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156 FTM-bodies in contemporary transgender photography

Anne Koch-Rein

Passing Moments. FTM-bodiesin contemporary transgender
photogr aphy™

Wahrend  transsexudlle  Sichtbarkeit  Uber  Jahrzehnte®  sowohl  im  gesamten
Medienspektrum ds auch in trans® Kontexten Uber Darstelungen von Trandfrauen
organisert wurde, sind sait Mitte der 1990er Jahre in grofl3er Zahl Bilder von FzM-
Kdrpern insbesondere in  photographischen Praxen von und (allerdings nicht aus-
schlieldich) fir transgender und queere Subkulturen aufgetaucht. Passing Moments
fragt vor diesem Hintergrund nach der subkulturdlen Arbeit, die diese Bilder leigten.
Ihre Strategien des Umgangs mit passing, Schtbarkeit, Blickbeziehungen, Identitét
und Gemeinschaft (community) werden erarbeitet an Beispiden aus dem Werk von
Loren Cameron, Dean Kotula und Dd LaGrace Volcano. Dabel geheich wiefolgt vor:

Das erge inhdtliche Kapitd meiner Magiserarbeit (Kapite 2), das hier ads Ausschnitt
augewahit i, transponiert theoretische Begriffe und Konzepte in ene transgender
Tonart. Dies bedeutet enerseits eine exemplarische Ausainandersstizung mit  kanoni-
scher Fototheorie, die, mit Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick gesprochen, ,reparative’ Lesarten
und Nutzungen von Fotografien in den Vordergrund riickt. Anderersaits bendtigt das
Konzept des Passing eine Fenabsimmung fir die Diskusson von Fragen der Kor:
sruktion geschlechtlichen ,Seins' und ,Scheinens” Drittens entwickdt dieses Kapite
mit dem Begiff ,subkulturdle Gemeinschaft® (subcultural community) enen definito-
rischen Kompromiss, der es erlaubt, problemaische homogeniserende, naurdise-
rende bzw. oedipdiserende Konnotationen sowohl des Terminus Subkultur as auch
des der Community zu vermeiden.

Auf dieser Grundlage verbindet das 3. Kapitd theoretische Uberlegungen mit der
Bildlektire exemplarischer Fotos und Fotoblicher. Dabel werden drei Dimensionen
(sub-) kulturdler Arbeit herausgearbeitet: Fotografie zeigt dch ds gemenschaftsdtif-
tende Technik auf der Ebene der Blickbeziehungen zwischen Fotografen und Fotogra:
fieten, die in transgender Fotografie duch ene Ethik/Asthetik des erweterten
»Sebgt“ portraits  umgearbeitet werden. Die zweite Ebene bildet die Blickbeziehung
zwischen Fotografie(rten) und Betrachtenden, wobel sch bestimmte Arten der Rezep-
tion ds gemenschaftsbildende Akte verstehen lassen, die durch Adresserung, Impli-
kation und Identifikation angerufen werden. Diese beiden Unterkapitel snd hier wie-
dergegeben. Im dritten Unterkepited wechsdt der Fokus dann von den Dimensionen
subkulturdler Gemeinschaft zur Représentation von FzM-Korperlichket im  Sparr
nungsgfeld zwischen dem  Aufrufen diversfizieter Mannlichkeit in @ner Okonomie
gechlechtlicher Echtheit (realness) und dem Paradox des Sichtbarmachens von Trans-

! Dieser Artikel basiert auf meiner Magisterarbeit zum Thema ,FTM-bodies in contemporary

transgender photography” (HU, Amerikanistik, 2006, 97 S.), die von Prof. Dr. Eva Boesenberg
betreut wurde. Sie beschéftigt sich aus amerikanistischer Perspektive mit Représentationen von FzM
(Frau-zu-Mann) Korpern in zeitgendssischer transgender Fotografie.

Fir die USA gilt dies spétestens seit dem Medienecho auf Christine Jorgensen Anfang der 1950er
Jahre.
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sexuditét, das ja gerade auf einem Verzicht auf eine mit passing verbundene Art des
Echtheltsangpruchs basiert. Im Bereich der Dargellung von Mannlichkeit geht es dabel
um Privilegien, Diverstéd und Reguisten, und es lassen sch verschiedene Modi aus-
machen, namlich ernst/serits, spidlerisch und ironisch. Im Bereich der Reprasentation
spezifisccher Materiditéten von Transmannkorpern treten vor dlem Aktfotos in den
Mittdpunkt, die dominanten Diskursen von Scham, Hésdichkeit und Defizit ene
sdbstbewusste Erotiserung und Asthetiserung entgegensetzen. Wie das Abschlusskar
pitd verdeutlicht, zielt in letzterer Dimenson, dso der der aufwertenden Représenta
tion von FzM-Kdrperlichkeit, die visudle Politik dieser Bilder mithin am deutlichsten
auch Uber einen subkulturellen (Rezeptions-)Kontext hinaus.

Photography: Theory’sritualsand reparative practices

Thereis no such unitary thing as ‘ photography’. Photography is a convenient way of referencing the
diversity of practices, institutions and historical conjecturesin which the photographic text is produced,
circulated and deployed.?

Suart Hall

There might be no such thing as Photography with a capitd p, but there is certainly a
lot of scholarly writing on photogrephy in generd, on its propetties as a medium,
which has produced something much like it as its object. The objective of this sub-
chapter is to Stuate transgender photography in relaion to said Photography. In other
words, | will take stock of some of the more traditional, canonica features of photo
theory and their consequences for the photographic articuation of dterndive
subjectivities such as FTM ones.

Roland Barthes's last book seems a good place to start. No matter how sdlective or
cursory, any survey of canonicd photo theory would be incomplete without a
reference to Camera Lucida Ribbat even goes s0 far as saying this work has turned
“zu @nem fast schon ritudistisch vollzogenen Baustein der Lektire** But does this
ritud lend itsdlf to readings of photos of transgenderism?

Judged by frequency, the terms most (mis-)taken to be operable and inspiring for
reading photographs® from Barthes's book are the studium and the punctum. Barthes
defines the studium as the “average affect, dmogt from a certan training [..] it is
culturdly (this connotation is present in studium) that | participate in the figures, the
faces, the gestures, the settings, the actions”® The studium derives from culture, from
“a contract arrived a between creators and consumers”’ With the punctum, on the

% Hall, Stuart, "Reconstruction Work: Images of Postwar Black Settlement," Family Snaps: The

Meanings of Domestic Photography, eds. Jo Spence and Patricia Holland (London: Virago, 1991)
152.

4 Ribbat, Christoph, Blickkontakt: Zur Beziehungsgeschichte amerikanischer Literatur und Fotografie
(Munich: Wilhelm Fink V, 2003) 29.

These are the terms often considered the text’s practical substrate, but there is much fascinating and
insightful in Barthes's “reflections on photography,” if one does not follow an application-oriented
dead end.

Barthes, Roland, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, trans. Richard Howard (New Y ork:
Hill and Wang, 1982) 26.

