interpreted as a sign of the failure of the nation ideal 
that the hegemonic society, mainly the middle and upper classes, aimed 
for the country. !erefore, queer bodies represented not only an alleged 
communist a$ack but the failure of a heteronormative society that valued 
Christian morals and, preferably, had in the military the guardians of its 
safety and existence.

!e second aspect, intrinsic to the fear of destabilizing the norm, is the 
potential that everybody has to be queer. For instance, the concomitant 
fascination and hatred towards the travesti’s body at that period happened 
because they destabilized the %xity of gender and sexuality norms to 
their fullest extent. !e police forces, under Chief Riche$i, when passing 
through the city center, arrested all bodies that had a queer potential 
– any destabilizing performance of heteronormativity – or that were 
passing through the place. !is was due to the fear of one of the bodies 
from which the destabilizing potential emanates escaping, which justi%ed 
detention and widespread violence. !us, “fear works to expand the 
mobility of some bodies and contain others precisely insofar as it does not 
reside positively in any one body” (Ahmed 2004, 79). As much as these 
authorities tried to establish parameters that identi%ed queer subjects – 

such as the centrality given to the “e"eminate homosexual” by the police 
(Green 2019, 140) – many of these bodies escaped the expectations of 
the authorities, which further increased the fear about the impossibility 
of controlling and apprehend the totality of these people. In this way, the 
arbitrary apprehension of anyone in that moral region resides precisely in 
this fear about the possibility of some bodies escaping. Hence, the mobility 
of these subjects was severely reduced.

Operation Cleansing must be interpreted as a violent outcome of the 
discourse of fear operated by the military dictatorship in Brazil. Fear of 
the alleged communist threat led a large part of the population to bet 
on the regime to guarantee their security. Similarly, the queer body, now 
in evidence in the public space, represented the fear of the communist 
a$ack on society. !is was the case mainly for the middle and upper 
classes and supporters of the dictatorship, to whom the destabilization 
of the norm meant the end of traditional values. As a result, the queer 
community was seen by the police forces as a threat, and it was necessary 
to intensify the persecution of such subjects, restricting their mobility 
and visibility in the public space. !us, Operation Cleansing translated 
into physical and institutional violence, an ongoing moral panic of a 
society in e"ervescent transformation, trembling between dictatorship 
and eminent re-democratization, between religious and secular values, 
between traditional beliefs and a moral revolution.

Homosexuals and travestis, for the sheer fact of transiting in a speci%c 
region of the city – a large concentration of spaces for queer socialization 
– lived with the constant fear of imminent arrest and the possibility of 
being humiliated, extorted, and violated, psychologically and physically. 
However, it was exactly this fear that also promoted an alliance between 
these bodies and an organized resistance, which culminated in the 
protest on June 13th. It is imperative to remark that concomitantly with 
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Operation Cleansing, the incipient Brazilian LGBQTIA+ movement was 
experiencing a major internal crisis due to incompatibilities and political 
disputes between groups and members. However, in this moment of crisis, 
the various participants in the movement overcame their incongruities 
and allied against the fear imposed by the police raids (Simões 2009, 236).

As Collins (2001) observes, one of the central dynamics within the 
organization of social movements is the transformation of shared emotions, 
such as fear, into “the feelings of solidarity, enthusiasm, and morality 
which arise in group members’ mutual awareness of their shared focus of 
a$ention” (ibid, 29). In the case of the Brazilian queer movement in the 
1980s, the fear shared by individuals and imposed by the authorities and 
Operation Cleansing was translated into the internal reconciliation of the 
groups, even if momentarily, and the promotion of public protest against 
the violation of their rights. !is further supports the thesis that one of 
the most e"ective drivers for alliance and action in social movements 
is the confrontation of groups with common enemies (ibid, 31). In the 
analyzed case, Operation Cleansing materialized an enemy, the delegate 
Riche$i, and actions, the speci%c and coordinated raids, granting the queer 
community an evident and close enemy in common.

!e cries of protest during the demonstration and the confrontation 
of the spectators with the exhibition and reiteration of queer identity 
– through performative gestures, physical contacts, and kisses, among 
others – denoted agency to these bodies, transforming their impotence 
into potency (Guzzo and Wol" 2020, 4). What can be seen in progress in 
these processes of instrumentalization of fear for collective action are the 
resistance possibilities that the collective public demonstration inaugurates 
(ibid, 6) and, clearly, the manipulation of emotions within such dynamics. 
!erefore, examining social movements from a scope that considers the 
dynamics of emotions in these processes is a valid and fruitful endeavor 

to understand the history of these individuals, their struggle, and their 
strategies. Operation Cleansing can be observed as a merely local and 
municipal procedure in São Paulo in the 1980s. However, when we trace the 
fear and moral panic posed by the communist threat discourse, Operation 
Cleansing becomes more than just an authoritarian police venture under 
the support of the elite and the press. It comes to be understood as a local 
symptom of a national authoritarian political project. Likewise, the focus 
on emotions helps us recognize how an incipient social movement in crisis 
overcame its adversities and produced one of the landmarks of Brazilian 
queer history.
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READING TRANSITION WITH SUSPICION
An Affective Critique of Umwandlung in N. O. Body’s Aus eines Mannes 

Mädchenjahren and its Reception

Orlando Meier-Brix

ABSTRACT
This article analyzes Umwandlung (gendersex transition) as a sexological 
and autobiographic narrative in “N. O. Body’s” (Karl M. Baer’s) memoir 
Aus eines Mannes Mädchenjahren (1907), one of the first self-authored 
accounts of an intersex person in modern times. Scholars as well as 
authors of popular queer and trans genealogies frame Baer’s transition 
through medical intervention, although the historical evidence suggests 
otherwise. This discrepancy generates the author’s suspicion, which 
functions as a reading strategy and an affective methodology. The article 
pursues two central arguments: Empirically, it argues to de-medicalize 
Umwandlung as an early 20th century concept of transition via the example 
of Karl M. Baer’s memoir. Methodologically, it reintroduces suspicion to 
affect theory and proposes “reading with suspicion” as affective strategy 
to critically engage with trans and intersex narratives. Ultimately, the article 
argues that a more nuanced, complex and contradictory perspective on 
Umwandlung not only gives new insight into early 20th century intersex 
and trans history but also offers potential alternatives to contemporary 
medicalizing concepts of transition. In order to do so, the article proposes 
an interdisciplinary framework comprised of literary analysis as well as 
historiographic source study and conceptual history within the fields of 
trans studies and intersex studies.
Keywords: Intersex history; autobiography; early 20th century sexology; 
German; transition narratives; Karl M. Baer; Magnus Hirschfeld; critique; 
post-critique; suspicion

Introduction

Worries and doubts tortured me again and again. What was I really? 
A man? Oh God, no. !at would have been indescribable joy. But 
miracles no longer happen nowadays (MY 93).1

In Aus eines Mannes Mädchenjahren (Memoirs of a Man’s Maiden Years, 
1907), author “N. O. Body” – later identi%ed as Karl M. Baer – narrates 
a %ctionalized version of his childhood and coming of age. A(er the 
midwife is unsure which gendersex to ascribe to the protagonist, at birth, 
he is raised a girl.2 From early on, his body is marked as “other” through 

1 “Sorge und Zweifel quälten mich immer und immer wieder von neuem. Was 
war ich nun eigentlich? Ein Mann? Ach Gott, nein. Das wäre ein unsagbares 
Glück gewesen. Aber heute geschehen keine Wunder mehr” (MJ 110). I will 
quote both the 2022 edition of the memoir in the original German as well as 
Deborah Simon’s English translation (2009). Going forward, I will reference 
both editions every time to make it as easy as possible for readers to find each 
quote in either language. I reference the German edition as MJ (Mädchen-
jahren) and the English one as MY (Maiden Years). All translations of other 
German primary and secondary sources are my own.

2 I use ‘gendersex’ as a literal, conceptual translation of the German Geschlecht 
to question the dichotomous concepts of (biological) sex and (social) gender. 
Especially for the historical context of this research, a clear-cut separation of 
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the various reactions from the people around him, ranging from curiosity 
and amazement to disgust, and he experiences bodily changes throughout 
puberty unlike any of the girls around him. !roughout his childhood and 
teenage years, he struggles with the lack of knowledge and communication 
about his gendersex. Only in his early twenties does a sympathetic doctor 
present him with the possibility to live as the man he felt to have been 
all along – the gendersex assigned to him at birth is deemed a mistake 
(irrtümliche Geschlechtsbestimmung). He is now able to go through his 
transition (Umwandlung) and starts to live as a man.3 As it turns out, 
miracles do happen.

Early 20th century writers produced a number of autobiographic or 
pseudo-autobiographic literature which followed a narrative of confessing 
(“sich bekennen”) non-normative gendersex or sexual identities, such as 
homosexuality or transvestitism (Su$on 2015, 90). Su$on characterizes 
these works as “performative technologies of the transvestite self ” which 
are centered around a speci%c narrative of admi$ing one’s own non-
normative sexual or gendersex identity to oneself or to others (Su$on 
2015, 92). By telling personal stories, these works aimed to educate: Karl 
M. Baer frequently steps out of chronological narration to ask mothers 
to speak openly to their children about gendersex and sexuality (MY 19, 
21, 56; MJ 32, 35, 71) and, at the very end of the memoir, states that he 
wants to contribute to “modern psychology” and is writing “in the interest 
of science and truth” (MY 108; MJ 126). In his foreword, editor Rudolf 

biological and social aspects would be inadequate and linguistically impre-
cise. I follow Marie-Louise Holm, who uses gendersex as a more adequate 
translation of the Danish køn. See: Holm 2017, 75.

3 I chose to continually refer to the author and the protagonist with he/him 
pronouns. In the memoir, Baer employs the trope that the protagonist was, 
even though raised a girl, always a man. No later sources indicate that Baer 
ever thought otherwise of himself.

Presber claims that he implored Baer to publish the book in order to assist 
many people with hidden sorrows and help solve many a disastrous riddle 
among the misunderstood tragedies of everyday life” (Presber in MY, 3; 
Presber in MJ, 14). It’s quite interesting that Baer’s primary audience are 
those raising children like him (“mothers”), not the children themselves. 
Similarly, the author does not seem to be interested in community 
organizing or legal and political %ght for self-determination. He only 
demands “honest knowledge” (“ehrliches Wissen”) (MY 107; MJ 125), 
hoping to break the taboo of sexuality and gendersex through a sort of 
literary, educational activism.

In this article, I will analyze the narrative of Umwandlung in Karl M. Baer’s 
memoir as well as its reception and selected sexological material. Since 
historian Hermann Simon identi%ed the anonymous author as Karl M. 
Baer, a writer, social worker and functionary in Berlin’s Jewish institutions, 
in the 1980s, historians and literature scholars were able to examine the 
anonymous memoir vis-à-vis other sources documenting his life. His 
Umwandlung and the medical, legal and social practices it might have 
entailed has received particular a$ention. So far, scholars of the history of 
medicine have argued that it is very unlikely that Karl M. Baer underwent 
surgical procedures (Spörri 2003, 249; Hilger 2016, 244; Hulverscheidt 
2022, 180-81). Nonetheless, Baer is sometimes pictured as having received 
“the %rst sex change operation in history” (Aderet 2015). As I will later 
elaborate, this particular perspective on Baer’s work and biography aroused 
my suspicion. In this paper, I will develop this a"ective impulse into a 
methodological framework.

My central argument serves a double aim. Empirically, I propose to 
de-medicalize early 20th century concepts of transition (Umwandlung) 
via the example of Aus eines Mannes Mädchenjahren, disentangling 
gendersex transition from surgical intervention. Methodologically, I seek 
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to reincorporate suspicion into a"ect theory and propose “reading with 
suspicion” as an a"ective strategy to critically engage with trans and intersex 
narratives. Ultimately, I will explore how a more historically nuanced and 
a"ectively complex perspective on Umwandlung not only gives new insight 
into early 20th century intersex and trans history but also o"ers potential 
alternatives to contemporary medicalizing concepts of transition. As I was 
confronted with the narrow frameworks of transition as de%ned by gender-
a&rming surgeries, I wondered if Umwandlung allows for readings beyond 
medical intervention. In Jay Prosser’s words, I’m interested in exploring 
transition as “an intermediate nonzone”, an unstable process of movement 
rather than a single-minded trajectory which is read through the lens of its 
supposedly %nal destination, surgical sex-change (Prosser 1998, 3). How, 
in turn, might a historiographic and literary study of Umwandlung and its 
narrative in Baer’s memoir complexify not only its conceptual history but 
also contemporary, Western concepts of transition?

!is question leads me to analyze Umwandlung as narrative across the 
memoir, its historical-medical context and its reception. I combine 
historiographic source study, conceptual history and literary analysis 
in the wider context of trans studies and intersex studies. In order to 
analyze the narrative of transition in Baer’s memoir and its reception, 
I develop my suspicion into a"ective methodology. First, I will situate 
my methodological approach within critique and post-critique as well 
as a"ect theory. !en, I will analyze Umwandlung in four steps: %rst, I 
will deconstruct Umwandlung in connection to medical intervention 
in the memoir’s reception in reference to the medical history of gender 
reassignment surgeries in general and Baer’s case studies in particular. 
While this %rst step builds on the existing historiography on Baer and 
the work of medical historians, the second step will tread new ground by 
tracing Umwandlung as concept and narrative in early 20th century German 
sexology, most notably the work of Magnus Hirschfeld. !ird, I will 

perform a close-reading of the memoir. Ultimately, I will use my suspicion 
towards prevailing narratives of Umwandlung and the memoir’s reception 
history as a tool to %nd alternative, empowering readings.

Reading (transition) with suspicion  
– theoretical and methodological approach

My initial moment of suspicion in relation to Aus eines Mannes 
Mädchenjahren and its reception was twofold: %rst, I immediately cringed 
when I read the term Geschlechtsumwandlung, which carries a stereotypical 
and essentialist meaning that many trans and intersex people today reject. 
It is inextricably linked to medical intervention, as sex reassignment 
surgery marks the “magical moment of ‘sex change’” (Prosser 1998, 63). 
Geschlechtsumwandlung shapes a narrative of being trans and intersex that 
has very li$le to do with the complexity of trans and intersex experience in 
terms of identity formation and embodiment and is o(en used to stigmatize 
or vilify trans and intersex people, regardless of how they as individuals 
envision their transition. 

Second, I became suspicious when I discovered how Baer is discussed in 
recent queer and trans genealogies. Here, he is o(en framed as the %rst 
person to undergo gender a&rmation surgery. For example, Ofri Aderet 
refers to Baer in connection to “the %rst sex change operation in history” 
in Haaretz (Aderet 2015). An online article features Baer and Lili Elbe 
under the subheading “!e World’s First Gender A&rmation Surgeries” 
(Berlin Guide 2021). Emphasizing this fact in the headline makes it appear 
as if this detail about Baer’s life is what makes him memorable for queer 
and trans history.4

4 In her monograph on Lili Elvenes (Lili Elbe), Sabine Meyer notices a similar 
tendency. She observes that historiography often aims to establish Elvenes 
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Trans and intersex histories frequently overlap and certain aspects about 
Baer’s memoir and his life – his transition, his navigation of binary 
gender roles – can provide insight into trans histories as well. However, 
I’m suspicious when these overlapping histories are subsumed under a 
trans umbrella and ignore intersex history. !en, trans writers “not only 
erase intersex history: we appropriate it” (Heyam 2022, 179).5 To our 
knowledge, Baer never labelled himself a hermaphrodite – which was the 
most familiar term at the time – in his memoir or elsewhere, he also did 
not refer to himself as a transvestite.6 !e point of my research, however, 
is not to investigate if Karl M. Baer should be reclaimed as intersex, but 
rather to explore what an analysis of Umwandlung can contribute to trans 
and intersex historiographies and epistemologies of transition.

Theorizing suspicion

Suspicion is hardly a new reading strategy. Ever since Paul Ricoeur’s 
“hermeneutics of suspicion”, suspicious reading has been considered the 
standard critical method to approach a text. Suspicious readings have 
also le( their mark on queer and feminist literary criticism. Even though 
suspicious readings might be well-suited to deconstruct gendered narratives 
and trace queerness across a text and its readings, Rita Felski and Eve 
Kosofsky Sedgwick have also formulated important criticism. Following 

as the first person undergoing “documented complete surgical genital trans-
formation”. See: Meyer 2015, 39. It seems like Baer’s story fulfills a similar 
function in transmasculine history.

5 Few genealogies explicitly list Baer as intersex, for example: Lopez 2017; 
Sienna 2019, 194–202.

6 Magnus Hirschfeld coined the term in 1910, four years after Baer wrote the 
memoir. Here, it feels important to note that transvestite was a common term in 
the early 20th century, also used by crossdressers, drag performers, and people 
who lived in a gendersex different than the one ascribed to them at birth in 
some or every part of their lives. The term carried a much wider meaning than 
today. See: Hirschfeld 1917, 140.

Felski, critique is both a “mood” and a “method” and is characterized by 
modes of questioning, denouncing hegemonic social structures and radical 
intellectual and political inquiry (Felski 2015, 2). As she states in "e Limits 
of Critique (2015), suspicious readings are “negative act[s]”, determined to 
expose gaps and cracks in the narrative (Felski 2015, 127). Similarly, in her 
essay “Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading, or, You’re so Paranoid, 
You Probably !ink !is Essay Is about You” (2003), Sedgwick argues that 
suspicion centralizes the concept of paranoia (Sedgwick 2003, 125). Both 
writers also emphasize the role that a"ect plays in critical reading. Sedgwick 
conceptualizes paranoia as “a theory of negative a"ects” (Sedgwick 2003, 
136). Felski, in turn, criticizes that suspicious readings don’t hold up to 
their own standards because the analysis is informed by a"ect – a “mash-up 
of con'icting parts” (Felski 2015, 118). Critique claims to operate from 
an “austere, even ascetic, intellectual” position, but – characterized by the 
satisfaction to reveal and read against the grain – hides its a"ective nature 
(Felski 2015, 118). 

To summarize, Felski and Sedgwick have criticized suspicious reading 
as being profoundly negative and a"ective. For both authors, suspicious 
readings are not the enemy per se. Both mainly criticize the fact that 
suspicious readings have become synonymous with critical reading in 
general (Sedgwick 2003, 126; Felski 2015, 4–5). !erefore, Felski calls to 
increase the variety of moods and methods. She writes: “Why – even as we 
extol multiplicity, di"erence, hybridity – is the a"ective range of criticism 
so limited?” (Felski 2015, 13). !e critique of critique, therefore, doesn’t 
necessarily dismiss suspicion as a reading strategy – it seeks to establish 
alternative modes of critical reading. 

To dissolve the 'aws of critical and suspicious readings, Sedgwick proposes 
“reparative reading”, while Felski develops a “post-critical” approach. !e 
post-critical reading posits itself not behind, but in front of the text – instead 
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of destabilizing the text, it is more focused on locating possibilities within 
it (Felski 2015, 12). In a similar vein, Sedgwick describes her reparative 
reading as “additive and accretive” (Sedgwick 2003, 149). I will propose to 
think of critique and post-critique not as dichotomous or exclusionary but 
rather to fashion a queer methodology by employing di"erent, sometimes 
contradictory reading strategies together. In their work, Selina Foltinek 
and Marie-Louise Holm have each opted for a combined approach of 
critical and post-critical reading strategies. !is allows, as Holm explains, 
for a multiplicity of readings (Holm 2017, 92–93). Employing a variety 
of reading strategies might also result in a multifaceted, contradictory 
perspective on the text (Foltinek 2020, 32). Foltinek locates queer potential 
in this multimodal method because it destabilizes the binary of critical and 
post-critical readings (Foltinek 2020, 26–27). 

As Felski and Sedgwick call to diversify the approaches to critical 
readings by proposing their reparative and post-critical models, they 
opt for alternative a"ective and methodological frameworks rather than 
developing new angles at suspicion. In her essay, Sedgwick discusses 
suspicious readings through the framework of paranoia and theorizes the 
la$er through a"ect (Sedgwick 2003, 136–138). On the one hand, this 
move to negative a"ect is meant to illustrate the one-dimensional nature of 
suspicious readings – paranoia/suspicion is not introduced as an alternative 
a"ective framework. On the other hand, Sedgwick theorizes paranoia as 
a"ect rather than suspicion. Similarly, Felski’s a"ective conceptualization 
of suspicion is limited to the assumption of suspicion as a negative a"ect 
(Felski 2015, 118). As Felski criticizes, suspicious readings are instable and 
ine"ective because the a"ects which inform the reading and the methods 
are ignored – she describes suspicion as a “non-emotional emotion” 
(Felski 2011, 220).7 But when intentionally conceptualized and taken into 

7 In her essay “Suspicious Minds”, Felski uses emotion and affect interchange-
ably.

methodological consideration, can the “mash-up” of the analytical and the 
a"ective be a strength rather than a weakness?

Reading with suspicion as an affective methodology

Suspicion does not necessarily disguise subjectivity and a"ectivity, but 
can rather help to fashion them into theoretical and methodological 
tools. In order to create such an intentionally twofold approach, I will 
reconsider suspicion as a"ect. While its link to analysis has never been 
contested by proponents of critique and post-critique alike; its a"ective 
qualities, however, have not yet been explored for their theoretical and 
methodological potential. 

What are the a"ective qualities of suspicion? And how does it relate to 
intersex and trans histories? Cambridge Dictionary explains “suspicion” as 
a “feeling or belief that something is likely or true” (Cambridge Dictionary, 
n.d.). !e Oxford English Dictionary de%nes suspicion as “imagination 
or conjecture of the existence of something evil or wrong without proof; 
apprehension of guilt or fault on slight grounds or without clear evidence” 
(Oxford English Dictionary, n.d.). In one sense, suspicion might serve 
as a strategy to debunk cissexist and heteronormative readings and 
historiographies. Intersex studies as well as trans studies both respond to 
these structures by deconstructing and questioning normative concepts 
of sex and gender as well as the legal, social and medical structures which 
produce them (Horlacher 2016, 10). As Ashley Barnwell remarks: 
“Suspicion drives knowledge; it is the kni$ing together of seemingly 
disparate events and utterances into a pattern that can be read and 
responded to” (Barnwell 2020, 115). !e suspicion that intersex and trans 
experiences are distorted through cissexist, binary and heteronormative 
historiographies might drive us to look at the sources with a fresh 
perspective in order to %nd more nuanced, complex readings and collect 
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our own knowledges of intersex and trans histories. !is dimension of 
suspicion stands in the tradition of critical readings.

In another way, however, suspicion may also relate to the a"ective state of 
the reader, the historian. For me, suspicion is quite o(en the a"ective point 
of departure of my analysis. As an endosex (=non-intersex) genderqueer 
trans person writing trans and intersex histories, suspicion accompanies 
me frequently when I wade through swamps of cissexist, heteronormative 
historiographies on gendersex and sexuality.8 It informs the way I read 
the newspaper or the way I watch the latest TV show featuring a trans 
character. It guides the questions I ask of historical sources touching on 
trans and intersex narratives, but, more importantly, it guides my distrust 
in the reception of these sources. For me, suspicion is an underlying sense 
of dread, a feeling bordering on knowledge that intersex and trans stories 
probably will be distorted. I am suspicious of mainstream trans and intersex 
narratives because I am used to being disappointed, hurt, and infuriated 
by them. Why wouldn’t I approach historical trans and intersex narratives 
and their discussion in hegemonic historiography in the same way? 

Finally, is to read with suspicion the same as performing a suspicious 
reading? Not necessarily. Although building on the theoretical discourse 
on critique and post-critique, reading with suspicion is also related to 
other a"ective reading strategies: reading with anger, reading with grief 
and reading with hope. Like all a"ects, they might spontaneously emerge 
through our reading and color our %rst impressions of a text. What if 
I cannot shake this feeling? In order to avoid replicating the 'aws of 

8 Scholars of trans studies, such as G. M. Bychowski, Alexander Eastwood, and 
Sam Holmqvist, have explored the affective and intimate connections of trans 
researchers to their literary, historical projects: Bychowski 2021; Eastwood 
2014; Holmqvist 2018. In order to analyze the (re)production of historical 
narratives of transition, I’m more drawn to epistemological frameworks rather 
than identity politics, although I of course cannot operate without them entirely.

critical readings, I aim to consciously integrate the a"ective as well as the 
critical dimensions of suspicion into my methodology. Such a reciprocal 
framework transforms suspicion into an affective methodology. The 
di"erence between “suspicious readings” and “reading with suspicion” 
lies precisely in the shi( of rethinking suspicion as a"ect. When suspicion 
is understood as a"ect rather than a synonym of (literary) critique, its 
pedestal is removed. In a way, refocusing on the a"ective dimensions 
of suspicion might solve some of the very problems associated with 
hermeneutics of suspicion: a"ectivity is consciously introduced into the 
theoretical and methodological framework rather than hiddenly tainting a 
seemingly neutral analytical stance. To read with suspicion is a theoretical, 
methodological and a"ective impulse among a range of others, not a 
resort to the hegemonic analytical framework. As shown in the last part 
of my analysis, other a"ects such as joy or hope become entangled with 
suspicion. A reading informed by suspicion is therefore not only one of 
many a"ective analytical frameworks but in itself contains traces and links 
to the various a"ects informing trans and intersex readings.

Selection of sources and analytical methods

!e analysis of Umwandlung as sexological concept and literary narrative 
in'uences the selection of the sources. For this reason, I situate my analysis 
between history and literary criticism, similar to Eastwood’s approach of 
trans literary history. Eastwood proposes that reading trans history through 
literary representation “provides accounts of history that are a"ective, 
imaginative, and closely linked to questions of self-authorship” (Eastwood 
2014, 591). Additionally, literary texts are produced for readers. Studying 
the memoir from an interdisciplinary angle allows me to consider it both as 
a historical source which is shaping and shaped by sexological discourses 
on gendersex in the early 20th century as well as a narrative of transition 
which seeks to educate and build a"ective connections to readers. My 
approach seeks to destabilize the hierarchy of sources that most scholarship 
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on trans and intersex narratives explicitly or implicitly engages in. Usually, 
medical documents are a$ributed higher credibility and impartiality than 
self-authored accounts such as memoirs or diaries (Meyer 2015, 42). !is 
power dynamic extends until today, when, due to the lack of information 
available, medical professionals still possess power to decide over an 
intersex person’s medical treatment, including performing non-consensual 
surgeries in infancy (Creighton et al. 2009, 254). For these reasons, I aim 
to deeply engage with the memoir and simultaneously study the academic 
and medical discourses it is embedded in.9

Due to the scope of this article, I will study sexological texts closely related 
to the memoir, such as case studies and research publications by sexologist 
Magnus Hirschfeld, who wrote a medical report for Karl M. Baer to 
change his gendersex marker and name and also connected him to editor 
Rudolf Presber. Additionally, I study reviews wri$en around the time of 
the memoir’s publication, both in medical and non-medical periodicals, 
to analyze how its readers perceived and wrote about the narrative of 
transition. I then also analyze the memoir’s more recent reception in 
– mostly academic – historiographies, to investigate how authors (re)
produce the interpretation of Umwandlung as surgical intervention. While 
this selection of sources cannot make claims about concepts of gendersex 
transition in early 20th century sexology at large, I hope to indicate that 
further investigation of the medical and autobiographic narrative of 
Umwandlung is needed in order to trace its conceptual history and think 
through similarities and di"erences in comparison to 21st century narratives 
of transition.

9 As I will show, turning to the history of medicine is quite useful to shed light 
on Umwandlung as an early 20th century concept. My effort to de-medicalize 
the narrative does not result in a rejection of any medical narrative or medi-
cal theory, but rather questions our supposedly ahistorical and universal 21st 
century medicalizing frameworks of trans and intersex.

!e %rst step of my initial analysis – and the last in this article – was a 
close-reading of the memoir. I looked for the term Umwandlung as well as 
motifs of physical and social changes. I then analyzed what purpose these 
changes serve for the narrative of transition, how di"erent moments might 
contradict each other and sought to point out gaps or continuity in the 
narrative as well. !en, I turned to secondary sources. Initially, I analyzed 
the sources by looking for keywords connected to gendersex transition, 
for example the article’s key term, Umwandlung. When this term was 
absent – as it also is in some passages from Baer’s memoir which speak 
of changes of gendered behavior or gendersex expression – I looked for 
similar expressions, such as “o&cial change of gendersex” in the review 
by Georg Merzbach (Merzbach 1908, 101). I also looked for expressions 
indicating medical intervention or surgery. My initial approach was 
therefore to reread Umwandlung and its medicalized reception into the 
early sources and point out the gaps and clashes. I then applied a similar 
method to the more recent reception of the memoir, looking for key 
terms such as “Geschlechtswandel” (“sex change”) (Simon 1993, 177) or 
“transgenderation” (Brenner 1998, 32) used to describe, or rather interpret, 
the protagonist’s transition. I then investigated whether the authors make 
direct or indirect references to medical intervention or surgeries. !e 
analysis of the memoir’s reception history is complemented by a selective 
conceptual history of the early 20th century concept of Umwandlung, mostly 
drawn from Hirschfeld’s sexological work. Again, I looked for the term 
Umwandlung in his writings and analyzed which kinds of changes – legal, 
social, medical etc. – he discussed and how he tied them to gendersex 
identity. Following the initial moment of suspicion, I’m wondering: how 
is the narrative of Umwandlung connected to medical intervention in the 
memoir’s reception and the historiography on Karl M. Baer?
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Umwandlung in Karl M. Baer’s memoir and its reception

Reception history and the (re)construction of Umwandlung 

Apart from queer, trans and – rarely – intersex historiographies, the 
reception of N.O. Body’s/Karl M. Baer’s Aus eines Mannes Mädchenjahren 
is comprised of four genres: reviews of the memoir, published a(er its 
publication in 1907, the medical and legal documents that allowed Baer to 
change his name and gendersex marker, the academic scholarship which 
emerged in the 1990s as well as popular queer and trans genealogies. 
First, I will address the memoir’s more recent, academic reception before 
I analyze Umwandlung as narrative in the early 20th century. 

!e academic works produced a(er the memoir’s reprint in 1993 are 
located in three disciplines: history, literature, and history of medicine/
sexology. Especially literature scholars like Jana Funke, Ina Linge and 
Stephanie Hilger take the memoir as a starting point for larger observations 
about the genre of the memoir or the autobiography, sometimes also in 
connection to the case study (Funke 2011; Linge 2015; Hilger 2016). Katie 
Su$on and Marion Hulverscheidt situate the memoir in the history of 
medicine, speci%cally German sexology (Su$on 2015; Hulverscheidt 2017, 
2022). Michaela Koch contributes to both literary and medical-historical 
discussions on Baer (Koch 2017a, 2017b). Koch’s work is so far unique in 
that it discusses Baer in the context of intersex theory and activism.

What role does medical intervention play in the academic research on 
Karl M. Baer? In 1996, Anne$e Runte discusses the memoir in her study 
of autobiographical accounts by transsexuals between 1930 and 1990. She 
deems it “possibly the %rst autobiography of a hermaphrodite [Zwi$er] 
who underwent surgery” (Runte 1996, 23). Runte consults both the 
memoir and Hirschfeld’s case study published in 1917, which identi%es 
the patient as the memoir’s author. Soon a(er, David Brenner claims that 

Baer consulted with Hirschfeld, “who operated on her [sic] to correct her 
anatomical ‘de%ciency’”, therefore openly narrating his transition through 
medical intervention (Brenner 1998, 33). In his a(erword to the memoir’s 
reprint in 1993, Hermann Simon brie'y refers to a Geschlechtsberichtigung 
(correction of gendersex) (Simon 1993, 223). It is unclear whether he 
refers to the legal process that Baer underwent to change his name and 
gendersex marker or to medical procedures. In an article published twenty 
years a(er the reprint, Simon describes Baer’s story as tragic – “especially 
when we consider that his name change was preceded by medical 
intervention, however large or small it might have been” (Simon 2013, 
79). !is description might serve as a hint that Simon associated medical 
procedures with the terms Umwandlung and Geschlechtsberichtigung also 
in his earlier writings. Citing Simon’s article from 2013, Dieter Oelschlägel 
also narrates Baer’s Umwandlung in the context of corrective surgery 
(Oelschlägel 2018, 138). More recent examples of Baer’s supposed medical 
procedures also include Marion Hulverscheidt’s online article from 2017, 
“Nobody’s Body. Medizinhistorische Re'exion über ‘Aus eines Mannes 
Mädchenjahren’”. Similar to Simon, she mentions that an unspeci%ed 
operation has taken place (Hulverscheidt 2017). Hulverscheidt has since 
adjusted her position, as I will discuss below.  Savran’s and Rachamimov’s 
article “In the Folds of the Skirt. !e Di"erent Lives of Karl M. Baer” 
(published in Hebrew) is the only academic example following of the 
narrative of Baer as “the %rst person to undergo gender reassignment 
surgery” (Savran and Rachamimov 2015, 22).10

Are there any indications that Baer himself might have undergone medical 
procedures in the course of his Umwandlung? Both literature scholars 
and scholars studying the memoir in the context of medical history have 
shown interest in the sexological intertextuality within the memoir, 
frequently referring to Hirschfeld’s published case report. Hirschfeld 

10 My emphasis.
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served as Baer’s consultant when he appealed to change his gendersex 
marker and name. The same case report was published in 1906 and 
in 1917. In 1906, the journal Medizinische Reform printed a lecture of 
Hirschfeld which contained the case of “Anna Laabs” – a pseudonym 
for Baer – among two others, in 1917, Hirschfeld listed this case in a 
chapter on hermaphroditism (Hirschfeld 1906, 614; 1917, 44–46). In 
this anonymized case study, Hirschfeld includes a detailed description of 
the patient’s bodily characteristics, including the genitals. He suggests a 
surgical analysis of the gonads – but does not mention if such a procedure 
was performed (Hirschfeld 1917, 46). In her article “N. O. Body, Magnus 
Hirschfeld und die Diagnose des Geschlechts“, historian Myriam Spörri 
argues that a diagnostic procedure of the gonads would have been unlikely 
in 1906 – these rudimentary procedures o(en resulted in castration and 
were therefore not widely performed (Spörri 2003, 249). 

Besides, what part does surgery play in the medical history of transition? 
Even though the early stages of what would be later classi%ed as gender 
a&rmation surgeries where already being developed in the %rst decade of 
the 20th century, the procedures were rudimentary and, more importantly, 
not widely practiced. According to historian Rainer Herrn, the %rst female-
to-male gendersex reassignment procedure that is veri%able by sources was 
performed in 1912 (Herrn 2005, 104). Herrn shows that even in the 1920s, 
sexologists and surgeons started to consider gender a&rmation surgeries 
as possible treatment of transvestites; these surgeries were the exception 
rather than the norm (Herrn 2005, 167). Baer started his social and legal 
transition in 1906. At this time, Hirschfeld’s Institut für Sexualwissenscha$, 
which became the most important address for trans and intersex healthcare 
in Berlin, was not yet established – it opened in 1919. Surgeons such as 
Ludwig Levy-Lenz were responsible for the implementation of gendersex 
a&rming procedures, not Hirschfeld (Bauer 2017, 85). Baer therefore 
wouldn’t have been referred to him for medical procedures. Hirschfeld 

or his colleagues could have referred Baer to someone else, but there is 
no clue in the memoir or other sources in connection to Baer. Recently, 
Hulverscheidt has also readdressed the question of surgical procedures in 
more detail. In the 2022 reprint of the memoir, she stresses that aesthetic 
surgeries were not common in the early 20th century – and since the case 
studies report no functional problems, it is unlikely that any procedure 
was ever performed on Baer (Hulverscheidt 2022, 180–181).

