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Abstract

This thesis examines trans women's contemporary writing in relation to a theory of the excessive

object, sublimity, transmisogyny and minor literature. In doing so, this text is influenced by Susan

Stryker's work on monstrosity, abjection and transgender rage in the article “My Words to Victor

Frankenstein Above the Village of Chamounix: Performing Transgender Rage” (1994). 

The excessive object refers to a concept coined in this thesis to describe sublimity from another

perspective than that  of the tradition following from Immanuel  Kant's  A Critique of  Judgment,

building  on  feminist  scholarship  on  the  aesthetic  of  the  sublime.  Of  particular  relevance  are

critiques of the patriarchal dynamics of sublimity and the idea of the feminine sublime as it is

explored with reference to literature by Barbara Freeman in  The Feminine Sublime: Gender and

Excess in Women's Fiction (1995). 

Following from the  feminist  critique  of  sublimity,  trans  women's  writing  is  explored  as  minor

literature through a re-reading of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari's work on Franz Kafka in Kafka.

Toward a Minor Literature (1986), with attention to the importance that conditions of impossibility,

marginality and unintelligibility holds for the political possibilities of minor literature. 

These readings form the basis for an analysis of  four literary texts by two contemporary authors,

Elena Rose, also known as little light, and Sybil Lamb, in addition to a deeper re-engagement with

Stryker's  work. In  so doing,  this  thesis  also  touches  on topics  of  power,  erasure,  trauma,  self-

sacrifice, appropriation and unrepresentability.

Keywords: aesthetics, becoming, erasure, excessive object, feminine sublime, feminist aesthetics,

literary theory, monstrosity, sublimity, transgender theory, trans women's writing, transmisogyny,

unrepresentability



Introduction for a wider audience

The topic of this thesis is trans women's contemporary writing and its conditions and situation,

culturally and politically as well as poetically. 

In examining and defining this topic, this project looks to feminist literary theory, feminist critiques

of the aesthetic concept of sublimity, analyses of transmisogyny, and the theory of minor literature.

The term trans women's contemporary writing is meant to encompass literary and theoretical texts

written by trans women during the last thirty years, from the closing decades of the 20 th century to

the present day.  This thesis looks specifically at  texts written in English in an North American

context. 

Beginning with Susan Strykers' academic performance in “My Words to Victor Frankenstein Above

the Village of Chamounix: Performing Transgender Rage” from 1994, and looking further back to

Sandy Allucquére Roseanne Stone's influental essay “The Empire Strikes Back: A Posttranssexual

Manifesto,” this project then continues forward to literary texts self-published online and in print

during the last decade. 

Specifically, this thesis looks at two texts by the author and artist Sybil Lamb, first published in the

Tr!nnypunk zine in the mid-2000's. It also looks at two contemporaneous poems by the author Elena

Rose which were published under the pen name “little light”: “A Seam of Skin and Scales” and “On

Cartography and Dissection.” 

These  literary  texts  are  read  through  the  lens  of  several  theoretical  works  and  concepts  from

feminist literary theory and post-structuralist philosophy, but they simultaneously provide crucial

critiques of these very same theories, opening up new possibilities for reading and re-reading in

both directions.

Foremost among these theories are, on the one hand, feminist critiques of sublimity as a concept in

aesthetics and philosophy. The main source in this field is literary theorist Barbara Freeman's The

Feminine Sublime: Gender and Excess in Women's Fiction, a work that explores and attempts to

formulate a different, feminine sublime. 



On the other hand is the concept of minor literature, which originates with Franz Kafka and is

further developed by philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari in their book Kafka: Toward a

Minor Literature. 

For Deleuze and Guattari in their discussion of Kafka's writing, minor literature is explored as a

concept  relating  to  the  political  and  writerly  situation  of  a  work  that  is  caught  between  the

impossibilites of writing, of writing differently, and of not writing.

These two concepts, the sublime and the minor, are set into relation with each other through the idea

of  the  excessive  object,  as  that  which  is  always  discarded  or  marginalised  in  the  process  of

establishing the patriarchal subject, and yet is covertly indispensable to this process.

This thesis explores how trans women's writing, due to transmisogyny, structurally functions as this

excessive  object,  and thereby expresses  and  navigates  the  situation  of  being  caught  up  in  the

paradoxes and double-binds of minor writing.
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Introduction

1. Topic of Research

This  thesis  poses the following research question:  How does  sublimity as  an aesthetic  concept

operate  on and within  trans  women's  writing?  To answer  this  question,  this  thesis  proposes  to

understand sublimity as being both structured by and structuring of misogynist  and specifically

transmisogynist dynamics, namely patriarchal processes of appropriation or domination between a

mastering subject and an object marked as excessive or abject.  This in turn is  connected to an

understanding of trans women's writing as a minor literature, with consequences for how this term

is used and understood in relation to sublimity. 

2. Objective

The purpose of this thesis is to bring together different strands of feminist and transgender theory –

with  special  attention  paid  to  texts  which  fit  firmly in  both  or  multiple  approaches  at  once  –

discussing the notion of sublimity, in order to more fully grasp the specificities of trans women's

writing.  Trans  women's  writing  is  here  taken  as  a  minor  literature,  relating  to  questions  of

aesthetics, sublimity and gender, and this thesis opens a discussion on what consequences this might

have for further theoretical work on the sublime. 

As this  master's  thesis  aims to  launch an investigation into the role  which sublimity,  tropes  of

sublimity, and sublime processes of violence, trauma and unintelligibility plays or may play in trans

women's writing, it hopes to contribute to a fuller understanding of these questions within feminist

aesthetic  theory,  and to  explore  the  possibilities  and crises  present  in  the  theoretical  bringing-

together of 'the feminine sublime', minor literature, and trans women's writing. 

 

3. Methodology

This thesis draws upon theoretical works within several different disciplines, ranging from feminist

theory  of  aesthetics,  literary  theory,  transgender  studies,  post-structuralist  theory,  materialist

feminism, and continental  philosophy.  This work takes the form of a series of interrelated text

studies,  reading and critiquing both  theoretical  texts  and poetical  or  literary works  in  order  to

outline a theory bringing together the concepts of sublimity, the excessive object, transmisogyny
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and minor writing. 

In practice, a successive series of close readings of excerpts of texts, both theoretical and literary,

establishes a set of theoretical terms which can then be used as analytical tools to interweave and

deepen the understanding of the topic of this thesis as well as of each individual text involved. 

A conventional distinction is made between two categories of texts: the theoretical and the literary.

As is further clarified in the following pages, this distinction remains relevant to this thesis but is

also made more complex as certain texts intentionally complicate these boundaries as well as the

very  societal  and  academic  structures  that  underlie  them.  Furthermore,  this  thesis  involves  re-

reading theoretical texts on the basis of literary texts, and reading different texts through each other

both as affirmations and critiques.

Particularly concerning the theoretical works of Barbara Freeman and of Gilles Deleuze and Félix

Guattari, this thesis takes a double approach, as it is both deeply informed by and at the same time

interested in  critiquing these texts and the theoretical concepts they provide and examine.  This

methodological approach will be made clearer throughout the following chapters. A crucial point of

departure for this  thesis is  to read these texts as examining and elaborating upon concepts and

figurations of great relevance to the present project, and therefore applying and further developing

these theories, while remaining critical of the ways the theoretical works in question are themselves

invested in particular structures of power both discursive and institutional. 

Finally, two quotes from Freeman's work The Feminine Sublime: Gender and Excess in Women's

Fiction are useful to consider in relation to how the category or concept of 'trans women's writing' is

used throughout this thesis. Freeman, working with the similar terminology of 'women's fiction',

notes the inherent tension between conceptual usability or communicability on the one hand and, on

the other hand, the risk of generalisation and universalisation, and thus ultimately erasure. Freeman

writes:

I  employ the  notion  of  "women's  fiction"  to  underscore  the  categorical  instability  of  a  socially

constructed body of writing that bears the traces of women's shared history of oppression [...]1 

This is an elegant formulation in how it emphasises the instability, and perhaps discontinuity, of the

very category it puts forth. At the same time, positing a “women's shared history of oppression” is
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inherently  fraught,  as  the  question  remains  open  as  to  what  this  shared  history or  experience

actually entails and whom it actually concerns; or rather, this question is always already covertly

answered.  These  kinds  of  categorisation  tend  heavily to  erase  intersecting  dynamics  of  power,

making invisible for example the workings of whiteness in the construction of gendered oppression

on every level.  Any attempt to  qualify a “shared history” will  ultimately come to perform this

exclusionary, erasing move, as it is precisely that move that enables the coherency of the category. 

What needs to be emphasised, then, is the notion of “oppression.” That is, that these conversations

involve categories and subjects that are already in the process of being constructed as the other in

varying  dynamics  of  power  which  they  do  not  exist  outside  of,  and  that  these  processes  of

construction  are  themselves  unstable  and  discontinuous,  but for  that  matter  no less  forceful  or

inescapable. Writing these categories, even if oppositionally, means partaking in these dynamics;

the act of writing is itself an act of construction of this subject. 

What might be done is to make overt the contingent, relational and situated construction of the

relevant categories in each particular case, and in doing so to invite and accept, but crucially not

pre-empt,  criticism as  to  how these  categories  are  employed.  For  instance,  the  notion  of  trans

women's  writing  used in  this  thesis  refers  specifically  to  those  texts  that  are  here  analysed  as

belonging to  this  category.  While  this  might  seem recursive,  it  is  rather  an underlining  of  the

simultaneous excessiveness and insufficiency of this very categorisation, intended to invite both

extension and criticism. Is the analysis performed in this thesis relevant to other texts that might be

categorised similarly, is it relevant to the texts that are here analysed, is it relevant to texts that

exceed or call into the question this categorisation? 

In particular, as Freeman also notes, there might be something to the analysis of matters pertaining

to the sublime in particular that tends to open up these types of methodological questions. Speaking

of the 'feminine sublime', a concept that this thesis will explore further in the following chapters,

Freeman notes that:

 

The feminine sublime is  not  a  discursive  strategy,  technique,  or  literary style  the  female  writer

invents,  but  rather  a  crisis  in  relation  to  language  and  representation  that  a  certain  subject

undergoes.2

Something very similar might be said of the subject of analysis and inquiry in this text: it  is a
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question of a certain relation, a certain crisis, a certain excess in terms of subjectivity and language

that comes to define both the matter and method of analysis in this thesis.

4. Theory

This thesis engages primarily with three distinct theoretical bodies of work, which are critically

discussed in chapters one, two and three, respectively. 

Through Barbara Freeman's work on the feminine sublime, this thesis builds upon and critiques a

tradition within the contemporary field of aesthetics pertaining to sublimity as a concept first in

classical thought, as it originates with Longinus' On the Sublime, and is then reappraised in Western

philosophy from the 18th century onward  as  an  integral  aspect  of  how  philosophical  aesthetics

becomes established as a discipline. As with Freeman's  work and that of other  writers such as

Carolyn Korsmeyer,  this  thesis is  also situated in the context of feminist  aesthetics,  thoroughly

reviewing and critiquing central concepts of philosophical thought on aesthetic production, in this

instance primarily literature and writing, in the course of integrating and further developing the

large and diverse bodies of thought built up throughout feminist or otherwise anti-patriarchal or

gender-focused theory and activism. 

The second main theoretical body is that of post-structuralist theory and in particular literary theory.

Freeman's  The Feminine  Sublime  (1995) is  an  example of  post-structuralist-influenced feminist

literary theory in its re-readings of literary novels using the theoretical frameworks of 20th century

continental philosophy and later North American applications thereof in the fields of gender studies

and  literature,  among  others.  Another  central  text  for  this  thesis  is  Gilles  Deleuze  and  Félix

Guattari's collaborative work on analysing the writings of Franz Kafka in Kafka. Toward a Minor

Literature  (1986), which both serves to develop an understanding of Kafka as a writer-theorist,

which is to say a producer of theoretical concepts and figurations, and a philosophical and critical

framework for  understanding and building  upon these  concepts  as  they come to  constitute  the

literary works in question. Deleuze and Guattari's generative methods of post-structuralist reading

in  Kafka lays  the  framework  for  their  later  work  and  in  particular  the  two  volumes  of  the

Capitalism and Schizophrenia project, the latter of which,  A Thousand Plateaus (1988), is further

discussed in the following pages. 

Lastly,  Susan  Stryker's  “My  Words  to  Victor  Frankenstein  Above  the  Village  of  Chamounix:
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Performing Transgender Rage” (1994) functions as a key text throughout this thesis in multiple

respects. It has come to mark a certain foundational moment for the current field of transgender

studies and is as such informed by the interrelated approaches of post-structuralist gender studies

and queer theory, as is this thesis. By virtue of its multiple layers of performative readings and

writing, it has a dual purpose for this thesis, functioning both as a vital theoretical framework and as

an  instance  of  trans  women's  contemporary  writing  to  be  analysed  and  interpreted.  As  a

consequence of the methodology of this thesis, detailed above, the literary texts in question also

function as texts that refract and inform the understanding of the theoretical frameworks employed,

providing critique and knowledge by which the relevant theory can be re-read and re-interpreted.

Not least, Elena Rose's poetry functions simultaneously as an anti-colonial critique of established

feminist and literary theory.

Furthermore, throughout this thesis the terms “abject” and “abjected” are used with reference to the

specific status of what is here designated as the excessive object of sublimity and, correspondingly,

to  trans  women's  social  status  within  patriarchy.  These  terms  are,  however,  not  developed  or

examined further on a theoretical level for reasons pertaining to maintaining a certain analytical

focus within the limited space of this thesis. The preface to the republished version of “My Words to

Victor  Frankenstein  Above  the  Village  of  Chamounix:  Performing  Transgender  Rage”  in  the

Transgender  Studies  Reader (2006)  makes  explicit  the  connection  between  its  exploration  of

'transgender rage' and Julia Kristeva's writing on the abject, a connection which forms part of the

present theoretical background.3

In  The Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection (1982), Kristeva writes of the abject as being

distinct from both subject and object in the psychoanalytical sense. However, it  shares with the

object  a  position  of  opposition  to  the  subject,  but  denies  this  same  subject  the  constructive

possibility or “desire for meaning” that the subject-object relation,  as the basis of the symbolic

order, would otherwise function to guarantee. Crucially, the abject is, for Kristeva, “the jettisoned

object, […] radically excluded and [drawing] me toward the place where meaning collapses”.4 

Hereby the abject both threatens and simultaneously “safeguards” meaning and culture in a way

Kristeva mentions as being “sublime” and which, as we shall later see, has many parallels with how

sublimity has been analysed as a dual-edged function of patriarchal dynamics within aesthetics and

ethics. While drawing out the many in-depth implications that a deeper engagement with Kristeva's

work, and the greater body of psychoanalytical theory, would have for the texts and topics explored
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here is a project outside the remit of this thesis, it is notable how Barbara Freeman's work on the

“feminine sublime” as claiming of the threatening possibilities of sublimity is much influenced by

the way Kristeva analyses the nuanced functioning of abjection. Similarly, the term employed in

this thesis, “the excessive object”, and its connection to sublimity with reference to trans women's

writing  is  here  analysed  in  a  way that  parallels  Kristeva's  work  on  abjection,  with  particular

attention paid to the double sense of the word “excess” as both surplus and waste. 

The terminology of transgender theory is still very recent and very much in flux, which necessitates

some further comments. In using trans-related terms, this thesis borrows partly from the language of

contemporary activism and minority communities rather than exclusively from academic writing, as

in the fields of queer theory and transgender studies it is often the case that academic language use

follows, and not seldom without some delay, the evolution of intra-community language. While this

can make proper attribution of concepts difficult, it is nonetheless of importance to consider the

terms used by the communities involved, especially as language use and specific terminology can

change rapidly from decade to decade, as some of the texts used in this thesis show. What is most

likely the first use of the term transmisogyny in published writing, for instance, occurs in Julia

Serano's  Whipping Girl:  A Transsexual  Woman on Sexism and the Scapegoating  of  Femininity

(2007), but earlier uses stemming back to the 1990's are attested to online. 

Transmisogyny, in this thesis, refers to the structural oppression of trans women; and it is preferred

to the more generalised term 'transphobia'  for its centring of trans women rather than the more

vague category of 'trans people'. Trans women refers to women who were, to use a phrase common

to contemporary activism, coercively assigned male at birth; this language use brings attention to

the  social  and  medical  processes  that  construct  and  enforce  patriarchal  and  transmisogynistic

systems of gender in general as well as in the specific case of the oppression uniquely targeting

trans women. In the term trans women, trans is used as an adjective modifying the word women.

The linguistic counterpart  of the prefix or adjective trans is  'cis,'  and thus the term cis women

indicate women who are not trans. Correspondingly, one can use the terms trans men and cis men,

respectively.  Of  course,  language  and  gender  both  are  complex  systems,  and  this  terminology

provides far from an exhaustive indexing thereof. Most importantly, it is terminology that proceeds

from and takes for granted Western colonialist classifications, which are in themselves based on the

often violent erasure of other cultural and political systems. 'Women' and 'men' are also not self-

evident descriptors, especially as they relate to non-binary concepts and the linguistic differentiation

of  'sex'  and  'gender';  however,  a  nuanced  discussion  of  these  topics  need  to  proceed  from an
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understanding of transmisogyny so as to not be further weaponised against trans women. For further

discussion of the topic of terminology surrounding sex and gender see chapter 1. 2., “The Feminine

Sublime – Categories of Sex”.

In earlier texts in particular, the terms transsexual or transgender may be commonly found; the

former stem from medical pathological discourse in use from the early 20th century onward. The

latter  term has  gained in  occurrence  especially  since  the  1990's,  under  varying  definitions  but

generally  as  a  less  medicalised  and  more  politicised,  and often  more  general  or  wide-ranging,

alternative. The academic field 'transgender studies', for instance, owes its name to this use.5 In this

thesis, it is most often the case that the term 'trans woman' suffices, as this text discusses trans

women's writing and theoretical concerns surrounding sublimity and transmisogyny in aesthetics,

rather than questions relating to gender studies or medical discourse as such.

5. Background

Integral for understanding the purpose of this thesis, its research focus and the arguments it presents

is a familiarity with the structure and effect of sublimity within aesthetics and writing as a structure

intimately  related  to  misogynistic  power  dynamics.  Specifically,  we  need  to  understand  how

misogyny operates  within  the  two philosophical  terms  sublimity and becoming  as  they figure,

respectively, in the tradition of the sublime following from Immanuel Kant's A Critique of Judgment

and in the collaborative works of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari.

A critical understanding of these different works from the perspective of feminist analysis, such as

in this thesis, hinges on a particular discussion initiated by posthumanities scholar Donna Haraway

in When Species Meet (2008) concerning sublimity and misogyny in relation to theoretical figures

such as 'becoming-animal' and 'becoming worldly'.

In  When  Species  Meet,  Haraway  discusses  the  complicated,  unstable  borders  between  nature,

culture and technology from the perspective of feminist science studies, and gives the notion of

'becoming' a vital role in this project. One in the main questions in When Species Meet is as follows:

“How is ‘becoming with’ a practice of becoming worldly?”6 Becoming worldly, for Haraway, is a

means of rejecting the transcendental, idealistic logic structuring much of the Western philosophical

tradition, and instead embracing a mode of thought which, influenced by Marxist feminist theory,

does  not  separate  the  material  or  worldly  from the  intellectual  and  general.  Rather,  Haraway
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proposes a view of nature and culture as constitutively intertwined and interrelated, consisting on

every level of multiple inter-active and always specific processes designated as 'becomings-with'.

In the course of this discussion, Haraway describes an engagement with Deleuze and Guattari's

ample  work  on 'becoming'  and specifically  the  use  of  the  term 'becoming-animal'.  In  essence,

Haraway finds Deleuze and Guattari's idea of 'becoming' to be hostile, even opposed, to the feminist

project of 'becoming-with', describing Deleuze and Guattari's 'becoming' as yet another iteration of

the concept of the sublime.7

Haraway's polemical connection between the philosophy of becoming and the concept of sublimity

within  aesthetics  opens the  door  for  an  investigation  into  the  aesthetic  of  the  sublime and the

philosophy of becoming. Taking into view the relations of power involved, we can note a significant

relation between, on the one hand, the subject of the sublime process as first theorised by Kant and

the subject who 'becomes' in Deleuze and Guattari's work, and on the other hand between the object

which might be designated as sublime or sublimated in Kant's Third Critique, and that object which

outlines and guides the trajectory of Deleuze and Guattari's becomings, such as the latter term in the

becoming-animal, becoming-minor, or becoming-woman of A Thousand Plateaus.

Deleuze and Guattari's notion of becoming is complex and multi-faceted, as it attempts to formulate

a concept of constant flux. In the two volumes comprising the work Anti-Oedipus, Capitalism and

Schizophrenia (1977)  and  A  Thousand  Plateaus,  Deleuze  and  Guattari  produce  a  stream  of

dichotomous terminologies designed to de-centre the dominant modes of thinking in the Western

tradition. One such dichotomy is the distinction between the minor and the major. Here, the minor is

distinguished from the minority as that which is not necessarily concerned with what Deleuze and

Guattari  refers  to  as  any  statistical  or  numerary  minority,  but  rather  with  movements  of

deterritorialisation and molecularisation; rhizomatic,  de-centered,  anarchic processes that oppose

hierarchical orderliness. The notion of becoming, then, points toward a method of deterritorialising,

of finding and following lines of flight that escape and destabilise striated spaces.8

The argument then put forth by a critical investigation into this matter is that this method, whether

termed becoming-animal, becoming-woman, or any other such variation upon the becoming-minor,

presupposes an already majoritarian subject. This subject, which would then struggle to become-

minor,  needs  to  be a  subject  which  not  only belongs to  but  also  actively benefits  from extant

hierarchical  systems  of  power.  In  Deleuze  and  Guattari's  case,  the  figure  of  the  philosopher-
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becoming-woman  or  the  psychiatrist-becoming-schizophrenic  become  especially  pertinent;  one

figure they themselves employ in A Thousand Plateaus is that of the sorcerer, who conjures sublime

powers but is himself changed by this process.9

We  might  thus  draw  the  connections  between  this  view  of  becoming,  which  is  distinct  from

Haraway's ideas of “becoming-with”, and the aesthethic of the sublime, especially as elaborated by

Immanuel Kant, and thereby trace the contours of the sublime as present in Deleuze and Guattari's

becoming-animal or becoming-woman.

