(S a,8,°2  UNIVERSITA

""""'.':'E:' ab R '-E'f"l i

e ¥ 54l <IZ)  DEGLI STUDI
LU b PapOVA
ORI ALDOY

Universita degli Studi di Padova

Padua Research Archive - Institutional Repository

Online reverse discourses? Claiming a space for trans voices

Original Citation:

Availability:
This version is available at: 11577/3285961 since: 2019-11-04T09:41:56Z

Publisher:

Published version:
DOI: 10.1177/0959353518819583

Terms of use:
Open Access

This article is made available under terms and conditions applicable to Open Access Guidelines, as described at
http://www.unipd.it/download/file/fid/55401 (Italian only)

(Article begins on next page)




Article

Online reverse discourses? Claiming a space for trans voices

David Primo

University of Padua, Italy
Adriano Zamperini
University of Padua, Italy
Ines Testoni

University of Padua, Italy

Abstract

In recent years, online media offered to trans people helpful resources to create new
political, cultural and personal representations of their biographies. However, the role of
these media in the construction of their social and personal identities have been seldom
addressed. Drawing on the theoretical standpoint of positioning theory and diatextual
discourse analysis, this paper discusses the results of a research project about weblogs
created by Italian trans women. In particular, the aim of this study was to describe the
ways online resources are used to express different definitions and interpretation of
transgenderism, transsexuality and gender transitioning. We identified four main
positioning strategies: “Transgender”, “Transsexual before being a woman”, “A woman
who was born male” and “Just a normal woman”. We conclude with the political
implications of the pluralization of narratives about gender non-conformity. Specifically,
we will highlight how aspects of neoliberal discourses have been appropriated and
rearticulated in the construction of gendered subjectivities.
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The lives of trans people take place within a multi-layered network of pressures to
perform a normative identity. These pressures come from both external sources, such as
legal (Lorenzetti, 2012; Romeo, 2005), psychological (Serano, 2007; Stryker, 2006) and
medical settings (Johnson, 2015; Stryker, 2006), as well as internal sources, namely the

trans community itself (Garosi, 2012; Mason-Schrock, 1996).

Although derived from heteronormativity (Warner, 1993; Zamperini, Testoni, Prandelli,
Primo & Monti, 2016), these pressures take a specific form for trans people, often
referred to as hegemonic transnormativity (Garosi, 2011; McDonald, 2006; Vipond,
2015), that sets a hierarchical order of legitimacy in trans identities (Johnson, 2016). This
normative ideology, based on the medical discourse, has two main assumptions. The first
one asserts that trans identity is an early psychological condition characterized by the
refusal of one’s own body. The second one defines hormone therapy and sex

reassignment surgery as the primal goal of every transgender person.

As we will outline in the first section of this paper, offline and online media are major
environments for the (re)production, diffusion and contestation of transnormative
discourses. Indeed, the depiction of gender non-conformity in mainstream cultural
products! (e.g., television programs, films, newspaper) has a central role in spreading
stereotypical representation of transgender people (Billard, 2016; Capuzza, 2015;
Johnson, 2016; Namaste, 2005). Although offline media have been a major arena for the
contestation of transnormativity (Halberstam, 2005), the distribution of cultural artefacts
is highly dependent on economic resources. For this reason, digital media offer

unprecedented opportunities to trans communities to share user-generated contents in



new and almost inexpensive ways that partially overcome geographical and temporal

boundaries? (Fox & Ralston, 2016; Shapiro, 2004).

Starting from the theoretical standpoint of diatextual discourse analysis (DDA ; Mininni,
2013) and positioning theory (Davies & Harré, 1990), in this article, we will explore and
describe the ways Italian trans women® used online resources to express different

definitions of transgenderism, transsexuality and gender transition.
Cultural production, online media and trans people

Non-heterosexual and non-cisgender characters have been underrepresented in media
(Arthurs, 2004). For this reason, the increase in the sympathetic portrayal of GLBTQ
characters (Capuzza, 2015; Sender, 2012; Streitmatter, 2009) has been interpreted as
resulting from the erosion of traditional heteronormative values (Malici, 2014). Albeit the
increased media attention to gender diversity might have positive effects on the validation
of trans people’s biographies (Austin, 2016; Mclnroy & Craig, 2015), mainstream
cultural products allow only certain kinds of narratives (Namaste, 2005). For example,
television programmes legitimise the idea that the discomfort about the body and the urge
to undergo sex reassignment surgery are constituent elements of gender non-conformity
(Baptista & Himmel, 2016; Buscar & Enke, 2011; Mocarski, Butler, Emmons &

Smallwood, 2013).