As we have seen, a few authors have addressed the physical dimensions 
of Baer’s transition in some capacity. Spörri (2003, 249), Hulverscheidt 
(2022, 180–181), and Hilger (2016, 244) have convincingly argued that 
neither the case studies on Baer nor the medical state of the art suggest 
that he underwent surgeries. What aspects of early 20th century transition 
and intersex and trans narratives do we miss out on if we don’t extend our 
analysis beyond a determinative, medical-historical approach? Rather than 
focusing on the question if Baer himself had surgical procedures, I will now 
contextualize Umwandlung as a sexological concept.

The conceptual history of Umwandlung 

In order to understand Umwandlung as a sexological concept in the early 
20th century, I am %rst turning to a sexologist who is closely connected to 
Karl M. Baer and the publication of the memoir. Although he does not use 
the term in the case study, Hirschfeld mentions it in connection to a case 
of another hermaphrodite in Sexualpathologie, where he also publishes 
Baer’s anonymized case report. Here, he includes the following description:

her [sic] wish for a masculine occupation and, hence, a change 
[Umwandlung] concerning name declaration, dress, and lifestyle, is 
extraordinarily pronounced and advocated with strong, purposeful 
conviction (Hirschfeld 2017, 58).11

11 Emphasis in the original.



SQS
1–2/2023

42

QueerScope
Articles

Orlando
Meier-Brix

Hirschfeld uses the term only once in Die Transvestiten (Hirschfeld 1925, 
423). In his publication Geschlechts-Umwandlungen (1912), he equally 
applies the term to those he classifies as hermaphrodites as well as 
transvestites who show no signs of bodily ambiguity. Here, Umwandlung 
concerns social and legal changes – similar to the description in the quote 
above – and also physical transformation. !ese physical changes, however, 
are not the consequence of medical intervention but rather signs of the 
“true sexgender” coming to the body’s surface – for example, changes 
during puberty that seem to contradict the gendersex that was assigned 
at birth, such as growth of facial hair in a child assigned female at birth 
(Hirschfeld 1912, 15-16). In general, Hirschfeld rarely uses the term, and 
when he does, it has only legal and social implications or describes physical 
transformation with no connection to medical intervention.

Reviews of the memoir circulated around its publication in 1907 also 
provide insight into the time’s understanding of Umwandlung. Some reviews 
were also published in medical periodicals (Merzbach 1908; “Rezension” 
1910). Wouldn’t these reviewers be especially interested in the medical 
dimensions of the protagonist’s story? Merzbach addresses the “o&cial 
change of gendersex” (Merzbach 1908, 101). U. discusses the protagonist’s 
external transition – without any reference to surgical procedures (U. 
1907, 320). Kempendor" reads the memoir as the success story of a young 
woman with “masculine spirit” and a “masculine body”, now beginning a 
life as a heterosexual man (Kempendor" 1907, 496). Praetorius focusses on 
the medical diagnosis of “sexual intermediaries” – such as hermaphrodites 
– rather than the protagonists’ social transformation (Praetorius 1910, 
74–76). !ese reviewers most likely could not connect the anonymized 
memoir to Karl M. Baer and to his medical case studies – as I mentioned 
before, Hirschfeld’s publication which connected the medical case to the 
memoir only appeared in 1917. !e %rst publication in 1906 contained 
no such hint. !erefore, the memoir was the reviewers’ only source of 

information, which they read informed by gendersex concepts of their 
time. In their readings of the memoir, referring to its narration of and the 
practices with Umwandlung, the absence of medical intervention is telling.12

Although a larger comparative study of the sexological disourse is needed, 
a glimpse into Hirschfeld’s writings and reviews of the memoir already 
reveals the various aspects of Umwandlung in the early 20th century: changes 
of social practices (dress, hair style etc.) and, sometimes, the according 
legal corrections (name, gendersex marker) as well as spontaneous bodily 
development which called the gendersex assigned at birth into question. 
Medical intervention, however, is not one of them.

A close-reading of the memoir

!e %rst mention of the term Umwandlung appears in Presber’s foreword 
to the memoir. Here, Presber reminisces about his %rst two encounters 
with Baer. First, he is introduced to Baer when he was still presenting as a 
woman, and then, two weeks later, encounters “the same visitor, and yet not 
the same” (MY 4; MJ 15).13 Presber describes Baer’s outer appearance, his 
dress, his body language, and assesses his performance of masculinity and 
femininity. He calls Baer “the changed one” (“der Umgewandelte”, ibid.), 

12 The lack of surgical procedures does not only shape concepts of transition 
but also of trans and intersex embodiment itself. As Herrn points out, signs 
of a dissociative relation towards the body in terms of gendersex – what is 
classified today through the medical diagnosis of gender dysphoria – were 
only rarely described by sexologists around 1910: Herrn 2005, 103. Some 
transvestites were reported to opt for self-imposed medical interventions, for 
example self-inflicted castration. These cases seem to be rare, although further 
research in this area is needed: Herrn 2005, 103–105. This shows that sexol-
ogists in the early 20th century did not generally perceive trans and intersex 
people through the prism of self-hatred and body dysphoria.

13 Emphasis in the original.
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presumably alluding to the change in presentation and gender expression 
that occurred in the two weeks between their meetings. In their article, 
Savran and Rachamimov interpret the period of two weeks between Baer’s 
encounters with Presber as the point in time when Baer’s surgical gendersex 
reassignment occurred (Savran and Rachamimov 2015, 31). Here, Savran 
and Rachamimov seem to base their interpretation on their associations 
with the word Umwandlung (both “change” and “transformation” in 
Deborah Simon’s English translation) – a(er all, Presber does not mention 
any surgical procedures that have been performed in the meantime.

Later, the protagonist narrates this time period from his point of view. He 
cuts his hair, dons a frock coat and pants for the %rst time, and makes his %rst 
appearances in public (MY 103–104; MJ 121–122). At %rst glance, it seems 
like Umwandlung only refers to social practices and acts of embodiment 
beyond medical intervention.

Another passage has o(en been interpreted as indirectly referring to 
Geschlechtsumwandlung in the surgical sense: shortly a(er the protagonist 
is %rst diagnosed as male while recovering from a leg injury, we read: “For 
three days, I was down with fever” – “Drei Tage lang lag ich im Fieber” (MY 
100; MJ 117). Savran and Rachamimov argue that this state is the result of 
a medical procedure (Savran and Rachamimov 2015, 31). However, the 
o(en-quoted passage remains vague. !e life-changing conversation with 
the doctor happens at home while he is lying in bed. A(er the conversation, 
the protagonist expresses his emotions about the revelation and re'ects 
on his past and future. I will now closely examine the subsequent passage:

I lay still for many hours. !e new state of a"airs was so overwhelming 
that I could not yet seriously grasp it. Now a bright light lay on our 
dark path.

For three days, I lay in a fever. !e doctor came every day, and he had 

retained the services of a discreet and reliable nurse. I know nothing 
of my feverish dreams. I only remember that I lived in regions of 
boundless bliss. 

I regained consciousness only on the third day. !e severe fever had 
weakened me so much that I was able to recover my strength only 
slowly. !e delight of the reawakening of my strength was mixed 
with joyful thoughts of a happy future. I had not actually wanted to 
write Hanna of the happy turn in our destiny, partly because I feared 
the le$er might be lost and partly because I did not know how she 
would bear the joyous missive. In the end, however, I hinted at the 
content of my discussion with the doctor. Joyfully, she wrote back 
to me. Yes, at last, this was the path to happiness. I should have the 
change done, and then she would &ee herself for me. First, though, we 
must see one another once more (MY 100).14 

14 My emphasis. “Viele Stunden lag ich ganz unbeweglich. Das Neue war so 
gewaltig auf mich eingestürmt, daß ich das Ereignis ernstlich noch gar nicht 
zu fassen vermochte. Nun lag auf unseren trüben Wegen ein helles Licht. 
Drei Tage lang lag ich im Fieber. Der Arzt kam täglich und hatte auch eine 
zuverlässige, diskrete Wärterin besorgt. Von meinen Fieberträumen weiß ich 
nichts mehr; ich erinnere mich nur noch, daß ich in Regionen schrankenloser 
Seligkeit lebte. Erst am dritten Tag kam ich wieder zum Bewußtsein. Das 
heftige Fieber hatte mich so geschwächt, daß ich mich nur langsam wieder 
erholen konnte. In das Wonnegefühl des Wiedererwachens aller Kräfte 
mischten sich die freudigen Gedanken an eine glückliche Zukunft. Eigentlich 
hatte ich Hanna von der glücklichen Wendung unseres Geschicks nichts 
schreiben wollen, teils, weil ich fürchtete, daß der Brief verloren gehen könnte, 
und andererseits, weil ich nicht wußte, wie sie die Freudenbotschaft ertragen 
würde. Ich deutete ihr aber doch schließlich den Inhalt meiner Unterredung mit 
dem Arzte an. Jubelnd schrieb sie mir zurück. Ja, das endlich sei der Weg zum 
Glück. Ich sollte die Umwandlung vornehmen, dann wolle sie sich für mich 
freimachen. Aber vorher müßten wir uns noch einmal sehen“ (MJ 117–18).



SQS
1–2/2023

44

QueerScope
Articles

Orlando
Meier-Brix

!e states of recovery, unconsciousness and joy the protagonist experiences 
open up the passage for interpretations of physical transition. I, on the 
other hand, would not read this passage as an indirect reference to surgical 
procedures. First, there is no point in the text that expresses a change of 
location or passing of time. !e whole passage is wri$en in the course of 
a longer paragraph. !e line-break before the aforementioned sentence 
(“For three days”) is the only hint to an interruption in the consecutive 
events. Second, the protagonist refers to “the doctor” without further 
speci%cation. Since he last spoke to the doctor treating his leg injury, 
no other medical professional has been mentioned. Only later, when he 
seeks to change his o&cial documents, does he consult other doctors for 
their medical opinion (MY 103; MJ 121). “!e doctor” is most likely the 
one who treated him for his leg injury and continues to see through his 
a(ercare. It is very unlikely that he was also a specialist in gendersex related 
surgical procedures. !ird, the protagonist concludes the paragraph with 
his girlfriend’s request to wait with the Umwandlung until her divorce is 
%nalized. !is, again, indicates that the aforementioned passage is very 
close in time to the initial revelation and his Umwandlung, whatever it 
might entail, still lies ahead.15

According to my reading, nowhere in the memoir does the term 
Umwandlung clearly allude to medical interventions with the goal to 
masculinize the protagonist’s body. In fact, Umwandlung seems to consist 
of social and embodied practices only – which are pushed to the sidelines 
by readings focusing on medical intervention. In their article, Savran and 

15 Hulverscheidt suggests that the “minor operation” recommended by the doctor 
might refer to a circumcision – a religious obligation for Jewish men. See: 
Hulverscheidt 2022, 179-84. This interpretation is an interesting entry point 
for an analysis at the intersection of Jewishness and gendersex, more of which 
I have explored in my Master’s thesis. Considering the scope of this article, 
I’m not able to explore Umwandlung in terms of both gendersex as well as 
Jewishness.

Rachamimov understand the narrative of Umwandlung in the memoir as 
a focal point of possibility and agency. !ey write: “Few in Israel know 
that he is one of the %rst people in the world who underwent gender 
reassignment surgery” (Savran and Rachamimov 2015, 22). Baer’s 
supposed medical transition is not only one of the details they want to 
make known about his life but also one of the reasons why they tell his 
story in the %rst place. Queer, trans and intersex people might %nd hope, 
relatedness, and empowerment in (re)constructing Baer as the %rst person 
to undergo gender a&rmation surgery, as Rachamimov and Savran’s 
article and the introduction of Baer into queer genealogies suggest.16 
When Baer is remembered through and for his transition, these particular  
(re)constructions of the memoir and his life shape the historiographic  
image of him. Reading medical procedures into the narrative of  
Umwandlung can be a way to reclaim trans and intersex histories as sites 
of potential and agency. By deconstructing this persistent, potentially 
empowering narrative, have I not provided yet another negative, 
suspicious reading, one that might undermine this potentially life-giving 
interpretation? Is there a way to connect the conceptual history of 
Umwandlung with the memoir’s narrative and can such a reading be fruitful 
for trans and intersex histories as well?

Reading beyond surgical intervention – the potentials of suspicion

Transition is thousands of li$le gestures of protest and presence, 
adding up and ge$ing some momentum behind them so that you 
%nally achieve escape velocity from the category you were stuck in 
all those years ago (Carter 2014, 236).

16 I borrow the term relatedness in the context of queer, trans and intersex histo-
riography from Carolyn Dinshaw, who describes that, despite their “relatedness 
in isolation”, the researcher and the researched touch through the practice of 
queer historiography. See: Dinshaw 1999, 170.
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In the memoir, these transitional gestures mostly refer to embodied and 
social practices, such as masculine-coded clothing or behavior. As part 
of changing his “outward appearance” (“äußerliche Umwandlung”), the 
protagonist cuts his hair and wears a frock coat for the %rst time (MY 
103–104; MJ 121–122). He admits that he started this process already 
before he received permission from the authorities (MY 104; MJ 121). 
By undermining the o&cial timeline of transition, he has agency over his 
Umwandlung. !is agency, however, only becomes apparent when the 
transitional gestures he performs are perceived as part of his Umwandlung. 
!en, the memoir’s understanding is in line with Carter’s de%nition of 
transition: Umwandlung, just as transition, is made up of various li$le 
practices and experiences and cannot be reduced to legal decisions and 
medical procedures. Here, the memoir expands the sexological concept of 
Umwandlung. In Hirschfeld’s case study, the description of Umwandlung 
is short and practical. !e narrative in the memoir is more elaborate 
and, more importantly, addresses the a"ectivity of the social, legal and 
embodied gestures.

By reading the narrative of Umwandlung through “little gestures” of 
transition or the interplay of di"erent a"ects, suspicion enables me to read 
Umwandlung through various dimensions beyond medical intervention. 
Within this multidimensional perspective lies potential for intersex and 
trans readings. !e a"ective nature of these practices of transition is 
not exclusively positive: when wearing pants for the %rst few times, the 
protagonist describes feeling “uneasy” and “insecure” (MY 103–104; MJ 
121–122). Even though he and his girlfriend ultimately agree that his 
appearance changed for the be$er, transition remains ambivalent. Not only 
does masculine-coded behavior and social expectations directed at him 
feel strange, he also expresses discomfort over sharing a train compartment 
with other men (MY 104; MJ 122). Negative and ambivalent feelings are 
not erased in the memoir’s narrative of Umwandlung.

!e protagonist’s Umwandlung, however, is not limited to changes in dress 
and behavior. In the memoir, Umwandlung does entail physical changes 
in the protagonist’s 'esh, skin, muscle tissue, hair follicles and hormonal 
make-up. His body is narrated through a reoccurring theme of otherness. 
His genitals, for example, are only described in comparison to other 
children in his childhood. !e girls remark: “’Look here, Nora is very 
di"erent from us’” (MY 18; MJ 31). At the same time, the boys don’t seem 
to notice any di"erence or particularity: “Soaking wet, we came ashore. We 
undressed and laid out our clothing to dry in the sun. None of the boys 
found anything untoward about me, and I was glad of that” (MY 34; MJ 
48). During puberty, he notices how his body develops di"erently from 
his female classmates. His voice drops: “Others found this amusing, but I 
was very disconcerted” (MY 41; MJ 57). He doesn’t start to menstruate 
and eventually decides to fake it. He keeps up this “lie”, as he claims, for 
ten years (MY 49–50; MJ  64–65). At the same time, he grows facial hair 
which, for a short time, increases his popularity (MY 50; MJ 65). Due 
to his “unusual lack of physical development”, he is misdiagnosed with 
consumption (MY 56; MJ 71). His colleagues think of him as “thin and 
as lacking in breasts as a ten-year-old” (MY 63; MJ 79). 

First, the protagonist’s body changes through puberty and develops in 
unexpected ways – unexpected in the framework of his assigned gendersex. 
Second, his body is also a"ected by his social transition – without medical 
intervention, through his gendersex performance:

My body, which was no longer constricted by bodices and other 
tight articles of clothing, developed freely and became stronger. I 
now do gymnastics and other kinds of exercise to compensate for 
the forced prevention of a healthy development. […] I have become 
stronger and broader, my posture is freer, and physically nothing is 
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likely to remain of my girlhood years other than a slight furrow le( 
behind from tight lacing (MY 105).17 

!e protagonist’s acts of gender performance have an immediate impact 
on his body. Both are intimately intertwined in his transition and subject 
to change, but di"erently than expected. His transition is not limited to 
the intentional actions he takes a(er he decides to live as male. From 
birth to puberty, his body pulls him o" the linear path of gendersex 
development. !en, the author refashions his transition into a linear 
narrative. However, frameworks of surgical sex-change, regardless of 
their historical justi%cation, fail to grasp the complexity and longevity 
of the protagonist’s process of Umwandlung. !e protagonist’s physical 
transformation plays out on various body parts apart from the genitals, and 
not necessarily results from a new awareness of masculinity, a change in 
self-perception and outward presentation, but occasionally even precedes 
these conscious moments of transition. In fact, the memoir doesn’t suggest 
change but continuity in the body itself during Umwandlung. A(er all, what 
is there to change? His body had already transitioned without medical 
intervention, through puberty. !e only thing le( to do was changing its 
gendersexed frame of reference from female to male. !e very factor that 
especially today de%nes gendersex reassignment, surgical intervention, is 
missing because it is obsolete. !e protagonist/Baer transitions to live in 
the body he was born in. 

17 “Mein Körper, von keinem Mieder und keinem anderen einengenden 
Kleidungsstück mehr eingeschnürt, entfaltete sich freier und kräftiger. Ich turne 
und treibe jede Art Gymnastik, um die gewaltsame Behinderung der gesunden 
Entwicklung wieder auszugleichen. […] Ich bin kräftiger und breiter geworden, 
meine Haltung freier, und körperlich dürfte aus meinen Mädchenjahren wohl 
nichts zurückbleiben als eine leichte Schnürfurche…” (MJ 122–23).

Conclusion

While the question if Karl M. Baer himself underwent surgery has been 
answered, a closer look at the early 20th century concept of Umwandlung 
enables us to read his story in a wider framework of German sexology 
as well as intersex and trans histories. A historical-contextual analysis 
of the term Geschlechtsumwandlung shows that it did not entail medical 
intervention in the German sexological discourse of the early 20th century. 
More so, aesthetic surgeries designed to turn genitals into ideal penises 
or vulvas were not performed on intersex people in the early 20th century 
(Hulverscheidt 2022, 180). Refashioning Baer’s transition as a product of 
gendersex reassignment surgeries is not only historically inaccurate, but, 
as I hoped to show on a textual level, also misses out on the chance to take 
stories like his as a starting point to drastically rethink medicalizing notions 
of transition. In the age of gender a&rming care, surgical intervention and 
hormone therapy, these practices have become representative of physical 
transition; transition, then, is almost exclusively thought through these 
interventions, especially when it comes to accessing medical or legal 
transition. Unlike intersex people diagnosed a(er the 1950s, Baer was not 
subjected to involuntary surgical procedures. Neither were such cosmetic 
or sterilizing procedures his only gateway to legal and social transition, 
as was long practiced in Germany through the implementation of the 
Transsexuellengesetz (“Transsexual law”) in 1980.18 Baer’s Umwandlung calls 
into question the quasi-ontological link between transition and medical 
intervention altogether.

18 At its implementation, the Transsexuellengesetz required trans people to show 
proof of sterilization and genital surgery in order to legally change their gender 
marker. This passage was declared unconstitutional in 2011 and, even though 
the law was not reformed, is ineffective today.
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At %rst, it might seem negative and pessimistic to disprove the idea that 
Karl M. Baer received gender a&rming surgeries, yet the result of this 
reading is not negative at all. As Carolyn Dinshaw formulated in the 
early days of queer historiography, “queer histories are made of a"ective 
relations” (Dinshaw 1999, 12). !rough the li$le gestures, a"ects and 
embodied and social experiences he explores in his memoir, intersex and 
trans people who cannot or choose not to transition medically might %nd 
moments of recognition and a&rmation. Intersex people especially might 
%nd positive empowerment in a past that predates forced sterilization and 
genital mutilation and look for transition narratives such as Baer’s to de-
pathologize and de-surgicalize intersex in the future. 

Earlier, I described my suspicion as an underlying sense of dread, which, 
echoing Barnwell, has driven my knowledge (Barnwell 2020, 115). 
My suspicion is still there but I am also le( with curiosity. I’m curious 
which narratives of transition might come to light in the future and how 
frameworks indebted to the complexity of trans and intersex narratives 
will continue to impact their historiographic and literary analysis. !is 
article’s conceptual history of Umwandlung is limited to the writings of one 
particular sexologist, Hirschfeld, and its analysis centers on the memoir 
of Karl M. Baer. However, the sheer absence of gendersex reassignment 
procedures in the 1900s suggests that early 20th century frameworks of 
transition – and, by extension, the very taxonomies of transvestites and 
hermaphrodites themselves – were not linked to medical intervention 
in a similarly formative, almost ontological way that developed since the 
1950s. Historiographic and literary projects therefore need to further 
de-medicalize and de-surgicalize historical trans and intersex narratives 
as well as notions of transition. At the same time, they might – like this 
article hoped to show – make space for more complex, contradictory 
and multi-dimensional frameworks of transition, reframing intersex and 

trans bodies, their transformation and narration as sites of potential and 
possibility as well as literary agency.

Here lies the transformative power of suspicion as a reading strategy: 
besides acknowledging my affective relation to cisnormative and 
heteronormative historiographies and readings, reading with suspicion 
has provided me with the necessary critical force, analytical scrutiny 
and methodological as well as a"ective openness to engage in critique 
and propose alternative narratives and readings of transition at the same 
time. By conceptualizing suspicion as a"ect, it is possible to address the 
'aws of critical readings while making use of their critical and a"ective 
force simultaneously. In this sense, reading with suspicion continues the 
tradition of queer approaches to hermeneutics, dismantling the binary of 
critique and post-critique, and joins the ranks of a"ective approaches to 
queer historiography and trans and intersex readings.
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DESIRE FOR TRANS ANCESTORS 
An Affective Reading of Jordy Rosenberg’s Confessions of the Fox

Ivo Zender

ABSTRACT
In this article, the relationship between the affective histories of queer and 
trans activism and the reading and writing of contemporary fictional trans 
literature is explored. The focus lies on the analysis of Jordy Rosenberg’s 
(2018) Confessions of the Fox, which allows for an investigation into 
how trans histories can be written and read. The article emphasizes the 
intricate interplay between literature and history, specifically examining 
the tensions and pleasures that arise from balancing authenticity and 
fictionality. Additionally, the role of literature as a medium for expressing 
emotions and inspiring activism is considered. Confessions of the Fox 
tells the story of a fictional transmasculine literary scholar who discovers 
a mysterious manuscript that reveals the trans identity of 18th-century 
London’s infamous thief and jailbreaker Jack Sheppard. The narrative of 
Confessions of the Fox establishes an analogy between human bodies 
and written texts, specifically referring to the trans body. I argue that the 
narrative itself approaches the body and the manuscript through the affect 
of desire. Drawing on the concept of textual desire, as found in Roland 
Barthes’ (1975) The Pleasure of the Text and in the work of Eve Kosofsky 
Sedgwick (1985), the article analyzes the relationship between text and 
readership to trace pleasurable and ethical encounters with otherness. 
Overall, the article puts forward the idea to consider reading practices as 
a tool through which we can investigate the significance and ramifications 
of queer and trans histories and activism.
Keywords: trans literature, historiographic metafiction, Confessions of the 
Fox, textual desire, queer reading, trans reading, authenticity, trans literacy

Introduction

Transgender plays with time, history, and temporality in 
a multitude of ways that demand intentional and multiple ways 

of telling trans histories and narratives.
M. W. Bychowski (Devun & Tortorici 2018, 668)

As a literary scholar working on a project about contemporary %ctional 
trans literature, I am of course intrigued by the question of what the writing 
and also the reading of %ctional trans literature could mean for the context 
of a"ective histories of queer and trans activism. When do histories of queer 
and trans activism become a"ective? A"ectivity is central to literature, since 
art as a form of aesthetic experience aims to a"ect its readers and evoke 
emotions. “Literary language […]”, Jane Benne$ (2015, 141) points out, 
“engages our imaginations at a visceral level, to help us feel what cannot 
be seen”. Writers employ language to express, communicate, and depict 
emotions, and literature provides a distinctive way to grasp the multiplicity 
and intricacy of human emotional experiences. 

In this article, my focus is on examining the interplay between a"ectivity, 
story, history, historiography, and queer and trans activism. To accomplish 
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this, I will analyze Jordy Rosenberg’s (2018) Confessions of the Fox, a work 
of historiographic meta%ction1. !rough its narrative, Confessions of the Fox 
o"ers insights into the questions of how queer and trans histories can be 
wri$en as well as on how they can be read. At a university’s library yard 
sale, the %ctional transmasculine literary scholar and narrator Dr. R. Voth 
%nds a mysterious manuscript and suspects it to be the authentic memoir 
of London’s 18th-century infamous thief and jailbreaker Jack Sheppard. !e 
historical Sheppard was known for escaping from prison several times and 
later served as a model for numerous %ctionalizations such as John Gay’s 
"e Beggar’s Opera (1728) or Bertold Brecht’s character Mackie Messer in 
"e "reepenny Opera (1928). In Confessions of the Fox, however, the story 
of Jack Sheppard is told from a new perspective that reinterprets Sheppard 
as trans and explicitly focuses on the experiences of marginalized people 
in 18th-century London, such as sex workers and rogues as well as queer, 
trans, and racialized individuals.

Starting with the epigraph “Love’s mysteries in souls do grow, but yet, the 
body is his book” (vii), two lines from John Donne’s poem "e Ecstasy 
(1633), the text establishes an analogy between body and book, suggesting 
that the body is a text which can be wri$en and read, closely linking the 
bodily and the textual. However, as I will demonstrate, Confessions of the 
Fox is not just referring to any body, but to the trans body in particular. 
!e encounter with the mysterious manuscript found by Dr. R. Voth 
subsequently serves as a metaphor of an encounter with a trans body, so 
that everything said about the manuscript or the textual body can be read 
as referring to the trans body and vice versa. By this, the trans body appears 

1 The concept of historiographic metafiction was coined by literary theorist 
Linda Hutcheon (1988, 5) in her book A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, 
Theory, Fiction. She refers to historiographic metafiction as “those well-known 
and popular novels which are both intensely self-reflexive and yet paradoxi-
cally also lay claim to historical events and personages”. 

in its textuality, making it accessible as something which is wri$en and read. 
Further, the theme of encountering something mysterious, something not 
readily comprehensible because its identity, genre, and authorship are not 
clear (yet), points towards broader questions of recognition (what is this?), 
authenticity (is this real?), intelligibility (how do I culturally understand 
and classify this?) and the ethics of encounter (how do I approach this?).

With regard to these questions, I argue that Confessions of the Fox 
approaches both the manuscript as well as the trans body through the 
a"ect of desire. In general, I understand ‘a"ective’ as referring to emotional 
or subjectively felt aspects of behavior, experience or expression. Without 
engaging in an extensive debate on the theorization and di"erentiation of 
the terms ‘emotions’ and ‘a"ects’, my approach to analyzing Confessions of 
the Fox draws inspiration from Sara Ahmed. Ahmed (2014, 97) perceives 
a"ects “as part of what emotions do” yet maintains a critical stance towards 
rigid demarcations between a"ects and emotions. Ahmed (2004, 4) 
characterizes emotions as cultural and therefore dynamic forces that direct 
our orientation either away from or towards speci%c objects or individuals. 
In her work, she is interested in tracking “how emotions circulate between 
bodies” and how they “shape the very surfaces of bodies” (ibid.). Like this, 
Ahmed places signi%cant emphasis on the role emotions play in de%ning 
the constitutive boundaries between individuals and their surrounding 
world. “[I]t is through emotions, or how we respond to objects and others”, 
Ahmed explains, “that surfaces and boundaries are made: the ‘I’ and the  
‘we’ are shaped by, and even take the shape of, contact with others” (ibid., 
10). 

Employing this approach, which aims to explore emotions and a"ects 
as forces moving bodies towards and away from others, in the context of 
literature allows me to illuminate the relational and embodied aspects 
of emotions and a"ects. Furthermore, Ahmed’s (ibid., 12) perspective 
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acknowledges the a"ective impact of textual encounters due to their 
evocative qualities when positing that “’%gures of speech’ are crucial to 
the emotionality of texts”. 

While Ahmed’s perspective is certainly valuable in emphasizing the 
relationality of emotions and affects, when it comes to tracing the 
movement of desire in the text, I remain inclined to favor the term ‘a"ect’. 
This preference stems from its ability to offer a more encompassing 
understanding of desire, acknowledging the complex interactions of 
emotions, visceral sensations, and bodily affects. Moreover, ‘affect’ 
underscores the intensity and immediacy of desire, capturing its preverbal, 
somatic, and not necessarily conscious dimensions (cf. Gould 2009, 
19–20). 

Despite its significance as a form of intense longing or wanting for 
something or someone and despite it having been a prominent subject of 
psychoanalysis and feminist theory, Kristyn Gorton (2007, 345) criticizes 
that desire is frequently neglected within discussions of a"ect studies. 
Gorton (2008, 8) points out that there have been numerous theorizations 
of desire where it “has been understood as both an emotion and an a"ect, 
as a drive, and as the essence of human subjectivity”. But when analyzing 
cultural products, Gorton (2007, 346) suggests shi(ing the focus from 
o"ering additional interpretations and de%nitions to considering “what 
desire does rather than what it is”. 

In my analysis of Confessions of the Fox, I argue that the pervasive in'uence 
of the a"ective experience of desire is actively shaping the narrative 
throughout its pages. In line with Ahmed and Gorton, I aim to explore the 
e"ect of desire by understanding desire as a movement capable of both 
uniting and dividing, fostering intimacy, or creating distance. With this 
in mind, the circulation of a"ect between the text and its readers can be 
viewed as a possible form of intersubjective activism, as it has the potential 

to shape bodies, forge connections, and thereby challenge hegemonic 
a"ective arrangements.

When delving into the realm of the a"ective within the literary %eld, it is 
essential to recognize that this article prioritizes the exploration of story 
over history. Speci%cally, when analyzing literary works, particularly those 
of %ction, the emphasis lies on the narrative and the art of storytelling, 
rather than on factual accuracy or historical authenticity. However, history 
and story are also intricately intertwined in multiple ways. All forms of 
history and historiography rely to some extent on storytelling techniques 
to convey their truths,2 just as many historical novels use historical events 
and characters as the basis for their %ctional narratives. Stories, however, 
are not bound by strict adherence to factual accuracy and may playfully 
blur the lines between fact and %ction. In the end, a literary text is an artistic 
creation that establishes a connection with its readers and engages them 
on an experiential and a"ective level. 

While the focus of literary creation and analysis may di"er from that 
of traditional historiography, the historiographic and literary narratives 
have more crucial points of contact when it comes to the excavation and 
articulation of the histories of marginalized subjects. For them to even 
emerge, they are faced with considerably greater challenges due to the 
structural gaps and epistemic invisibilities. !e use of literary storytelling 
can help to balance these limitations of historiography. In her essay Venus 
in Two Acts, Saidiya Hartman (2008) for instance proposes the method 
of critical fabulation to serve the cause of historiography of marginalized 
subjects whose archives are marked by the violence of absences and 

2 However, the question of the significance of narrative and narrativity in his-
toriography encompasses a vast and contentious field which has seen much 
discussion and controversy. To explore the topic further, see, for example, 
Lorenz, Berger, and Brauch (2021).  
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omissions (cf. Hartman 2008; 2019). !erefore, this article also discusses 
whether the act of reading and writing %ctional trans (hi)stories can be a 
form of activism, too, and if yes, how?  

In the following, I will begin by employing the theoretical framework of 
textual desire to establish the basis for my analysis. From there, I will delve 
into the exploration of how the reciprocal desires between the text and the 
reader in'uence and shape the meaning, interpretation, and overall reading 
experience. Since Confessions of the Fox establishes an analogy between the 
text and the body, the theoretical concept of textual desire becomes a lens 
that not only provides insights into the literary text but also sheds light 
on trans corporeality. In this article, I intend to explore the circulation of 
desire within the literary text, examine the signi%cance of textual desire 
in the realm of contemporary trans %ction, and analyze Jordy Rosenberg’s 
approach to reading and writing trans histories, focusing speci%cally on 
his novel Confessions of the Fox. 

Textual desires and queer and trans readings

!e concept of textual desire is largely associated with poststructuralist 
literary theory, for example Roland Barthes’ "e Pleasure of the Text (1975) 
as well as with the concept of Queer Reading, as linked to the work of US 
literary scholar and pioneer of queer studies Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick. Both 
currents emphasize the idea that texts are not simply passive carriers of 
meaning, but rather active participants in shaping the desires and identities 
of their readers and vice versa. In this view, reading is understood as a 
dynamic interaction between the text, the reader, and the cultural and 
historical contexts in which they are situated. It is important to note that 
there is no uni%ed theorizing regarding both the concept of textual desire 
and the method of queer reading. By drawing on Barthes’ and Sedgwick’s 
approaches, among others, I develop an understanding of textual desire 

as an intimate relationship between the text and the reader, which both 
accounts for the reader’s desire to read and also for the text’s desire to be 
read.

Barthes’ The Pleasure of the Text explores the various ways in which 
the reader experiences pleasure and meaning in reading and how this 
experience is shaped by the text itself as well as by the reader’s own 
desires and expectations. He argues that there are two di"erent modes of 
pleasure in reading: plaisir (pleasure) and jouissance (bliss). Plaisir refers 
to a pleasure that comes from reading a well-wri$en text or the re-reading 
of a familiar story which Barthes characterizes as a “comfortable practice of 
reading” (Barthes 1975, 14; emphasis in original). Jouissance, on the other 
hand, “unse$les the reader’s historical, cultural, psychological assumptions, 
the consistency of his tastes, values, memories, brings to a crisis his 
relation with language”. While the reader is a&rmed “in the consistency 
of his sel*ood” by reading a text of pleasure, reading a text of bliss is a more 
intense, disruptive pleasure that arises from encountering something new, 
unknown, other and potentially unse$ling which results in a certain loss of 
self (ibid.). In other words, one may assert that whereas a text of pleasure 
provides satisfaction to its readers, a text of bliss is deeply a"ective in a 
transformative sense. At the same time, however, Barthes does not assume 
a text to exclusively be a text of pleasure or a text of bliss; rather, a text can 
contain both pleasure and bliss, both the known and the unknown, with 
one element usually prevailing over the other. When reading, the reader 
encounters both pleasure and bliss which makes them a “subject split 
twice over, doubly perverse” because “he [sic] enjoys the consistency of 
his sel*ood […] and seeks its loss” (ibid.; emphasis in original).

Besides this, Barthes also discusses the corresponding idea of a writerly 
text, which is one that – in contrast to a readerly text3 – invites the 

3 Barthes already introduces the terms writerly and readerly texts in S/Z (1970). 
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reader to participate in its creation and interpretation as its meaning is 
not immediately evident. Such a text allows for multiple readings and 
interpretations and it is the reader’s engagement with the text that brings 
it to life. Barthes moreover assumes that texts carry erotic stimuli which 
captivate and seduce the reader. As a result, the reader becomes absorbed 
by the text and is fascinated by its mysteries, desiring to make sense of its 
enigmatic qualities. !is “avidity for knowledge” or for “whatever furthers 
the solution of the riddle” is what Barthes calls Oedipal pleasure: “to denude, 
to know, to learn the origin and the end” (ibid., 10–11). 

