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ABSTRACT 
 
 
This dissertation develops the analytic trans*plantation, which is used to examine transnational 

movements of capital among LGBT-focused philanthropy, regenerative or transplantation 

science, and art. It is at this nexus that the dissertation analyzes how power and domination 

mutate, shifting certain bodies from mere things to objects of management, from nonhumans to 

humans, from animals to objects and back again. In the dissertation, trans* and connectedly, 

trans*plantation, are used to complicate extant hierarchies of life, to examine how they became 

hierarchized in those ways, and to tell other possible stories of survival. Throughout the 

dissertation, trans* enlivens movements of power across hierarchies of embodiment and 

highlights plantations—target sites for the investment of resources, sites of resource and agential 

extraction, and interstitial spaces between the two. Each chapter offers a way of reading 

trans*plantatively, from engaging the ways power shifts between species attributions to 

analyzing the logics of racism and racial representation in transplantation surgeries.  
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Introduction	

Life	as/in	Movement		
 
It’s warm. Nestled amidst skin and blood and stitches; assembled with wet and oozing, sucking 
and burning, fluctuating and transforming. Facilitating regeneration and vitalization and 
successful loss. Disappearance. Filling a newly cavernous space, temporarily.  
 

Surgical drains are placed to siphon the blood and serum accumulating after a surgery. 

The drain’s most visible parts are a tube extending from the body and a plastic bulb, which 

catches the extracted fluids. After my mastectomy, or “top surgery” as it is called by many trans 

and trans-friendly people, my drains remained inside of my body for one week. They made 

visible a literal connection between my body and the medical world in which it had hesitantly 

sought refuge. At the end of the week, I experienced two burning moments of extraction and the 

drains were gone. The scars indicating their former presence, however, faintly remain.  

Before those surgical drains were inside of my body, they were inside of a box, inside of 

a factory, inside as an idea. They were sketched, patented, fabricated, tested, and sold to medical 

institutions. They have at least two purposes: better surgical results and profit. Yet, when most of 

us think of medical devices such as surgical drains, we imagine them as inanimate objects 

implanted to save or enhance lives, rather than as animate entities transplanted from other scales 

of life. Implant, as a verb, is based on the Medieval Latin implantare, to install or invest, to insert 

(Chambers). Transplant, as a verb, means to plant across, to plant again in a different location 

(ibid.). In this case, to transplant suggests that a living entity is harvested from somewhere and 

moved somewhere else; to implant suggests that a non-living entity is created from inanimate 

materials and inserted into a living entity. Medically, transplant and implant are often used 

interchangeably, perhaps innocuously so. But I think the distinction matters and makes matter. 
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Returning to the surgical drain with this in mind, what if instead of thinking about it as a 

temporary implant, we consider how the surgical drain is transplanted into a body from other 

scales of life? 

By scales of life I mean two related things: first, how bodies are organized from the 

institutional scale to the cellular scale—juridically, medically, scientifically, artistically, 

philanthropically, and so forth; and second, as an interrelated but differentiated set of organisms 

in the world, ranging from plants to apes to humans to microbes to, as some would argue, robots. 

To be sure, thinking across scales of life decenters human-focused notions of hierarchy and 

order. It also compels us to consider the co-substantiation of life forms. Thus, to question how 

the drain is transplanted rather than implanted is not to argue that these forms of life are or are 

not the same or equal, but to call attention to the complex assumptions we make about what is 

animate and what is not and of what matters and how. Thinking about how surgical drains are 

transplanted rather than implanted forces us to examine the relations that enable the surgical 

drain to (un)form other bodies, and to be (un)formed by them.  

Surgical drains are not accorded vitality; they are not thought to possess liveliness or a 

soul or a sentient awareness of the world. Yet, they vitalized me by capacitating new forms of 

social intelligibility. Though arguably non-vital, they are vitalizing, and no matter how 

inanimate, they intensified my experience of life. They allowed me to access certain claims to 

masculinity only available through my participation in surgical gender transition. The scarred 

result of the small cut on each side of my chest visualize the drain’s former presence and 

attenuate a full separation between the drain and my body. More than a decade later, those scars 

are less acutely notable than the social cut the drain enabled; I now perceive myself differently 

and am perceived differently by the other bodies in the world. Considered through its 
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relationship to broader medical and social structures, the surgical drain is thus imbued with 

vitality, even as it is not necessarily a form of life. The drain is—like my body, both before and 

after surgery—embedded in capitalist economies and scientific-legal spheres. The drain, too, 

existed before our post-surgical encounter. It was transplanted into my body, and it transplanted 

my body toward new physical-social orientations in the world. The physical cuts made to 

accommodate the surgical drains facilitated social cuts, as well. My body was enlivened through 

an encounter with the medical world and one of its so-called objects, the surgical drain.  

Of course, neither my top surgery nor my individual history is the focus of my project. To 

the contrary, beginning the dissertation by following the drain along its surgical route allows us 

to consider how our attachments and movements across scales of life—what I call 

trans*plantations—are far more complex than any one narrative of medical gender transition. At 

the same time, my experiences of trans embodiment do ground the analytic and analyses that 

structure this dissertation. What enabled my surgical cuts to be cuts that would, for the most part, 

vitalize me and enhance my experience of life? What enabled this vitalization, this assemblage of 

bodies to come together? What others could not, or did not, as a result?  

These initial questions lead me to examine the vital geopolitical connections between 

transplantation science, LGBTQ-focused philanthropy, and art, for it is at this nexus (among 

others not explored here) that we can think through the category-defining interconnections 

between capital, gender, race, species, and colonialism. Throughout my dissertation, I interrogate 

how these interconnections direct capital flows toward ecological and categorical 

transformations, enabling certain forms of life to thrive, some to become extinct, and still others 

to combine and compost into new vital bodies. My work is concerned with contemporary 

feminist struggles for racial, gender, and sexual equity; it examines how life moves across scales 
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of power to highlight how certain hierarchies of embodiment emerge, and how they are or could 

be challenged. 

Trans*plantation is, for me, a theory in the flesh that emerges from the material 

experiences of trans embodiment, to intervene in much larger political processes that mark 

certain bodies as more or less lively, more or less worthy of account. In their seminal 1981 edited 

text, This Bridge Called my Back: writings by radical women of color, Cherríe L. Moraga and 

Gloria E. Anzaldúa write:  

A theory in the flesh means one where the physical realities of our lives – our skin color, 

the land or concrete we grew up on, our sexual longings – all fuse to create a politic born 

out of necessity. Here, we attempt to bridge the contradictions in our experience:  

We are the colored in the white feminist movement. 

We are the feminists among the people of our culture.  

We are often the lesbians among the straight.  

We do this bridging by naming our selves and by telling our stories in our own 

words. 

For Moraga and Anzaldúa, theory should emerge from oppressed peoples’ experiences of the 

flesh. One’s material experiences of living under a racist heteropatriarchy should inform one’s 

theory. As lesbian women of color, Moraga, Anzaldúa, and other writers in the text claim a space 

to speak, using their embodied experiences to theorize toward liberation.1  

The bridges developed in the text extend across racial difference, location, class, and 

across different forms of womanhood. But, there are some forms of embodiment that remain 

disavowed and disowned. In Moraga’s later work (2011), for example, she expresses her dismay 

                                                
1 Kimberlé Crenshaw (1991) later offered intersectionality as a theory to name the multiple axes of identity—for 
example, race, gender, sexuality, ability—along which women of color particularly faced oppression. Feminism, she 
argues, must take the experience of race into account as much as the category of woman, if it is to serve all women. 
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over losing so many of her “macha daughters to manhood through any cultural mandates that are 

not derived of our own making” (186). She laments the possibility of butch lesbian women 

falling in line with heterosexism and heteropatriarchy in their moves toward transmasculinity, 

and urges transmasculine people to hold on to their “femaleness” in the “shaping of that 

masculinity” (189). For Moraga, transmen who medically transitioned move away from the so-

called truth of the flesh, a move she contends distances them from their embodied knowledge as 

“females.” Here, Moraga disavows how the relations between the flesh and these so-called 

“cultural mandates not derived of our own making” are in fact inseparable already.  

As feminist scholar Hortense Spillers (1987) has argued, flesh/the body in relation to 

blackness, and in particular, in relation to black femaleness, became un-gendered in the Atlantic 

slave trade. This un-gendering was not liberatory; rather, it was the embodiment of an 

interstitiality, or what Spillers calls “vestibular” flesh that was no longer African but never 

American—not considered fully human, but not entirely disassociated from the human either.2 

As she describes it, the black female body became a lack, a blank slate for the inscription of 

shifting and comparative cultural applications. Indeed, as Saidiya Hartman (1997) has written: 

“what is particular to the discursive constitution of blackness is the inescapable prison house of 

the flesh or the indelible drop of blood—that is, the purportedly intractable and obdurate 

materiality of physiological difference” (57-58; emphasis added). Here, the flesh is not a 

liberatory or relational form as Moraga suggests, but an “obdurate materiality,” an inflexible 

trap. To call transplantation a theory in the flesh is, thus, not to imply that the flesh is stably 

gendered or impervious to the violences of bodily (de)categorization, but to insist that the 

                                                
2 See Saidiya V. Hartmann Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America 
(1997) on the fungibility of blackness, as well as my detailed discussion in chapter 3. Relatedly, see also Alexander 
G. Weheliye Habeas Viscus: Racializing Assemblages, Biopolitics, and Black Feminist Theories of the Human 
(2014) for a discussion of what he identifies as “full humans,” “not-quite humans,” and “nonhumans.” 
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experiences of transness and trans embodiment enable the emergence of one other embodied 

purview from which to think and feel across difference.  

Moraga’s 2011 article has been critiqued as transphobic, because it sets parameters on 

what queer gender should look like, at once bridging the gap between lesbian women and 

transmasculine people and, as Francisco Galarte (2014) has argued, positioning transmasculine 

people as the “figure that is the exemplar of race, sex, and gender abjection and liberation” (131-

132).3 For Galarte, a trans scholar, Chicana lesbian theory in the flesh is the root of his politics 

and understanding of embodiment. At the same time, Galarte mourns his loss of full inclusion in 

the Chicana lesbian family through his transmasculine embodiment and, as he asserts, that loss in 

some ways feels “violent and in others it foments a strong desire to theorize from that place of 

loss” (127). The loss of embodied rootedness in Chicana lesbian theory forges the development, 

in this case, of a new theory in the flesh. Galarte’s embeddedness in Chicana theory does not 

disappear—it is transplanted with his changing embodiment, informing all that follows.  

The fact that it informs all that follows for Galarte, however, does not position 

transgender embodiment as a derivative of Chicana lesbian or queer embodiment, but rather as a 

means of moving forward, of becoming planted elsewhere. In fact, to the degree that trans, as a 

prefix, is fundamentally about movements across, the bridge from woman to transmasculine 

embodiment that Moraga tries to draw, is always subtended by the presence of trans. The prefix 

trans thus underlies the categories of embodiment to which Moraga expresses allegiance. 

Movements across borders, across racial categorizations, across gender roles, and across 

sexualities, all inform her conception of “woman,” and any conception of woman is hierarchized 

based on what those movements have been. For Galarte, his theory in the flesh emerges from his 

                                                
3 See also Jay Prosser (1998) for a different instance in which queer coopts the transsexual/transgender body as the 
ultimate foil for heterosexuality. Prosser (2005) later nuances his account. 
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experience of loss and productive change in embodiment. It is not an either/or, but a both/and 

logic. Medical transition held the potential for now ongoing trans movements. It is not, however, 

the only physical-technical process through which one may be “planted” elsewhere. 

Transplantation is not moored to transgender embodiment or the processes of transition 

associated with transgender bodies. Instead, it can be scaled outward from the surgical drain and 

the experience of medical transition to examine other cuts across life that advance social and 

political shifts, that are social and political shifts.  

 

And just like that, refugees arriving on planes at U.S. international airports are detained by the 
U.S. Custom and Border Protection; just like that, a family of Iranian green card holders is not 
sure they will be readmitted when they arrive back to the U.S. after visiting loved ones in Iran; 
just like that, a child awaiting life-saving surgery is unable to access care; just like that, some 
are marked for certain death or returned to a life in limbo—bodies are sorted in newly specious 
ways. Just like that, authoritarianism takes new root.  
 

On January 27, 2017, the newly installed U.S. President, Donald Trump signed Executive 

Order 13769. The Order sought to cease admission of Syrian refugees for an indeterminate time 

period, to cease admission of anyone from Sudan, Somalia, Yemen, Libya, Iraq, and Iran for 90 

days, and to suspend the entire refugee admission program for 120 days (Parlapiano, Park, and 

Peçanha 2017, n.p.).4 It effectively instigated a ban on Muslim refugees by prioritizing Christians 

who had suffered religious persecution and by targeting countries with majority Muslim 

populations.5 Many decried the unjustness of the Executive Order, some initially noting the 

horrific irony of it being signed on Holocaust Memorial Day. In fact, in a statement from the 

                                                
4 The order also capped the number of refugees allowed per year to 50,000 from 110,000 people. Over 30,000 
people had already been admitted for the fiscal year that began in October 2016. 
5 Six days later, a temporary restraining order was issued by the U.S. District Court for the Western District of 
Washington and the restraining order was upheld by the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit. Trump has 
since released additional Orders further restricting travel or attempting to work around previous legal interventions 
intending to block his Orders from taking effect. Here, I am focusing on the original Order. 
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White House acknowledging Holocaust Memorial Day, Jewish people were not specifically 

mentioned.6  

Nearly 1 in 100 people in the world are currently displaced from their homes—0.8% of 

the world population (Conner and Krogstag 2016, n.p). In 2015, it was calculated that, on an 

average, twenty-four people were displaced every sixty seconds, “almost double the typical 

frequency at which adults breathe” (UNHCR Press Release 2016). Trump’s Executive Order 

could only intensify the already staggering number of people in the world who do not have a 

location where they may settle. The morning after the Executive Order was signed, I breathed 

deeply, the first stanza of “Home,” composed by the Somali-British poet, Warsan Shire, 

repeatedly flashing forth from memory:  

no one leaves home unless 

home is the mouth of a shark 

you only run for the border 

when you see the whole city running as well 

In light of this and other recent events, the critical importance of our scholarly-activist work and 

of the need for new methods of thinking about hierarchies of life, have become evermore 

evident. The ways in which movement and growth are allowed or disallowed and the ways in 

which death and life can be determined in mere seconds make such questions viscerally, 

indisputably relevant.  

Refugees experience violent and forced transplantation. They are uprooted from the soil 

of one nation and planted, with any luck, elsewhere, where they may thrive, but where they may 

                                                
6 At the same time, Jews born in the seven banned countries, who now live in Israel, were specifically exempted 
from Trump’s initial ban, adding to the sentiment that this was, in fact, a Muslim ban. Of course, this exemption is 
part of a complex relationship that the U.S. has with Israel and more recently, the relationship between Trump and 
members of his inner circle, many of whom hold anti-Semitic views. 
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be warehoused in a camp to suffer malnourishment, death, and further unrootedness as they 

await potential transfer to yet another location, another movement that may never come. Each of 

these possibilities is part of a process of transplantation that may have begun with a single cut—

an Executive Order or a terrorist attack, for example—or a series of cuts, but they all proceed 

from the underlying transplantative logic that certain bodies, based on identity or historically 

entrenched ideas of bodily difference (race, gender, sex, and so forth), are less or more worthy of 

life than others. Transplantations are ongoing, enabling some bodies to be planted elsewhere—to 

become transplants—and other bodies, knowingly or not, to arbitrate this process—to 

transplant/be the transplanter.  

But, movements between the positions of transplant and transplanter are not static, either. 

We might think, here, of people with Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) status as 

examples of how being planted is a hierarchizing act that can shift, based on social or political 

will. In 2012, President Barack Obama granted hundreds of thousands of undocumented people 

31 years of age and under (as of June 2012) the eligibility to apply for the “Deferred Action for 

Childhood Arrivals” status, which would enable them to get driver’s licenses, work legally in the 

U.S., and access higher education more easily, amongst other basic needs previously unavailable 

to them.7 To gain that status, children and adults (some of whom had been in the U.S. since 

infancy and were well into their twenties in 2012) had to submit paperwork—with a nearly $500 

application fee—to the government with their personal information on it. As of mid-2017, of 

those who had submitted this information, nearly 800,000 had been granted DACA status.8 In 

early September 2017, President Donald Trump revoked President Obama’s order, stating that 

                                                
7 It should be noted, however, that President Obama deported more undocumented immigrants than any other 
president in history. 
8 Note that people with “DACA status” are more colloquially called Dreamers after the DREAM Act (Development, 
Relief, and Education for Alien Minors Act), first introduced in the U.S. Senate on August 1, 2001. 