Moreover, Capuzza (2015) and Billard (2016) contend that news media reiterate the
misnaming and misgendering of trans individuals, the hyper-sexualisation of their bodies
and the misrepresentation of their identities. Concerning this last point, mainstream
cultural products represent gender diversity in an assimilative way: the focus is on trans

people who situate themselves within the binary (Westbrook, 2010), on the extent to
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which they pass (Mackie, 2008), and in the evocation of feelings of pity (Kelso, 2015).
Trans people experiences of discrimination are usually depicted as individual struggles,
thus negating the structural dimension of cisgenderism and reiterating neoliberal rhetorics
of self-actualization (Capuzza, 2015). In the most extreme cases, trans identities are the
target of sensationalism and ridicule (Arune, 2006; Riggs & Patterson, 2009). Indeed,
mass media portray trans people gender identities as artificial and deceptive (Mclnroy &
Craig, 2015; Phillips, 2006; Trans Media Watch, 2010), which further legitimise the
blaming of trans people victims of discrimination (Barker-Plummer, 2013; Billard, 2016;

Schilt & Westbrook, 2009).

The misrepresentation of trans people stems from a more general cisgender gaze affecting
mass media, defined by a condescending form of recognition of gender variances (Hilton-
Morrows & Battles, 2015), which dispossesses trans people of the autonomy to name
themselves (Funk & Funk, 2016). Besides their role in the diffusion of hostility towards
gender non-conformity (Billard, 2016), stereotypical depictions of transgender characters
may even contribute to the internalisation of transnormative representation by trans

people (Ringo, 2002).

Despite that, previous scholarship showed that virtual environments provide a great
contribution to trans individuals and communities. Online spaces are often the first
opportunity to meet other trans people and, by so, to find support and overcome isolation
(Barrios, 2004; Green, Bobrowicz & Ang, 2015; Hegland & Nelson, 2002; Mallon, 2009;
Manduley, Mertens, Plante & Sultana, 2018). Notably, Fox and Ralston (2016) showed
that social media are multifaceted social learning environments where trans people can

share information, find different role models and test their identities.



Online media are participatory platforms that democratize the process of creation and
dissemination of information (Jenkins, 2006). For what concerns the specific case of trans
communities, they provided a quick and inexpensive way to enhance the distribution of
information and transnational alliances (Shapiro, 2004). Moreover, they may provide new
outlets for self-representation and new resources to collectively orient against dominant
straight and cisgender sexual and gender norms (Fink & Miller, 2014): terms that were
originally created in medical, psychological and legal discourses have been reformulated
in virtual environments to give life to counter discourses about gender identity (Barrios,

2004).

Besides this supportive role, online media are also productive of new forms of
subjectivity. Ekins and King’s (2010) study about web pages created by self-identified
sissy boys and autogynephilic transsexual women pointed out that online environments

are major media for the emergence of new or unwelcome trans identities:

The virtual contact enabled by the Internet has created critical mass and the formation of
new virtual social worlds within which new trans identities, both “virtual” and “real”,

have emerged. (Ekins & King, 2010, p. 37)

Conversely, Westbrook (2010) asserts that even if media produced by trans people can
support new ways of doing gender, they do not undo the idea of “gender”. In her opinion,
the process of explaining transgenderism reproduce the idea that gender is knowable and
that it shapes behaviour. Although the underlying claim that gender might be undone* is
critical, her work has the merit of pointing out the complex interrelationships between

online media and gender norms in the pluralization of gender identifications.

Weblogs, “private” experiences and “public” life
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In this paper, we will focus on the exploration of blog posts created by trans women. As
Garden (2011) contends, the definition of weblogs is complex because of the deep
changes that occurred in their contents and in their technology since 1990. In this paper,
we will adopt an inclusive definition of which websites count as weblogs: virtual
interfaces accessible to individual users, which includes multimedia resources for the

creation of user-generated contents organized in a chronological way.