Such  a  tracing  lays  the  foundation  for  a  feminist  critique  of,  simultaneously,  the  concept  of

sublimity and the concept of becoming. More specifically, it proposes a critique of the relations of

power which sublimity instantiate, and the ways in which these relations are explicitly or implicitly

gendered.  To  this  end,  Haraway's  work,  building  upon  feminist  scholarship  within  different

disciplines from science studies to aesthetics, can provide an important touchstone,  as Haraway

critiques the ways Deleuze and Guattari ends up relying upon a well-established dichotomy of the

domesticated and the wild as an image of the pathetic and the sublime.10 

While this pair of terms might be read as a dichotomy corresponding to that of the feminine and the

masculine, a closer reading reveals how both terms, the domestic and the wild, might be coded as

feminine in their being perceived, judged and defined or even exploited by a masculine subject. The

relation between the domestic or pathetic and the wild or sublime concerns a relation between lack

and excess as, essentially, two sides of the same coin, defined in contrast to that which presents

itself as neutral and in possession of itself. 

Although the relation between this dynamic and the mechanics of the Kantian sublime – a process

which is described as occurring within the subject and not between a subject and its other – still

needs further review, sketching out this dynamic allows one to see how Deleuze and Guattari might

be said to reiterate the same framework, and thus the same structures of power, while only partially

inverting a few of its values.

Examining this dynamic in a greater context entails shifting one's view to focus upon that state into

which the minor term (for instance the animal or the woman in Deleuze and Guattari's writing) is

cast when, on the part of the majoritarian subject, this process of sublime becoming takes hold. The

minor  term  might  here  be  described  as  the  object,  or  perhaps  the  not-even-object,  or  as  the
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excessive  object,  a  key  concept  introduced  in  this  thesis.  It  also  entails  understanding  these

dynamics as inherently patriarchal and gendered, with special attention paid to those positions of

sex and gender that are marked as the place of the sublime or excessive. As this thesis will argue,

this is often the case of trans women's position within patriarchy, as defined by transmisogyny.

This  project,  then,  aims  to  articulate  a  theory of  how patriarchal  power  relations  bears  on the

aesthetic of the sublime as expressed or present in various works of literature and writing, as well as

in art, concerning these kinds of objectified or abjected positions. For this reason, this thesis will not

turn directly to Haraway's work nor specifically to Deleuze and Guattari's A Thousand Plateaus, but

an affirmative reading of Haraway's critique of Deleuze and Guattari's becoming-animal remains an

important touchstone for this line of thought. Haraway is especially relevant in this context as a

figure whose work contributed greatly to the formation of the field of transgender studies with

Allucquére Roseanne Stone's article “The Empire Strikes Back: A Posttransexual Manifesto”. It also

remains  important  for  Susan  Stryker's  work  in  the  overlapping  fields  of  posthumanities  and

somatechnics.  Stryker's  work is  heavily cited  in  this  thesis,  although the focus  lies  entirely on

Stryker's  earlier  article,  “My Words  to  Victor  Frankenstein  Above the  Village  of  Chamounix”,

which deals with monstrosity and subjectivity.

6. Material

In particular when it comes to reviewing trans women's writing, the material used often reads as

fragmentary or scattered in how it's  written,  published and discussed.  This reflects  the material

situations  of  trans  women's  writing,  which  as  we  shall  see  in  Chapter  3  is  connected  to  the

conditions of minor literature, a term first used by Franz Kafka and later further developed by Gilles

Deleuze  and  Félix  Guattari.  Until  very  recently  in  the  English-language  literary  sphere,  trans

women's poetry and fiction has not often reached publication through mainstream channels, much

less when specifically labelled as relating to trans women or featuring trans women's perspectives

or stories. 

For this reason, as some of the material in this thesis also reflects, much writing was only self-

published and distributed through media such as zines and, since the 1990's, on internet blogs and

other 'social'  online platforms. While there is work by trans women writers dating further back,

much literature is also relegated to the status and genre of autobiography or memoir rather than

literary fiction,  a  situation  and dynamic  Allucquére  Roseanne Stone  discusses  in  “The Empire
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Strikes Back. A Posttranssexual Manifesto”. As also discussed in Stone's essay, academic writing by

trans women on the topic of trans women has also been relatively scarce. 

While it isn't a topic of discussion for this thesis, greater access to mainstream channels and literary

publishing is  also not  without  its  costs  and consequences,  which might  be hard  to  trace.  With

publishing comes questions  of  editing  and selection,  especially as  trans  women hold  very few

positions within media and publishing institutions. In essence, this creates a situation where trans

women's  literary  writing,  as  Stone  has  shown  to  also  be  the  case  historically  with  earlier

autobiographies, becomes subject to authorisation and consumption by cis men, trans men, or cis

women, which carries with it its own fraught power relations.

For all of these reasons and more, creating a historical overview of trans women's writing, even if

focusing only on English-language literary texts, is a difficult task and outside the scope of this

thesis. Stone, writing in the late 1980's to early 1990's, mentions the great difficulty in locating

many books by or about trans women which were published and previously widely read, ranging

from the early 1900's to the latter decades of the 20 th century, and while the situation since then has

changed  due  to  the  self-publishing  and  archival  methods  available  through  the  internet,  many

internet sources  may prove ephemeral  with time.11 Of note is  the various archival  projects  and

libraries in the United States and elsewhere, of which some, such as Barnard College, New York,

and the online-based Queer Zine Archival Project include writing by trans women; however, these

are often focused on printed material and carry with them their own sets of complications.

In  response  to  this  material  situation,  the  scope  and  material  of  this  thesis  is  intentionally

emphasising to some degree the fragmentary and partial nature of the material available, especially

as it echoes theoretical issues relating trans women's writing to conditions of unintelligibility and

minor literature. 

The works of Sybil Lamb have been published to some extent in the novel I've Got a Time Bomb

from Topside Press in 2014 but in heavily rewritten and re-contextualised form, while the texts

discussed here are taken from the online versions of the original zine publications. The differences

between these versions could prove an interesting topic, but is outside the scope of this thesis. Elena

Rose's  work  has  been  distributed  online,  primarily  under  the  pseudonym  little  light,  and  as

chapbooks but is awaiting publication; a forthcoming volume titled All of Them With Teeth seems, at

the time of writing, to have been delayed.
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In addition to the literary texts examined in this thesis, several other works of interest regarding the

intersection between trans women's writing,  minor literature and sublimity have been reviewed,

including for example poetry by Trish Salah, text art by Juliana Huxtable and early-to-mid 1990's

zine  periodical  novels  such  as  TSe  TSe  TerroriSm  by Xanthra  Phillipa  Mackay.12 These  could

provide material for further study outside of this particular thesis' scope and area of focus.

7. Literature Review and Scope

As this thesis is dedicated to bringing together and further redeveloping topics of research that are

not often brought together as such, it is difficult to firmly locate this thesis on the scholarly field.

This  problem  is  further  exacerbated  by  the  complicated  material  situation  discussed  above.

Nevertheless, some salient notes on the available literature can be made.

While the authors of the literary works discussed in this thesis are active in various cultural and

activist spaces that intersect with academic contexts, these literary works have not in themselves

been critically analysed in published academic writing. Sybil Lamb's novel I've Got a Time Bomb is

mentioned once in scholarly journals, in the context of a literary review of Ryka Aoki's He Mele A

Hilo (2014), a novel also published by Topside Press, in the Transgender Studies Quarterly volume

2, number 1, 2015.13 Similarly scarce are references to Elena Rose or her pseudonym Little Light.

Part of Rose's poem “A Seam of Skin and Scales” is briefly quoted but not further discussed in a

master's thesis by Elizabeth Clark titled  “Hairy Thuggish Women”: Female Werewolves, Gender

and the Hoped-For Monster as an example of feminist and LGBT reclamations of monstrosity.14

Susan Stryker's essay “My Words to Victor Frankenstein Above the Village of Chamounix” has

become  influential  both  within  the  field  of  transgender  studies,  which  Stryker  has  worked  to

establish as editor of the two volumes of the  Transgender Studies Reader (2006, 2013) and co-

founder of the  Transgender Studies Quarterly,  as well as within a broader academic context. As

such it  has  been variously cited  with reference to  queer  theory,  somatechnics,  feminist  literary

scholarship on  Frankenstein,  and other topics of interest  which may intersect with this thesis.15

Further study of this field may yield useful insight for a deepening and broadening of issues raised

in this thesis. However, this thesis' particular reading of Stryker's essay in the specific context of

trans women's writing, the feminine sublime and minor literature is without direct precedent. 
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Trish Salah is mentioned in this thesis mainly as a poet, but Salah's theoretical academic work can

also be of relevance to the present field of study. Salah has written on the topic of transgender or

transsexual poetics in articles such as “Notes Towards Thinking Transsexual Institutional Poetics”,

published in  Trans/acting Culture,  Writing and Memory: Essays in Honour of Barbara Godard

(2013). There is also a theoretical debt to Hélène Cixous' exploration of l'écriture féminine and in

particular to the influential essay “The Laugh of the Medusa” (1976), which for reasons of scope

remain primarily in the background of this thesis but is nevertheless striking in its relevance for the

texts discussed here. Salah in particular has done substantial work on connecting Cixous' work to

trans women's writing both in theory and poetical practice through themes of how, for instance,

“writing becomes a girl” in the volume Wanting in Arabic & Poems (2002/2013) in addition to the

work on trans poetics. 

Some related themes are explored in this thesis through a brief engagement with the works of Luce

Irigaray through Barbara Freeman's The Feminine Sublime: Gender and Excess in Women's Fiction

(1997)  in  chapter  one  of  this  thesis.  Barbara  Freeman's  work  offers  a  contribution  to  feminist

research on sublimity that  is  at  once  concise and wide-ranging,  with a  focus  on literature and

specifically on women's writing that is useful for the aim of this thesis. However, it is not often

sourced, as in this thesis, with reference to trans women's writing on trans literature.

It also does not stand alone in its field, whether as a work concerning the broader questions of

feminist aesthetics nor regarding the particular topic of a feminine or female sublime. Concerning

the  latter  topic,  Freeman  cites  one  earlier  text,  Patricia  Yaeger's  “Toward  a  Female  Sublime,”

published in 1989 in the volume  Gender and Theory: Dialogues on Feminist  Criticism.  Yaeger

builds  upon  contemporary  re-readings  of  sublimity  to  extend  not  only  a  feminist  critique  of

sublimity  but  also  an  exploration  of  the  possibilities  that  the  sublime  might  hold  for  feminist

criticism. This text, in the context of Freeman's response to it and with attention to the distinction

between 'female' and 'feminine' in reference to sublimity, is discussed further in chapter 1. 3, “The

Feminine Sublime – Linguistic Tensions”. 

Following Freeman's The Feminine Sublime, Joanna Zylinska's book-length work on the feminine

sublime, On Spiders, Cyborgs and Being Scared. The Feminine and the Sublime (2001), represents

a greater focus on engaging with continental philosophy rather than with literature by moving the

conversation  further  toward  the  necessity  of  ethics  rather  than  aesthetics.  Since  this  thesis

concentrates on questions of writing and aesthetics rather than ethics and philosophy, Zylinska's

13



work remains in the background for this work.

As for the former topic, that of feminist aesthetics, there exists a greater context within English-

language theory which is concisely explicated by Carolyn Korsmeyer in Gender and Aesthetics: An

Introduction  (2004). Korsmeyer traces two intertwining routes of inquiry into sublimity from the

perspective  of  feminist  aesthetics:  one  focuses  on  the  gendered  dynamics  of  the  traditional

philosophical binary of the beautiful and the sublime with special attention to how 'genius' is tied to

conceptions  of  art  in  Western  philosophy.  The  other  looks  at  topics  regarded  as  difficult  or

inappropriate to traditional aesthetics, including corporeality, terror and disgust. Freeman's approach

incorporates both strands, whereas this thesis primarily takes the second as its point of departure. 

Discussing  the  second  approach,  Korsmeyer  looks  at  the  contributions  of  post-structuralist,

psychoanalytically informed thinkers such as Luce Irigaray and Julia Kristeva, who are discussed in

this  thesis  primarily  under  chapter  1  and  under  the  sub-chapter  “Theory”  in  this  introduction,

respectively. Korsmeyer also discusses Christine Battersby, who has done work on the concept of

genius as well as on the “gendered sublime,” and whose later work The Sublime, Terror and Human

Difference (2007) brings in the philosophy of Friedrich Nietzsche to the now-established feminist

critiques of Immanuel Kant's views on aesthetics in order to deepen the discussion of sublimity. 

The topic of sublimity has also been connected to transgender politics, art and cultural production in

an article in The Transgender Studies Reader  as well as in a doctoral dissertation by Benjamin T.

Singer,  titled “From the Medical  Gaze to  Sublime Mutations:  The Ethics of (Re)Viewing Non-

Normative Body Images” (2006) and  Towards a Transgender Sublime. The Politics of Excess in

Trans-Specific Cultural Productions  (2011). While acknowledging feminist aesthetics in the latter

text,  Singer's  work bypasses the feminist  critiques and discussions of 'the feminine sublime'  by

writers such as Freeman. Singer's study also contains references to the work of Gilles Deleuze and

Félix Guattari as well as to that of Susan Stryker, and features analyses of visual and literary culture

relating  to  trans  communities.  Notably,  unlike  this  thesis,  Singer  employs  a  trans  male-centric

perspective with a focus on trans men's cultural production and related subcultural paradigms, and

for this reason, Singer's work is not of primary relevance to the present thesis.

Finally,  while  Deleuze  and  Guattari's  later  collaborative  texts  has  been  a  source  of  diverse

developments  within  transgender  theory  and  aesthetics  as  evidenced  above,  this  has  mainly

extended to the volumes of Capitalism and Schizophrenia and not to the notion of 'minor literature'
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and the literary theory regarding Franz Kafka's work in  Kafka. Toward a Minor Literature,  and

particularly not with reference to trans women's writing.  

8. Outline

This thesis is structured into four main chapters and one introductory chapter.  The introductory

chapter is numbered as chapter zero and bears the title “Portent.” It builds upon Susan Stryker's

1994 article “My Words to Victor Frankenstein Above the Village of Chamounix” to introduce and

develop the themes and concerns of this thesis. 

The first main chapter introduces and discusses the concept of the feminine sublime in relation to

women's writing and feminist theory, proceeding from Barbara Freeman's  The Feminine Sublime:

Gender and Excess in Women's Fiction. The second chapter concerns the notion of minor literature

as it is discussed by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari in Kafka. Toward a Minor Literature (1986),

building upon the work by Franz Kafka as documented in the published diaries of the same author.

It also ties minor literature to writing, to sublimity and feminist thought. 

The third chapter again engages with Susan Stryker's article “My Words to Victor Frankenstein

Above the Village of Chamounix”, considered a founding text in the field of transgender studies, in

order  to  develop  further  the  concept  of  the  excessive  object,  as  originated  in  this  thesis,  in  a

discussion relating Mary Shelley's Frankenstein and a politics and aesthetics of monstrosity to trans

women's reproductive labour and relation to sublimity through writing. 

The fourth and final main chapter turns to literary texts by trans women which are read through and

as explorations of the theoretical concepts introduced in the first section.  Beginning with Elena

Rose's poetry, two sub-chapters are devoted to the poems “On Cartography and Dissection” and “A

Seam of Skin and Scales”, functioning also as a further dialogue with Stryker's work as well as with

Freeman and Deleuze and Guattari. A discussion of two texts by Sybil Lamb, “How to Kill Queer

Scum” and “Self Destrut Till Your Happy / How to Shoot Yourself”, follow in the next sub-chapters

which again consists of both close readings and re-engagements with the theoretical frameworks

and concepts provided by Freeman, Deleuze and Guattari and Stryker, concluding the analysis. 

Last, a conclusion is provided with recommendations for further research,  representing material

outside the immediate remit of this thesis as well as farther-reaching possibilities.
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Chapter 0. Portent

In “My Words to Victor Frankenstein Above the Village of Chamounix. Performing Transgender

Rage”, first published in 1994 in GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies, Susan Stryker offers

a warning which will also serve as the introduction to this thesis:  “Pay attention; something of

profound importance is happening”.16

The  words  are  uttered  in  a  textual  monologue  concerning  the  etymological  roots  of  the  word

'monster'. Taking on the part of the monster addressing her maker in a re-enactment of the climactic

scene of Mary Shelley's 1818 novel  Frankenstein, or, The Modern Prometheus, Stryker speaks to

the specificity of trans womanhood in relation to subjectivity and language, to and through speaking

and writing. 

Touching upon theories of the abject and the sublime, Stryker centres the construction, persistent

and achieved throughout many different texts and discourses, of trans womanhood as unnatural and

as monstrosity in order to claim, by the combined means of theory, poetry, and autobiography in

speech and in writing, a speaking position for a type of subject that is constituted precisely through

the denial or sustained destruction of any subjectivity and voice. 

To this end, the etymology of the word monster is deployed: “'Monster' is derived from the Latin

noun monstrum, “divine portent,” itself formed on the root of the verb monere, “to warn”, Stryker

writes.  “Monsters, like angels, functioned as messengers and heralds of the extraordinary.  They

served to announce impending revelation'”.17 Switching between the language of post-structuralist

theory and the “brooding cadences and grandiose postures” of Romanticism, Stryker provides just

such a portent to the readers of the text, as well as to her 'makers', as it were:18

I offer you this warning: the Nature you bedevil me with is a lie. Do not trust it to protect you from

what I represent, for it is a fabrication that cloaks the groundlessness of the privilege you seek to

maintain for yourself at my expense. You are as constructed as me; the same anarchic womb has

birthed us both. I call upon you to investigate your nature as I have been compelled to confront mine.

I challenge you to risk abjection and flourish as well as have I. Heed my words, and you may well

discover the seams and sutures in yourself.19

Taking heed of this warning, this thesis aims to investigate and confront the workings of misogyny

and transmisogyny specifically within the aesthetic tradition of the sublime. Where sublimity has
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been taken to concern the border between the natural and the unnatural and the self and the other, in

other  words  the  construction  of  subjectivity  related  through  aesthetics  both  in  nature  and  art,

Stryker's challenge represents the invitation, or indeed the compelling call to arms, to reconsider

sublimity through the eyes and words of those 'bedeviled with Nature', that is to say those who are

called  upon  to  play  the  parts  of  monsters  and  sublime,  excessive  objects  upon  which,

unacknowledged, the sublime process takes its toll when returning the Kantian subject to itself.

Considering this, it is interesting to note the absence of any specific mention of sublimity per se in

Stryker's article. Despite its centrality to theoretical discourse on monstrosity and on Frankenstein

in particular, as well as its significance to questions of subjectivity and rage such as those Stryker's

text evokes, Stryker leaves the concept of sublimity unnamed. As this thesis intends to demonstrate,

sublimity also works to tie these topics together with a focus on trans women's writing. 

Its  absence  in  “My Words to  Victor  Frankenstein  Above the  Village  of  Chamounix”  might  be

explained  by circumstance:  that  theoretical  inquiry,  informed  by feminist  and  post-structuralist

thought, into the concept of sublimity was not as readily relevant to Stryker at the time of writing as

it  might  have  been  at  another  point  in  time.  Stryker's  text  slightly  pre-dates  many  works  on

sublimity that share in common an interest in gender and continental theory, such as many of the

texts cited in this thesis, not least of all Barbara Freeman's  The Feminine Sublime: Gender and

Excess in Women's Fiction (1995). It may also be the case that, as with other theoretical concepts

touched upon in the  article,  Stryker  deliberately chose  a  more  allusive  and referential  style  of

writing.

Regardless, that sublimity is brought onto the scene of the text without explicit mention or naming

might  only be  seen  as  appropriate.  After  all,  sublimity,  throughout  the  history of  the  concept,

concerns  encounters  with  the  unmentionable  and  unnameable,  the  radically  other  and  its

transformative, unpredictable powers: “to risk abjection and flourish”, in Stryker's own words.20 

Moreover, the absence of sublimity made explicit in Stryker's text opens a space, paradoxically, for

the discourse on sublimity and writing in this thesis. Given the opportunity to read sublimity into

Stryker's words, while reading Stryker's article as a portal or node connecting to further discussion

of trans women's writing, subjectivity and affectivity as related to the monstrous and the abject

within a framework structured by misogyny and transmisogyny, a possibility appears: to interpret

and re-interpret trans women's writing and sublimity as two nodes in a relation both critical and
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mutually transformative. 

Considering trans women's writing between the early 1990's and today as the locus where Stryker's

challenge or warning is both taken up and re-interpreted, answered and further offered or insisted

upon,  this  thesis  aims  to  provide  an account,  albeit  necessarily partial,  both  for  trans  women's

relation to writing and for sublimity's dependence on its excessive object. Trans women's writing

offers crucial insight into the process whereby otherness and excessiveness is assigned, through

means both physically and discursively violent, so that the unmarked readers to whom Stryker aims

her monstrous portent may constitute themselves as self-sufficient and self-identical, without visible

“seams and sutures”.21

This writing is always performed in a double relation: it is addressed, in the simplest terms possible,

simultaneously to all those unmarked readers who Stryker's warning aim to make visible, and to

other trans women, in a code which is always only partially intelligible or recognisable. Doubtlessly

this is an oversimplification, in that there are always present demarcations that cut through those

two categories and divide the field in other sections and sub-sections, such as those marked by race,

language, culture, sexuality and class. The very designation of 'trans women's writing', nonetheless,

as articulated in this thesis, centres the aforementioned double relation, as it aims to centre trans

women. 

By maintaining this  focus,  this  thesis  also serves  to  stage a dialogue or  confrontation between

different strands of thought, while taking on necessary theoretical tools to analyse trans women's

writing, beginning with the concept of the sublime.