7 Barthes, 28.
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other hand, he dismisses “dl knowledge, dl culture’: “I refuse to inherit anything from
aother eye than my own® This is a highly problematic postulaion for its
condruction of a viewing experience tha cedes to be socidly conditioned or culturaly
Stuated. And, | would argue, it makes the punctum a concept that is extremdy difficult
to use, even though there are and continue to be various attempts by other scholars a
taking it up in subsequent writings on photogrgphy. Much of the difficulty lies in
determining what exactly the punctumis.

In the firg pat of Camera Lucida, the punctum is the “dement which rises from the
scene, shoots out of it like an arrow, and pierces me [...] this wound, this prick, this
mark.”® In the second part, another punctum comesiinto play:

| thought | could distinguish a field of cultural interest (the studium) from that
unexpected flash which sometimes crosses this field and which | called the
punctum. | now know that there exists another punctum(...] than the*detail.” This
new punctum, which is no longer of form but of intengity, is Time, the lacerating
emphasis of the noeme (* that-has-been’), its pure representation. ™

This second punctum is even more closdy relaed to death, mourning, and nostagia In
a radicaly subjective move (not as opposed to objective, but as opposed to inter-
subjective), Barthes refuses to include the “Winter Garden Photograph” of his mother
as a child™ While otherwise, by incdluding the photographs he writes about, he keeps
the punctum in an ambiguous date as a communicable wound or definable “detal”
(which is the point of departure for its subsequent reception and continuous use), the
pan over the death of his mother dages it as a radicdly individudizing, or atomizing
experience. Here, the “arguable sentimentalism’!? of Camera Lucida emerges most
dearly and, in my view, the punctum as a transferable concept evaporates:

| cannot reproduce the Winter Garden Photograph. It exists only for me. For you,
it would be nothing but an indifferent picture, one of the thousand manifestations
of the ‘ordinary’; [..] & most it would interest your studiun period, clothes,
photogeny; but in it, for you, no wound.*®

Bagr picks up some of Barthes's skepticism towards the studium when suggesting thet
“[tlhe potentidly rewarding, but often cheerless, emphasis on context and studium, or
prior knowledge, might be read as a phobic represson of photographs unsettling
effects — and affect”* But he does 0 to fadlitaie a careful cdose reading and

8  Barthes, 51.
%  Barthes, 26.
10 Barthes, 95f.

1 Barthes thereby left room for speculation on whether or not this picture ever existed — it would make
no difference for his argument either way, of course.

12 Baer, Ulrich, Spectral Evidence: The Photography of Trauma (Cambridge, MA and London: MIT
Press, 2002) 145.

13 Barthes, 73.
%4 Baer, 12.
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interpretation of the photographs in his study and their relation to trauma theory,™® and
only to the degree that he chifts the “emphess” For him, “[tlhe medium of
photographg/ always rases the quesion of the rdationship between seeing and
knowing,”> and it would be impossble to read something as enigmaic as Barthes's
“the truth for me’’ (which ostensbly dishdieves in its own communicability, but
which is nevertheless addressed to readers) into his agpproach. In other words, Baer
may be dissatisfied with the studium, but he seeks no recourse in the punctum. Those
who do, eg. by udang the punctum as a desgnator of a surplus of sgnification, cregte
more problems than answers. Prying the surplus from sgnification and then making
sensdgns of it, seems raher illogicd. The surplus is “not a posshility beyond
culture’ (beyond the studium), but — at most — on its “condtitutive outside™® or at the
“unpredictable and inadvertent convergences’® of discourses.

This philosophicaly fleshes out, retuns us to, the suspicion that dismissng Al
knowledge, dl culture, as the punctum posulates (and, by the way, who/what is this
lleye that sees after having done s07?) is impossble. — Take as another example
Bathess discusson of the portrat of Lewis Payne waiting to be hanged: “The
photograph is handsome, as is the boy: that &the studium. But the punctum is heis
going to die.”®® Apparently, what makes the photo disturbing is Barthes's knowledge
of who is depicted and what happened to this man who tried to assassinate Secretary of
State W.H. Seward. Without this knowledge, there would be no punctum here. It aso
means that using the punctum to stand in for the surplus of signification isamisnomer.

For a discusson of FTM-bodies in transgender photographs, it would even be ill-
advised to search for a punctum if one disregarded (or disagreed with) the conceptua
breskdown I've been trying to trace. Wha one might cdl applicationoriented
reductions usudly concentrate on Barthes's firg explanation of the punctum. And “this
wound, this prick, this mark” in pictures of naked FTM-bodies would end up being
what is or is not there to mark the FTM-body. | will return to this point in some detall
in chapter 3. For now, suffice it to say that generdly, this would be indistinguishable
from a boringly predictable shock of heteronormative audiences unfamiliar with
transbodies, or that for one reason or another are focused on reinscribing a lack.?

15 Heis concerned with “the constitutive breakdown of context that, in a structural analogy to trauma,
is staged by every photograph.” In addition, it is worth pointing out that a“ constitutive breakdown”
is hardly the same as atomizing a personal gaze. Bager, 11.

16 Baer, 87.

17 Barthes, 110.

18 Butler, didith, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York and London:

Routledge, 1999) 98f. See also Butler, Judith, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of
"Sex" (New York and London: Routledge, 1993) 188.

Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity 184.

19

20 Barthes, 96. Original emphasis.

2L Formulaically, Freudians find castration or penis envy, Lacanians, such as Bernice Hausman, find a

manifestation of a doomed desire to become the Woman/Man, to engage “in the semiotics of gender,
on the order of simulation, in order to transgress the law of sexual difference that would mandate that
[transsexuals] accept and accommodate themselves to the sexual meanings of their natural bodies.”
Hausman, Bernice L., Changing Sex: Transsexualism, Technology, and the Idea of Gender (Durham
and London: Duke UP, 1995) 192.
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Therefore, one would invariably (re-)produce a pathologizing focus and a phdlic logic
that originates in nothing but the studium of transphobia (and heteronormativity).

Zooming out of the micro level of Bathess cdassic, one finds that capitd-p-
photography has preoccupied numerous critics as a (gendered) scopic regime, an
indrument of a “coloniziing eye”?® of surveillance, of power and objectification.
Ribbat recounts anadyses of the camerds power to objectify as follows “der Blick
durch die Kamera privilegiere das sehende Subjekt, verwandele das Gesehene in en
Objekt, dessen Differenz, dessen 'otherness oft ads Monstrositét kodiert werde“?® The
focus on these violent dimensons of photography is often implicitly based on an idea
of power tha renders it oppressve and fixed, raher than dynamic and multi-
directiond.

The gendered paradigm within which to think photographic practices can gem equdly
dsraightforward. Patricia Vettel-Becker starts her book Shooting from the Hip with a
focus on the masculinization of photographic practice in America after the Second
World War. “Never before had photography been so heavily gendered masculine, so
characterized by traits traditionaly associated with men.”®* In tumn, she daims, “[f]his
masculinization of the professon extended to the photograph itself.”?® Through
esteblishing a certain reaion (of containing, controlling, keeping a bay)® to the
world, photography becomes a technology of gender: “by objectifying women, made
photographers subjectified themselves, not only as artists but as men.”?’ Photography
sLems to posess many charecterisics symbolicaly associated  with  traditiond
mesculinity: Susan Sontag finds “an aggression implicit in every use of the camera”®
because photographing people turns them into “objects that can be symbolicaly
possessed.”®® She likens the act of photographing with “sexud voyeurism”®° and
Vette-Becker, likewise, spesks of “the voyeurigtic, violent lens of the camera™! The
register of sexud(ized) violence is even taken so0 far as to cdl the act of photographing
“a semblance of rape”® In this semantic field, photography turns the globe into a
“’picture hunting ground,””3* where the “masculine hero [...] traverses feminine space
- that which is to be conquered, mastered, shot. The association between the camera
and the gun has long been made™* It is easy to get carried away by these powerful

22 hooks, bell, Art on My Mind: Visual Politics (New Y ork: The New Press, 1995) 64.
3 Ribbat, 23.