Earlier accounts of weblogs stressed their similarity to personal diaries (e.g.; Lejeune,
2000). Whilst this approach fostered the exploration of identity construction in virtual
spaces, it ignores that weblogs differ from diary writing both in term of ephemerality
(Sorapure, 2003) — weblogs are in a constant state of change —, and of the audience
(Garden, 2011) — they are usually aimed at an audience. While we acknowledge that it is
impossible to trace a clear-cut separation between online diaries and other kinds of
weblogs, this paper assumes that self-expression in weblogs cannot be explained

exclusively as a private experience. According to Papacharissi:

The discourse surrounding the political potential of online news media could be located
in the tension between the “private” and the “public” as articulated in contemporary
democracies. Online media lend themselves to several uses, but they acquire agency as
they enable the renegotiation of what is considered private and what is considered public

in public life. (2009, p. 231)

According to this conceptualization of virtual environments, we considered online
blogging as a specific Internet genre in which private and public spheres interweave

(Rak, 2005, p. 173). For this reason, weblogs are thought-provoking media for the



exploration of the public significance of the online sharing of opinions and personal

experiences.

Theoretical Framework: diatextual approach and the polyphony of experience

This study draws on the conceptual framework of DDA, that has been formulated by
Giuseppe Mininni (1992). This approach is a development of postmodern discourse
analysis in psychology and combines the theoretical and epistemological basis of
positioning theory (Davies & Harré, 1990), with the analytic tools provided by Semiotics.
Its focus is on the analysis of the constitutive complexities and contradictions of sense-

making procedures performed in the identity work.

DDA is particularly concerned with the study of discursive practices through which
human beings become socially intelligible as subjects. This approach entails a theory of
subjectivity which postulate that the subject is constituted by discursive practices that
fold broader cultural patterns in the formation of the psyche (Mininni, 2003). In this
sense, DDA aligns with the post-structuralist shift from the humanist coherent rational
individual, to a socially and culturally embedded subject, who is part of a broader
network of sense-making processes (Potter & Wetherell, 1987). Within this framework,
discursive practices are not merely expressive but rather constitutive of the subjectivity
and other psychological phenomena. Linguistic materials operate in a protean way: they
constitute chains of signification in accordance with sociohistorical conventions through
which people self-position and make sense of the world (Mininni, 2003). Nevertheless,
communicative conventions do not constitute subjectivity in a rigid and deterministic
manner: subject positions are constituted by the intersection between broad cultural

discourses, communicative intentions and contextual constraints and opportunities.



With respect to the last point, the concept of “position”, as defined by Davies & Harré
(1990), is crucial. This notion means that social beings are interactively and dynamically
located within discursively constructed social categories, which entails specific rights and
duties within a specific moral order. Unlike roles, subject positions do not identify a static
set of rules and behaviours: they are cultural resources constituted and negotiated in
discursive practices. In concrete terms, they are articulated by the arguments and the

ideologies and adapted to contextual rules, rights and duties (Mininni, 2003).

Peters and Appel (1996) contend that positioning theory is biased by an underlying
residual humanism in the way it defines the subject as volitional agents that negotiate
new self-positioning strategies. Coherently with the post-structuralist epistemology that
informs this study, we adopted the concept of subject position as articulated in the
philosophical perspective of Judith Butler (1997). Her works aim to encompass the
agency-structure dichotomy and assert that subject positions have an ambiguous relation
to social norms. Specifically, she asserts that the citational nature of norms implies that
their reproduction is inherently partial and that any inaccuracy in the performance slowly
bends the normative discourses. Conversely, resistance emerges as a re-articulation of the

hegemonic discursive context that preserves traces of heteronormativity.
Method
Data collection

We analysed 44 blog posts collected from 10 non-academic weblogs managed by Italian

trans women. In the first phase of the data collection, we identified 44 blogs, performing

9% ¢ 2% ¢¢

searches using 6 keywords’: “MtF blog”, “Transgender blog”, “Trans woman blog”,

2% ¢¢

“Transgender woman blog”, “Transsexual woman blog” and “T girl blog”. Then, we
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relied on three criteria to identify the blogs that have been included in the final collection

of the data:

1) they should be written in Italian®;

2) they should be created and written by a trans woman,;
3) they be should be active at the time of the research.

In this way, we excluded 34 websites (13 were inactive, 12 were written in a foreign
language and 9 were not written by trans women). Finally, we collected all the blog posts
in which we found an explicit reference to gender transition, either as the central focus of

the post or as a secondary topic.