Chapter 1. Introducing Sublimity and The Feminine Sublime

1. 1. Sublimity –  Excess from Longinus to Kant

In The Feminine Sublime: Gender and Excess in Women's Fiction (1995), Barbara Freeman offers

an exploration of the concept of “the feminine sublime,” a term used for critical re-evaluations of

sublimity throughout the last decades in feminist work on aesthetics, through parallel readings of,

on  the  one  hand,  the  philosophical  canon  on  sublimity  in  aesthetics,  and,  on  the  other  hand,

women's writing as present in novels from the 19th and 20th century. Briefly put, the aim of this
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thesis is to explore the possibilities and crises of a “feminine sublime” as it relates to trans women,

while also critiquing what  this  concept might  imply,  expanding on Freeman's  work in order  to

conceive ways of understanding sublimity as an aesthetic concept tied to relations of power and its

relation to trans women's writing. In the latter case, sublimity marks both the instability of any such

category, and the stakes involved in this very category of writing.

To understand Freeman's conception of the feminine sublime, it is important to first consider the

history of the sublime within philosophy and aesthetics. First explored as a mode of stylistic or

rhetorical  power  in  the  antique  text  On the  Sublime,  written  in  Greek by an author  known as

Longinus sometime in the first centuries of the Common Era, the concept of sublimity came to the

forefront  of  European thought  following the  re-discovery of  Longinus  during  the  16 th and  17th

centuries. Owing to the French translation of On the Sublime in 1674, the concept of the sublime

entered philosophical discourse with prominent works on the topic being published by Edmund

Burke  in  1757,  A Philosophical  Enquiry  into  the  Origin  of  Our  Ideas  of  the  Sublime and the

Beautiful, and Immanuel Kant in 1790, A Critique of Judgment (Kritik der Urteilskraft). 

Freeman makes the argument that the sublime within this tradition constitutes, or is written as, “a

more or less explicit mode of domination”.22 This mode is characteristically configured, by these

philosophers,  as  a  “struggle  for  mastery  between  opposing  powers,  as  the  self's  attempt  to

appropriate and contain whatever would exceed, and thereby undermine, it.”23 Specifically, Freeman

claims that this opposing power, object or otherness which is to be appropriated, contained and

undermined, or “evaluate[d], domesticate[d], and ultimately exclude[d]” by the process of sublimity

on the part of the philosophical self or subject, is “gendered as feminine”.24 In other words, the

sublime is defined through a relation of structural misogyny.

One of the most common forms given to this inherent dichotomisation of the sublime is that of the

beautiful and the sublime. As can be observed from the title of Burke's treatise, as well as from a

work by Kant preceding the Critique by several years, Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful

and the Sublime (Beobachtungen über das Gefühl des Schönen und Erhabenen) from 1764, the

concept of sublimity was, in the philosophical writings of the time, paired and contrasted with a

particular  conception  of  beauty.  Beauty,  in  this  regard,  is  not  an  element  present  as  such  in

Longinus' original essay, though the logic of describing the sublime with reference to that which it

is not, in a dichotomous pairing with a second term or style, is fully consistent with Longinus'

writing on the topic.
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Longinus describes sublimity as a 'high'  style, soaring over the common and commonplace. He

contrasts  the inconsistent  flashes  of  brilliance amidst  apparent  mediocrity that  characterises  the

sublime to a style which is measured, safe and well-composed, wherein the element of risk that

would allow for genius to appear has been contained. Sublimity, then, involves a risk-taking, or

rather  a  management  of  risk;  mastering  the  high  style  of  the  sublime,  for  Longinus,  means

mastering its manifold threat in a relation that is never quite secure. 

As Freeman shows, the element of risk and the anxiety and ambiguity concerning the management

thereof – which is in essence a management of an otherness – is to become a central part of later

theoretical work on the sublime. Freeman writes of the 18 th-century philosophical interest in the

sublime that: “[w]ithin the tradition of romantic aesthetics that sees the sublime as the elevation of

the  self  over  an  object  or  experience  that  threatens  it,  the  sublime  becomes  a  strategy  of

appropriation.”25 Appropriation, in this context, is to be understood as an action of dominance and

exploitation, which parallels the argument made in my bachelor's thesis, where the Swedish term

“bemäktigande,” literally “taken-into-power” but perhaps most aptly translated as “appropriation”,

denotes a similar dynamic.26

In viewing the sublime as this “elevation of the self over an object or experience that threatens it”,

Kant's Critique of Judgment comes to the fore as the most relevant canonical text, as it constitutes

the  most  thorough  and  systematic  explication  of  this  relation  of  sublimity.  Freeman  concisely

captures several essential aspects of Kant's philosophical undertaking: 

the  sublime moment  entails  the  elevation  of  reason  over  an order  of  experience that  cannot be

represented. Typically, the sublime involves a moment of blockage followed by one of heightened

lucidity in which reason resists the blocking source by representing its very inability to represent the

sublime "object"; it thereby achieves supremacy over an excess that resists its powers.27

The main relation in this formulation, then, seems to be that between the faculty of reason, on the

part of the subject, and an object which it cannot fully comprehend or, indeed, dominate. However,

and this will prove to be an important point of comparison between different feminist re-readings of

the sublime, Freeman notes, with reference to a text by Jean-François Lyotard, that “the sublime is

not  an  object  but  rather  the  subject's  response  to  whatever  it  cannot  grasp.”28 That  is  to  say,

sublimity, in the Kantian formulation, is a process occurring within the subject, specifically in a

conflict between the faculties of reason and imagination, for which any object is, per definition,
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excessive. 

“Excessive” is here a key term pointing to a deeper ambiguity in this formulation, since the object

of the sublime, to the extent any such object can be said to exist, is precisely  excess. Following

Freeman's reading of Kant, what reason achieves superiority over, in the Kantian conceptualisation,

is excess itself. For Kant, it is the ability of reason to recognise the limits of the imagination which

proves the infinity inherent  in reason, as recognition of a limit  would only be possible from a

position beyond the limit. 

To  explicate,  the  faculty  of  imagination  is  that  which  forms,  as  it  were  within  the  subject,  a

comprehensive image or representation of an external object; when faced with an excessive object,

imagination  fails  in  this  task  and  the  perceiving,  thinking  subject  is  then  struck  by  an

overwhelming, incomprehensible sensation. What rescues the subject from this fundamental threat

to its self-constitution as subject is the recognition of the ability on the part of reason to recognise,

in turn, the very incomprehensibility of the sublime sensation, proving the superiority of reason and

thus of the subject or self. As Freeman puts it: “the central moment of the sublime marks the self's

newly enhanced sense of identity;  a will  to power drives its  style,  a mode that  establishes and

maintains the self's domination over its objects of rapture.”29

Freeman  follows  this  line  of  reasoning to  investigate  the  misogynist  dynamic  between  reason,

intrinsically coded as masculine in its domination of objects, and imagination, intrinsically coded as

feminine in its limitations. Specifically,  Freeman is interested in how this dynamic, or mode of

domination, plays out for a feminine subject as expressed in writing; a feminine subject which,

lacking the  self-identity  that  is  the  domain  of  the  patriarchal  subject  identified  with  reason,  is

inescapably  torn  between  incompatible  modes  of  existence  or  impossible  demands  upon  this

existence.

What is left unanswered here, although most certainly touched upon by both Kant and Freeman, is

the question of the object or the other,  which as we have seen is itself  defined as excess. It is

excessive in the sense that it exceeds, if only at first, the faculties of the subject; it is excessive in

that it is, ultimately, undefined, having no essential traits other than this very excessiveness; it is

excessive to  the self-sufficient  subject;  and it  is  excessive in  that  it  is,  within this  process that

Freeman  names  as  a  process  of  domination  or  appropriation,  always  already  erased  from the

dynamic of sublimity,  when defined as a dynamic occurring within the subject, but nonetheless
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hauntingly, threateningly (non-)present.

Freeman states an intent to “demonstrate that the discourse of the sublime has typically functioned

not to explicate but to neutralize excess”.30 If indeed the discourse or process functions to neutralise

excess, or takes excessiveness as its object of domination,  we are faced with a question which

Freeman  does  not  exhaustively  address:  what  remains  of  the  neutralised  excess,  or  into  what

dejected, abjected state is it, as the non-object of sublimity, thrown? Through reading Freeman, it

becomes clear that this question is the question that my bachelor's thesis tried to pose, and that this

question will define the tension between Freeman's approach to the “feminine sublime” and the

approach which is explored in this master's thesis through readings of trans women's writing.

1. 2. The Feminine Sublime – Categories of Sex

At this point, it becomes necessary to circle back to Freeman's concept of the feminine sublime, in

order to form a better understanding of this project. It can be contrasted to what might be termed the

patriarchal sublime, or simply the sublime as-is within the philosophical-aesthetic canon. Freeman

argues that the main thinkers of the sublime, Longinus, Burke and Kant, “are able to represent the

sublime only through recourse to metaphors of sexual difference and, equally significant, that the

structure  of  the  sublime  depends  upon  (and  results  from)  a  pre-existing  construction  of  'the

feminine'”.31

To unpack this quote, the terms “sexual difference” and “the feminine” deserve greater attention and

definition, as they are used here both with reference to specific bodies of text – the works of Luce

Irigaray, for example – and in a less particular sense, as Freeman does not follow these theories to

the letter, and to some extent uses this terminology to set up theoretical arguments and readings

which largely departs from the direct concerns of their inspirations. 

For now, it is sufficient to understand that the terms “sexual difference” and “the feminine” function

to mark a structural power differential which can be named as patriarchal, that is, as concerning the

oppression, whether material or within systems of signification, of women – or, deviating slightly

from Freeman's analysis, and following instead a more materialist feminist line of reasoning, one

might say: the oppression of women as a class by men as a class. A feminist critique of sublimity

suggests that the construction of the sublime is dependent upon and structured after these constructs

of gendered oppression, and in turn that the philosophy of the sublime, in the canonical formulation,
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forms an instance of this structure of oppression.

 

It  is  important  to  emphasise  at  this  point  that  this  master's  thesis  differs  from Freeman's  The

Feminine  Sublime in  its  analysis  of  and  definition  of  patriarchal  oppression  and  subjectivity.

Regarding the patriarchal structure of sublimity, Freeman writes: 

I argue for a reading of the sublime as an allegory of the construction of the patriarchal (but not

necessarily  male)  subject,  a  self  that  maintains  its  borders  by  subordinating  difference  and  by

appropriating rather than identifying with that which presents itself as other”.32

In a  footnote  appended to this  sentence,  Freeman further  explicates  the idea of  the  patriarchal

subject: 

The "patriarchal subject" cannot be determined solely through recourse to sex, gender, race, or class.

The term does not refer to an essential category but to a position that, consciously or not, respects,

conserves, and seeks to perpetuate the effects of patriarchy, in whatever form they may appear.33

With  these  statements,  while  clearly  attempting  to  avoid  a  reductive  view  of  the  “patriarchal

subject” that is central to the workings of sublimity, Freeman unfortunately dilutes a radical critique

of patriarchy through a disavowal of any categorisation. While “essential” categories as such are

indeed incompatible with post-structuralist feminist analysis, it  is absolutely vital to continually

assert that categories such as “sex, gender, race or class” do not constitute examples of “essential”

or essentialist categories, but are rather the products or descriptors of existing material relations of

power and exploitation. Avoiding essentialism in analysis  is  therefore never to be equated with

avoiding the naming of specific class relations. 

One can turn, for instance, to the work of Monique Wittig, who applies a method of dialectical

materialist analysis to the question of “sex”. In “The Category of Sex,” Wittig writes: 

“Every system of domination establishes divisions at the material and economic level […] It is

oppression that creates sex and not the contrary.”34

The category of sex, in Wittig's view, is a superstructural aspect of material class-based oppression.

The same is true of sublimity when it is understood as 'mode of domination' within patriarchy which

contribute to the construction of categories of sex, and this is why sublimity comes to actualise,

within the field of aesthetics, the question of patriarchal dynamics. 'Sex' serves to perpetuate, justify
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and naturalise these relations of domination which we can call patriarchy, but it is not the origin of

or a pre-discursive reality underlying patriarchal oppression. 

Although  the  discursive  effects  of  the  specifically  English-language  divide  between  'sex'  and

'gender' are still be taken into account when engaging with texts that treat sex and gender as distinct,

a materialist understanding of the category of sex as superstructural, such as the one offered in this

thesis  and  following  from  Wittig's  work,  render  this  divide  essentially  superfluous.  Such  an

understanding might even show it to be harmful in discussing the concept of transmisogyny, in that

the ontological weight  given to  the category of 'sex'  as a  naturalised entity subject only to  the

natural  sciences  serves  both  to  obfuscate  the  material,  class-structured  basis  of  patriarchal

oppression and to perpetuate the violence done to trans women in the service of upholding the

supposed naturality of this very divide.

This perspective allows us to state at once a view of patriarchy which is resolutely non-essentialist,

but which does not shirk from the recognition that in any class-based system of domination, there

are nameable divides between the oppressors and the oppressed which serve to constitute these

categories as such. This does not entail, however, that power as such is necessarily centralised or a

property 'held' by a specific entity or entities; relations of power are, as Michel Foucault has argued

when dealing with subjects such as sexuality, dispersed and productive.35

Also, while we may borrow concepts and understandings from Marxist theory, it is important to

remember that patriarchal power relations do not operate in a straightforwardly analogous manner

to class relations in capitalist society. Rather, they constitute a distinct field of power relations with

different yet sometimes overlapping coordinates, interwoven with other fields of power. That is to

say that while patriarchy cannot be fully understood without reference to capital, a theory of capital

does not provide an exhaustive understanding of patriarchy, and vice versa. The corresponding is

true of race as a field of power within Western and global society; critical race theorist Kimberlé

Crenshaw famously deploys the term 'intersectionality', just as Moya Bailey would later specify the

term 'misogynoir,' to describe the intensification of violence and oppression facing black women in

the  U.S  and  elsewhere  as  an  intersection  of  racist,  specifically  anti-African  American,  and

patriarchal systems of power.36

The vital point is that, as we can see from the feminist analysis of Kant's sublime as conducted by

Freeman and others, it is not just any patriarchal subject that is set to benefit from the exploitative,
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patriarchal dynamic which is called sublimity: it is specifically Man. In fact, the position of man is

created and sustained through patriarchal dynamics as an effect and function of power, rather than

its source. What this means is that that which is man is that which is set to gain from patriarchy.

While women may well participate in and perpetuate patriarchy and its effects, it is on different

terms, and, as Freeman's own readings further show, women who engage with the sublime always at

least partially get caught up in its dynamic of exploitation of the other and are in some way or other

confronted with the paradox of female subjectivity under patriarchy. 

A further aspect of this view of the patriarchal subject, however, is the relations of power between

cis women and trans women, which too can be understood as class-based oppression. Much like

with the  dynamics  of  power existing between heterosexual  and lesbian  women,  the oppression

facing  trans  women  is  by  no  means  reducible  to  only  misogyny,  nor  to  transphobia  as  it  is

commonly named. As discussed earlier, the proper and more precise term for this oppression, in use

primarily  in  activist  language  since  the  1990's  or  earlier,  is  transmisogyny.  Understood  as  a

superstructural identifier of material exploitation, it is worthwhile for a project such as this thesis, to

look also at the ways in which cis women are posed to structurally benefit from the exploitation of

trans  women,  or  in  other  words,  how  cis  womanhood  as  such  is  constituted  as  such  through

continued  violence  and  exploitation  of  subjects  designated  as  trans  women  through  this  very

dynamic  of  power.  This  understanding  will  prove  an  important  aspect  to  a  deeper  reading  of

Stryker's work, as well as the works of Elena Rose and Sybil Lamb.

1. 3. Linguistic Tensions

To further clarify the terms of this discussion, let us return to how Freeman defines the term “the

feminine”, and with it the question of “sexual difference.” Freeman draws upon the works of French

theorists such as Luce Irigaray, Julia Kristeva and Hélène Cixous to formulate a nuanced definition

of the feminine, related to concepts such as Cixous'  écriture féminine, but also adapts this to an

English-speaking context within the field of literary studies. As such, Freeman is careful to note that

the definitions in The Feminine Sublime are not fully consistent with the works of any of the named

theorists,  but  nonetheless  bear  a  significant  theoretical  debt  to  their  work.  In  these  ongoing

processes  of  translation between French,  a  Latinate  language,  and English,  a  mostly Germanic

language,  and also between French theory and American  English adaptations  thereof,  a  certain

confusion of terms is  a constant risk, but a confusion that might also prove to be theoretically
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productive. 

Throughout the book, Freeman attempts to balance or integrate two different concepts or constructs

at once, concepts which can be said to operate on different discursive levels: on the one hand, the

concept of the feminine, as influenced by Irigaray's concept of the feminine and Cixous' notion of

écriture féminine, and on the other hand, an emphasis on “actual women” and on “women's writing”

as an essentially empirical category.37

The tension which arises between these two, between “the feminine” and “women,” can also be

traced back to a tension in the English language between Latinate and Germanic etymologies of

gendered  words,  where  “feminine”  derives  from  the  Latin  opposition  between  masculus and

femininus,  whereas  the word “woman” stems from the Old English  wifmann. There is  also the

question of the word “female,”  which,  as a parenthesis,  is  in fact not etymologically linked to

“male,” and is itself doubled in its functions as adjective and noun, in addition to introduce an at

least  three-tiered  system  of  linguistic  gender,  feminine-woman-female,  wherein  the  English

language does not differentiate between non-human and human gender, and so on. 

While not explicitly interpreted as such by Freeman, this tension between etymologically separate

words for qualities of gender and sex – itself a complicated duplication of terms in the English

language –, used both interchangeably and not within contemporary English in ways that are briefly

critiqued in the above sub-chapter, acts as a productive force fuelling the theoretical work done by

Freeman in  The Feminine Sublime.  This tension is  also present in a similar way in this  thesis,

though triangulated through an awareness of Swedish as a third language.

One  example  of  these  linguistic  questions  at  work  in  Freeman's  conception  of  “the  feminine

sublime” is the careful differentiating of “the feminine sublime” from earlier feminist theories of “a

female  sublime” and most  notably from the  work  of  Patricia  Yaeger.  In  the  article  “Toward a

Female Sublime” from 1989, Yaeger develops an idea of the female sublime as related to writing,

and  specifically  to  women's  writing,  that  bears  a  strong  resemblance  to  Freeman's  argument.

Freeman, however, criticises Yaeger for “domesticating” the sublime. This is done partly by linking

it  to  concepts  of  bliss,  ecstasy  and  pleasure,  and  more  significantly  by  “viewing  the  sublime

exclusively as a mode of writing or narrative strategy” that can be employed and reinvented by

women writers.38 Hereby,  in  Freeman's  words,  the  sublime  merely  “becomes  a  kinder,  gentler

sublime that isn't  sublime at all, for it has become yet another version of the beautiful.”39 Instead,
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Freeman continually insists on a  more that is irreducible in sublimity, something exceeding any

category, be it 'writing' or 'women,' and Freeman's use of “the feminine” rather than “the female” is

crucial to this emphasis on excess.

As the difference between Freeman and Yaeger makes explicit, the tension between different but

interrelated systems of signification for gender or sex, between “the feminine” and “women” or

“female,” is something that, for Freeman, brings us back to the question of the sublime. The reason

for this is that the sublime, as seen from a certain perspective, is a problem of signification and

determination, of semiotics and linguistics: the inability of imagination to conceptualise the sublime

might be viewed as a failure or limitation of signification, wherein something exceeds the grasp of

one's available, and never neutral, systems or structures of signifier and signified. 

Later  in  the  text,  Freeman  states  that  “the  feminine”  in  this  context  signifies,  although  not

exhaustively, “what we cannot grasp in established systems of ideas or articulate within the current

framework in which the term 'woman' has meaning.”40 As shall be further discussed, this kind of

ungraspable sense of “the feminine” as in some sense beyond language or signification has a certain

function within the works of Irigaray that Freeman draws upon, and alternative functions within

other  feminist  schools  of  thought.  Nevertheless,  it  is  worth  considering  that  in  this  discussion,

moving as it does between thinkers writing in different languages, the distinction Freeman makes

between “the feminine” and “women” has ramifications and a history specific to the context of the

English language and English-language theory.

1. 4. Domesticity and Otherness

With this in mind, we can again return to the question of the “feminine sublime” in itself. How does

the “feminine sublime” as envisioned by Freeman distinguish itself from the patriarchal, Kantian or

classical formulation of the sublime? In essence, the feminine sublime in Freeman's work, as in the

work of other feminist critics and theorists, stands as an attempt to configure a new way, or new

ways, of relating to the other, a relation that exceeds the dynamic of dominance present in the

relationship between subject and object. 

In this, as Joanna Zylinska proposes in On Cyborgs, Spiders and Being Scared. The Feminine and

the Sublime  (2001) and as is actualised in ongoing philosophical debates such as those between

Jacques Rancière and Jean-François Lyotard, the feminine sublime might signify a move from the
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domain of aesthetics to the domain of ethics.41 The feminine sublime might then instantiate a new

ethics of relating between self and other, in which the otherness of the other is both sustained and

reformulated in less ethically unjust terms.

Freeman, however, maintains a primary interest in the aesthetics of the feminine sublime. While the

readings in  The Feminine Sublime  contain a strong ethical dimension, the focus is firmly on the

aesthetic effects, affects and complexities of sublimity. This allows Freeman to uphold a tension

between  the  aesthetics  and  ethics  of  writing,  in  this  case  of  prose  as  a  category of  “women's

writing,” that in turn allows for nuanced readings of women's subjectivity, expressed both in the

author's labour and as aspects of fictional characters.42

Above all, this nuanced, multi-faceted method is what makes Freeman's work in particular useful to

this thesis; this usefulness extends both to the solutions and possibilities of understanding women's

writing  that  Freeman offers,  and the  paradoxes  and conflicts,  regarding  both  the  categories  of

“women” and “women's writing” and the domains of the aesthetic and the ethical, that Freeman is

unable to fully solve. In fact, and as Freeman shows, paradoxes are inherent in the basic formulation

of the sublime, and thus to any investigation of or critical use of sublimity in analysis.

What Freeman pursues is the connection, as explicated through literature or writing, between on one

hand the split, as it were, within the feminine subject, which in Kantian terms would be the split

between the faculties of reason and imagination, and on the other hand the relation of the self to the

other. For Kant, the mastery of the male-coded reason over female-coded imagination correspond,

although neither neatly nor symmetrically, to the mastery of the male subject over its objects, and

this relation of dominance is what the sublime ultimately establishes. 