Since the meaning of a text is o(en neither obvious nor permanently 
%xable, the textual desire in this case expresses itself as a desire for meaning 
which demands an active e"ort on the part of the reader. Benedikt Wolf 
starts from the premise of a “fundamental mysteriousness of literary texts” 
(Wolf 2019, 13; my translation). By drawing on French psychoanalyst 
Jean Laplanche’s (1987) General "eory of Seduction, Wolf understands 
this fundamental mysteriousness, similar to Barthes’ erotic stimuli, as a 
situation of seduction in which the text seems to want something from 
the reader, while it is remaining unclear what exactly. !e way, however, in 
which texts handle their own mysteriousness and their seductive qualities 
can vary signi%cantly: some texts emphasize their own mysteriousness, 
while others refrain from overtly displaying it (Wolf 2019, 13). In the 
context of mysteriousness, the textual desire appears as a quality of the 
text itself which is able to draw the reader in and make them follow its 
path of desire. On the other hand, the reader enjoys the thrill of not (yet) 
knowing, compelling them to continue reading and form a relationship 
with the text. !e reader’s pleasure lies in allowing themself to be captivated 
by the text while simultaneously a$empting to comprehend its meaning.

However, as Wolf annotates, “the pleasure of the text is not neutral”, but the 
themes of desire, pleasure and seduction subsequently raise questions of 

gender relations (ibid., 14; my translation). Especially the literary-oriented 
queer studies have been concerned with the relationship between language, 
desire, and gender. In this context, Sedgwick’s work laid the cornerstones 
for a method of reading known today as Queer Reading. In her book Between 
Men, Sedgwick emphasizes the importance of the text as a site where desire 
can be expressed and negotiated beyond the intention of the author or even 
the characters involved in the plot. Sedgwick (1985, 21) argues that desire 
between men in 18th and 19th-century English literature is o(en expressed 
through a variety of linguistic, stylistic, and narrative techniques within a 
structure of erotic triangles. She argues that these techniques constitute 
a kind of coded language that allows desire between men to be identi%ed 
without naming it directly. Queer reading can thus be seen as a method for 
decoding the “erotic subtexts and shadow histories” (Kraß 2003, 22). By 
reading between the lines, the reader can excavate the latent queer desires 
embedded in the subtext.4 Meridith Kruse (2019, 134–136) points out 
that Sedgwick is “situat[ing] her reading practice in the context of hostile 
culture”, where projecting one’s own queer desires onto a text becomes 
essential for countering heterosexist suppression and serves as “a tool for 
survival and resistance”. 

Ján Demčišák (2012, 91), however, criticizes this approach of di"erentiating 
between a heteronormative surface and a hidden queer subtext, arguing 
that the failure to recognize the queer subtext reveals itself as an exclusive 

4 Nevertheless, Andreas Kraß consistently emphasizes that a queer reading 
should not be misunderstood as a biographical method aiming to identify the 
author’s personal (homosexual) desire in the text (Kraß 2009, 97). Instead, 
queer reading is a “critical reading method which deconstructs heteronorma-
tive oppositions and takes a look at the explicit and implicit spaces of desire 
through close reading” (Kraß 2015, 329; my translation). Thus, the practice 
of decoding has to be understood as one possible form of conducting a queer 
reading, whereas others would focus on how the textual structure itself chal-
lenges or ‘queers’ (hetero)normativity and binarily structured arrangements. 
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(in)ability to decode queerness. Demčišák emphasizes that the desire 
to read for queerness is not indicative of a quality inherent in the text 
itself. Rather than a textual desire (Textbegehren), Demčišák argues that 
decoding queerness re'ects a reading desire (Lesebegehren). Disregarding 
the intersubjective circulation of emotions and a"ects and their mutually 
constitutive e"ects, Demčišák’s interpretation considers desire as a trait 
that can be a$ributed either to the text or to the reader (ibid.). However, 
he raises the important question of  “how we should actually deal with the 
desire to read for queerness” (ibid., 93; my translation). As a response, he 
suggests “being aware of one’s own desire, intentionally displaying it or at 
least accepting it” (ibid.). Although I agree with Demčišák’s perspective 
on the importance of acknowledging one’s own desires instead of denying 
them, it appears that Demčišák may not fully consider the structural 
imbalances in (historical) texts that contribute to the need of reading 
for queerness, speci%cally in terms of who is represented and who is 
marginalized or absent. Based on my exploration of trans literature, I thus 
argue that instead of merely accepting one’s desire to read for queerness, 
approaching literature with a sense of desire and submi$ing to its e"ects 
on the relationship between text and reader can prove to be a highly 
productive starting point for literary creation and the pleasure of reading. 

With regard to the context of trans literature, however, Alexander Eastwood 
(2014) and Sam Holmqvist (2018) have made notable contributions to 
the discourse on reading practices by introducing the concept of trans 
reading. !eir research explores the ways in which historical literary 
works can be read to trace a history of trans literature and grapple with the 
complexities of the desire for recognition. Encountering representations 
of trans ancestors in historical literature or documents o(en prompts 
questions about how these characters and their experiences can be 
interpreted (Eastwood 2014, 591; Holmqvist 2018, 187). Holmqvist 
(2018, 188) observes that there are many depictions in historical literature 

of “experiences, expressions, and lives [...] that we would today refer to as 
‘trans’”. Reading about these characters today, it is not uncommon for them 
to be claimed as either lesbian/gay or trans, depending on the desire of the 
reader. Holmqvist (ibid., 190) argues that claiming a character as lesbian/
gay does not necessarily eliminate the possibility of also claiming them as 
trans. Ultimately, the terminological discussions about how to correctly 
identify a character point towards the inherent desire to establish a literary 
canon of either gay/lesbian or trans literature. 

Although Eastwood (2014, 591) acknowledges that “marginalized readers 
crave historical representations of themselves”, and affectively relate 
to literature in this way, he critically calls this approach a “revisionist 
reading strateg[y]” (ibid., 595) since it “appropriate[s] the past for present 
agendas” (ibid., 601–602). Due to limited %ndings of trans individuals in 
historical texts as well as to concerns about ineptly applying contemporary 
gender identity categories and concepts to the past, Eastwood modi%es 
his approach to trans literature towards a practice of “resonant reading”. 
Instead of aiming for recognition through identi%cation, this approach 
directs its a$ention to the portrayal of relatable experiences and topics by 
emphasizing the importance of “similarities and a&nities” (ibid., 595). 
Eastwood’s proposition implies that it is possible to acknowledge the 
desire of marginalized readers to a"ectively connect with (metaphorical) 
expressions of transness without explicitly having to designate historical 
and literary characters as trans. 

In addition to the distinction between queer and trans as identities, 
however, it becomes evident that queer and trans readings also diverge in 
terms of their analytical focus. Beyond their critique of heteronormativity, 
queer readings are suitable to challenge the very notion of norms and 
binaries and o"er a subversive approach to interpreting texts. !is usually 
involves reading texts against the grain, ‘queering’ them, so to speak, in 
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order to highlight their subversive potential. On the other hand, trans 
readings are not inherently queer in the sense of contesting norms. As 
Eastwood and Holmqvist critically discuss, trans readings rather re'ect 
the desire to read about transness. !e e"ort to identify and recover ‘lost’ 
trans ancestors is frequently part of this, but requires careful scrutiny. Trans 
readings of historical texts, however, allow to highlight the importance of 
both reclaiming archives and establishing subcultural canons as strategies 
to counteract erasure. 

In the context of approaching archives from a marginalized perspective, 
Saidiya Hartman’s works about the archive of slavery propose a method 
of transparently expressing personal reading desires and engaging them 
creatively. Hartman’s (2008, 10–11) concept of critical fabulation involves 
a fusion of historical research and speculative %ction and addresses the 
gaps and systematic silences within archival records, where the lives 
of the enslaved merely appear as dehumanized objects or corpses. By 
imaginatively reconstructing the experiences of these individuals without 
aiming to provide closure, Hartman creates counter-histories that challenge 
hegemonic historical narratives and epistemologies and o"ers a broader 
comprehension of the past, including its continuities into the present. “Loss 
gives rise to longing”, Hartman writes, “and in these circumstances, it would 
not be far-fetched to consider stories as a form of compensation or even as 
reparations” (ibid., 4). Hartman’s textual desire can thus be understood as 
a desire for text itself, emerging from the lacuna of such texts due to power 
relations within historiography. Hartman’s perspective makes it possible to 
acknowledge the desire of marginalized individuals to encounter their own 
re'ections in history and literature and to reconceptualize this desire as a 
valid and imperative response to their absences. By situating her textual 
desire within the context of slavery, the act of reading with desire emerges 
as an essential form of resistance against systematic violence.

As observed, both the text and the readers bring their desires to the reading 
process, forming a relationship whereby they mutually a"ect and shape but 
also potentially contradict each other. Building upon Ahmed, I interpret 
textual desire as a dynamic force that circulates between the text and the 
reader. In the upcoming analysis of Confessions of the Fox, I will examine the 
various textual desires that emerge both from the text and its readership. 
I will speci%cally analyze how the desires for representation, recognition, 
and touch, as well as the desires for community, subversion, and resistance, 
are manifested in the reading of the novel. At the same time, I will explore 
how these desires interact and contrast with the desire to authenticate, 
know, and categorize. By examining these dynamics, I aim to uncover 
how Confessions of the Fox incorporates and subverts these various desires 
in order to challenge dominant trans narratives and contribute to a more 
diverse literary landscape. 

Encountering a mysterious body of text

As mentioned earlier, Confessions of the Fox is a meta%ctional work that 
involves the reimagination and retelling of the life of Jack Sheppard, an 
18th-century thief and jailbreaker from London, as a trans individual. !e 
narrative situation of the novel is intricate and multilayered: the author 
Jordy Rosenberg presents his %rst-person narrator, Dr. R. Voth, a literary 
scholar in the contemporary, slightly dystopian New England, as being 
confronted with a mysterious manuscript: “A mashed and mildewed pile 
of papers, easily overlooked. And yet, a rare and perplexing %nd. !e lost 
Sheppard memoir?” (x). !is narrative situation of %nding intriguing 
archival material, in turn, mirrors a situation that Rosenberg himself 
experienced during research. In a conversation with the writer Andrea 
Lawlor, Rosenberg relates that 
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Confessions is based in research I did on primary source documents 
about the 18th century’s most notorious prison-break artist: a real 
person named Jack Sheppard. What I’d noticed about that archival 
material was that it repeatedly presented Jack as very genderqueer—
he was generally described as very lithe and effeminate and 
impossibly sexy. […] I wanted to run with this connection I found 
in the archives between gender queerness and hatred of/escape from 
capitalism, and sort of literalize it as an explicitly %ctional—actually 
almost science %ctional—trans origin story. (Rosenberg & Lawlor 
2018; emphasis in original)

Rosenberg’s desire to write about Jack Sheppard (and thus re-write the 
Sheppard archive) originates from his encounter with descriptions of 
the thief in the archive which he perceives as genderqueer. As he reads, 
he experiences a resonance and a&nity towards Sheppard, much like 
the method of resonant reading suggested by Eastwood. In contrast to 
Eastwood, however, Rosenberg deliberately and joyfully appropriates 
history for his endeavor, motivated less by the need for queer survival, as 
expressed by Hartman and Sedgwick, than by the pleasure of engaging in 
queer and trans readings, resulting in the re-writing of trans history. 

Like a thriller, the narrative of Confessions of the Fox unfolds around the 
mystery about the nature of the manuscript which seems not to have 
been read in years (xi). In a %ctional preface, Dr. R. Voth introduces 
himself as trans (“guy by design”) (xii) and as the editor of the manuscript 
which, according to Voth, contains the supposedly real story about the 
transmasculine thief and jailbreaker Jack Sheppard. Voth also confesses 
that he took the manuscript and went into hiding with it, where he now 
wants to publish it “’independently’ of the Publisher’s desires and control 
[…] with all my original footnotes” (xiii). !e text presents the reader with 
a situation they curiously want to make sense of, and in this way, the text 
itself becomes the object of desire because the mystery can only be solved 

by reading. !e %guration of the text as the desired other is underlined 
when Voth tenderly caresses “the so(, eroded pages of the manuscript” 
(xi) while transcribing its words for publication and developing a more 
and more protective relationship towards it. !e manuscript longs to 
be touched by Voth just like Confessions of the Fox wants to be read by 
the reader. In their article about the limited accessibility of transgender 
archival materials, K. J. Rawson (2009, 138) speaks about the importance 
of the “tactile experience of touching the past”.5 Brie'y touching a folio 
by Shakespeare made them experience a powerful emotional reaction of 
excitement leaving them with a feeling of satisfaction. When explicitly 
being invited to touch S&M toys during a “museum-like display in the 
Historical Society’s suite commemorating the Folsom Street Fair”, the 
author even started to imagine “being touched back” (ibid., 139). Rawson 
sums up that “touching artifacts is a desirable and pleasurable experience” 
which “is a deeply a"ective moment” and creates a “particular kind of 
relationship” (ibid., 139–140). Heather Love’s work informs Rawson’s 
understanding of the queer touch going beyond being just “laced with 
desire” (ibid., 140). With Love, Rawson suggests that such touch can also 
trigger feelings of shame through an “identi%cation with history” of social 
marginality. Overall, Rawson emphasizes the importance of historical 
archives as places where a “meeting of desires, of touches” can take place 
(ibid., 139–140).

As we have seen, when Voth runs his hands over the ailing pages of the 
manuscript, touching the past plays a vital role in shaping the a"ective 
experience within the narrative of Confessions of the Fox. !e physical act 
of discovering, reading and touching the pages is essential for the novel, 
as it emphasizes the signi%cance of an immediate and sensual interaction 

5 The aspect of the tactile with regard to queer histories has also been discussed 
by Elizabeth Freeman (2007; 2010), Heather Love (2009) and Carolyn Din-
shaw (1999). 



SQS
1–2/2023

58

QueerScope
Articles

Ivo
Zender

with the past. Moreover, it is the allure of the manuscript’s mystery which is 
particularly captivating. Similar to Voth, the reader is driven to uncover the 
manuscript’s contents, authorship, and historical validity. As proposed by 
Barthes and Wolf, the textual desire expresses itself as an enticing enigma, 
drawing the reader into a compelling journey of discovery. !e reader 
joins Voth, who himself is unsure of how to assess the manuscript because 
its origin, authorship and narratee are uncertain: “!e manuscript was 
confounding, its authenticity indeterminate” (ix). Reading immerses them 
in what Barthes (1975, 10) refers to as the Oedipal pleasure of “learn[ing] 
the origin and the end” and as Barthes and Wolf suggest, engaging with 
mysteries and the unknown can be a pleasurable experience.

!e novel presents the reader with multiple layers of text. Besides the 
extradiegetic level of the %ctional preface, there is the %rst intradiegetic 
narrative consisting of the mysterious manuscript’s story about Jack 
Sheppard. Additionally, the readers also receive Voth’s footnotes at another 
intradiegetic level, which, quite boldly, go beyond the usual brevity and 
content of footnotes. !ese footnotes, in a meta%ctional twist, become a 
narrative of their own.6 !e act of commenting upon the manuscript via 
footnotes conveys the impression that Voth is reading the manuscript at 
the same time as the readers which creates complicity between them as a 
reading community. !is complicity is further strengthened by addressing 
the readers directly and intimately (“You may not know this, but”) (xii), 
invocating them as readers (“READER! I have some urgent news to 
convey”) (258) and, in a digressive manner, sharing more (personal 
details) with them than is commonly permissible in footnotes. Like this, 
Voth creates a strong and emotionally intimate bond with the readers. 
Similarly, the manuscript and the footnotes enter a relationship between 
two intertwining bodies of text. 

6 A similar example of excessively commenting on a fictional text, in this case 
a poem, can be found in Vladimir Nabokov’s novel Pale Fire (1962).

Footnotes are usually meant to explain, comment, or translate noteworthy 
aspects of a main text. Indeed, the manuscript is not easy to read as it is 
full of words of real or imagined 18th-century rogue slang like “quim” 
(5), “Muff ”, “Tuzzy-Muzzy” (10) or “customs-house” (30) – which 
ultimately all mean ‘pussy’. On %rst impression, the footnotes, even if they 
consistently interrupt a linear reading 'ow of the manuscript, do their 
job by annotating unintelligible 18th-century rogue jargon and o"ering 
translation into today’s language. In this sense, making the manuscript 
intelligible to today’s readership means transferring concepts and words 
of the past to present understandings. Relatively quickly, however, it 
becomes clear that Voth does not perform this job reliably. Jess Arndt 
(2018) points out that his translation is a very subjective selection, since 
terms that are less in need of translation, such as ‘sugar stick’ are translated, 
while other terms that are much more in need of an explanation have none.7 
!erefore, Arndt suspects “some kind of disruption/refusal at the formal 
level”. In addition to textually appropriating the margins and exercising 
control over the interpretation of the text through selective translation and 
commentary, Voth’s deliberate emphasis on explicit language for genitals 
and his ‘unprofessional’ storytelling in the footnotes can be interpreted as 
an intentional rejection of the act of translation itself, or, put otherwise, 
as a de%ance of intelligibility. In this way, refusing to give any translation 
of a possibly unintelligible body expresses a refusal to objectify and 
commodify the (trans) body by willfully making it inaccessible and thereby 
inconsumable for the ones who are not able to read it. 

7 These terms include, for example, ‘mutt’ (5), ‘Yeoman’ (6), ‘Polhem Lock’ 
(18), ‘Smicket’ (41), ‘smish’ (44) or ‘snabblers’ (208). Also, when Bess and 
Jack meet for the first time, Bess initiates a conversation in cant in order to find 
out if the two of them speak the same language, asking Jack “’D’you jaw the 
bear garden?’†”, to which he replies “’I do flash‡.’” (42). In the corresponding 
footnotes († and ‡), Voth only points out that the two “Speak in underworld 
tongues/speak cant”, but does not ‘translate’ what they say, allowing them to 
keep the intimacy of the moment for themselves. 
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This refusal of intelligibility becomes very clear, for example, when 
Rosenberg’s parodistic depiction of the molesting publisher Sullivan wants 
Voth to submit a painted illustration of Jack’s genitalia (272). Sullivan 
is convinced that “READERS NEED TO BE ABLE TO VISUALIZE” 
(132; capitalization in original) and insistently requests a picture from 
Voth (“WHERE IS THE ‘PICTURE’ OF THE ‘HUMAN CHIME-’ 
GENITALIA AS INDICATED ABOVE?”) (134). His request arises 
from the fact that, within the manuscript narrative, Jack is examining 
an illustration that depicts “a certain area of a human Chimera” (134; 
italics in original). But rather than containing the expected image, the 
manuscript instead displays an abstract, literally unreadable page (133). 
Voth speculates that this page was inserted by “the original author” (134) 
of the manuscript, but interestingly, it bears a striking resemblance to the 
famous marbled page from Laurence Sterne’s (1759–1767) "e Life and 
Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman.8 In order to be le( in peace by 
Sullivan, Voth eventually responds to his request, but gives him a googled 
picture of a ‘waterlogged slug’ from a garden book which he photoshopped 
onto a “pi$ed and moth-eaten page” (272) to make it look ‘authentic’. !e 
picture indeed works to satisfy the publisher’s voyeuristic desire to visualize 
non-cis genitalia: “He motherfucking loved it” (272). !is joke, in turn, 
provides additional joy for the readers through the joint conspiracy with 

8 Monika Schmitz-Emans, for example, highlights the significance of the 
marbled page’s constitutive presence in Sterne’s novel, emphasizing the 
importance of distinguishing between the terms text and book: “a novel like 
Tristram Shandy forcefully emphasizes that there is no abstract, ‘naked’ text 
of a printed book, as there is always an element of typographic and page 
design staging involved” (Schmitz-Emans 2020, 96; my translation). By 
this, Schmitz-Emans understands the book as a body, not just a text. The 
same “sense for the aesthetic-reflexive, the poetological potentials of these 
[typographic] effects” (ibid., 99; my translation; italics in original) is thus true 
for Rosenberg’s novel. To underline the self-reflexivity of Confessions of the 
Fox, Sterne is also referenced (107) and can be understood as an important 
influence on Rosenberg’s work. 

Voth against the ‘evil’ publisher. !e joke, however, can simultaneously be 
interpreted as a sincere e"ort to protect trans bodies from voyeuristically 
being exposed, sensationalized, and objecti%ed, thereby addressing the 
question of how to ethically engage with trans histories. 

However, Sullivan’s intentions go beyond merely visualizing non-cis 
genitalia and presenting them as a shocking or fascinating spectacle for a 
cisgender audience. As an editor working for a pro%t-driven company, he 
also seeks to authenticate the manuscript in order to make it commercially 
available and utilize it as a promotional tool for a new testosterone product. 
He needs Voth to authenticate the manuscript in order to “take exclusive 
ownership of that manuscript, copyright and sell it” as “the earliest authentic 
confessional transgender memoirs in Western history” (122; italics in original). 
!e character Sullivan thus embodies the capitalist and cisheteronormative 
desire for possession, identi%cation, classi%cation, and essentialization. 
At the same time, the novel links capitalism and cisheteronormative 
epistemologies in a way that they cannot be understood independently of 
each other and portrays how they are acted out on the trans body. 

Desire for community

Voth takes the relationship between himself as the narrator and the readers 
one step further by not only cultivating an a$entive readership, but also by 
involving the readers in his enigmatic and potentially illicit undertakings 
as con%dants. He shares his intimate secrets and creates a distinct division 
between a “we” (Voth and the readers) and a “they” (others outside of the 
intimate circle):

I took the manuscript because I could not help but take it once I 
realized it was trying to communicate something. Something just 
for us. And if you are reading this, then you know who I mean. 
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And you’re like: Don’t say too much! What if this publication has 
fallen into the wrong hands?

Don’t worry. 

Even if I were saying – hypothetically speaking – that this is a code, 
they will never be able to read it. 

!ere are some things you can see only through tears. (xiv; italics 
in original; underlining mine) 

Who is this us and who are they? !e us is established as knowing and 
cautious and seems to be an exclusive community of insiders because 
the us is able to read the code whereas the they is not. Even if the text is 
in plain sight, there are di"erent ways of seeing, reading, perceiving and 
making sense of it. Voth points out that there is a way to “see only through 
tears” (xiv), but with water in one’s eyes, one is usually not able to see 
clearly. !rough a %lter of water, instead, one only sees a slightly distorted, 
estranged version of reality. Estrangement, in turn, and drawing on the 
Russian formalist Victor Shklovsky, can be considered as “the most vital 
capacity of art” (Dickson 2021, 206). Estranging the perception of the 
everyday makes it possible to gain another perspective and see it anew 
(ibid.). In a similar vein, Sonny Nordmarken (2014, 41) emphasizes the 
signi%cance of a perspective informed by the expression of vulnerability 
when stating that “perhaps speaking through my wounds can create 
a new way of seeing”. !e estrangement here is caused by tears which 
come from sadness and pain. !e community of insiders shares this 
experience. Although sadness and pain are requisite for seeing, seeing 
itself is experienced as pleasurable and joyful because its exclusive nature, 
in knowing something others don’t, makes it a pleasure. !is epistemic 
di"erence, as Sabine Fuchs points out, results in an erotic relationship 
between the knowledgeable and the text:

Exercising subcultural competencies in reading, viewing, decoding 
is eroticized by establishing a relationship of power and knowledge: 
Being able to decode something that others do not know is 
experienced as pleasurable. (Fuchs 2009, 154; my translation)

So, the us knows more than the they. !e us is equipped with a queer literacy 
through the shared experience of marginalization, that allows it to decode 
the text and thereby enjoy it. Confessions of the Fox does refuse its legibility. 
But only towards the they. !e they, however, only exists within the %ctional 
world because every person who actually reads the text, every reader of the 
text, automatically becomes part of the exclusive community, granted this 
special status by reading the text. !e reader is invocated as such and drawn 
in through a"ection. In this process, the reader is not only addressed and 
a"ected, but even appropriated. One cannot and maybe does not want to 
resist the appellation because being part of the us feels good and thrilling. 
It is a lustful submission to the text, an erotic subjectivation. By engaging 
in reading the text, the reader emerges not only as a reader but is made a 
subversive and queer subject.9  

Creating a queer community of readers, in turn, is crucial for trans literacy, 
which refers to the ability to recognize and understand someone’s trans 
identity within a shared subculture. Since “it’s not only interactions with 
strangers that form the core of self-realisation”, there is, says Jules Joanne 
Gleeson (2021, 77), also another perspective which focuses instead 
“on trans communities, which perform the central work of reciprocal 

9 A limitation of these remarks, however, is the fact that the readability and es-
pecially the enjoyability of the text also depends to a not inconsiderable extent 
on an existing knowledge of academic discourses on the part of the reader, 
since the footnotes are packed with references to other works, which, if not 
already known, also want to be read (someday). At the same time, however, 
the numerous references highlight the significance of intertextuality for the 
novel, showing that a text always exists as part of a broader context. 
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recognition” (ibid., 71). Trans people are encouraged, inspired, and 
empowered to transition by meeting other peers. A&nity-based trans 
communities “provide a context or ‘space’ for the articulation of new 
language, lifestyle developments, and culture” (ibid.). Within these spaces, 
it is less about passing as a man or woman through an intelligible binary 
performance of gender than about a space for mutual recognition as trans. 
!e encounter within this space circulates around the perception of certain 
codes and signs and the conception of the other as self, as part of the same 
subculture. While trans individuals can be recognized, acknowledged and 
supported by other trans individuals, as Gleeson describes, Confessions of 
the Fox, however, mainly depicts intimate relationships between a trans 
individual and a person who can be understood as femme ( Jack and 
Bess; Voth and his ex). Like this, the narrative transcends a t4t support 
framework and directs a$ention to a rich tradition of trans/butch-femme 
dynamics within a queer subculture. It underscores the essential role of 
allies and lovers in supporting and validating trans individuals, even if they 
may not personally identify as trans. In addition to the decoding skills of 
queer literacy, Confessions of the Fox portrays the existence and importance 
of trans literacy which involves recognizing, appreciating, and desiring trans 
individuals, while also emphasizing the indispensable role of community.

!e encounter between Jack and his lover Bess serves as a poignant 
example to underscore this profound signi%cance of trans literacy. When 
Bess, a radical PoC femme intellectual and sex worker, and Jack meet at a 
pub for the %rst time, Bess perceives him as “her boy” (41), whereupon 
Jack introduces himself to her for the %rst time with the name Jack, “saying 
himself into being” (43; italics in original). U$ering this name, however, 
triggers in him a sense of shame, dissociation, and alienation, yet these 
sensations transform into a feeling of embodiment as soon as he hears 
Bess say his name in turn. !e recognition, the acknowledgment as well 
as the invocation of the other take on the meaning of an act of creation, of 

a coming into the world. It is the encounter with the desired and desiring 
other which is mutually constituting. 

However, Jack continues to experience deep insecurities when it comes to 
being seen by Bess, particularly when contemplating the vulnerability of 
a more intimate encounter that would expose his body: “But Jack didn’t 
know how to do this – to stay. More properly, to stay Seen […] Show 
himself to her – as what?” (68; italics and capitalization in original). 
Despite Jack’s heightened self-consciousness regarding his genderqueer 
appearance which de%es conventional gender categories, he discovers 
profound acceptance and understanding when he opens up to Bess about 
his insecurities, admi$edly engaging in playful 'irtation along the way:

Jack look’d down at himself. ‘Do you think I’m a Monster?’ He said 
this half-shamed but half – something Else.

If she said no it would be the wrong answer.

Same with yes. 

‘Well, you’re Something.’

How did she know his word – his secret Word for what was be-
hind the door in himself that he could not open? (109; italics and 
capitalization in original)

Jack does not have to conform to societal expectations of being either male 
or female because Bess is able to perceive him for who he is, acknowledging 
his wish to be seen in a way that aligns with his understanding of self. 
Coming up with an answer beyond yes or no, Bess reassuringly recognizes 
Jack’s difference without perceiving him as other, which ultimately 
allows him to feel seen. Unlike Jack, however, the other protagonist Voth 
con%dently embraces the name of the monster when discussing it within 
the narrative of the footnotes. Nevertheless, Voth remains mindful of the 
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intention and the identity of the person who uses that term: “Relax: I’m 
reclaiming the term. I like it. I mean, when u$ered in certain contexts out 
of certain mouths” (76; italics in original). Overall, Voth emphasizes the 
signi%cance of considering who speaks, names, and discloses information 
when he states that “there’s a di"erence between a confession one wants 
to give, and one that is taken” (109). According to Voth, it is precisely 
the thoughtful approach to storytelling within the manuscript which he 
understands as evidence of the document’s authenticity, because it refrains 
from voyeuristic descriptions of Jack’s genitals and avoids revealing his 
deadname, among other things.

!e encounter and subsequently unfolding romance between Bess and Jack 
is even more signi%cant when we consider the di&culty of being desired 
and desirable as a trans body within a cisheteronormative society. Even 
in the playful context of their 'irtatious exchange, Jack’s underlying fear 
of rejection due to his gender nonconforming appearance is expressed 
when he asks Bess if she considers him a monster (109). Trans activist and 
journalist Riki Anne Wilchins (1997, 120) points to the fact that within 
a cisheteronormative matrix, the trans body is not desirable because it is 
a body which – seen from a cis perspective – might be confusing. !is 
confusion o(en leads to rejection, abjection, revulsion and potentially also 
physical violence. Alternatively, Sandy Stone (2006, 231) suggests that the 
trans body is desirable precisely because its gendered dissonances create 
sexual tensions which open up “entire spectra of desire”. In this sense, Jack 
is not only desired by Bess because he was just ‘lucky’ to meet someone 
with a trans fetish, but because Bess is capable to a"ectively comprehend 
how desirable he is and recognize his humanity. 

Furthermore, in the novel, Jack’s breaking out of prison where he is thrown 
into as a result of his thievery is portrayed as an event that garners cheers 
and admiration from the crowds in London. In this context, it is not di&cult 

to interpret the prison cell as a metaphor for the restrictive con%nes of the 
gender binary, which Jack seeks to challenge and break free from. And 
it’s exactly his skillful act of escaping from con%nement that makes the 
crowds adore him.

Paradigm shift, metalepsis and redefining authenticity

I must once again return to the enigmatic nature of the manuscript because 
the manuscript, too, as a textual body escapes generic classi%cation. 
Initially, Voth is not sure about how to understand the manuscript and 
approaches it against the backdrop of common notions of textuality. He 
assumes that there must be one author and that the manuscript could 
be the authentic memoir of the real Jack Sheppard. Later on, Voth %nds 
out that it is a collectively wri$en text which is co-created by a multitude 
of unidenti%ed authors and has been wri$en throughout the centuries 
without having been claimed as one author’s intellectual property. 
While reading the manuscript, Voth becomes more and more suspicious 
of his understanding of it because he encounters omissions regarding 
Jack’s name of birth as well as anachronistic references. !e collective 
authorship is considered by Voth as “the only explanation for the many 
generic irregularities and impossible references that populate this text” 
(260). A(er understanding that the manuscript is an un%nished textual 
body to which changes can be made and which is in fact deeply enriched 
by these additions he too adds a new, %nal sentence to the manuscript, 
turning from being a reader into a writer. As he himself becomes another 
co-author of the manuscript, he transgresses the boundaries between the 
diegeses, resulting in metalepsis.10 !us, the manuscript turns out to be 

10 Diegesis is a term used to refer to the fictional universe created by a narrative. 
Metalepsis, in turn, is a rhetorical figure or narrative device in which a narrative 
makes a self-referential intrusion by transgressing the boundaries between the 
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the embodiment of a writerly text which not only wants to be read and 
touched but also wri$en and transformed. 

It is also shown that Voth had to go through a paradigmatic shi( in 
perspective %rst in order to approach the text. !is paradigmatic shi( 
primarily consists in a"ectively opening up to an understanding of the 
manuscript within its own terms: 

I must confess that I believe my own a$achment to the text clouded 
my ability to recognize the glaring obviousness of this collective 
authorship earlier. I was looking for the re'ection of a single subject 
when I should have been looking for something else. (259)

Like this, textual desire can also take on a form of intimacy and closeness 
that moves the reader to identify with the text and ultimately approach 
it in an a"ective way. Voth is fascinated by the text, although, or perhaps 
because, he cannot make sense of it while at the same time developing 
an a&nity toward it. However, Voth’s shi( in perception highlights the 
inherent epistemological constraints of his desire to %nd re'ection and 
a&rmation of his existing knowledge within the text. On the other hand, 
the shi( in perspective has to be understood as a learning process which 
entails the potential for (self-)transformation, for broadening one’s own 
horizon, if otherness and di"erence are respectfully encountered. 

!e metalepsis, the transgression of the diegetic levels, ultimately serves 
as a means to express the yearning for two bodies to touch and connect 
across disparate temporalities. Voth’s captivation with the manuscript 
arises primarily from the revelation that the purportedly ‘authentic’ Jack 
Sheppard is actually trans. !e two narratives of Sheppard and Voth, 

otherwise separated narrative levels. In simpler terms, metalepsis occurs when 
elements from one level of a narrative enter or influence another level. 

past and present, progress side by side, and the relationship between the 
two bodies of text develops along shared experiences, or a&nities. Voth’s 
present-day narrative is intricately linked to the manuscript from the past 
through the use of footnotes. !ese footnotes hook into the text of the 
manuscript, sprinkling it with small symbols, while the act of reading one 
body of text stimulates the writing of the other, establishing a dynamic 
relationship which “with the help of what is wri$en and what is said 
nurtures the other’s desire to write and speak for themself ” (Duval 2023, 
28; my translation). 

Furthermore, by interacting and touching each other, emotionally and 
literally, the two bodies subvert their conventional hierarchization as main 
and secondary text. At the same time and as a result of sharing the same 
pages, their mutual engagement challenges the conventional understanding 
of temporality, which portrays the present and the past as separate entities 
progressing in a linear succession. Here, instead, the present hooks into 
the past to convey its narrative, simultaneously highlighting the parallels 
and di"erences between the two protagonists Jack and Voth. 

!rough its intricate narrative structure, the novel conveys the desire for 
a trans ancestor. As the memoir unfolds, Voth’s initial fascination with the 
enigmatic manuscript transforms into a desire that encompasses more 
than just historical recognition. It encompasses the pleasure of recognizing 
oneself in another and a desire to build a community across time without 
claiming a continuity of trans history. Simultaneously, Confessions of the Fox 
reveals a self-critical re'ection of Rosenberg’s and also Voth’s yearning to 
read about trans ancestors in history. !e device of self-irony is crucial for 
Rosenberg to make his own desire for Jack Sheppard’s trans identity clear, 
as well as to distinguish it as his own reading desire for trans histories. !is 
is done to challenge a potential cis-heteronormative perspective that might 
view Sheppard solely as a cisgender man. !ereby, the re-articulation of 
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authenticity and the possibility to playfully subvert authenticity within the 
historiographic meta%ctional realm is of paramount importance.

!e rede%nition of authenticity is initially conveyed through the ethical 
approach to writing trans histories (“I consider this elegant declining-to-
describe to be strong evidence of the document’s authenticity”) (109; italics 
in original) and is then predominantly exempli%ed through the paradigm 
shi( experienced by Voth. Regarding textuality, a normative understanding 
of authenticity a$ributes a text to one author exclusively who performs a 
particular role in legitimizing the purpose of that text (cf. Foucault 1979). 
But here, the manuscript has been wri$en by so many authors that it is 
impossible to a$ribute singular paragraphs or sentences to one person. 
At the same time, it becomes evident that the unambiguous a$ribution 
of authors to texts is a crucial aspect of a capitalist paradigm which is 
driven by the need for commodi%cation. !rough the multiplication of 
authorship, the traditional notion of the author as the sole originator and 
creator is thoroughly deconstructed. Instead, the manuscript evolves into 
an object of utility rather than a mere commodity, fostering an interactive 
relationship based on a&nity between the text and the reader. !e reader 
potentially even becomes part of the textual body by turning from a reader 
into a co-writer. Authenticity is thereby rede%ned in the sense that the 
alteration of the manuscript by subsequent readers does not cause it to 
lose its value, but instead makes it truly salient and even “the most valuable 
Sheppard document ever discovered” (260). !e manuscript is thus truly 
authentic because it is formed by and for a community and has the power 
to a"ect its readership. 