 

 16 

the protections offered by the DACA program will begin phasing out in six months (March 

2018). Trump noted that he expected Congress to act to prevent all of these protections from 

disappearing at that time. It should be noted that President Obama had only signed the order after 

Congress had failed to pass the DREAM Act (Development, Relief, and Education for Alien 

Minors Act) in the decade since it had first been introduced in the Senate. The DREAM Act 

would have provided similar protections for children and adults—called “DREAMers”—who 

had arrived in the U.S. as children.  

The U.S. government now possesses the personal information of nearly 800,000 children 

and adults who received DACA status, which puts them and their families at significant risk 

should the government ever decide to deport unauthorized immigrants at an even greater rate. 

The Dreamers live in a space of uncertainty, rooted in the U.S. by family, education, work, 

culture, language. At the same time, they are now more vulnerable to being uprooted, moved, 

and transplanted than they were before they gained DACA status. The DREAMers embody an 

ongoing process of transplantation, demonstrating how it accomplishes in the present longer-

term patterns of operation. That is, their presence in the U.S. follows centuries of shifting 

policies concerning U.S.-Mexico border crossing (as well as a shifting border: land that now 

makes up most of the southwestern U.S. was a part of Mexico until 1848, the end of the 

Mexican-American War), varying from lax to strict, often depending on the vicissitudes of labor 

needs as well as the evolving U.S. constructions of race, disease, and ability.9 Even today, some 

who defend Dreamers do so primarily through the logic of capital; that is, DREAMers should be 

allowed to stay and advance in life, because they significantly contribute to the U.S. economy. 

The questions of whose body works as a zone of extraction or disinvestment and whose 

                                                
9 See Eithne Luibheid (2002) for an account of some of these policies, with a focus on how sexuality intertwines 
with racial and gender politics in U.S. immigration policy. 
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functions as an implantation zone for the investment of power, and how bodies move between 

these sites, are central to this dissertation, generally, and the primary thrust in the development of 

transplantation as an analytic tool. Trans*plantation, as an analytic tool, examines how and 

through what means life chances are distributed across individual and geopolitical scales, alike.10  

Even without the prefix, trans, the noun plantation and the verb to plant already possess 

implicit power relations. “To plant” means to insert something into a new location. But, to plant 

something into a new location means to have uprooted it or harvested its seeds, to have situated it 

elsewhere from somewhere. To plant is to invest power as much as it is to determine or 

exemplify who or what (dis)possesses power. Something planted might experience drought or 

encounter pests. It may die or it may be re-rooted, become invasive, send out roots, and 

propagate. To plant is to hierarchize, whether or not that planting benefits the planter, the 

planted, or both.  

 
Khuuuu khu, khuuuuh khu: the respirator audibly syncopates life, displacing controlled 
inhalation and exhalation with rhythmic monotony—the machinated intake and emission of air 
from a body. While for humans, a vegetal state implies an absence of cognitive processing, 
vegetality, for plants is mere synonym of existence. Its roots are from the Latin verb, vegetare, 
meaning “to animate.” To be vegetal is to animate, enliven, arouse. 
 

Humans do not seek bodily vegetality, generally speaking. But considering vegetality 

across plant-animal life calls into question the anthropocentric organization of bodies, invariably 

calling into question how taxonomic determinations are made in the first place and how those 

taxonomic distinctions become entangled and rooted together. Plants do not possess the same 

morphological form as humans. Yet, since the development of botany during the Enlightenment, 

                                                
10 A more thorough desription of how trans with an asterisk associates with plantation will be provided later in this 
introduction, and a detailed explication is offered in chapter 1. The explication in chapter 1 was rudimentarily 
articulated in my article, “Monkey Business: Trans*, Animacy, and the Boundaries of Kind” (2017). For now, I will 
simply note that the germ of the term, trans*plantation, developed from an interview between Eva Hayward and Mel 
Chen in the 2015 special issue of TSQ: Transgender Studies Quarterly, “Tranimalities.” 
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plants have been taxonomized in part through their metaphorization and conceptualization as 

human sex and sexuality. Consider how, for example, Enlightenment Era naturalist and poet, 

Erasmus Darwin (grandfather to Charles Darwin), in the mid- to late eighteenth century, used 

“[b]otany … as a medium for the exploration of heterogeneous sexuality and a conduit for 

politicized social commentary” (Teute 2000, 326). On a broader scale, Greta LaFleur (2013) has 

argued that eighteenth century botany provided the “cultural conditions” for the emergence of 

sexology (115). LaFleur writes, “because of the fact that botany relies on a specialized form of 

the categorization of knowledge—Linaean taxonomy, widely considered as the ‘sexual system’ 

of taxonomy—popular botany expanded the possibilities of knowledge of biological difference  

within human sexual behavior” (95).11 These taxonomic endeavors were thus related to 

contemporaneous shifts in the understandings of human sex and sexuality. 

As Thomas Laqueur (1990) has persuasively argued, “Sometime in the eighteenth 

century, sex as we know it was invented” (149). He continues:  

[T]he old model, in which men and women were arrayed according to their degree of 

metaphysical perfection, their vital heat, along an axis whose telos was male, gave way 

by the late eighteenth century to a new model of radical dimorphism, of biological 

divergence. An anatomy and physiology of incommensurability replaced a metaphysics 

of hierarchy in the representation of woman in relation to man. (Laqueur 1990, 5-6; 

emphasis added)  

This biological divergence, according to Laqueur, in part reflects a shift from religious 

conceptions of bodily mattering, evident through a “one sex” interpretation of sexual variation, 

to emergent scientific definitions of the body that categorized men and women as distinct 

                                                
11 There is a relationship, then, between botany and the “cultural conditions” or groundwork it provided for the 
emergence of transsexualism as an area of research. 
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entities—physically, emotionally, and by the late nineteenth century, chemically. Botanical 

sciences support these efforts to categorize different types of bodies and concurrently bolster the 

colonial pursuit to hierarchize bodies based on supposed forms of species difference.  

Londa Schiebinger (1993), likewise, has noted that eighteenth-century botany became 

popular as a field of study at the same time that there was increasing interest in sexual 

differentiation in both humans and nonhumans. However, Schiebinger argues, while Laqueur has 

focused on the shift from a “one sex” to “two sex” model that has marked changing views of 

female and male sexual organs, “the revolution in sexual science is more fundamental, marked 

by a methodological rupture in explanations of sexual difference” (37-38). For Schiebinger, this 

“grounding of sexual difference in the body played to Enlightenment sensibilities that nature 

prescribed the laws of society” (38; emphasis in original). Rather than being based on cosmic 

principles, as in the ancient world, Enlightenment science marked the material body as the 

source of its truths about sexual difference (ibid.).12  

In addition to shifting cultural attitudes toward human sex and sexuality, botany also 

played a crucial role in eighteenth century colonial bioprospecting efforts (Schiebinger 2007). 

During this time, botanists and naturalists—often funded by their respective Crowns—collected 

seeds and plants on their travels and sent them to the metropole for further study. European 

botanists and naturalists attempted to learn from indigenous and enslaved people how to use 

local plants for medicinal purposes, often to ward off endemic diseases that were infecting 

colonists. But far from merely an attempt to treat local illnesses, these missions were deeply 

                                                
12 These changing views of sexual organs in relation to binary sex distinctions and related social structures resonate 
significantly today. For example, in the U.S., a slew of “bathroom bills” have been cropping up in state legislatures. 
These bills attempt to control public space by mandating who can use which restroom, and variously refer to sex 
assigned at birth, genital sex, and/or chromosomal sex as the arbiter of said access. These bills assume trans genitals, 
and trans people, to be sure sites of violence by drawing on eighteenth century problematics of botany and taxonomy 
that divided bodies sexually in part to maintain a certain social hierarchy. 
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driven by profit. In fact, David Mackay has called these botanists “agents of empire,” whose 

“inventories, classifications, and transplantations,” as David Philip Miller notes, “were the 

vanguard, and in some cases were to be among the instruments, of European-imposed order” 

(1996, 6). In fact, as Schiebinger (2007) has argued, “collecting” benefited empires in three 

ways:  

First, botanists identified and catalogued precious plants in new territories, allowing their 

governments to secure a cheap supply of drugs, foods, and luxury items for domestic 

markets. Second, naturalists found domestic or colonial substitutes for luxury imports—

for example, rhubarb, tea, coffee, or Peruvian bark—that had drained treasuries of 

precious metals. Thirdly, botanists employed their technical expertise to transport and 

acclimatize valuable plants to the soils of European territories around the world. (11) 

Plants and information moved transnationally, financially benefiting both the botanists and the 

states from which they ventured. A network of botanists and naturalists grew over the course of 

the long eighteenth century—a period generally overlapping with the development of the natural 

sciences, extending from around the 1680s to the very early 1800s—as European territories 

expanded their wealth.  

 However, European botanists, in their otherwise meticulous descriptions of plants’ 

medicinal or food usages, often omitted the spiritual-narrative contexts in which they obtained 

the plants in the settlements of the New World. By spiritual-narrative contexts, I mean the ways 

plants were used by indigenous and enslaved African peoples in their various spiritual practices. 

Fear or disregard seem to be the common reasons (Schiebinger 2007, 87-88). Language 

differences certainly aided these omissions, but there were two other reasons for the 

impossibility of the fuller transfer of knowledge. First, as Schiebinger (2007) has argued, 
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indigenous and enslaved people, such as the Carib, Taino, Arawak, or African slaves in the 

Caribbean, for example, understood the value of their knowledge and generally did not share it 

without compensation or reason. In addition to this, worldviews varied significantly between 

these groups. Europeans, for example, primarily understood what “made sense to them within a 

humoral context of drugs that would heat or cool the constitution” (87-88). In Europe, purging, 

bleeding, and sweating were considered, at the time, to be effective treatments for fevers and 

other ailments. These procedures were derived from medical practices of the second century 

Greek physician, Galen, and were fundamentally varied from those practiced on distant 

continents.  

 On the one hand, botanists easily extracted those seeds and plants that they could study 

and develop as drugs, cash crops, and so forth. On the other hand, the Europeans’ fear or apathy, 

with regard to how these plants were contextualized in other life processes—cosmic, spiritual, 

physical, for example—of indigenous and enslaved African peoples, enabled them to taxonomize 

them for the purposes of colonial enterprise, to situate them within hierarchies of “Man,” without 

relaying how they might be situated otherwise. Plant life was, thus, transplanted literally and 

philosophically. Plants were physically moved from colony to metropole and elsewhere to be 

acclimatized and cultivated to profit the state, and plants were also ordered and ranked according 

to European economic utility, shifting them from the various spiritual (and economic and 

medicinal) purposes they served for indigenous and enslaved peoples of the Caribbean to a new 

ranked position of life. This is not to say that plants were profitable solely for Europeans, only 

that they were repurposed through an entirely new worldview that distanced them from other 

positions along hierarchies of life.13  

                                                
13 Plants were also used as sources of resistance by slaves in the French and English Caribbean colonies. In fact, 
planters had enough fear of being poisoned by slaves that slave medicine was outlawed in various colonies, over the 
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 In addition to these epistemic omissions, many botanists and their associated colonial 

governments were overtly afraid of how African spiritualities and indigenous plant knowledge 

might be used against the colonists. Planters in English Caribbean colonies outlawed slave 

medicine in the 1730s, and by the 1760s, the French colonies in the area did the same 

(Schiebinger 2007, 89). They were afraid of being poisoned.14 Elsewhere, religious practices 

such as Obeah were outlawed by colonial rulers, in part due to the reign of Christianity, but in 

part due to fears of potential insurrection. By 1760, Obeah was outlawed in British Caribbean 

colonies (Paton 2015, 17), which followed similar prohibitions that emerged, over the course of 

the eighteenth century, across Caribbean colonies.15  

 In contrast, as Schiebinger (2007) notes, some botanists believed the plant and related 

spiritual practices of indigenous and enslaved peoples were no more significant than the plant-

based cures that nonhumans or animals (“brutes”) use to heal wounds and other ailments. 

Watching nonhuman animals find cures instinctively, critical colonists suggested, was just as 

effective for learning local plant medicine. Edward Long (1774), an especially racist British 

colonial administrator and historian in Jamaica, was extremely critical of slave medicine, and 

frequently likened slaves to nonhuman animals. He insisted that “Negroes [sic] generally apply 

medicines at random … they have no theory” (381; emphasis added). The knowledge of plant 

cures that slaves did possess, contended Long, was received from “the hands of their Creator, 

who has impartially provided all animals with means conducive to their preservations” (ibid.; 

                                                                                                                                                       
course of the eighteenth century (Schiebinger 2007). At the same time, many botanists considered slaves’ plant 
knowledge less useful than that of nonhuman animals. 
14 This fear was not unfounded. Indigenous people of the Caribbean islands, particularly Caribs, were known for 
using poisoned arrows as weapons (Schiebinger 2007). 
15 See Diana Paton’s The Cultural Politics of Obeah: Religion, Colonialism, and Modernity in the Caribbean World 
(2015) for an explication of how Obeah was used to foment rebellion and, relatedly, how and why it was outlawed 
in Caribbean colonies. See also Erin Durban-Albrecht’s dissertation, Postcolonial Homophobia: United States 
Imperialism in Haiti and the Transnational Circulation of Antigay Politics (2015), particularly chapter 2, for an 
analysis of how Haitian Vodou practices remain prevalent sources of cultural power in relation to Catholicism, even 
as Vodou has been outlawed for the majority of Haitian history. 
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emphasis added). Even as these cures had been tested over time, passed down through 

generations, and had survived a forced transatlantic crossing and new environmental contexts to 

aid in survival, they were not “creative” or “theoretical.”  

 In this case, plant knowledge, in association with indigenous and enslaved peoples, was 

transplanted into a European worldview, hierarchized via newly emergent European natural 

sciences and practices of enterprise. Long’s contention that slaves lacked a theory or order in 

their use of plants also suggests his belief that science and, relatedly, colonial space and all of its 

indigenous and enslaved inhabitants, required white oversight to maximize their collective 

capacities: oversight that was made possible through a European visualization of space—

gridded, ordered, named, and, thus, hierarchized.16 According to Long, preservation of the body 

was an act of animality, whereas maximization of space and information was possible only via 

(white) Man.17 This visualization of space and knowledge not only minimized slave intellect, but 

also justified their enslavement by associating them with nonhuman life. However, slave 

medicine and spirituality was never completely subsumed by European prohibition, disavowal, 

or discursive dismissal perhaps because the embodiment of this knowledge possessed a different 

kind of transplantative power than the decontextualized ordering demanded by European 

taxonomies.  

 Joseph Pugliese examines this possibility in his article, “Embodied Archives” (2009). In 

it, Pugliese focuses on a particular area in southern Italy where Arab influence has had 

considerable impact on historical and contemporary cultural practice, but where dominant 

historical accounts of the region consider this influence to be minimal, if not nonexistent. 

                                                
16 While in a different context, in Sight Unseen: Whiteness and American Visual Culture, Martin Berger (2005) 
describes how white European-American people visualized American land in hierarchical terms, as grander or less 
grand monuments. They believed that their recognition of this value hierarchy made them superior to indigenous 
people, who seemed to them indifferent to this value (57). 
17 See chapter 4 for a more detailed account of visuality and plantation space. 
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Pugliese insists that these impacts are present, via embodied shadow archives, as “repositories of 

historical practices and inventories of almost invisible traces” (1).18 He writes, what if, instead of 

considering embodied shadow archives “nonconceptual because corporeal,” “forgotten 

accidentally or by the violent historicidal forces of assimilation” (5; emphasis in original), we 

examine how those archives may become evident through a reflexive examination of the self? In 

such a way, movements across hierarchies of life might be engaged corporeally.19 Of course, we 

cannot “examine the self” of eighteenth century slaves (for example), but we can analyze the 

processes through which European taxonomic and religious practice resonate today. We can also 

highlight instances where the supposedly “non-theoretical” or “non-conceptual” is a way of 

preserving life (referencing Long) and a means of worldmaking, not contingent on stagnant 

categorizations of Man.  