Within the feminine subject that Freeman traces through writing, the relation between the faculties

of  reason  and  imagination  is  necessarily  both  fraught  and  complex,  even  paradoxical,  as  the

feminine  subject  under  patriarchy  is  constituted  precisely  through  its  being-object  for  a  male

subject. It follows that the feminine subject might respond differently to the challenge posed to it by

sublimity, by the excess that constitutes sublimity, and thus function as a vector for the development

of other ways of relating to excess and otherness, other ways of constructing selves and others. 

As we shall see, the literary and theoretical texts discussed in this thesis take up both the challenge

of envisioning another sublime, in the sense of another relationship to otherness, and the challenges
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involved in navigating the paradoxes and power relations inherent in patriarchy. Susan Stryker in

“My Words  to  Victor  Frankenstein  Above  the  Village  of  Chamounix:  Performing  Transgender

Rage,” for example, speaks of moving differently beneath “the stylus” of “the Law” to “deform it in

my passing to leave a trace of my rage.”43 Likewise,  in  Wanting in Arabic  (2013), Trish Salah

explores how “[w]hen writing becomes a girl, she speaks for a voice like home”44

One thing that unites these texts might be said to be a refusal of domesticity or, differently put, of

assimilation,  as  touched  upon  earlier  in  the  discussion  of  Yaeger.  Freeman  insists  upon  not

domesticating  either  the  feminine  or  the  sublime,  and similarly Stryker  resists  forming  a  text,

gender or body which does not move with rage under power, calling back to Allucquére Roseanne

Stone's earlier refusal, in “The Empire Strikes Back: A Posttranssexual Manifesto,” to comply with

being “programmed to disappear” and instead striving towards “[generating] a counterdiscourse.”45

Freeman expresses and emphasises this point in the following way: “The notion of a "feminine

sublime' does not refer to a particular representation of either femininity or sublimity, which would

domesticate sublime excess through a conceptual elaboration of its very incommensurability.”46

In the interest of not domesticating the excess which constitutes sublimity, of not performing the

dominating, appropriating move which characterises the attempts by philosophers such as Kant to

contain and make secure the threatening otherness of sublimity, Freeman attempts to uphold rather

than dissipate the conceptual tension between and within femininity and sublimity. This tension is

crucially  imagined  as  non-representationality  itself,  as  the  opposite  of  any  “particular

representation.”47

Interestingly, this attempt relies entirely on the very terms of the patriarchal sublime itself, that is,

the opposition between the domestic and the wild or unfettered. When Donna Haraway, in  When

Species Meet, criticises Deleuze and Guattari's model of becoming-animal as yet another reiteration

of the sublime and its patriarchal dynamics, it is precisely the opposition between the wild and the

domestic that Haraway identifies as the locus of misogyny in this and any conception of sublimity. 

Stating that Deleuze and Guattari's “becoming-animal” is a “philosophy of the sublime,” Haraway

describes  the  patriarchal  values  immanent  in  their  conception  of  becoming,  where  a  form of

liberation through tropes concerning wilderness and unboundedness, in this case represented by the

figure of the wolf, is set above those associated with domesticity and the mundane:48 
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Little  house dogs and the people who love them are the ultimate figure of  abjection for  D&G,

especially if those people are elderly women, the very type of the sentimental [...] The old, female,

small, dog- and cat-loving: these are who and what must be vomited out by those who will become-

animal. […] I am not sure I can find in philosophy a clearer display of misogyny […]49

This is an informative quote, containing several key terms for a critical analysis of the feminine

sublime.  We can note  the  use  of  the  term “abjection,”  which  will  be explored  further  in  later

chapters of this thesis, as well as the related image of being “vomited out” – certainly, there seems

to be an excess inherent to these degraded figures, whose purpose lies precisely in being ejected

from discourse in order to found it. 

In many ways, what Haraway is stating here is similar to what Freeman discovers through analysing

sublimity as a modus of patriarchy; a banishing of excess in order to found a supreme subject. The

inter-species ethics proposed by Haraway in When Species Meet  also bear many likenesses to the

ethics of the feminine sublime as gestured toward by Freeman, and further by other theorists of the

feminine sublime. 

Taking note that Freeman falls back on the very same tropes and dichotomies that undergirds the

patriarchal dynamic of the sublime, such as positioning the domestic as the inferior, is not the same

as rejecting Freeman's method outright. Rather, it is an acknowledgement of the very tension that

Freeman seeks to use as a method in itself, the tension inherent in using the terms of the Western

philosophical tradition as it were against themselves in order to counter, as Freeman attempts, the

sublime with a vision of a feminine sublime. This acknowledgement is one that this thesis will carry

further in its analyses of trans women's writing, where use is made of the concept of the sublime, a

feminist critique of the sublime, a feminist vision of a feminine sublime, and a further critique of

this feminine sublime, all at once. 

This ties into what Freeman writes regarding wishing “not to reconcile but to heighten the paradox

that lets the feminine sublime displace the categories underlying it, and to underscore the necessity

for a double practice that revises the theories it would critique.”50 The paradox is further heightened

through how this 'double practice' effectively keeps re-doubling itself as it is employed, revising and

critiquing itself in a double movement. As this method is in use throughout this thesis to analyse the

workings of sublimity in trans women's writing, without essentialising or collapsing any of these
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concepts or categorisations, a multitude of double practices become necessary, leaving this thesis

productively open to further critiques and revisions.  

We must also note that the lack of an account in Freeman's work of what happens to those who are

or  that  which  is  unassimilable  to  the  narrative  of  sublimity,  a  lack  which  Haraway  helps  us

recognise, presents this thesis with an important point of further investigation. Haraway's critique of

Deleuze and Guattari points toward an understanding of the sublimated object, the object that is

somehow present  in  the  origin  of  the  sublime process,  and yet  is  always  already erased  from

sublimity when sublimity is understood as a process occurring solely within the subject. Therefore,

this object is contested in its status even as object, banishing it to the realms of the abject. 

The example of the dog and the wolf is very illustrative: caught in a double-bind between shameful

domesticity,  associated  with  regression,  and  sublime  otherness,  associated  with  transgressive

becoming, there is no space for any possible canine object to be itself, as it were, much less possess

any subjectivity. If Deleuze and Guattari's becoming-animal or becoming-woman corresponds in its

dynamics of power, as Haraway argues that it does, to the Kantian sublime wherein reason triumphs

over imagination, there is always the question of the already absent or in some sense excessive

object, the secondary term in the constructions of becoming-x. 

This is a question Freeman does not answer, focusing instead on a feminine subject caught up in

processes  of  sublimity or  becomings  in  which  she  is  simultaneously subject  and object.  As  is

becoming apparent in this line of reasoning, however, these two positions – of the feminine subject

of  sublimity,  and  the  abjected  or  excessive  object  of  sublimity  –  correspond  to  each  other  in

mutually constitutive ways. Through an analysis of trans women's writing, this thesis will attempt to

further  explore  this  relation  or  correspondence,  and  thus  both  critique  and  revise,  as  well  as

supplement, a feminist analysis of the sublime.

1. 5. The Feminine as No-Thing

To strengthen the argument that the double-bind of the excessive object corresponds to the situation

of the feminine subject  before sublimity,  we may look at  how Freeman proceeds to define the

feminine sublime by way of a double negative, contrasting it to two apparently opposite poetical

statements from the English-language lyrical canon: William Wordsworth's “I am every thing” and

Samuel Taylor Coleridge's “I am nothing.” 
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These  statements  are  interpreted  as  reactions  of  the  subject  to  the  sublime,  a  subject  either

diminishing  or  expanding.  Freeman  writes  that  unlike  these,  “the  feminine  sublime  neither

celebrates self-presence and the self's capacity to master the other nor consecrates the immediacy of

its absence.”51 Interpreting Wordsworth's and Coleridge's lines as being centrally about the subject's

relation to the other, Freeman presents a contrasting vision of the feminine sublime which relies

heavily on the work of Irigaray:

Irigaray contests the logic of identity that conceives of the self in exclusive terms of presence or

absence. Her articulation of the feminine self as a "no-thing" for which "no identity can be defined"

partakes  of  a  very  different  order  than  Coleridge's  sense  of  the  self  as  "nothing.”  Rather,  she

envisions a sublime in which the self neither possesses nor merges with the other but attests to a

relation with it.52

Two concepts are central in this account of the feminine sublime: the undefinability of identity and

the emphasis on relation. The “no-thing” of identity is anchored in Irigaray's work as the vision of

an impossibility of identity, relying as it does on a self-other distinction which, for Irigaray, masks

any actual relation with another. In the text “When Our Lips Speak Together” (1980), for example,

Irigaray develops a critique of patriarchal dynamics of subjectivity with a focus on the non-identity

of women, or of the feminine, who in patriarchal language is only referred to as the other. This

otherness, however, is for Irigaray a non-actual otherness, as it is only the other of the self and the

same; of the “One” who is man.53 Within what can be termed phallogocentric language – a phrase

coined by Jacques Derrida, but nonetheless applicable here –, women are not present, as there is

only man and his other,  which serves only to establish man's identity.  In effect,  this means the

patriarchal order is non-relational.

Freeman turns again to Irigaray to more precisely define the “feminine” in the feminine sublime,

but does not stay entirely within the terms of Irigaray's analysis. Freeman considers “the feminine”

in the sense of “that which contests binaries, including a rigid notion of sexual difference that would

insist upon separate male and female selves”.54 The feminine, Freeman continues, “is one name for

what we cannot grasp in established systems of ideas or articulate within the current framework in

which the term 'woman' has meaning.”55

While we can recognise the importance of establishing “the feminine” beyond the patriarchal notion
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of “woman”, at this point Freeman's text makes itself partially unavailable to closer readings due to

inaccuracy or inconsistency in the use of theoretical terminology. The term “sexual difference” has

a certain, strong meaning in Irigarayan thought, as is established for example in the book The Ethics

of Sexual Difference (1993), which is not easily reducible to a question of a supposed rigid binary. 

The phrasing reveals a collision of sorts between psychoanalytically informed French philosophy

and a North American third-wave feminist discourse, informed by queer theory, where the 'binary'

of sex, rather than patriarchy as a structure of exploitation – as in radical or materialist feminist

readings – or phallogocentric discourse – as in a possible post-structuralist  reading – comes to

signify the main target of feminist critique. Within this triangulation of terms, Freeman ends up in a

different position than does Irigaray, and this thesis additionally takes a stand which differs from

them both. 

Leaving the specific problematic of how to define 'sexual difference' aside for the time being in

order to move the analysis forward towards the literary material, we may temporarily and briefly

solve the epistemological problem of how the 'feminine' in 'the feminine sublime' can be understood

as  gesticulating  toward  a  conception  of  woman-beyond-patriarchy  with  reference,  again,  to  a

materialist  feminist  standpoint.  From this  perspective,  'woman'  would have meaning as  a  class

denomination  signifying  and  structuring  material  relations,  but  would  lack  meaning  outside  of

patriarchy, such as in a hypothetical post-patriarchal context. For example, this is what Monique

Wittig is explicating in posing the argument that “lesbians are not women”.56 

This line of argumentation inevitably raises the spectre of the abolition of gender as a political or

theoretical concern, which is present in various ways in Marxist-influenced feminist theory, such as

in Wittig and Haraway, but not explicitly present within the scope of Freeman's analysis of the

feminine sublime. Indeed, lacking any materially functional access to such a vision, as well as the

theoretical  tools  to  examine  this  problem  exhaustively  within  the  present  thesis,  the  problem

explored in this analysis of trans women's writing instead becomes the problem of how to exist,

survive or indeed become something in the now, despite the impossibility of such. This problem can

be  termed  “erasure,”  with  reference  to  Vivian  K.  Namaste's  Invisible  Lives:  The  Erasure  of

Transsexual  and  Transgendered  People  (2000).57 Similarly,  it  might  also  be  termed  being

“programmed to disappear,” with reference to Stone's “Posttransexual Manifesto.”58 An important

point  to  note,  though,  is  that  this  is  not  primarily  related  to  a  politics  of  invisibility  and

representation, but rather one of violence, discursive and material – in short, the violence which
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serves to constitute the excessive, abjected object of sublimity, and of patriarchy, as precisely that. 

In summary, while we shall have reason to return to Freeman's work later in this thesis, we can at

this point conclude by restating the importance of Freeman's account of the feminine sublime to this

project. Freeman's The Feminine Sublime provides this thesis with a discussion of sublimity as tied

to writing and specifically to women's writing, and does so by means of a thorough critique of Kant

and the philosophical tradition of the sublime. A very important aspect of this approach is the ability

to maintain a kind of double method, whereby concepts and theories such as the philosophy of the

sublime might be both objects of critique and tools for further analysis without the one cancelling

out the other. For these reasons, as we proceed to minor literature in the next chapter and then return

to Susan Stryker's work before turning directly to trans women's literary writing in the final chapter,

Freeman's work remains a point of reference throughout this thesis.

Chapter 2. A Minor Literature and Sublimity

As discussed in Chapter 1 concerning the feminine sublime and trans women's writing, the feminine

sublime operates in the borderlands between established structures of meaning, and by structures of

meaning therefore also structures of power, and a gestured-toward beyond these same structures.

The 'feminine' as paired with the sublime “is one name for what we cannot grasp in established

systems  of  ideas  or  articulate  within  the  current  framework  in  which  the  term  "woman"  has

meaning.”59 Grappling with the question of the feminine sublime, here, means grappling with that

which escapes, is excluded, or even precluded, by “established systems of ideas.” Or, when taking

into  account  a  Foucauldian  notion  of  power  as  a  productive  force,  we  might  perhaps  more

accurately say: that which is produced as being always already excluded or escaping.

As we have also seen, lacking the means in the immediate present to overturn the current order of

words  and things,  the question for any writing marked by the feminine sublime,  such as  trans

women's writing, becomes one of how to exist, survive and even become, when othering, exclusion

and erasure is the constitutive condition of one's being. 

One tool with which to begin to construct an answer to this question may be found in the concept of

a 'minor literature' as first conceived by Franz Kafka and later elaborated upon by Deleuze and

Guattari in their work  Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature (1986). As we shall see, the idea of a

minor  literature  may  offer  keys  for  understanding  some  of  the  specific  positionalities  and
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conditions, both societal and aesthetic, of trans women's writing. However, Deleuze and Guattari's

treatise on the concept, tied closely to their later work on the becoming-animal which Haraway was

to criticise with reference to a feminist critique of the sublime, may also reveal itself as partaking in

some of the same dynamics of appropriation and domination that we have seen in the canonical

sublime.

2. 1. Defining A Minor Literature – Three Characteristics

The definition of 'a minor literature' in Deleuze and Guattari's work on Kafka is two-tiered, as it is a

concept first developed quite extensively by Kafka in his posthumously published diaries and then

later expanded upon by Deleuze and Guattari, who also rework the concept to fit both with their

readings of Kafka's works and, more significantly, with their own theoretical endeavours, which

were to come to fuller fruition in the two volumes of Capitalism and Schizophrenia. Explaining the

concept here with the intent of reworking it further to apply to trans women's writing thus entails

working through at least three layers of differing, perhaps even contrary, theoretical aims.

As mentioned, Deleuze and Guattari finds the concept of a minor literature in Kafka's own non-

literary writing and proceed to use it to perform an overarching analysis of Kafka's writing, and its

position on a greater political, aesthetic and philosophical field, that very consciously refuses to

distinguish between Kafka's private letters, journal entries, literary sketches and published novels

and novellas. Consequently, minor literature is defined in a way which is at once very specific and

very abstract, belonging simultaneously to Kafka's own analysis of his own particular situation as

an author and to the theoretical constructions drawn up by Deleuze and Guattari.

Helpfully,  Deleuze  and Guattari  extract  three  primary characteristics  of  minor  literature,  all  of

which rely on two interrelated theoretical distinctions specific to Deleuze and Guattari's work: that

between the minor and the major, and that between deterritorialisation and reterritorialisation. The

terms minor and major do not correspond to concepts of minority and majority, though they are also

not  free  from these  more  empirically  grounded  terms.  The  following  quote  from Deleuze  and

Guattari regarding minor literatures might illustrate the dynamic between these terms: “A minor

literature doesn't come from a minor language; it is rather that which a minority constructs within a

major language.”60

Minor and major here designate relations of dominion and power, where a major language might
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qualify as one on several grounds. Later in the same chapter Deleuze and Guattari will note the

“spatiotemporal” distinctions, drawing on the work of linguist Henri Gobard, between four different

kinds and uses of languages: vernacular, vehicular, referential, and mythic, referring respectively to

a “here,” an “everywhere,” an “over there” and a “beyond”.61 In any of these domains different

languages  might  have  differing  'major'  positions:  of  majority  use,  of  authoritative  uses  within

different fields, of uses sanctioned by different powers and institutions, and so on. 

In discussing Kafka's writing and definition of minor literature, complex questions of nationality as

existing in 1920's Europe tends to be the prevailing factor: the language of nationalities, of nation

states, of nation-less populations and of cultural reach beyond and across national borders. While it

is  unclear  if  Kafka's  definition  of  minor  literature  might  expand  beyond  these  circumstances,

Deleuze and Guattari's definition most certainly does, which comes with its own potentialities and

risks. 

To concretise, the situation Kafka is discussing is that one of being between multiple languages and

nation  states:  “the  situation  of  the  German  language  in  Czechoslovakia,  as  a  fluid  language

intermixed with Czech and Yiddish,” which corresponds to the situation of the German-speaking

Jewish population in Prague around 1920.62 This population would constitute the minority within a

major language as described in the quote above, and their literature, with authors like Kafka but also

for example Gustav Meyrink, would constitute the minor literature in question. 

2. 2. The First Characteristic – Deterritorialisation and Impossibility

The first characteristic of minor literature, then, according to Deleuze and Guattari's elaboration of

the idea, is “that in it language is affected with a high coefficient of deterritorialization.”63 In the

example of Kafka, this deterritorialisation of language can be understood in quite literal terms: a

German language separated from a more properly 'German' territory, as Czechoslovakia emerged

from the fall of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and a German-speaking Jewish minority separated

from  both  German  statehood  and  nationalistic,  antisemitic  notions  of  being  German.  This

circumstance, Deleuze and Guattari writes, comes to constitute “the deterritoralization

of the German population itself, an oppressive minority that speaks a language cut off from the

masses, like a 'paper language' or an artificial language; this is all the more true for the Jews who

are simultaneously a part of this minority and excluded from it.”64 
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It is vital to understand that while the concept of deterritorialisation in this example is tied to what is

commonly referred to in terms of geographical and political territories, it is far from limited to these

situations. For instance, Deleuze and Guattari later describe vocal, signifying language as a form of

deterritorialisation of “the mouth, tongue and teeth” owing to a “disjunction between speaking and

eating”.65 Deterritoralisation is a process of openings and discontinuities, which in turn might be

reinscribed through new or other forms of reterritorialisation.

The  deterritoralisation  of  language  in  the  case  of  minor  literature  entails  a  fundamental

impossibility, according to Deleuze and Guattari. In a key sentence, Deleuze and Guattari assert that

“Kafka  marks  the  impasse  that  bars  access  to  writing  for  the  Jews  of  Prague  and  turns  their

literature into something impossible—the impossibility of not writing, the impossibility of writing

in German, the impossibility of writing otherwise”.66

Minor literature as impossible literature, caught in the impossibility of writing, in the impossibility

of writing otherwise, and also, crucially, in the impossibility of not writing. Later in this text, this

notion of impossibility will provide a key for understanding trans women's writing as enveloped in

the paradoxes of sublimity. 

2. 3. The Second and Third Characteristics – The Political and the Collective

“The  second  characteristic  of  minor  literatures  is  that  everything  in  them is  political,”  writes

Deleuze and Guattari.67 This correlates strongly to the third characteristic, which is that “in [minor

literature] everything takes on a collective value”.68 The political and collective character of minor

literature owes to its marginal status, which is synonymous with its necessary exclusion from the

standards of 'great literature,' “a literature of masters,” that is to say the major literature of a major

language.69 One quote  from Kafka's  writings  illustrate  these,  as  it  were,  cramped and yet  vital

conditions of minor literature: 

'What in great literature goes on down below, constituting a not indispensable cellar of the structure,

here takes place in the full light of day, what is there a matter of passing interest for a few, here

absorbs everyone no less than as a matter of life and death.'70

Crucially, this quote indicates that minor literature above all becomes a question of intensity, not of

scope, depth or breadth. Intensity, as we shall explore further, is a favourite term of Deleuze and
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Guattari's, bearing a greater meaning in their philosophical system, related especially to the notion

of  becoming.  Deleuze  and  Guattari  interpret  Kafka's  writing  as  suggesting  that  within  each

individual concern in a minor literature, “a whole other story is vibrating” – a story inextricably

linking the individual author to collective and thereby political concerns precisely not through any

hypothetical representational intent on the part of the author, but rather through the inescapable

expression of the paradoxes of the minor literature itself, meaning the simultaneous impossibilities

of writing and not writing.71 These impossibilities and stories thereof will always be particular to the

particular minor literature in question, just as Kafka's writing is particular to its particular conditions

as mentioned above.

For Deleuze and Guattari, this condition constitutes the revolutionary potential of minor literature as

such. Because of the collective, life-and-death condition of minor writing, “[t]he political domain

has  contaminated  every  statement,”  and  so  “[the]  literary  machine  becomes  a  relay  for  a

revolutionary  machine-to-come”.72 It  is  at  this  point  that  we  can  understand  more  fully  the

potentialities of using the concept of minor literature to understand the conditions and importance of

trans  women's  writing,  as  well  as  the  connection  between  minor  literature  and  the  notion  of

becoming. Hereby, we can also come to understand the connection to sublimity, and with it, the

risk, to recall Freeman's formulation, of theoretically “domesticat[ing] and neutraliz[ing]” minor

writing.73

Of the relation between writer, writing and collectivity or community within minor literature,  a

relation  which  is  non-representational  in  the  sense  that  the  writer  does  not  straightforwardly

represent  any given  community  either  politically  or  in  fiction,  Deleuze  and  Guattari  state  the

following:

It is literature that produces an active solidarity in spite of scepticism; and if the writer is in the

margins or completely outside his or her fragile community, this situation allows the writer all the

more the possibility to  express another possible  community and to  forge the means for  another

consciousness and another sensibility.74

Within minor literature, being beside one's own community, indeed, being beside oneself, in this

matter, opens up possibilities for other sensibilities and ways of writing and becoming to emerge.