Nevertheless, the topic of authorship holds further signi%cance insofar 
as discussing the textuality of the manuscript can also be extended to 
addressing gender. In Undoing Gender, Judith Butler (2004) notes that 
gender is created through a process of interaction and collaboration with 

others, making it impossible to a$ribute one single author: 

Moreover, one does not ‘do’ one’s gender alone. One is always ‘doing’ 
with or for another, even if the other is only imaginary. What I call 
my ‘own’ gender appears perhaps at times as something that I author 
or, indeed, own. But the terms that make up one’s own gender are, 
from the start, outside oneself, beyond oneself in a sociality that has 
no single author (and that radically contests the notion of authorship 
itself). (Butler 2004, 1)

Exploring the concept of authorship in the manuscript as well as considering 
Butler’s insights on authorship regarding gender, Confessions of the Fox 
draws a parallel between the authorship of a text and the authorship of one’s 
own gender. !ereby, the conventional understanding of authorship as an 
individual, autonomous act is not only challenged but also critiqued as a 
capitalist practice. Expanding the conversation on authorship to encompass 
discussions on gender o"ers an opportunity to reveal the complex interplay 
of power structures and communal agency in shaping (textual) bodies. 
However, it is crucial to acknowledge a limitation to the deconstruction 
of authorship in the case of Confessions of the Fox. While the manuscript 
showcases collective authorship, Jordy Rosenberg still remains the only 
author of his novel published by the major publishing houses Random 
House (US/Canada) and Atlantic (UK). Although the extensive references 
to other authors and works in the footnotes could be seen as an a$empt to 
emphasize the constitutive in'uence of existing literature on the creation 
of Confessions of the Fox, it is important to acknowledge that the novel’s 
publication is ultimately limited by the structural demands of the book 
market. !us, deconstruction can be carried out within the realm of the 
narrated world, but outside of it, its application is limited.
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Conclusions

Rosenberg’s historiographic metafiction provides the space for 
transformative encounters between the readers and the text by a"ectively 
engaging with the unknown. Both the trans body and the mysterious 
manuscript do not make themselves o"-handedly legible to others and 
the legibility of the text and the intelligibility of the body are even refused 
to a certain extent, especially regarding a cis readership. However, those 
who are willing to engage in reading are initiated and this submission 
can be experienced as pleasurable as it entails joining a community of 
queer readers. Confessions of the Fox emphasizes the understanding of 
writing and reading as collective activities which are in themselves able 
to form subversive communities. In addition, the willingness of readers to 
engage with seemingly illegible texts demonstrates that they can tolerate a 
signi%cant degree of uncertainty and illegibility and still persist in reading. 
Possibly, this very aspect creates opportunities for new and a"ective modes 
of connection in the face of encounters of otherness. By understanding 
the text and the body as analogies, exploring partly illegible expressions 
of textuality can also be applied to exploring non-intelligible forms of 
gender and sexuality. !is may lead to the disruption (paradigmatic shi() 
and recreation (metalepsis) of established norms and existing a"ective 
arrangements.

As previously explored, the inquiry regarding authenticity (is this real?) 
is addressed through a rede%nition achieved by examining the concept 
of authorship. !e manuscript a$ains its authenticity by virtue of being 
a collective creation and involving its readers as active participants in the 
process of writing. When it comes to the question of recognition (what 
is this?), both Voth and Jack bring in the term ‘something’. !e vagueness 
conveyed by the abstract term ‘something’ suggests that both Voth and Jack 
refuse to draw on an existing term to encapsulate their experiences. Instead, 

‘something’ implies a transcendence of conventional epistemologies, 
exceeding the binaries of yes and no, fact and %ction, man or woman etc. 
At the same time, the term also refuses to restrict itself to newly %xed or 
%xable meanings. A(er all, the question of what ‘something’ truly is can 
only be answered by ‘it’ itself, provided one engages oneself in a relationship 
with ‘it’ on its own terms. 

!e question of intelligibility, however, is intrinsically tied to the ethics 
of encounter, as both grapple with how to approach and establish 
connections with otherness. Confessions of the Fox’s ethical approach 
to reading and writing trans (his)stories can be understood as a form 
of activism, emphasizing the importance of engaging with literature as 
a means to promote social change. Mainly through the creation of the 
%ctional manuscript and its editor Voth, Confessions of the Fox substantially 
comments on the ethics of reading, writing, editing, and publishing by 
proposing a considerate approach to transness.11 !e character Voth, 
despite all his 'aws and talkativeness, is created by Rosenberg as an 
example of how to ethically engage with a text. In the course of reading, 
Voth examines his own approach towards the manuscript and is willing to 
modify it and immerse himself in a learning process when he recognizes 
that the lens with which he is perceiving the text is not suited. Moreover, 
he shields the manuscript from the prying curiosity of the publisher as 
well as from the capitalistic demand for authentication. Voth’s ethical 
approach towards storytelling and publishing thus mainly consists in 

11 Other than that, the narrative of Confession of the Fox encompasses various 
additional aspects where ethical values and social change are addressed. This is 
achieved, for example, by visibilizing racism, colonial struggles, Bess’ support 
for the decolonization of the fens, or the historicity of the police and prison 
industry, to name but a few. Furthermore, an underlying Marxist analysis of 
capitalism is expressed through a critique of commodification and exclusive 
ownership as well as extended by giving commodities a voice. 
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taking a resolute stand against voyeurism and the possible exposure of trans 
bodies as well as against capitalistic modes of commodi%cation. Since the 
narrative implies that Voth eventually becomes a member of an activist 
group whose goal it is to decolonize the archive through the act of editing 
(261), Voth’s actions can be seen as a form of literary activism, aimed at 
promoting a more conscientious and respectful approach to working with 
texts that contain marginalized perspectives and experiences. 

!rough the lens of textual desire, the analysis of Confessions of the Fox 
has illuminated the inherent tensions between a desire for ownership, 
control, and commodi%cation on the one hand, and a desire for connection 
and community on the other. Due to Confessions of the Fox’s explicit 
meta%ctional discourse on topics such as authenticity, intelligibility, 
the interplay between text and body and the concept of authorship, the 
distinction between surface and subtext, as it has been both suggested 
and contested by queer reading approaches, as well as the need for queer 
decoding appeared less pressing. However, the presence of a queer code 
remained important in order to avoid exposure and, at the same time, create 
pleasure. !e narrator, Voth, claims to employ coding to communicate with 
his readers and to protect the text from being appropriated. Additionally, 
Rosenberg (& Lawlor, 2018) reinterprets and rewrites the historical 
%gure Jack Sheppard as a trans individual based on ‘decoding’ descriptions 
of Sheppard as “lithe and e"eminate and impossibly sexy”. By doing 
this, however, Rosenberg’s decoding is not another a$empt to recover 
a historical trans character lost or erased in the archives, but a playful 
engagement with resonances.

Irrespective of the historical accuracy of Sheppard being trans or not, 
Rosenberg is able to make history accessible and tangible through the 
literary. !is enables readers to intimately connect with the narrative on 
a personal and emotional level. Furthermore, the act of re-telling history 
makes it possible to confront and challenge dominant narratives that have 

historically marginalized or erased the experiences of queer and trans 
communities. !is re-shaping of archives serves as a powerful means to 
amplify queer and trans voices and reclaim a rightful place within a broader 
historical discourse. Although Rosenberg is writing a story, not history, his 
writing results in re-shaping the archive by imaginative reinterpretation.

Additionally, by captivating a diverse array of readers, regardless of their 
gender identity or sexual orientation, through a compelling narrative that 
establishes a close and intimate connection, Confessions of the Fox fosters a 
sense of community among its readers. Another form of activism depicted 
in Confessions of the Fox therefore resides in its a"ective retelling of trans 
history which places a profound emphasis on the practice of community-
building, embodying the belief that community is vital for fostering 
solidarity and cultivating a shared sense of belonging. !e emphasis on 
touch which runs through the narrative, expresses the importance of the 
encounter. By the recognition of similarity, the experience of a&nity and 
resonance, and the possibility of active participation in the writing process, 
communities across time and space can be formed. 

In this sense, desire exerts a powerful in'uence on subject formation, 
shaping not only the individual sense of self (‘I’) and the relational 
dynamics between individuals (‘You’), but also collective identities (‘We’) 
and distinctions from others (‘!ey’). Desire possesses the capacity to 
forge connections, foster closeness and intimacy and to create or dissolve 
boundaries. However, the desire of others (to possess) can also engender 
resistance and induce an urge to evade or oppose it. In essence, Confessions 
of the Fox advocates for a profound re-articulation of desire, shi(ing its 
focus from a yearning for possession to a genuine desire for connection. 

Confessions of the Fox, in short, is a text which playfully engages with the 
tensions between factuality and %ctionality. !e novel prompts us to 
contemplate our approach to queer and trans history and the absence of 



SQS
1–2/2023

67

QueerScope
Articles

Ivo
Zender

queer evidence in archives by speculatively re-imagining the past. It also 
highlights the signi%cance of trans ancestors for those living today. Why 
do we seek their presence? What purpose do they serve? Confessions of the 
Fox critically emphasizes that the actual existence of these individuals is not 
as crucial as the imagination of their existence to stimulate engagement, 
form connections, and build communities. As Voth’s paradigm shi( points 
out, it is not a prerequisite to con%rm the historical authenticity of trans 
ancestors in order to envision a past, present, and future. 
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ERIKOISSUOMALAISET 
Queer New Finns, Oral History, Affective Activism

Kate Soteje!-Wilson

In a relatively homogeneous Nordic context like Finland, ethnic 
heterogeneity is more visible than it would be in a more diverse society. 
!is intersects with sexuality and gender. How do new Finns (citizens 
or residents here, born elsewhere) who identify as queer (LGBTQIA+) 
narrate their place in Finnish history? How do they feel about the change 
they have (not) experienced? Where do they see the need for activism? !e 
essay is based on personal histories of queer new Finns – erikoissuomalaiset 
– that I collected in 2021. !e aim was to bring new Finns into a queer 
history of Finland’s last half-century, ever since 1971 when homosexuality 
was decriminalized.

What if you are not the only rainbow duck (regnbågsankan) in the pond, 
but the only one with a “foreign” accent, who “looks like you were not born 
here”? What if you have rights (e.g. to marry) where you were born, but 
not where you live (or vice versa)? How do sexuality and gender intersect 
with location and ethnicity? How do these intersections change, and who 
tells that story?

!e narrators who responded to my qualitative questionnaire raised two 
issues. First, they felt they were shapers of Finnish history, but under-
recognized. Second, they described being out as queer new Finns as 

activism, which I hope to show was also a"ective. Building on an emerging 
concept of a"ective activism ( Juvonen et al. 2022) and the 50-year-old 
feminist slogan “the personal is political” (Kelly 2022), I see a"ect (feelings, 
emotions, what moves us) as fuel for activism (working for, moving to 
change). By telling their stories, the narrators e"ectively and a"ectively 
enabled community with other queer new Finns.

Erikoissuomalaiset: extraordinary Finns

Some Finns are extraordinary.

!e Perussuomalaiset (“basic, ordinary,” sometimes called “true” Finns) 
is an anti-immigration, anti-LGBTQIA+ party in Finland. At the time of 
writing (April 2023) they are the party with the second-largest number of 
MPs, voted in on a platform of “make Finland great again.” You can translate 
erikois- as extraordinary or rare. So erikoissuomalaiset are extraordinary 
Finns. I invented this term as a form of resistance to being classi%ed as not 
“basic, ordinary, or true” enough to be Finnish.
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At Jyväskylä Pride in August 2019, at a radical stitching workshop in 
Vakiopaine bar (Radikaalit pistot 2019), I made this cross-stitch design 
for erikoissuomalaiset (Image 1). !e le$ering is in all the colours of the 
expanded Pride 'ag designed in 2018 by Daniel Quasar, including trans, 
nonbinary, and many skin colours. Along the bo$om is a Finnish lake. Top 
le( are two bats: lepakko, bat in Finnish, is slang for lesbian. On the right 
is a lupin, an invasive – or inventive? – species here (vieraslaji tai vieraileva 
tähti?). !is was a direct response to the anti-immigration rhetoric of the 
Basic Finns party: MP Juha Mäenpää had just called immigrants “invasive 
species” (Niemistö 2019). But pink and purple lupins are beautiful – 
especially on roadsides at midsummer – even if they are not “indigenous.”

We can turn the story around. Change the rhetoric. To do that, we have to 
tell our stories and weave them into the big story. Engage with how it feels 
to live with “Finnish %rst”; stitching is resisting. It can be a cross (angry) 
stitch! Knowledge production can be “paranoid,” looking for and starting 
with injustice, or “reparative,” beginning by imagining a possible future 
(Sedgwick 2003). In the radical stitching workshop, I was trying to do the 
la$er, to acknowledge the injustice but to make a future imaginable. !is 
can be an activist-historian’s task. To paraphrase N. K. Jemisin (2018), 
how long ‘til queer future month?

Extraordinary Finns are part of the story of queer Finland. We are born 
outside Finland; we are new Finns. We are LGBTQIA+, the term I used 
in my call for narrators. Aware it could be reduced to mean “not straight” 
(not unlike “non-white” for race) and create a new binary (Somerville 
2020, 5), I use “queer” here for ease of reading.

What about the Finnish word sateenkaari (rainbow)? Queer old Finns 
(kantasuomalaiset) told their stories in a “rainbow-coloured” celebration 
of 100 years of Finnish independence: a collection of their blog posts was 
published online as Suomi 100 – Sateenkaaren väreissä or “Finland 100 
– In Rainbow Colours” (Suomi100 2016). !e rainbow on its cover is  
sanitized, which shows a problem with how the term sateenkaari may be 

Image 1: Erikoissuomalaiset.

Image 2: Suomi100 cover.
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used to gloss over, homogenize, and desexualize diverse queer experience 
(Mizielińska 2006). Looking at it, we might wonder: is this a children’s 
bible story about Noah and the Ark, with heterosexual pairs of animals 
going in two by two, the unicorns missing the boat? Where are the pinks 
and purples, blacks and browns? Is half of the “rainbow” missing”?

In her introduction (Suomi100 2016, 5–6), Katriina Rosavaara presents 
more nuanced picture than the cover: “Arts and culture institutions have 
to actively rewrite history, to create space for silenced voices and challenge 
racist and stereotyped perspectives… as part of the shared story [of 
a] diverse Finland.”1 For a conference paper (Soteje"-Wilson 2021), I 
contrasted the narrations of these old Finns with those of the new Finns. 
Here, I focus on the new. My motivation remains to share untold stories.

The potential for “revision of memory” (Boyd and Ramírez 2012, 
273) to straighten, or to queer, the story is great. We can reformulate 
heteronormative histories, as Tuula Juvonen (2002, 291; 2022) has done 
for museums. But who does the work of integrating minority perspectives 
into the majority cultural heritage story: is it always the minorities 
themselves, or the same few museum sta" (Museovirasto 2021)? When 
multiple minority identities intersect, it gets harder to join the conversation. 
As queer immigrants with overlapping minority identities, the narrators 
could be described as “hard-to-reach.”

Storytelling as affective activism

My approach is intersectional because diversities are inseparable: it is not 
possible to talk about gender and sexuality without mentioning race and 
class. As Imogen Tyler (2021, 239–40, 252) has shown, we ignore class 

1 All English translations are mine.

at our peril, not least as it intersects with race and sexuality in the “violent 
practice of exploitation and social control” that is stigma.

As Ghassan Moussawi and Salvador Vidal-Ortiz (2020, 13–16) state, 
“Race and racialization, empire, and the transnational intersect… [in a 
queer rethinking of] our categories of analysis, particularly around what 
constitutes the ‘national.’” Yet this has not always been taken into account 
in history:

You have gender studies, like postcolonial studies, separated from 
History, so that historians do not have to deal with these questions. 
!is is how power operates. !is process of excluding the thing 
from the institution that does not really want to deal with it (Hanna 
Järvinen in Gaudreau 2021, 170).

Silo thinking has a"ected queer history, too. For example, AIDS may be 
narrated separately as a gay or POC pandemic, though some work on this 
very intersection (Abdur-Rahman 2018). Yet race is just as constructed 
and unstable as sexuality (Barnard 2021). “We want to %nd ourselves, but 
also to be freed from categories, it is an interesting tension” (Fisher 2021).

Queer stories are hard to %nd. So much queer history is oral history. “To 
discover and to write the history of sexuality has long seemed to many a 
su&ciently radical undertaking in itself ” (Halperin 1989, 273). Creating 
a queer migrant history can be a testimony (Boyd and Ramírez 2012, 9) 
or, as I suggest here, a"ective activism.

Storytelling is e"ective. Telling queer migrant stories means resisting a 
neoliberal narrative of “multicultural” diversity as choice: “We must do 
more than diversify happy object choices” (Ahmed 2010, 120, 159). !e 
queer new Finns challenged how history is wri$en, who writes it, and why. 
!ey described being out (being seen and heard as both queer and as new 
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Finns) as activism that was both a"ective and e"ective. !ey felt that their 
presence fuelled change. Becoming visible and audible, taking up public 
space, made a community including queer new Finns possible. By writing 
their stories, rather than having a place made for them as minorities by the 
majority, they were co-creating a future on an equal footing with all Finns.

Storytelling is affective. Halberstam (1998) calls weaving scraps of 
evidence into a story a scavenger methodology typical of queer studies; 
but stories we tell about our lives do not form a seamless linear narrative 
(Alasuutari 2020, 49, 52, 61). !is is because we know things not only in 
our minds, but also in our souls and bodies (Salami 2020). Even if a"ect is 
more embodied, and emotion more social (Greyser 2012, 86), both impact 
on our storytelling. How the narrator and listener interact shapes how the 
story is told (Boyd and Ramírez 2012, 3–5, 113, 141), and the worlds we 
make. By writing their own stories, documenting their own “archive of 
me,” queer people can state: I exist, I happened (Riseman 2022, 69). As 
a text worker on the fringes of the academy, I resonate with Anne Balay’s 
idea that queer oral history is outside academy structures, and can be, as 
Shirleene Robinson calls it, a “debrie%ng space” for activists (Balay 2022; 
Robinson 2022). In calling for narrators, I tried to provide this debrie%ng 
space for a"ect. But rather than o"ering an oral interview, face to face, I 
sent a wri$en invitation.

In a pandemic, as was the case when this material was gathered, bodies are 
more wary of interacting. It might be easier to tell stories at a safe distance, 
in writing. Finland has a long, strong tradition of wri$en oral history (Pöysä 
2018); !e Finnish Literature Society regularly calls for Finns to write 
about their experiences for posterity (including of Covid-19, SKS 2020). 
Rather than focusing on the oral alone, Finnish researchers use the term 
muistitieto (memory studies) and engaged with these wri$en oral histories, 
also from a queer perspective (Savolainen and Taave$i 2022, 11; Taave$i 

and Juvonen 2022). In writing, respondents re'ect on what is important to 
them at their own pace. I invited my narrators to record their experiences, 
to join this very Finnish memory studies tradition.

Queer new Finnish narrators

To reach my narrators, I created an anonymous bilingual questionnaire 
in English and Finnish, tested it with queer friends and colleagues, both 
old and new Finns, and shared it using the snowball method. I shared 
the questionnaire in conjunction with Jyväskylä Pride in 2021. I emailed 
personal contacts, posted on the SQS email list, and in Facebook groups 
including SateenkaariSuomi (“rainbow Finland”), International Working 
Women of Finland and Foreigners in Jyväskylä. I emailed Finnish 
queer and immigrant NGOs, but if I received any response, it was “try 
SateenkaariSuomi.” !at group is large, but largely Finnish-speaking; 
new Finns are present, not prominent (I only joined it to share the 
questionnaire). !e most responsive were networks where I was active. 
!is meant that respondents knew (of) me or knew someone who knew 
me. !ey were more likely to open up to me as a fellow queer new Finn, as 
I was more likely to understand them (on the pros and cons of researching 
“people like me” see Tooth Murphy 2020 and Traies 2020).

I received 15 respondents: 13 wrote in English and 2 in Finnish (translated 
here to preserve anonymity).2 I have not tied quotes to people. In such 
a small community, this would compromise the anonymity I assured my 
narrators. Age-wise, 5 respondents were younger adults (aged 19–30), 

2 A few new Finns cannot claim to speak for all new Finns. Larger studies can; 
the Finnish Institute of Health and Welfare concludes that “members of the 
queer community with a foreign background… experience both overt and 
covert forms of discrimination and experience exclusion from both queer and 
diaspora communities” (Czimbalmos and Rask 2022).
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7 in midlife (31–50), and 3 older (51–70). By gender, four men, eight 
women, and three others responded. Sexualities were not asked about, 
but were wri$en about.

My narrators are like me. I’m a white middle-aged middle-class migrant 
queer cis woman with a PhD: born in Wales to English and Polish parents, 
I moved from London to Mikkeli when I married a Karelian3 in 2012, and 
live in Jyväskylä, Finland.

!e narrators were new Finns – but not so new. Some had lived here for over 
two decades. One was born in Finland, the rest in Bangladesh, Belgium, 
Czechia, Estonia, Israel, the Netherlands, Scotland (2),4 Switzerland, UK 
(2), US (2), and New Zealand. Most lived beyond the pale, or susiraja 
(Kehä 3, like London’s M25, outside which the “wolves” run): Jyväskylä 
6; Helsinki 4; Espoo 2; Turku 1; Mikkeli 1; Not stated 1.

Narrators identi%ed di"erently as Finns (see image 3).

Some cited other feelings of Finnishness:

I think I feel the Finnish soul.
I am cosmopolitan. From in between.
By now, I’m much more culturally Finnish than American, but I 
still don’t speak very 'uently.

My key question was what change the narrators saw in their queer lives: 
How is the LGBTQIA+ community where you were born di"erent from 
the one in Finland? How has [this community, in Finland] changed over 
the years?

3 Karelia has a strong identity on the borderland between Finland and Russia. 
On its oral history see Fingerroos 2008.

4 Though Scotland is still in the UK, 2 narrators wrote it separately.

Image 3: Are you Finnish? Responses in English.
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I suggested themes as prompts: Pride, rights, education, religion, politics, 
work, role of groups (trans, nonbinary, older people, children, men, 
women), their place in the queer/local/Finnish/global community. Not 
everybody resonated with every theme – but some wrote a lot about some, 
and I try to re'ect this “gravitational pull” in the citations.

I gave the narrators a basic timeline of legal changes a"ecting queer people 
in Finland since 1971 and asked them to add personally important dates, 
to organize their stories.

1971 Homosexual acts stop being illegal in Finland
1981 Homosexuality stops being classi%ed as an illness in Finland
2002 Parliament approves trans law in Finland
2017 Equal marriage is recognized in Finland

By close reading (Lentricchia and DuBois 2003), I %rst read each whole 
narrative, then the responses by question, several times, to pick out 
recurring themes. Aware of my insider–outsider status (Dwyer and Buckle 
2009) – stepping out or back from inside the group of queer new Finns 
to research – I took a qualitative approach to how my narrators made 
meanings as queer new Finns.

We write history from both ends

!e narrators write history in their own “trans time” (Tuomenvirta 2022) 
or “queer time,” resisting the chrononormativity of a linear life story (e.g. 
birth-naming-marriage-children-death, see Tooth Murphy 2022, 163, 
164). !e queer new Finns experienced change in their lifetime – positive 
or not, fast or slow – but also “composed continuity” (Golding 2022, 
84). Many narrators had lived in more states than their birth country and 
Finland. !ey freely compared, but also con'ated places and times. !ey 

prioritized what to narrate and how to link it chronologically. !ey chose 
their history.

!e narrators saw history is an intergenerational enterprise, not wri$en 
from before to a(er, or from old to young, but from both ends:

Older LGBTQIA+ people can also provide a more personal history 
of their experiences to younger kids, and I think programmes that 
fostered activities with queer youth and elderly people would be a 
really great way to break down some of the barriers and bring more 
understanding.

Unsurprisingly for the (mostly middle-aged) narrators, intergenerational 
“queer kinship” through oral history (Dahl et al. 2022) or “telling your story 
to your family” (Summerskill 2020) did not mean blood relations. Parents 
and children did not %gure in the narratives. !is generation may not have 
expected or wanted children, at least less so than younger queer folk. !eir 
sense of companionship was as co-travellers, comrades, co-combatants, or 
growing together (Somerville 2020, 11–12) of friends as “chosen” family.

In what follows, I focus on four aspects that evoked strong emotional 
responses in the queer new Finns in their narrations: gender diversity, 
public space, religion, and racism. (Lack of) change in these %elds had 
fuelled in them an urge to act.

Amplify trans and nonbinary voices

!e narrators felt that in Finland “here, now” it is easier than “there, then” 
for nonbinary and trans people to speak out, but their voices are not loud 
enough. !is could be because Finnish has no gendered personal pronouns 
(unlike Swedish or English), making nonbinary people linguistically less 
visible. To say that nonbinary people “did not exist in America in the 90s!” 
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(as one narrator did) would be going too far, though new Finns saw them 
here and now:

I think, both at home and in Finland, NB [narrator’s term for 
nonbinary] people are more invisible in a way. Our society is so 
gender-coded. I’ve had some acquaintances tell me if I’ve go$en 
their pronouns wrong and that they’re NB, I appreciate that there’s 
a level of comfort here that NB folks (and anyone else who’s been 
misgendered) can speak up and say and know that they’ll be 
respected and that the proper forms of address will be used.

New Finns expressed that trans people’s voices need to be heard louder, 
especially when they talk about the pain of medicalization (unsurprisingly, 
given the care and control in Nordic welfare states) and violence from 
other queers:

From what I’ve heard, it’s especially di&cult to transition in some 
cases, you need special permission and therapy visits for the state 
to help which feels incredibly archaic.

I’m not sure if this has always been the case but it feels like TERFs 
now have a loud and mainstream presence. Lesbians have always 
been the vanguard for %ghting for LGBTQI+ rights but to see a 
section of that community now working against Trans people is 
just so disheartening.

As I write this, the outgoing Finnish parliament has %nally con%rmed the 
new trans law (which remains inadequate as it excludes minors), meaning 
that trans adults no longer need a psychiatric diagnosis or sterilization [!] to 
obtain legal gender recognition (Amnesty 2023). So, trans and nonbinary 
voices are being heard, but not loudly enough.

Expand queer public space

Queer events, venues, and ceremonies had a"ective importance for the 
narrators’ lives. !ey narrated the contraction of this public space. Being 
safely out in public – as queer and as a new Finn – may have become more 
of a challenge over time. Activism – Pride as a protest – had also been 
diluted. Some narrators missed the larger and more 'amboyant events in 
their larger (and more 'amboyant?) birth countries:

I always joke that Helsinki Pride is the most straight Pride I’ve ever 
been to haha. I miss the strong and powerful scene. Big gay clubs 
and being comfortable with being out in public.

But in the Covid-19 pandemic, they had to mark Pride at home, online, 
or not at all:

I haven’t taken part in Turku Pride as I wasn’t in the country for 2019 
and then obviously 2020 and this year were cancelled.

!e sense of change – “Pride has grown a lot in Finland in the past 10 
years. Jyväskylä had its %rst not so long ago” – was not always positive. 
2021 saw a homophobic a$ack at Jyväskylä Pride beach party ( Jyväskylän 
Seta ry 2021). Bigger events felt less of a protest, more commercial, and 
less inclusive, than they had been in the past:

Finnish Pride started from being a place where you acknowledged 
that you are part of the community, kind of like coming out publicly, 
instead of a protest. It has evolved over the years to be more like the 
American event, though.

commercial [Pride events] o(en feel like they’re aimed at the white, 
cis-male gay community and that can drown out a lot of other 
identities. As a bisexual woman I only [feel] accepted if I am … 
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with someone that isn’t male-identifying or presenting. !e times 
I’ve been with a cis-het man I have felt uncomfortable for both of 
us… I have lost a community I once felt safe in.

!is contraction of queer space was felt all year round. !ough virtual 
spaces are more accessible (Mustola in Suomi100 2016, 42), queer venues 
had o(en closed long before – and a(er – lockdowns (Sateenkaariyhteisöt 
ry 2023). Some narrators felt that “Finland does be$er than most” – others 
found queer spaces here too regimented. !e culture of associations could 
play a role:

In Finland the most LGBT events are centralized and organized by 
some o&cial authority like Seta. In Czechia there are plenty smaller 
independent groups.

While the narrators mourned the contraction of queer space, they could 
be a&rmed in public as couples. Risking reading this within a neoliberal 
story arc, equal civil marriage (in Finland from 2017) felt like progress. 
Many new Finns had their relationship recognized earlier elsewhere:

I married my ex-wife in Holland because then it was not possible in 
Finland, but having children was not a problem (2008)

Some used (then straight) marriage to immigrate:

I got to Finland because I married my best friend, a gay man, to 
do so. We thought that marriage would never happen for same sex 
partners ever, so we might as well use our right to get married for 
good. Well, that changed!

!is change is recent and rapid. But marriage in a church or another place 
of worship is still near impossible (Kallatsa 2022).

Make religion queerer here

Although they have two “national” and thus public churches (Lutheran 
and Orthodox, state-funded through tax), Finns are reluctant to discuss 
religion publicly (Kimanen 2019). A"ective queer activism exists in both 
the Lutheran (Alasuutari 2021) and Orthodox (Sateenkaariseura 2008) 
churches, but queer-friendly religious communities were not easy for 
the narrators to %nd. “Religion (e.g. LGBTQIA+ people in churches or 
mosques)” was one prompt I gave them. As a queer Catholic convinced 
that “religion is a queer thing” (Stuart 1997) and interested in its a"ects, 
not least how queer theology is “rethinking the Western body” (Loughlin 
2007), I wanted to give fellow new Finns space to express how they feel 
queerness and religion intersect. !ey found this harder to do in Finland 
than elsewhere:

Judaism recognizes at least 6 gender identities in our religious texts 
and gender 'uidity is recognized and accepted… decolonization in 
Judaism now … is rede%ning our religion by our terms… it’s literally 
wri$en in our texts. !e youth clubs I went to had openly gay youth 
workers… as inclusive as 1980’s Britain could be… there I started 
to explore my own identity. I am not part of the Jewish congregation 
[in Finland], the language barrier makes it too di&cult [and the less 
accepting] community is Orthodox.

It took new Finns longer to %nd accepting religious communities here – the 
ones that evangelize are likely less queer-friendly:

I’ve had a hard time being LGBTQ and also going to church. I’ve 
been thrown out of the “Free Church” (Vapaakirkko). For being gay. 
Seems they’re not so free a(er all. Luckily there are now English-
speaking Lutheran services in a church here where the people are 
welcoming.
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None of my queer friends here are part of the church or religious 
at all.

!us, new Finns may struggle to %nd a"ective spaces to act in as both 
religious and queer. Yet, they found it even harder to reach spaces free of 
racism.

Call out rampant racism

!e heterogenous narrators (born on at least %ve continents) had di"erent 
experiences of racism (e.g., anti-Black, anti-Semitic, anti-Slavic). Did these 
queer new Finns “provincialize that Western sexual epistemology” (Baer 
2020, 18) and act against it with a “queer of color critique” (Moussawi and 
Vidal-Ortiz 2020, 16)? How did narrators express the impact of racism 
on their queer lives? Most narrators felt that homophobic discrimination 
had not changed over their years in Finland:

I’ve had a hard time in my work (as an orchestra musician) from a 
couple of religious people. !e majority of people are OK with it. 
!is hasn’t changed since I moved here 14 years ago. I’ve always 
been “out.”

In Finland I’ve had people shout slurs at me in the street… it came 
as a shock to experience it in Tampere by young people. I would not 
be … as open about having a same sex relationship as in the UK 
but Finland has a very nice polyamory scene and people are mostly 
accepting of polyam relationships.

Crucially, narrators had moved into being an ethnic minority here which 
may make them more likely to notice racism. !ey raised issues of accent 
bias (Agarwal 2020, 78–82), exoticism in which European imperialism and 
sexual exploitation collide (Schaper et al. 2020), and the Finnish whiteness 

that fails to acknowledge its own colonial history and present racism 
shaped “day-to-day” by “embodied and a"ective practices” (Hoegaerts et 
al. 2022, 10).

!ere is a toxic environment in white cis gay men that is very 
racist, I don’t see that in the other sections of our community. As a 
white-functioning woman I haven’t experienced racism but I have 
experienced orientalism and been exoticized and othered, both in 
the UK and Finland. More in cis-het men but has de%nitely from 
all gender identities.

There is a huge huge problem with bigoted beliefs in Finland 
and rampant public racism. I’m a co-founder of a community 
for international people, there isn’t a single meet up where 
discrimination isn’t mentioned.

!e new Finns saw racism in the queer community, too:

LGBTQIA+ folks aren’t immune from racism, no one is. And 
because Finland is so homogenous, racism de%nitely abounds, 
more than I think many Finns realize or care to admit. I’ve certainly 
seen it and experienced discrimination, and I look like I could have 
been born here. Especially on Finnish social media, people openly 
comment and use slurs against darker-skinned people, even those 
trying to speak Finnish and integrate. !ere needs to be more 
e"orts at diversity and inclusion and more strict consequences at 
school and work, even for micro-aggressions. Of course, the US is 
also riddled with racism, but in Finland, just on a smaller scale (and 
without guns).

!is narrator drew a direct line between their experience of racism and 
the need to act. I had expected some queer new Finns to feel they were 
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not seen as “Finnish enough.” !is was not true for all. As one respondent 
born in the US said:

Most of my LGBTQIA+ friends are Finnish.

!e community is not small compared to e.g. Estonia. !ere are lots 
of people with foreign roots in Finland.

But for others, it was:

I think they are part of the fabric that makes Finland the strongly 
self-identifying and proud country it is... Finnish %rst, then LGBTQI.

Queer new Finns who felt they came second to “Finnish %rst” sought 
“more e"orts” towards inclusion. Articulating their histories was a step 
in that direction.

Chosen history and being out 

Writing our own queer migrant histories can be self-documentation 
as liberation (see Rivers 2012, 64–65). !e narrators chose what to 
document. Writing their histories, they expressed the liberation of being 
out, which they saw as fuelling change, or activism.

Chosen history aligns our place in time. Just as “chosen family” can be 
a positive alternative to biological family for many queer folks, I see 
(consciously or not) choosing the ancestry and heirs one aligns oneself, 
resisting chrononormativity, as writing a “chosen history.” !e narrators 
chose places and times to align themselves with, and combined them in 
new ways to write their own chosen histories.

!e narrators said li$le about how their birth culture(s) were present in 
Finnish queer culture. As a Scot responded: “In the local Finnish scene? 

People love kilts.” Some did align with queerness in their own traditions, 
like the Jewish writer above, or this one:

Perhaps you’ve come across, in your research, takatāpui, homosexuals 
in traditional Māori culture. Interesting that that term has been 
around since before the colonization.

!is writer may not be Māori, but was seeking roots in the same land 
(Sedivy 2021, 273".).