 Plantation economies, after all, required movements of different forms of life: for 

example, plant life, human life, nonhuman animal life. The creation of zones of extraction, both 

materially and intellectually, and target zones for the (dis)investment of resources was 

foundational to the success of plantations. As Donna Haraway has argued, the “plantation system 

depends upon the relocation of the generative units: plants, animals, microbes, people” (Haraway 

et al. 2016, 557). Thus, the zones of extraction and target zones for the (dis)investment of 

resources to which I refer, are not only about the ownership of land or people, but about the 

transfers of plant matter, cultural values, nonhuman animal bodies, germs, and so forth, as a 

“prerequisite to their extraction” (ibid.). This is why Haraway is careful to describe our current 

world transition era not as the Anthropocene, but instead as the Plantationocene. She writes, the 

                                                
18 Pugliese draws the language of “embodied shadow archive” from Allan Sekula’s (1986) theorization of the 
“shadow archive” in his essay, “The Body and the Archive.” 
19 See also Pablo F. Gómez (2017) The Experiential Caribbean: Creating Knowledge and Healing in the Early 
Modern Atlantic, for a nuanced account of how black healing practitioners in the early modern Caribbean engaged 
(and built) sensorial experiences beyond the corporeal to physically evidence knowledge about the natural world. 
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Plantationocene is described as “the devastating transformation of diverse kinds of human-

tended farms, pastures, and forests into extractive and enclosed plantations, relying on slave 

labor and other forms of exploited, alienated, and usually spatially transported labor” (2015, 

152). The Plantationocene decenters humans—the Anthropos—from the position of the only 

world-shifting actors. For Haraway, the economic industrialization of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries is but “one player in planet-transforming, historically situated, new-enough, 

worlding relations” (2016, 7) that began with the emergence of plantation economies.  

 Haraway’s theorization unsettles the dominant narrative of our current era, refiguring the 

human-centered account of the Anthropocene with one that is multispecies and conceives of 

movements of life forms across scale. Her offering of the plantationocene acknowledges how 

various species and histories constitute one another via myriad flows, from those that are based 

in major economic shifts to those that are relatedly chemical, biological, affective, pathogenic. 

Haraway’s reconceptualization of world era, read collectively with theorists such as Schiebinger 

and Pugliese whose work specifies how bodies pass on knowledge beyond or outside of 

dominant historical linearity, collectively challenge the supposed temporal fixity and 

anthropocentrism invoked in many analyses of historical change, movement, and epistemological 

transfer.   

 We might again think, here, about how Edward Long in 1774 insisted that slaves “have 

no theory,” and that they only succeeded in producing botanically-derived cures by pure chance. 

We might also think about how early- to mid-nineteenth century Victorian historian and writer 

Thomas Carlyle sought to create a certain “moral imperialism led by great men in a visualized 

narrative” (Mirzeoff 2006, 54). In fact, Nicholas Mirzoeff argues that this developing narrative 

coupled with the period of Emancipation and its reformist principles, collided to produce visual 
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culture (66). The representatives or makers of history in Carlyle’s terms were to be the exclusive 

elite; to allow others a place from which to effect power would be to ignore the “rightful” and 

“spiritual” then-extant hierarchies of gender, race, class, and nation. Relatedly, a century earlier, 

the “‘father’ of modern biological classification,” Carl Linnaeus, “referred to himself as a second 

Adam, the ‘eye’ of God, who could give true representations, true names, thus restoring a purity 

of names lost by Adam’s first sin” (Haraway 1989, 9). Of course, Linnaeus’s diligent taxonomies 

and Carlyle’s ideal visuality were never totalities that could entirely squelch emancipatory 

visualities. W.E.B. DuBois, for example, took up Carlyle’s theories and used them precisely for 

the purposes that Caryle intended to prevent: to describe a “divided” or “veiled” visuality that 

held emancipatory potential (Mirzeoff 2006, 74-75).  

 These visualizations of space—of ordered and hierarchized life—are also reflected in 

how life (and death) on the plantation was organized. For example, plantation/slave owners 

employed men known as overseers who were surrogates of the owner (Mirzeoff 2006, 50-61). 

The overseers controlled the day-to-day operations of the plantation, including discipline, asset 

management, and production. They also managed slave drivers, who were themselves slaves 

given a modicum of extra food or power to make sure their fellow slaves were constantly at 

work. If the plantation was operated well, these psychic transfers of power, which did little to 

improve the material conditions slavery, facilitated a view of the owner as a benevolent, paternal 

figure (ibid.).  

 These hierarchies facilitate other transfers of power, as well: owners could blame 

overseers for production problems, overseers the drivers, the drivers their fellow slaves.20 The 

plantations were organized with oversight in mind, facilitating easier tracking of slave work and 

                                                
20 Che Gossett (2015) has noted that Frederick Douglass actually extended this chain of blame to nonhuman 
animals, whom the slaves would blame. As Douglass contended, violence often fell upon the horses, oxen, and so 
forth as a result. 
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production. This was in part done through the mapping of the plantation itself into gridded space. 

In the late eighteenth century, Caribbean slaves were even granted “passports” by owners or 

overseers to go to Sunday markets where they could buy and sell foods they had grown in their 

slave gardens (Mirzeoff 2006, 61). Mobility, as it is (dis)allowed, always plays a central role in 

attempts to confine difference and facilitate (or not) the circulation of people and capital.   

 Thinking through the term plantation, however, is not limited temporally to the 

emergence of plantation economies or the early modern or modern period. Rather, the term 

enables one to highlight ongoing hierarchies—plantations—that vary across era. As Haraway 

(2015) insists, the Plantationocene forces us to “reconstitute refuges.” She calls on us to seek 

new collaborations in the Chthulucene, the “ongoing sym-chthonic forces and powers of which 

people are a part” (160). To engage “plantation” both in reference to the era of plantation slavery 

and in relation to what that era’s social and ecological outcomes force us to palliatively enact, is 

to forge a path forward rather than to limit, temporally, its potentials. Plantation thus becomes 

one story—among many possible stories—of contingent relations that might yet take other 

forms.  

 
Pulling: in those two burning moments between presence and absence, from warmth to cold,  
The scene goes dark. Syncope.  
Take a breath and recall. 
You’re still. You’re still here. You’re still there. The drain is now biohazard.  
 

Plantation, as a noun, space, and process, already expresses movements across scales of 

life. As already noted, “plant” as a verb points toward extraction and implantation of resources. 

So why add trans? What does trans, as a prefix, theoretical formation, and form of embodiment, 

add to plantation for the purposes of analytic evaluation? Transplantation also decenters the 

Anthropos, refusing to organize life along a hierarchy that places the human—or any other 
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species—at its apex. That is, while any number of factors may be used to hierarchize life, 

differentiations between life forms break down when considered beyond a human-centered 

framing. Think, for example, of the capacity to communicate. Plants are capable of 

communication. Without “brains,” they emit messages to warn other plants that pests are present, 

to ward off future pests, and to warn pests that the plant on which they desire to feast is 

damaged—a relational model of mutual protection and self-defense. The messages of plants—

often odiferous ones, though there are audible ones, as well—characterize a sentient mode of 

communication at a cellular level that is linguistically indescribable, not only because we are not 

entirely sure how it works, but because it is simultaneously relational and incomprehensible. 

Inside the human body, hormones send out chemical messages to similarly regulate and control 

the body.  

Between humans, we might say language uniformly enables communication, but of 

course, it does not; people speak different verbal languages including sign language, and some 

people only use body language, such as hand squeezes or eye contact to communicate their needs 

and desires. Of course, this is not an exhaustive list of communication possibilities. I am merely 

suggesting that human-developed criteria for distinguishing plants from “nonhuman” animals 

and humans, and for hierarchizing life based on those distinctions, break down when we decenter 

the human and think instead across the scales of life. Trans is a means of thinking across scales 

of life, precisely because it accelerates movement across division, questioning taxonomic 

distinctions, and bridging their resultant categories of life.  

Decentering the human, however, is not the full scope of my project. I also develop trans 

to challenge how one might think across what one typically considers embodied difference. As 

Kath Weston (2017) proposes, we should not only consider how to decenter the human in our 
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socio-cultural analyses, we should also fundamentally question how various forms of life 

compositionally form one another. She argues that the “eco-intimacies” her work examines “are 

not about separate-but-equal” (33). Rather, they engage how various forms of life are 

“compositional” of one another (ibid; emphasis in original). As she insists, “creatures co-

constitute other creatures, infiltrating one another’s very substance, materially and otherwise, 

with ‘creatures’ broadly conceived to include the products of industrial technologies” (ibid.). 

Thinking about plant and human communication strategies as an example, the dandelion 

springing up in between the crack in a sidewalk—where the pressured tread of walkers and 

wheels and canes and feet push down its budding capacities to grow and propagate, and where 

the fluids of city life seep through seemingly impervious cement—has not necessarily sprung 

forth in spite of its difficult circumstances, but perhaps because of them. The dandelion is 

compositionally affected by, and compositionally affects, those that encounter it. We might also 

think about how the inhalation of industrial effluvia affects lung strength, or how 

microorganisms find a way to grow amid buried nuclear waste (Wong 2017). All forms of life 

and waste take shape in deep connection. As with the dandelion, we are all compositionally 

affected by, and compositionally affect, one another’s form.  

Trans likewise enables us to think beyond the narrow materialities constructed via the 

Enlightenment’s taxonomic projects. Trans, in such a way, helps us to rematerialize the body 

across forms of seemingly radical difference. For over twenty-five years, trans studies scholars 

have used trans as a tool to abstract the body from its often narrowly defined materiality, in order 

to rematerialize it as a becoming body. In “The Empire Strikes Back: A Posttranssexual 

Manifesto” (2006 [1991]), for example, Sandy Stone offers a radical constitution of transsexuals 

as a “genre—a set of embodied texts whose potential for productive disruption of structured 
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sexualities and spectra of desire has yet to be explored” (231; emphasis in original). Through this 

practice, Stone argues that transsexuals might begin to use our changing bodies and shifting 

articulations of gender—inclusive of our gendered histories, as well as our present and future 

reworkings of those genders—to change the “foundational language by which both sexuality and 

transsexuality are described” (ibid.). She insists on the posttranssexual, “a myriad of alterities, 

whose unanticipated juxtapositions hold what Donna Haraway has called the promises of 

monsters—physicalities of constantly shifting figure and ground that exceed the frame of any 

possible representation” (232; emphasis added). In other words, Stone urges us to circumvent the 

overdetermined medical and psychological trajectories that have called for our erasure as a 

constitutive part of our new beginnings, erasure of our complexly emergent ways of being, as 

well as our complex histories of embodiment and experience that reconfigure the “real” of 

embodiment.21  

In relation to what Haraway calls the “promises of monsters,” Susan Stryker (1994) early 

on has suggested that trans people might embody the (non)space of the monster to transform the 

symbolic and natural order in which we simultaneously exist and are rendered immaterial, or 

perhaps purely corporeal with no signification. Stryker’s “My Words to Victor Frankenstein 

Above the Village of Chamounix” shows how Transgender Studies, from its earliest days, has 

been respatializing the body from the interstitial space between human and nonhuman. As she 

argues, existence in this space is productive of transgender rage—rage that emerges because the 

transgender body does not exist within a “natural” order, “in which it must nevertheless exist” 

(243). “Though we forego the privilege of naturalness,” Stryker notes, “we are not deterred, for 

we ally ourselves instead with the chaos and blackness from which Nature itself spills forth” 

                                                
21 See also Second Skins: Body Narratives of Transsexuality (1998), in which Jay Prosser theorizes a trans narrative 
that insistently avows both the historical and present (and presence) of trans lives. 
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(ibid.). The inclusion of “blackness” here is instructive, for it is proposing an attachment between 

blackness and transness that was, at the time, largely untheorized. Karen Barad (2015) has 

clarified this inclusion by suggesting that rather than “blackness,” perhaps “darkness” or 

“nothingness” are better terms for the interstitial void from which transness (and blackness) may 

productively emerge. Barad’s suggestion of other terms is to intervene in how “blackness” can 

be depicted as a void for trans and/or white appropriation. 

Marquis Bey (2017) has more recently suggested that Blackness and Trans*-ness are as 

intimately connected as they are parallel. He writes:  

[Blackness] and [Trans*-ness] are, rather, nodes of one another, inflections that, though 

originary and names for the nothingness upon which distinction rests, flash in different 

hues, because of subjects’ interpretive historical entrenchment. That is to say, they are 

differently inflected names for an anoriginal lawlessness that mark an escape from 

confinement and a besidedness to ontology. Manifesting in the modern world differently 

as race and gender fugitivity, Black and Trans*, though pointed at by bodies that identify 

as Black or Trans*, precede and provide the foundational condition for those fugitive 

identificatory demarcations. 

Bey’s insistence on the “anoriginal lawlessness” of both Blackness and Trans*ness is seductive, 

for it suggests a certain ontological uncertainty present in both Black and trans life that we might 

use to theorize their persistent “besideness” to ontology—a “besideness” that might be 

productively harnessed by those considered inhuman to change the order that repeatedly denies 

their very existence. I appreciate how Bey’s theorization opens up a new way of conceiving 

these powerful associations. At the same time, I am leery of this potential flattening of terms for 

two reasons. First, I do not want to minimize the distinct interstitial “tension between being and 
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instrumentality that is Black being in the wake” of Atlantic chattel slavery (Sharpe 2016, 21). 

Living “in the wake,” as Christina Sharpe describes it, is about “living ‘the afterlife of property’ 

and living the afterlife of partus sequitur ventrem (that which is brought forth follows the 

womb), in which the Black child inherits the non/status, the non/being of the mother” (15). This 

afterlife, which Saidiya Hartman calls the “fungibility of the slave,” is “made possible by virtue 

of the replaceability and interchangeability endemic to the commodity” (21). Black fungibility is 

made legible contemporarily (at least in the United States) through policies and institutions 

founded on the degradation of Black life which continue to contain and monitor Black life: for 

example, both private- and state-run prisons. That “tension between being and instrumentality 

that is Black being in the wake” (ibid.) is, for me, only legibly comparable to Trans*ness 

inasmuch as both forms of life experience the interstitial space between humanness and 

inhumanness. Trans*ness does not invoke the same instrumentality or “interchangeability 

endemic to the commodity” as Blackness, however, or the same potential responses to that 

instrumentality (Hartman 1997, 21). Instead, the fungibility of black bodies largely inaugurated 

through chattel slavery has facilitated further stratifications of life based on perceived value. As I 

contend, we can explore these further stratifications through the analytic, trans*plantation. 

 This leads me to my second concern. I am not convinced that “Blackness” is only 

representable as racial fugitivity or that “Trans*ness” is only recognizable as gender fugitivity. 

The power of trans*ness as an ontological force, or trans in its prefixal form is that it evades the 

capture of gender or sex, alone. I understand that the supposed fixity of transgender 

identification is what Bey is pushing against; at the same time, that fixity is still underlain by 

Blackness. I insist that black fungibility—and to be clearer, Blackness in relation to the 

commodity—underlies the possibility of trans*plantation, as a process, and of trans*ness, as a 
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paraontological force. That is, Blackness and Trans*ness may be nodes of one another, but 

trans* enlivens the plantations that Blackness already subtends.  

 This is why I find recent theorizations of trans in connection to multiple differentiating 

suffixes beyond or beside gender so critical to the work of Trans Studies as a field. Prefixally, 

trans is a non-identitarian political gesture made not only to unbind it only and always from 

gender, but to consider the complex differentiating phenomena—race, ability, sex, and so on—

that complexly hierarchize bodies. As Stryker, Currah, and Moore (2008) ask in the introduction 

to the 2008 special issue of WSQ, “Trans-,” “Those of us schooled in the humanities and social 

sciences have become familiar, over the past twenty years or so, with queering things; how 

might we likewise begin to critically trans- our world” (13)? In this sense, “queering” might be 

considered a practice of reading an existing object differently—finding the abject encompassed 

or not within the bounds of normativity. “Transing,” on the other hand, “is a practice that 

assembles gender into contingent structures of association with other attributes of bodily being, 

and that allows for their reassembly” (ibid.). To “queer” is to re-read an object, finding its 

seemingly illegible contours and highlighting them as the boundaries of the shape. Stryker, 

Currah, and Moore, however, focus on the hyphen attached to trans—included in the name of 

their special issue—as a relational extension. As they note:  

A little hyphen is perhaps too flimsy a thing to carry, as much conceptual freight as we 

intend for it bear, but we think the hyphen matters a great deal, precisely because it marks 

the difference between the implied nominalism of ‘trans’ and the explicit relationally of 

“trans-,” which remains open-ended and resists premature foreclosure by attachment to 

any single suffix. (2008, 11) 
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The hyphen extends out, affixing itself to multiple suffixes that come to matter, to become 

matter via attachment to trans. But, the hyphen is but one line, which limits the number of 

attachments it might make at one time: trans-gender, trans-sex, trans-species, and so forth.  