We took the deliberate decision to collect different kinds of posts (e.g.; self-presentations,
political pamphlets, everyday life narrations, visual records’) to be inclusive of as many
different voices as possible and to interrogate the coherence of a notion such as “trans

community”’.
Data Analysis

A discourse analysis inspired by diatextual approach was carried out with all the
resources. This method imbues the conceptual apparatus of Semiotics in the discursive
approach to social Psychology (Mininni, 2013). The main analytics that we used are

embrayage-debrayage, pathemic markers, discursive genre and metaphors.

Embrayage - which literally means engagement - refers to linguistic practices that make
the enunciator explicitly recognizable in the text (e.g.; the use of the first-person
pronoun). Debrayage - or, disengagement - identifies discursive procedures that hide any

explicit reference to the enunciator (e.g.; the use of impersonal forms). The study of these
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discursive procedures is useful in understanding how the enunciator’s position towards a

certain topic, both from an ethical point of view and in terms of identification.

Pathemic markers are expressions with a strong emotional content. This analytic assumes
that emotions are socially recognized ways of reacting to events, as well as meaning-

making procedures that justify behaviours.

The analysis of the discursive genre consists in studying the lexical choices and language
structures to understand how texts fit within broader sets of communication practices, and

which discursive contexts are mobilized in the constitution of subjectivity.

Finally, DDA gives great attention to metaphors, defined as associative figures of speech
which combine argumentative and narrative elements (Mininni, 2003). Their main feature
is to establish similarities and differences between different concepts, that allow a mutual
transfer of meanings (Barthes, 1964/1992): the creation of a common semantic field lays
the groundwork for social intelligibility. The analysis of metaphors allows the exploration
of the relationships among different discourses mobilised to convey a specific image of

the Self and others.

There is not a single way to perform DDA. Mininni (2013, p. 50) defines discursive
practices as the tiles of a puzzle that, depending on how they are oriented in the analytic
process, draw different representations of the topic of interest. In general terms, the
hermeneutic process in DDA is based on the research of patterns of regularities on the
articulation of texts, which are interpreted as subject positions. A specific feature of DDA
is that the organization of the subject positions is based on a modified version of the
Greimasian semiotic square, called “square of enunciation” (Mininni, 2013), which

provides a synthetic representation of the semiotic structure of the self-positioning
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strategies. According to the structure of the square of enunciation (Figure 1), the
organization of the regularities leads to the creation of four subject positions,
interconnected by relations of opposition (straight arrow), implication (dashed arrow) and
contradiction (dotted arrow). Finally, the subject positions are arranged into a matrix of
cultural topoi, created from the intersection of two data-driven semantic axes. We would
like to reiterate that subject positions are not personality types or identity clusters since
different self-positioning strategies might be identified even in different resources of the

same author, or even within the very same resource.
[Insert here Figure 1. Greimasian semiotic square and Mininni’s square of enunciation]
Ethical considerations

Conducting research in online settings has severe and ambiguous ethical implications. On
the one side, virtual environments provide the researcher with a (seemingly) unobtrusive
and fast method to access to sensitive research topics (Langer & Beckman, 2005). On the
other side, it is precisely the opportunity to easily perform a covert research that raises
concerns about the boundaries between what is public and private and, by so, about the
legitimacy of using personal information, even when they are publicly accessible. (King,

1996).

From an institutional point of view, the question could be easily solved by claiming that
the data collection conformed to the Italian data protection code (Codice in materia di
protezione dei dati personali, 2003), and to the ethical code of the major Italian
association for psychological research (Associazione Italiana di Psicologia, 2015).
However, the formal correctness is not a sufficient legitimation for a methodological

option, especially when the relationship between the researchers and the subjects of the
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research is deeply embedded in a pervasive social inequality, namely cisgenderism. Since
ethical and methodological choices imply the imposition of a specific subjectivity to the
internet user (Morrow, Hawkins & Kern, 2015), researchers are accountable for making

an explicit and transparent decision.

At first, the study was designed as a qualitative research based on in-depth semi-
structured interviews. The formulation of the outline of the interviews drew on the
literary review and on informal conversations with transgender activists. It was precisely
one activists that persuaded us to take into account the role of online environments for
transgender people. She contended that considering these resources could be helpful in
outlining a pertinent research question. At first, we approached virtual environments as
an additional tool to refine the research design, but soon we realized that they were
worthy of a specific attention. The reason why we focused on weblogs, rather than on
other more interactive online environments, is because we wanted to avoid lurking into
mutual supportive communities. We acknowledge that blogs are part both of information
and supportive networks, and of the public narrativization of one’s own biography.
However, in coherence with the literature (Rak, 2005; Papacharissi, 2009), we assumed
that the divulgatory intent is a major asset of weblogs. For this reason, we considered this
type of sites to be an acceptable compromise in the impossible distinction of what should
be considered private or public in virtual environments. Nevertheless, the international
debate about the right to be forgotten highlights that the permanence of personal data on
the Internet may transform public visibility in a double-edged sword (Ausloos, 2012;
Canieso, 2016; Weber, 2011). With this in mind, we took the deliberate decision to