!e narrators were aware of writing history, of taking a place in time. !ey 
parcelled up their pasts into the places in which they happened (“America 
in the 90s”; “youth club in the UK”). !us, the narrators expressed an old 
idea that may resonate for migrants: “the past is a foreign country, they do 
things di"erently there” (L. P. Hartley, "e Go-Between, 1953).

Narrators also emphasized their place in the history of Finnish queer 
culture. !ey saw themselves as not needing activism or advocacy from 
others, but as activists themselves (compare Krivonos, forthcoming 2024 
on Ukrainian aid, activism, and migration). !ey did not want to be siloed 
as minorities needing majority help, but recognized as leaders:

Many very in'uential people in the community in Helsinki have 
been born abroad. !e leader of HESETA, the head of the drag 
family Crackhouse, the leader of EGOW Helsinki for lesbians.

In this sense, being out as “born abroad” within the queer community was 
important, just as being out as queer was important in general.

Like I did with my cross-stitch introduced at the start of this essay, several 
narrators wrote to repair, to “spread positivity” for others by being out:

I want to combat the discrimination by gay men and straight women 
I face. But neither compare to the stigma and a$acks … gay men 
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used to face, that society slowly moved away from. I use ‘bisexual’ 
as a man, to destigmatize it... to spread sex positivity and throw 
away toxic programming in'uencing masculinity and relationships.

As in any society, [we bring] a di"erent perspective, an addition 
to the culture, and just by being visible and out, change the 
conversation towards one of inclusion.

!e queer new Finns challenged how history is wri$en, who writes it, and 
why. !ey wrote themselves back into Finland’s queer history, present, 
and future. In this sense, their being out can be seen as a"ective activism. 
Becoming visible and audible made a community including queer new 
Finns possible. !is is history and future with all Finns. What other voices 
could “change the conversation towards one of inclusion”? Who else can 
weave into the big story?
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Tunteiden kuvaus vaikuttamisen keinona
transmaskuliinisuutta käsittelevässä nuortenkirjallisuudessa

Pyry Aarnio

Tässä esseessä tarkastelen sitä, miten kaunokirjallisuudessa esiintyvissä 
transmaskuliinisuuden representaatioissa kuvatut tunteet1 vaiku$avat yh-
teiskuntaan. Tarkastelen teosten vaiku$avuu$a kirjallisuudentutkimuksen 
näkökulmasta eli keskityn teosten tekstuaalisiin keinoihin vaiku$amisen 
muotona.2 Tapausesimerkkeinäni on kolme kotimaista nuortenromaania, 
joissa on transmaskuliininen päähenkilö: Siri Kolun Kesän jälkeen kaikki on 
toisin (2016, jatkossa Kesän jälkeen), Riina Ma$ilan Järistyksiä (2018) ja 
Marja Björkin Poika (2013).3 Kaikissa kolmessa teoksessa päähenkilö on 
myös romaanin kertoja. Se, e$ä transhahmo saa kertojan äänen, on merkit-
tävä vaiku$amisen keino. Minä-muotoinen kerronta nostaa transhahmon 
keskiöön ja ase$aa transsukupuolisen hahmon kokemuksen ja tunteet 

1 Käytän käsitettä tunne, sillä se voidaan mieltää affektin käsitettä laajemmin 
(Helle & Hollsten 2016).

2 Rajaan kirjailijan position tarkastelun esseeni ulkopuolelle. Katson sen, 
mitä teos transsukupuolisuudesta sanoo, olevan kirjallisuudentutkimuksen 
näkökulmasta keskeisempää teoksen vaikuttavuudelle kuin esimerkiksi sen, 
onko teoksen kirjoittaja itse sukupuolivähemmistön edustaja.

3 Esseeni pohjautuu maisterintutkielmaani (2022), jossa tarkastelin neljää 
suomalaista 2010-luvun nuorten romaania – edellä mainittujen lisäksi 
käsittelin myös Johanna Hulkon romaania Suojaava kerros ilmaa (2019) – 
transmaskuliinisen henkilöhahmon identiteetin kuvauksen näkökulmasta. 
Rajaan Hulkon romaanin esseeni ulkopuolelle, sillä transsukupuolisuuteen 
kytkeytyvät tunteet ovat teoksessa sivuosassa.

lukijan keskeiseksi samastumiskohteeksi. Näin transsukupuolisuuteen 
lii$yvät tunteet tulevat lukijan lähelle.

Kirjallisuus ja tekstit ovat kytköksissä niitä ympäröivään yhteiskuntaan. 
Ne vakiinnuttavat ja toisaalta haastavat asenteita, arvojärjestelmiä ja 
hierarkioita. Tekstien rakenne ja sanavalinnat tuo$avat niihin ideologioita, 
joiden avulla yhteisön normeja voidaan purkaa tai vahvistaa. Kaunokir-
jallisuuden vaiku$avuus kytkeytyy siis teosten narratiiveihin ja siihen, 
miten niitä hyödynnetään ja millaisia asenteita niihin liitetään. Tunteiden 
kuvauksella on kaunokirjallisuuden vaiku$avuudessa erityinen merkitys, 
sillä kuva$ujen tunteiden kanssatunteminen ja toisaalta niiden torjuminen 
vaiku$aa lukijan käsityksiin maailmasta ja itsestään (Helle & Hollsten 
2016; Rossi 2021).

Kirjallisuuden representaatiot vaiku$avat yhteiskunnan ja kul$uurin 
muutokseen. Lisäksi representaatiot tuovat esiin ja tuo$avat uusia identi-
tee$ejä. (Hall, 1997.) Erityisesti nuortenkirjallisuuden representaatioilla 
on huoma$ava merkitys, sillä nuoren lukijan identitee$i on muutoksessa. 
Representaatioiden uudelleen tuotetut muodot puolestaan vakiinnu$avat 
ja muokkaavat aiempien representaatioiden näkemyksiä ja asenteita (Hall 
1997). Analysoimissani romaaneissa transsukupuolisuuden representaa-
tioita uudelleenkirjoitetaan tunteiden kuvauksen keinoin. Esiin nousevat 
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muun muassa häpeän, vihan, halun ja rakkauden tunteet. Näistä häpeän 
tunne korostuu ja kietoutuu muihin tunteisiin.

Queer-teoreetikko Sara Ahmed (2014) kutsuu häpeää ”tahmeaksi tunteek-
si”, johon muut tunteet sekoi$uvat. Aineistossani erityisesti ulkopuolisuus, 
suru ja viha saavat merkityksensä juuri häpeän kau$a. Häpeä kuitenkin 
tarrautuu myös positiivisiksi mielle$yihin tunteisiin: rakkauden, hyvän 
olon, onnellisuuden ja vapauden tunteisiin. Häpeään tarrautuneet tunteet 
ovat teoksissa vaiku$amisen keino. Esimerkiksi viha suuntautuu ulospäin 
ja pyrkii vaiku$amaan ympäristöönsä. Toisaalta rakkaus, vapaus ja onnelli-
suus vaiku$avat purkamalla häpeää. Seuraavaksi tarkastelen, kuinka häpeää 
ja muita siihen kietoutuvia tunteita aineistossani kuvataan, ja millaista 
kuvaa transsukupuolisuudesta nämä kuvaukset rakentavat.

Häpeän sosiaalisuus

Häpeä on ideologisesti latautunut ja sosiaalinen tunne. Aineistossani se 
kytketään transsukupuolisen henkilöhahmon ja cisnormatiivisen yhteisön 
välisiin ristiriitoihin, yleisiin asennemalleihin ja sosiaalisiin normeihin. 
Häpeä näkyy romaanissa silloin, kun transhahmo ei pysty vastaamaan 
yhteisön odotuksiin. A"ektiteoriaa kehi$äneen psykologi Silvan Tomkin-
sin (2008, 389) mukaan häpeä syntyy, kun yhteisön normatiiviset ohjeet 
estävät yksilöä toimimasta positiivisia tunteita tuo$avalla tavalla. Tomkins 
(2008, 359) puhuu häpeästä yksilöön itseensä kohdistuvana tunteena: 
kun yksilö ei pysty vastaamaan yhteisön normatiivisiin odotuksiin, hän 
tuntee häpeää omasta itsestään. Kirjallisuudentutkija Silje Linhart (2015) 
puolestaan ehdo$aa, e$ä kun normirikkomus, väärin tekeminen, on oman 
identiteetin ilmaisemista, lähestytään ajatusta, e$ä oma identitee$i on 
väärin. Esimerkiksi Kolun teoksessa perheriidan puiminen saa transsuku-
puolisen päähenkilön Peetun aja$elemaan juuri näin: ”En keksinyt mitään 
muuta syytä. Minä olin tämän riidan syy. Se mikä olen.” (Kesän jälkeen, 66.)

Häpeässä kyse onkin myös häpäisemisestä. Esimerkiksi Ma$ilan romaanin 
transsukupuolinen päähenkilö Eelia pohtii häpäisemistä: ”Kotikaupungissa 
pide$iin visusti huoli, e$ä minulle oikealta tuntuviin asioihin läimäistiin 
häpeäleima. Se kirveli hehkuvana otsassa ja naulasi sanat vatsan pohjalle.” 
(Järistyksiä, 17.) Häpäiseminen on vallankäy$öä. Oikeilta tuntuvat asiat 
tuomitaan vääriksi ja niistä rangaistaan. Näin häpäisemisellä on tarkoitus: 
tavoite on ohjata pois sosiaalisesti ei-toivo$avasta käytöksestä kohti sosi-
aalisesti toivo$avaa käytöstä.

Eelian häpeä saa romaanissa kehollisen muodon. Häpeä tuntuu siltä, miltä 
kuraisissa vaa$eissa ja hiuksissa yksin kotiin käveleminen on tuntunut. 
Häpeä on märkää, sotkuista ja kylmää. Se saa pehmeät kankaat ja hiukset 
muu$umaan painaviksi ja valuviksi ja liimautumaan ihoa vasten. Tunteet 
sotkeutuvat ja tarrautuvat ihoon, ja silti ne pitäisi pystyä työntämään syr-
jään. Pahaa mieltä ja itkua pitää nieleskellä isoina kulauksina. Tunteille ei 
saa antaa periksi, koska silloin pitäisi seli$ää, mikä kaikessa tuntuu niin 
pahalta. Omista tunteista ja kokemuksista pitäisi tehdä julkisia, jolloin 
mene$äisi niiden hallinnan. (Järistyksiä, 37–38.)

Eelian tultua kiusatuksi muiden katseet kohdistuvat häneen, mikä saa kädet 
”vapisemaan” ja veren kohisemaan suonissa ”kuin luotijuna” (Järistyksiä, 
37). Fyysisen reaktion syynä on altistuminen niin sanotulle ei-toivotulle 
katseelle, mikä tuo$aa häpeää ja ulkopuolisuuden kokemuksen. Tunteiden 
tutkimuksessa onkin koroste$u katseen vieraannu$avaa vaikutusta. Näin 
katsomiseen lii$yy arvo$ava aspekti. (Linhart 2015; Tomkins 2008.) Mui-
den vilkuilu osoi$aa Eelian muu$uneen heille vieraaksi. Vieraus kiehtoo 
ja siten kerää katseita puoleensa. Toisaalta vieraus on luotaantyöntävää, 
sillä se leimaa sosiaalisesti ulkopuoliseksi. Se siis eristää Eelian ja saa hä-
net vetäytymään. (Järistyksiä, 37–38.) Vetäytyminen näy$äytyy tekstissä 
alistumisena. Koska Eelia vetäytyy ja kiusaaja, ”sänkitukkainen”, saa jäädä 
muiden seuraan, tar$uu voitonriemuinen halveksunta myös muuhun 
seurueeseen.
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Kyse on tyypillisen traagisen narratiivin uudelleentuo$amisesta: koska 
transsukupuolisuus poikkeaa normatiivisesta sukupuolisesta järjestel-
mästä, sille ei ole tilaa yhteisössä. Vetäytyminen, joka supistaa transsu-
kupuolisen henkilöhahmon ihmissuhteiden piiriä, näkyykin monissa 
tarkastelemissani teoksissa keskeisenä teemana. Vetäytyneisyys on yksi 
häpeän ilmenemismuodoista, sillä häpeä pyrkii piiloutumaan (Oinas 2011, 
153). Toiseuden ja ulkopuolisuuden tunteet, joihin häpeä kietoutuu, saavat 
jä$äytymään pois sosiaalisista suhteista. ”Joskus yksin oli vain helpompi” 
(Järistyksiä, 39).

Häpeän välttäminen sulautumalla

Väl$ääkseen syrjinnälle ja ei-toivotulle katseelle altistumisen romaanien 
transhahmot pyrkivät sulautumaan pikemminkin kuin tulemaan esiin 
transsukupuolisina. Esimerkiksi Kolun romaanin Peetu haluaa olla kiinnit-
tämä$ä muiden huomiota: ”Elämäni ensimmäisenä päivänä mä haluaisin 
olla kukatahansa” (Kesän jälkeen, 70–71). Halu olla kuin kuka tahansa on 
reaktio transsukupuolisuuteen lii$yviin vierauden ja häpeän tunteisiin sekä 
pelkoon. Kyse on niin kutsutun stealth-elämän tavoi$elusta: termiä stealth 
käytetään transsukupuolisuuden kontekstissa ilmaisemaan transtaustan 
piilo$amista, eikä sille ole vakiintunu$a suomennosta. Kyse on tietoisesta 
valinnasta jä$ää kertoma$a transsukupuolisuudestaan ja toisaalta niin 
sanotusta ”läpi menemisestä”, jolloin transsukupuolisen yksilön transsu-
kupuolisuus jää ulkopuolisilta tunnistama$a, kun hänet sukupuolitetaan 
kehon ulkoisten piirteiden perusteella oikein. (Edelmann 2009; Zimman 
2009.) Stealth-narratiivi on myös vallankäytön keino, sillä se legitimoi 
näkymä$ömän transsukupuolisuuden ainoaksi hyväksy$äväksi trans-
sukupuolisuuden muodoksi. Stealth-narratiivi toistuu Kolun romaanin 
lisäksi myös Björkin romaanissa, jossa Makke elää stealth-elämää, vaikkei 
itse sanaa stealth käytäkään.

Kolun romaanissa Peetun on tultava jatkuvasti ulos kaapista transsuku-
puolisena. Jos Peetu ei itse tee sitä, julkisessa tilassa ”vastaan pulpahtaa 
joku yläasteajan kusipää”, joka käy$ää tilaisuuden Peetun ”ou$aami-
seen” (Kesän jälkeen, 22–23). Peetun ajatus nouda$elee Lal Zimmanin 
(2009) huomiota, e$ä transsukupuolinen tulee kaapista toistuvasti myös 
transition jälkeen. Stealth-elämä puolestaan näy$äytyy tavoiteltavana 
ideaalina: ”Mu$a pelkkä ajatus stealth-elämästä – voida olla se kone, jota 
tutka ei näe – se on mulle pyhä” (Kesän jälkeen, 24). Häpäisyä ja häpeää 
tuo$ava transsukupuolisuus halutaan piilo$aa, jo$a häpeää tuo$avia 
tilanteita kuten muiden arvostelua ja negatiivisia katseita ei tarvitsisi ko-
kea. Sara Davidmann (2010, 198) katsookin, e$ä transsukupuolinen ”on 
ohjelmoitu” piilo$amaan itsensä ja sulautumaan ”normaaliin” väestöön. 
Sosiaalistu$uaan cisnormiin transyksilö siis tuntee voimakasta tarve$a 
toteu$aa sitä ja pyrkii pei$ämään transsukupuolisuutensa. Stealth on siis 
transsukupuoliselle yksilölle normatiivinen odotus.

Tarkastelemieni teosten transsukupuoliset henkilöhahmot vastustavatkin 
ajatusta, e$ä heidän täytyisi astua julkisuuteen esimerkkeinä transsukupuo-
lisuudesta. Esimerkiksi Björkin romaanin transsukupuolinen päähenkilö 
Makke ja Kolun romaanin Peetu pyrkivät päinvastoin ero$autumaan 
sateenkaariyhteisöstä ja -aktivismista. He eivät halua osallistua yhteis-
kunnalliseen diskurssiin tai polii$iseen toimintaan. Romaaniensa maa-
ilmoissa Makke ja Peetu jä$äytyvät julkisesta keskustelusta ja vetäytyvät 
yksityisyyden suojiin. Transsukupuolisuus kohdentuu siis teoksissa elämän 
yksityiselle alueelle. Toisaalta on syytä muistaa, e$ä kaunokirjallisina 
teoksina romaanit myös o$avat osaa julkiseen keskusteluun transsukupuo-
lisuudesta. Näin kirjailijan teoksellaan väli$ämä viesti tulee osaksi julkista 
keskustelua ja vaiku$aa siihen, miten transsukupuolisuus yhteiskunnassa 
ja kul$uurissa ymmärretään.
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Kolun romaanissa Peetu kommentoi julkiseen keskusteluun osallistumista. 
Vaikka Peetu ei halua olla transsukupuolisten ääni, hän myös tietää, e$ä 
”hiljaisuuden murtumiseksi”, jonkun täytyy ”lyödä rumpuja” ja ”kantaa 
banderolleja”. Jo$a saisi oikeuksia, niitä täytyy vaatia. Silti Peetu mieluum-
min on ”postoperatiivisesti vaan ihan vitun hiljaa”. Vastoinkäymiset ja 
koe$u syrjintä, ehkä jopa väkivalta, saavat hänet kaipaamaan yksityisyy$ä. 
(Kesän jälkeen, 24–25.) Linhart (2015, 242) kiinni$ää tutkimuksessaan 
huomiota samaan kuvioon: sukupuoleltaan varioivat henkilöhahmot har-
voin haluavat olla huomion keskipisteenä ja osallistua politiikkaan. Ilmiössä 
on kyse tunteista. Häpeä, aiemmat negatiiviset kokemukset ja pelko ajavat 
transhahmon vetäytymään polii$isesta toiminnasta.

Myös Björkin romaanin transsukupuolinen päähenkilö Makke kommen-
toi Pride-kulkue$a, joka symboloi sukupuoli- ja seksuaalivähemmis-
töjen hyväksi tehtävää tasa-arvotyötä. Makkelle [sic] Pride näy$äytyy 
”pellekulkueena”, jossa outoihin asuihin pukeutuneet kirjavat ihmiset 
käy$äytyvät sopima$omasti, jopa seksuaalisesti julkisessa tilassa. Makken 
näkemys Pride-kulkueesta on heteronormatiivinen ja ennakkoluuloinen. 
Vastapuolelle ase$uvat Priden ”vastamielenosoitukset” ja niihin lii$yvä 
aggressiivisuus. Makke vii$aa vuoden 2010 Pride-kulkueeseen kohdistet-
tuun pippurisumu$eella tehtyyn hyökkäykseen, jonka Makke tuomitsee. 
Makke siis tunnistaa ja tuomitsee sukupuoli- ja seksuaalivähemmistöihin 
kohdistuvan väkivallan, mu$a ylläpitää itse heteronormatiivisia rakenteita, 
joiden verukkeella väkivaltaa tehdään. (Poika, 182.)

Makke rajaa itsensä ulos pervojen queer-ihmisten joukosta ja ase$aa oman 
”vakavan” ja ”asiallisen” identitee$insä vastakkain seksuaalivähemmistöjen 
”pelleilyn” kanssa. Heteronormista poikkeava seksuaalinen identitee$i 
näy$äytyy näin tuomi$avana, epäsovinnaisena ja naurunalaisena. Voima-
kas tarve assimiloitua ympäröivään yhteiskuntaan purkautuukin teoksessa 
ennakkoluuloisuutena homoseksuaalisuu$a ja muita vähemmistöjä koh-
taan. Vakiinnu$aakseen oman paikkansa miehenä Makke kääntyy muita 

sateenkaarivähemmistöjä vastaan. (Poika, 182.) Sama ilmiö on nähtävissä 
myös todellisuuden LHBTQ-yhteisöä koskevissa keskusteluissa. Vah-
vistaakseen omaa asemaansa vähemmistöt ja niiden edustajat kääntyvät 
helposti toisiaan vastaan.

Romaanissa sopeutumisen tarve purkautuu myös cisnormatiivisuutena. 
Makke ei pyri irro$autumaan ainoastaan seksuaalivähemmistöistä vaan 
myös sukupuolivähemmistöstä. Hänelle sukupuolenkorjaus ei kyseen-
alaista normeja vaan vahvistaa niitä. Makke on mies. Hän irro$autuu jopa 
termeistä transsukupuolinen ja transmies, sillä ne ero$avat hänet (cis)
miehistä. ”Minä en ole transu vaan transsukupuolinen. Paitsi e$ä en ole. 
Minä olen mies.” Makke lainaa netissä kohtaamaansa haukkumasanaa. 
Aiemmin transvihamieliset kommentit ja haukkumasanan käy$ö ovat 
saaneet hänet suu$umaan. Normatiivisen maskuliinisuuden toteu$aminen 
kuitenkin vapau$aa Makken vihastaan transvihamielisyy$ä kohtaan. Se ei 
enää tunnu kohdistuvan häneen itseensä. Makke on siis kääntänyt selkänsä 
myös transsukupuolisille. (Poika, 182.)

Käsitän Makken pyrkimyksen irro$autua vähemmistöistä ja suunnata 
identitee$insä kohti asfal$ityöntekijä-perheenisä-tyyppistä ”perusmiestä” 
pyrkimyksenä toteu$aa normatiivista maskuliinisuu$a erehtymä$ömästi. 
Kyse on tiedostama$omasta pyrkimyksestä, ja tarkoitus on väl$ää normien 
rikkomisesta aiheutuvaa häpeää. Makke myös onnistuu pyrkimyksessään, 
sillä heteroseksistinen maskuliinisuus toimii teoksessa yhteisöön integ-
roitumisen avaimena. Esimerkiksi Makken veljen Aaronin on helpompi 
hyväksyä Makken maskuliinisuus, kun hän sopii fyysisesti ja sosiaalisesti 
heteroseksistiseen mieskäsitykseen (Poika, 200). Heteroseksistisen mas-
kuliinisuuskäsityksen krii$inen tarkastelu puolestaan jää lukijan vastuulle.

Sen sijaan todellisten transmiesten on havaittu jakavan niin sanotun 
joustavan käsityksen maskuliinisuudesta (Hines 2010). Myöhemmissä 
kotimaisissa nuortenromaaneissa maskuliinisuuskäsitys vaiku$aa jousta-
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vammalta kuin Björkin romaanissa. Näin myöhemmät teokset korjaavat 
Björkin teoksen luomaa kuvaa transmaskuliinisuudesta. Transhahmon 
maskuliinisuuden ei tarvitse nojata heteroseksistiseen maskuliinisuuteen. 
Joustavan maskuliinisuuskäsityksen korostuminen lii$ynee nuortenkir-
jallisuudelle tyypilliseen humanismiin. Koska nuortenkirjallisuudella 
on taipumus kasva$avaan ja ope$avaan o$eeseen, syrjivät toimintatavat 
seli$yvät teoksissa usein ei-toivo$aviksi (ks. esim. Hilton & Nikolajeva 
2012). Joustavaa maskuliinisuu$a edustava mieskäsitys sopii siis hetero-
seksististä maskuliinisuu$a paremmin nuortenkirjallisuuden didaktisiin 
tendensseihin.

Häpeä kietoutuu vihaan ja suruun

Transsukupuolisen häpeän ja vihan tunteet ovat yhteydessä toisiinsa: mui-
den vihamielisyys tuo$aa häpeää, joka puolestaan tuo$aa vihaa häpeän 
kokijassa. Ulkopuolisuus, kiusaaminen ja yhteisön cisnormatiivisuus sa-
tu$aa, häpäisee ja suutu$aa. Jatkuva muiden katseen kohteena oleminen 
ja nöyryytyksen ja hyljeksinnän kohtaaminen saavat vihan patoutumaan. 
Transtutkija Susan Stryker käy$ää termiä transraivo (transgender rage). 
Vähemmistön, kuten transsukupuolisten, kokema raivo on yhteiskunta-
järjestelmää ja muita ihmisiä kohtaan patoutunu$a vihaa ja häpeää, jota 
muiden kohtelu tuo$aa. Raivon tunteeseen lii$yy myös sen purkautumi-
nen. Toisin kuin ulkopuolisuus, joka on sisäänpäin vetäytyvä tunne, raivo ja 
suu$umus suuntautuvat ulospäin. Kyse on siis äänestä, vastaansanomisesta 
ja oikeuksiensa puolustamisesta, ei ääne$ömästä vetäytymisestä. Toisaalta 
raivo on läsnä silloinkin, kun ääntä ei kuulu. Transyksilön arki on nimi$äin 
”jatkuvaa kamppailua sosiaalisia normeja vastaan”. (Stryker 2006, 253.)

Selkeimmin suu$umusta ja vihaa ilmaisee Kolun romaanin Peetu. Tyypil-
lisesti oman identiteetin kyseenalaistamiset saavat Peetun kiivastumaan. 
”Mitä se kellekään kuuluu, mistä olen tullut läpi ollakseni se mikä olen” 

(Kesän jälkeen, 25). Erityisesti suutu$aa, kun ne, joilta ymmärrystä eniten 
kaipaa, eivät ymmärrä. Peetua suutu$aa, kun oma äiti, jonka pitäisi aina 
olla lapsensa tukena, ei siihen pysty (mt. 54). Tunne myös purkautuu. 
Kielikuvia hyödyntävässä kohtauksessa Peetu on myrsky, joka huuhtoo 
pois transvastaiset ajatusmallit:

Minä olen ukkosmyrsky joka sadan taivaalta, minä iskeydyn jokai-
seen korkealla keikaroivaan torniin, olen salaman jyry joka osuu 
maanpintaan ja kaataa rannikon männyt,  
olen iso myrsky, peetunpäivän myrsky,  
minä syöksyn taivaalta vailla pelkoa, mu$a minä en sada maail-
maan tuhoa tai kuolemaa, minun salamoideni sanoma on tämä:  
Anna ihmisten nähdä toiset sellaisena kuin he itse haluavat.  
(Kesän jälkeen, 103.) 

Kohtauksessa irro$audutaan maasta ja samalla symbolisesti yhteisön 
normeista. Näin normien vastustaminen mahdollistuu. Tunteiden pur-
kaukseen lii$yy tummuus ja ukkosen uhkaava jyrinä, jotka kuvastavat 
vihan tunne$a, sen voimakkuu$a ja ”syöksyvää” vauhtia. Mielen synke-
tessä maisemakin synkkenee ukkospilveksi. Viha on siis hallitsematonta. 
Kuitenkin sillä on tavoite: sen tarkoitus on suunnata ihmisten katseet ja 
odotukset toisin. Peetun viha ei siis vain tuhoa vaan myös puhdistaa ja 
korjaa. Näin teos osoi$aa, e$ä viha voi myös voimaannu$aa. Viha ei siis 
näy$äydy ainoastaan negatiivisena tunteena. Sen avulla voidaan tuo$aa 
myös positiivisia vaikutuksia ympäristöön. (Kesän jälkeen, 103.)

Vihan lisäksi häpeä tuo$aa surua. Eniten suru on läsnä Ma$ilan romaanissa. 
Eelian kotikaupungissa, ”pesäpallokaupungissa”, Eelian yksinäisyys ja 
erilaisuus korostuvat, mikä ilmenee teoksessa Eelian vaikenemisena ja 
vetäytymisenä. Surua tuo$avat vanhempien hetero- ja cisnormatiiviset 
odotukset, joihin Eelia ei pysty vastaamaan. Koska surun käsi$elyyn ei 
ole ollut tilaa, se on päässyt kasautumaan seiniksi minuuden ympärille 
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(Järistyksiä, 61). Ahmed (2014) ehdo$aa, e$ä suru tai melankolia on 
luonteeltaan sateenkaarevaa (queer), kun se lii$yy kyvy$ömyyteen vas-
tata hetero- ja cisnormatiivisiin odotuksiin. Juuri tästä Eelian surussa on 
mielestäni kyse. Eelian suruun lii$yy useita queer-yksilön suruun lii$yviä 
traumoja: kodin ahdasmielisyy$ä, hetero- ja cisnormin toteu$amisessa 
epäonnistumista, ulkopuolisuu$a ja fyysistä väkivaltaa.

Surua tuo$aa myös valehtelu ja syyllisyys siitä. Vanhempien heteronorma-
tiivisuus on niin vaativaa, e$ä se estää ensirakkaudesta puhumisen. Kysyt-
täessäkin Eelia vastaa ”ei mulla ole ketään” (Järistyksiä, 63), vaikka on jo 
alkanut tapailla kumppaniaan Islaa. Eelia pyyhkii Islan pois, ei keneksikään, 
koska parisuhde ei sovi vanhempien odotuksiin. Valehdellessa surussa on 
monta kerrosta. Se on häpeää siitä, e$ei sovi heteronormatiivisiin odotuk-
siin, syyllisyy$ä kumppanin piilo$amisesta, pelkoa hylätyksi tulemisesta ja 
surua siitä, e$ei uskalla eikä voi olla valehtelema$a vanhemmilleen. Valhe 
painaa möykkynä mahassa. Se itke$ää ja saa hengityksen salpautumaan ja 
”kaikesta tulee mustaa”. (Järistyksiä, 64.)

Yleisimmin romaaneissa surun tuntemukset lii$yvätkin ihmissuhteisiin 
ja niiden riitoihin. Esimerkiksi Kolun romaanissa, jossa Peetu käsi$elee 
transsukupuolisuuteen lii$yviä tunteitaan lentämällä purjelentokoneella 
isänsä kanssa, surulla on vaikutusta siihen, millaisen vaikutuksen lentämi-
nen Peetussa tuo$aa. Surun vuoksi lento on ”aivan toisenlainen”. Koneen 
nousu ei tuota tavallista kehon rajoi$eista ja dysforiasta vapautumisen 
tunne$a. Päinvastoin mieltä painavat ajatukset tuntuvat niin raskailta, e$ä 
kehon massa kasvaa: surunsa takia Peetu ”painaa liian paljon”. Alakulo on 
niin raskasta, e$ä kone voi pudota sen voimasta maahan. Pilvien takaa pil-
kistävä aurinkokaan ei pysty valaisemaan mieltä ja Peetu kyllä tietää miksi: 
riidat täytyy sopia, jo$a niiden painolasti purkautuu. (Kesän jälkeen, 26.)

Kun mieli on alhaalla, on vaikea saada lentämisestä vapau$avaa kokemusta. 
Vastakkain ase$uvat positiivisesti latautuneet aurinko, taivas, horison$i ja 

onnellisuus sekä negatiivisesti latautuneet maa, suru ja paino. Negatiivisista 
tunteista voidaan kuitenkin suunnata pois. Kun isä ohjaa koneen pois jalas-
pilvien suunnalta, myös Peetu ohjaa ajatuksensa pois surua aiheu$aneista 
asioista (mt. 46–47).

Häpeästä voimaantumiseen

Teoksissa käsitellään myös positiivisia tunteita kuten voimaantumista. 
Ma$ilan teoksessa taidelukio Välly on luova paikka. Eelialle se on myös 
positiivista minäkuvaa luova paikka. Taidelukiossa Eelia saa olla oma it-
sensä ja tuntea hyväksynnän kokemuksia. Lukiosta löytyvät ensimmäiset 
hyvät ystävät ja ensirakkaus. Muutkin lukiolaiset ovat kotipaikkakunnal-
laan tunteneet olevansa erilaisia. Muiden erilaisten keskellä on turvallista 
päästää oma erilaisuus esiin.

Sosiologi Elina Oinas korostaa, e$ei häpeä itsessään ole ongelma. Se luo 
yhteisöön sääntöjä ja näin myös ase$aa yhteisöön kuulumisen ehdot. 
(Oinas 2011.) Häpeä voi siis myös toimia yhteisöä rakentavasti. Aiemmin 
koetut häpeän kokemukset herkistävät toisten kokemalle häpeälle ja siten 
luji$avat ja muovaavat yhteisöä (Kekki 2004; Oinas 2011). Lukiossa Eelia 
saa elää omalla tavallaan. Kukaan ei huomauta sukupuolen ilmaisuista 
tai seurustelukumppanin sukupuolesta. Vällyn turvallisessa ilmapiirissä 
kaapin oven uskaltaa avata, ja se aukeaakin niin voimalla, e$ä mitään 
piilote$avaa ei jää. Avoin ilmapiiri saa Eelian myös sanallistamaan omaa 
identitee$iään ensimmäisen kerran.

Neljänsadan kilometrin päässä kotoa kaappini ovi uskalsi tipahtaa 
saranoiltaan. Vällyssä löysin oman sanani, tai oikeastaan sana löysi 
minut, se loikkasi varoi$ama$a keskelle tyhjää vihkon sivua. Olisi 
pitänyt synny$ää äidinkielen aine, mu$a vahingossa synnytinkin 
oman sanani, josta sain raamit ja siihen oikeanlaisen kuvan. En-
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simmäistä kertaa uskalsin katsoa peiliin ja tuijo$aa silmiin ihmistä, 
joka näy$i minulta, ei tytöltä pojan vaa$eissa, ei hämmentävän 
neitimäiseltä pojalta, ainoastaan Eelialta vaan. (Järistyksiä, 28.)

Oman sanan ”synny$äminen” näy$ää identiteetin sanallistamisen aktiivise-
na ja kehollisena toimintana. Toisaalta sana synnytetään hallitsema$omasti 
ja arvaama$omasti. Se ilmestyy kuin tyhjästä. Oman sanan synny$ämisessä 
arvaamatonta onkin juuri se, e$ä Eelia synny$ää itse itsensä. (Järistyksiä, 
27–28.) Sanallistaminen tekee ilmiön todelliseksi, näkyväksi ja ymmär-
re$äväksi osaksi maailmaa. Oman identiteetin ymmärtäminen muokkaa 
käsityksiä omasta ulkomuodosta ja kehosta. Kun omalle identiteetille 
löytyy sana, myös itsensä katsominen peilistä tuntuu voimaannu$avalta 
kokemukselta. Sanallistaminen au$aa löytämään myös muita itsensä kaltai-
sia: ”jossain siellä tietolähteiden takana oli olemassa lauma ty$ölokeroon 
väkisin viska$uja neutraaleja värejä”. (mt. 28–29.) Oman identiteetin 
sanallistaminen toimii avaimena itsensä ymmärtämiseen, hyväksymiseen 
ja oman yhteisön löytämiseen (ks. Juvonen 2019).

Voimaantumista on nähtävissä myös Kolun teoksen purjelentokohta-
uksissa. Purjelentäminen on mekaniikaltaan lähellä aitoa lentämisen 
kokemusta. Koneessa ei ole moo$oria, joten lentäessä hyödynnetään 
ilmavirtauksia. Niinpä ilmavirtoja, ilmanpaine$a ja pilvisyy$ä kuvaavat 
sanat saavat teoksessa metaforisia merkityksiä. Termiikit, aurinko, tuuli 
ja nousut yhdistyvät oivallukseen, onnellisuuteen, vapauteen ja seksiin 
(Kesän jälkeen, 55, 67, 68). Lentäminen ja taivas symboloivat avarakat-
seisuu$a ja tarjoavat Peetulle mahdollisuuden laajempaan näkökulmaan. 
Peetu haluaakin ympärilleen ihmisiä, ”joiden katse kohdistuu ylös” ja 
”katseen, joka ei luoki$ele, leimaa tai laatikoi” (mt. 19). Kuvalliset ilmaisut 
osoi$avat Peetun luovaa kielenkäytön tapaa. Lentäminen, oma identitee$i 
ja sen sanallistaminen rinnastuvat. Lentäminen, ”taivaalle kirjoi$aminen” 
symboloi siis Peetun koko elämää: hän elää, hänen muotonsa muu$uu ja 
hän osoi$aa, e$ä ihmisyys on muutosta (mt. 106). Lentämällä Peetu voi 

irro$autua painavista tunteista ja kokemuksista sekä suunnata katseen 
maan ja menneisyyden sijaan taivaalle ja tulevaisuuteen.