24 \ettel-Becker, Patricia, Shooting from the Hip: Photography, Masculinity, and Postwar America
(Minneapolisand London: U of Minnesota P, 2005) 2.

%5 Vettel-Becker, 14.

26 Cf. Vettel-Becker, 15 and 75.

27 Vettel-Becker, 112.

%8 Sontag, Susan, On Photography (L ondon: Penguin, 2002) 7.
29 Sontag, 14.

%0 sontag, 12.

31 Vettel-Becker, 59.

%2 Sontag, 24.

33 Vettel-Becker, 33.

3% Vettel-Becker, 74.
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ways of metaphorizing photography. Yet the reference to rape should warn us againgt
thinking of anything as drictly and neatly gendered or heterosexudized adong a mae-
femae binary (and, while we are a it, let us be careful when conflating masculine and
mae). The same scepticiam is in order when it comes to martiad metgphors. After dl,
an asociaion doesn't make a gun — as the saying goes. ‘Every toal is a wegpon, if you
hold it right.” It would be foolish to deny that objectification, gendered scopic regimes,
and violence are dimensons and properties of photography evidenced by countless
examples. But if we dways see the camera as a gun rather than a tool, it becomes futile
to inquire into how it is being “hdd’/used. If “images introduce new forms of vaue
into the world, contesting our criteria, forcing us to change our minds”® one might
want to quedtion their specific politics ingead of determining them as inherent in the
goparatus of photography. In an essay on film spectatorship, Evans and Gamman
hdpfully “diginguish between the look (associated with the eye) and the gaze
(associated with the phdlus)” with a quote from Carol Clover “vison is not, cannot be,
masculine ... rather, cetan ways of usng vison (for example to objectify) may
confirm and help produce patriarchal power relations”®® This differentiation dlows for
the concerns of Sontag, Vettel-Becker, and others, but it can aso accommodate work
that goesin other directions, like Baer's.

In his careful readings againgt the grain of Nazi photographs, Bagr comes up aganst
the difficulties of prevaent interpretive modes that turn photographs into smple
manifestations of agaze, afixed relation of power and objectification:

This interpretation neatly divides suffering and guilt according to who was in
front of and who remained behind the camera. The desire for such absolute and
unambiguous digtinctions is understandable; yet the approach inadvertently
prevents the photographs from representing anything or anyone not completely
governed by the Nazi gaze.*’

As an agpproach to photographic looking relations, the gaze yields vauable insghts,
but it can dso be hemeic and totdizing when it fixes meaning and denies the
possbility that “something resides ‘beyond”®® it. Haberstam® for example, has
demonstrated this by looking for something in Diane Arbuss photographs beyond
what Sontag fixed dong Arbus's gaze as “people in various degrees of unconscious or
unaware rdlation to their pain, their ugliness™*° Baer makes conceptua space for such
different readings of photographs, and the same needs to be done for the Sde of
photography-making, of the photographer. For ingance, Sontag's clam that “[t]he
camera is a kind of passport [...] freeing the photographer from any responshility

% Mitchell, W.J.T., What Do Pictures Want? The Lives and Loves of Images (Chicago and London: U
of Chicago P, 2005) 92.

Evans, Caroline and Lorraine Gamman, "The Gaze Revisited, Or Reviewing Queer Viewing," A
Queer Romance: Leshians, Gay Men and Popular Culture, eds. Paul Burston and Colin Richardson
(New York: Routledge, 1995) 16.

3 Bagr, 136.
% Baer, 144.

39 Halberstam, Judith, "Hidden Worlds: Photography and Subcultural Lives," Lecture, University of
Freiburg, 07/07/2004.

40" sontag, 36.

36
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toward the people photographed™! has little to say about photographers who are
nevertheless interested in respongbility, who are criticd of and not engaged in “the
broader kind of class tourism,”*? and see the violence in a photographer’s and
ajdienc%s desre for “those being photographed to be unaware of the camera, ‘off
guard’.”
All in dl, the scholarly attention to scopic regimes, objectification etc. certainly goes a
long way to sketching the negaive foil agang which dternative photographic
practices emerge. In this regard, it provides a useful background for a discusson of
transgender  photography. However, in the discusson itsdf, it is ill-suited for
understanding and addressng uses of photography that eg. try to cave out
subjectification and not objectification and seek looking relations beyond sexist scopic
regimes. Ribbat, too, points to the limits of a narrow focus on wha following Eve
Kosofsky Sedgwick he cals ‘paranoid readings: “the narrow focus on such issues as
aurvelllance and power could have made caitics blind to the images infinite
possihilities, histories, and ambiguities™* Transgender photography brings some of
the other potentia issues into the foreground, asking for — to borrow Sedgwick’s
converse term — attention to “reparaive’ readings/practices:

What we can best learn from [reparative] practices are, perhaps, the many ways

selves and communities succeed in extracting sustenance from the objects of a

culturg — even of a culture whose avowed desire has often been not to sustain

them.

This quote underscores the value of an approach that considers photographs as objects
of sustenance and community.

As Sedgwick reminds us, it is often the more reparative uses of photography that lend
themsdves to aticulaions of dternative subjectivities and pogitions, that are “useful in
the production of counterhegemonic representations”*® Yet a the same time, these
tend to be criticaly redlegated to the amateur readm, the rem of popular use Per
definition, an amateur is not a professond, but more importantly, an amateur is not an
atis: In Sontag’'s view, for instance, photography is not practiced by most people as
an at*” but “manly a sodd rite [..]. Memoridizing the achievements of individuds
consdered as members of families (as wel as of other groups) is the earliest popular
use of photography.”® If one is to make sense of uses of photography by those that
have amdl (if any) dakes in feeding into hegemonic power relations and scopic
regimes of objectification, it is actudly a very good idea to look a photography as a

41 Sontag, 41.

42 Sontag, 57.

43 Sontag, Susan, Regarding the Pain of Others (New Y ork: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2003) 55.
44 Ribbat, Christoph, "Queer and Straight Photography," Amerikastudien 46.1 (2001): 39.

4 sedgwick, Bre Kosofsky, "Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading, or, You're So Paranoid, You
Probably Think This Essay Is About You," Touching Feeling (Durham and London: Duke UP, 2003)
150f.

% hooks, 60.
47 See also Sontag, On Photography 148.
Sontag, On Photography 8.