favour a conservative approach for what concerns privacy protection, that is, to make the
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blog extracts as anonymous as possible. This choice does not offer a definitive solution to
the issue of the right to be forgotten: despite the anonymization, those specific pieces of
information are denied of the oblivion (Ausloos, 2012, p. 146). Given the undecidability
that this problematic debate presents, we opted one more time for a compromise — in
which we cannot exclude the presence of a residual form of paternalism — that could

reduce as much as possible the potential negative impact of the academic dissemination.
Findings

This section presents the results of the DDA of the blog posts. The paragraph is divided
in four parts, one for each subject position (Figure 2). Specifically, here we will define
and describe the subject positions, focusing both on their contents, and on the discursive

elements that characterise their articulation.
The four subject positions that we identified are:
1) “Transgender”: deconstructing the concept of gender itself;

2) “Transsexual before being a woman”: reclaiming one’s own transsexual identity

and the experience gender transitioning as sense-making resources;

3) “A woman who was born male”: presenting gender as an essential feature of

personality and gender transition as the actualization of one’s own “true self”;

4) “Just a normal woman”: presenting one’s own biography as indistinguishable

from the ones of cisgender women.
[Insert here Figure 2. Square of enunciation: trans women positioning strategies]

The semiotic structure of the square of enunciation lays on two semantic axes. The

“Social Action/Social Recognition” axis concerns the continuum between relating to
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society as an oppressive set of norms that should be changed and relating to it as a
context where the accountability of gender identity may be demonstrated. The
“Concept/Self-presentation” axis concerns the continuum between argumentative and
narratives accounts of gender. The meaning and the implications of the axes will be

addressed in the discussion section.
“Transgender”: the gender fluidity as a resource for meaning

The “Transgender” subject position performs a systematic deconstruction of the
naturalness of gender dichotomy. Indeed, this self-positioning procedure entails a
straightforward criticism of the socio-cultural context, which is presented as a set of
norms which limit self-expression. The very concept of normality is under scrutiny, and
trans community is represented as a broad and blurred social group whose precarious
position testifies the inadequacy of the current social order. In addition, the subtle
argumentative structure, which leaves little room for personal narrations, recalls critical

and scientific dissertations:

The differentiation of gender relates once again to the idea concerning the existence of a
class of dominant and dominated, which naturally becomes of whites and blacks, men
and women, and so on. [...] Now the social control technology is very clear and firm, but
the most important thing is that it is completely anti-historical and no longer suitable for

political and economic control. (Blog 1, Post 1)

Freedom is a key theme in the argumentative structure: it depicts the self as an individual
psychic phenomenon whose drive toward self-determination is thwarted by external

social influences. Moreover, as exemplified by the following example, the relationship
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between self and society is expressed by a massive use of debrayage procedures, which

define freedom as an absolute right:

This society... still driven by male chauvinism, by a culture that wants you more and
more subordinated to men, and not the protagonist of your own life story and the main
subject of humanity... is the human being and all his complexities [...] if there are seven
billion human beings, there are also seven billion of gender identities, because everyone
has their own sense of masculinity, their own sense of femininity, their own sense of

humanity. (Blog 2, Post 1)

Finally, the use of impersonal forms and intensifying metadiscursive adverbs (e.g.;
completely, absolutely) lays a linguistic ground that legitimizes gender variance as an

expression of personal freedom:

Transsexual does not represent a category, it is not a brand, it is a cultural input that says
that in nature we are everything and its opposite, each one comes with a different
sensitivity, this is the true truth, it completely breaks the laws of the civil code. (Blog 2,

Post 1)

’

“Transsexual before being a woman”: claiming the epistemic value of gender variances