Eva Hayward and Jami Weinstein (2015) have more recently offered trans with an 

asterisk, trans*, as a means of multiplying the attachments that trans might enliven. As they note, 

“Trans* foregrounds and intensifies the prehensile, prefixial nature of trans- and implies a 

suffixal space of attachment that is simultaneously generalizable and abstract yet its function can 

be enacted only when taken up by particular objects (though never any one object in particular): 

trans* is thus more than and equal to one” (2015, 196; emphasis in original). Like “trans-,” it is 

not enacted on objects, but taken up by them. That is, “The * is a paratactic: it denotes a database 

search, it designates multiplication, it can be a disclaimer indexing the fine print, it indicates 

pseudonyms or names that have been changed, and, in computer code, asterisks around a word 

will embolden it” (198).22 Trans* works “crabwise to ontological claims,” only taking shape 

through its relational enfoldment with mattering categories (197). The asterisk is pollinating and 

proliferative, gesturing across vitality itself rather than to any particular category of life. “The 

asterisk, a diminutive astral symbol miming the starfish’s limby reach, follows trans and attaches 

to it, attaches to something else, a spiky allergenic pollen soliciting immunological 

mobilizations, a viral latching-on to membraneous surfaces of words” (198). Trans* is vegetal 

and vital, a pollinating connective node. Trans* is also a capacity, and to suggest that something 

has a capacity is to suggest that it possesses the ability to contain and to hold. Having a capacity 

is also defined as holding power (OED). Trans* holds power. Trans* as a capacity also indicates 

that trans* intensifies or fertilizes, enhancing change and growth, though not in any particular 

                                                
22 The use of the hyphen and asterisk as in, trans-/trans* and trans*plantation is more thoroughly explicated in the 
second half of chapter 1. In addition, a much earlier iteration of this theoretical work is explicated in my article, 
“Monkey Business: Trans*, Animacy, and the Boundaries of Kind” (2017). 
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direction. 23 The de-anthropocentrism of trans*, a rescaling of differentiating hierarchies, enables 

an invigorated analysis of who or what is planted and who or what is planter. It enlivens and 

moves across hierarchies of embodiment to highlight plantations—target sites, sites of 

extraction, and interstitial sites between the two.  

Trans*plantation is, thus, both the analytic tool and the process of this dissertation. It is a 

political-theoretical tool. It identifies and abstracts ongoing instances of bodily categorization 

and considers other ways that bodies take shape as matter; along the way, it facilitates analysis of 

how those bodies are continuously shapeshifted, absented, and re-presenced. In doing so, it 

denaturalizes their hierarchical ordering as it highlights the instability of that ordering in the first 

place. Trans*plantation analytically refuses human-centered notions of movement and change, 

and instead examines movements across different scales of life: from plant life to black life, trans 

life, and cetacean life. As a result, it enables us to examine (and emphasize) moves among and 

between the designations of planter and planted, not by flattening the experiential distinctions 

between different forms of life, but by analyzing the linked logic of hierarchization that separate, 

mutate, and reorganize those forms of life. These mutations and shifts are ongoing, even as they 

are historically specific and implicate every kind of creature in specific ways. Trans*plantation is 

a new analytic framework for scholars and activists, one that emerges as a theory in the flesh, but 

is not bound to any one type of flesh. Trans*plantation relays how bodies move, rather than what 

they are or have been identified as. This is not to make all bodies equal, but to read them in 

relation to each other, and as co-compositional substances.  

In the U.S., we are currently living under a near-authoritarian regime. We are living in a 

country where forty percent of trans people have attempted suicide at some point in their 

                                                
23 This is not to imply, however, that trans is infinitely connective. For example, trans has its limitations as a 
Eurocentric linguistic structure, and as a field, has significantly developed in the global north. What I am saying, 
however, is that while trans has these limits, it also yet holds multiple potentials. 
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lifetimes; where, in June 2017, a No More Deaths humanitarian aid camp in Arizona was raided 

and migrants seeking care were arrested; where the number of murdered trans people continues 

to rise, year after year, with transwomen of color comprising over eighty percent of last year’s 

count of murdered transpeople; and where, in her dissent in the case of Utah v. Strieff, Supreme 

Court Justice, Sonia Sotomayor, was forced to point out that black and brown bodies are 

routinely subjected to legal searches based only on suspicion and are viewed not as “citizen[s] of 

democracy but the subject[s] of a carceral state, just waiting to be catalogued” (Sotomayer 2016). 

It may have always been the case, but at this precise political moment, developing more 

conceptual tools for thinking about our layered and shifting vulnerabilities and strengths, our 

capacities for resistance, and our ability to co-construct new ways of accessing vitality, is 

viscerally relevant in increasingly obvious ways. And just as these issues “inter animate” each 

other, so too do the feral materials analyzed in this dissertation.  

In the introduction to Animacies (2012), Mel Chen writes beautifully of their “feral” 

approach to their work and, more generally, to disciplinarity. They describe animacy as an 

“unruly construct” (18) and write:  

Thinking through the fluidities of either “life” or “death” that seem to run across borders 

of animate and inanimate, and through orders of state preference that (in large part due to 

the commodifying and virtualizing and abstracting processes of capitalism) disregard 

common understandings of “life” or “liveliness,” I follow connectivities that animate 

before me, without a fore-given attachment to a “proper” or “consistent” object. The 

chapters of this book therefore inter animate, rather than organizing fully and completely 

with regard to one another. (Chen 2012, 17) 
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With a similar feral urge, this dissertation follows lines of thought across chapters, reading the 

materials brought together herein through the framework of trans*plantation. Each of the four 

chapters in the dissertation offers different ways to read trans*plantatively. For me, the “inter 

animat[ing]” of chapters is only workable through trans*plantative readings, that is, of thinking 

across scales, in the midst of movements, and at target sites. What happens when we think 

trans*plantatively? How does life move across spectra of mattering through scientific, 

philanthropic, and artistic interventions? How are the contemporary conceptions of trans 

inscribed with colonialism, speciesism, and racism? Alternatively, how does trans disrupt the 

fluid application of these naturalizing isms? What does translife—as it is always hierarchized—

look like, seem like, sense like?  

Chapter 1 analyzes movements across species and race at the scale of individually 

corporealized bodies, looking primarily at the technics of transplantation surgery and hormone 

research. It begins with an explication of how surgical transplantation practices were visually 

conveyed in late Medieval and early modern Europe, for instance, via paintings that depicted the 

leg transplantation miracle of the saints, Cosmas and Damian. From the outset, blackness, and in 

particular, slavery in relation to blackness, are analyzed as organizing techniques that are used to 

define whose body is more or less lively or more or less peripheral to the development of these 

religious-scientific strategies of vitalization. It then turns to how those conveyances presenced 

themselves in modern blood transfusion practices, organ transplantations, and endocrinological 

procedures and how each of these developments pivots on transspecies intimacies. The chapter 

entangles the conceptual framings of trans-/trans* and animacy, homing their theoretical co-

capacities toward a more expansive, analytic trans*plantation, and ends by reading, 

trans*plantatively, Antony and the Johnson’s “Cripple and the Starfish”—about bodily 
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regeneration—in relation to the more overtly political, recent, solo work of the band’s lead, 

Anonhi.  

Chapter 2 begins by analyzing the most famous research of John Lilly, neuroscientist and 

dolphin researcher, before moving outward to examine how his research was enabled through a 

network of researchers who all connect through trans businessman and philanthropist, Reed 

Erickson. As the chapter shows, Erickson’s philanthropy frequently enacted trans*plantative 

technics that capacitated the movement of life across species and spiritual-material boundaries. 

The Erickson Educational Foundation (EEF), which Erickson began in 1964, sought to expand 

“human potential” by reducing the stigma around transsexuality and by providing seed money 

for university-based medical centers, such as the Johns Hopkins Sex and Gender Clinic, to begin 

performing “sex change” surgeries. Erickson also bankrolled the major development of ONE 

(now the ONE National Gay and Lesbian Archives) from the mid-1960s to the early 1980s. But, 

Erickson’s simultaneous funding of a great deal of research on nonhuman phenomena—from 

human-dolphin communication research to drug use and consciousness research, from 

parapsychology to New Age spiritualities—complicate the perhaps banal sounding goal of 

expanding “human potential.” In particular, Erickson’s seemingly disparate interests align with 

the variation found in the business and personal ventures of contemporary millionaire 

transwoman, Martine Rothblatt. Rothblatt, who shares a focus on expanding “human potential,” 

supports the philosophical tenets of transhumanism and openly possesses eugenicist leanings. 

She is currently funding research to upload the consciousness of her black wife and, generally, to 

end cognitive senescence and death.  

 Trans*plantation facilitates analysis of how animality, blackness, and transness become 

enfolded through these philanthropic projects. Chapter 3 continues to press at the connections 
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between these forces, examining how the figure of the trans-monkey—a figure of fluctuating 

value, transplanted across epoch, and social context as a comparative model of physical-mental 

capacities, as a representation of blackness, of transness, and as a seat of desire—emerges 

trans*plantatively across species and racial divides to highlight circuits of knowledge developed 

through colonial encounters. As the work argues, these encounters continue to animate 

contemporary art and philanthropy. The particular figure of the trans-monkey—through its 

simultaneous proximity and distance from the human—represents human anxieties over political 

power, racial (species) categorization, and transspecies sexual encounter. As a primary example, 

this chapter again situates itself in the realm of LGBT philanthropy, this time focusing on the 

contemporary funding work of the Arcus Foundation. Arcus’s discursive and monetary division 

of LGBT rights funding and great ape sanctuary funding occurs along colonial maps of bodily 

categorization and scientific research. Arcus’s attempt to progressively shift how various species 

are treated works through a disavowal of their co-construction. Finally, the chapter sketches a 

relationship between an ape and a human that ended tragically, to examine how transmedia 

portrayals—in this case, non-fiction written text developed by Arcus to a fiction film depiction 

developed in the televisual miniseries Top of the Lake—of the relationship similarly draw on the 

figure of the trans-monkey through the logics of trans*plantation.  

 As trans*plantation is both an analytic tool and a process, the final chapter of the 

dissertation continues to examine modes of mattering as they are related to the visual. In it, I 

analyze visual activist Zanele Muholi’s photographic series Faces and Phases (2006-), an 

expanding photographic archive of Black lesbian and transmasculine South Africans. Focusing 

on the work of this series, I examine how one may possess legal standing and still be the subject 

of violation (the limits of the law), and I highlight how photography, as a medium, has both 
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supported and intervened in this complex paradox. But, what does a trans*plantative analysis of 

Zanele Muholi’s Faces and Phases enable? Why South Africa? First, focusing on this ongoing 

series through the framework of trans*plantation highlights some otherwise clouded connections 

between current South African politics, colonialism, Apartheid, and the continued violent 

subjugation of LGBT people in a location where legal protections are constitutionally enshrined. 

It challenges us to examine how various discourses of the body—governmental, visual, colonial, 

social, and the mix thereof—naturalize the hierarchized positions of oppressed peoples, thereby 

rendering some of them legally visible, non-existent, present, and absent at once. It also 

challenges us to conceive how contemporary activist photography, such as that of Muholi, makes 

black lives already rendered legally visible actually matter by posing new visualizations of black, 

queer embodiment. Last, keeping Gabeba Baderoon’s (2014) claim that the series enables a 

“choreography of presence” in mind, the chapter analyzes photography itself as more than 

documentative death and, instead, stresses the trans*plantative capacities that photography and 

the photograph hold for enhancing and acknowledging vitality and liveliness. 

 Earlier in this introduction, I suggested that trans* enlivens the plantations that blackness 

already subtends. I also discussed how trans*plantation, as an analytic tool, discerns how bodies 

move across hierarchies of life and death, examining whose body is transplanted as a means of 

extraction, and whose as a site of increased vitality. Before moving into my chapters, let me 

clarify. As I insist, blackness underlies and subtends these moves, for it is black fungibility, as 

scholars such as Hartman and Spillers have described it, that enables trans*plantations to become 

possible. Trans*plantation thus extends this concept, showing how blackness as it is in part 

defined through black fungibility, foundationally undergirds other stratifications of life, other 

ways of extracting value from some bodies and not others. I do not offer a full history of how 
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blackness has been flexibly used to move bodies along hierarchies of liveliness and deathliness. 

Instead, I thread visual materials throughout my dissertation, using them to show how certain 

trans*plantations came to be, and how blackness continues to be instrumentalized through the 

visual.  

 Thus, while my dissertation examines the geopolitical connections between 

transplantation science, LGBT-focused philanthropy, and art, the word “art” is actually a simpler 

(or maybe more powerful) surrogate for the phrase, “visual materials.” What I mean is, it is 

through my analyses of a variety of visual materials that blackness and black bodies become 

visible as sources of power in trans*plantations. But, this is not to use blackness or black bodies 

as sources of power for white appropriation or to say that trans*plantations are the only moments 

when blackness or black bodies become visible. To the contrary, blackness is engaged as an 

omphalic force that creates the possibility for trans*plantations—as a mutable and powerful 

paraontological force that makes its own moves to which trans* sometimes attaches, or alongside 

which trans* sometimes moves. Thus, while blackness underlies and subtends trans*plantations, 

examining the instrumentalization and the (re)appropriations of blackness in objects of visual 

culture allows me to emphasize instances when trans*plantations take place, and therefore, 

where and how power and vitality are redistributed. In a way, then, the visual materials I analyze 

in the dissertation highlight the “trans*visual”—instances when “the visual” attach to “trans*,” 

illuminating fluxes of power and domination.  

 Whether analyzing late-Medieval paintings (chapter 1), an image from a piece of 

twentieth-century letterhead (chapter 2), a magazine cover (chapter 3), a recent album cover 

(chapter 1), the landing page of a website (chapter 3), or Zanele Muholi’s photography (chapter 

4), visual materials play a significant role in showing places where power and domination 
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mutate—trans*plant—shifting certain bodies from mere things to objects of management or 

desire, from invisible to visible, from animals to objects and back again. It is on this circuit that 

each chapter of my dissertation travels.  
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Chapter	1	
From	Tissue	Transfer	to	the	Trans*plantative	Logics	of	
Racial	Representation	
 
 
No medical endeavor has as many multiple interfaces with other disciplines as transplantation.  
- David Hamilton, 2012, xvii 
 
 

In October 1794, the British periodical The Gentleman’s Magazine published a brief 

report describing the ancient Indian practice of nose reconstruction (Hamilton 2012, 49). The 

description, given by “B.L.,” begins: “A friend has transmitted to me, from the East Indies, the 

following very curious, and, in Europe, I believe, unknown chirurgical operation, which has long 

been practiced in India with success: namely, affixing a new nose on a man’s face” (“Curious” 

1794, 891). The grafting procedure, which involved cutting and rotating downward a forehead 

pedicle flap onto the nose before securing it with cloth, had been practiced in India since about 

the sixth century BCE, according to the Hindu Sanskrit text Suśruta Samhita (Hamilton 2012, 

10). This was not the first time this “curious chirurgical operation” made an appearance in 

Europe, however. In the early- to mid-fifteenth century, a father-son craft surgeon pair, the 

Brancas, had performed the procedure with success in Sicily. By the late sixteenth century, 

Italian surgeon and anatomist Gaspare Tagliacozzi advanced the Brancas’ practices. But, 

between the late sixteenth century and the late eighteenth century, this autograft practice nearly 

disappeared from Europe. It reappeared in the late eighteenth century after British medical 

officers of the East India Company witnessed the operation while in India (Santoni-Rugiu and 

Sykes 2007, 173).  

Transplantation has traveled—moving from continent to continent, from lab notebook to 

textbook, from image to belief system. It is a dense web of relations, each silken line a deserving 
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site of analysis. Rather than offering a nuanced history of western surgical transplantation, I offer 

an analysis of how its practices are connected literally and metaphorically to other transfers of 

power. Transplantation, as I show, is not simply about the movement of tissues and organs across 

bodies, but rather about how bodies move across hierarchies of life and death. And of course, the 

processes through which these movements occur shift over time and across context.  

Ideas about vitality, the soul, and natural forces of unknown origin shifted dramatically 

over the course of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as scholars increasingly sought to 

explain seemingly cosmic phenomena through scientific and mathematical theses. These ideas 

were instrumental in shifting worldviews, and were often condemned as heretical. In 1597, for 

example, celebrated surgeon Gaspare Tagliacozzi published Curtorum chirurgia per insitionem 

(On the surgery of mutilation by grafting). While Tagliacozzi received praise for his publication 

up until his death in 1599, over the course of the seventeenth century, his work was increasingly 

associated with “black” magic. In numerous stories, it was asserted that Tagliacozzi had not used 

his patients’ own skin to reconstruct their noses, but had instead acquired skin and flesh from 

other bodies to complete the surgeries. In one late seventeenth century tale, it was reported that 

the nose of a porter had been removed and transplanted onto another person. When the porter 

died, the nose of the recipient fell off (Santoni-Rugiu and Sykes 2007, 196). In another story, the 

nose of a slave was successfully transplanted onto a nobleman, who offered the slave his 

freedom in return for his nose; but when the slave died, the nobleman’s nose fell off (Hamilton 

2012, 21).  