This describes a politics of expression and of community where the writer  does not stand as a

representative of a constituency, but rather as an intensive force of difference and otherness which
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exceeds itself and thus comes to hold a necessarily but unpredictably political rather than individual

potential. 

2. 4. Minor Literature and Sublimity

Put differently, in terminology foreshadowing Deleuze and Guattari's later writings in A Thousand

Plateaus,  this  process  of  minor  literature  and  political  expression  describes  or  parallels  “[a]

movement  from  the  individuated  animal  to  the  pack  or  to  a  collective  multiplicity”.75 This

formulation puts us again on the territory of the becoming-animal which Haraway so insistently

criticised for its structural connection to the canonical sublime of Kant and other philosophers,

which might alert us to the risks inherent in the approach taken by Deleuze and Guattari. Of course,

these risks might only be risks when viewed with the feminist intention of exploring alternative,

non-exploitative potentialities, as well as possible pitfalls, of a feminine sublime. 

Of particular relevance to the connection between minor literature in Deleuze and Guattari's terms

and  sublimity  as  the  object  of  feminist  critique  are  the  following  three  terms:  impossibility,

becoming  and  deterritorialisation.  Minor  literature  proceeds  from  a  situation  of  constitutive

impossibility to exceed or undermine its conditions and thereby construct other possibilities through

a  process  which  can  be  termed  deterroritorialisation.  The  sublime,  as  we  have  seen,  entails  a

management  or  containment  of  excess.  In  the  Kantian  formulation,  this  containment  succeeds

through  a  double  motion  involving  the  failure  of  imagination  and  the  triumph  of  reason;  a

successive movement of deterritorialisation and reterritorialisation, one might say. 

The feminine sublime, in contrast, does not erase the contradictions of subjectivity and self-hood

that are instantiated through sublimity, and seeks not to contain or dominate sublime excess, but

instead “attests to a relation with it” in a way that would re-shape every side of said relation. 76

Freeman, among others, seeks this feminine sublime in the potentials and paradoxes of women's

writing, a category which we might thus seek to analyse as a form, or several, of minor literature.

Freeman's  analysis  can  hereby  be  understood,  at  least  partly,  with  Deleuze  and  Guattari's

terminology as concerning the particulars of a minor literature categorised as women's writing, and

Kafka's  formulation  of  minor  literature,  both  as  theory and as  expressed  in  his  works,  can  be

understood as a grappling with sublime matters.

Following Deleuze and Guattari's analysis of Kafka's works, we can see that the deterritorialisation
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of language, and therefore of writing, that occurs within minor literature can proceed along at least

two different paths, or rather by differing modes of intensive excess. These two modes will prove

important for the analysis in this thesis of trans women's writing as a minor literature relating to

sublimity and the feminine sublime, since they capture succinctly the paradoxes or constitutive

impossibilities  as  well  as  differing  ways  of  confronting  these  conditions  that  characterise  both

minor writing and the feminine sublime. 

Reading Kafka as well as his contemporaries as a “machine of expression”, Deleuze and Guattari

identify two ways of navigating the 'paper language' that German came to comprise in the particular

situation facing the German-Jewish population of Prague in the early 20 th century; this designation

as 'paper language' aims to indicate the degree a deterritorialisation as well as the impossibility of

writing and not writing that simultaneously capture and impel Kafka's writing.77

The first mode of deterritorialisation within minor literature is identified by Deleuze and Guattari as

artifical enrichment, as absolute excess of signification: “to artificially enrich this German, to swell

it up through all the resources of symbolism, of oneirism, of esoteric sense, of a hidden signifier”.78

As an example of this mode, Deleuze and Guattari points to Gustav Meyrink's  Der Golem  from

1914, which significantly was later adapted by Paul Wegener into one of the defining films of

German Expressionism, a movement Deleuze and Guattari name, with its “deterritorialization and

reterritorialization of the image,” as an important contemporary of Kafka.79

However, Deleuze and Guattari are quick to criticise this method of minor writing. “[T]his attempt

implies  a  desperate  attempt  at  symbolic  reterritorialisation”,  they write,  referring  to  the  use  of

established mythical and magical narratives and codes that anchor the minor literature in question. 80

The titular golem of Meyrink's Der Golem is one such element, and it is worth noting at this point

the overt Jewish nature of these reference points in this context, as that is also what Deleuze and

Guattari's criticism focuses on: “based in archetypes, Kabbala, and alchemy, that accentuates its

break from the people and will find its political result only in Zionism and such things as the 'dream

of Zion'”.81

While their analysis and criticism is intended to cover minor literature in its many possible variants,

the scepticism towards these references is notable both in its particularity, focusing as it does on a

form of Jewish culture as separate from a nebulous concept of “the people” in a formulation that is

not without perhaps unavoidable antisemitic overtones, and in a more general sense, as it seems to
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call on minority writers not to draw upon minority traditions or other cultural references that might

be  said  to  be  inseparable  from  particular  histories  and  situations  that  are  not  open  to

universalisation. This argument foreshadows a criticism of Deleuze and Guattari's analysis that will

be put forth in the following sub-chapter. 

Before continuing this line of argumentation, however, we must consider the second method of

literary deterritorialisation.  If  the first  method was a mode of overt  excess in signification,  the

second method,  which Deleuze and Guattari  prefer,  is  a  mode of  poverty advancing,  or  rather

reducing itself,  toward a  state  of  pure intensity.  While  Deleuze and Guattari  locate  the former

approach in a mythical language, Kafka's approach is said to be proper to the deterritorialised state

of Prague German as a dry and disconnected 'paper language'. Deleuze and Guattari write of this

method:

Go always farther in the direction of deterritorialization, to the point of sobriety. Since the language

is arid, make it vibrate with a new intensity. Oppose a purely intensive usage of language to all

symbolic or even significant or simply signifying usages of it.  Arrive at a perfect and unformed

expression, a materially intense expression.82

This  is  a  method  or  aesthetic  that  might,  in  Deleuze  and  Guattari's  case,  find  its  theoretical

precursor in Roland Barthes' Writing Degree Zero from 1953, which with its resistance to metaphor

and pursuit of a category of 'writing' as a way beyond the categories of 'language' and 'style' with

left-wing political aims show many similarities to Deleuze and Guattari's interest in 'poverty' and

'sobriety' as characteristics of a potentially revolutionary literature, although Deleuze and Guattari

moves this sentiment further toward a resistance to signification itself.83

Kafka,  as  well,  expresses  a  profound dislike of  metaphor,  as  quoted by Deleuze and Guattari:

“'Metaphors are one of the things that makes me despair of literature'”.84 Relating this sentence to

the title and theme of Kafka's famous 1915 novella The Metamorphosis, Deleuze and Guattari state

that “[m]etamorphosis is the contrary of metaphor. […] The thing and other things are no longer

anything but intensities overrun by deterritorialized sound or words that are following their lines of

escape”.85 The intensity achieved by a certain and in itself  quite excessive poverty of language

places language, writing and literature, and indeed the writing subject, in a state of indeterminate

movement or flux. Here we recognise the language of the becoming-animal from the later work A

Thousand Plateaus:
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There is no longer man or animal, since each deterritorializes the other, in a conjunction of flux, in a

continuum of reversible intensities. Instead, it is now a question of a becoming that includes the

maximum of difference as a difference of intensity, the crossing of a barrier, a rising or a falling, a

bending or an erecting, an accent on the word. […]  Furthermore, there is no longer a subject of the

enunciation, nor a subject of the statement. It is no longer the subject of the statement who is a dog,

with the subject of the enunciation remaining "like" a man; it is no longer the subject of enunciation

who is "like" a beetle, the subject of the statement remaining a man. Rather, there is a circuit of

states that forms a mutual becoming, in the heart of a necessarily multiple or collective assemblage.86

This  section is  quoted at  length,  as it  illustrates  concisely the centrality of becoming to minor

literatures,  and thereby also indicate the unstated importance of sublimity as a vector for these

processes of becoming and minor writing. For Deleuze and Guattari, becoming proceeds through an

extreme restraint that is itself excessive, to the point where the intensity of this procedure would

destabilise both terms of the relation in question; in language, the man and the animal, the subject of

enunciation and the subject of the statement, or in other terms, the self and the other. This mutual

becoming is key to minor literature's collective aspect, as it forms a multiplicity or collectivity in

itself. 

Whilst this formulation holds many important similarities to the 'feminine sublime' as envisioned by

Freeman and other feminist thinkers in how it reconfigures a radically transformative relation to the

self in terms of mutuality, Haraway's warning regarding the becoming-animal bears remembering,

as we shall  see in  the following section.  For while Deleuze and Guattari's  theory of becoming

explicate quite well what may happen to 'the subject of enunciation', the conditions of existence for

the other term is still left in question: does it belong, still, only to the becoming into which the once-

proper subject enters?

2. 5. The Minor and Universalisation – Becoming-Minor

The point where Deleuze and Guattari seem to differ most notably from Kafka, who was in effect

'contained'  in  his  own minor  literature  in  a  manner  much  unlike  the  ever-expanding  scope  of

Deleuze  and  Guattari's  philosophical  project,  is  in  the  insistence  upon  the  universal  political

potentials of minor literature and minor writing. Such insistence comes in the form of appeals to

“all of us” and similar undefined categories presented as self-evident.87
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In a first instance, this remains a question of literature: “We might as well say that minor no longer

designates specific literatures but the revolutionary conditions for every literature within the heart

of what is called great (or established) literature”.88 Here the notion of revolutionary conditions are

equated to universalism: the minor becomes relevant only as it ceases to be specific and can be

applied to “every” literature as a set of dislocated conditions or qualifications. 

As in  A Thousand Plateaus,  Deleuze and Guattari also extend a number of calls to action to a

certain subject who is the subject that partakes in their writing and the revolutionary actions or

theories described therein. This subject is the subject of authorial appeals to transform itself, in a

way which implies that the same appeals are directed also toward the author-subjects of the text,

Deleuze and Guattari themselves, who by the act of writing the present text are engaged in the very

activities they proscribe. One such appeal is the following: 

Even he who has the misfortune of being born in the country of a great literature must write in its

language, just as a Czech Jew writes in German, or an Ouzbekian writes in Russian. Writing like a

dog  digging  a  hole,  a  rat  digging  its  burrow.  And  to  do  that,  finding  his  own  point  of

underdevelopment, his own patois, his own third world, his own desert.89

Not least as one might imagine that Deleuze and Guattari consider themselves unfortunate in the

way described, the injunction to find one's own “underdevelopment”, “patois” and “third world”

functions to render the resolutely 'minor' conditions – material, literary, political, and so on – of

Kafka or any similar 'minor' author as a mere stepping-stone for a minor writing that would stem

not from necessity, in the form of the paradox of contradictory, situated impossibilities described

earlier, but rather from conviction or resolution on the part of one who is not necessarily situated in

a 'minor' position.

Deleuze and Guattari express this sentiment in many different ways throughout the text: “this is

[...]the problem of minorities […] but also a problem for all of us: how to tear a minor literature

away from its own language, allowing it to challenge the language and making it follow a sober

revolutionary path? How to become a nomad and an immigrant and a g[*]psy in relation to one's

own language?”.90 In this instance, might not the subject of Deleuze and Guattari's writings be said

to veer dangerously close to the twin patriarchal logics of Wordsworth and Coleridge as identified

by Freeman, which is to say the dynamic between “I am everything” and “I am nothing”?
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Ultimately, the key problematic can be summed up with Deleuze and Guattari's own formulation: to

“know how to  create  a  becoming-minor”.91 Becoming-minor  functions  as  a  more  general  term

referring to the same kind of dynamic as the aforemented becoming-animal or becoming-woman, or

any  other  of  the  multiple  becomings  accounted  for  in  A Thousand  Plateaus:  the  question  of

becoming occurs in here in the treatise on Kafka in a less developed but perhaps purer form. The

conclusion is this: Kafka, for instance, knew how to create a becoming-minor, indeed developed

this knowledge to solve or navigate, as much as at all possible, an increasingly impossible situation,

and by doing so also created something which exceeded that specific situation in particular ways:

“to express  another  possible  community and to  forge the means for another  consciousness  and

another sensibility”.92 Deleuze and Guattari, meanwhile, are interested in essentially harnessing this

knowledge for further means – in this case perhaps a revolution of literature, of philosophy, of

society. 

Deleuze and Guattari would insist that even the possibly already-minor, that is the minority, needs

to become-minor, since it is precisely a becoming, and are indeed correct in this. The problematic,

therefore, is not that Deleuze and Guattari, or their presumed reader, would seek to become-minor

while Kafka or another minority already is-minor,  but rather that Deleuze and Guattari  seek to

become-minor  while  freeing  the  concept  of  becoming  from the  particularity  of  necessity  and

thereby  from  the  very  paradox  of  impossibility  that  constitutes  its  situation.  The  “sober

revolutionary path”, posited as the furthest method of deterritorialisation, cannot be achieved by

Kafka or other any minority subject alone, Deleuze and Guattari imply, but needs, precisely in order

to become “sober,” the interest of a major subject seeking to become minor. This poses the question

of  just  how  Deleuze  and  Guattari's  notion  of  a  sober  becoming  differentiates  itself  from  the

dynamics of the Kantian sublime.

In a way,  Deleuze and Guattari  are arguing for their  own continued relevance,  as they end the

chapter with a parenthetical comment immediately following the statement of desire to become-

minor:  “(Is there a hope for philosophy, which for a long time has been an official,  referential

genre?  Let  us  profit  from this  moment  in  which  antiphilosophy is  trying  to  be  a  language  of

power.)”93. More importantly, they can be said to be enacting a “strategy of appropriation,” to use a

phrase which Freeman uses to describe what becomes of the sublime in the Kantian formulation of

it, whereby in this case a minor literature, indicating and expressing a form of sublime otherness, is

put in the service of the already-major, be it in terms of literature, genre, or subject.94
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At this juncture, as with the pack of wolves set in opposition to the dog in A Thousand Plateaus, a

strategy or “attempt to appropriate and contain whatever would exceed, and thereby undermine, it”

comes into view as a guiding principle in Deleuze and Guattari's work.95 If the concept of becoming

reiterates the sublime, Deleuze and Guattari here ironically reiterate the logic of the sublime “as a

mode of  domination”  where  a  particular  otherness  is  erased  in  favour  of  a  universalisation  of

political  claims,  an  instrumentalisation  of  minor  writing  that  removes  it  from its  paradoxical,

originary  impossibility  and  abject  excess  to  a  space  of,  indeed,  “profit,”  to  use  Deleuze  and

Guattari's own words.96 

Rather than damning the concept of minor literature, however, Deleuze and Guattari's work is most

useful as both theory and meta-theory, in the sense that their insightful analysis of minor literature is

complimented  by their  attempt  to  use  and  contain  it,  becoming  an  illustrative  example  of  the

conditions,  both  material  and  theoretical  or  critical,  facing  any  minor  literature.  A  further

exploration of trans women's writing as a minor literature, or rather perhaps several, will also have

to take into account the attempts to contain and appropriate it,  including an analysis of contra-

strategies already active in the texts under analysis as well as the material conditions of the texts

themselves,  on levels  such as  publishing,  both  academic  and non-academic,  and readership;  in

short, questions of 'ownership'. 

The next  chapter,  utilising the concepts  of the feminine sublime and of minor  literature,  taken

together, in discussing Susan Stryker's “My Words to Victor Frankenstein Above the Village of

Chamounix:  Performing  Transgender  Rage”  (1994),  is  intended  to  both  perform  and  further

theoretically anchor this kind of analysis and tie it closer to a critique of misogyny as a structuring

dynamic. 

Chapter 3. Reading Transgender Rage

3. 1. Writing Transgender Rage – Specifying Writing

At this point we return to Susan Stryker's seminal 1994 text “My Words to Victor Frankenstein

Above the Village of Chamounix: Performing Transgender Rage”. Owing perhaps to its origin as a

spoken performance piece, which would leave less room for academic footnotes, it is a text rich

with theoretical allusions and implicit references, making it a fruitful endeavour to draw out these

many implications from the perspective of the sublime as present in trans women's writing. To this
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end, we might utilise the insights gained from the preceding discussions on the feminine sublime

and minor literature.

As  a  performance  piece  as  well  as  an  academically  published  article,  Stryker's  text  employs

frequent crossings of genre boundaries as a thematic and analytical tool, both illustrating the theme

of transgender rage and the power dynamics that shape and structure academic writing. In Stryker's

text,  writing  is  performed  as  a  paradoxically  self-conscious  or  self-presenting  act.  The  article

consists  of  the  following  parts,  denoted  by  the  chapter  headings:  “Introductory  Notes,”

“Monologue,” “Criticism,” “Journal (February 18, 1993),” and “Theory”, as well as end notes. The

titles indicate the narrative curve of the piece, with the introductory notes re-contextualising the

piece  as  academic  writing  rather  than  spoken  performance and situating  as  well  as  helping  to

embody it, by including a description of both setting and speaker: 

During the performance, I stood at the podium wearing genderfuck drag-combat boots,

threadbare Levi 501s over a black lace body suit, a shredded Transgender Nation T-

shirt [...] I decorated the set by draping my black leather hiker jacket over my chair at

the panelists’ table. The jacket had handcuffs on the left shoulder, rainbow freedom

rings on the right side lacings, and Queer Nation-style stickers reading SEX CHANGE,

DYKE, and FUCK YOUR TRANSPHOBIA plastered on the back.97

The body as conveyed by text, text and symbols as worn on the body; throughout the text, Stryker

plays with themes of performance and embodiment, and specifically with the politics of voice and

voicing, in this manner. A 'monologue' implies public speech; a 'journal' with a specific date implies

intimate,  private  writing,  'theory'  implies  academic  writing  and  'criticism'  a  political  or  textual

engagement with other texts. 

Self-consciously written from an authorial position situated on the margins, Stryker's text will for

the purposes of this thesis be considered a form a minor writing in the sense that Deleuze and

Guattari propose, but in addition to the question of defining its minor status this designation also

opens up crucial questions of the relation between writing and literature. While these terms can be

used as  largely interchangeable,  greater  precision  may aid  in  further  discussion. In  this  thesis,

'literature'  is  used  more  often  to  refer  specifically  to  Deleuze  and  Guattari's  theory  of  minor

literature, while 'writing' is used to encompass the field of study.
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While Stryker's  piece contains passages  of poetry alongside autobiographical  writing and other

styles of writing that similarly exceed or subvert the academic standard, it might not be said to

constitute a literary text per se, as it partakes in the form and is distributed through the channels of

theory rather than literary fiction. Indeed, its origin as performance place it closer to the field of art

than to that of literature, which opens yet another dimension of complexity in regards to genre and

classification. It does, however, qualify as  writing, and this is also the preferred term both in this

thesis and in Freeman's work, although  The Feminine Sublime: Gender and Excess in Women's

Fiction designates fiction as its object of analysis and concerns itself primarily with literary texts.  

Stryker's text may also be compared to Trish Salah's Wanting in Arabic & Poems (2002) and Lyrical

Sexology,  Vol.  1  (2014), as  these  volumes  comprise  works  of  poetry  that  integrate  theoretical

terminology in their lyrical register. Critically, Salah explicitly integrates Hélène Cixous' concept of

écriture féminine as a touchstone for the crossing of textual boundaries in a feminist poetical and

theoretical context, which we may also infer is an important influence on Stryker's piece. Écriture

translates most straightforwardly into English as 'writing', a term that serves to encompass different

genres and registers as well as to bring forth the act of writing and the activity of a writer and the

ways in which this is never a generic, neutral act on the part of any generic, neutral or disembodied

writer-subject. Specifically, Cixous evokes an embodied understanding of writing as informed by

gendered dynamics of power,  and,  in  the article  “The Laugh of the Medusa”,  crucially centres

“women's writing”.98

This category of “women's writing” informs this thesis both directly and as mediated through the

works of Freeman, Stryker, Salah and others. The importance of specifically “women's” writing and

the focus, in this thesis, particularly on trans women's writing shall also be expanded upon in the

following chapters. Presently, it is of greater relevance to focus on the relation between writing and

literature understood in their 'minor' modes.

We have noted that Stryker's text eludes genres, and does not conventionally qualify as literature.

Yet, Deleuze and Guattari's analysis centre on the concept of literature, all the while refusing to

consider Kafka's diverse writings as necessarily distinct from each other in terms of categorisation

or genre and preferring instead to discuss Kafka's writing on the whole as literature, or rather as a

literary machine, whether conventionally literary or not; in this they actually follow Kafka's lead.

What  one  might  conclude  is  that,  just  as  minor  literature  elides  the  distinction  between  the
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individual and the collective in favour of the latter term, the concept of minor literature is always

already not tied to traditional definitions of literature, pertaining as these do to 'major' literature, but

rather refer to writing as an expanded field,  albeit under the aegis of the term literature. Is the

preference in terminology between writing and literature then tied to concepts of gender? 

Considering the specificities of the literary-machine of Kafka and Deleuze and Guattari in relation

to the concept of écriture féminine and its insistence on women as writing subjects and writing as an

embodied act, we might consider answering in the positive for the time being, in order to proceed

with the analysis of Stryker's work in connection to Freeman and to Deleuze and Guattari,  and

qualify as well as examine this distinction in a later study. In the present study, the term minor

writing might be considered as the intersection of Deleuze and Guattari's concept of minor literature

and feminist literary theories concerning writing. 

3. 2. Frankenstein, or, How She Came Into the World

To understand Stryker's  writing  on monstrosity as  it  relates  to  the  sublime,  let  us  enter  into a

dialogue with Barbara Freeman on the topic of Frankenstein's monster and subjectivity. Shelley's

Romanticist 1818 novel is a common touchstone for literary theories on the sublime, and Freeman's

analysis thereof in the context of seeking a feminine sublime follows a tradition of feminist literary

scholarship, building on the work of writers such as Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar. 99 Stryker's

take on the monster is decidedly different as it focuses on the relevance of the Frankenstein mythos

for articulating transgender female subjectivity through rage and language. Staging a discussion

between the two analyses may therefore prove fruitful for further understanding the stakes involved

in  the  discussion  of  monstrosity  and  sublimity  in  the  context  of  cultural  misogyny  and

transmisogyny. 