48
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“socid rite” a means of negatiating group-membership, chronicling appraisa and, in
ghort, a practice tha has much to do with community. Interestingly enough, it is thus
often in moments when canonicd photo theory casts a look a what is deemed
‘amateur, ‘outdated” or ‘popular’ that it yields ingghts productive for readings of
photographs of FTM-bodies. For instance, Barthes, when wondering about the relation
of photography and art, drew an interesting comparison having to do with bodies
“Photography is an uncertain art, as would be (were one to atempt to establish such a
thing) a science of desirable or detestable bodies”*® Making dlegedly ‘detestable
bodies desrable is an important function of photography, and, as will become
gpparent, one centrd to transggender photography. In light of the aforementioned focus
on objectification and power, it is important to emphasize that with photography, “[w]e
ae confronting, then, a double system: a sysem of representation capable of
functioning both honorifically and repressively.”*® Sontag's claims that “photography
has served to enlarge vastly our notion of what is aestheticaly pleasing,™? thet it “hes
produced new and more indusive canons of beauty,” are thus very hdpfu in
understanding the tradition of these photographic practices. Yet with Sontag,
beatification (as she cdls it) is 4ill “the am of most amateur photographers, for
whom a beautiful photograph is a photograph of something beautiful.”>® If transgender
photographers follow the indght that “to photograph is to confer importance’ and “to
accord vaue to their subjects™* and produce work that confers importance, accords
vaue to transbodies and trans® communities, in Sontag's logic they compromise their
datus as artists (which, in turn, can have consequences for their posshilities to exhibit,
channds of distribution, reception in the art world, and ability to make aliving).

One of the mgor concerns of many “semiotic theories that have dominaed
photography studies for the past twenty-five years™ is photography’s specia relation
to redity, to the red. As the literd trandation of the term photography, light-writing,
suggests, there is an everyday commonsensca understanding that a photograph seems
to have emanated from what was in front of the lens>® Thus, while it is not the referent
itsdf, in what Louis Kaplan cdls “[t]she indexical gpproach to photography” it is a
least “the trace of the absent referent,™’ and “trace’ means that “there is a presumption
that something exists, or did exist, which is like what's in the picture™®® Photography

4 Barthes, 18.

%0 Sekula, Allan, "The Body and the Archive” The Contest of Meaning: Critical Histories of
Photography, ed. Richard Bolton (Cambridge, MA and London: MIT Press, 1989) 345.

Sontag, On Photography 105.
Sontag, On Photography 112.
Sontag, On Photography 28.
Sontag, On Photography 28.

Kaplan, Louis, American Exposures. Photography and Community in the Twentieth Century
(Minneapolis and London: U of Minnesota P, 2005) xxii.
Even before the advent of digital photography and manipulation, this was misleading and a denial of

the highly mediated technical process of selection, focus, framing, timing, lighting, light-sensitive
chemical reactions, exposure, development etc.

51

52

53

54

55

56

" Kaplan, xxiii.

%8 Sontag, On Photography 5.
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ad film ae “the dasic examples of such redist fetishism™® that can easly
“masouerade as compelling evidence of the red.”® In the wake of the linguistic turn,
and its complex decongruction of the sgn, the photographic sgn and its masquerade,
too, have come under critical scrutiny. There has emerged a broad scholarly consensus
that “there is no getting beyond pictures [...] to a more authentic reationship with
Being, with the Red, or with the World.”®* It is common to assert that photography
(re-)presents a redity, “die ds gegeben anzunehmen unseren Augen bequem ist, mehr
nicht.“®2 While this spedific formulation might somehow suggest that the eye is lazy,
or ill-equipped to keep up with a criticd, questioning, ‘enlightened’ mind, it is on the
contrary a trained eye, one tha has learned to see in a two-dimensional scrap of paper
“miniatures of redity,”®® and is to some, abeit distorted and small, degree familiar
with the materid process of pre-digitd photography — with the idea of light-writing.
Perception is never a thing of the eye done ‘what we see is dways a question of how,
and from where, we see it.”®* In this way, the term ‘documentary’ is academicaly
understood to merely designate a style®® and photographic modes of expression are
exposed as being dways dready discursive, i.e. steeped in ideologies, theoreticd and
academic concepts, belief systems etc.®® And yet, as Ulrich Baer notes,

[i]n spite of this important critical debunking of photography's claim to be the

most accurate, and hence most truthful, mode of representation [...] we continue

to perceive photographs as records of what is. [...] In spite of our knowledge, the
things we see in photographs seem real to us.®’

What might be the single most quoted sentence of Camera Lucida succinctly dates:
“In short, the referent adheres”®® If the redlity-effect stubbornly prevails, what does
this mean for photographic practices and criticism?

For Susan Sontag, it means articulaing a specid distrust in the photographic as
opposed to the narative “Strictly spesking, one never understands anything from a
photograph. [..] Only that which narrates can make us understand.”®® One is indlined
to quip that in Sontag's opinion, photography is ruining redity for everyone

%9 Tyler, Carole-Anne, "Passing: Narcissism, Identity, and Difference,” Feminism Meets Queer Theory,

eds. Naomi Schor and Elizabeth Weed (Bloomigton: Indiana UP, 1997) 231.

Bright, Deborah, ed., The Passionate Camera: Photography and Bodies of Desire (London and New
York: Routledge, 1998) 5.
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n70

“Photography is the redlity; the red object is often experienced as a letdown.
Photographs, she argues, have become “confirmations of that reductive approach to
redity which is considered redistic,””* and “the norm for the way things appear to us,
thereby changing the very idea of redity, and of redism”’® — and not for the better.
Bemoaning in photographic  representation the loss of a redity infinitdy more
complex, Sontag at times seems overly confident that redity would otherwise be
accessble. Her problem with the redity-effect is that it isn't red enough. What might
be consdered an apt description of a post-linguidic-turn critical ingght into  the
semiotics of identity, namely that “people in indudtridized countries seek to have thar
photographs taken — fedl that they are images, and are made red by photographs””®
with Sontag can sound like a diagnosis of false consciousness.”

Hand in hand with dl these druggles to expose the redlity-effect (as ether inherently
problematic or, following Sontag, as upsaging the truer language of narrative) can go
a tendency to expect from photographic practices to do as much, or ese be denounced
as naive and compliant.

Carsten Ribbat discusses this as a question of draight versus queer photography “as
two interacting schools of camera work.””® Straight photography is a concept that was
developed in the ealy 20 century by US-American photographers and critics to
“denote photographic practices that produced pure, unretouched images’ in a
modernist tradition.”® “’Straight’,” Ribbat goes on to explain,”was about ‘sharpness of
focus and redign, qudities tha became not smply matters of syle but mord
imperatives”’’ Ribbat argues that “[sJtraight served as the Other against which their
own, queer, projects were constructed: ‘Queer and sex radical photography,’”"® and
further that “queer photography has become an accepted school, comparable to straight
photogrgphy in the firg hdf of the twentieth century,” but acknowledges that the term
‘Queer photography’ is not as frequently used.”® Maybe this is because it is not a good
name for the postmodern, decongtructive works Ribbat is trying to address. One is |eft
wondering how the huge acceptance of queer work could have dipped through the
radar or whether this ‘accepted school’ is dl that queer if nobody cdls it that. Queer is
hardly the new paradigm of photography just because Cathy Opi€'s work has been

0 Sontag, On Photography 147.

Sontag, On Photography 21.
Sontag, On Photography 87.

Sontag, On Photography 161.