Traaginen kertomus murtuu

Kotimaisen nuortenkirjallisuuden transsukupuolisuutta käsitteleviä 
romaaneja voidaan pitää positiivisina vastakertomuksina esimerkiksi 
angloamerikkalaiselle transsukupuolisuu$a kuvaavalle nuortenkirjalli-
suudelle, jossa korostuu ongelmakeskeisyys, traagisuus ja transhahmon 
ulkopuolisuus (ks. esim. Aarnio 2022; Linhart 2015; Reynolds 2007). 
Oman identiteetin sanallistamisen ja lentämisen kuvaston avulla transsuku-
puolisuus saa Ma$ilan ja Kolun romaaneissa positiivisia merkityksiä. Myös 
romaanien rakkauskertomukset purkavat traagista narratiivia näy$ämällä 
transsukupuolisuuden arvostettavana, haluttavana ja hyväksyttävänä. 
Transsukupuolinen ei ole sosiaalisesti ulkopuolinen, vaan hänellä on 
oma rakastava lähipiirinsä. Transhahmon seksuaalisuuden kuvaaminen 
tuo myös uudenlaisen näkökulman kotimaiseen nuortenkirjallisuuteen, 
jossa on perinteisesti kuva$u heteronormatiivista seksiä (Grünn 2003).

Suostumuksellinen seksi, seksuaalisuus ja parisuhteet, jotka perustuvat rak-
kauteen ja molemminpuoliseen haluun, ovat läsnä kaikissa analysoimissani 
teoksissa. Björkin, Kolun ja Ma$ilan teoksissa transsukupuolisia hahmoja 
kuvaillaan seksuaalisina, roman$isina ja monin tavoin kykenevinä, ja 
transsukupuolisen kumppanin kanssa harraste$ua seksiä tyydy$ävänä. 
Näin transsukupuolinen hahmo näy$äytyy seksuaalisesti halu$avana ja 
haluavana. Transhahmot myös näy$äytyvät teoksissa roman$isen rak-
kauden kohteina. Rakkauden ja seksin kuvauksissa korostuvat tunteet, 
jolloin myös lukijan omasta seksuaalisuudesta tai sukupuoli-identiteetistä 
poikkeavat kuvaukset voivat avata ovia empatiaan ja lukijan seksikäsityksen 
laajenemiseen.
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Paidan repsottaessa napittomana häpesin omaa kehoani [– –] 
Halusin kuiskata älä katso, älä koske, mu$a Isla ei antanut siihen 
tilaisuu$a. Hän pei$i suuni kädellään ja upo$i minut silmiinsä, 
syvään viidakonvihreään jossa suuntavaistoni sotkeentui.

Upoksissa ne ensimmäiset oikeat sormet koskivat rintojani niin, e$ä 
ensimmäistä kertaa koskaan halusin niiden olevan siinä, pysyvän 
siinä ja muu$avan muotoaan laihojen sormien sivelyn alla. Suu-
delmat kiehuivat pol$avina huulilta kaulalle ja pikkulintu sisälläni 
lauloi taas pahaa pois. (Järistyksiä, 88–89.)

Ma$ilan romaanissa kumppanin kosketus saa rinnat ”muu$amaan muoto-
aan”, mikä symboloi Eelian muu$uvaa käsitystä omasta kehostaan. Rinnat, 
jotka muiden katseelta ja kosketukselta pitää piilo$aa, löytävät paikkansa. 
Oinas ehdo$aa, e$ä Judith Butlerin (1990) performatiivisuuden käsite$ä 
voidaan hyödyntää ruumiillisuuteen lii$yvää häpeää purkavien tekojen 
analyysissa. Koska kyse on tilanteisesta häpeän purkamisesta teoin, Oi-
nas katsoo performatiivisuuden käsi$een valaisevan häpeän purkamisen 
tapaa. (Oinas 2011.) Kohtauksessa seksi saa butlerilaisen performatiivi-
sen merkityksen. Seksi on teko, jonka avulla omaan kehoon kohdistuvaa 
häpeää puretaan. Iho, joka ensin tuntuu epäsopivalta, kuin toisen ihmisen 
vaa$eelta, muu$uu omaksi. Häpeä muu$uu haluksi, joka kohdentuu myös 
omaan kehoon. Seksi muu$aa jopa dysforian lauluksi. (Järistyksiä, 88–89.)

Romaanien tulkitsemista positiivisina vastakertomuksina traagiselle narra-
tiiville tukee myös teosten loppuminen toiveikkaaseen sävyyn. Toiveikkaat 
loput ovatkin nuortenkirjallisuudelle tyypillisiä, sillä ne sopivat nuorten-
kirjallisuuden lajin tendensseihin: itsensä hyväksyminen ja kasvaminen 
saavat sijaa ja katse suunnataan tulevaisuuteen (ks. esim. Reynolds 2007, 
72; Linhart 2015, 284). Kolun ja Ma$ilan teosten lopetuksissa itsensä ja 
toisten hyväksyminen nousevat keskiöön, jolloin lopun toiveikkuus lii$yy 
päähenkilön henkiseen kasvuun. Björkin teoksessa toiveikkuus kytkeytyy 

mahdollisuuteen täy$ää yhteisön normatiiviset odotukset. Ma$ilan ja 
Kolun romaanien henkilöhahmot ovat lopussa vahvempia ja valmiimpia 
vastaano$amaan tulevaisuuden hankaluuksia. Oman yhteisön löytämi-
nen nousee keskiöön. Tämä murtaa tyypillistä alistetun ja yhteiskunnan 
ulkopuolelle putoavan transsukupuolisen hahmon kertomusta (ks. Linhart 
2015; Reynolds 2007).

Esimerkiksi Kolun romaanin lopussa veli Pyry ja kumppani Aamu o$avat 
purjelennolta palaavan Peetun vastaan. Isä, joka on muuten paljon läsnä 
romaanissa, jää loppukohtauksessa taka-alalle, jolloin itsenäistyminen ja 
oman yhteisön löytäminen korostuvat. Suunta on eteenpäin, kohti rakkaita 
ihmisiä, kirkasta taivasta ja tulevaisuu$a. (Kesän jälkeen, 104–110.) Toi-
veikkuus ja terapeu$isuus näkyvät Peetun kehi$yneessä kyvyssä käsitellä 
asioita: häpeästä, pelosta ja vihasta päästään yli, jolloin tulevaisuus haas-
teineenkin vaiku$aa seesteisemmältä. Peetu korostaa oman identiteetin 
löytämisen merkitystä. ”Mu$a ei ole syvempää onnea kuin olla se joka 
on.” Itselleen on oltava rehellinen. Häpeän purkaminen on siis itsensä 
hyväksymistä. (mt. 92.)

Myös Ma$ilan teos loppuu positiiviseen sävyyn. Tultuaan vanhemmilleen 
ulos kaapista Eelia toteaa, e$ä kokemus hylätyksi tulemisesta on ”kallis 
hinta”, joka itsensä hyväksymisestä kuitenkin ”on pakko maksaa”. Itsensä 
piilo$aminen puolestaan on ”kuin luovu$aisi kokonaan”. Myös Ma$ilan 
teos siis kuulu$aa, e$ä itselleen on oltava rehellinen, vaikka se romu$aisi 
kodin ja perheen muodostaman kor$italon. Kuten vii$aus kaatuileviin 
pelikor$eihin osoi$aa, on valheisiin peruste$u koti hauras rakennelma. 
Itsensä paljastaminen ja hyväksyminen on yhteisön hyväksyntää tärkeäm-
pää. (Järistyksiä, 140.) Ulostulon jälkeen kuvataankin itsensä hyväksymisen 
tuntemuksia:

Isän mentyä astuin pakkasta pelästyneelle nurmikolle ja levitin 
käteni. Mitä si$en, jos en sopinut pesäpallokaupunkiin tai muiden 
määräämiin muo$eihin? [– –]
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Minulla oli minun kokemukseni, minun tarinani, menneisyyteni 
ja tulevaisuuteni, jossa sain hypätä sukupuoliruutujen yli jos niin 
tahdoin. [– –]

Annoin samean tihkusateen leijata kasvoilleni. Tunsin kuinka 
rintaani kasvoi uusi sydän, ja kaikki minussa alkoi matkustaa kohti 
kokonaan jotain uu$a. (Järistyksiä, 146.)

Käsiensä levi$ämisen ele kuvaa itsensä hyväksymistä, itsensä ja maail-
mansa syleilemistä. Syleilevä ele tuo$aa tekstiin hellän ja anteeksiantavan 
sävyn. Jopa piiskaavana näy$äytynyt sade muu$uu sen myötä kevyeksi 
sen sankkuudesta huolima$a. Oman olon keveneminen keventää myös 
sitä, miltä ympäristö tuntuu. Lapsuuden koti ja ”pesäpallokaupunki” saa-
vat jäädä taakse. Ne hyväksytään osaksi menneisyy$ä, mu$a katse on jo 
suunna$u tulevaisuuteen. Perhe vaihtuu: lapsuuden perheen paikan o$aa 
kumppani, jolloin edellinen kylmä sydän surkastuu ja tilalle ”kasvaa” uusi 
sykkivä rakkaus. (Järistyksiä, 146.) Ajatukset ovat jo matkalla kohti uu$a. 
Konkree$inen lähteminen kohti omaa paikkaa, Vällyä, ja symbolinen 
siirtyminen kohti omaa tulevaisuu$a linki$yvät vanhempien odo$amasta 
identiteetistä vapautumiseen ja omana itsenään elämiseen. Samalla siir-
rytään aikuisuuteen: vanhempien vaikutuspiiristä omaan elämään, jossa 
omilla valinnoilla, ystävillä ja kumppanilla on yhä enemmän merkitystä.

Transsukupuolisuu$a käsi$elevä kotimainen nuortenkirjallisuus on sel-
västi tendenssikirjallisuu$a: tarkoitus on voimaannu$aa nuoria lukijoita ja 
o$aa kantaa sukupuolen politiikkaan, transsukupuolisuu$a käsi$elevään 
diskurssiin ja transsukupuolisten asemaan yhteiskunnassa. Pidän häpeän 
kuvausta oleellisena teosten vaiku$avuuden kannalta. Sen avulla aktivoi-
daan tyypillinen traaginen narratiivi, jonka mukaan transsukupuolisuus 
sulkeutuu yhteisön ulkopuolelle. Häpeä johtaa teoksissa transsukupuolisen 
hahmon vetäytymiseen ja näkyy pyrkimyksenä irro$autua politiikasta. 
Vaikka hahmot kaipaavat stealth-elämää, romaanien lopussa korostuu 

voimaantuminen. Näin häpeä valjastetaan identiteetin kehityksen hyväksi. 
Lopetusten toiveikkuus mahdollistaa teosten tulkitsemisen positiivisina 
vastakertomuksina. Näin tuotetaan uudenlaisia transsukupuolisuuden 
representaatioita ja kyseenalaistetaan vallitsevia narratiiveja.

Positiiviset vastakertomukset muokkaavat transsukupuolisuuden esi$ä-
misen kaanonia. Lisäksi uudet positiiviset representaatiot ja narratiivit 
nuortenkirjallisuudessa au$avat voimaannu$amaan transnuoria ja toi- 
saalta avartamaan myös muiden lukijoiden käsitystä sukupuolesta. Positii-
viset narratiivit ja representaatiot purkavat väärinkäsityksiä ja stigmoja ja 
lii$ävät transsukupuolisuuteen positiivisia mielikuvia, joten ne voivat myös 
muu$aa yleistä suhtautumista ja asenteita transsukupuolisuu$a kohtaan. 
Näin positiivisilla representaatioilla on myös yhteiskunnallista vaikutusta.
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The Affective Life of Trans Studies 
as a Political Field in Academia and Activism
YV E. Nay

Trans Studies have become an epistemological project that challenges who 
has the power to intervene in violent knowledge production that shape 
trans lives. !e %eld promises to form a radical critical intervention in 
pathologizing, criminalizing, marginalizing, and dehumanizing discourses. 
In doing so, it strongly builds on trans activism initiated by trans people 
and their allies regarding the challenges facing trans persons particularly 
regarding historical and current medico-psycho pathologizing regimes. 
!is text departs from this speci%c moment in Trans Studies and trans 
politics by asking how Trans Studies is rooted in the counter-knowledge 
production against the pathologizing taxonomies of Sexology.1 

I will start this text with some re'ections on the formation of the %eld of 
Trans Studies which leads me to question of what the a$achment of trans 
scholars, activists, and artists to the formation of this %eld is. I will point 
out that Trans Studies are rooted in the counter-knowledge production 
against the pathologizing taxonomies of Sexology in forming its promise 
to form its critical intervention. In doing so, I will show how Trans Studies 
strongly builds on trans activism initiated by trans people and their allies 

1 This text is a shortened version of a keynote I was invited to give at the 8th 
Nordic Trans Studies Conference in Tampere, Finland. 

regarding the challenges facing trans persons particularly regarding 
historical and current medico-psycho pathologizing regimes. I refer here 
to trans activism and the claim for human rights in discussing the question 
how the %gure of the ‘Human’ is not only linked to the gender binary but 
inextricably to colonial regimes. In my conclusion, I will ask what Trans 
Studies might become. How can we imagine the %eld’s future considering 
its myriad legacies of colonialism? I suggest thinking through a version of 
Critical Trans Studies (Nay and Steinbock 2021) that continues to resist 
and transform oppressive power systems while building generous and 
generative worlds in developing knowledge, political and artistic practices. 

The Formation of a Field Trans Studies and the Attachment  
to the Promise of a Radical Critical Intervention in Knowledge 
Production

As numerous introductory and overview publications on the question 
of the emergence and development of Trans Studies have shown so far 
(Stryker 2006; Stryker and Whittle 2006; Stryker and Aizura 2013; 
Baumgartinger 2017), Trans Studies does not build – as o(en assumed 
by a broad public and hegemonic academic disciplines – solely on the 
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trans emancipatory movements that emerged in the 1960s. “Transgender 
phenomena” (Stryker 2006, 3), in Stryker’s words, were already studied 
with the emergence of modern sexual sciences in Europe in the late 19th 
century. !e critical examination of these historical manifestations of 
“transgender phenomena” and its pathologizing taxonomies in 19th and 20th 
century Sexology %gures as the background for the later formation of the 
%eld of Trans Studies. Trans Studies are concerned with these taxonomies 
and make them the subject of a critical scholarship on trans. In doing so, 
Trans Studies address the ontological and epistemological question of the 
invention of new categories of gender non-conformity. !e emergence of 
the modern subject category trans is examined and contextualized with 
the violent pathologizing, criminalizing, marginalizing, and dehumanizing 
discourses of so-called transsexualism or cross-sex and -gender identi%cation. 
Trans Studies dwells on the question of what trans means in its emergence, 
dissemination and ongoing development. In doing so, Trans Studies 
become an epistemological project that challenges who has the power to 
de%ne what “trans” means. 

As Susan Stryker and Paisley Currah write in the inaugural issue of the 
%eld-forming journal Transgender Studies Quarterly TSQ, Trans Studies 
makes it possible for trans people to be both “subjects of knowledge 
as well as objects of knowledge” (Stryker and Currah 2014, 9). Trans 
people represent a critical intervention in the production of knowledge 
that objecti%es and pathologizes trans people: “[T]hey [trans people] 
can articulate critical knowledge from embodied positions that would 
otherwise be rendered pathological, marginal, invisible, or unintelligible 
within dominant and normative organizations of power/knowledge” 
(Stryker and Currah 2014, 9). Susan Stryker’s (2006, 12) understanding 
of Trans Studies as “(de)subjugated knowledges” is considered a canonical 
reference for the formation of the academic %eld Trans Studies, which 
sees itself as counter knowledge to the pathologizing Sexology. Trans 

Studies accordingly examine the normative social, cultural, and political 
regimes that present certain bodies and identities as ‘normal’ and ‘natural’ 
and reject others as pathological. In this sense, Trans Studies promise a 
“radical critical intervention” (Stryker 2006, 13) “through desubjugating 
previously marginalized forms of knowledge about gendered subjectivity 
and sexed embodiment” (Ibid.).

!is promise, I argue, forms the a$achment of scholars, activists, and 
artists to Trans Studies. !e “radical critical intervention” – which is %lled 
with hope for transformative justice for trans people – is understood as 
a response to knowledge production grounded in Sexology’s violent and 
destructive legacy of dehumanization, shame, and stigma with idealizing 
alternatives from deviant ascription. Trans Studies in this redemptive 
understanding o"ers the possibility of mobilizing political potential and 
life-forming forces to produce ways and worlds of living that were previously 
considered as deviant, pathological and criminal. !e a$achment to this 
promise is linked to the hope of expanding potentials for the imagination 
and practical realization of trans lives for all in the here and now. 

However, this important and laudable project not only idealizes trans 
lives and politics but also places high expectations on trans knowledge 
production, politics, and art. But what happens when these expectations 
are not met? In what follows, I discuss this question based on trans politics, 
which are an important critical intervention in the pathologizing medical 
and legal knowledge production on trans lives. I examine trans activists’ 
demands for self-determination, who argue that trans rights are human 
rights. 
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Trans Human Rights as a Critical Intervention in Pathologizing 
Knowledge on Trans

Social and Political Science scholars have observed a signi%cant change in 
the perception and articulation of the concerns of trans people on a global 
scale since the new millennium. Political activism initiated by trans people, 
and their allies has raised the awareness of politicians, legislators, and the 
general public regarding the challenges facing trans persons (LaGata/
Balzer 2014; LaGata/Balzer and Hu$a 2012; Vidal-Ortiz 2020). As the 
European Union Agency of Fundamental Rights (2016) and the Council 
of Europe (2020), among others, note, access to the labor and housing 
market as well as education is limited for trans persons; their lived realities 
are hardly considered in migration and asylum issues; their health care is 
inadequate; and trans persons are particularly exposed to physical and 
psychological violence as well as hate crimes. 

One of the main focuses of trans activist struggles against gender 
discrimination is the demand for medical and legal self-determination of 
gender. Political struggles by and for trans people have intervened in the 
%eld of medical regulation of transgender identi%cation and embodiment. 
!is has resulted in a continuous change in the conception of gender 
within medicine. !is is particularly evident in the shi(ing meanings and 
new taxonomies for non-norm-conforming gender and sexual modes of 
life in the context of their medicalization in the International Classi%cation 
of Diseases and Related Health Problems (ICD) of the World Health 
Organization (WHO) and in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders (DSM) of the American Psychological Association (APA). !is 
cataloging has pathologized – in a continuum with sexological discourses – 
numerous deviations from the normative gender binary as a psychological 
disorder with the e"ect to maintain and reinforce a naturalized notion of a 
binary gender order (Güldenring 2015; de Silva 2018; Fü$y 2019). !is 

psychopathologization has been e"ectively countered by internationally 
and locally organizing trans activists and their allies with decades of 
political pressure. 

Recently, in the ICD-11 of 2018, which is currently to be rati%ed in the 
individual member states of the WHO, transgender identi%cation and its 
expressions are no longer catalogued as a mental illness in the chapter 
“Mental and Behavioral Disorders“ but are de%ned under the chapter 
“Sexual Health” in the category “conditions related to sexual health” as 
“gender incongruence of adolescence and adulthood” (WHO 2018). !e 
la$er is considered an outstanding achievement of trans activists in their 
e"orts towards a depathologization of non-norm-conforming gender 
identi%cation and embodiment (WHO 2018; Suess Schwend 2020).2

!ese successful claims for the medical and legal recognition of gender 
identity and embodiment represent a “critical intervention” against the 
de-humanizing conditions of trans lives as proclaimed by Trans Studies 
as an academic and political %eld. Trans activists particularly aim at de-
pathologizing the medical discourses and protocols on gender-variance 
via the claim for the right to self-determine one’s gender as a human 
right (GATE, ILGA-Europe, TGEU 2021). Carla LaGata / Carsten 
Balzer (2014, 100) describes this politics of trans rights as human rights 
as paradigm shi( that would challenge the “dominant and globalized 

2 Despite this important change, a wide range of healthcare providers, researchers 
and trans community organisations have voiced misgivings about the diagno-
sis “gender incongruence of childhood” (WHO 2018), the ICD-11 diagnosis 
currently uses for gender-diverse children who have not yet reached puberty 
(Winter et al. 2019; Cabral Grinspan et al. 2016). Clinical researchers and trans 
activists argue that the diagnosis pathologises the experiences of children who 
are merely exploring, embracing, and expressing gender diversity (Ehrensaft 
et al. 2018).
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western medical-psychiatric perspective, which de%nes gender-variant 
people as a deviation of an apparently natural binary gender order and 
thus pathologizes and stigmatizes them”.

Trans activists intervene in the definition of gender as gender self-
determination by inscribing themselves into the category of the ‘human.’ 
!is is linked to a notion of a self-determined trans subject that is an 
extension of what is understood by the term ‘human’ itself. !is notion 
of the human, however, is grounded in two problematic aspects. First, it 
evokes an understanding of an autonomous and coherent subject that is 
only a$ainable for certain trans persons. !is subject, the self-determined 
trans person who can attain state-legitimized rights and medically 
institutionalized health care, is a normatively charged %gure. As Adrian de 
Silva (2018) as well as Tamás Jules Joshua Fü$y (2019) have elaborated 
for the German context and Persson Perry Baumgartinger (2019) for 
Austria, inclusion in state recognition is shaped by particular norms and 
concepts of citizenship. 

The notion of the self-determined state-recognized trans subject is 
significantly characterized by its social conformity and neoliberal 
production as a rights-conforming, digni%ed, and vital citizen. Trans rights 
as human rights are part of a logic of state rights that Dan Irving aptly 
describes as follows: “Rights are not understood as the responsibility of 
the benevolent state; rather, rights are earned through individual’s actively 
demonstrating their worth. !ose who have a$ained material ‘success’ 
measured by one’s participation in labor and consumer economies and 
demonstrate %nancial, physical, and spiritual %tness prove themselves 
deserving rights” (Irving 2012, 157). Hence, the demand for human rights 
extends the social inclusion of certain trans persons, while producing 
exclusions of trans persons who cannot or do not want to comply with these 
normative notions of a self-determined subject. !is illustrates that trans 

political struggles for human rights have paradoxical e"ects. !e partial 
inclusion simultaneously entails trans normative exclusions of unequally 
positioned trans persons. Second, this understanding invokes a universal 
%gure of ‘the human’ that has been produced by colonial violence which 
continues to this day. To understand this present moment of trans activism 
in the Global North/West and its impact on the knowledge production 
in Trans Studies, I suggest to critically assess the history of the Western 
cisheteropatriarchal white empire, that involved colonial conquest and 
transatlantic slavery to build up the %gure of the universal human.

The Coloniality of Gender, the Figure of the Universal Human  
and its Historical Present in Trans Politics

Black feminists, feminists of Color and trans scholars have outlined the 
nexus of an apparently clearly demarcated gender binary and a seemingly 
civilized white race as the foundations for the construction of the universal 
%gure of the human. María Lugones (2007) for instance draws on the 
colonial matrix of power from the 16th century, which established a new 
global order built on the genocide of indigenous peoples and the African 
slave trade, to highlight the racialized and gendered human versus non-
human distinction. In the colonial narrative, only the so-called civilized are 
human, whereas the colonized are deemed animalistic and “non-gendered, 
promiscuous, grotesquely sexual, and sinful” (Lugones 2010: 743). In a 
similar vein, Hortense Spillers (1987) provides an analytic for thinking 
gender that exceeds the terms of human biology or social construction. 
Spillers shows how Blackness is disqualified from the privilege of 
traditional gendered categories in order that Black existence becomes 
something other, or in Spillers words “a symbiotic blend” (2007, 304) of 
categories that is unrecognizable as gender.
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Consequently, we need to challenge the established interpretations that 
see human rights located in the Global North/West, and particularly in 
Western Europe, as the bastion of democracy and liberty to dissemble and 
de-centralize the imaginary of human rights as universal rights (Dhawan 
2014). In Sylvia Wynter’s analysis on how the Caribbean and Americas 
came to be an arena to test out and brutally invent the Human for various 
Western colonial powers, she identi%es the geopolitical shi(s in Europe 
from the medieval period, in which hierarchical ordering of people was 
sancti%ed by God, to the Enlightenment mode of secularization, in which 
the idea of race and its hierarchies de%nes humans in a chain of “colonial 
di"erence” (Wynter 2003, 263). !is legitimating logic for white supremacy 
that shapes the wholly constructed notion of a world civilization, Wynter 
argues, is accompanied by the empirical e"ect of “African enslavement, 
Latin American conquest, and Asian subjugation” (Wynter 2003, 263). 
In other words, Western colonial projects have established the universal 
human, “the white Man” (Wynter 2003, 260), as a mythical identity in 
opposition to the gendered, racial, religious, and cultural “Other.”

It is this blend produced by the longue durée of the coloniality of power, 
racial capitalism, the a(erlife of slavery, and white supremacy that builds 
the ground for thinking about the construction of the white, Western, 
and bourgeois gender binary. !is analysis of the coloniality of gender 
has signi%cant impact on the “critical intervention” Trans Studies aim at 
the ontological and epistemological question of what gender beyond the 
gender binary might signify. Black Trans Studies play a crucial role here 
in a new formation of the %eld of Trans Studies. In his work, Black Trans 
Studies scholar C. Riley Snorton examines “how captives were rendered 
as raw materials” (Snorton 2017, 53) “for mediating and remaking sex 
and gender as ma$ers of human categorization” (Snorton 2017, 20). In 
his a$empt to %nd Black and trans life in the de-humanizing conditions 
of slavery and beyond, Snorton traces Black %gures who made use of the 

“fungible ungendered 'esh” they were ascribed to for fugitive movements. 
Snorton shows how Black slaves a$ained personal sovereignty in the 
Antebellum North via the recurrence of “cross-dressing” and cross-gender 
modes of escape. In addition, Snorton provides what he calls a “shadow 
history” of trans embodiment in the a(ermath of World War II and in the 
early Cold War period against the backdrop of Christine Jorgensen as an 
exceptional %guration of trans embodiment. 

Snorton refers to media reports of Jorgensen’s “sex change” that cast 
her embodiment as a testament of the magnitude of modern science 
consolidating a notion of trans(sexuality) as the result of medicalized 
treatments aimed to inscribe gender as an anatomical and biological 
premise. Jorgensen’s spectacularized trans embodiment worked not 
only as a promise of freedom to live as a trans(sexual) woman, but as a 
national narrative of somatechnical advancement, and thus as a %gure of 
national freedom. Snorton argues that “if Jorgensen’s media %guration 
came to represent a form of freedom, it also signi%ed upon the various 
kinds of unfreedom that marked and continue to animate black and 
trans temporalities” (Snorton 2017, 142). By focusing on the mediated 
narratives of Black trans %gures during this period, Snorton illustrates the 
role Jorgensen played within the structure of America’s national racial 
identity for a global audience. !e shi(ing notion of human valuation 
herein becomes clear with the Black trans %gures Hicks Anderson, Black, 
!e Browns, and McHarris and Grant Snorton illuminates from the shadow 
of history as “they lay the groundwork for understanding trans/gender 
embodiment in relation to the kinds of violence that in'ect black and trans 
life, only one of which is the violence of erasure, and for which that erasure 
is about not an absence but a persistent and animating presence” (Snorton 
2017, 144). Snorton aims to re-%gure trans historiography while focusing 
on both un-becoming and becoming, on presence and disappearance as 
well as on haunting.
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Against this backdrop, I argue that the critical intervention in the 
production of knowledge Snorton provides us with as its shadow history 
shows the colonial legacies of sexological and medical regimes that regulate 
the access to medical care and access to legal gender recognition (see Gill-
Peterson 2018). !is critical intervention is crucial for the contestation 
of transnormativity in trans politics as human rights activism today. With 
the above-mentioned paradigmatic turn to human rights, trans politics 
builds on the %gure of the universal trans person. !is does lead to a 
certain visibility and recognition for some and simultaneously forti%es 
the dominant white gender normativity while masking the various lives of 
trans people beyond this privileged position (see Valentine 2007; Aizura et 
al. 2014; Ellison et al. 2017). !erewith, it reiterates the coloniality of the 
universal human as the ground for accessing medical treatment and towards 
legal representation. In line with trans historiography’s accentuation of the 
%rst widely noticed and visible trans %gure Jorgensen, the normative %gure 
of the white middleclass, able-bodied, and mentally abled trans person 
persists as the legitimate subject of trans human rights activism.

Critical Trans Studies – Or, What is Critical about Trans  
Studies Now?

As I have shown so far, the early formation of the %eld of Trans Studies 
as a “critical intervention” in pathologizing knowledge production in 
medicine and psychology, which emerged in the Sexology in Europe in 
the late 19th century, is built – according to Susan Stryker – on a concept 
of “desubjugated knowledge.” !e aim in critical knowledge production 
as well as in activism to counter the ascription to trans as ‘unnatural’ and 
‘monstrous’ has proven to be oriented in a reifying way towards a colonial 
universal %gure of the Human. !e Human as a universal %gure becomes the 
focus of the “critical intervention” in Trans Studies as counter-oppressive 

knowledge production. !is desubjugating stance becomes evident in the 
version of trans politics as human rights politics. Such politics rea&rm 
the dehumanizing colonial regime, as their dominant subject remains the 
white trans person as the recipient of human rights. !e promise of Trans 
Studies as a project of “desubjugated knowledge” providing a “radical 
critical intervention” in the production of epistemological knowledge on 
“trans phenomena” and of trans politics as a transformative justice project 
for all trans people is thus not ful%lled. 

In this version of Trans Studies, “desubjugation” alludes to a subject 
position that can free itself from subjugation. As I have exemplarily shown 
with the work of C. Riley Snorton (2017), Black Trans Studies show 
that ways of “desubjugation” during slavery as well as in its a(erlife are 
to be understood more broadly. !us, to de-center Trans Studies from 
its focus on the white subject, multiple formations of power must be 
considered in an understanding of what a “critical intervention” might 
mean. I suggest thinking of this a$empt as the desire for a revised “radical 
critical intervention” Susan Stryker set out Trans Studies do be, and thus 
an altered a$achment to what Trans Studies might encompass by asking 
how we could imagine the %eld’s future considering its myriad legacies of 
colonialism in knowledge production on gender.

I propose thinking through a version of what Eliza Steinbock and I termed 
Critical Trans Studies (Nay and Steinbock 2021). Building on earlier work 
that interrogate the presumptive whiteness, se$ler-colonial context, and 
US-based orientation of the %eld (Aizura et al 2014; Ellison et al. 2017; 
Chiang et al. 2018; Garriga-López et al. 2019), Eliza and I “have sought 
to continue to do the necessary work of tracing histories of colonialism 
and white supremacy that underwrite dominant concepts of gender and 
sexuality which have accompanied the formation of our %eld” (Nay and 
Steinbock 2021: 149-150). In doing so –and this exceeds Eliza and my 
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thoughts so far – I will examine what the term trans might mean here as 
well as what the “critical” in Critical Trans Studies might signify. 

!e widely discussed question what the term trans might encompass starts 
with trans as a historical category, and asks how the term has circulated 
globally, and how race, class, ability and location have complicated the desire 
to do justice to the complex ways in which people inhabit gender variance 
(Stryker 2006; Stryker et al. 2008; Stryker and Aizura 2013; Stryker and 
McCarthy Blackston 2023). Here, an a$achment to a radical critical 
intervention in providing conditions for transformative justice for all trans 
people remains important while deferring from an understanding of trans 
as a subject position. However, it is important to focus on the previously 
outlined problematic of the universal human without simply deconstruct 
the human by – in Treva Ellison, Kai M. Green, Ma$ Richardson, and 
C. Riley Snorton’s (2017, 163) words – “(…) instrumentalizing those 
not-quite humans and sometimes humans whose violability forms the 
abstracted imaginative surface (to borrow from Saidiya Hartman [1997]) 
upon which the human and its metrics are conjured.” !e question what 
trans might mean must therefore encompass the racialized production of 
gender. Black Trans Studies scholars work on such repressed genealogies of 
the role of Blackness for social political subjecti%cation. C. Riley Snorton 
for example elaborates on the “transversality” of theorizing Blackness 
and transness while pointing out that trans is more about a movement 
with no clear origin and no point of arrival, and blackness signi%es upon 
an enveloping environment and condition of possibility. “Here, trans – in 
each of its permutations – %nds expression and continuous circulation 
within blackness, and blackness is transected by embodied procedures 
that fall under the sign of gender” (Snorton 2017, 2). 

Against this backdrop, we might think of trans as an asterisk – a sign o(en 
used in trans activism and theory to hold a place for various meanings of 

trans. !e asterisk would stand for the past not yet past, or the past in the 
present. Black Feminist theorist and historian Christina Sharpe uses the 
term “the asterisked human” (Sharpe 2016, 30) in her analysis of Black lives 
in the a(erlives of slavery. Sharpe refers to “Trans*” as “a variety of ways 
that try to get at something about or toward the range of trans*formations 
enacted on and by Black bodies” (Ibid., original emphasis). “Trans*” 
refers furthermore “to a range of embodied experiences called gender and 
to Euro-Western gender’s dismantling, its inability to hold in/on Black 
'esh” (Ibid.). Following Sharpe, the asterisk might hold space for ways of 
being in the history of the ascribed monstrosity of gender and sexuality 
to Black bodies. Critical Trans Studies, as I want to argue here, might then 
be an asterisk itself which moves critical knowledge production across 
di"erent temporal sequences each of which move but back to the past and 
forward to its a(erlife. 

I will close with a few thoughts on the term critical in Critical Trans Studies. 
It alludes towards a seemingly more elaborated version of Trans Studies. 
Here again, an a$achment to radical critical intervention in providing 
conditions for transformative justice for all trans people remains important. 
I understand critical as a perspective that scrutinizes knowledge production 
in a power-critical way. Here, the critique of existing knowledge becomes a 
precondition to produce new knowledge. Ideally, this knowledge is more 
comprehensive, more complex, and more power sensitive. 

However, this term invokes a logic of progress. It refers to the %gure of 
the critical intellectual, who is genuinely part of an academic industrial 
complex. !is complex is based on the production of so-called innovative 
knowledge – often measured with various impact factors. This logic 
of the academic industrial complex is grounded in capitalist extractive 
productivity. It not only je$isons previous knowledge in a revolving door 
of prestige and a$ention but also contributes to the exhausting conditions 
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of mostly institutional precarious trans scholars in academia as well as in 
activism and art. !e question here is: How can we move beyond these 
extractive conditions in the (future) formation of the %eld of Trans Studies? 