Freeman views the story of Victor Frankenstein's monstrous creation in the context of patriarchal

gender relations common both to the theory of the sublime in Kant and to 19th century novels: as

narrativisation  of  how  women  persistently  are  shown  to  “challenge  but  ultimately  submit  to

powerful,  dominating  men”.100 As  such,  the  story  of  Frankenstein  as  well  as  the  story  of  the

imagination vis-á-vis reason in Kant's formulation of sublimity, is a story of self-sacrifice on the

part of that which is marked as feminine. The notion of sacrifice is an important one, and will be

furthered developed later in this thesis.
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Frankenstein's monster, however, is in Freeman's view to be understood as a “feminine surrogate”

rather than straightforwardly as a woman.101 The reason for this, Freeman later explains, is to make

possible a form of signification that relies on the masculine as the representable in contrast to the

feminine as unrepresentable: “this repression [of feminine agency in theories of sublimity and in

novels] assumes the shape of an allegedly masculine,  and hence representable,  monstrosity that

begins  to  resignify the  misogynist  tradition  it  also  inherits  and transmits.”102 The  work  of  this

literary surrogacy, Freeman indicates, is double: it makes representable, but in doing so it also re-

represents or re-signifies the terms of its representability.

For Freeman, this provides a key to understanding the misogyny in Kant's theory of the sublime,

precisely through that which it struggles to both contain and reject: excess signified as femininity,

understood as monstrosity. As Freeman states: “Frankenstein can be read to invert the Critique of

Judgment, for in it everything Kant identifies as sublime, including the products of sublimation,

yields precisely that which Kant prohibits: monstrosity, passion, fanaticism, and femininity.”103 

Holding Frankenstein's monster up as a spectrum through which the light of the Kantian theory of

sublimity breaks down into its composite aspects, Freeman seeks to define precisely the process of

exclusion and boundary-drawing, and therefore simultaneous containment and boundary-breaking,

that sublimity both rests upon and perpetuates. Freeman thus describes how “an extremely fragile

line divides the positive aspect of the sublime from its negative, destructive side. The sublime can

never be contained because part of what has been removed and put outside still remains within, and

what has been excluded may always return, as if from without.”104

This ever-returning uncontainability is the part of any analysis of the sublime that tends to repeat

itself,  as  we  have  already seen  in  the  discussion  not  only  of  Kant  but  also  of  Deleuze's  and

Guattari's paradoxical attempts to, as previously put, harness, contain or appropriate the 'minor' or

the object of sublimity specifically for, and because of, its very qualities of uncontainability. 

Freeman aims to tie this quality more closely to a discussion of form and formlessness, relating to

questions of materiality and, more particularly,  maternity,  following the lines of earlier feminist

scholarship  on  this  topic:  “Kant's  theory  of  the  sublime  is  a  defense  against  the  threat  of

formlessness, a way of keeping materiality and excessive magnitude at bay in much the same way

that Victor's obsessive "thirst for knowledge" functions as a substitute for and a defense against the

maternal body he attempts to ward off and become.”105
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The question of maternity as it relates to monstrosity deserves further attention at this point, for it is

an instance which leads Freeman to go on to echo Stryker regarding the etymological sense of

“monster” as portent or warning and to tie the monster directly to the theory of sublimity: “The

etymology of  'monster'  [...]  allows  an  elaboration  of  theory  as  a  form of  monstrosity,  and  an

exploration of sublimity as a form of, even a figure for, theory.106

However,  while  Freeman is  keen to  point  out  the monstrous subversions which the monster in

Frankenstein is able to perform on a textual level, turning on its maker, as well as on a meta-textual

level, coming to appropriate for itself, in a sense, the name of both the doctor Frankenstein and of

Shelley's  novel,  these  same  levels  of  subversion  and  ambiguity  causes  trouble  for  Freeman's

analysis of monstrosity and maternity. Stryker's text, meanwhile, offers us a way of understanding

the cause and effect of these troubles. Concerning motherhood and Frankenstein, Freeman writes

the following:

Victor has not only become a male mother who is indirectly responsible for the deaths of all the

mothers and potential mothers in the novel; he gives birth to, or creates, a monster who is also a

mummy. Both Victor and his monstrous double figure a certain femininity, for Shelley does not so

much "exchange a woman for a monster" (131), as Mary Jacobus puts it, as conflate maternity with

monstrosity.  The  ultimate  misogyny  in  Frankenstein  is  not  so  much  the  scapegoating  and

victimization of the mother-monster, as the representation of mothers as monsters. It is important to

emphasize the parallel between the inception of Victor's passionate "thirst for knowledge," a quest

that leads ultimately to the Monster's production, and the maternal body for which the Monster is the

substitute.107

What  happens  in  this  analysis,  where  “[b]oth  Victor  and  his  precious  double  figure  a  certain

femininity” understood specifically and wholly as maternity, is that the lines between Victor and the

monster are erased: the monster is understood only as an extension of Victor's quest for power over

creation, which in turn is understood as a male appropriation of motherhood, attempting, along the

lines the Kantian sublime and Freeman's critique thereof, to banish its monstrous element through a

method of externalising that is ultimately unsuccessful and so turns back on its creator and would-

be master. Shelley's novel becomes, in Freeman's analysis, “an inverted form of Kant's sublime”,

exposing sublimity's mechanisms as well as its inevitable failure, while illustrating the workings of

power and violence upon which it rests.108
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Thus, Frankenstein, if understood as the inversion of Kant's Third Critique, 

makes explicit the misogyny that is responsible for envisioning maternity as monstrous.  In so doing

it  offers  a  critique  of  a  tradition  in  which,  as  Gilbert  and  Gubar  observe,  "women  have  seen

themselves (because they have been seen) as monstrous, vile, degraded creatures, second-comers,

and  emblems  of  filthy  materiality."[44]  In  the  process  Shelley  also  demonstrates  that  "filthy

materiality"  and the monstrosity that  accompanies it  have more to  do with the sublime than its

theorists would like to think.109  

While the account of the interconnection between monstrosity, maternity and materiality and its

often  unacknowledged  importance  to  the  notion  of  the  sublime  is  doubtlessly  important  in

understanding the misogynistic underpinnings of sublimity, we must ask ourselves, along the lines

of this very critique, what might be left out or sacrificed in order for this analysis to make sense or

become legible. 

One  might  argue,  as  Freeman  does,  that  Shelley with  Frankenstein  performs  a  substitution  of

masculine and feminine terms, writing the monster as an ostensibly masculine figure in order to

make representable the otherwise unrepresentable fable of inverted Kantianism or feminine sublime

that might then begin to re-signify its own terms of representability.  However, Freeman can be

shown to  similarly  perform such  a  substitution  or  indeed  erasure  as  a  means  of  ensuring  the

legibility,  on  patriarchal  terms,  of  a  theoretical  narrative  which  aims  to  centre  motherhood,

implicitly understood in very specific terms, and thereby also be shown to lean toward a form of

essentialist analysis that Freeman would otherwise disavow.

The subsuming of the figure of the monster to the figure of Victor is the first move in this process of

substitution or erasure. Ironically, while Freeman's aim is to subvert the patriarchal agency of Victor

in  the  novel,  through  showing  it  as  always  already  haunted  by  the  feminine  sublime  and  its

materiality which Victor  seeks  to  control  but  is  ultimately destroyed by,  Freeman's  analysis  of

Victor as “male mother” and the monster as substitute for “the maternal body” ultimately ends up

returning the monster to Victor's power.110 If both Victor and the monster are understood, ultimately,

as patriarchal perversion of motherhood, the monster again becomes, despite itself, an extension of

Victor's will-to-power over “'filthy materiality'” and maternity.111

Yet there is more to Shelley's novel and to the figure of the monster than what appears in this
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reading.  Ultimately,  it  amounts  to  a  disavowal  of  the  monster,  an  unwillingness  to  claim  or

recognise affinity to the particularity of this  monster  while  at  the same time laying claim to a

monstrosity always understood in general or indeed metaphorical terms, rather than as an insistently

particular  and  material  configuration.  Instead,  might  we  not  consider  as  an  alternative  not  an

identification  with  the  monster,  but  rather  an  affinity  with  it,  in  the  sense  of  entering  into  a

monstrous relationship with the monster so as to explore the affinities between different situations

and particularities – perhaps even between monsters –, particularly as they are understandable in

terms of an analysis of power?

As an example of such affinity,  Stryker's writing on  Frankenstein  refuses,  through centring the

monster's  “words  to  Victor”,  to  let  go  of  the  subjectivity  of  the  monster,  however  doomed,

impossible and contradictory this subjectivity might be. In fact, through use of a particular political

affinity with the figure of the monster as an opening for theoretical work, Stryker conjures a form of

subjectivity, or counter-subjectivity, that is conditioned precisely on the impossibility for it to exist

on its own terms, on its lack of agency and its position of as an object of use by others. Not only

that, it is further predicated on the designation of this use as useless, as exploitation and destruction

of an object not worthy of the status as useful, appropriate or acknowledgeable even in this regard,

that is of objecthood proper: this is what we might term the excessive object.

Existence  on  these  impossible  terms  is  what  gives  rise  to  what  Stryker  terms  “rage”  or  more

specifically “transgender rage” as per the title of the text, tying it to a state of existence within a

patriarchal system of gender predicated on terms of subject-object relations and domination. Here

we see clearly the difference between the maker and the monster in the case of Frankenstein, and

this is, in the view of this thesis, the theoretical underpinning of Stryker's argument. 

Crucially,  in  materialist  feminist  terms,  it  is  also  possible  to  understand  these  dynamics  of

subjectivity and objectivity as exchanges or rather exploitation of labour, specifically reproductive

labour. Freeman's analysis of monstrosity-as-maternity and vice versa intuits this line of thinking,

which shall  be furthered in  the following chapter.  However,  it  is  also a constrained theoretical

understanding  of  reproductive  labour,  coupled  with  an  insistence  on  generalisation,  that  limits

Freeman's analysis of Frankenstein and its sublime monstrosity, as well as maternity, to ambiguous,

self-contradictory  and  ultimately  essentialist  terms.  In  contrast,  Stryker,  while  not  using  this

terminology, offers a potential for understanding many forms of marginalised reproductive labour

and the positionalities thereby afforded.

52



3. 3. Monstrosity and the Golem

In the first part of Stryker's text, excluding the introductory notes, Stryker performs a piece titled

“Monologue”, which takes the form of a direct confrontation with those strains of North American

feminist and gay and lesbian writing which from the late 1970's and onwards display great hostility

towards trans women's existence. Much can be said of these texts, which include Janice Raymond's

1979 book The Transsexual Empire: The Making of the She-Male and Mary Daly's  Gyn/Ecology:

The Metaethics of Radical Feminism (1978), but at this point it suffices to say that they formed a

central part of a reactionary response to trans women's contributions to early radical feminism and

the nascent Gay Liberation movement in the United States.112

Stryker's  text  follows Sandy Allucquére Roseanne Stone's  formative work “The Empire Strikes

Back: A Post-Transsexual Manifesto”, published in various forms from 1987 to 1991, in responding

directly to these texts from within an academic setting, while also taking this criticism as a point of

departure for critical theoretical work, drawing on poststructuralist theory, in order to formulate new

standpoints and perspectives. Stone, who is personally and explicitly the target of Janice Raymond's

chapter on “The Transsexually Constructed Lesbian-Feminist” in  The Transsexual Empire  due to

her  visibility  as  a  member  of  the  lesbian  feminist  collective  Olivia  Records  and  whose  work

responds directly and indirectly to this attack, focuses rather on the discursive and technological

possibilities of exceeding the terms set during the struggles of the 1970's by drawing on the work of

Donna Haraway and Jacques Derrida. Stryker, on the other hand, writes in dialogue with a field of

study  notably  impacted  by  Judith  Butler's  1990  work  Gender  Trouble:  Feminism  and  the

Subversion  of  Identity  and  what  was  to  become  queer  theory  during  the  1990's.  While  the

boundaries  between  these  two  perspectives  are  not  clearly  distinct,  the  theoretical  milieu  of

Stryker's  work  carries  with  it  an  interest  in  questions  of  writing  in  relation  to  such  topics  as

subjectivity and performativity  rather  than  deconstruction  and writing-as-technology such as  in

Stone's essay. 

Nonetheless,  while  emphasising  the  importance  of  an  understanding  of  social  constructionism,

Stryker doesn't follow the Butlerian method of interrogating identity practices as performative or re-

engaging with psychoanalytic thought; rather, Stryker turns to literary theory, performance art and

poetry in order to reflect critically upon the conditionality of subjectivity and conjure up possible or

impossible forms of action and agency where there are none, with the goal of surviving and dealing
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damage to those systems that renders one's existence paradoxical or monstrous. 

It is for these purposes and in this context that Stryker finds Frankenstein's monster as a meaningful

figure for forming a voice of one's own. In particular, Stryker concentrates on the monster's titular

“words to Victor Frankenstein above the village of Chamounix”, referring to the long climactic

scene wherein the monster confronts its maker precisely with its speech and thought. As Stryker

points out, the impetus for using the figure of Frankenstein's monster comes from those very texts

Stryker  takes  as  a  starting  point  in  the  “Monologue”  part  of  the  text:  Daly's  and  Raymond's

characterisation  of  trans  womanhood as  being  the  20th century equivalent  to  Shelley's  fictional

monster. 

Citing  the  words  of  these  writers  on  the  inhumanity and monstrousness  of  her  own existence,

Stryker  suggests  with  reference  both  to  Shelley's  novel  and  to  a  wider  mythos  of  man-made

creatures,  that  they,  in  essence,  constitute  trans  women  as  “their  own  particular  golem”.113 In

describing trans  women's  lives  in  terms of a  “'necrophilic  invasion'”,  as  Daly does,  one which

Raymond  advocates  “mandating  [...]  out  of  existence'”,  Stryker  notes  the  parallels  to  “Victor

Frankenstein's feelings toward the monster:”114

“Begone, vile insect, or rather, stay, that I may trample you to dust. You reproach me with your

creation” […]. It is a commonplace of literary criticism to note that Frankenstein’s monster is his

own dark, romantic double, the alien Other he constructs and upon which he projects all he cannot

accept in himself; indeed, Frankenstein calls the monster ‘‘my own vampire, my own spirit set loose

from the grave”.115

The notion, hereby, of trans women as these writer's “own particular golem” serves to highlight how

trans women serve, through these acts of textual violence, as recipients of externalised misogyny,

taking on the form of transmisogyny, and are made to embody all that is unnatural, monstrous and

vile, so that those committing this violence may reconstitute themselves as natural, pure and good:

this is particularly pertinent in the lesbian feminist circles these arguments originate in, as lesbian

trans women, such as Stone or Stryker, are attacked with the very terms that constitute the core of

lesbophobic arguments in general, as being unwomanly or unnatural. 

The invocation of the figure of the golem, moreover, serves to tie Frankenstein's monster into a

greater tradition that links it, and with it trans women, to one of the main figures of Kafka's and
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thereby Deleuze and Guattari's work on 'minor literature', where, as we recall, Gustav Meyrink's

Der Golem formed one half of a typology of minor literature, representing the writing which is

overburdened, overdetermined with symbolism and myth, which Deleuze and Guattari compare to

Kafka's own self-starved writing. It is interesting to note how the golem in Meyrink's novel and

other accounts of Jewish Central European folklore serves as a figure which, although it might itself

be dangerous, serves to guard the community from violence and persecution: again it represents an

other upon which violence is externalised and redirected. 

Before moving on to how Stryker responds to the charge of monstrosity, especially as it is directed

from within feminist, lesbian and gay communities, it is well worth considering the antisemitism

present  in  Raymond's  The  Transsexual  Empire,  which  makes  Stryker's  invocation  of  Jewish

mythology through the figure of the golem into not merely a metaphor or parallel but a direct link

between the politics of monstrosity in trans women's literature in late 20th and early 21st century

North America and the 'minor literature' of Kafka's early 20th century Jewish cultural context. As

mentioned, Raymond devotes a significant chapter, titled “Sappho by Surgery: The Transsexually

Constructed Lesbian-Feminist”,  to an attempt at  discrediting Sandy Allucquére Roseanne Stone,

then part of the Olivia collective, through accusations of being part of a supposed conspiracy aimed

at lesbian-feminist circles, wherein trans women would play the part of pawns of the patriarchal

medical establishment, along the lines of Daly's discussion of trans women as part of an invasion

termed “The Frankenstein Phenomenon”.116 This invasion is also termed, as quoted and repeated by

Raymond from Daly, a “'Final Solution'”, echoing the language of the Holocaust.117 

Later in the book, too, Raymond aims to associate medical procedures available to trans women in

the latter part of the 20th century with the crimes of the German National Socialist regime during the

1930's  and  1940's,  and  even  directly  with  concentration  camps,  on  the  basis  that  much  early

research on transsexualism and surgical options, relevant to current medical politics surrounding

trans women in North America and Europe, was carried out in Germany during this same period of

time.118 Raymond does so by eliding the fact that these very same trans communities, intellectual

circles and research institutions, such as that of the sexologist Magnus Hirschfeld, were specifically

targeted for extermination or destruction by the National Socialist regime in large part because they

were associated and interconnected with European early 20th century Jewish minority cultures of the

kind that forms a large part of the context for Kafka's ideas on 'minor literature'.119 Raymond does

not at  all  mention the antisemitism present in the Nazi regime's persecution of Dr.  Hirschfeld's

Institut  für  Sexualwissenschaft, or  similarly  of  Weimar  Germany's  intellectual  culture,  Marxist
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movements, modern art and cabaret scenes, among other groups, subcultures and communities. Nor

does Raymond mention the interrelated persecution and extermination of trans women along with

other minority groups viewed as deviant or degenerate by the National Socialist regime. Instead,

Raymond alleges only that the burning of the Hirschfeld Institute was due to it having “'too many

data on prominent Nazis'”, while also suggesting that a “transsexual operation was done in the

camps”.120 

Ultimately, all of these arguments and insinuations, as stated, are brought forward in the context of a

book partly dedicated to  personally attacking and defaming Stone,  a trans  woman with Jewish

background.  Whether  it  is  an intentional  reference  to  this  context  or  not  on Stryker's  part,  the

inference  that “Daly, Raymond and others of their ilk similarly construct  the transsexual as their

own  particular  golem”  here  takes  on  a  very  specific  resonance  and  depth  that  is  well  worth

exploring in the context of this thesis.121 Where the charge against trans women in the works of

authors such as Raymond is based on intentionally confusing and making ambiguous the distinction

between patriarchal medical institutions and the trans women who are subjected to these biopolitical

regimes and discourses, in a clear case of what might be termed victim-blaming, there is certainly

something particularly troubling about the multiple conflation of oppressor and oppressed involved

in alleging as a means of discrediting that a particular trans woman with a Jewish background is, as

it were, a golem of the Holocaust.122 

Indeed, Stryker's formulation, when read in this context, evokes the full context of the violence

inherent in such an attempt. It is an attempt, the structure of which, unfortunately, we can find

echoed also in Freeman's reading of Frankenstein. Structurally, it means to erase the difference and

power differential between the supposed maker and supposed monster, which hereby is designated

or scapegoated as accessory to and perpetrator of the violence aimed at its own extermination.

In this context, too, it bears mentioning that much recent work on the sublime in philosophy and

aesthetics  in  relation  to  modern  art  and  the  20th century  has  taken  place  specifically  with  the

Holocaust as its ground zero or unavoidable condition; this is perhaps most relevant to the later

works of Jean-François Lyotard, in particular from  The Differend: Phrases in Dispute  (1988) to

Lessons on the Analytic of the Sublime (1991). While Lyotard's work is not included for discussion

in this thesis, it is nonetheless important to note its significance, not least as it directly informs

Joanna Zylinska's work on the feminine sublime as well as makes its impact felt in Freeman's The

Feminine Sublime.123 Freeman's arguments, discussed more closely in the next chapter of this thesis,
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on the relation between sublimity and the notions of unrepresentability and trauma both historical

and personal are especially salient to Lyotard's theoretical work.

3. 4. Sublimity and Reproductive Labour as Self-Sacrifice

This extended discussion of the particular history, both factual and mythical, of the golem Raymond

seeks  to  construct  out  of  Stone  in  The  Transsexual  Empire puts  Stryker's  response  to  being

characterised as monstrous in sharp relief. Stryker responds not by denying the charge and trauma

of monstrosity or by attempting a strategy of claiming, at the cost of yet another potential monster, a

conditionalised normality. Rather, Stryker responds by way of affirmation and subversion, a politic

of rage and becoming rather than of mourning alone: 

When such beings as these tell me I war with nature, I find no more reason to mourn my opposition

to them–or  to the order they claim to represent–than Frankenstein’s monster felt in its enmity to the

human race. I  do not fall  from the grace of their company–I roar gleefully away from it like a

Harley-straddling, dildo-packing leatherdyke from hell.124

Even while gleefully roaring away along these lines of flight or escape, as we might put it with

reference to Deleuze and Guattari's works on 'becoming,' Stryker is nonetheless careful to note the

insurmountable cost of this conflict and opposition. Recounting facts of lives lost to violence and

suicide, such as that of a young trans woman by name of Filisa Vistima, who wrote in her diary that

“I  wish  I  was  anatomically  ‘normal’  so  I  could  go  swimming  ... But  no,  I’m  a  mutant,

Frankenstein’s monster” two months before committing suicide in at the age of 22 in 1992, having

been offered nothing more than further degradation and exclusion from her city's queer community,

only to be posthumously blamed for not seeking psychiatric care or “'demand[ing] her civil rights'”

by the very same community.125 “In this case, not only did the angry villagers hound their monster

to the edge of town, they reproached her for being vulnerable to the torches. Did Filisa Vistima

commit suicide, or did the queer community of Seattle kill her?”, Stryker writes,  putting further

theoretical weight behind Vistima's self-claimed parallel with the monster and indicating hereby the

fatal disposability attached even by their supposed community to those seen as at “war with nature”,

or, in the terminology of this thesis, as excessive objects consumed by a sublime process.126

Facing this situation, Stryker identifies two main topics of importance for a politics, and indeed

aesthetics,  based  on an  affirmation  of  monstrosity,  given form and  power  as  rage.  One is  the
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monster's words, and one is its materiality. Taken together, they form the basis of a two-pronged

response to the order of the natural and naturalised, and we shall soon further investigate their

connection to the aesthetic of the sublime. 