In her last book, Sontag not only moved slightly away from rather generalizing claims to being more
specific about what kind of photographs she was mainly concerned with (amove, asreflected in the
respective titles, from On Photography to Regarding the Pain of Others), she also to a certain degree
relativized her earlier position: “The truth is [photographs] are not ‘simply’ anything, and certainly
not regarded just asfacts[...].” Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others 26.
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exhibited a the Whitney.8® | would object that the “straight other” of queer
photography (whatever that may be) is heteronormativity and not ‘Sraght
photography’ in the technicd sense A case for cdling “draght photography”
heteronormative can certainly be made, but redist schools of camera work are not al
draght, and it is difficult to mantan tha queer is a school of camera work a al,
much less a non-redist one, in the face of, for instance, the hesps of sex radicd work
relying on sharpness and redlist modes.

What is interesting and important in Ribbat's essay is not the questionable way he
frames and contrasts queer and draght photography, but his argument that
caegorizing anti-redist dyle “as a revolutionary, innovative performance itsdf,” leads
to a cadigation of dl other kinds of camera work as naive® The benchmark for
photographs then becomes whether they are centrdly concerned with destabilizng
“not only the world of camera work, but, while they are a it, identity, historiography,
and episemology as wdl.”® |t is againgt such notions that Taylor sees a need to
defend Loren Cameron’s use of the “arguably outmoded” form of “redist portraiture’
because redlist modes “are 4ill very necessary to the politica and persona recognition
of margindized idertities”®®

Transgender photography shows that there are many ways to work with, around or
agang the redity-effect of photography, and anything other than the latter is by no
means necessarily naive or conservaive®! On the contrary, working the redlity-effect
is especidly complex and chalenging for subjects who are confronted with another
real problem: passng.

For real: Passing

In the simple sense, a portrait of a man shows us the man as a picture—that is, as a flat piece of
paper with clusters of tones from a light-sensitive emulsion. [ The portrait] shows the man sitting

at a piano. In a more complex way, however, [...] asa brilliant man, or a profound man|...]. The
more complex ‘as’ requires interpretation.
Terry Barrett

The portrait Barrett describes aso shows the man ‘as a man, but this no less *complex
‘as” for him seems to be beyond interpretation. It is part of “the Smple sensg” of the
photograph. He takes for granted that there was “a man” before the lens, that this man
is now shown as a “flat piece of paper,” and the complex process of photographic
ggnification only goes s0 fa as to occason different interpretations like “brilliant” or
“profound man.” In other words, gender is what's real in this photogrgph. In the
passng moment captured in the photograph (therefore in a sense no longer passng),

8 |t was part of the Whitney Museum Biennial in New Y ork in 1995.

81 SeeRibbat, "AmSt," 33.
82 Ribbat, "AmSt," 32.

8 Taylor, Melanie, "Peter (A Young English Girl): Visualizing Transgender Masculinities," Camera
Obscura 19.2 (2004): 6.

Nor is the former progressive, as Stuart Hall insists, there is no * one deconstructivist avantgardism,
always-for ever already inscribed in its progressive modes of seeing.” Hal, 160.

8 Barrett, 44.
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what's passing is the depicted. Just like there remains something real in photographs
for viewers, a dubborn redity-effect, gender dtribution in Western culture 4ill
attempts to read pronouns off bodies despite the linguidic turn, feminis and queer
theorizing, surgicd and hormona bodily modification, intersex activiam, and al kinds
of gender-bending and transggressons. Passng for red, gendered redness, certan
“kind of truths about gender®® are ill more often than not indispensable to entering
the sphere of subjectivity and recognition. In order to be able to discuss how these
issues petan to FTM-bodies in transgender photography in chapter 3, some
preliminary conceptua groundwork is needed.

The term passing as pat of U.S-American everyday parlance and as a concept in
American Studies discourse originated with racid passng, and has dnce in both
discursve arenas been gpplied to other presumed ‘sable’ (essentidized) identity
categories “induding dass, ethnicity, and sexudity, as well as gender.”®” While dl of
these passings are passings, they are not identical. Passing as a conceptud term, | am
aguing, needs to be explicitly® fine-tuned to its specific applications, and is
unproductive, if al passngs are thought of as andogies of racid passing.®® Henry
Rubin dets us to the multidimensondity of the “economy of redness’ when he
writes that

[t]here are so many ways to participate in the economy of reaness, even if your
body is not white or your sexuality is deviant or your size does not measure up or
you cannot afford to keep your wife at home.*”

The need for fine-tuning then emerges not leest because one might be a transsexud
woman aso passing for white.

Many theoreticd concerns and observations doubtlesdy apply to various forms of
passing, for ingtance that “both the process and the discourse of passing interrogate the
ontology of identity categories and their construction.”®® Consequently, the following
discusson of passng in redion to (trans-)gender will a times both draw from more
generd consderations and lead to indghts that might be trandferable. But this is
merdly coincidentad to my man purpose here of fine-tuning pasing to an andyss of
FTM-bodies in transgender photography, and explicating which questions, answers, or
problemsit might raise.

8 Halberstam, Judith, "Telling Tales: Brandon Teena, Billy Tipton, and Transgender Biography,”

Passing: Identity and Interpretation in Sexuality, Race, and Religion, eds. Maria Carla Sanchez and
Linda Schlossberg (New York: New York UP, 2001) 14.

Ginsberg, Baine K., "Introduction: The Politics of Passing,” Passing and the Fictions of Identity, ed.
Elaine K. Ginsberg (Durham and London: Duke UP, 1996) 2f.

Inindividual essays in anthologies, a differentiation is often implicit, but it is left to prefacesand the
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ways in which their anthologies are coherent. See, for instance, Schlossberg, Linda, "Introduction:
Rites of Passage," Passing: ldentity and Interpretation in Sexuality, Race, and Relidion, eds. Maria
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Rubin, Henry S., "Reading Like a (Transsexual) Man," Men Doing Feminism ed. Tom Digby (New
Y ork and London: Routledge, 1998) 312.

1 Ginsberg, 4.

87

88

89

90




168 FTM-bodies in contemporary transgender photography

Congder the following quote as an example of sweeping or amplistic generdizations
from certain forms of passng to dl:

In the most genera way, it is passing when people effectively present themselves
as other than who they understand themselves to be. [...] Who they under stand
themselves to be deliberately sidesteps a more complicated discourse over Who
they are (and who or what determines who we are anyway?) or even the less
complicated Who others see them as or even Who they have become. Passing
never feels natural. It is a second skin that never adheres.”

In relation to trans®, Kroeger's journdigtic working definition is exceedingly usdess
even a first sght. For transgender subjects a least, passng more often than not means
precisdy presenting as “who they understand themsdves to be” If in a ‘dassc
transsexud narrative, “[plassng means to live successfully in the gender of choice, to
be accepted as a ‘naturd’ member of that gender,”®* passing is prompted by a desire to
“fed naturd,” or a least to enjoy the privileges that come with it. When Kroeger
clams that passing “never feds naturd,” she assumes that something ese does, and
overlooks the ways in which rdations to ‘the natura’ can be vexed and uneasy, partly
because they are dso a matter of outward recognition and acceptance. And while
transgender passing might, as eg. the title of Jay Prosser’s semind book Second
Skins™ attests, be construed as a “second skin,” it is then usudly the first skin that is
seen as having falled to adhere in meaningful ways.