These stories may themselves seem supernatural to us now, but then-contemporary 

theories were dramatically questioning religious principles regarding the operations of the 

cosmos, and were instead seeking to explain cosmic phenomena through science. In 1687, Isaac 
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Newton published Philosophiæ Naturalis Principia Mathematica, fundamentally changing 

European understanding of the natural world by proposing the theory of gravitation among other 

concepts. In his third law of motion, for example, Newton has stated that for every force, there is 

a reaction force that is equal. In the context of such new science, believing that a transplanted 

nose may fall from a recipient’s face when the donor died was not such a preposterous idea. 

Invisible forces such as gravity were constantly at work and were yet to be understood by the 

general populace. 

At this epistemological crossroads, Tagliacozzi’s surgeries, once considered medical 

marvels, began being viewed with suspicion and contempt. One of the primary reasons that his 

work was targeted for condemnation was because it was believed that he had performed 

homografts, now known as allografts—the movement of tissues, cells, or organs from one body 

to another body of the same species. At the time, both allografts and xenografts (the movement 

of tissues, cells or organs from the body of one species to a body of a different species) were 

considered supernatural and condemned as witchcraft or “black magic.”24 But this, too, is 

complexly related to the specific era during which Tagliacozzi was developing his work. In 

1153, the Council in Tours, a meeting of Roman Catholic religious leaders, had condemned the 

practices of anatomy and surgery, but this rule was for the most part ignored and unpunished in 

the late sixteenth century (Santoni-Rugiu and Sykes 2007, 195). By the early seventeenth 

century, however, the church began taking issue with the practices again.  

Thus, the false stories that developed about Tagliacozzi’s nose reconstruction surgeries 

emerged as epistemologies of both the cosmos and the natural world were in significant flux. 

That is, the allograft stories that rendered Tagliacozzi’s autografting practices heretical drew on 

                                                
24 In his book, Curtorum chirurgia per insitionem (1597), Tagliacozzi wrote that those practices were superstitious 
and impossible. Further, Paolo Santoni-Rugiu and Philip J. Sykes (2007) argue that false accounts of 
Tagliacozzi’sautograft practices at least in part stemmed from the rivalries amongst his contemporaries. 
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dominant religious beliefs of the era, in conjunction with controversial emergent scientific 

theory, to make claims about the vitality and the value of certain bodies over others. Religious 

doctrine was the primary technique through which the surgical practice was partially stifled in 

European medical discussion in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, and the silencing 

was affected by a shifting understanding of the natural world.  

However, the narratives used to discredit Taggliacozzi also emerged through the 

organizing logics of race and class. Both aforementioned stories of tissue transfer include 

reference to class and race hierarchies in their descriptions of nose transplantation: in one story, 

the donor is designated as a porter and the recipient unnamed; in the other story, the donor is 

labeled a slave and the recipient a nobleman.25 In such a way, there is an implicit hierarchization 

of bodily worth, including a literal transplantation of part of the face. The porter and the slave 

become partially faceless through the procedures. But in both stories, the donor’s death resulted 

in the death of the tissue they had donated, complicating the simple binary of vitalizer/vitalized. 

As a site of extraction, the porter and the slave are each situated as life-granting body, made 

present through their deaths—the loss of their value. Their bodies are sites of extraction and 

investment: they become visible through their disappearance, and they are made invisible in their 

appearance.  

These movements between utility and disposability, visibility and invisibility, are enabled 

through multiple techné—religion and science, certainly, but also associated formations of race 

and class. Techné, as a term, is drawn from the ancient Greek term for art, skill, or craft (OED). 

When I use the term, I refer to the visual and discursive practices that shift how power is 

distributed and redistributed among various bodies. In Tagliacozzi’s case, stories of heretical 

                                                
25 We do not know the racial identification of the slave in this story. The story still works through the logics of race, 
regardless. 
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transplantation methods stymied the development of transplantation science and relegated his 

work to the far periphery of scientific literature for over a century (Hamilton 2012). Western 

visual representations of transplantation surgery followed a similar time line. For instance, from 

the thirteenth century to the late sixteenth century—and virtually ceasing by the seventeenth 

century—there was significant production of paintings depicting Saints Cosmas and Damian’s 

the so-called leg transplantation miracle (Jović and Theologou 2015, 340). The decline in the 

production of these paintings was concurrent with Tagliocozzi’s nose autografting practice and 

its discursive dismissal soon thereafter.  

Noting these overlapping occurrences in contextual parallel is not to make an overly 

simplistic alignment between them—chronological or otherwise—but rather to highlight how 

transplantation procedures, from some of their first enactments and visual depictions in the early 

modern west, become miraculous or condemned discursively and visually via cuts across racial, 

religious, and class strata. Transplantations are the procedures through which these cuts occur; 

transplantations are also instances where power and domination mutate visually and discursively, 

shifting the closeness of certain bodies to life or death.  

 

“The Miracle of the Black Leg” 

As with stories of Tagliacozzi’s supposedly heretical transplantation practices, the status 

of the slave was central to the principal representations of transplantation in late Medieval 

paintings of the legendary leg transplantation “miracle” performed by Saints Cosmas and 

Damian. These paintings likewise convey the complex shifts ongoing at the time: namely, the 

relationship between emergent types of scientific inquiry and the continued prevalence of 

miraculous imagery. They also suggest—arguably in even stronger terms than the stories of 
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Taglicozzi’s supposed use of allografts—that anxieties circulating around these procedures, at 

least in part, derived from the connections between race and vitality that they conveyed.26 These 

paintings make visible transplantations of life and death: moments when power and domination 

mutate, emphasizing how and which bodies become sites of disposability.  

Cosmas and Damian likely died between 283 and 303 AD in Syria and are often 

portrayed as doctor and surgeon in shrines and other religious contexts (Duffin 2013, 33-34; 

Hamilton 2012, 4-5). According to legend, the saints had posthumously replaced the cancerous 

leg of a sleeping white-church sacristan with that of an Ethiopian gladiator, who had died the day 

before and was buried nearby (Hamilton 2012).27 The saints are said to have buried the 

sacristan’s diseased leg with the donor’s body to allow for his body to resurrect as a whole (5-6). 

Jacobus de Voragine’s Legenda Aurea is the only text describing the leg involved in the miracle 

as black (Zimmerman 2013, 12). Yet, it is difficult to research art-historical references to this 

miracle without encountering “the black leg” as a simultaneously central and peripheral matter of 

importance. Zimmerman’s One Leg in the Grave Revisited (2013) is a collection of known works 

of art depicting this miracle. In some of the paintings from the same century, the fifteenth for 

example, the transplanted leg is white. In the majority of the works and in descriptions found 

today, however, the leg is specified as being black. It is thus unclear whether the transplant was 

or is considered miraculous because it was an act of attaching one body’s appendage to another’s 

body, or because the transplantation was considered an interracial procedure, or both. And, given 

                                                
26 Slaves were not uniformly one race, religion or from one region of origin during this period. See Sally McKee’s 
(2008) “Domestic Slavery in Renaissance Italy,” particularly pages 310–314, for a more nuanced discussion of 
shifting slave populations in Sicily and Italy during the early Italian Renaissance. 
27 The transplantation was said to have taken place in mid-twelfth century Rome (Hamilton 2012, 5), and the 
majority of the paintings depicting it appear in the thirteenth through sixteenth centuries. Cosmas and Damian lived 
in the third century. 
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that the transplantation is often referred to as the “miracle of the black leg,” the distinction is 

even more complicated to make.28  

The presence of the black body in these paintings is central to the transplantation itself, 

but is only present through death, and only as an appendage to a white body. The paintings 

contextualize transplantation in the realm of the miraculous at the same time as Tagliacozzi’s 

grafting work is being put aside as superstitious. Put differently, as Indian grafting techniques 

appear in Sicily and Italy, there also emerges a thrust to contextualize transplantation as 

belonging to the realm of the miraculous or the superstitious. In such a way, anxieties about race 

also get displaced to this realm until the procedure itself—whether it involves a limb, skin, or an 

internal organ—becomes so saturated with these racialized beliefs that they are also displaced. 

Further, though race and modes of racialization likely varied significantly between the contexts 

of the saints’ lives, the time and place of the transplantation, and when and where these painters 

created their works, both of these paintings depict how the black body is paradoxically centered 

in and absented from the European cultural imaginary.  

In the first painting (figure 1), early Italian Renaissance painter Fra Angelico shows the 

saints touching and attaching a black leg to a white body as the body lies awkwardly positioned 

with hands on chest.29 Compositionally, the blackness of the leg is triangulated with the service 

stool on the left-bottom of the painting and the very right edge of the opened door, but it is 

central to the healing scene. Based on the light streaming in from the top right of the painting 

from an implied window, and the lightness depicted through the window that is shown on the 

left, the transplant seemingly occurs during the early morning or daytime, though the sacristan is 

shown sleeping. Aside from the leg, the body of the donor, whose life we know nothing about, is 

                                                
28 See Duffin 2013 and Zimmerman 2013. 
29 In this painting, the right leg is being transplanted; but in many depictions, including figure 2, the left leg is being 
transplanted. 
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not shown. Blackness is shaped in relation to absence and loss, revealing something about the 

white imaginary at work. That is, whiteness incorporates, (in)corporealizes the black body in this 

scene, only making the black body present as a utile part in service of a white whole.   

 

 

Figure 1. The Healing of the Justinian by Saint Cosmas and Saint Damian, Fra Angelico, 1440  
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Figure 2. Saints Cosmas and Damian Healing a Christian with the Leg of a Dead Moor, School 
of Castile and Leon, Painter unknown, 1460–1480 
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The other painting (figure 2) does not have a known artist, but is part of a private 

collection in Spain where a great number of these paintings were created. In the painting, 

Cosmas and Damian appear standing over the leg recipient, whose left leg has been replaced 

below the knee. One saint seems to be checking the sacristan’s pulse while the other is holding 

what may be surgical or religious instruments in his hands. The recipient’s eyes appear open as 

he lies on the bed. On the floor in front of the bed appears the deceased donor with severed leg. 

The arm openings of his garment are tattered, implying his social value—a warrior, but also 

positioned in terms of service, of use. The donor’s head is cocked sideways and his body seems 

to have been placed with little care. From red curtain to red blanket, the flow of red connotes 

something about sacrifice in which the black figure is dressed in red, serving as both a horizontal 

object ceasing the red vertical movement present above, and figural trope of blood and sacrifice. 

A small red circle of blood indicates where the leg was severed, and the recipient’s newly 

attached leg is also shown with a splash of blood, indicating a certain fluid connection between 

the two bodies. Curtain, blanket, and the Ethiopian gladiator are figured in relation to one 

another: object-hood and use subtend the signifying work of this painting.  

Individually, these paintings present the donor’s body in significantly different ways—

one as appendage alone, the other as a discarded body in service of the white recipient. In both, 

the black slave body is presenced in service of white vitalization, and is only represented through 

violation. I am reminded, here, of a story that Saidiya Hartman (1997) details in Scenes of 

Subjection of a nineteenth century white abolitionist, John Rankin, writing a letter to his brother 

about the horrors of slavery. As Hartman discusses, in the letter, Rankin imagines himself and 

his family as slaves to conjure the suffering as his own and to make it intelligible as deeply 

violent. As Hartman writes of the case: “the effort to counteract the commonplace callousness to 
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black suffering requires that the white body be positioned in the place of the black body in order 

to make this suffering visible and intelligible” (1997, 19). Even the defense of the slave, argues 

Hartman, is only possible when Rankin threatens his own security, his own white life, by 

(finding pleasure in) embodying the slave’s experiences of violence.  

In the two paintings of Cosmas and Damian, the slave body is likewise utilized as a 

means of reconciling violence with vitality. In the Fra Angelico painting, the full body of the 

slave donor is absent from the canvas, visually defining the slave’s worthlessness via absence. In 

the other painting, the black body is strewn on the floor, at once centering use and conveying 

worthlessness. Collectively, these two paintings indicate a similar allowance for black presence 

within the European renaissance, but only a partial or denigrated one. Blackness is constructed in 

terms of use, fungibility—even in death (social and literal), labor is extracted from the flesh.  

 

Hormones: Glands, Rejuvenation, and the Nation 

Racially inflected ideas of worthiness and worthlessness continue to inform decisions 

about transplantation and tissue transfers for both donor and recipient. There is, further, a moral 

framing of tissue and organ transplantation now, just as there has been when a seemingly devout 

medieval church sacristan, undeserving of cancer, received a leg from a dead Ethiopian slave. 

From medieval and early modern grafting practices to late nineteenth and twentieth century 

tissue, blood and organ transplantation, this moral framing of worthiness continues to play a role 

in decisions about who should or should not receive transfused blood, tissue, or organs. Should 

an alcoholic be allowed a liver transplant? Who deserves to be vitalized and on what schedule? 

How does power shift and move through these tissue transfers? Whose life is worthy and whose 

is not? Why? 
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In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, these questions are debated in different 

terms than they were in the late Medieval and early modern periods. However, in both eras, 

transplantations and other forms of tissue and hormone transfer are subject to certain moral, 

religious, and in some cases, nationalist framings. The questions of worthiness and power 

become particularly relevant in relation to early twentieth century research on hormones, 

particularly as this research and the transplantation procedures that emerged in its wake were 

used in disparate ways. For example, hormones were simultaneously used to “rejuvenate” 

wealthy aging men whose virility was waning, to rehabilitate (or control) prisoners, and to alter 

the sexual behaviors of gay men. All of these uses have complex and unique lineages, but they 

were each connected to a growing interest in the hormonally-regulated body. 

Ernest H. Starling, Professor of Physiology at University College in London, first used 

the term “hormone” in 1905 in the following statement: “These chemical messengers … or 

‘hormones’ as we may call them, have to be carried from the organ where they are produced to 

the organ which they affect, by means of the blood stream, and the continually recurring 

physiological needs of the organism must determine their production and circulation through the 

body” (Oudshoorn 1994, 16 citing Starling 1905). This naming registers a significant shift in 

how researchers understood endocrine physiology—desire and sexual development were no 

longer a matter of “nervous” regulation, but of “chemical” regulation.  

This new understanding of sex hormones as emanating chemically outward from testes or 

ovaries to the rest of the body indicated to many scientists of the era that they had figured out 

what “made a man a man and a woman a woman” (Oudshoorn 1994, 16). As Nelly Oudshoorn 

(1994) asserts, by 1910, “Sex hormones were thus conceptualized as the chemical messengers of 

masculinity and femininity” (17; 22). Certain nonhuman-human animal transplantations used to 
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treat sex drive problems and a variety of other illnesses had temporarily gone out of fashion in 

the late eighteenth century. However, as Oudshoorn explains, the social connection between 

testes and masculinity remained intact (18). As a result, when in the late nineteenth century, new 

information about hormones was arising, many of these therapies reemerged. For example, in the 

1890s, French physiologist Charles-Edouard Brown-Séquard (1817–1894) advocated for the 

increased use of nonhuman animal “glands” to treat a variety of diseases in humans, a practice 

that came to be known as “organotherapy” (ibid.). Brown-Séquard believed that these sex 

hormones stimulated “homologous” sexual characteristics, “suggesting that female sex hormones 

controlled female characteristics and male sex hormones controlled male characteristics” (23).30 

In the 1910s, Eugen Steinach (1861–1944) posed a “double potentiality” of hormones. He 

suggested that female sex hormones not only stimulated the development of female 

characteristics, they also suppressed the production of male characteristics (23-24). By the mid-

1930s, sex hormones were “seen as substances that could generate manifold synergistic actions 

in both the male and the female body” (34). In a mere thirty years, hormones went from being 

first named as chemicals that are produced and circulated out from testes and ovaries to produce 

sex-specific characteristics, to being understood as complex chemicals that affected not only sex 

characteristics, but weight and many other organ and bodily functions (ibid.).  

“[C]hemically speaking,” this suggested that “all organisms are both male and female” 

(Oudshoorn 1994, 39). This new understanding of hormones bolstered the contemporaneous 

theory of universal human bisexuality, and in particular, helped sexologists at the time to explain 

the existence of homosexuality. As the thinking went, if all bodies were chemically both male 

                                                
30 While Brown-Séquard faced criticism for much of his work, his experiments with “rejuvenation” were significant 
to later research. Serge Voronoff, for example, stated about Brown-Séquard’s method of gland extraction: “[Brown-
Séquard’s] impulse was generous and his idea was right. But at that date scientists did not as yet know of better 
methods for making this idea practical” (1920, 63). While Brown-Séquard extracted and injected “testicular juice,” 
Voronoff was a proponent of testicular grafts (78). 
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and female, was it not likely that homosexuals simply had more of the opposite sex’s hormone 

coursing through their veins? Magnus Hirschfeld, along with other prominent sexologists such as 

Richard von Krafft-Ebing, Havelock Ellis, and anatomist Eugen Steinach, contended that 

homosexuality was a biological phenomenon (Sengoopta 2006, 81). For Hirschfeld, 

homosexuality was an intersexual stage that could be placed between “complete maleness and 

femaleness” (Oudshoorn 1994, 57). It was a position along a spectrum that varied by degrees. 