I suggest sticking to the a$achment to a knowledge production that follows 
the desire for transformative justice for all marginalized people. !is desire 
encompasses the relational aspects of the ambivalent power dynamics at 
work in contemporary imperial and colonial logics of disciplinarity in 
academia. Critical Trans Studies might in this sense strive to dismantle 
these logics. !is needs a di"erent way of care (see Malatino 2020) within 
academia, activism, and art as the extractive racial capitalist logic of the 
academic industry complex demands. !e la$er demands a competitive 
logic within conditions of scarcity of resources that translates in an 
understanding of the term “critical” as delimiting from the many scholars 
who work within, despite, and beyond this academic industrial complex. 
I suggest continuing to follow the desire for a radical critical intervention 
in providing conditions for a transformative justice for all trans people in 
a version of Trans Studies as Critical Trans Studies that continues to resist 
and transform oppressive power systems while building generous and 
generative worlds in developing knowledge, political and artistic practices. 
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TRANSGENDER AFFECT
Rage and Joy or Something Else?
Liekki Valaskivi

On a snowy !ursday morning in Tampere, a group of researchers, students, 
and activists donned their hot pink name tags, with preferred pronouns 
included, and gathered for the 8th Nordic Trans Studies Conference, titled 
From Transgender Rage to Trans Joy: Trans Studies through A!ective Lens.1 
!e conference was held at Tampere University, Finland, and it ran from 
February 23rd to 25th 2023. As implied by “8th”, it was a part of a series 
of conferences and symposiums organised by the Nordic Trans Studies 
Network, which was formed in 2009 at the Transgender Studies and "eories: 
Building up the Field in a Nordic Context conference at Linköping University, 
Sweden. Since then, there have been six Nordic Trans Studies conferences 
or symposiums at irregular intervals, organised by whomever had the time 
and funding to do so. !e previous two were both in 2019, in Trondheim, 
Norway, and Lund, Sweden, respectively. !is time, the conference was 
organised by the research project A!ective Activism: Sites of Queer and Trans 
World-Making, led by university lecturer Tuula Juvonen and funded by the 
Academy of Finland. With approximately 120 participants, this iteration 
of the Nordic Trans Studies Conference was the largest thus far, as well as 
the largest trans studies conference ever organised in Europe. 

1 https://events.tuni.fi/nordictransstudies23/ 

!e theme of the conference, as the title implies, was a"ect. As I am not 
particularly familiar with a"ect theory, I was a bit concerned that I would 
be out of my depth, but fortunately, that was not the case. While many 
presentations touched on a"ect and the titular subjects of trans rage and 
trans joy were discussed at length, the conference themes allowed for a 
wide variety of topics and perspectives, not all of them directly related to 
a"ect. A presenter I spoke to mentioned that the topic of their presentation 
had veered quite far from a"ect a(er submi$ing their abstract, but this was 
a non-issue at the conference, and their presentation %t in just as well as 
the others in that session.

!e two keynote speakers at the conference approached the subject of 
a"ect in very di"erent ways. Dr. YV Nay from the Zürich University of 
Applied Sciences discussed "e A!ective Life of Trans Studies as a Political 
Field in Academia and Activism. In an information-packed keynote, they 
recounted the dehumanising and pathologizing history of transgender in 
academia and posited that the promise of trans studies to desubjugate trans 
people was not met, because the paradigm shi( to human rights builds on 
a universal image of transgender. !is bene%ts some, but further masks the 
existence of others in racialised and normative ways. Nay proposed critical 
trans studies, rooted in Black trans studies, as a solution, and suggested that 

https://events.tuni.fi/nordictransstudies23
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in order to de-centre trans studies, multiple formations of power should be 
considered. !is very academic and factual presentation was contrasted by 
the second keynote from Hil Malatino from Penn State University, titled 
Weathering: Slow Arts of Trans Endurance. Malatino’s keynote occupied 
a space somewhere between academic writing and prose, and it was 
mesmerising to listen to. He spoke of holding environments, psychological 
spaces in which one is comfortable and safe from the hostilities of the 
world, where the broader antagonistic world is digested, and how these 
environments can become oppressive when the world is so antagonistic 
that the holding environment becomes saturated with it. Malatino also 
brought up the competing trans discourses alluded to in the title of the 
conference – the joy and the su"ering – and a$empted to complicate 
their relationship and to understand them as simultaneous. Negative 
a"ect saturates trans lives, and the only way out of it is through, but not 
in a way that makes experiencing joy impossible. I found this evocative 
and engaging essay very compelling, and I wish there was more space in 
Finnish academia for this kind of semi-creative writing. 

!is conference was the %rst in the series of Nordic Trans Studies Network 
conferences large enough to warrant parallel sessions. !ese 12 sessions 
allowed the participants to break o" into smaller groups based on what 
most interested us, which was a great way to encourage discussion and 
facilitate networking between participants with similar interests, academic 
or otherwise. !e drawback of simultaneous sessions, of course, is that 
there were many interesting presentations and discussions that I was not 
able to be present for, and therefore cannot report on beyond listing what 
they were: Institutions and Ethnographies, Community Care, Larp and 
Gaming, TransNatures, A"ective Residues of the Trans History of Sexology, 
Art/Culture/Research, Transing and the Politized Body, and Politics and 
Belongings. I heard great things about many of these sessions from my 
fellow conference a$endees, and more information about individual 

presentations in each session is available on the conference website. !e 
four parallel sessions I did a$end were Nonbinary Expressions, Trans 
Childhood/Youth, Performing Rage, and Trans Pleasure and Joy. In what 
follows, I will describe them in detail, amidst my thoughts on the non-
academic events of the conference.

Nonbinary Expressions was chaired by Varpu Alasuutari and it clearly drew 
a very nonbinary crowd: almost everyone in the room had ‘they/them’ on 
their nametag. First, doctoral researcher Vilja Jaaksi from the University 
of Turku gave an excellent presentation on nonbinary androgyny on 
social media. At least in certain se$ings, nonbinary gender is becoming 
intelligible, meaning that there are certain gender expressions that can 
be recognised not as male or female but as nonbinary. However, this 
image of the nonbinary is based on a very speci%c standard of (white, 
thin, abled) androgyny, and nonbinary people report feeling increasingly 
pressured to present in a speci%c way in order to be perceived as they wish 
to be perceived. Next, we heard from another doctoral researcher from 
Turku, Sade Kondelin, who with the help of visual aids introduced us to 
Karelian folk clothing, ruutat, and discussed several di"erent options for 
how traditionally gendered folk clothing can be adapted for the nonbinary 
wearer, so that one does not have to choose between presenting as Karelian 
and presenting as nonbinary. 

Last in the session, Swedish filmmaker Ester Martin Bergsmark’s 
presentation in its meandering and poetic style was interesting but a 
li$le bit di&cult for me to follow. Bergsmark discussed representing 
transfeminine and nonbinary experiences through %lmmaking, and the 
purpose of the queer sex %lm as %nding joy in your body by focusing on 
the tactile rather than normative ideas of what speci%c genitalia are or 
do. !e presentation was illustrated by stills from the %lm Instinct, which 
was screened at the conference later that a(ernoon but which I was, 
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unfortunately, unable to a$end. When I asked around the next day, the 
%lm was described to me as erotic but not pornographic and interesting 
but a li$le strange to watch in an academic se$ing. One person mentioned 
that having seen the %lm, they understood what the presenter meant by 
the closeups creating the nonbinary body: zoom in close enough and the 
body becomes unidenti%able and thus un-genderable.

Alongside academic discussion and discovery, the conference provided 
artistic explorations of transness. On !ursday, in addition to the %lm 
screening, we were able to view some visual art by Marie Andersen, Aimé 
Dabbadie and Frej Haar in the Linna lobby in between sessions. We also 
experienced a thought-provoking performance by Mar Fjell and Malin 
Arnell, titled Whatever (you need), which consisted of the performers 
moving furniture and various object around the performance space while 
interacting with each other and the audience. One of the purposes of art is 
to evoke an emotional response, and this performance certainly achieved 
that, aptly for a conference centring a"ect. Based on the reactions of the 
people around me, the predominant a"ect of the audience was fascination 
and amusement. I, unfortunately, primarily experienced discomfort, and 
frankly would have le( a(er %ve minutes had I not commi$ed to reporting 
on all parts of the conference to the best of my ability. I found myself 
wondering whether it might be appropriate to include some kind of content 
warning in the conference programme about this type of performance. As 
the conference was quite vocal about following policies for a safer space, 
it felt somewhat contradictory to invite participants to a performance that 
included a deeply unpleasant soundscape and interactions with random 
members of the audience with no forewarning. It is o(en the intention of 
art, particularly performance art, to shock and disrupt, and there is perhaps 
a conversation to be had about %nding a balance between that and the 
safety and comfort of participants.

!e second session I a$ended, titled Trans Childhood/Youth, was the 
one I was personally most looking forward to, as it pertained to the topics 
of my own research, and it did not disappoint. Chaired by Tobias Raun, 
this Friday morning session included many fascinating presentations with 
di"erent perspectives to research into trans children and youth. In their 
talk about the medical treatment of trans youth in Danish media, Tobias 
Raun and Mons Bissenbakker presented their upcoming article, which 
describes a pseudo-feminist criticism of the increasing number of trans 
boys wanting to transition. Instead of opposing medical transition based on 
concerns for trans individuals, the discourse in Denmark has now turned 
to a concern that trans boys’ desire to transition is a direct result of the way 
society devalues women and femininity, and that by transitioning they are 
a$empting to take some kind of shortcut out of patriarchy. !e presenters 
were interested in this shi( in discourse and the way in which medical 
professionals now act as gatekeepers to the “authentic” desire to transition. 

Next, Kristiina Tyni, Anna Bra$ and Ma$ (Matilda) Wurm presented 
their research, in which they interviewed Swedish gender-creative 
children (ages 4-12) about their gender identities and experiences. Based 
on these interviews, it is clear that even small children can have a strong 
internal sense of gender – “I felt it inside”, as the title of the presentation 
quoted a participant – and they are surprisingly adept at articulating these 
experiences when given the space to do so. Isak Auran’s PhD plan for 
the Swedish School of Sport and Health Sciences explored movement, 
meaning all bodily motion and active bodily involvement, as a perspective 
into the experiences of trans youth, particularly in the context of school. 

Finally, Irina Schmi$’s presentation discussed how Swedish trans and 
nonbinary young people navigate gender norms at school. Cisnormativity 
at school puts a lot of pressure and stress on trans students and is inherently 
linked to other categories of oppression, like race and body-shaming. It 
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isn’t always clear whose responsibility it is to address these issues, but the 
presenter encouraged teachers to become activists. My only complaint 
about this session as a whole was that I wish that there had been more 
time for discussion. I look forward to citing the research presented in my 
own work. 

In the third session on Friday a(ernoon, chaired by Luca Tainio, we heard 
perspectives on the subject of Performing Rage. Eli Ståhl, who is originally 
from Denmark but placed in London, spoke to us about a"ective solidarity 
and transgender rage. !ey introduced us to a UK protest and a US 
sculpture, both protesting policies that would limit trans people’s access 
to public bathrooms, and both expressing rage via the medium of urine – 
hence the title of the presentation: Pissed O". !e second presentation 
of the session was from Kaarna Tuomenvirta, who %rst introduced us 
to their PhD research at the University of Helsinki, where they explore 
healing from the experiences of Finnish trans clinics and the compulsory 
psychiatric evaluation process through poetry, and then read some of their 
poetry for us. We were warned that the poems described the traumatic and 
dehumanising process of medical transition in Finland, and I somewhat 
wished I had heeded that warning, as they were di&cult to hear, but they 
were also beautiful and powerful and unquestionably a tool for healing 
and recovery. As there were only two presentations in this session, we had 
plenty of time for a discussion about who gets to access and express rage in 
the trans community, and how rage is received and interpreted depending 
on things like gender presentation and race.

!e evening event on Friday, QUEER -GE, was certainly the most 
memorable part of the conference for me. We gathered at the local 
restaurant and event space Laterna for an evening of conversation, dancing, 
drinks and performances. I had many interesting conversations with fellow 
conference a$endees, learned about what was discussed in some of the 

parallel sessions I missed, and built some much-needed networks as a 
new doctoral researcher. As for the performances, I saw my %rst ever live 
drag performances and they were excellent, but I particularly enjoyed the 
stand-up performances from Josephine Baird and Jamie McDonald, which 
were genuinely hilarious and well-tailored for the crowd of trans and queer 
academics. As the former mentioned in the following morning’s session, 
%nding humour in di&cult or traumatic trans experiences and sharing 
them with a community works as a release for pain.

!e fourth and %nal session I a$ended took place on Saturday morning. 
Despite the somewhat subdued and weary atmosphere a(er two long 
days, this session titled Trans Pleasure and Joy, chaired by Tuula Juvonen, 
included four interesting and engaging presentations. First, we heard from 
Tais B. Terletskaja from the University of Copenhagen, who discussed 
pleasure as a political issue in trans and queer cultural production. !e 
presentation brought up many interesting points about a necessary turn 
from damage and su"ering to pleasure in trans and queer theory, as well as 
the need to work through di&cult a"ect without le$ing it destroy us. !e 
presentation ended with a slideshow of queer artworks in various media 
that explored in some way the relationship between pleasure and su"ering 
as a part of queer existence. 

Dannie Milve from Södertörn University gave us a fascinating presentation 
about sextech, its claims of disruption and innovation, and its potential 
to actually inspire meaningful change in a queer context, should they 
move from platitudes about diversity and inclusivity to an actual radical 
reimagining of human sexuality. Representing the Queer Psychology in 
Sweden research group, !eodor Mejias Nihlén and Ma$ (Matilda) Wurm 
introduced us to their research regarding minority joy and the positive 
aspects of the trans experience. !ey presented a model of minority 
stress and proposed a counterpart describing minority joy and its e"ects 
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on health and well-being, and identi%ed several di"erent categories of 
minority joy expressed by their interviewees, such as an increased sense 
of authenticity and the unique insights provided by having lived in two 
genders. 

!e %nal presentation of the session was pre-recorded, as the presenter 
shawndeez lives in California and could not a$end remotely due to the 
10-hour time di"erence. Shawndeez presented their PhD research into 
the spiritual explorations of queer/trans Iranian Americans. !ey had 
discovered that many interviewees felt god in their expressions of queer 
love which, I felt, was a beautiful note to end the session and the academic 
portion of the conference on.

The conference finished off with a tour of Del LaGrace Volcano’s 
photography exhibition Bodies of Resistance in Tampere Art Museum, 
organised in collaboration with the Trans*Creative project (led by senior 
researcher Lo$a Kähkönen and funded by KONE Foundation) and co-
curated by doctoral researcher Luca Tainio. Volcano’s portraits of queer 
people display bodies and gender expressions that are not traditionally or 
o(en seen in art. I was particularly struck by the Transgenital Landscape 
series, which depicts transmasculine genitalia. !e artist mentioned in 
their description of this series that non-trans people are o(en curious 
about what genitalia trans people have, but I believe that curiosity extends 
to trans people as well – we want to know what people like us look like, 
or what we might look like ourselves at a future point in transition. While 
Volcano’s portraits ostensibly explore bodies and gender expressions 
that are considered taboo or perverse, and while the artist made 
several compelling points about diversity throughout the conference, 
it was interesting to realise that the subjects of the photographs were 
predominantly white, and more importantly, inhabited bodies that were 
thin, a$ractive and at least seemingly abled. Speci%cally, the people who 

were pictured undressed, or in photos evoking the sexual or erotic, were 
thin and a$ractive and white – displaying precisely the kind of socially and 
culturally recognisable androgyny that Vilja Jaaksi discussed in their talk 
in the Nonbinary Expressions session. 

I walked back from the museum with a colleague from Estonia and, in the 
cold wintery sunshine, we discussed our experiences of the conference. 
I expressed how exhausted I felt both a(er and during the conference. 
A$ending a trans studies conference as a trans academic is cognitively, 
emotionally and physically exhausting because you cannot play the role of 
the detached observer even for a moment. As my new friend eloquently put 
it, when we are doing trans studies, we are both the subject and the object. 
Your body, your fears, your hope, your pain – they are all part of every 
discussion and the topic of every presentation. Everything is personal just 
as much as it is academic or political, and it becomes impossible to separate 
yourself from the work. It was di&cult for me to analyse or fully appreciate 
the poetry of Kaarna Tuomenvirta in the Performing Rage session, for 
example, because it was terrifying to hear the kind of experiences I have 
to look forward to at Finnish trans clinics – the kind of trauma that I, 
too, will someday have to heal from. Processing these kinds of emotions 
while maintaining the outward appearance of academic professionalism 
is enormously taxing for all of us. In the negotiations between trans rage 
and trans joy, I found myself drawn, both as an academic and as a trans 
person, to a secret third option: trans exhaustion. Perhaps that is something 
to explore further next time, whenever that may be. None of this is to say 
that I did not enjoy the conference or that the work that we do as trans 
academics is not worth it, only that we should acknowledge just how 
di&cult it is to do what we do – and to give credit to ourselves and each 
other for doing it regardless.
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Missä mennään, transtutkimus, vuonna 2023?
Sari Laurila

Astuessani ensimmäistä kertaa yliopiston ovista ele$iin 1990-luvun jäl-
kimmäistä puoliskoa. Pois pääsin vielä ennen opintoviikkojen ja piirtohei-
tinkalvojen jäämistä historiaan. Tästä päivästä käsin moni muukin asia on 
muu$unut. Tämän huomasin osallistuessani helmikuussa 2023 Tampereen 
yliopistolla järjeste$yyn Nordic Trans Studies Network -konferenssiin. 

Tutkijat ympäri Eurooppaa ja kauempaakin pitivät konferenssissa esityksiä 
aiheista, jotka ovat tematisoituneet tiedeyhteisön luupin alle vasta melko 
äske$äin. Transtutkimus pääsee harvemmin itsenäisesti esille; usein se 
on jäänyt sukupuolentutkimuksen tai queer-tutkimuksen sivujuonteeksi. 
Siksikin ilahduin konferenssin laajuudesta, ja ilmeisesti myös järjestäjät 
yllä$yivät runsaasta osallistujajoukosta. Kahdeksa$a kertaa järjeste$y 
tapahtuma oli lyhyen historiansa toistaiseksi suurin.

Eräänlainen paradigman muutos leijui ilmassa. Tänä päivänä transihmisten 
olemassaolo aletaan viimein tunnustaa. Silti moni kärsii cisheteronorma-
tiivisuuden väkivallasta ja vähemmistöstressistä. Omana itsenä eläminen 
kysyy yhä valtavasti voimia. Transtutkimuskin painii metatason kysymysten 
parissa: kuka voi olla subjekti, kenellä on valta määritellä trans? Kuten 
edellä totesin, transtutkimus on usein sisällyte$y muuhun tutkimukseen. 
Tarve itsenäisemmälle transtutkimukselle on ilmeinen, ja varmaankin myös 
sukupuolentutkimuksen piirissä tätä tavoite$a edistetään.  

”From transgender rage to trans joy” kuului konferenssin otsikko lyhennet-
tynä. Tätä voi tulkita moninkin tavoin. Cisnormista käsin transtaustainen 

herä$ää usein ihmetystä ja ennakkoluuloja. Moni transtaustainen joutuu 
tällöin tahtoma$aankin ikään kuin mikroaktivistiksi. Aktivismi on siis 
muutakin kuin järjestön äänitorvena vaiku$amista. Jokainen transitioituva 
on pakote$u aktivismiin ainakin oman elämänsä pui$eissa. Siinä olisi tut-
kijoillakin työsarkaa todellisuuden kanssa kohtaavan aiheen parissa. Tässä 
viitekehyksessä ”joy” voi ase$ua toisenlaiseen valoon. Korjausprosessia 
leimaava kärsimyksen eetos saa$aa seurata elämässä pitkään transition 
jälkeenkin. 

Niin kauan kuin tarvitaan erillisiä turvallisemman tilan malleja, ollaan 
vasta matkalla kohti hyväksyntää. ”From rage to contentment” soisi silti 
siintävän jo lähestyvässä horisontissa. On ennenaikaista tuule$aa, e$ä 
oltaisiin perillä. Cisnormi kaikessa väkivaltaisuudessaan pahimmillaan 
tappaa ihmisen. Tästäkin kuultiin puheenvuoro workshopissa.1 Olisi silti 
väärin syy$ää vain valtarakenteita. Kaiken takana on ihminen, tavalla tai 
toisella.

On toki triviaalia opponoida, sillä ”from rage to joy” on kaikin tavoin kan-
nate$ava päämäärä. Kuulin silti hyvin vähän esimerkiksi vähemmistöstres-
siä pohdiskelevaa puhe$a. Esillä ollut runous, kirjallisuus ja muukin taide 

1 Sanna Mustasaari esitelmöi konferenssissa aiheesta ”Post Mortem: Affective 
Battles over Gender, Sexuality and the Dead Body” käsitellen transtaustaisiin 
ihmisiin kohdistuvaa rakenteellista väkivaltaa, itsemurhaa ja politisoitunutta 
kuolemaa.
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varmasti pyrki voimau$amaan, mu$a käsien likaaminen niihin rakentei-
siin, joista esille nostamani epäkohdat kumpuavat, kysynee myös tutkijalta 
a$ityydiä. Kärsimys jyrää ilon alleen, raivoamisesta ei ole yhtä loikkaa 
toiseen äärilaitaan, siirtymä on hitaampi ja astei$aisempi joka tasolla. 

Mistä lie myös tutkijoiden, ei pelkästään tiedotusvälineiden, omaksuma 
ilmaus transyhteisö, jolla kaikki transtaustaiset tullaan nipu$aneeksi yh-
teen. Tätä mietin konferenssissa mielessäni ja välillä ääneenkin. Kaikki 
transtaustaiset eivät ole verkostoituneet toistensa kanssa. Kaikki eivät 
löydä omaa viiteryhmäänsä, yhteisöänsä tai onnistu pääsemään sellaisen 
jäseneksi. Inkluusiosta tuleekin ekskluusiota. Ainakaan tutkija ei saisi vetää 
mutkia suoriksi.

Kaiketi feministiset teoriat sukupuolen performatiivisuudesta ovat nykyi-
senkin transtutkimuksen taustalla. Teoriat kuuluvat tutkijan työhön, ja 
ilahdu$avasti transtutkimusta tekevät myös transtaustaiset. Kentällä on 
tilaa, tutkijoita on yksi siellä, toinen täällä ja kolmas oman työn ohessa. 
Ollaan lupaavassa alussa.

Kierrepallot seurasivat toisiaan kuunnellessani keskustelua konferenssin 
puheenvuoroista. ”I might not follow you”, toistui usein vastauksissa. Moni 
tutkimushanke vaiku$i palvelevan vain tutkimusta itseään. Kaikki puhuivat 
sujuvaa englantia, mu$a yhteistä kieltä ei aina tuntunut löytyvän. Oltiinko 
edes samalla pallokentällä, aprikoin. Kaikki tietävät jostain jotain mu$a 
yhteisesti ei tiedetä mistään mitään, summasin vaiti nihilistisiä ajatuksiani.

Cisnormin purkaminen tapahtunee kaukana tutkijan kirjoituspöydästä. 
Jos se on tapahtuakseen, se hiipii julkiseen retoriikkaan vähitellen. Boo-
merkin voi omaksua uusia asioita halutessaan. Tämä on tärkeää, jo$a jo-
kainen voisi kokea, e$ei omasta olemisesta koituisi jaksamista nakertavaa 
stressiä. Jos taskussa pitää aina olla paksu tukku rautalankaa, alkaa elämä 
kulu$aa kohtuullisen nopeasti. Tarvitaan niiden puheenvuoroja, joilla 

asiantuntemus on parhaiten hyppysissä: transtutkijoiden, kokemusasian-
tuntijoiden, kynnelle kykenevien siinä määrin kuin kukin jaksaa toito$aa. 
Eikä sen pitäisi olla toito$amista, ei edes maailmassa, jossa eniten tilaa saa 
kovimmin huutava.
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QUEER INTERVIEWS
New Directions and Various Challenges 
Jean Lukkarinen

Clare Summerskil l ,  Amy Tooth 
Murphy, and Emma Vickers (eds). 
2022. New Directions in Queer Oral 
History. Archives of Disruption. London 
and New York: Routledge. 219 pages.

DOI: 10.4324/9781003092032 

New Directions in Queer Oral History is 
an incredibly detailed collection of 19 
articles from queer oral historians with 
various backgrounds. In their articles, 

the writers revisit their queer history interviews and discuss the di&culties 
and possibilities that queer oral history has as a practice. !e book also 
gives tools for its readers to prepare for di"erent kinds of obstacles they 
might discover while interviewing sexual and gender minorities. In this 
book review, I discuss themes of the book and re'ect on them in relation to 
my own oral history interviews in my MA project on Finnish trans history. 

Generational Gaps and Personal Archives

New Directions in Queer Oral History is divided into four parts. The 
%rst part of the book focuses on narrating LGBTQ histories and the 
visibilities and invisibilities that may be caused by di"erent oral history 
practices. In his article “Queer Intergenerational Reticence: A Religious 
Case Study”, George J. Severs examines his interview with “Jeremy”, an 
older HIV/AIDS activist of the Church of England, pointing out that 
the age of the interviewer and the interviewee play an important role in 
oral history interviews. Severs has studied the relationship between the 
Church of England and HIV/AIDS activism in the 1970s and the 1980s 
by interviewing the Church members. Severs argues that in his case, the 
generational gap between him and the interviewee caused him to be 
reluctant to ask certain questions and not to question further the answers 
given to him. He also notes that due to his admiration of Jeremy, he failed 
to take into account that Jeremy’s activism might have a"ected his career 
harmfully as a priest (p. 40–48). Importantly, Severs’ article reminds us that 
younger researchers, who admire the queer elders they interview, may be 
easily blinded by positive images of history produced by the interviewees. 
!e article also points out that the admiration may prevent them from 
asking di&cult questions that could result in di"erent narratives about 

http://10.4324/9781003092032
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the history of LGBTQ activism. In order to produce critical analysis, 
younger and older researchers must evaluate their a$itudes and ties with 
the researched movements and the research participants so that their own 
idealized images of them do not guide the interview process. 

Severs’ article skillfully shows that different backgrounds, like age 
di"erences, may have an in'uence on the interviewing process. According 
to Severs, the generational gap between young queer researchers and queer 
elders can create a wall between the groups since the younger generations 
haven’t lived during, for instance, the criminalization of homosexuality. 
!ese di"erences might also create distrust between the interviewer and 
the interviewee (p. 44–45). 

However, this isn’t always the case, as El Chenier’s article “An Army of 
Listeners” wonderfully proves. Chenier’s article is located in the fourth 
part of the book, which discusses the authority in queer oral history 
processes. Chenier writes about a queer history seminar, during which 
their students interviewed a group of older lesbians, who had been involved 
in the women’s movement in Canada in the 1970s and 1980s. According 
to Chenier, their students found common ground and shared mutual 
interests with the older lesbians even though students were not of the same 
generation as the interviewees (p. 195–200). !is demonstrates that in 
order to be successful, a queer oral history interview does not necessarily 
require the participants to share a common generational background. 
According to Chenier, during their course, one of the key elements to 
a successful interview was, instead, cross-generational respect for each 
other’s experiences. !is seemed to break the generational wall between 
the participants (p. 195–201). 

Cross-generational respect played an important role also in the queer 
oral history interviews I conducted for my MA thesis in Cultural History. 
While interviewing older cross-dressers and transfeminine people about 

their life experiences in Finland in the 1990s and 2000s, I made sure that 
the interviewees were allowed to describe their identity in their own terms 
and words, even though I otherwise used modern language to describe 
gender diversity in my own work. Meeting and interviewing older people 
from the trans community was also important to me personally because it 
gave me role models from the past. According to Chenier, it is important 
for younger queer students to meet queer elders. A(er Chenier’s course, 
one student commented that meeting older queer people made their own 
future easier to imagine (p. 195–200). !is is an important observation 
since trans and queer histories are o(en fractional, and historical role 
models can be di&cult to %nd.

Noah Riseman’s article “Finding ‘Evidence of Me’ through ‘Evidence of 
Us’: Transgender Oral Histories and Personal Archives Speak” highlights 
this fractionality of trans histories. Riseman has researched transgender 
history in Australia from the beginning of the 20th century. During his 
study, he noted that it was common for the research participants to have 
a personal collection of di"erent trans-related articles and newspaper 
clippings. !ese personal archives, as Riseman explains in his article, can 
help the researcher discover hidden or forgo$en aspects of history. Riseman 
also notes that these personal collections of trans people o(en serve as 
collections of “evidence of me” and “evidence of us”. By this, he refers to 
the collector’s urgent need for collecting every li$le piece of information 
about trans people and the trans community they can %nd, regardless of 
the quality of the source. As Riseman writes, these collections can o"er 
exceptional opportunities for the researcher to discover new information 
about, e.g., smaller organizations that don’t have the resources to organize 
their own archives (p. 59– 68). 

Working together with Dreamwear Club, a support organization of cross-
dressers and transfeminine people in Finland, has taught me that personal 
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archives o(en o"er vital clues about the organizations and people within 
them. !erefore, I found Riseman’s descriptions of trans people’s personal 
archival practices very relatable, as the members of Dreamwear Club had 
also collected old newspaper clippings from other magazines and printed 
them out on their own club magazines.

Bodies Matter?

!e second and third parts of the book discuss important themes of 
bodies and intersubjective meaning-making and how they a"ect queer 
oral history. Articles in these sections underline that bodies are physical 
constructions that have both a"ected the experiences of the interviewee 
and the interviewer in the past and a"ect the oral history processes in the 
present because they o"er visual clues of sameness or di"erence to the 
participants of the interview. Several writers refer to the book Bodies of 
Evidence: "e Practice of Queer Oral History edited by Nan Alamilla Boyd 
and Horacio N. Roque Ramírez, in which Boyd and Ramírez argue that 
bodies have an e"ect on the interview process and that similar bodies 
present in the interview situation contribute to the authenticity of the 
interview (Boyd & Ramírez 2012, 2). 

One notable example of how bodies have a"ected the experiences in the 
past is given in Margaret Robinson’s article “Bisexual Women’s Storytelling 
and Community-Building in Toronto”, in which she discusses her 
interviews with 40 bisexual women about bisexuality and polyamorous 
relationships. In her study, Robinson analysed her interview data using 
Voice-Centred Relational Analysis (VC-), in which the researcher 
examines the research participant and the cultural and physical frameworks 
they are speaking from. One aim of the analysis is to pinpoint what kind 
of body the interviewee is talking from (p. 111–114). Robinson found 
out that the discussion about bodies was o(en related to the interviewees’ 

gender identity and their a$itudes towards gender norms in the past. For 
instance, one participant reported that they didn’t conform to society’s 
norms of being a woman at the time of the interview because of their big 
size (p. 115). Robinson’s article demonstrates that, regardless of the same 
background, people with bodies that do not conform to societal norms 
may experience history di"erently. 

Bodies can also create trust and queer intimacy in the present. Martha 
Robinson Rhodes’s article “Filling the Boxes in Ourselves” distinctively 
points out that interviewees o(en a$empt to search for clues of “sexual 
sameness” from the interviewer’s appearance. In her study, she interviewed 
self-identi%ed bisexuals and people a$racted to multiple genders about 
their life experiences in Great Britain from the 1970s to the 1990s. As 
reported by Robinson Rhodes, clothing choices and hairstyles can be 
markers of the queerness of the researcher. According to her, these signals 
help to build mutual trust between the interviewer and interviewee (p. 
121–123). Amy Tooth Murphy notes the same in her article “In Search of 
Queer Composure: Queer Temporality, Intimacy, and A"ect”, in which she 
examines her interviews with butch lesbians. In her article, Tooth Murphy 
suggests that similar bodily markers, such as butch haircuts, combined 
with similar queer backgrounds can result in mutual bonding and create 
queer joy and intimacy during the oral history interviewing process. She 
argues that it is important to create a queer space and queer time for the 
interview that allows the participants to be comfortable and to connect 
with each other. Tooth Murphy also suggests that granting space for queer 
joy and solidarity in the interviews contributes to creating more diverse 
interpretations of history (p. 163–169). 

What sets these articles apart is that in Robinson Rhodes’s study, her 
participants asked whether she was bisexual or not, whereas Tooth Murphy 
seems to have either passed as a butch lesbian to her interviewees or talked 
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about her orientation beforehand (p. 122–123; 163–169). As Robinson 
Rhodes argues, it is not easy to pass as a bisexual in the interviews because 
of the generational di"erences and the lack of universal visual signs of 
bisexuality (p. 123). !is proves that even though the bodies of the 
interviewer and the interviewee would visually seem to be similar, they 
do not necessarily create mutual bonding if the meanings we give to our 
bodies are not the same. For instance, when I interviewed trans women 
for my MA thesis, I was sometimes confused to be a trans woman myself. 
As a masculine-leaning nonbinary person, this took me by surprise during 
the interviews, but the misunderstanding was cleared up quickly. Tooth 
Murphy’s article brings up an important point about mutual bonding and 
queer joy, but when read alongside Robinson Rhodes’s text, it seems to 
lack re'ection on the fact that every identity group does not have clear 
visual signs indicating what their sexual orientation or gender identity 
is. However, this does not mean that the groups who have these markers 
should not feel queer joy over them – on the contrary, it is important to 
cherish the diversity of the LGBTQ community and remember that all 
queer oral history theories do not work with every group in the same way.

In Conclusion

New Directions in Queer Oral History is a great book for anyone conducting 
research on queer oral history. It gives wonderful advice on how to plan and 
carry out successful oral history interviews. It also helps you to prepare for 
the interviews and the obstacles you might encounter while interviewing 
LGBTQ people. Reading about the di&culties and possibilities in queer 
oral history also gives the reader insight into how to analyze the interviews 
and how to %nd a new level of nuance in them. New Directions in Queer Oral 
History is also a book that I would have needed when I started planning 
my MA thesis on Finnish trans history. I’m delighted to have this book as 
a guide now, as I am starting to work on my PhD thesis.
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You Have Never Seen a Dancer Like VooDoo
A BIOGRAPHY OF “EXOTIC SNAKE DANCER” WILLY PAPE  
Leo Ryczko

Dobler, Jens. 2022. You Have Never 
Seen a Dancer Like VooDoo: Das 
unglaubliche Leben des Willy Pape. 
Berlin: Verlag für Berlin-Brandenburg. 
160 pages.

In his book You Have Never Seen a 
Dancer Like VooDoo: Das unglaubliche 
Leben des Willy Pape,  historian Jens 
Dobler presents the reader with an 

extensive biography of the artist Willy Pape (1891–1940), a white Berliner, 
and his stage persona VooDoo.1 As a so-called female impersonator, 
VooDoo was a staple of German and European variety show theatre of 
the 1920s. During her active career from 1911 to 1927, she did not only 

1 As it is no longer deductible which pronouns Willy Pape/VooDoo would prefer 
on and off stage, I will use he/him for Willy Pape and she/her for VooDoo as 
it is common today for Drag Queens.

tour through Germany and Europe but was also present in many queer2 
magazines, like Die Freundin or Das 3. Geschlecht for example, as well as 
several scienti%c publications of Magnus Hirschfeld, a famous sexologist 
of the time.

Dobler recounts Pape’s life in a lot of detail, beginning with the tin can 
factory of his father and ending with his death in 1940. About two-thirds 
of the book is occupied with the stage life of VooDoo, which entailed 
many tours, events, and contacts. Starting in Munich with her %rst show 
in June of 1911, dancing through all of Europe, her last known show took 
place in Berlin in December of 1929. As Dobler describes her stage life 
he spotlights venues, i.e. the Flora-!eater in Hamburg (pp. 70–73), to 
give a short overview of their histories, locations, and other visiting artists. 
Similarly, Dobler analyses other stars of variety theatre, who could have 

2 I use queer as a description for non-normative (in the sense of deviation 
from a supposed norm) gender and sexual identities. I am referring to the 
history of the origin of the term “queer”, which is explicitly meant to show 
and break the construct Butler named the heterosexual matrix: a supposedly 
natural connection between body, desire, and gender (Butler 1999, 41-42; 
194). Nevertheless, I would like to stress the ahistorical use of the term, which 
might suggest the existence of an identity shared by a group. This might have 
not been the case for Weimar Republic.
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been inspirations for VooDoo, like Mata Hari or Maud Allan. He also  
details possible contacts she had or might have had with other artists, for 
example the group Ba-Ta-Clan-Girls from the Bataclan-!eatre in Paris. 
In doing so, Dobler focuses on the part of VooDoo which is tied to the 
variety show scene of the time. He paints her as a variety show star in 
Europe asking why she remains unknown today. He states that variety 
theatre has been ignored by historians of theatre and performing arts for 
far too long as it is regarded as proletarian amusement in contrast to other 
art forms like classical theatre or opera (p. 101), hence explaining his focus 
on it. !e book on VooDoo is a %ne contribution against the forge$ing 
of this art form.