Apparently, the “more complicated discourse” of the relation between passng and
being that Kroeger wants to Sdestep cannot be so easly evaded. Following the
theoreticdl unraveling of any “reality of gender” by Judith Butler®™ and others, it has
become clear that “[t]here is no ‘other’ side, no ‘opposite’ sex, no natura divide to be
spanned by surgery, by disguise, by passing. We al pass or we don't, we al wear our
drag.”®® Much like the red of photography, the red of gender has become a redity-
effect under theoretical scrutiny. But if this is so, if “[d]ll subjects therefore are passing
through the signifiers™’ what is the difference between being and passing, between
wha used to be thought of as digtinct forms of passng and those attributions and
recognitions of identity Kroeger thinks of as feding “naturd”? There is as Tyler
usefully spdls out,

92 Kroeger, Brooke, Passing: When People Can't Be Who They Are (New York: Public Affairs, 2003)
7f. Original emphasis.

9 Stone, Sandy, "The Empire Strikes Back: A Posttranssexual Manifesto,” Writing on the Body:
Female Embodiment and Feminist Theory, eds. Katie Conboy and others (New Y ork: Columbia UP,
1997) 352.

% Prosser, Jay, Second Skins: The Body Narratives of Transsexuality (New York: Columbia UP,
1999).

Cf. Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity xxiii. See also: “All gender
(not just femininity) and all authorship is increasingly recognized as performance.” Seaton,
Elizabeth, "Imitating Authorities: Theory, Gender, and Photographic Discourse," Theory Rules: Art
as Theory / Theory and Art, eds. Jody Berland, Will Straw and David Tomas (Toronto, Buffalo,
London: XY Z Books and U of Toronto P, 1996) 173.
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a structured network of (common) sense about the identities of subjects, objects,
and acts or aims, policing identities by determining which signs are one's own and
which have been stolen. The law tells us what we ‘really’ are and what we ‘really’
have (or can have) by naturaizing the arbitrary name assigned us and legalizing
some mimicries, which then appear as the real thing.*®

This has two important consequences for a discusson of transgender passng. Fird, if
one is never really any one thing,® drictly spesking, passng is the single mode of
being. Neverthdess, it continues to be useful to differentiate between these passings,
eg. to criticize the socid and politicd values they are accorded, and the degree to
which some are heavily policed (“passng’) while others are dlowed to go uncha-
lenged (“being”).

Secondly, the poalitics of passing are ultimately not decidable. It can seem like a matter
“of survivd™'® or like “the ultimate sdl-out,”*°* deemed to be “dready complicit with
the order of things, prey to its oppressive hierarchies”%? as Roen and Tyler summarize
its strongest critics. Stephen Whittle has an interesting take on passing that is dmogt a
reversd of the familiar criticism of passing as complicit. He eaborates on it in
reference to one of Loren Cameron’s self-portraits.

The gender outlaw is nearly always hidden in passing and, as a result, the gender
defenders are fucked, in that their rules become meaningless because they are
constantly broken, and nobody knows when, where or how that is tappening.
However, Cameron chooses not to pass. Normally, the nature of ‘not passing’
means that heads aren’t really fucked, because gender rules are not transgressed,
they are only highlighted. The transgender person, if they could be a hidden
outlaw, has to choose to tell the story themselves, to make the autobiographical
statement in order to present the gender fuck.*®

Whittle presents a scenario in which there is “gender fuck” in passing because it shows
the rigid rules of a gender binary to be subvertible and unrdiable, but a the same time
he aso locates “gender fuck” in a choosing not to pass that a the same time provides
an autobiographica dtatement, that refuses to smply highlight gender rules. Whittle
agues that only ‘not passng that results in a gender atribution without/agang the
autobiographica statement highlights gender rules.

Passing dso doesn't have a clearly determingble politicd vaue, because it is not a
smple matter of choice. Whittle€'s “if they could be a hidden outlaw” is not dways an
option for everyone. The opposite of passing is being read.!®* The word passing
suggests a certain degree of active doing, of agency. But the passive congruction of
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‘being read’ fully reveds the “unpredictability of socid gendering’'®® that makes this
a conditioned and precarious agency a best. Tyler cdls this a paradox: “ldentity is
aways dependent upon others of whom a demand for recognition is made —
paradoxicaly, in terms one cdls ones own”'® And Judith Butler reminds us tha
“[tlhe body hes its invariably public dimenson; condtituted as a socid phenomenon in
the public sphere, my body is and is not ming”*®” and o is the way it becomes
gendered. Passing subjects “find themselves caught between the rock of sructure and
the hard place of agency.”'®® Passing “can be understood a the most basic level as an
atempt to control the process of signification itsdf,"X%° and this attempt can succeed or
fal in various and varying dimensons It is usudly emphasized that passng “is about
specularity: the visble and the invisble, the seen and the unseen**° but it is dso, in
the words of Linda Schlossberg, “about the crestion and edtablishment of an
dternative set of narraives™! And if the voice, too, can be a powerful gender
marker,*'? there are stuations in which it makes sense to think of it as auditory — the
lig is highly context-specific and openrended. The posshility of being read thus
foregrounds the termingbility of passng, its dtuationd and potentidly ungable
character. This is not to say that some do not pass seamlessy most or dl of the time, it
is just to say that the threat of being read is a conditutive part of passng, and passng's
relation to time.

Kath Weston argues that we need to see “[g]ender [...] as a product of socid reations
imbued with time”'™® and therefore criticizes gender sudies for having (over-)
emphasized the visua'* following “the fashions of a visud age'® She grants that
passing depends “in part” upon “visud signifiers™® but is much more interested in
the tempordity of the “flegting intervd of violation and interpretation”*!’ which she
cdls“unsxed.”

Unsexed is what you become in the moment of doubt before reclassification.
Unsexed is what you become in a flash of discomfort before ‘oh, | get it’ setsyou
back on familiar terrain. [...] Unsexed is what can happen when a person - any
person - gets thrown up against the question that need not speak its name: ‘What

195 Halberstam, Judith, In aQueer Time & Place (New Y ork and London: New Y ork UP, 2005) 51.
108 Tyler, 230.
107 Butler, Judith, Undoing Gender (London and New Y ork: Routledge, 2004) 21.
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115 \Weston, 12.
116 \Weston, 10.
117 \Weston, 32.




FTM-bodies in contemporary transgender photography 171

areyou? [...]" Unsexed never lasts. Ambiguity resolves back into certainty, doubt
into gendered absolutes.™*®

Wedton returns to this resolving agan when she writes that “[p]resence turns into
passing, and even ‘deviants find themsdves dotted into nealy tagged categories”'*®
This does much to curb enthusasm over the longevity and dleged subversive powers
of “unsexed,” but it dso rases quedions as to the inevitability of this development.
The pivotal problem is how one understands the term *“categories’ in Weston's
sentence.