What bears emphasising at this point is the work of the excessive object of sublimity, of which the

monster is an animated expression: the labour of monstrosity, or the material basis, as understood

within  this  framework influenced  by materialist  feminism,  for  the  oppression  of  trans  women.

Freeman,  in  discussing  women's  writing  and  the  feminine  sublime,  repeatedly  underlines  the

recurrence of sacrifice, in particular self-sacrifice, in narratives of sublimity and women's position

within patriarchy. In fact, reproductive labour might be defined precisely as self-sacrifice, as giving

up one's self or subjectivity for the furthering, nurturing, protection, profit or otherwise benefit of

another,  who  through  this  self-effacing  relationship  might  constitute  themselves  as  proper  and

productive subjects. 

In Freeman's analysis of the Kantian sublime, this is the work of the faculty of imagination. In the

encounter with that which it cannot grasp, or that which defines it as itself by being ungraspable by

it, imagination sacrifices itself so that reason might realise its own power in having grasped and

thus surpassed the limit set by the sacrifice of imagination. Thus, while the male subject in writing

can  found  itself  as  reason,  the  female  subject,  in  Freeman's  analysis,  comes  to  occupy  the

paradoxical, self-sacrificing place of imagination, which in women's writing effects a number of

contradictory manoeuvres indicating the otherness of the feminine sublime that returns to haunt

reason. 

However,  this  thesis  would argue  that  Stryker's  work on trans  women's  monstrosity point  to  a

further  level  of  self-sacrifice  performed  by  that  which  is  externalised  from the  very  order  of

subjectivity: the excessive object, being at once both overflowing and lacking. This is the object

which, upon being encountered as being always outside, sets the process of sublimity in motion, but

is promptly erased from the process altogether.  It  is  at  once given its  existence as such by the

subject which encounters it, and has this same existence erased so that the subject might consolidate

itself,  both  in  terms  of  imagination  and  reason,  each  assuming  its  proper  role  in  the  sublime

exchange. 

Freeman, in short, centres the relation of men and cis women, as the relation between reason and

imagination, and the self-sacrifice of imagination, within the subject-that-experiences-the-sublime.
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For this reason, Freeman also describes the feminine sublime as something that one is to relate to,

and  not  something  that  one  deals  with  having  to  embody  or  signify,  with  the  paradoxes  of

impossibility  that  this  entails.  This  thesis,  on  the  other  hand,  concerns  itself  with  the  relation

between the subject-that-experiences-the-sublime and that object which, in the Kantian formula, is

not given so much as the distinction of being sublime. Rather,  that object,  located in nature or

otherwise outside the subject,  causes  the process  of  sublimity in  the subject  and so is  quickly

discarded. This is the excessive object, which parallels the relation in patriarchy between men and

trans women, but also between cis women and trans women.

Read in this manner, Stryker's text offers an account of the reproductive labour that trans women are

compelled to perform not only for the benefit of men but also for the benefit of cis women, whose

positions within a patriarchal system are no less reliant upon the abjection of trans women. In doing

so, it gives us a way to understand Stryker's double confrontation with the positions of the maternal,

via the material, and the paternal, via the words to Victor above the village of Chamounix, each

given  power  by  that  force  which  Stryker  terms  “transgender  rage”.127 As  we  shall  see,  these

coordinates prove useful for understanding trans women's writing in a greater context, especially as

concerning or confronting the sublime, whether feminine or not. 

Indeed, these dynamics can be shown to inform the process of writing on every level. A significant

aspect  of  Stryker's  text  is  the  abrupt  switching  of  textual  and  intellectual  codes,  going  from

monologuing and criticism to private, or rather public, journalling to poetry and then, as a means of

recovery or self-constituting, theory. 

Stryker comments that “[by] speaking as a monster in my personal voice, by using the dark, watery

images of Romanticism and lapsing occasionally into its brooding cadences and grandiose postures,

I  employ the  same literary techniques  Mary Shelley used  to  elicit  sympathy for  her  scientist's

creation.”128 This is a method that might be likened to the method of writing Deleuze and Guattari

ascribe to and criticise in Meyrink's work as opposed to in Kafka's: “to swell it up through all the

resources of symbolism, of oneirism, of esoteric sense, of a hidden signifier […] implies a desperate

attempt at symbolic reterritorialisation.”129 

There is some significance to this quote in the context of how Stryker self-consciously uses the

authoritative  language of  academic  theory,  in  combination  with  a  Romanticist  literary style,  to

perform a  self-authorisation  in  the  last  chapter  of  the  article,  titled  “Theory”,  which  might  be
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understood as an attempt at 'symbolic reterritorialisation'. However, in the context of what has come

before, this attempt appears unavoidable if the text is to function in its academic context, or indeed

at all, given the deeply personal and subsequently poetic nature of the preceding chapter. Also, the

switching itself points to an interesting deviation from Kafka's method as understood by Deleuze

and Guattari, as it constitutes a simultaneous 'enriching' and 'poverty' of language, capturing a state

of  the  object  of  the  sublime,  a  'minor'  position,  as  well  as  does  Kafka  through  a  remarkable

consistency of language and tone.

In contrasting  but  nonetheless  interconnected ways,  this  method of  writing  points  at  once to  a

polarising excess; the excessive and the excessive lack; over- and underwhelming, the routes of

simultaneous  dispersal  and  intensification,  and  thereby  the  impossibility  of  communicability

coupled with the imperative of this very impossibility. Describing states of trauma and dysphoria,

Stryker's text follows these routes in a process of turning on one's maker, as the monster in the

mountains to the doctor, and then going yet deeper, along the underground or indeed underwater

passages that connect these states of intensity to the condition of the excessive object as one of the

incommunicability  of  reproductive  labour  not  only  unacknowledged  but  predicated  upon  the

effacement and sacrifice of itself and of any notice of it.  

Chapter 4. Trans Women's Writing and Sublimity

4. 1. “A Seam of Skin and Scales” and “On Cartography and Dissection”

The two poems-essays “A Seam of Skin and Scales” and “On Cartography and Dissection” were

published in 2007 and 2006, respectively, as part of a series of writings published online between

the years 2004 and 2009 by Elena Rose under the pseudonym of “little light”. These texts concern

questions of monstrosity and thereby sublimity from a perspective which is both trans feminist,

post- or anti-colonial and mythologically or religiously invested. They explore questions of gender

and patriarchy as colonial  systems through use of the myths and tools of colonial  enterprise –

cartography and flags, medical science and classical myth, exploration and discovery, understood as

methods of strategies of control, whether of language, writing or bodies. 

From one point of view, these poems or monologues can be read as commentaries upon the kind of

approach  set  out  by Stryker,  both  as  it  concerns  the  poetical  uses  of  monstrosity  and politics

concerning trans women's oppression. One important aspect is the relationship, in these poems as in
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Stryker's text, between the speaker-writer and the audience-listener, the “I” and the “you” as well as,

possibly, the “us” or plural “you”. In all these texts, as a conditionality the meaning of which will be

further explored with reference to the idea and situation of a minor writing or literature as explored

by Kafka and Deleuze and Guattari, these relations are shifting and uncertain, perhaps direct and

confrontational one moment and more ambiguous the next, and in any case never quite allowed the

luxury of a given community of readers or undisputed authority over even one's own experience. 

Stryker's  text,  following  its  original  context  as  a  talk  given  at  an  interdisciplinary  academic

conference at California State University in 1993, is structured as a speech addressing a specific

audience  which  is  understood  or  presumed  to  be  similarly  positioned  to  Stryker  in  terms  of

academic standing, but different or dissimilar in terms of not being composed of other trans women.

While there is a great deal of ambiguity here, Stryker is nevertheless at one level talking to a 'you'

that is addressed as being dissimilar to her, perhaps sympathetic but nonetheless in positions of

power  along  certain  axes,  and this  indeed forms  an  important  part  of  the  uses  of  monstrosity

throughout the text: Stryker's affinity with the monster in Shelley's novel and with the monstrosity

imposed  upon  trans  women  is  structured  and  expressed  along  the  lines  of  a  proclamation,  a

warning, a portent,  addressing “fellow creatures” in  a  dual  or open sense,  including others not

already doomed to monstrosity.130 In this instance, Stryker might be read, rather, as appealing to, or

evoking, the potential or underlying monstrosity of the would-be villagers of Chamounix as well as

in the Victor-like figures of institutional power.

Rose,  in  “On  Cartography  and  Dissection”,  offers  a  compassionate  critique  of  this  approach,

cognisant of the constrained options available and the roads taken: 

Maybe you can claim some thirdspace, you can pick among places given you, you can believe the

hype about your Magic Insight Into Other People's Gender or be someone's Gosh, That's Really A

Lesson For Us All. You can play the shaman, live on the edge of the village; you can play Cheiron

and train Real People's heroes.131

This quote, while not damning as much as it is offered from a place of weary experience, functions

as a succinct commentary on the route that risks to trap Stryker, despite the powerful exclamations

of  rage and warning which would otherwise  exceed even the  limits  of  the  text  itself.  Even in

defiance and rage, Stryker ultimately might be caught up in performing yet another instance of self-

sacrifice in taking on the role of the monstrum for the sake of a wider or generalised community of
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reader-listeners, embodying “someone's Gosh, That's Really A Lesson For Us All”.132 Stryker does

call out to “fellow creatures” and say to those alike, “if this is your path, as it is mine, let me offer

whatever  solace  you  may find  in  this  monstrous  benediction”,  but  the  intentional  openness  in

statements such as these and the “call upon you to investigate your nature as I have been compelled

to confront mine […] to risk abjection and flourish as well as have I […] and you may well discover

the seams and sutures in yourself” is double-edged: while it speaks to those on the same path, and

not least those who might be but have not found or admitted it yet, it also dilutes this specificity as

an offering to all other, who are also addressed as “you” in the text.133

This  is  certainly a  conscious  political  and aesthetic  decision,  resonating  with  while  also  being

irreducible  to  contemporary  efforts  to  expand,  perhaps  infinitely,  concepts  such  as  “queer”  or

“transgender”, while certain monsters, as Rose accurately observes, remain marked in the service of

“train[ing] Real People's heroes,” or perhaps playing the part of a self-sacrificing modern Proteus of

the sort who will, at the end, be written out of or subsumed into history.134 Rose, on the other hand,

writes of refusal to engage on these terms:

Me, I refuse to be here For Them, as much as possible, no matter how much I care for them as part

of my human race. I will not be a cipher. I'd rather be a monster than that, some days, even though

there's really only one way a monster's story ends, even a tame monster's, and it  has to do with

poison arrows.135

Facing death at another's hands, in this way, or facing this manner of destruction, constitutes part of

an experience not shared by Stryker as the writer of “My Words to Victor Frankenstein Above the

Village of Chamounix” nor by the writer of this thesis, as it is an experience shaped by the forces of

racist structural oppression set in place by colonialist violence, both physical and epistemic. In this

circumstance,  Rose claims a monstrosity of one's  own and at  the same time makes a claim on

humanity which is even bolder, referring to “my human race”, and thereby shifting the very ground

over to the monster's territory, revealing it to be already present and foundational at the foundation

of the “human race”, even as it is continually erased and conditionally re-discovered as such. 

This ground-shifting might be read as a way to anticipate the perhaps inevitable inversions of any

position that intends not to “be here For Them”. Certainly, not least within a colonialist imaginary,

that  very refusal  might  be  taken as  the  token  of  a  sought-after  and immediate  authenticity  of

experience or  aesthetic,  guaranteeing its  value as  “cipher”  to  this  very “Them”.  While  Stryker
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attempts to stake out a space of one's own on the condition of its possible openness, the foreclosing

movement in Rose's statement risks instead an encircling of a similar space that would return it to

an 'exemplary' or 'exceptional' status. As is apparent from this discussion, in both texts there is a

constant negotiation, implicit  or explicit,  with a gaze that is invasive,  tokenising and ultimately

exploitative; a gaze or subject that would wish to appropriate these texts and perspectives for its

own use, which these texts would then always exceed in two simultaneous directions by being at the

same time more than and less than what is asked of them, and therefore constantly at risk of being

discarded once their immediate purpose has been served. 

This formulation captures precisely the situation of what in this thesis is called the excessive object

in relation to the subject that seeks to master the sublime along the lines identified by Kant and

other  philosophers  of  sublimity.  We  can  also  see  the  flash-and-lightning-like  character  of  the

excessive  object  and  its  expressions,  recalling  in  some  aspects  Longinus'  writing  on  the  high

sublime style, in the striking manner by which it would be consumed and spat out in an instant, at

once discarded and preserved in static, to fuel this sublime process. 

The conditions of Kafka's 'minor literature,' as analysed by Deleuze and Guattari, are also actualised

by these texts and their relations to themselves and their situations, as the double-bind of writing

and not writing, both proving equally impossible under the weight of majoritarian pressure. Hereby

these conditions constantly allow the “political domain [to contaminate] every statement”, making

the “literary machine […] a relay for a revolutionary machine-to-come”, a condition which as we

have seen and as we shall see again might prove to open the 'minor' author to a double dispersion,

annihilation as well as infinite expansion along new lines of flight.136 This double movement might

in turn risk being harnessed by prospective “Real Heroes”, just as Deleuze and Guattari analyse and

systematise Kafka's writings for their own project.

4. 2. The Monstrous and the Divine

What, then, of the feminine sublime, as opposed to the Kantian sublime? For Freeman, the feminine

sublime is a matter of excess: of exceeding, or showing as having been always already exceeded,

the capturing mechanics that define the Kantian sublime, and of exceeding the terms of relationality

set up by these mechanics, seeking new, potentially mutually transformative ways of relating to the

Other. Rose has the following to offer on the topic of relating, a challenge as well as a promise:
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So, you wanna plant your flag? Well, Here Be a Monster. Make me one, and I will go bump in your

night, I will do it with teeth. You get what you continually, noisily, unlisteningly expect, eventually.

It's  that  or  partnership,  letting  me  fill  in  my  country's  map  in  yours,  letting  us  exchange  and

converse, admitting that to each, the other can be navigable, if only you let the territory speak for

itself. 

You're not discovering me. I was already here.137

Rose's notion of “partnership” seem to respond significantly to Freeman's relational approach to the

feminine  sublime,  emphasising  “letting  us  exchange  and converse”  and  that  “the  other  can  be

navigable”.  The  key difference  lies  in  that,  in  the  final  analysis,  Freeman  wants  to  somehow

supplant Kant, wants the feminine sublime to undermine and supplant the patriarchal sublime, in

order to instantiate another way for the subject to relate to its other, and having the position of

subject be transformed through this process. 

Rose, however, aims to speak from the position of the other, from the perspective of the supposedly

unknown that  the feminine sublime would signify through the impossibility of signification.  In

other terms, Rose is calling to “let the territory speak for itself,” writing on the part of the territory,

that  ever-excessive  object  that  exceeds  any cartographic  effort.  Meanwhile,  Freeman and other

writers  on  the  feminine  sublime  intend  mainly  to  be  a  different  sort  of  cartographer,  finding

different ways of relating to this other rather than different ways of relating as this other. Ideally,

they might be seen to constitute two sides of the same approach to mutual navigation, “letting me

fill in my country's map in yours […] admitting that to each, the other can navigable”.138 

Since Rose's text proceeds from a commitment to, and direct need for, decolonisation, however, its

approach is irreducible to being the corresponding side of Freeman's project, as it never loses sight,

or  indeed cannot  forget,  the  unrelenting  power differential  involved.  Relating  to  the  other  and

relating  as  the  other  is  not  the  same thing,  and  neither  is  the  movement  to  become mutually

navigable. There is also the vital poetic and political difference between a territory, as a staked-out

and hollowed-out claim on the unknown itself, and a Here as a significance-rich, self-present and

substantial locus, and the way this difference is constructed or made.

It in this aspect, too, that Rose's work on mutual transformation differs from Deleuze and Guattari's

sense of becoming-other. Becoming, in Deleuze and Guattari's philosophy, for as much as it is a
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philosophy of molecular movements rather than subjects and actions, risks or is authorised as a

philosophy of appropriating this or that other territory, be it the wolf pack as shown in Haraway's

critique of the becoming-animal or of minor literature as in the discussion in this thesis of Kafka:

Towards a Minor Literature. Deleuze and Guattari essentially makes the other or the minor 'useful',

by asking the reader to perform their own becoming-other or becoming-minor, and would in this

instance  perhaps  suggest  a  'becoming-monster'  or  similar.  Rose  even  speaks  directly  to  the

perspective of the academic or theoretical object:

It's an interesting thing, to be the bushman in the zoo, to be Herculine Barbin, to be the subject of an

ethnography instead of an autobiography, to be rendered in someone else's symbols. Those of us who

survive learn to become bilingual [...]139

This passage refers, among other things, to Michel Foucault's study on the sexological and juridical

discourse surrounding the case of Herculine Barbin in the 19th century as well as to this discourse

itself, and to the widespread and popular colonialist practice, across the West, of exhibiting groups

or  individuals  of  people  from colonised  countries  and areas  in  the  Americas,  Africa,  Asia  and

Australia in so-called ethnological exhibitions well into the 20th century. In this way Rose, writing

as  a  trans  woman  of  colour,  ties  together  through  the  topic  of  monstrosity  the  different  but

interwoven states of otherness that are construed as matters of sex and of race respectively, but

which are constructed together and thus interdependent in their workings. Rose asserts as a survival

tactic  or  experience  a  'bilinguality'  recalling  substantial  postcolonialist  theory  and  practice  on

similar topics, and highlighting the importance, in this and other instances, of language, speaking

and writing to not only the formation of critical politics but also to survival and continued existence

itself. The poem itself shows the importance, thereby, of aesthetics to this matter.

There  is  a  significant  theological  aspect  to  Rose's  work  which  bears  mentioning.  In  “On

Cartography and Dissection” as well as in “The Seam of Skin and Scales” there is an abundant

naming of myths, gods and tales as they relate to different aspects of the monstrous. From the

perspective of an analysis of trans women's writing and transmisogyny, the connection between and

dichotomising of the monstrous and the divine take on particular significance, as it illustrates both

the workings of sublimity and of transmisogyny, emphasising the nuances and multiple meanings of

the term 'excess'. The line between monster and goddess can be thin indeed when both serve as

excessive objects for a sublime process directed towards the triumph of a reasoning, self-possessing

subject, a process which can prove violent and difficult to survive – not for the subject experiencing

65



sublimity, but for the object which is thereby both constructed and discarded. 

Correspondingly, in “Cartography and Dissection”, Rose accounts for a wide number of mythical

creatures that might inhabit the territory to be claimed by the colonial power: 

There are Herodotus' dog-headed men and gold-digging ants, Californian island flower queens, there

are Sima Qian's tattooed dragon-men of the steaming South […] They're cannibals, they're mermaids

and  sea-bishops,  they're  pale  and  bearded  and  travel  in  boats  with  great  seagulls  pulling  them

forward with the wind. They have three bodies and one head […].140

Furthermore,  in  “The Seam of  Skin  and Scales”,  there  is  an  invocation  to  both  monsters  and

goddesses from mythologies, pantheons and folklores ranging from Jewish to Greek and Russian,

Phoenician and Phrygian, Hindu and Hawaiian, and more:

This is for the Lilim, because you forget that the next part after your co-opted icon parts ways with

Adam and goes her own way is and she begat monsters, and she becomes terrifying. This is for the

Gorgons and the vampires and the chimaeras, for Cybele and Baba Yaga, Hel and Ashtoreth, for

Lamia and Scylla, for Kali and Kapo 'ula-kina'u. This is for all of them with teeth.141

Conversing with and honouring these powerful figures is essential to Rose's writing and instantiates

the bilinguality mentioned in “On Cartography and Dissection” as a means of survival, or having

survived. This is a conversation addressed not least to an audience of contemporary feminists, as the

reference to the historically complex figure of Lilith as “your co-opted icon” infers. Interestingly,

the striking invocation of these deities and monsters in Rose's poem finds a parallel in Kant's Third

Critique. In the fourth chapter of The Feminine Sublime, titled “Love's Labor: Kant, Isis, and Toni

Morrison's Sublime”, Freeman explores the partly-erased centrality of theological and mythological

concerns,  particularly as they relate to  colonialist  exploration and the construction of European

whiteness, to Kant's theory of the sublime. 

In this chapter, Freeman defines the function of the Kantian sublime as follows: “to contain the fear

of boundlessness and primal terror, to give the unnameable a name and thereby defend against it; to

aggrandize (or create) identity, but only at the expense of a scapegoated other; and to keep the fear

of  unrepresentability  at  bay.”142 This  function,  described  in  this  way,  echoes  the  scapegoating

inherent in the Raymondian charge of monstrosity and conspiracy to which both Stryker and Stone

66



responds;  and it  echoes  the forces  that  Rose challenge and refuse.  Freeman describes it  in the

context of discussing two essays  by Toni Morrison on “'The Presence of the Afro-American in

American Literature'”143 It is important to note that while the function of the sublime is echoed or

paralleled in these different contexts, it is not the same in every instance or reducible to only one

single principle: rather, these are interrelated workings of power.