While the stops and venues of her tours are still traceable today, the full 
content of VooDoo’s shows remains a mystery as there are neither tapes nor 
many pictures of them. Only a handful of photographs, and descriptions 
by reviewers or of the advertisements can be used for deductions. 
Dobler paints a picture of erotic dances full of exoticism, similar to the 
aforementioned inspirations like Maud Allan. Her shows seemed to have 
been %lled with orientalist and colonial references in clothing, requisites, 
the show titles, and the distinct performance as a “Schlangentänzerin” 
(“exotic snake dancer“) with a living boa on stage. !e snake, which 
supposedly was big and heavy, stayed with Pape well a(er his last show. 
Whereas VooDoo’s active career ended in 1927, Willy Pape’s life in the 
queer nightlife scene of Germany continued.3 

!e la$er part of the book is concerned with the last 13 years of Pape’s 
life during which he and his partner Emil Schmidt ran a successful and 

3 Dobler sets 1927 as the end of VooDoo’s career as it is the year Pape moved 
back into his parents’ house to nurse his father (p. 124). But in the list of 
shows the last show is dated to 1929 (p. 152–154). Therefore, it is plausible 
to say the active career of VooDoo ended in 1927 whereas the last show was 
in 1929.

famous gay bar named Zum kleinen Löwen (!e Li$le Lion) located in 
Berlin-Kreuzberg. Dobler presents us with several accounts of people who 
visited the bar and wrote about it, i.e. Klaus Mann who noted in his diary 
that he visited “VooDoo” (p. 124). !e bar remained open until mid 1933 
when the national socialist government used varied methods to close all of 
Berlin’s gay bars within a couple of months. Dobler only writes a handful of 
pages about Pape a(er the closing of his bar during the Nazi regime until 
his death in 1940 as there is li$le known. Pape and Schmidt kept living 
together but moved into the far outskirts of Berlin. A(er opening another 
bar in Berlin in 1939 with Schmidt, Willy Pape died in 1940.

Dobler’s book can only be described as a labor of love. It is a very detailed 
account of an almost forgo$en prominent %gure of variety shows and 
the queer Berlin of the Weimar Republic. Dobler unearthed possibly 
every trace there still is of VooDoo and Willy Pape to tell the story he 
published now. He even found a newspaper clipping about VooDoo 
from the Estonian magazine Esmaspäew, where she is pictured in male 
and female garments and described as a “hermaphrodite, whose female 
organs are more pronounced and who performs in variety and cabaret” 
(p. 109). !e book is an important work on a distinctive person and his 
stage persona; a great example of an individual history to explore a wider 
historic context. Further research could be the reasoning behind and the 
ways of expression of colonial tendencies and racist motives in popular 
culture of the German queer scene, examining queer magazines like Die 
Freundscha$, Die Freundin etc.

Dobler’s focus on VooDoo’s involvement in the variety theatre scene is 
understandable but neglects the compelling entanglement of orientalism, 
colonialism, racism, gender, and sexuality VooDoo represented. Not only 
her name evokes European ideas of magical African religious practices, but 
orientalist and colonial references were blatantly present in her whole stage 
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persona. Even when Pape retired from VooDoo and became a bar owner, 
the fascination with the oriental and colonial didn’t stop: like many other 
queer bars and clubs, he held events somewhat themed oriental, or as 
Dobler puts it, “exotic“. He doesn’t specify how these events are regarded 
as “exotic” - apart from their names, like “Eine Nacht in Singapore“ (A 
night in Singapore). Dobler also quotes an account from the journalist 
Marion Sakulin published in 1931, who describes Pape’s bar as having 
a Black man as an employed server working there, who Pape “picked o" 
the street of Paris and brought to Berlin as a special a$raction“ (p. 132). 
Dobler doesn’t question this account and later speculates that he must have 
spoken French, as the bar was advertised as multilingual (p. 135). It could 
very much be a fabrication of the author Sakulin – a further exoticization 
of an openly gay bar with an owner who used orientalist exoticization 
himself in his stage life.

Although Dobler addresses the fact that VooDoo, a white German, invokes 
orientalist stereotypes he does not problematize it further. In the sub-
chapter “Ein Junge aus Wi$stock wird Syrierin” (“A boy from Wi$stock 
becomes a Syrian woman”; pp. 33–45), Dobler acknowledges “the exotic 
and connected with it the erotic“ (p. 33) motives VooDoo uses and ties 
them to the German climate of racist violence and exoticization regarding 
the products of European colonies. However, he examines this not in 
a critical way, but by engaging in stereotypes himself. For instance, he 
describes human zoos in Berlin at the time as an example of the “exotic-
erotic” times VooDoo was coming up in: “Young and old spinsters were 
in unstoppable awe of half-naked sons of chiefs at the human zoos in 
Zoologischer Garten […]“; p. 33, transl. LR). !is may have been the 
spirit of the time but without a deeper explanation for the colonial, 
racist, orientalist ideologies of Weimar Republic it not only trivializes 
the kidnapping and internment of people in human zoos but also the 
connection between VooDoo and human zoos falls 'at. 

VooDoo’s use of orientalist-racist imagery comes as no surprise and can 
be seen as emblematic of the interwovenness of white German queerness 
and racism. As Laurie Marhoefer states, the invention of a white queer 
identity was interlinked with ideas about the sexual and gendered otherness 
of non-white people – speci%cally in the colonies (Marhoefer 2022, 86). 
Ideas of homosexuality were constructed by sexologists, ethnologists, and 
medical scientists who looked in the colonies for sexual deviancies and 
gender bending. 

One of the most prominent scientific figures in this field, Magnus 
Hirschfeld, who was also involved with VooDoo, as she appeared in 
scienti%c publications of his, very much used colonial/ethnological ideas 
to further his theory on human sexuality. While at the same time excluding 
“oriental men“ to be “real“ homosexuals, Hirschfeld writes that Italy had 
an orientalist character for there being a lot of homosexual activity, but a 
disdain for being the receiving part of penetrative sex (Hirschfeld 1914, 
571 via Çetin and Voß 2016, 10–13). Evidently, there were many colonial 
and racist entanglements in the German queer scene, which comes as 
no surprise; in the words of Stuart Hall: “colonization was never simply 
external to the societies of the imperial metropolis. It was always inscribed 
deeply within them” (Hall 2021 [1996], 298). Not connecting VooDoo 
and her whole performance and persona to this background hinders the 
historical connection of the German queer history with the German 
colonial past.

With that all said, Jens Dobler’s You Have Never Seen a Dancer Like VooDoo 
constitutes an important work against the forge$ing of the history of queer 
culture with an expansive biography of a formerly unknown %gure. Starting 
in 2003, Dobler (2003, 158) invested several years of research, even 
interviewing an old friend of Willy Pape still alive then. !e groundwork he 
lays with this publication can now be used to broaden our understanding 
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of VooDoo’s time by integrating the broader culture of racist orientalism 
and colonial references in the queer culture of the German Empire and 
Weimar Republic and by extension today.
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Kaikki mitä miehet ovat halunneet tietää seksistä 
Tuula Juvonen

Ari Haasio ja Markku Ma$ila. 2022. 
Suomalaisen seksin historia. Helsinki: 
Avain. 320 s. 

Kun kirjan nimi on Suomalaisen 
seksin historia, kiinnostuneen lukijan 
sormet syyhyävät oitis. Koska teos on 
aihepiirinsä ensimmäinen yleisesitys, 

odotukset ovat väistämä$ä korkealla. Kuinka kirjoi$ajat ovat rajanneet 
aiheensa, mitä on ote$u mukaan, millaisia ovat painotukset? Ehkä siksi 
on myös väistämätöntä, e$ä itse lukukokemus onkin si$en melkoinen 
pe$ymys. 

Jo lukijalle suunnatussa esipuheessa kirjan kirjoi$ajat huomau$avat, 
e$ä teos ei ole tieteellinen tutkimus vaan tietokirja, jota historioitsijat 
ovat tehneet muiden töidensä lomassa. Kirjalta ei siis sinänsä tule edes 
odo$aa uu$a tietoa, ja se osoi$autuukin koosteeksi aiemmista tutkimuk-
sista. Aiempia tutkimuksia läpi kahlatessaan kirjoi$ajat ovatkin tehneet 

huoma$avan urakan, sillä teoksessa on 33 sivuinen lähdelue$elo, josta 
löytyy laajasti tutkimuskirjallisuu$a, mu$a myös runsaasti muuta kirjallista 
aineistoa moneen lähtöön. Toisaalta lähteiden tarkastelu herä$ää runsaasti 
kysymyksiä siitä, millä kriteereillä tutkimuskirjallisuu$a on poisvali$u – 
erityisesti, kun poissaolollaan loistavat monet sukupuolentutkimuksen ja 
kul$uurintutkimuksen saralla ansiokasta työtä tehneet seksuaalisuuden 
tutkijat. 

Vaikka kirja ei olisikaan itsessään tutkimus, lähden lukijana kuitenkin siitä 
toiveikkaasta oletuksesta, e$ä väitelleiden tutkijoiden ja historioitsijan 
koulutuksen omaavilta kirjoi$ajilta voi odo$aa näkemyksellistä pohdintaa 
kirjan aihepiiristä, suomalaisen seksin historiasta, ja vastauksia niihin lu-
kuisiin miksi-kysymyksiin, joihin se antaa aihe$a. Ensimmäisiä kysymyksiä 
herä$ää kuitenkin jo kirjan sisällyslue$elon tarkastelu: miksi juuri nämä 
teemat on vali$u käsi$elyn kohteeksi ja miksi niitä on painote$u kuten 
nyt on tehty? Sinänsä perusteellisen ja hyödyllisen lainsäädäntöosuuden 
(s. 47–91) lisäksi kolmisenkymmentä sivua käytetään myös sekä prosti-
tuution e$ä pornogra%an käsi$elyyn, kun taas esimerkiksi ”seksi osana 
heteroseksuaalista parisuhde$a ja aviolii$oa” joutuu tyytymään vain noin 
15 sivuun. Kiinnostava – ja ehkä myös queer – valinta on sekin, e$ä otsik-
kotasolla nautintoa koskevat luvut on raja$u erilleen heteroparisuhde$a 
käsi$elevistä luvuista. 



SQS
1–2/2023

124

Pervosilmäys
Arvostelut

Tuula 
Juvonen

Valitun rajauksen hämmentävyys tulee esiin myös historiaa käsi$elevän 
teoksen aikarajauksessa, joka seilaa levo$omasti antiikista nykypäivään 
ja edelleen tulevaisuuden spekulointeihin. Vaikka teoksessa on julkilau-
sutusti ja aiheellisesti noste$u seksuaalisuuden käsi$elyn rinnalle suku-
puoli, laajakaariset väi$eet länsimaisesta sukupuolikäsityksestä, joka ”on 
perustunut biologiseen kahtiajakoon” ja joka on ”näihin päiviin saakka 
läpäissyt yhteiskunnan kokonaan” (s. 39), eivät kestä krii$istä tarkastelua. 
Esimerkiksi !omas Laqueur (1990) esi$ää tutkimuksessaan, e$ä länsi-
mainen sukupuolikäsitys on sekin muu$unut yhden sukupuolen mallista 
kahden sukupuolen malliin. Lisäksi – kuten kirjoi$ajat uumoilevat (s. 35) 
– se saa$aa olla jälleen muutoksessa kohti sukupuolen entistä laajemmin 
ymmärre$yä moninaisuu$a.  

Kaiken kaikkiaan olisin toivonut kirjoi$ajilta huolellisempaa pohdintaa 
historiallisten muutosten ajallisesta jakso$amisesta: onko sellaista mah-
dollista tai mielekästä tehdä suomalaisen seksuaalisuuden historiasta, ja jos 
kyllä, millä perusteilla? Miten seksuaalisuuden muutokset ja yhteiskunnan 
muutokset lii$yvät ja lomi$uvat toisiinsa? Tässä suhteessa Sandra Hag-
manin (2014; 2016) tutkimus homoseksuaalisuuden ymmärtämisessä 
tapahtuneesta muutoksesta olisi voinut näy$ää kirjoi$ajille mallia, kuten 
myös Jens Rydströmin ja David Tjederin jo vuonna 2009 ilmestynyt ja 
vuonna 2021 uusintapainoksensa saanut teos ruotsalaisesta sukupuolihis-
toriasta. Vaikka murros agraariyhteiskunnasta kaupungistumiseen otetaan 
Suomalaisen seksin historiassa huomioon, historiallisia muutoksia käydään 
systemaa$isesti läpi ja käsitellään lähinnä lainsäädännön muutoksina. Va-
lite$avasti tällöin muutos kiinnitetään aina vain yksi$äisiin lainkohtiin, ja 
yhtenäisen kokonaiskuvan hahmo$aminen muutoksen ajallisuudesta jää 
lukijan itsensä tehtäväksi. Tämä herä$ää lukijassa kysymyksen siitä, eikö 
seksuaalisuuden historiassa ole siis tunniste$avissa suuria yhteiskunnallisia 
linjoja, vai jäivätkö ne vain kirjoi$ajilta huomaama$a?

Toinen historiankirjoitusta koskeva kysymys herää jo esipuheessa esitetys-
tä huomiosta, e$ä ”[s]eksiä ja seksuaalisuu$a ei ole kovinkaan runsaasti 
käsitelty historiallisesta perspektiivistä” (s. 10). Miksi historiantutkijat 
eivät ole tar$uneet aihepiiriin, kun yhteiskuntatieteilijät ja nais- ja queer-
tutkijat ovat näin kuitenkin tehneet? Kirjan ilmestymisen jälkeen julkaistu 
artikkeli ”Sopimatonta” (Mäkelä ja Tarkka 2022, 12) antaa eväitä tämän 
kysymyksen vastaamiseen viittaamalla 1800-luvun aikana vallinneen 
porvarillisen eetoksen sävy$ämän siveellisyys- ja tukahdu$amisaja$elun 
pitkäikäisyyteen, joka on johtanut seksiä koskevan tiedontuotannon 
väl$elyyn vähintäänkin 1960-luvulle asti. Tämä seksuaalisuudelle nuiva 
asenneilmapiiri on voinut lyödä leimansa erityisesti kansakuntaa keskei-
sesti rakentaneeseen historiantutkimukseenkin. 

Tässä mielessä kirjoi$ajat ryhtyvät äärimmäisen epäkiitollisen tehtävän 
ääreen käydessään kirjoi$amaan historiaa aiheesta, josta on olemassa vain 
heikosti aiempaa historiankirjoitusta. Puu$uvaa perustutkimusta he ovat 
päätyneet kompensoimaan muun muassa vii$aamalla (verkosta ke$erästi 
löytyviin) pro gradu -tutkielmiin. 

Seksiä koskevan historiantutkimuksen puu$eita on agraarisen Suomen 
osalta teoksessa paikkaamassa myös folkloristinen tutkimus. Tosin, kuten 
Mäkelä ja Tarkka (2022) muistu$avat, sekin on usein keski$ynyt sek-
suaalisuu$a koskevan tiedon rajoi$amiseen ja pei$elyyn. Folkloristista 
tutkimusta rahvaan seksitavoista Suomalaisen seksin historian kirjoi$ajat 
kuitenkin käy$ävät perusteellisesti hyväkseen luodessaan kuvaa maaseu-
tuyhteisössä vallinneista seksikäytännöistä. 

Ohuemmaksi kirjoi$ajien lähdekirjallisuus kuitenkin muu$uu silloin, kun 
siirrytään maalta kaupunkiin. Millaista oli työläisten seksi, tai kaupunki-
porvariston, tai säätyläisten? Tästä tiedämme edelleen kiusallisen vähän, 
ja sekin vähä tuntuu väli$yvän tähän teokseen juuri prostituutiota koske-
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van tutkimuksen kau$a. Ehkä tilanne olisi ollut toinen, jos mukaan olisi 
kelpuute$u myös sukupuolentutkijoiden ja kul$uurintutkijoiden tekemää 
tutkimusta (vrt. s. 27–32)? Prostituutiota käsi$elevä luku on myös yksi 
harvoja kohtia kirjassa, jossa naiset ja heidän oma toimijuutensa seksuaali-
kysymyksissä vilahtaa eksplisii$isesti esiin. Naisten omasta aktiivisuudesta 
suhteessa seksuaalisuuteen olisin lukenut mielelläni enemmänkin.

Vaikka kirjoi$ajat kertovat olevansa tietoisia seksuaalisuuteen kietoutu-
vasta vallankäytöstä, sitä ei teoksessa käsitellä eksplisii$isesti sukupuolit-
tuneena ja historiallisesti nykypäivään jatkuvana kysymyksenä. Alaluku 
naisenryöstöstä (s. 77–78) ei jatkunut teoksessa nykykeskustelulla pak-
koavioliitoista. Vain parissa kohdassa (s. 51, 171) mainitaan naisliikkeen 
tehneen työtä ainakin vuodesta 1888 vuoteen 1908 ohjesääntöisen prosti-
tuution lakkau$amiseksi. Miten tämä naisten vähintään 20 vuo$a jatkama 
herkeämätön kamppailu näkyi aikansa sukupuolten välisten suhteiden ja 
seksuaalikäsitysten muu$umisessa? Myös Sukupuolitautien vastustamis-
yhdistyksen toiminnasta olisi ollut kiinnostava kuulla enemmänkin (s. 
233) – jatkoiko se tätä aiempaa naisliikkeen toimintaa, vai ketkä nyt o$i-
vat asiassa vetovastuuta? Tätä teosta antoisamman kuvan naisasianaisten 
siveellisyyspyrkimyksistä ja niihin suhtautumisesta tarjoaakin esimerkiksi 
taidehistorioitsija Harri Kalhan (2008) tutkimus Havis Amanda -patsaan 
ympärillä kuohuneesta kiistasta. 

Kirjassa käytetään jonkin verran sivuja kristillisen seksuaalisuuskäsityksen 
käsi$elyyn, samoin kuin siihen lii$yvään ajatukseen binäärisistä sukupuo-
lista. Jos perinteisen kristillisen etiikan ja sitä myötäilevän lainsäädännön 
mukaan ”[s]eksin perimmäinen tarkoitus oli laillisten jälkeläisten tuo$ami-
nen” (s. 95), kiinnostavaa olisi ollut sen historiallisen kaaren auki kirjoi$a-
minen, jonka kuluessa seksin tarkoitus on muu$unut muuksi. Kuitenkaan 
esimerkiksi avoliittojen yleistymisen syiden pohdintaan ei teoksessa 
huka$u aikaa (s. 102). Kirjaa lukiessa mieleen hiipii myös mahdollisuus 

siitä, e$ä seksin perimmäinen tarkoitus on si$enkin aina ollut vaihtelevan 
mielihyvän tuo$aminen heteromiehelle – eikä tämä seksin tehtävä näytä 
kirjan painotusten mukaan juuri muuksi muu$uneen, eritoten kun kir-
joi$ajat puhuvat seksistä ihmisen perustarpeena (s. 9, 261–262) ohi$aen 
aseksuaalisten ihmisten olemassaolon, tai ilakoivat siitä, kuinka lääketiede 
voi antaa pon$a yhdyntöihin (s. 221), mikä toiseu$aa vähintäänkin osan 
lesbolukijoista. Oireellista on sekin, e$ä ehkäisyä koskeva keskustelu on 
kirjassa sijoite$u lukuun ”Seksi ja yhteiskunta”, eikä esimerkiksi lukuun 
”Seksi nautintona”, vaikka voisi hyvin ajatella, e$ä monelle naiselle vasta 
toimiva seksitautien ja raskauden ehkäisy on mahdollistanut nautinnol-
lisen seksin. 

Moraalikäsitysten muu$umista olisi ollut kiinnostava päästä seuraamaan 
myös ajallisina jatkumoina – vai sittenkin katkoksina tai paikallisina 
eriaikaisuuksina? Yhtäältä kirjassa puhu$iin nimi$äin entisaikojen varsin 
joustavista yöstelykäytännöistä (s. 96–99), mu$a viita$iin myös suomalais-
ten viime vuosikymmeninä tiukentuneeseen suhtautumiseen aviolliseen 
usko$omuuteen (s. 107). Miten tätä muutosta voisi nykytiedon valossa 
tulkita, o$aen huomioon sen, kuinka myönteisesti avoimista suhteista ja 
polyamoriasta nykyisin keskustellaan?  

Entä onko suomalainen seksi si$en jotain aivan erityistä verra$una vaik-
kapa ruotsalaiseen tai eurooppalaiseen seksiin? Kirjan nimen huomioon 
o$aen kirjoi$ajat käyvät yllä$ävänkin usein kertomaan seksin harjoi$ami-
sen tavoista antiikin Kreikassa ja Roomassa. He eivät kuitenkaan perustele 
lukijalleen sitä, miksi näin täytyy tehdä suomalaisen seksin historiasta 
kertovassa teoksessa. Ovatko suomalaiset siis helleenien jälkeläisiä suoraan 
alenevassa polvessa, vai ovatko antiikin vaiku$eet siirtyneet jollain tavoin 
osaksi agraarikul$uuriamme, tai tulleet esikuvallisiksi säätyläisten seksi-
elämälle? Vai onko kyseessä kuitenkin vain ”hauska on tietää” -tyyppinen 
päivi$ely siitä, kuinka seksuaalisuus voikin o$aa monenlaisia kul$uurisia 
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muotoja? Tämän sijaan olisikin ollut kiinnostavampaa kuulla enemmän 
todennetuista ylirajaisista vaikutteista seksuaalikäsityksiimme, joista 
eksplisii$isesti teoksessa nousi esiin vain Ruotsi (s. 25). 

Teoksesta löytyvät homoseksuaalisuuden historiaa koskevat löyhät heitot 
harmi$avat tätä lesbo- ja homohistoriasta kiinnostunu$a lukijaa tietysti 
eniten. Kirjoi$ajat puhuvat useampaan kertaan homoseksuaalisuuden 
kriminalisoimisesta, vaikka Suomessa rikollisia olivat vain homoseksu-
aaliset teot – tekijän seksuaalisesta suuntautumisesta riippuma$a. Vaikka 
teknisesti voikin väi$ää, e$ä homoseksuaalisten seksisuhteiden vuonna 
1889 tapahtuneen kriminalisoinnin seurauksena ”yhä useampi saman-
sukupuolisen seksin harrastaja joutui oikeuteen” (s. 50), rikostilastojen 
varassa on ilmeistä, e$ä tuon lain säätäminen itsessään loi tuomioille 
vasta edellytykset, ja varsinainen tuomiopiikki tapahtui vasta yli 60 vuo$a 
myöhemmin. Lainsäädäntöä käsiteltäessä oli harmillista ja hämmentävää 
sekin, e$ä ilmoitetut vuosiluvut vii$asivat satunnaisen vaihtelevasti joko 
siihen vuoteen, jolloin lait hyväksy$iin, tai siihen, kun ne astuivat voimaan. 
Löperöä on sekin, kun transsukupuolisuudesta sinänsä myönteisesti pu-
hu$aessa tullaan ohimennen sanoneeksi, e$ä ”erilaiset hoidot voivat jopa 
vaarantaa henkilön terveyden” (s. 115). Tässä olisi ollut syytä tarkentaa, 
e$ä vii$aus hoitojen vaarallisuuteen koskee nimenomaan eheytyshoitoja, 
kun puolestaan sukupuolen vahvistamista tukevien hoitojen heikko saata-
vuus voi vaarantaa transihmisen terveyden ja hyvinvoinnin. 

Suomalaisen lesbouden historia kartoi$ama$omana alueena kuitataan 
teoksessa lyhyesti sillä, e$ä ”lähdemateriaali on vähäistä ja satunnaista” 
ja lisäämällä väi$eeseen alaviite yhdysvaltalaisen Judith Bennetin (2000) 
artikkeliin. Historiankirjoitusta on silti ennenkin kye$y tekemään vä-
häisistä ja satunnaisista lähteistä, joten suomalaisen lesbouden historian 
tutkima$omuuden ongelmat sijainnevat pääsääntöisesti muualla kuin 
lähdemateriaalin heikossa saatavuudessa. 

Ehdo$oman myönteistä kirjassa on se, e$ä siinä lähes ohjelmallisesti nos-
tetaan esiin sukupuolten ja seksuaalisuuksien moninaisuus, kuten vaikkapa 
luvussa ”Seksi osana muunlaisia suhteita” (s. 110–118). Lukijana olisin toki 
kaivannut sen avaamista, miten käsite queer, sukupuolten moninaisuus tai 
englanninkielinen kirjainyhdistelmä LGBTQIA+ sijoi$uu nimenomai-
sesti suomalaisen seksin historiaan. Myös oma alalukunsa ”LGBTQIA+ 
kul$uurisena ilmiönä” herä$ää suuria toiveita, mu$a minkäänlaiseen 
historiallisuuteen alle sivun mi$aisessa tekstinpätkässä ei valite$avasti 
päästä.  Sateenkaarihistorian ystävien toiminnassa mukana olleena tiedän, 
e$ä tutkimusta tältä saralta on tehty vielä niukasti, mu$a jotain kuitenkin 
(ks. Sateenkaarihistorian ystävät n.d.), ja kirjoi$ajien olisi suonut o$avan 
sen huomioon siinä missä jo paremmin tunne$ua tutkimusta heterosek-
suaalisuudestakin. 

Mitä taas kirjoi$ajien queer-teoree$iseen ymmärrykseen tulee, se vaiku$aa 
varsin satunnaisista lähteistä ammennetulta. He päätyvät esi$ämään muun 
muassa, e$ä ”[q]ueer-tutkimus paino$aa seksuaalisuuden eri muotojen 
normaaliu$a” (s. 111). Itse muotoilisin väi$een paremminkin niin, e$ä 
queer-tutkimus kyseenalaistaa ja haastaa tie$yjen seksuaalisuuden muo-
tojen olete$ua normaaliu$a. 

On tietysti mahdollista, e$ä en tee kirja-arvioissani oikeu$a teoksen 
kaikille nyansseille. Todennäköisyy$ä siihen kasva$aa eritoten kirjan 
hankala rakenne, jossa samat asiat kertautuvat eri luvuissa hiukan eri 
painotuksin. Samalla kirjasta kuitenkin puu$uu hakemisto, jonka avulla 
lukija olisi voinut harsia kasaan yhtenäisempää kertomusta monista esiin 
nostetuista teemoista. Todennäköisesti hakemiston laatiminen, yhdessä 
kunnianhimoisemman ja amma$itaitoisemman toimitustyön kanssa, olisi 
au$anut ryhdistämään teosta ja tehnyt siitä siten lukijaystävällisemmän 
ja mielenkiintoisemman. Tällaisena en menisi suosi$elemaan sitä oppi-
kirjaksi, niin kipeästi kuin sellaista yliopisto-opetuksessa kaiva$aisiinkin. 
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Mu$a ehkä Suomalaisen seksin historia teoksen suurin ansio kaiken kaik-
kiaan onkin näissä moi$imissani puu$eissa. Kerätessään yksien kansien 
väliin kaiken sen tietämyksen mitä se nyt tekee, se mahdollistaa yllä mainit-
tujen – ja varmasti myös monien muiden – krii$isten kysymysten esi$ämi-
sen. Näin tehdessään sen lukeminen toivo$avasti inspiroi ja sisuunnu$aa 
uuden sukupolven suomalaisia historiantutkijoita tar$umaan liian pitkään 
laiminlyötyyn aiheeseen. Jos näin olisi, saisimme kuin saisimmekin vihdoin 
lukeaksemme uu$a ja kiinnostavaa tietoa suomalaisen seksin historiasta. 
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How Many Times the Same Story? 
Jay Szpilka

Sara Ahmed. 2021. Complaint! . 
Durham: Duke University Press. 376 
pages.

!ere is something deeply thankless 
about the task of having to review 
Sara Ahmed’s latest book, Complaint!, 
in multiple meanings of that word. 
It requires me to criticize – possibly 
even harshly – a work with ambition 
and scope I %nd admirable, and whose 
political commitments and hopes I 

aspire to share. More troubling even, this sentiment emerges alongside 
the creeping suspicion that most criticism I am about to present 
against Complaint! ultimately serves to con%rm Ahmed’s intuitions and 
conclusions.

But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Coming in at the heels of her two 
previous works, the excellent "e Use of Use (2019) and the widely popular 
Living a Feminist Life (2017), Complaint! takes for its subject ma$er the 

titular complaint – or, to be more precise, the fate of complaints made 
against sexist, racist, and ableist working conditions lodged by scholars 
within the (Western: chie'y UK, but also US) university system. !e 
starting point here is Ahmed’s own disillusionment with the university 
and her decision to – in the face of the ignorance following her complaints 
– leave her post at Goldsmiths College and become an independent 
scholar. As she writes, this prompted her to reach out to other people, both 
established scholars as well as students who shared similar experiences 
with having their complaints stymied, ignored, and %led away by the 
administration invested not in fostering diversity and equity, but rather in 
preserving work-place hierarchies and reputation at the cost of minority 
workers.

Much of Complaint! is, therefore, built upon collected stories extracted 
from a number of interviews; however, despite the super%cial similarity of 
methods, it would be di&cult to classify the work as one belonging to a %eld 
of institutional anthropology. Social sciences are hardly a point of reference 
for Ahmed, who instead shapes her material into something immediately 
familiar to the readers of her previous works: a phenomenology of a 
minority experience.

!e task that Ahmed sets herself up against is to provide a rich and 
viscerally-felt account of how it feels to complain against injustice and go 
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mostly unheard. Although she does not shy from analyzing institutional 
logics driving the processes of ignoring and se$ing aside complaints, her 
interest lies less in the institution itself and more in the life of those who 
su"er as the consequence of its inertia and tendency to reinforce existing 
hierarchies of social and cultural privilege. 

In writing about it, she is also unmistakable Ahmed in style. Consider the 
following opening sentence of the book: “To be heard as complaining 
is not to be heard. To hear someone as complaining is an e"ective way 
of dismissing someone. You do not have to listen to the content of what 
she is saying if she is just complaining or always complaining” (p. 1). 
To the readers of her previous work, this is not just familiar – it is cosy. 
!e entire text, then, moves alongside similar paths; we follow Ahmed’s 
phenomenology of complaint guided by her free-'owing prose, gentle 
wordplay, and a$ention to the intricacies of the everyday experience. As 
in "e Use of Use, photographs of walls, doors, and %ling cabinets illustrate 
the text, not to provide concrete examples or the visual archive of some 
speci%c time and place, but rather to serve as anchor points for some of 
Ahmed’s recurring metaphors: that of a wall to claw on, of a door closing, of 
a cabinet as a graveyard of complaints. In fact, some of those photographs 
return from her previous work, as at places Ahmed retreads signi%cant 
portions of her argument from "e Use of Use, returning to the out-of-use 
post-box turned into a bird’s nest that was so crucial for her in that book.

The sense of familiarity does not limit itself to matters of style. The 
arguments themselves likewise feel immediately known. Ahmed’s 
phenomenology of a complaint is, in fact, a detailed account of experiences 
she has already devoted much of her work to: of being an (institutional) 
feminist killjoy whose complaints disturb the peace and hierarchy; of being 
set against systems designed to suppress minority voices; of bu$ing one’s 
head against the world’s sexism and racism over and over again, and feeling 

like it is going nowhere. In this respect, Complaint! reads like a collection 
of case studies meant to illustrate Living a Feminist Life, or less abstract 
presentation of her points from "e Use of Use. !is is to say: the biggest 
issue of Complaint! is that while reading this book, I could not escape the 
nagging sense I have already read it before, and multiple times, too. It is, 
for the lack of a be$er word, overly repetitive. 

And yet, this is also where the thanklessness of criticism comes back in full 
force. When I say that Complaint! is repetitive, that is, it revisits arguments 
made before, and reaches conclusions already well-established in the 
author’s prior work, what do I do? Following Ahmed, one could point 
out how the demand to present “fresh” or “new” material in the face of the 
persistence of sexism and racism is, in fact, a demand to look away from 
those sorry structures, to pay them no mind. Insistence on moving on in 
thinking, instead of going in circles, can, therefore, in itself be an insistence 
on ignoring the structures that will not budge easily. An important theme 
in Complaint! is how such complaints are o(en met with a so( sort of 
dissuasion: don’t say those things, they won’t accomplish anything, everyone 
already knows that this or that professor is a pest, but nothing can be done about 
it. An accusation of repetition, then, is also an accusation of being boring, 
unexciting, of obsessively dwelling in the same – and if the same is a deep 
critique of institutional and structural violence, this dwelling becomes a 
domain of the killjoy that refuses to shut up about the wrong, even as her 
voice is deemed nagging and frustrating.

This, incidentally, makes the very criticism I am raising here – that 
Complaint! is a book that does not really move Ahmed’s thought beyond 
the bounds of what she had set in Living a Feminist Life and "e Use of Use, 
not to mention her earlier work – by itself a demonstration of her argument. 
Of course, Complaint! is repetitive because the work of complaining is one 
of endless repetition of the same point. Of course, Complaint! refuses to 
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move towards new theoretical grounds because complaining refuses to 
stop addressing the same old problem. Of course, Complaint! is mildly 
frustrating to read to someone who has already consumed Ahmed’s 
previous work because complaining is not meant to be easy on the ear of 
the listener. And as a result, I am not sure what to write next.

“We can hear something because of its intensity,” writes Ahmed, adding  
that “the exclamation point in the title of Complaint! is a way of showing 
what I am hearing, how a complaint is heard as intensity, an emphasis, a 
sharp point, a sore point, a raising of the voice, a shrieking, a sha$ering” 
(p. 47). Perhaps, then, the repetitiveness in this text is precisely this 
exclamation point, meant to drive up the intensity of the killjoy statement 
and point at the urgency of complaint that does not stop even when it is 
(over)heard – especially since, as Ahmed notes time a(er time, hearing 
a complaint without acting on it is one way to %le it away, which is to %le 
down at the very will to resist the injustice that the complaint marks. So, 
does that negate the criticism? Does it mean that repetition is merely a 
part of the method that ought not to be pointed out as a shortcoming of 
the work?

Unfortunately, the issue is not so easy to resolve. One could ask, for 
example, what it is that allows Ahmed the ability to air those same 
complaints – and points – over and over again, making her very work a 
kind of performance of feminist killjoy practices. Would a scholar without 
her reputation, without her fame and status, be allowed such dwelling in 
complaint? But then again, is it valid to criticize a writer for making good 
use of their own privileged status? !e paradox is that thinking about 
Complaint!, whether to criticize or praise, invariably seems to point towards 
problems that are not directly related to the work of complaining itself. !is 
is a challenge – and an interesting one at that. But what does it say about 
the book, about the work? Does it have to say anything?

!is question is also a conclusion. Complaint! is a book about problems 
that lead to complaints, and how complaints themselves become problems, 
and brand people who complain as problematic. It is only %$ing, then, 
that as a work, it is also a problem – one that does not yield itself to easy, 
e"usive praise, one that seems to demand criticism, which then turns out 
to have been its strength all along, and that is what is so thankless about 
trying to review it. !ere is no de%nitive point I feel secure in making 
about Complaint!, not even whether this uncertainty speaks to the work’s 
shortcoming or its power. Not even a glib “perhaps it’s both” seems %$ing 
here. !is is also why I do not know how else to conclude this review 
without lapsing into an endless string of repetitions.
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