So far, my overview here, like Weston, has proceeded as if it was clear what people
were passng for, and being read as. This is symptomatic for many consderaions of
passing. Since gender passing seems to operate as a ‘crossing’ of a binarily structured
identity category, it is often conceptudized as equaly binary: one, as an FTM-
identified person, can ether pass for made, pass into the category of man, or, being
read, fdl back into the category of woman. But the gender binary is a highly
complicated production that involves many other moves than ‘crossng,’ and operates
in interdependence with age (think eg. of butches passng for younger mdes), sexud
orientation, disability, race (think of Sobhan Somervilleés cdl for atention to the
“imbrication of racid and sexud discourses??), etc. The unpredictability of socid
gendering means, for ingance, that one can dso be read into the category of transman
(or even transsexud woman). Even “deviant” might in some circumstances function as
a category itsdf. Weston's “gendered absolutes’ sug?est an dl-encompassng binary
where much dse is moving in the semantic fidd'*' So one may dways end up
passng, but this is not the end of gender trouble. While al categories may be equdly
neetly tagged, they are not equa (in a persstent culture of male supremacy, his would
even be true in an absolute made-female binary). Severa pages later, Weston points to
the power dynamics that render certain people prone to the interpretive scrutiny, the
violaion of “unsxing”?> when she writes tha dthough anyone is potentidly
susceptible to it, “the process is not random.”*?® In other words, it is not necessarily
clear what people pass for and whether this passing dissolves dl subversve potentia
and doubt. Besides, people can end up passing, and then not passing, and then passing
agan... Time, Wedon seems to say, ultimately makes one pass. But following her
logic (and even her emphass as goparent in her interest in the zero moment of
“unsexed”), it can dso be thought of as bringing new moments of *unsexing.”

118 \Weston, 28.
119 \eston, 31.

120 somerville, Siobhan B., Queering the Color Line: Race and the Invention of Homosexuality in
American Culture (Durham and London: Duke UP, 2000) 166.
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binary.” Butler, Undoing Gender 42f.
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It is not merdy its “flash of discomfort” that makes Weston's text on gender and
temporality gppedling to a project on photography. Deding with the issue of passng in
the photographs a hand, it may be helpful to consder whether (and if so, how) FTM-
bodies undergo, confront, negotiate, or avoid interpretive “unsexing” or, to circumvent
the fraught term, “moments of doubt before reclassfication.” Tha, in Weson's
formulation, one gets “thrown up againg the question [...] ‘What are you?” conjures
up the issue of who is asking/looking/being addressed, and the resultant relativity of
the answer (or of whether there is a question a dl). All this would be the connection to
gender passng. But there are dso concerns arisng on the leve of time. Photography
arrests (otherwise — here we go again — passing) moments of time. That, by the way, is
the qudity many, including Jeremy Hawthorn, see as centrd to photography’s relaion
to death. But Hawthorn dso says something ese: The photograph is, unlike the world,
characterized by its ability to “freeze itsdf for our unhurried contemplaion”*?* It is
unlikely that this actudly extends Weston's “flegting interva of interpretation,” i.e. the
atribution of gender. But the intervd may have the opportunity of repetition/re-vison
and it occurs under the condition of time frozen in representation (bringing shunned
visudity back into play very prominently).

My connection of photography and gender (passing) as both heavily invested in
discourses of realness in some respects concurs with Jay Prosser’s link  between
photography and transsexudity in hisfirst book:

Occupying smilar  ground between referentidity and representation,
transsexuality might be conceived as a parale ‘form." As a transformation of the
material body, transsexudlity is inextricably hooked into the register of the real.
[...] [T]ranssexudity is equaly bound to representation, dependent on its
symbolization to be red .**®

But it dso differs from it in that spesking of redity-clams is not the same as spesking
of ‘the regiser of the red.” He seems to suggest a kind of linear trgectory in which
transsexudity is firsd represented/symbolized, and subsequently becomes red. But
given the complexities of ‘passing and ‘being,’ it would be advisable to move beyond
a notion of trans* exceptiondism by recognizing the dependence on representation and
symbolization of dl gender'?® (and dl materidity of bodies) and be more doubtful
about being ‘red’ as something to be achieved. Prosser, it must be added, revidts and
ggnificantly dters his argument in his latest book, rethinking the notion that the ‘red’
can be achieved and the earlier use he “made of photography as referential.”*?” His two
readings/uses of photographs of FTM-bodies will be discussed and eaborated on at
some length in subsequent chapters. Here it is important that Halberstam, in response
to Prosser’s Second Skins, cdls for ahdpful digtinction

124 Hawthorn, Jeremy, "Death and the Image: Photography, the Gaze, and the Limits of Realism,"
Against the Grain/Gegen den Strich gelesen, eds. Peter Drexler and Rainer Schnoor (Berlin: trafo,
2004) 161
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between ‘realness’ and the ‘red’ [...]. [Realness] is not exactly performance, not
exactly an imitation, it is the way that people — minorities excluded from the
domain of the real — appropriate the rea and its effects. Reaness, the
gppropriation of the attributes of the red, one could say, is precisdy the
transsexua condition. The real, on the other hand, is that which always exists
elsewhere as a fantasy of belonging and being.™®

Excluson and gppropriation in this quote spesk to the politicadl dimenson and stakes
of ‘red vaue’ Butler suggedts that transgender enters into the political field “by rot
only making us question what is red, and wha has to be, but by showing us how
contemporary notions of redity can be quesioned, and new modes of redity
ingtituted.”**® And here, photography comes in as one of the ways to ingiitute such new
modes of redity. | will argue that in the examples of transgender photography at issue
here, photography as a technology of embodiment™® is, in short-circuiting the redlity-
clams of photography and gender, cdled upon to award redness to marginaized
FTM-bodies, even in photos that trouble a seamless passing for made. They put “the
red in inverted (queer) commas™3! as Prosser writes about a collection of
photographs by Del LaGrace Volcano.

A Family of Men? - Coming to communal terms

What isa ‘subculture’ ? What distinguishesit froma‘community’ ? [...] These are obstinate questionsto
which thereis no agreed answer, but rather a debate]|...] **
Sarah Thornton

“The Family of Man,” a Museum of Modern Art exhibition, traveled to forty countries
between 1956 and 1962 and was viewed by about nine million people, making it
perhgps the most widdy known and critically referenced exhibition in the history of
photography.*3* Roland Barthes was among the first to criticize its underlying

ambiguous myth of the human ‘community’, which serves as an dibi to a large
pat of our humanism. This myth functions in two stages. first the difference
between human morphologies is asserted, exoticism is insstently stressed, [...]
Then, from this pluralism, a type of unity is magicaly produced. [...] [O]ne hints
that there is underlying each one an identical ‘nature’, that their diversity is only
formal and does not belie the existence of a common mould.***

128 Halberstam, "Telling Tales: Brandon Teena, Billy Tipton, and Transgender Biography," 17.
129 Butler, Undoing Gender 217.

130 cf. Jones's title: Jones, Amelia, "The 'Eternal Return’: Self-Portrait Photography as a Technology of
Embodiment," Signs 27.4 (2002).

131 prosser, Jay, "The Art of Ph/Autography,” Sublime Mutations: Bodies of Work 1990-2000, ed. Del
LaGrace Volcano (Tubingen: Konkursbuch, 2000) 7.