The “Transsexual before being a woman” position instantiates the claim for the epistemic
advantage of trans identities in grasping the processes of stigmatization connected to
gender. Gender non-conformity, therefore, is not an unfortunate condition, but rather a
meaningful and enriching experience which transcends the boundaries of a mere private

struggle:
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[...] Not only transsexual people are not diseased, not only they have the right to be, to
live for what they are, but they have necessarily to become critical people which can give
powerful cultural tools... I would say “Fabulous™ [...] the transsexual person is in the
ideal position to provide other people with the sense of personal freedom. (Blog 2, Post

2)

In a similar fashion to the Transgender subject position, this procedure of self-positioning
depicts society as reproducing discrimination but also suggests that it is an arena of social
change. Activism and political commitment are the key tropes of this subject position,
and they are conveyed by a lexicon and a rhetorical structure akin to political pamphlets.
Notably, as the following extract highlights, the political dimension of gender is enacted
through the alternation of embrayage and debrayage procedures, which converts personal

experiences into general accounts of social order:

The need for a cultural elaboration constitutes a "categorical imperative" for me,
"diurnal" transsexual woman, who had to fight to have her own space in society, a life in
the light of the sun, a degree, a regular work, the right of citizenship, that for most people
is taken for granted. This need can be represented, in my imaginary, as a beacon of
awareness that sets everyone free, everyone who deviates from the rigid gender

expectations of our cultural system. (Blog 3, Post 1)

In this regard, the use of “inside-outside” orientation metaphors constitute the
relationship between trans community and society as structured by multiple intergroup
distinctions that blur the definition of trans community: “marginalized/oppressors”,

9 ¢

“trans/crossdressers”, “radical trans people/trans people complicit with the gender order”
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Let's make a first distinction, cross-dressing and all the rest. Transvestism is out of
transsexuality, it is a sport, a game, with paraphiliac components and that essentially

concerns the male world, so they are men who live their quiet life. (Blog 4, Post 1)

The definition of the community of identification therefore encompasses the cisgender-
transgender dichotomy. Internal lines of separation unpack and redefine trans community
in terms of complicity with the delegitimization of gender variances, as exemplified by

use of pronouns in the following extract shows:

Because you know, transsexuals people who then just become women, as I said before, or
men, that subject themselves, that become equal to this society full of... of prejudices and
preconceptions, and therefore that submit to be heteronormative, it is useless for them to
come into politics only because they are trans, it is meaningless, it has no sense for me.

(Blog 2, Post 2)

“A woman who was born male”: a truth to acknowledge, a truth to explain

This subject position expresses the idea that gender transition is a process undertaken to
remedy a mistake. Trans is therefore an adjective that identifies only the contingent
psychological, medical and legal actualization of the “true” self. Necessity substitute
freedom as the key trope of the narration to describe the motivation to undergo gender

transition:

However, sometimes from an early age, sometimes even after having started a family and
having had children, you must (it is never a choice, in the sense that people often mean it)
become aware that living in a gender that does not belong to you is so painful that it

makes life unliveable and useless. (Blog 5, Post 1)
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Even in this case society is a central point of reference, but more as an arena of
recognition rather than social action: gender transition is a personal path whose

evaluation is based on the accountability of gender identity:

Only when my femininity was recognized by all the strangers I met, I felt confirmed in

my identity and I could find the necessary confidence in my possibilities. (Blog 6, Post 1)

Concretely, this subject position is articulated through a vocabulary derived from biology
(e.g.; hormonal mechanisms; recessive gene), and psychology (e.g.; operant conditioning,
defense mechanisms) which delineate a clear-cut separation between sex and gender, and
between masculinity and femininity. Akin to the previous subject position, there is an
alternation of embrayage and debrayage procedures but, in this case, general scientific
concept are the interpretative and argumentative tools that demonstrate the accountability

of personal experience:

Transsexuality is not a choice, it is a psychological condition because, said in a very raw
way, you live or you commit suicide. [ would like to tell people, I would like to put them
in my place: you have a brain that makes you think, that makes you want to see yourself

as a woman. (Blog 8, Post 1)

Metaphors have a crucial role in supporting the symbolic threshold between masculinity
and femininity, and in expressing a refusal of masculinity. We identified three major
metaphors: the caterpillar and the butterfly, double life/new life and digging inside the
self. The first metaphor expresses the idea that gender transition is a path that lead from a

sense incompleteness to a sense of fulfilment:
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One thing is for sure, from today I am freer, my friends have become my new family, I
met fantastic people and I managed to be myself: the caterpillar has become a butterfly.