According to this view, there was “no absolute, qualitative distinction between the male and the 

female” (Sengoopta 2006, 78). Steinach supported Hirschfeld’s theory and between 1916 and 

1921, performed what was called the “Steinach operation” on at least eleven gay men.31 In these 

cases, the operation involved transplanting testicular tissue from a heterosexual man to a 

homosexual man in the hopes that it would cure the gay man of his homosexual desires 

(Oudshoorn 1994, 57). 32 33 Hirschfeld’s steadfast support of Steinach’s work was consistent with 

his efforts to decriminalize homosexuality. By the mid-1920s, both Hirschfeld and Steinach, 

based on critical reviews of the efficacy of the procedure, ceased discussing it as a “cure” for 

homosexuality. Nonetheless, these nascent—albeit biologically determinate—assumptions about 

the relationship between sexuality and sex were enabled by a new understanding of hormones.  

Steinach’s postulations on the capacities of hormones to re-virilize or “rejuvenate” the 

body were based on his extended experiments with rats and guinea pigs. His experiments 

involved everything from exploring the physiological effects of castration to placing testicular 

                                                
31 See Sengoopta 2006, pages 78-82 for more details on the stories of the men who underwent this procedure. It 
should be noted that I am in no way implying that the Steinach Operation was primarily performed on gay men. This 
is far from the case. Many wealthy men of the era, including William Butler Yeats and Sigmund Freud, underwent 
the operation as a way to improve general health and reduce the effects of aging. But Steinach was indeed concerned 
with the relationship between hormones and homosexuality. 
32 These early assumptions about the origins of homosexuality continue to resonate through the discourses of “born 
this way” and searches for “the gay gene.” 
33 Oudshoorn identifies this procedure of transplantation as the “Steinach operation.” It is alternatively the more 
common of Steinach’s rejuvenation procedures, a vasoligation (Meyerowitz 2002, 45; Sengoopta 2006, 83). 
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and ovarian grafts on sexually immature, mature, and older mature rats to comparatively assess 

the effects based on age. From the beginning, his tests implicated nonhuman animals as 

experimental bodies through whom he might identify physiological changes that would be useful 

for human ends. During this time, Steinach worked at the Institute for Experimental Biology in 

Vienna, which followed the “precepts on distortive experimentation” preferred by embryologist 

Wilhelm Roux (Sengoopta 2006, 64). According to Roux, “the purpose of all biological research 

was to obtain causal explanations of biological processes and phenomena, not simply detailed 

descriptions” (58). Transplantation was considered one such technique of distortion, and was 

especially favored by Steinach, whose research was forward thinking in part because of the 

experimental environment of his work.34 In 1850, more than a decade before Steinach was born, 

Franz Leydig had identified two primary discrete groups of cells in the testicles. There were the 

germinal cells that produced sperm, and the interstitial cells, which came to be known as Leydig 

cells (Sengoopta 2006, 56). Based on his experiments in the 1900s and 1910s, Steinach had 

proposed that these interstitial cells, what he called F-cells, were responsible for the virilization 

of men. These experiments led to his belief that grafting testicles from heterosexual males to 

homosexual males might increase the latter’s F-cell count and thus, their heterosexual desire. 

Unfortunately, as many other researchers contended at the time, F-cell counts seemed so variable 

that to correlate them to sexual desire seemed a stretch. This is but one of Steinach’s claims that 

were later proven untrue; however, many of his experiments were instructive and instigative of a 

                                                
34 Unlike the radical aspects of his experimental methods, Sengoopta has argued that Steinach was nonetheless 
instructed by culturally traditional ideas of males and females, and masculinity and femininity. Perhaps, contrary to 
these ingrained notions though, he proved in many ways that certain sex characteristics were chemically alterable 
(65). Sengoopta himself reflects his own culturally inscribed notions of gender when he thus states about Steinach’s 
work, “The creation of masculinized and feminized monsters was indispensable to understanding how normal 
masculinity and normal femininity were developed” (64). He poses the monster as the body whose expressions of 
“normal” gender is altered. It should be noted that transsexuality is only named once in the book though the book’s 
historical coverage of the period 1850–1950 could have theoretically included at least a partial analysis. 
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great deal of endocrine research to follow. Steinach, for example, never believed that 

chromosomal make-up completely determined expressions of sex.  

Steinach’s experiments were for the most part contemporaneous with those of the 

Russian émigré to France, Serge Voronoff (1855–1951). Both researchers believed that senility 

“was nothing other than demasculization” (Sengoopta 2006, 95), though Steinach believed 

Voronoff’s methods of experimentation to be dubious at best. Voronoff’s testicular tissue grafts 

from young to old rams produced results similar to those described by Steinach in his 

experiments with rats (96). As French law at the time had disallowed the removal of any human 

body part, even post mortem, Voronoff decided that he would use monkey (chimpanzee) testicles 

instead (ibid.). By the end of 1926, “Voronoff alone had performed about a thousand monkey 

gland transplants in men” and had even set up his own monkey breeding space on the Italian 

Riviera, employing a former circus animal-keeper to run it (ibid.).35 Voronoff chose to use 

monkeys as testicle donors because using their bodies posed very little ethical dilemma, whereas 

the use of human testicles did (Lamb 2008).  

Voronoff, like Steinach, had also claimed to have performed these transplants on cases of 

“sexual inversion” with a “57 percent success rate” (Sengoopta 2006, 98). Amidst all these 

experiments and claims, L.L. Stanley, a doctor at San Quentin Prison in California was 

transplanting testes from eleven recently executed prisoners into living prisoners; he also 

transplanted young ram testes into twenty-one other prisoners (Stanley 1920, 251). In most of the 

eleven cases of human-human testes transplantation, Stanley only named the races of the donors 

and the recipients who were not white. Only one recipient was a black man (251-53).36 Likewise, 

                                                
35 Henry Rubin (2006) claims that Voronoff had to abandon Algerian monkeys due to an “outcry” over “inter-
species mixings” (486). Rubin provides no citation for this. 
36 Concerning those executed prisoners, Stanley’s notations of their races reflected general national identities: for 
example, “a Japanese,” “a Mexican,” and “a Portuguese.” 
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at the Indiana State Penitentiary, Dr. Harry Sharp had reported performing a bilateral 

vasoligation on 456 inmates beginning in October 1899 (Hamilton 1986, 93). By 1907, Indiana 

became the first state to pass a sterilization law, which was intended to reduce what they 

determined to be hereditary traits that threatened public health: namely, “criminality, mental 

problems, and pauperism” (Indiana Historical Bureau). The law was not repealed until 1974.  

In his 1920 book Life: A Study of the Means of Restoring Vital Energy and Prolonging 

Life, Voronoff asserted that organ and tissue “grafting” was not a new idea, even if the science to 

make the practice feasible was new. To support this idea, he cited “a legend of the Middle Ages 

which tells of the miraculous cure of a pious guardian of the church of Saint Peter in Rome by 

means of a graft practiced by the venerable Saint of the said church in person” (Voronoff 1920, 

63-64). This legend, according to Voronoff, supported his early belief in the possibility of tissue 

graft.37 One can surmise that this is the story of Saints Cosmas and Damian’s leg transplantation, 

even if Voronoff speaks of a single person who performs the miracle rather than a duo. He 

writes:  

After having amputated a leg devoured by a cancer, he replaced it with that of an infidel, 

whose mutilation was hardly worth mention, seeing that his body, at all events, was fated 

to roast in hell-fire. This medieval legend in its turn, can be none other than the echo of 

far older legends. Hence this is an ancient, a long cherished dream of humanity which our 

own age realizes at last. … Cast aside one’s old organs like worn clothes in order to 

replace them with new organs, what a beautiful dream it is indeed. (64)  

Transplanted from the medieval and early modern context, Voronoff’s relaying of the miracle of 

Saints Cosmas and Damian shows how the miracle shifted over time to reflect the racial and 

                                                
37 Voronoff consistently uses the words “graft” and “grafting” to discuss the transfer of testicular tissue from one 
body to another. Among other works supporting his belief that grafting was feasible was that performed by three 
French scientists, “Paul Bert, [Louis] Ollier and [Alexis] Carrel” (Voronoff 1920). 
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sexual values of the given context. Rather than a “gladiator,” an “Ethiopian,” or merely a “black 

leg,” the donor becomes an “infidel” in the service of a (implicitly white) church guardian.  

Rather than an Ethiopian gladiator or a slave whose life was at least valued enough for 

the cancerous white leg to be placed in his grave so that his body might ascend to heaven in a 

whole form, the “infidel” in Voronoff’s account suffered “mutilation that was hardly worth 

mention” (Voronoff 1920, 64). Why was his life and his body, or the mutilation he endured 

hardly worth mention? By using this language to describe the transplantation, Voronoff calls 

attention to the seeming worthlessness of the donor. He labels the donor an “infidel,” meaning 

someone who lacks or who is said to lack religious faith. The term infidel was first used in this 

way to describe someone who was non-Christian; beginning in the sixteenth century, “infidel” 

was generally used to describe Muslims and Jews (OED). In relation to what we have already 

discussed regarding “the miracle of the black leg,” we can safely assume that in this case, the 

donor “infidel” was like a black Muslim person. His blackness enables his “hardly worth 

mention[ing]” (Voronoff 1920, 64). In Voronoff’s story, the donor was only allowed a proximity 

to life through physical violation and death; his body is otherwise interchangeable with any other 

assumedly black body. Voronoff’s short paragraph relating his grafting experiments with this 

legendary act of transplantation not only suggests cultural-religious memory of the procedure, 

but latently, the ways in which scientific experimentation in this field is premised on the absolute 

interchangeability of one (disposable) donor body for another (disposable) donor body, one black 

body for another black body.  

The concept of hormonal “rejuvenation” and the idea of a homosexual “cure,” which was 

often a cure for gender non-normativity, also converge through racial logics. Biomedical science 

was as constructive of this confluence as it was reliant on previously held social gender and 
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sexual expectations to guide its hypotheses about how biological interventions should “fix” or 

alleviate variations from a heterosexual, white norm. Jennifer Terry (1999), for example, has 

analyzed how the industrializing U.S. city, at the turn of the twentieth century, served as a site 

for moralistic critique of the supposedly degrading sexual character of American youth. 

Conservative concerns at the time not only cited homosexuality as a threat to dominant ideals of 

sex and gender, but racial miscegenation as well. These discourses of health and morality culled 

racist notions of black primitivity and queerness to justify social interventions (93-95).  

In Europe during this period, there were growing tides of nationalist discourse, 

particularly in the inter-war years when Voronoff’s organotherapy sought to rejuvenate and 

enliven the man whose virility was weakened by age or other condition. According to David 

Hamilton (1986), Voronoff was not directly tied to any eugenics campaigns, but his “work and 

attitudes carry the stamp of some of the assumptions of the times, including those of the 

eugenicists” (29). Voronoff, however, was interested in profit. He believed that if “gland” 

transplants virilized the sheep and caused them to produce more wool, there was potentially a 

new large market for his treatments. His theory was so convincing that the French government 

funded a facility in Algeria for Voronoff to conduct large scale glandular experiments on 

livestock. The possibility of increased wool and meat production convinced the government of 

the project’s potential (94; 108).  

Perhaps Voronoff became a bit desensitized to the implications of his research though. 

For example, in 1926, based on his testicular grafting in sheep at his research site in Algeria, 

Voronoff claimed that the beneficial results of testicular grafts were not only notable in the sheep 

receiving the grafts, but also in their offspring (Hamilton 1986, 101). Just one year later, 

Voronoff stated that humans might also benefit from receiving such treatments early on. More 
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specifically, he suggested that smart children who received gland grafts might then reproduce to 

create even smarter children (Hamilton 1986). As he put it, “I call for children of genius. Give 

me such children, and I will create a new super-race of men of genius” (101-102). Voronoff 

never made any other statements supporting eugenics. Nonetheless, the story suggests 

movements across scale and kind that were much more complex than the seemingly fantastical 

possibility of slower aging or a more balanced countenance. Voronoff’s statement, innocent or 

not, firmly situates him in a certain interwar socio-political milieu where such discourses were 

circulated with great material effect.38 But here, whether or not Voronoff directly supported 

eugenics is less important than how Voronoff’s sweeping reach across continents and species has 

enacted a transplantative logic.  

Voronoff’s French Algerian colonial outpost was supported by a “powerful Parisian 

establishment” as well as the French government (Hamilton 2012, 155) who believed that his 

work might multiply the amount of wool and meat that the government might have at its 

disposal. The belief in this possibility was so intense that when Voronoff’s claims were proven 

false in 1931 by Henri Velu, the director of the French Colonial Veterinary Service in 

Casablanca, Velu’s own validity was called into question. Hamilton writes, “[Velu] courageously 

held his ground against the gibes that he was an unpatriotic cynic with little experience in such 

work—unlike the established Voronoff” (156).39 In the process of convincing government 

officials, Voronoff’s work instrumentalized nonhuman animals, transplanting sheep, for 

example, from livestock to enhanced animals who might produce greater profit due to their 

larger size and increased wool. Likewise, Voronoff’s monkeys were used as tissue sources for 

                                                
38 Eugenics discourses will be further explored in relation to transgender embodiment and the philosophical ideas of 
transhumanism in Chapter 2. 
39 Of course, this is again relevant in contemporary U.S. politics. Proof of climate change, for example, is being 
dismissed as it becomes politically or fiscally inconvenient. 
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the virilization of wealthy men of the era, including Sigmund Freud and William Butler Yeats, 

both of whom underwent the operation as a way to improve general health and reduce the effects 

of aging. His work crossed scales of life, linking the vitalization of old men with nationalist 

efforts to increase wool production, moving some bodies toward increased vitalization and others 

toward pure utility.  

 Perhaps unsurprisingly, these same seemingly paradoxical transplantations of power also 

justified the use of new hormone therapies and transplantations as a “cure” for homosexuals and 

connectedly carved out a space for transsexuality to emerge as a category of medicalized 

embodiment. After all, certain socio-scientific beliefs about sex had been, at that point, forming 

for nearly two centuries; certain cultural and religious beliefs about who deserves life and 

regeneration through transplantation are visually evident since at least the late Middle Ages and 

the early modern period in Europe. Major shifts in conceptions of the body in relation to worth 

and worthlessness are, thus, not sudden, but are ongoing. However, the visual and discursive 

techné through which certain bodies become associated with greater or less value—more or less 

liveliness or deathliness—do take different shapes over time.  

 By the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, for example, it was not paintings of 

Saints performing a leg transplantation that offer us a view of the the complex racial hierarchies 

of the era. Instead, these hierarchies become evident in newer practices of tissue transfer such as 

endocrine procedures, blood transfusions, and organ transplantation. Trans movements—

meaning, movements across bodies—of these bodily tissues invoked segregationist practices that 

hierachized tissues and their associated uses explicitly based on racial categories. In the United 
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States, among other places, these tissue segregation practices reflected broader forms of racial 

segregation in society.40 

 

From Blood Transfusions to Heart Transplantations 

When the American Red Cross began collecting blood in 1941 in support of the war 

effort, people of color were often banned from giving blood because there was no official 

national policy that allowed them to donate (Lederer 2008, 117). In 1942, this rule was changed, 

but “negro” blood remained labeled and segregated from “white” blood until 1950 (123) per 

American Red Cross guidelines, and much later—through the early 1970s—in certain states 

(135). Up until the early 1970s, the American Red Cross paid its donors. By the mid-1970s, all 

paid donations had ceased (Red Cross).41  

At the height of the HIV/AIDS crisis in the 1980s, the “gift” relationship that privileged 

donors over recipients was disrupted when blood carrying HIV was unknowingly transfused into 

previously HIV negative patients (Waldby and Mitchell 2006).42 This event, coupled with the 

lack of an accurate blood testing method for HIV at the time, caused the U.S. Food and Drug 

Administration (FDA) to ban gay men from donating blood, beginning in 1983.43 Accurate 

                                                
40 The first heart transplantation procedure, which took place in South Africa, is soon discussed. It is also discussed 
briefly in chapter 4. 
41 In 1970, British researcher Richard Titmuss published The Gift Relationship: From Human Blood to Social 
Policy. According to Titmuss, an altruistic blood donation system prevents the blood supply from being tainted by 
“impoverished,” “unhealthy” people seeking monetary gain by blood donation. While it emerged from a different 
geopolitical context, Titmuss’s text did resonate across the Atlantic in the United States. 
42 By 1993, this accounted for almost six thousand new cases of HIV in Europe and over eight thousand in the 
United States (Waldby and Mitchell 2006, 50-51). 
43 Michele Goodwin (2006) concurs with Waldby and Mitchell that Titmuss’s gift system was in part to blame for 
the early spread of HIV/AIDS through blood transfusion (156-158). Though a critique of the system and not the gay 
men who donated blood, Goodwin’s passage on this occurrence ultimately has a homophobic undertone. Her 
primary argument in the book, however, is that African American people are most affected by the current system’s 
shortage of blood and tissue, a problem she contends can be remedied by hybrid altruistic and limited market 
approach to blood and tissue donation and receipt. Her argument is deeply concerned with how race affects one’s 
chances of life-saving tissue and organ receipt, and as such, is deeply concerned with who is vitalized through 
regenerative science and who is not. 
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testing became available in 1985, but it took thirty years before this outright ban was altered. As 

of late 2015, the FDA changed the lifetime ban to a one-year ban on both men and women who 

have had sex with a man who has sex with men (MSM) in the past year. This means that gay 

men and those who have sex with them, regardless of their relationship status, their safer sex 

practices, or their HIV status, must be entirely abstinent for one year in order to give blood. This 

is certainly not a revocation of the ban. In fact, the change in policy follows the logics of 

transplantation by allowing gay men a form of overt inclusion as those who can be absorbed into 

nationalist schemes of blood donation, while at the same time insisting that gay sex, and thus gay 

men, are always diseased. In such a way, gay men become less abject on paper, but in fact are 

even more directly linked to the specific practices of their abjection.  