132 Thornton, Sarah, "General Introduction,” The Subcultures Reader, eds. Ken Gelder and Sarah
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Tha such harsh criticism of the myth of community is occasioned by photographic
practices is indicative of how centrd issues of community can be to photographs as
arguments in the world. They are cetanly very centrd to my reading of the culturd
work of FTM-bodies in transgender photography, so the question of how to
frame/name these i ssues deserves some consideration.

The title of this subchapter, “A Family of Men,” cuts two ways. It intervenes into the
myth of unity by insarting transmen into the picture, into the postion of the universd,
thereby cracking the “mould” (a little). But it dso becomes agpparent that a mere
insartion is not enough to subvert dAl of the problematic implications of the formulation
and its photographic practices. The title limits the transgender ‘family’ to men (no
matter how loosdy/queerly the term may be{un—]defined) and arranges its subject in a
smattic fidd, “the language of family,'® tha tends to be heteronormative,
naturdizing, as well as domesticating in its dam to be dl-encompassing'®® (as in “The
Family of Man’) and/or ‘nuclear” Hence, it is not a tem | suggest be used
metephoricaly, but rather remembered as a waning that nether identity nor
community membership are ever straightforward or smple3’

If terms referencing community are so contested and fraught, how can one spesk of
transgender photographers and their works on FTM-bodies as members and makers of
‘groups;  ‘networks;  ‘audiences with a certan Stuatedness (of  recognition,
affiliation, identification or interpretation) in relation to these works?

Judith Habergam's preference in her work on queer subcultures for the term
ubculture,  highlighting  “trandent, extrafamilid, and oppostiond modes of
afilitation”3® is very suggestive, especialy because she uses the modifier ‘queer’ to
attack some of the problematic “biases of the tradition of subculturd studies towards
the countercultura, the deviant, the young — and the masculine”*3® Halberstam argues
that

[w]e need to alter our understandings of subcultures in severa important ways in
order to address the specificities of queer subcultures and queer subcultura sites
[...] [and] expand the definition of subculture beyond its most band significations
of youth in criss**

In ‘queering’ the term subculture, she demondrates that it, too, carries problematic
connotations and is often used in ways one might not want to uncriticdly fdl in line
with. Neverthdess, she points more rigoroudy to “the consarvative dsakes in
community,”**! a characterization Haberstam shares with Nikki Sullivan, who
questions the representation that “community is [...] a source of srength, a safe place

135 Robson, Ruthann, "Resisting the Family: Repositioning Leshians in Legal Theory," Sappho Goes to
Law School (New Y ork: Columbia UP, 1998) 156.

136 Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of "Sex" 53.

137 see sullivan, Nikki, "Community and its Discontents" A Critical Introduction to Queer Theory
(New York: New York UP, 2003) 140.
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you share with others like you, a ‘home’”*? Thomton mesns a much when she
writes. “’Community’ tends to suggest a more permanent population, often digned to
aneighborhood, of which the family is the key constituent part.”143
But the equation is not as smple as ‘c is for conservative’ In her chapter on (queer)
community and its discontents, Sullivan dso rehashes more sdf-reflexive  (or
progressive, if you will) conceptudizations of community:
Community, in this sense, rather than denying or covering over differences in the
sarvice of unity, is the experience of the impossbility of communion, the
experience of radical difference. [...] Consequently, on this mode, queer
community is less a collection of individuds who share a common sexuad

orientation (queer), and more a fracturing process that enables difference and
diversity and the radical unknowability of such.***

Sullivan dso notes that community can be conceived of “as something we conscioudy
choose to join,” ingead of stable and organic, and tha “[sluch communities often
define themselves as opposed to, and autonomous from, ‘mainstream’ culture*
Apparently, communities can very wel be thought of as oppostiond. And even
though Habersam’'s argument that “[slubcultures provide a vitd critique of the
seemingly organic nature of ‘community’”**® is very valid, subcultures, too, are
sometimes conceived of as “organic.”'*’ Thus, an explicit distancing'*® not necessarily
of subculture from community (or vice versa), but of both from notions of being
organic and other problematic semantic dimensions may aways be needed.

There is some vadue in both of the respective terms for taking about transgender
photography’s portrayed, interpretive, addressed, and receptive ‘group(s).” | therefore
propose to think of the formation, the construct,'*® of the subsequent chapters — no
matter whether in a specific formulation it may be cdled only community or
subculture — as a subcultural community (or as communities). Linking subculture and
community in this way might seem redundant and pleonadtic, when, as we have seen,
their referents are considered so close that some “use the terms interchangesbly.”**°
But the link does have severd advantages:

Transgender communities are subculturd, in the sense that they are not mgoritarian,
dominant or maingream. While this doesn't necessarily make them oppostiond, it a
leest makes them dternative. If subculture “is often thought of as a socid world, a

142 sullivan, 137.
143
Thornton, 2.
144 sullivan, 148.
145 sullivan, 139.
146 Halberstam, In aQueer Time & Place 153F.
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shared perspective, which is not atached firmly to any definite group or segment,”*°? it
is dso more eadly didodged from fixed notions of identity, it cals forth ideas of
subcultural practices and puts less emphasis on beonging. Thinking of a community as
subculturd  highlights  affilistion and practices, the making of community, rather than
its givenness, the gradudity within which one can be more or lessinvolved.

Holding on to community, on the other hand, avoids subculture's associations with
youth and teenage rebellion,®® and preserves a stronger sense of maeridity, i.e the
practitioners behind the practices, the participants (in short, the people involved), as
wdl as redationships and cdirculaion of information and support. Community cals for
solidarity, it opers the semantic fidd of ‘community service! of “shaing’*® — even
though it is important to keep in mind that community means merdy the apped to
socidity and commondity (0 as to not return to naive and romantic idess that
overlook fracturing and unbelonging!). Communitkl is a reation, and thus more esesly
conceived of as condttutive to relationa being.>* Whereas subculture carries less of a
burden of fixed identity, community can hdp to highlight that it is not smply
preexiding autonomous individuals who form a subculture (or community), but theat
the subject is social and dependant:

What this means is that there is not first of al being (or individuds), and then
being-with (community or society), but rather, being is aways dready a being-
with, the subject is always already a part of the social, the world of others][...]."*

Interetingly enough, it is precisdy this philosophicad notion of community that
interess Kaplan in his sudy of photography and community: “What | am cdling
community-exposed photography [ ...] begins with the critique of subjectivity.”*>®

Kaplan dso points out that “photographic images have externdized and redized how
we imagine community,”®®’ i.e tha there are photographic images-inaions of
community. Thinking dong the lines of subcultural communities in addition enables a
look a communities of images Rephrasng W.JT. Mitchel dightly, it is tempting to
say that to live in any subculture whatsoever is to live in a visud subculture®® One of
the basic tenets of Passing Moments is that photography — production, circulation, and
reception — is a technology of community-making,®° as well as photographs are one of
FTM -transgender embodiment.
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Arriving & a definitiond compromise like subcultural community through a rather
longish terminologica debate hopefully means to heed Robert Red-Phar's warning
that one “must approach with the greatest of trepidation notions such as innocence,
tradition, community and home**® This project's investigation of the nexus between
tranggender photography and community must wak the fine line of recognizing a
(subcultural) “being-with’*®* without forcing a“Family of Men.”
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