(Blog 9, Post 1)

The double life/new life metaphor conveys the idea that there is a clear-cut separation

among life as a man and life as a woman:

I do not even remember in detail the events of those 38 years, basically because it has
never been my life. Sometimes I think that the reason why I look younger is because I

have not actually lived. (Blog 5, Post 1)

Finally, the digging inside the self metaphor emphasises the need to make a constant
labour to uncover the truth (i.e.; gender identity) that is hidden under a layer of

appearance (i.e.; social norms):

Who am [, what gender do I belong to? Man, woman, a middle ground? For some people
the answer is taken for granted, they know it from birth. For others it is not so simple.
Have you ever tried to dig inside your soul? Without stopping at the superficial layers,

the most obvious and predictable ones, down, deeper and deeper. (Blog 3, Post 1)
“Just a normal woman”: I never felt transsexual

The last subject position refuses the use of the "trans" category for self-recognition. As
exemplified by the use of the first person in the following extract, there is a prevalence of

embrayage procedures:

I want to make clear that I never felt transsexual: I've always felt that I belong solely and
exclusively to the female sex, and this feeling of belonging to the biological gender

different from my own dates to my earliest childhood. (Blog 10, Post 1)
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This discursive mode, and the use of a lexicon related to naturalness, banality and social
integration, sum up to create a strong impression of normality: society is called into

question only as an environment that legitimizes gender identity.

I remained in the social fabric, perfect, [ am a socially integrated girl [...] I mean, to say
is that I stayed here, I feel good, I feel at ease, people love me, I love them all, everyone
here loves me, but it's not that... it is one more thing that life has given me ... I mean, a

nice thing, affection, friendship, the kindness of people who live nearby me, respect, got

it? (Blog 8, Post 1)

The argumentation is minimal, as it is not necessary to demonstrate the fact of being a
woman. In contrast, pathemic markers are widely used: emotions are the main factors that
inform sense-making procedures, and they are used to convey an intimate and hyper-
personalized image of femininity. Since gender is defined solely in terms of private
experience, “inner” feelings are a major point of reference to ensure the accountability of

gender experience:

I was, I am and I will always be a female person. I've always hated my male name: being
called in a masculine way, signing a document, using that damned name, always made

me feel bad, unnerved me, made me feel aggressive and made me cry. (Blog 10, Post 1)
Discussion

The aim of this paper was to explore the discursive practices through which transgender
women become recognisable as gendered human being. Our intent was to develop a

deeper understanding of the accounts of transgenderism, transsexuality and gender
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transition that Italian trans women express in online media, and how these definitions

relate to self-positioning procedures.

Overall, drawing on DDA (Mininni, 2013), we identified four subject positions:
“Transgender”, “Transsexual before being a woman”, “A woman who was born male”

and “Just a normal woman”.

What became apparent to us is that trans community is far from being homogeneous: the
four discursive strategies delineate shifting boundaries in the definition of who is
recognised in the community. This finding is important because it highlights a shift from
the dichotomic differentiation of transsexuality and transgenderism, which was prevalent
in the Italian context until recent times. Indeed, our analysis showed several ways to
conceive the relationship between “trans” and “society”. These definitions are manifold
and nuanced, and they vary from the total rejection of the concept of "normality", in the
name of an original drive toward free self-expression, to its total intake, denying to self-

define as trans.

The square of enunciation is defined by the intersection of the “Concept/Self-

presentation” axis and the “Social action/Social recognition” axis.

The “Concept/Self-presentation” axis materializes the relationship between the private
sphere and the political arena. We decided to separate the two dimensions not to
reproduce the idea of the independence of the two areas, but rather to point out that their
relationship is not linear. Indeed, the “Transsexual before being a woman” and the “A
woman who was born male” subject positions show that general belief about gender and
the lived experience mutually construct in different ways, as evidenced by the different

alternation between embrayage and debrayage procedures. Moreover, trans women
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rearticulated the vocabulary of many scientific disciplines (e.g., biology, psychology,
sociology...) and used them to redefine their self in different contexts. The composition
and recomposition of these discourses enabled specific and contextual subjectivities, and
new theories about transsexuality and transgenderism, as already pointed out in several

previous papers (Barrios, 2004; Ekins & King, 2010; Fink & Miller, 2014).