Organ transplantations invoke and depend on other, though related, segregative efforts. 

For example, early human-human heart transplantation relied on extant racial logics to support 

its seeming scientific progressiveness. The first and third human-human heart transplantations, 

performed by Dr. Christiaan Barnard, occurred within a month of each other between December 

1967 and January 1968 in apartheid South Africa. The first donor heart was obtained from a 

white person, Denise Darvall, and given to another white person, Louis Washkansky, who lived 

for eighteen days after surgery (Hamilton 2012, 348). One of Darvall’s kidneys was given to a 

child of color—a surprising occurrence given apartheid South Africa’s segregated social and 

medical care.44 Barnard’s second heart transplantation surgery though, which was just a month 

                                                
44 I use the words child of color not to avoid the racial specificity at work here, but rather to indicate—as Susan 
Lederer (2006) does in her article about this case—that news reports called the child a “colored boy” or a “mulatto,” 
neither of which fully indicate how he was racially marked by the state or his community. Interracial transplants 
were not new. Since the early 1950s, corneal transplants had been performed interracially with no major fanfare 
(Koretzky 2016). Likewise, kidneys had previously crossed the transplantation color line (Lederer 2008). Heart 
transplantations, however, are much more invasive procedures and have received a great deal more press. 
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after his first, was interracial—this time from a black donor to a white recipient.45 The donor was 

Clive Haupt, a 24-year-old South African man of color who had suffered a catastrophic stroke; 

the recipient was Philip Blaiberg, a 58-year-old white man (Koretzky 2016, 1). Haupt’s mother 

had given consent for the procedure. Maya Overby Koretzky (2016) contends that across the 

Atlantic in the Black American press, this transplantation was covered widely and in many cases 

viewed favorably because consent was garnered.46 Within African American media circulation at 

the time, there was hope that the Haupt/Blaiberg heart transplantation had somehow shown that 

body parts were “equal,” and thus, the surgery was a moral “blow against the apartheid system” 

(3). Many, however, thought this “equality” of body parts would lead to further black 

exploitation (ibid.).  

Consent, in this case, operated as a form of moral rightness that worked contrary to the 

bodily exploitation experienced by so many unconsenting people of color in the name of science; 

but, it operated a deeply hierarchical, violent, segregated system. When Haupt’s mother gave 

consent for her son to become a heart donor, he was transferred to the white wing of the 

segregated hospital in preparation for surgery (Koretzky 2016, 1). This literal transplantation 

from the “colored wing” of a hospital to the “white wing,” from vegetal life to death—a move 

considered by some to be a positive step toward racial equality—occurred because of, and for the 

transplantation of a bodily organ. Bodily utility here disrupted segregative practice even as it 

drew even more explicit boundaries based on race.  

                                                
45 This was Barnard’s second heart transplantation, and the third to occur in one short month. The second was 
performed by American surgeon Adrian Kantrowitz in New York. The recipient died shortly after the surgery 
(Hamilton 2012, 348). 
46 This varies significantly from one of the first heart transplantations that took place just a few months later in the 
United States. The family of the donor, Bruce Tucker, was not even notified before Tucker was marked as 
“unclaimed dead” within twenty-four hours of his arrival at the hospital. His heart was removed within hours and 
given to a white recipient. Tucker was black. See Lederer 2008 for a detailed account. 



 

 67 

Moreover, the Haupt/Blaiberg transplantation was not just about the movement of a 

bodily organ. It also functioned through the language of equality as it was mobilized through 

blackness. The surgery was lauded for how it equalized two differently raced bodies, enabling a 

parity of human organs to stand in for a broader equality between these two bodies that might yet 

come. Haupt’s heart, by being available for the transplant, elevated the lively utility of his body 

through his own bodily death. Blackness, in the Haupt/Blaiberg transplantation, is in a way 

called upon as what makes black and white bodies equal, even as it explicitly conveys their 

inequality. The press called on the cross-racial transplantation as a means of advancing the 

already prevalent belief that surgical transplantation was a progressive act. At the same time, the 

supposed progressiveness of the act of surgical transplantation, combined with the discursive 

representation of the Haupt/Blaiberg case as a moment of growing equality, collectively cast a 

shadow over the violent inequity of the apartheid system.  

As we have discussed, transplantation procedures had long since crossed boundaries—

species boundaries, racial boundaries, and national boundaries. The trans movements involved in 

the act of transplantation in the Haupt/Blaiberg case do not simplistically show one body as 

agent and one as pure utility. Haupt’s mother, after all, granted consent for her son’s body to be 

used, demonstrating how each party had differential access to agential action. As a result of this 

differential access, there was a reconfiguration of whose body was used as a zone of extraction 

and whose as a zone of plantation, thereby creating different potentials for traversing hierarchies 

of life.  

Teasing out how certain continuities and potentialities of life and death happen, and how 

certain categorizations of life become naturalized, reconfigured, abstracted, dematerialized, and 

materialized in relation to hierarchies of life is precisely what transgender studies scholars have 
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been researching for a quarter of a century. Relatedly, Black feminist scholars have long 

analyzed the relationships between gender, sex, animality, and slavery, articulating how the 

logics of each pivot on connected processes of subjection.47 A few questions thus emerge. What 

are the interventions that trans* makes as a theoretical tool, especially if we think about the 

intimate relationships between it and the concept of animacy, which examines how various 

degrees of liveness become planted in certain bodies through racial logics? Both of these 

conceptual tools highlight how bodies come to matter. But, in what ways do these tools 

differently destabilize ideas of “the natural” or “the human?” In what ways do they, or could 

they, work in tandem toward developing more expansive forms of survival?  

Trans* and animacy, are frictional and co-capacitating. Theorized together, these 

concepts provide the seed for the development of trans*plantation as an analytic tool, which is 

how I examine movements of power between various types of bodies—movements that shift 

certain bodies toward greater liveliness and others toward an increased chance of death. After all, 

at this pivotal ecological and political moment, it seems to me that the only way we might 

survive as trans people and as a planet, is through deep consideration of the sometimes frictional 

theories that have each emerged as means of survival, as means of claiming space from which to 

speak. I am not claiming that animacy and trans* are only frictional or oppositional, however, 

only that they approach the unsettling of life hierarchies in differing ways. Thus, I examine them 

in parallel and in friction so that we might find even more ways to conceive of their overlaps and 

disjunctures to our advantage. For me, this involves the development of a new tool, 

trans*plantation, which shows how power and domination moves and mutates.  

 

                                                
47 See Angela Davis (1981; 2003), Hortense Spillers (1987; 2003), Sylvia Wynter (2003), and Saidiya Hartman 
(1997). In addition, see Chapters 2 and 3 for fuller use of their work on this topic. 
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Animacy, Trans-, Trans*, Trans*plantation 

Mel Chen describes the ascription of greater or lesser degrees of liveness through the 

linguistic concept of animacy, exploring how these movements along temporal and racial 

hierarchies of embodiment come to seem natural. As Chen describes, “For linguists, animacy is 

the quality of liveness, sentience, or humanness of a noun or noun phrase that has grammatical, 

often syntactic consequences” (2012, 24). More importantly, Chen moves beyond a linguistic 

application of the term, describing throughout their book the “slippage of animacy,” or how it 

becomes affectively meshed with other biopolitical tools and practices that advance the elevation 

or denigration of certain bodies based on racialized, gendered, able-bodied notions of liveness 

and humanness.  

To substantiate, Chen discusses J.L. Austin’s theory of linguistic performativity as an 

example of such a slippage. Austin argues that for a performative to work—that is, for what is 

stated to simultaneously enact that which it states—there must be “proper capacity and goodwill” 

possessed by “that person delivering the performative” (Chen 2012, 94). If not, Austin claims, “it 

is a mockery, like marriage to a monkey” (Chen citing Austin 1955, 24).48 Chen locates Austin’s 

statement within a broader biopolitical grid of subject-object categorization. Noting the historical 

context during which Austin wrote, at a time when African colonies were engulfed in various 

struggles of national liberation against various colonial powers, Chen notes the following:  

Austin’s monkey need not be innocent of this more generalized context. Already 

circulating was a long history of British and European associations of apes and monkeys 

with African subjects, fed and conditioned by imperialist culture of colonial relations. 

                                                
48 In Chapter 4, which focuses attention on Zanele Muholi’s series Faces and Phases, I further explore the idea of 
“doubling” in relation to performativity, particularly in connection to the visuals and its potentials for 
decolonization. In this Chapter, I maintain focus on the interlocking capacities of trans and animacy as a kind of 
theoretical doubling. 
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These were underlain by an abiding evolutionary mapping which temporally projected 

non-European peoples and nonwhite racialized groups onto earlier stages of human 

evolution. (2012, 97) 

For Chen, Austin’s performative and its associated example are neither innocent of context nor 

sufficient in navigating the complex interrelations of language or embodied difference-making. 

Chen argues that consciously or not, Austin has made this statement due to a “sensed threat” to 

the institution of heterosexual marriage (2012, 96). As Chen states, “it is not just marrying 

monkeys, but those who occupy proximal category membership, that is, those who approximate 

marrying monkeys, who are consigned to queer life” (ibid.; emphasis in original). Chen’s 

concept of animacy is, as they contend, a more promising mode of theorizing how certain bodies 

periodically have been produced as threats to a normative, white, heterosexual cultural paradigm.  

Within their overarching theoretical concern of animacy, Chen specifically explores 

trans- as a “richly elaborated space” where we can broadly consider how and what modes of 

mattering (making into matter, making to matter) are concealed—for example, racial 

mattering—rather than the gendering space between the poles of male and female (136). 

Thinking of trans- as a space or as a potential for and of enspacement was earlier theorized by 

Susan Stryker in her 2008 article “Dungeon Intimacies: The Poetics of Transsexual 

Sadomasochism” (2008). In that article, Stryker examines how transsexual body modifications 

similarly facilitate a different openness to intimacy and potentially to other manifestations of 

“social reality” (43). Stryker writes: 

There are those who say that magic is the art and science of creating change in 

accordance with the will. Transsexual body modification is one such practice. It became 

the means through which I grasped a virtuality manifested in dungeon space and gave it 
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a materiality capable of extending its effects beyond the dungeon walls. … This is the 

moment of poiesis, when that which has been grasped extends itself into the world, 

thereby transforming not only “the imagining being” (citing Bachelard [1958] 1994), but 

others and the environment that holds them. (2008, 43; emphasis added) 

Transsexual body modification, argues Stryker, is a “grasping” through which to question the 

boundaries of how desire is organized; the dungeon is just one space wherein (and beyond) 

desires might circumvent the particular channels into which normative systems of gender and 

sexual categorization attempt to organize them. 

Chen—building in part from Susan Stryker, Paisley Currah, and Lisa Jean Moore’s 

(2008) foundational notion of the hyphen after trans functioning as a mode of relationality rather 

than a pre- or over-determined prefix that connects firstly or only to gender—argues that a 

“prefixal trans- is a way to explore that complexity of gender definition that lies between human 

gender systems and the gendering of animals” (2012, 137; emphasis in original). Trans- is 

presented here as another enspacement—a means of accessing the interstitiality of gendering 

processes. Interestingly however, Chen continues, “I do not mean to evacuate trans of its 

gendered possibilities. To the contrary, I reassert the complex, multifactored cultural contingency 

of transgendered actualizations and affirm that gender is omnipresent, though it is rarely 

monolithically masculine or feminine” (ibid.). This consideration of trans- offers a space 

between human and nonhuman modes of gendering and suggests that an exploration of that 

space may tell us a great deal about various hierarchies of embodiment (and not just the 

animalization of humans).49 While innovative, the use of trans- here, under the assumption that 

its connection to gender is about the movement between the “monolithically masculine or 

                                                
49 Animalization is not the only mode of violently marking the boundaries between differing types of bodies; rather, 
it works in tandem with and through sexism, racism, and so on (Hua and Ahuja 2013, 635; Ahuja 2010, 131). 
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feminine,” does not pay adequate attention to the other moves that trans- can make, even while 

Chen notes that gender is in fact omnipresent culturally. As Stryker intimated in “Dungeon 

Intimacies” (2008), and as Stryker, Currah, and Moore (2009) suggest in the introduction to the 

special issue of WSQ “Trans-,” from which Chen is drawing at least part of their idea about 

prefixal trans-, trans- is relational—neither its prefixal capacities nor the hyphen that extends out 

from it need only connect to gender or sex (14). Though, it may at a given moment.  

Perhaps Chen’s focus on sex and genitalia is, in their discussion of trans-, related to 

gender in less identitarian ways than the term transgender is commonly thought, and this is a 

gesture toward that distinction.50 Genitals, for Chen, are “directly tied to social orders that are 

vastly more complex than systems of gender alone” (137). I agree that gender alone cannot 

account for shifting modes of racialization (without considering race, for example)—nor can 

genitals, particularly without considering the implications of transsexual becomings. The 

intricate connections among sex and gender and genitalia seem too dense to parse out through an 

altogether different suffixal attachment unrelated to the body.  

In fact, toward the end of the chapter from Animacies that I am discussing, Chen critiques 

Eva Hayward’s discussion in “More Lessons From a Starfish” (2008) of how trans operates 

through the surgical cut. In her article, Hayward begins with the lyrics to Antony & the 

Johnson’s song “Cripple and the Starfish,” later theorizing Antony’s starfish and its capacity for 

regeneration and transformation after being cut as a mode of trans-becoming.51 Hayward is thus 

                                                
50 Here I am referencing mainstream usage of transgender, not transgender as an evolving theoretical term. Though, 
one is always morphing the other, and what is “academic” or “non-academic” should not be read binaristically. 
51 See also Natalie Corinne Hansen’s (2008) “Humans, Horses, and Hormones: (Trans)Gendering Cross-Species 
Relationships” for another example of a transperson exploring gender transition through a relationship with a non-
human. Additionally, in terms of transspecies becomings, Mira J. Hird (2008) offers “transsex” in part as a model 
for critiquing feminist exclusion of trans embodiment from the realm of nature/the natural by showing the ways in 
which transsexing happens across the “natural” world in a variety of species. 
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not interested in considering the cut as lack or absence, but as possibility (69). She notes as 

follows:  

To cut off the penis/finger is not to be an amputee, but to produce the conditions of 

physical and psychical regrowth. The cut is possibility. For some transsexual women, the 

cut is not so much an opening of the body, but a generative effort to pull the body back 

through itself in order to feel mending, to feel the growth of new margins. The cut is not 

just an action; the cut is part of the ongoing materialization by which a transsexual 

tentatively and mutably becomes. (2008, 72; emphasis in original) 

Hayward’s contention that the cut is possibility reworks the dominant association of transsexual 

surgeries with binary limits, limits associated with the prescriptive ideals of medical intervention. 

Moreover, the cut, for Hayward, is not an either/or gesture, not simply a move to distinguish one 

side of the cut from another; that is, the cut does not perform a transition between “monolithic 

masculine or feminine.” The cut is part of an ongoing embodied process that refuses to 

disaggregate sex from gender rather than a definitive or ultimate moment of gendered 

emergence.  