Freeman's aim is to examine a footnote of the Third Critique, to which a particular instance of the

sublime is relegated: “'Perhaps nothing more sublime has ever been said, or a thought ever been

expressed more sublimely, than in that inscription above the temple of Isis (Mother Nature): 'I am

all that is, that was, and that will be, and no mortal has lifted my veil'”.144 Freeman finds in this

quote  a  logic,  hinging  upon  sublimity,  that  would  link  “the  question  of  the  feminine  sexual

difference” to “the territory of the belated and excluded, to what arrives and can be symbolized only

after the fact”.145 

For  Freeman,  this  logic  concerns  sublimity  in  relation  to  trauma,  as  read  through  the  ancient

mythology of Isis and Toni Morrison's novelistic account in  Beloved (1987) of African-American

slavery in the United States and the scars and absences inflicted thereby. “Isis' quest for Osiris' body

stages the scene of writing as a search for what language witnesses but cannot say”, Freeman writes

of  the  myth  of  the  dismemberment  of  Osiris  and Isis'  subsequent  search  for,  and at  one point

substitution of, his body parts.146 What Freeman seeks, throughout  The Feminine Sublime,  is an

aesthetics  and  ethics  of  attachment  rather  than  of  Kantian  detachment:  where  detachment  is

actualised but at the same time undermined by the sublime, the feminine sublime, just as Isis' story,

is an instance of “limitless attachment even in the face of traumatic loss.”147

Certainly the recurring discussion of monstrosity and colonialism in Rose's work is deeply related

to traumatic loss, and displays an ethic of limitless attachment, but it is not an attachment to the

other from oneself as much as an attachment to oneself as the other or the othered. “Isis mourns and

buries  Osiris,”  Freeman observes,  “but  no one  mourns  for  her.”148 As  the  feminine  sublime in

Freeman's  work might  suggest  an attachment  to  Isis,  a  possible  mourning of  Isis,  Rose speaks

directly to the position of being unmournable by those structures that seek to turn one monstrous

and impossible, and finds, as Stryker does, an ethic of rage rather than of mourning, and thereby a

writing based on the simultaneous condition of the “impossibility of not writing, the impossibility

of writing in German, the impossibility of writing otherwise” to which Deleuze and Guattari refer in

the case of Kafka.149 In a key passage of “A Seam of Skin and Scales”, Rose writes:
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What I say may be in a language incomprehensible, but there is a time for that, and it is right now,

because this is a monster's creed. It is for the cobbled-together, the sewn-up, the grafted-on. It is for

the  golden,  the  under-the-earth,  the  foreign,  the  travels-by-night;  the  filthy  ship-sinking  cave-

dwelling bone-cracking gorgeousness that says hell no, I am not tidy. I am not easy. I am not what

you suppose me to be and until you listen to my voice and look me in my eyes, I will cling fast to

this life no matter how far you drive me, how deep, with how many torches and pitchforks, biting

back the whole way down. I will not give you my suicide. I will not give you my surrender.150

This  'sewn-up,  grafted-on'  condition,  as  we  have  also  witnessed  in  Stryker's  account,  entails

surviving as the first defiant gesture for those whom are designated as object and as excessive, as

that which is at once excessive lack and excessive boundlessness, whose existence is predicated on

being always already excised.  This  writing offers us a different perspective to the quandary of

sublimity and trauma. Freeman does describe in precise terms the “language incomprehensible” of

this  minor  writing:  “If  the  sublime  appears  to  mark  a  trauma  that  exceeds  language,  it

simultaneously impels and disables symbolization, and its effect is that we can never relinquish the

attempt to find words for some of the unspeakable things that remain unspoken.”151 

What Rose's writing does is to bring us back to the materiality of this traumatic condition, to its

material  conditions,  and  thereby  to  its  conditionality,  which  is  the  spark  of  the  revolutionary

potential Deleuze and Guattari seeks in minor literature. Crucially, however, this 'monster's creed'

can be seen to refuse the reterritorialising trap of universality as well as the trap of generality or

presupposed perpetuity, claiming instead itself as the shifting of the very ground beneath, as it says

to “Keep kicking: a thousand, thousand slimy things lived on. And so. Did. I.”152 

4. 3. “How to Kill Queer Scum”

The piece titled “How to Kill Queer Scum” form part of the literary output of Canadian author Sybil

Lamb during  the  2000's  and was originally self-published by Lamb under  the name of  Lillian

Bloodgherdt in the eight issue of the zine Tr!nnypunk or Trannypunk. In 2014, “How to Kill Queer

Scum” and other texts, such as “Self Destrut Till Your Happy / How to Shoot Yourself”, also cited

in this  thesis,  were published in  heavily rewritten form in the novel  I've Got a Time Bomb  by

Topside Press, but this thesis will mainly concern itself with the original version for reasons both

literary and historical.
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“How to Kill Queer Scum” has the subtitle “The True storey of a 33 year old  woman getting tr*ns-

bashed to near death with an iron pipe,” which is a succinct summation of the main event related in

the text. It might best be classified as a short story, written in the first person in shorter sections and

interrelated  vignettes  amounting  to  an  overarching  monologue,  giving  it  a  very direct  style  of

address which varies between relating an autobiographical story and providing instructions to the

reader essentially in the form of self-help texts.153 

These instructions, as in the title “How to Kill Queer Scum” and, in another issue of Tr!nnypunk,

the piece “Emotional Support and Instructions for Shooting Yourself”, immediately prove acerbic

and ironic, a form of self-destructive gallows humour that resembles, in a very tangible manner, the

kind of “transgender rage” of which Stryker writes. In effect, this provides a paradoxically intimate,

confidential tone to the work, as it invites the reader to be in-the-know by reciting, subversively and

also perhaps not subversively,  deeply destructive narratives and themes immediately familiar  to

those to whom they are familiar. Essentially, violence and specifically transmisogynist violence –

encompassing  forms  of  violence  often  otherwise  labelled  as  misogynist,  homophobic  and

transphobic, among other terms – is at the heart of this text: externally inflicted, physically and

verbally, as well as inwardly turned or even as constitutive terms of one's existence, and thereby

available for reciting, deconstructing and satirising. 

For instance, Lamb writes:  “As you may know queers are basically revolting wretched garbage

people who are human trash and the kind of garbage people no one would ever miss,” only to turn

around and state that:  “The fact that I'm sitting in a dinner with fag waiters in thew middle of

SanFagsicco with fags and dykes of all age combinations walking arround holding hands in public

might make that theory look discredited slightly. […] Its as if there is a happy friendly community

of them or something.” And then finally, “Killing a queer or tr!nny should be easy enuff to do tho.

You hear about it in the paper a lot i think. and there's all kinds of great reasons to kill one of us,

like 'Tr!nny Panic Defense'!!”154

In  this  way,  Lamb  is  able  to  weave  an  ironising  narrative  that  captures  the  subtleties  and

complexities of trans women's lives in relation to gay and lesbian communities as well as to deadly

violence; narratives of being excluded and targeted, erased and abjected. The use of the exclamation

mark in the word “tr!nny” is significant; while the slur appears uncensored elsewhere in Lamb's

work,  the  exclamation mark functions  to  cancel  it  out  while  underlining its  destructive  power,

making  it  an  act  of  partial  reclamation  that  doesn't  lose  sight  of  the  violence  inherent  in  the
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language:  “I'm apprehensive at  the word Tr!nny even tho I've done print  and online zines  and

stcikers and patches that say TrannyPunk for over a decade. Depends on who says it, and how.”155

The 'trans panic defense' referred to in the text and its similar variation, the 'gay panic defense', as

used in several court cases in the United States, essentially justifies murder of “a queer or tr!nny”,

to use Lamb's expression, on grounds that bears a certain structural similarity to the philosophical

sublime as we have seen it described and critiqued by Freeman or Haraway: a subject is faced with

an apparently objectified, monstrous, excessive or ungraspable entity that, as the narrative goes,

overwhelms the faculties of said subject in a way that threatens it with a form of dissolution, both

moral and ontological, but which is triumphed over in a way which reconfirms the validity and

superiority of the subject in question. In Kant, this is a question of an intellectual and imaginative

response taking place within the subject, whereby the power of reason prevails, while in cases of

transmisogynistic or homophobic violence it is a question of murder or attempted murder. This is a

harsh parallel, but it nonetheless holds in regards to the position of the excessive object which must

hereby be mastered and banished. 

As in the case of Gwen Araujo, a Californian trans woman murdered in 2002 to which Lamb refers,

and as statistics show, the main targets of this violence in the United States as well as internationally

are trans women of colour,  with black trans women at the greatest  risk in the North American

context.  Rose's  work,  among  others,  as  discussed  above speaks  to  the  violence  of  racism and

colonialism and its effects of intersectional amplification, wherein different axes of oppression are

intertwined and add up more than the sum of its part. While Lamb's work is not itself positioned at

these intersections of racism and colonialism, it directly addresses several conditions that put trans

women at much increased risk of murder. One such significant factor is homelessness, which Lamb

discusses matter-of-factly: “Right now I'm blowing $7 on coffee and a chilly fries (and 8 hours rent

on a table and chair inside a functional building) and then I'm gonna go sleep in a lot behind a tar

factory.”156 Indeed, this type of violence forms the main topic of Lamb's text: “See, six months ago

someone beat me with a pipe until he split my skull open on the left forehead.”157

Lamb's text revolves around this event, while spinning around it a net of interwoven stories and

retellings, starting and stopping, returning and breaking off at different points, forming a greater

picture of the conditions of existence before, after and during the event which in a sense is itself

repeatedly absent from the telling: 
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The last thing I remember is some blurry man standing over me calling me names. I don't remember

no iron pipe, I was screaming about an iron pipe when I entered the hospital but I don't remember

that either. I do remember lying on a gurney trying to figure out how I wound up in a hospital with

all the tubes and wires running in and out of me. […] I got smashed with a small object only on the

left side of my head. All I know is I was ranting about a man smashing me up with a pipe for days.

My  memory  has  about  30  seconds  of  time  for  9  days  in  a  hospital.158

In this instance, language supplants memory and the story seems to take the place of the event, but

the consequences are no less material, no less bloody or deadly. Freeman's analysis, previously cited

in  the  above chapter  on  Rose's  poetry,  of  the  sublime  unspeakability  of  trauma as  that  which

exceeds  symbolisation  in  a  twofold  movement,  as  a  lack  of  words  and  as  an  excessive,  even

compulsive stream of words, again proves useful for understanding the dynamics involved: “[the

sublime] simultaneously impels and disables symbolization”.159 

In Lamb's writing, this condition of sublimity, or on this thesis' terms rather the condition of the

excessive object, can be felt throughout the overflowing yet brief and certainly witty descriptions of

further violence, previous assaults and verbal harassment, structural deprivation and simultaneous

erasure and hypervisibility. Two or more stylistic turns appear at this point, as ways of ordering the

chaotic: the first being the already mentioned self-help sections on how to commit the very violence

described, and the second being a way of satirising the effects of trauma by borrowing the language

of popular science, comic books and infomercials. In the section titled “My Bionic Powers,” Lamb

describes, with a dark sense of humour, a series of 'bionic powers' acquired from the almost fatal

physical trauma: 

Number one is  the new skull.  Actually,  its  the %90 the same skull  I've had for  years  but  they

removed my left forehead, cut it up to make parts for my left eye socket, and then gave me a triangle

plastic thing that has all these screws in it arround my hair line […] Bionic power number four is

loosing my sense of smell and half my sense of taste. I now have the power to volunteer to clean a

bowl of rotten meat out of the fridge. I can also stand in a kitchen with the stove pilot out and filling

the room with petroleum and not notice in the least.160 

The satirical juxtaposition in this part, between the science fiction concept of bionic powers and the

gravity of the situations described, brought together by the self-aware and self-reclaiming narration,

brings to mind the kind of doubling we saw happen to the figures, critiqued by Haraway, of the wolf

pack and the dog in the case of Deleuze and Guattari's becoming-animal in A Thousand Plateaus.

71



The sublime figure, the excessive object or the minor object of becoming, is doubled through the

vectors of the wild and the domestic, the supernatural and the everyday. In this case, however, the

doubling is performed without the splitting and dichotomisation present in the narrative of sublime

becomings: instead, both poles are held together and shown to be interdependent as methods of

navigating one's condition and the erasing, violent narratives surrounding it. 

Through Lamb's work, two main aspects of this doubling become perceptible. The first concerns the

doubling of the figure of the self in a form of self-reflexivity as self-destructivity, a recurring topic

in  Lamb's  texts:  "EMOTIONAL SUPPORT /  AND  INSTRUCTIONS   /  FOR  /  SHOOTING

YOURSELF / perhaps you want to die, but do you want to live ? / SELF DESTRUCTION AS

MEANS TO FEEL OK / I FEEL LIKE I DON'T BELONG IN THEIR WORLD / SO ONE OF US

HAS GOT TO DIE / AND I DON'T CARE WHICH / and how to shoot yerself !!”161

Freeman addresses the topic of self-destruction or self-abuse in women's fiction, in discussing how

the philosophical  sublime,  which is  to guarantee the superiority of the implicitly male subject,

affects those who are not able to assume this position, but are instead marked to perform the self-

sacrifice needed for the sublime to operate:  “If in the Kantian sublime the mind turns inward and

discovers itself afresh in an attitude of awe, the feminine protagonist's moments of self-reflexivity

are marked by self-abuse and abjection, revealing that she has learned to do to herself what others

have done to her and to find in auto-mutilation her sole creative enterprise.”162

What Freeman refers to with this passage is the condition of the feminine protagonist, reflecting that

of the woman writer, who in Freeman's analysis performs the self-sacrificing or self-abusing labour

assigned to the function of the imagination within the subject. Imagination must come to its limits

and fail in imagining the sublime for reason to perceive its failure and thereby reconfirm its own

triumph  and  active  power;  therefore  the  feminine  protagonist,  likewise,  self-mutilates  as  self-

creation. As we have seen in this thesis, however, Freeman leaves out the part of the equation that

provides  the  initial  impact  and  that  programmed  to  disappear  even  as  it  leaves  its  mark:  the

excessive object of sublimity. In failing to master this object, imagination repeats its labour of self-

sacrifice,  and so a  philosopher  such as  Kant  is  willing  to  recognise this  labour  on the  part  of

imagination, albeit in patriarchal terms intended to further this very same dynamic; imagination

visibly performs its own sacrifice. What is there ultimately to self-destruct, however, if annihilation,

being always-already annihilated, is the precondition of one's existence, as “human trash […] the

kind of garbage people no one would ever miss”?163 This is a question urgently posed by Lamb's
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work, as it was otherwise posed by Stryker and Rose in the earlier chapters. 

In this case, it is also important to note the qualities and conditions of the language by which this

question is posed. As we have seen in the discussion of  Stryker's textual code-switching between

different genres and as typified by the two modes of the minor literature discussed by Deleuze and

Guattari in their analysis of Kafka, the doubling of the figure of the excessive object carries with it a

concurrent doubling of language or rather of writing. Deleuze and Guattari categorise these as the

difference between the symbol-laden language of Meyrink's Der Golem and the paper language of

Kafka, the latter driving literature “farther in the direction of deterritorialization, to the point of

sobriety. [Opposing] a purely intensive usage of language to all symbolic or even significant or

simply signifying usages of it.”164 

As we can see in these analyses of Lamb's and other trans women's writing, further configurations

of this linguistic and stylistic doubling may be possible: we might find, for instance in Lamb's work,

a language or writing which is neither primarily enriched nor poor, inflated nor molecularised, but

rather broken: broken up and broken down, shattered and remade, given over to states of affectivity

and intensity that defy the connotations of mastery proper to literary writing while simultaneously

invoking the bolts and lightning of the Longinian sublime. Going further than Kafka, perhaps, not

routed  through  sobriety,  but  rather  proceeding  from  the  precondition  of  annihilation  and  its

linguistic impossibilities: 

I told the Nurse something like "its no, I don't want that. I 'm OK, I'm gotta just I cant yet...." / Thats

not effective communicating. […] Call me Sybil. This part of the story is the part where i break out

of my restraints again and rip off my EKG and my IVs. Some one tried to kill me 2 weeks ago and I

have a lot of coagulated blood saturating my brain. It makes it hard to communicate with the nurses

cuz I seem to stutter, mumble, and when I try to talk I cant remember the right words. You have two

speech centers in your brain called Werner and Brocha. One turns thought in to language, the other

turns  words  in  your  head  in  to  speech.  They  also  work  the  other  way  turning  speech  in  to

understanding in to thought. If someone smashes an iron pipe in to this part of your brain, which is

right next to your left ear, then those functions might get impaired, for months or more.165  

In describing these scenes of waking up in the hospital in the aftermath of an event which is itself

absent,  unable  to  'communicate  effectively'  while  alluding  darkly  to  earlier  biographical  and

voyeuristic narratives of trans women's figural re-birth in medical settings as discussed further by

Stone in “The Empire Strikes Back: A Posttransexual Manifesto”, Lamb's writing functions through
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the  breaking down of grammar as a trauma written back onto the body. We can understand this

corporeality of the text, which encompasses each term in the relation within a process of abjection,

in trans women's writing as a facet of minor literature.

4. 4. Closing Words: On Writing and Spite

Reading, as in the examples above, the texts discussed in this chapter as minor literature is pertinent

not least  for developing an understanding how these texts are constantly threatened with being

relegated to a status as either paradoxical or one-dimensional, as offering either no resolution or

only resolutions too easily bought. 

In the case of Lamb's writing, for example, the writing resists sympathy or political answers. While

it might, as in this very thesis, be set in a context of the reality of violence both institutional and

physical aimed at trans women, doing so always risks flattening the text into an individual account

of a societal issue. Such a reduced account can only ever be found lacking or be considered counter-

productive: writing a text titled “how to shoot yerself” hardly qualifies one as sympathetic, much

less as being constructive. 

Similarly, Stryker and Rose's writings both run the risk of being reduced only to interventions into

specific established intellectual contexts, whether academic or activist, and serving these spaces as

token reminders of conscience, 'inspirational' perspectives or flash points of controversy, in a matter

that positions these texts as ultimately marginal or even disposable. One example of this, incidental

but timely,  is  how in the master's  thesis  titled  “Hairy Thuggish Women”: Female Werewolves,

Gender and the Hoped-For Monster which was cited in the introductory chapter, Rose's poem “The

Seam of Skin and Scales” is quoted at some length in order to set up the themes of the thesis in

question, but Rose herself is credited in the main text neither by name or pseudonym but only as

“one activist”.166 It is as Rose reminds us in “On Cartography and Dissection”: 

Maybe you can claim some thirdspace, you can pick among places given you, you can believe the

hype about your Magic Insight Into Other People's Gender or be someone's Gosh, That's Really A

Lesson For Us All. You can play the shaman, live on the edge of the village; you can play Cheiron

and train Real People's heroes.167

This formulation concisely dramatises the condition of the excessive object, which is at once too
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much, superfluous, and treated as an other the labour and sacrifice of which is erased with the act of

its exploitation; a process that might bear the name of sublimity. These words also point back to

Kafka and the concept of a minor literature, which as Deleuze and Guattari reminds us is always

political in its enunciation of mutual becoming:

It is literature that produces an active solidarity in spite of scepticism; and if the writer is in the

margins or completely outside his or her fragile community, this situation allows the writer all the

more the possibility to  express another possible  community and to  forge the means for  another

consciousness and another sensibility.168  

Read in this context, Freeman's concept of the feminine sublime as a means of engaging with

the other that by proceeding from the contradictions of imagination rather than from reason

comes  to  differ  from the  mode of  mastery signified  by sublimity,  much  as  Deleuze  and

Guattari's  exhortations  to  become-minor,  to  find  one's  one  “point  of  underdevelopment,”

might despite their possible ambitions otherwise appear as attempts at reconciliation of the

unreconcilable, as ways to productively harness that which can never be productive in itself.169

The  question  then  remains  of  who  can  access  these  programmatic,  reconciliatory  or

productive statements, and who remain suspended in the paradoxes of excessive self-sacrifice

and  the  sublime  impossibilities  of  writing  and  of  not  writing  that  Deleuze  and  Guattari

succinctly map out as minor literature. Indeed, as we can see in the writings of Stryker, Rose

and Lamb, the key phrase in the above quote from Deleuze and Guattari  on the possible

community  expressible  only  by  those  who  lack  it  might  be  “in  spite”:  Rose  writes

oppositionally of refusing “to be here For Them,” much as Lamb stakes out a position of self-

destructivity: “I FEEL LIKE I DON'T BELONG IN THEIR WORLD / SO ONE OF US HAS

GOT TO DIE / AND I DON'T CARE WHICH.”170 

Conclusions and Recommendations for Further Research

One of the aims of this thesis has been to develop a framework within the study of aesthetics in

which to critically examine trans women's writing as related to the situation captured by Kafka's

concept of minor literature, a concept further developed by Deleuze and Guattari. This in turn is to

be understood in relation to the situation of the excessive object, the condition of which becomes

tangible  through  a  critical  understanding  of  the  aesthetic  concept  of  the  sublime,  and  more
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specifically through the critique of the patriarchal philosophical tradition of the sublime and the

possibilities but also further pitfalls of sublimity which are explored under the heading of the term

'the feminine sublime'. 

Conclusively, this can be said to have been a very fruitful approach to researching the topics of trans

women's writing, minor literature and the feminine sublime, with each topic bringing new light

upon the others.  For further and future research, the framework developed in this thesis could be

brought into more extensive dialogue with other contemporary scholarship on aesthetics and the

cultural production of trans people, in particular trans women. Among examples that are close at

hand for this thesis we find Trish Salah's poetic and academic work, such as the article “Notes

Toward Thinking Transsexual Institutional Poetics” and the doctoral dissertation upon which that

article is based. Salah's work might prove specifically useful for further research on the topic, as

sketched out in this thesis, of minor writing as an interface between minor literature and feminist

literary theory.

We might  also turn to  an article  by Benjamin T.  Singer,  published in  the first  volume of  The

Transgender Studies Reader,  titled “From the Medical Gaze to  Sublime Mutations. The Ethics of

(Re)Viewing Non-Normative Body Images”, and a dissertation from 2011 by the same author that

expands  on  this  subject,  titled  Towards  a  Transgender  Sublime.  The  Politics  of  Excess  in

Transspecific Cultural Production. These texts more often centre trans men's cultural production, or

otherwise that of trans people in a more generalised sense, and may therefore prove interesting as

points of contrast and comparison with the analysis, focused on aesthetic and cultural dealings with

misogyny and transmisogyny, contained in this thesis. 

Furthermore, there is a wealth of aesthetic work in many artistic disciplines by trans women, both

historically and in the contemporary setting, that might be brought in to expand upon or renegotiate

this thesis. The last decade in particular has seen greater diversity, visibility and an exponential

growth in scholarship within what has become known as transgender studies in English-language

academia, such as the  Transgender Studies Quarterly  and the second volume of the  Transgender

Studies Reader attest to, and much of this work may be relevant to or directly address questions of

aesthetics. 
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