The “Social action/Social recognition” axis recalls a classic debate within identity politics
in the trans movement. "Social recognition" concerns the resignification of the discourses
used to define trans people as "abnormal" or “unnatural”. Through psychological and
biological concepts trans women reconsider transsexuality as part of the natural order and
coherent with the gender binary. "Social action" instead identifies the deconstruction of
discourses that support the gender binary, thus disconfirming the delegitimisation that the
latter operate on trans experiences. This axis should not be conceived as a mere
reproduction of the “discipline-resistance” dichotomy. As a mean of example, the
insistence on individual freedom performed in the "Transgender" positioning strategy
may reflect neoliberal rhetorics. Conversely, the "Just a Normal Woman" position, while
totally rejecting the political implications of the concept of "transsexual/transgender", and
despite strongly confirming gender binary, overturns the normative relationship between
sex and gender. This is not to say that the latter positioning strategy is more emancipatory
than the first one, but rather we want to highlight that those discourses act as sense-
making resources that materialise trans experience in a double-faceted way:
normalisation and pluralization. Thus, we suggest that a more refined way to understand
the discursive production of the Self is needed, overcoming the dichotomous view of the

relationship between discipline and resistance.
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Finally, in our analysis gendered subjectivity appeared to be deeply embedded in broad
neoliberal discourse key trope: freedom, self-actualization, transformation and individual

accountability.

The relationship between neoliberal discourses and gendered subjectivities appears to be
far from linear. Bit and pieces of neoliberal rhetorics are constitutive of all four self-
positioning procedures, as we showed in the results, although they entertain different
relationships with gender norms - for example, regarding the gender binary. What we
contend is that broad cultural discourses are non-monolithic sets of styles, themes and
rhetorics that partially independent of each other. The mobilization of different tropes of
neoliberalism results in a plurality of re-articulations of the concept of gender which
reproduce gender norms, but at the same time multiplies the procedures of subjectivation.
We do not mean that trans identity is the product of neoliberalism, but rather, we want to
highlight its relevance in the constitution of gendered subjectivities, whether they are

cisgender or transgender.
Conclusions

In conclusion, the findings provide further support of the role that online resources play
in transgender communities. In particular, this study points towards the idea that weblogs
are additional tools in the pluralization of the narratives about gender non-conformity. In
general terms, we agree with Westbrook’s (2010) claim about the centrality of the
concept of gender in the cultural products of gender variant people. However, we contend
that resorting to gender is not in itself problematic. Our study, in line with previous works
(Barrios, 2004; Ekins & King, 2010; Fink & Miller, 2014; Fox & Ralston, 2016),

suggests that the way in which gender is concretely articulated makes an essential
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contribution in broadening the boundaries of social intelligibility for gender variances, as
well as in creating new forms of normativities. Our investigations in this area are still
ongoing, but we believe that this research intimates further examinations of the role of
online resources in the daily (de)construction of gender. Specifically, we think it would
be of primary importance to study these online resources not only as contents, but as
processes, taking into consideration the path from their production, to the reception and
the peer-to-peer dissemination. Indeed, this kind of perspective could provide a more
dynamic view on the processes of subjectification than the one offered by a four-

categories model.
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Notes

1) We use the expression mainstream cultural products to refer both to online and
offline media. As a matter of fact, in both kinds of media transgender people may find
transphobic representations as well as support in the negotiation of their identities
(Mclnroy & Craig, 2015). Moreover, cultural products that have been created in offline
settings (like TV series and offline newspapers) once digitalised can be easily shared

through online media.

2) It should be noted that the access to the Internet is nonetheless influenced by
structural factors including, but not limited to, gender, class and ethnicity (Braun, 2011;

Fenton, 1995; Wessels, 2013).
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3) We will use the term trans women “to refer to anyone who identifies as
transgender, genderqueer, or gender non-conforming on the transfeminine end of the
spectrum or as transsexual, MTF, FTF, or to any other person who identifies as female
whose assigned sex at birth was male. We have chosen this expression rather than
“transwoman” or “transgender,” because there are people who identify as transsexual

women but object to being called transgender” (Greenberg, 2012, p.203).

4) For a detailed description of the debate in Feminist theory about the

deconstruction of gender, see Barrett (1987) and Alcoff (1988).

99 ¢

5) This is the translation of the actual Italian keywords: “MtF blog”, “Transgender

2% ¢¢ 29 ¢ 9% ¢

blog”, “Donna trans blog”, “Donna transgender blog”, “Donna transsessuale blog” and

“T girl blog”.
6) For the Italian version of the extracts, please refer to the Supplementary Material.

7) Visual records have been transcribed verbatim and then analysed.
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