However, Chen’s primary assessment is that Hayward should have considered 

perspectives of disability studies to better articulate how “the cut” is also a limiting and 

nonvoluntary space. This can also be said with regard to intersex people’s bodies as well: cuts in 

these cases are typically not performed with consent. For trans people, “the cut” may also be a 

space of loss and mourning, a space as potentializing as it is phantasmal. But, just as Hayward’s 

cut refuses to abandon trans bodily matter as coextensive with performativity (such that state 

power enacts cuts through trans lives through consensual and nonconsensual enforcement), she is 
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pointing to the necessary alliance between trans theory and disability studies. She writes as 

follows:  

So although I might find my born-sex dis-abling, I also see my trans-sex as a cut-sex that 

“cripples” an imagined wholeness even while I find that position to be a livable even 

desirable position rather than annexed or repudiated. This is to say, for me, I invite the 

cut that leaves sex-scars and other unfulfilled wishes so that I might live differently my 

gender dys-phoria, my dis-comforting born-sex. The “cripple” might yearn for 

transformation, to “diss” dys-phoria, but the corporeal act and affect of transformation (as 

in a cut, for example) does not cure but trans-figures embodiment. (2008, 71) 

Here, Hayward attends to how transsexuality and disability are always already constitutive terms 

for some trans subjects. Because cuts are neither equal/equalizing and have different effects on 

different bodies, the outcomes of those cuts cannot produce a healed, whole trans subject over a 

disabled or partial subject. Hayward asserts that transsexuality is neither voluntary (even through 

enactments of cuts) nor boundless. Cuts are themselves limits that are productive of other limits, 

which can then become the conditions of possibility for other limits. In other words, for 

Hayward, the cut is never curative even as it produces transfiguration. This is precisely 

Hayward’s emphasis on the cut—transsexing—as both potentializing and productive of further 

differentials. Her insistence that trans is a prepositional prefix affirms how regeneration, in her 

argument, is a relational mode of embodiment: that is, as Hayward writes, “There is no absolute 

division, but continuity between the physiological and affective responses of my different 

historical bodies” (2008, 73). Rather than a dividing argument, this seems like an opening for 

new “transubstantiations” between the fields of trans and disability studies. 
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Thus, Chen is of course right in pointing to disability studies as a rich set of theories and 

tools for considering how morphological and physiological shifts—particularly those shifts 

occurring through debilitating illnesses—render bodies differently situated in relation to sex, 

race, and gender, and thus, to transgender and transsexual. This is part of Chen’s critical 

intervention through the concept of animacy. Yet, disassociating trans from bodily sex or gender 

in favor of other suffixal attachments or implicitly placing trans under the purview of queer by 

minimizing its capacity for considering other forms of bodily hierarchization, forecloses the 

theoretical possibilities of trans. Hayward’s article is about the potentials for enfolding that 

transsexing enables, for experiencing the body through itself rather than in opposition to it (as in 

through binary movement via “sex change”). Trans-, in Chen’s text though, is not critically 

engaged with bodies that physically and/or psychically experience transsexuality, even as 

Hayward’s concept of transsexing as healing is regarded as an “articulate refusal of the 

forbidding materiality implicated in the discourse of the ‘absenting’ of ‘native parts’ that is often 

leveled against transsexuals” (Chen 2012, 153). This is true; Hayward does level an argument 

against those who consider trans surgical procedures to be productive of the unnatural body, as if 

there is a real and natural body in existence prior to surgery.  

But, Chen’s criticism of Hayward is based on what Chen claims is her lack of full 

consideration of “the affective provocations of the song’s deployment of the word cripple” (ibid; 

emphasis in original). This is a fair assessment—in attempting to draw from the metaphorical 

and physical “cripple/crippling” that the song discusses, and to extend it to theorizations of trans- 

surgical potentials, the full affective provocations of the term itself falls into the cut. And these 

affects are in part what enable the metaphorical use to arise at all. That being said, there seem 
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some assertions about the use of trans-, more generally, that err from the expansive possibilities 

it offers.  

Chen argues, “if we take seriously Franklin’s assessment that there are ways in which 

biology is made, not born, then we should be cautious about naively romanticizing what 

Hayward calls the ‘generative enactment of … healing.’ Perhaps instead, the language of 

transubstantiation might provide an alternative way to understand how bodies of all sorts 

undergo regimes of regulation, and also how they resist those regimes” (153–154). While Chen’s 

judgment of the bodily narrative that revolves around the concept of “born this way” and “fixed 

through intervention” is a persuasive one, it is not one that Hayward is “naively romanticizing.” 

Hayward is arguing that the cut might hold potential for the transsexual subject, and it seems 

reasonable that transsexuality and transsexing hold this as one potential. Chen’s suggestion that 

transubstantiation offers a broader frame for thinking about the regulations enforced upon all 

bodies and the resistances that those regulations may produce is an interesting theoretical 

proposition, but by critiquing Hayward in the same breath, it evades the rich potentials of 

transsexuality that Hayward puts forth. It instead reproduces transsexual as a linear movement 

from male to female (in this case) through surgical intervention, painting it as the monstrous 

unreal that Chen admires Hayward for refusing through her personal and theoretical intervention. 

Ultimately, rather than merely questioning Hayward’s lack of acknowledgment of the important 

resonances of “cripple,” they end up positioning Hayward’s overall argument, intentionally or 

not, as naive. Thus, the offering of transubstantiation that Chen poses, while certainly useful for 

their focus throughout the chapter, separates trans from the body rather than thinking trans 

through and of the body.  
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More recently, Hayward and Jami Weinstein, in their special co-edited issue of TSQ: 

Transgender Studies Quarterly, offer “trans*” as an alternative to the use of the hyphen to denote 

numerous and motley attachments. Hayward and Weinstein state the following: 

If trans* is ontological, it is that insofar as it is the movement that produces beingness. In 

other words, trans* is not a thing or being, it is rather the processes through which 

thingness and beingness are constituted. In its prefixial state, trans* is prepositionally 

oriented—marking the with, through, of, and across that make life possible. Trans*life 

works purposefully crabwise to ontological claims; trans* can be ontological to the extent 

that it is the movement across precisely vitality itself. (2015, 196–197; emphasis in 

original) 

Trans*, they suggest, is not an ontology but a “moving mattering,” “the expressive force 

between, with, and of that enables the asterisk to stick to particular materializations” (197). Given 

that trans is indeed a relational prefix and the attachment of the asterisk “repurposes, displaces, 

renames, replicates, and intensifies terms, adding yet more texture, increased vitalization” (198), 

the asterisk is also the space from which all shifting embodied experiences of gender, race, and 

ability touch—and thus morph, fuse, shift, and alter—trans.  

Marquis Bey has beautifully noted that the “*” is also “celestial. Beyond our discernable 

stratosphere is the galactic backdrop of all that we know to be possible. Colloquially, and 

tellingly, known simply as ‘space,’ it is empty yet full, and is the very condition of possibility 

for, essentially, that which is possible” (Bey 2017, 284). The lines of the asterisk extend outward 

toward the furthest margins of possibility, pulled gravitationally into orbits to be identified only 

via telescopic glimpses by other celestial bodies. Bey’s conception of space as “empty yet full,” 

elaborated here as the asterisk that follows trans, suggests a possibility for rebirth from the void 
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of nothingness itself.52 As Bey insists, Blackness and Trans-*ness are “nodes of one another, 

inflections that, though originary and names for the nothingness upon which distinction rests, 

flash in different hues because of subjects’ interpretive historical entrenchment” (278). They 

resonate with and across each other in relation to how bodies are positioned along hierarchies of 

life and death. In relation to animacy, trans* likewise works as a means of denoting movement 

and slippage, offering a proliferative mode of examining embodiment rather than a narrowing of 

any one conceptual framing.  

In fact, in the co-edited special issue of TSQ in which Hayward and Weinstein explicate 

trans with an asterisk—trans*—there appears a brief interview with Mel Chen about their book, 

Animacies. Discussing the recent theoretical implications of the “animal turn” in connection with 

trans in the interview, Chen puts forth the idea of “transplantimalities” as a means of co-figuring 

environmental studies, transgender studies, and animal studies “to account more deeply for their 

sometimes implicitly mutually enacted politics, whether or not at cross purposes with one 

another” (321). Chen cites cases wherein humans have received organs from other living humans 

and have experienced a sense of the other body. Their questions can be paraphrased thus: Why 

do we not consider those intimacies across the boundaries of species as well? What would it be 

like to consider, for example, a human’s felt sense of a pig because of a porcine valve transplant? 

Or is a mouse growing human ear-shaped cartilage on its back not sensing and ontologically 

touching and feeling the human? Chen responds to their own questions, posing 

“transplantimalities” as a way to describe the animate mattering made possible through 

xenotransplantation. Chen’s conceptual assemblage of transplant and animalities is provocative; 

it seeks an understanding of the disciplinary interstices into which much is lost or purposefully 

                                                
52 See Karen Barad (2015) for more about the quantum void of nothingness that is both empty and full. Also, see 
Chapter 3 for more explication of Barad in relation to how interstitial space may be empty, but not empty of 
potential. 
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overlooked. In many cases, this includes the racializing historical supports that actually connect 

the fields so deeply, or at least the underpinnings that require reflexive engagement with regard 

to field formations.  

Chen’s provocation, however, leads me to a different theoretic fusion, a different analytic 

neologism: trans*plantation. We unplant, replant and cross-pollinate various theories from 

various fields to better understand the way the world is (un)structured and thus, how we might 

better configure or co-figure it. Theoretically then, the asterisk in connection with trans functions 

as a “moving mattering” in Hayward and Weinstein’s terms—an infinite node of connectivity—

and plantation is both a mode of investing power into certain types of bodies over others and 

also of the infinite potentials for those bodies to pollenate, challenge, grow, and shift these 

investments. Plantation is spatial, transcontinental, and transspecies. The asterisk facilitates 

unexpected attachments and capacitates old ones: these attachments are not always progressive 

or regressive, positive or negative—they are not simple binaries. Transplantations—as in the 

movement of organs from one body to other bodies—are themselves trans* movements that 

direct the vitality from one body to another in neither an equal nor equalizing fashion. The act of 

unplanting and replanting is enacted through cuts in multiple fields (physical and social), and as 

previously noted, cuts are always limits even as those limits can become the conditions for the 

possibility of other limits.  

Trans* is messy and unsettled/unsettleable: not an identity, but a prefixal “force” 

supplemented by a “starfishy” symbol(ic). This is partially why theorizing or critiquing a song 

like “Cripple and the Starfish” is also messy. As paraontological tools, Trans*-ness and 

Blackness remain “differently inflected names for an anoriginal lawlessness that mark an escape 

from the confinement and besidedness to ontology” (Bey 2017). At the same time, trans* 
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“flash[es] at different hues because of subjects’ interpretive historical entrenchment” (ibid.). And 

the “*” itself regrows, regenerates, and potentializes just as it attaches, transplants, and plants 

certain “historical entrenchments.” That is, trans is a “force” that enables the asterisk to connect 

to particular suffixal materializations—bodily uses—of trans. For example, if we look to the 

more recent work of Anonhi—formerly the lead singer and song writer for Antony and the 

Johnsons—we run into an example of one of these trans*plantations: crossing media, race, and 

gender, Anohni’s music and politics yet again pull us to examine trans embodiments in relation 

to other hierarchizations of life form. 

 

Anonhi’s “Hopelessness” as Trans*plantation 

In 2016, more than a decade and a half after the 2000 release of the song “Cripple and the 

Starfish,” ANOHNI released her first solo album “Hopelessness.” In it, she calls attention to 

climate change, her disappointment in Barack Obama, murder, and drones: each track is a 

political statement. The album is less metaphorical than her older work; it also moves away from 

her previous orchestral chamber-pop sound toward an electronic, synth-heavy dance sound.53 

The cover art for the album, along with its associated music videos, offer an example of how 

trans* can assemble with historically entrenched bodily differentiations, dislodging the trans 

body from its own physicality through the capture of other hierarchizing associations.  

This is her first album release as Anohni—not only as a transfeminine person but as a 

person taking on feminine pronouns and actively seeking recognition as a transwoman. I note 

this because even as I analyze and critique some of the visual and aural enactments of 

embodiment that Anonhi renders for the album cover and in one of the music videos for a song 

                                                
53 Along with Anohni, the album is co-produced by Hudson Mohawke, who has produced albums for Kanye West 
and Drake among other artists, and Oneohtrix Point Never, who is known for his own electronic music. This is a big 
shift away from her previous work with a band. 
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on the album, I am not overlooking Anohni’s courage, brilliance, and beauty—she undeniably 

embodies all of these attributes. Her intentions are indisputably positive.  

 Anonhi’s enactment of her transfemininity in the album’s songs and on the album cover 

is complex and layered. For example, on the cover of the album (figure 3), Anohni trans*plants 

images of Ethiopian supermodel Liya Kedebe’s face and British supermodel Naomi Campbell’s 

face onto her own. One can make out Anohni’s hair and shoulders, both turned slightly to the left 

about forty degrees. The forehead of the composite is Anohni’s; but from the eyebrows down to 

the neck, Kedebe’s and Campbell’s faces are visible. The opacity adjustment makes Anohni’s 

facial features somewhat legible beneath, but significantly obscured. Unlike Anohni’s slightly 

turned body, Kedebe’s and Campbell’s faces appear to be directly facing the viewer; but at the 

center of the image—where the three noses converge—it is difficult to tell exactly whose face is 

turned which way. This angular variation creates an even less convincing composite, in a way 

calling attention to the thinness of Kedebe’s and Campbell’s supermodel faces over Anohni’s 

rounder features, and to the multiplicity of embodiment, more generally. There are also wisps of 

tulle that appear on the left side (from the viewer’s perspective) of the face, curling up under the 

eye, and again on the right side of the face under the eye and flowing out with Anohni’s hair—a 

subtle reference to masking amidst the already composite layering of faces.  
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Figure 3, Hopelessness album cover, 2016, Anonhi 

 

In this image, Anohni settles into other bodies, using blackness as a visual anchor for her 

own trans embodiment. She is in blackface. As Amanda Williams (2016) has written: 

With the popularity of face-composite apps, it might be difficult to understand that 

[image] for what it is: blackface. But in a time of fiery online conversation about 

appropriation in pop culture and the use of black women as accessories for a white 

artist’s vision, there should be little confusion about what it means or provokes when a 

white artist depends on the moral authority of black femininity to endorse her message of 
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radical politics. But Anohni’s actions have received little scrutiny; she has been protected 

by the shield of wokeness and her own politicized identity. (Williams 2016, n.p.) 

Williams insists that Anohni’s transness dissuades an analysis of her appropriation of black 

feminine bodies. The cover image and the music videos for the album make this assertion hard to 

deny, and the lack of critique to which Williams refers has a great deal to do with Anohni’s good 

(white) intentions.  

Next, in the video for “Drone Bomb Me,” Naomi Campbell appears again. The video 

moves from her wearing a fashionable full-body military garb (figure 4) to a tighter shot of her 

face and upper torso, where we see her hair covering her breasts and rosary beads around her 

neck. Throughout, she often appears in a bustier-type garment and thigh high boots (figure 5). 

The camera moves from Campbell lip-syncing the song to a group of men of color dancing in 

contorted asynchrony likely across from her; for a part of the video, the men are shirtless (figure 

6). By the end, they have shifted from defiant and physically pliable to a pile of what appear to 

be dead bodies in black pants and black shirts. In the midst of the video, the camera repeatedly 

closes in on Campbell’s face as tears streak her cheeks (figure 7). The space, overall, reads like 

an abandoned building: dimly lighted, dark walls, concrete floors, eerily highlighted in green and 

blue as though toxic.  

As the song begins, Campbell appears as a military leader (figure 4), staunch and 

unafraid. “Drone bomb me, blow me from the Mountains,” we hear Anonhi sing. Campbell’s 

mouth moves purposefully, taking on Anonhi’s words and visually conveying their emotion. 

Campbell appears so powerful that one can almost read her lip-syncing as a co-optation of 

Anonhi’s words, reconfiguring how agency is accessed and who is trans*planted across 

difference. Here, the visual—as it works through Campbell’s body—simultaneously make her 
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the person who possesses voice and the person who is being ventriloquized. This complex 

position that Campbell fleetingly holds shows how her embodied movement across the aural-

visual sensorial cut, visualized and heard in this music video, complicate any simplistic notion of 

who is enacting agency and who is not. Her presence with and through Anonhi suggests that 

each participant has differential access to agential action.  

 

 

Figure 4. Naomi Campbell in the music video for Anonhi’s song “Drone Bomb Me”  
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Figure 5. Naomi Campbell in the music video for Anonhi’s song “Drone Bomb Me” wearing a 
black bikini leotard and black boots that go above the knee, 2016 
 

 

Figure 6. Men dancing in the music video for Anonhi’s song “Drone Bomb Me” 
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Figure 7. Naomi Campbell, close-up shot with tear-streaked cheeks in the music video for 
Anonhi’s song “Drone Bomb Me” 
 

 

Anohni has said of her song, “It’s a love song from the perspective of a girl in 

Afghanistan, say a 9-year-old girl whose family’s been killed by a drone bomb. She is kind of 

looking up at the sky and she’s gotten herself to a place where she just wants to be killed by a 

drone bomb too” (Carley 2016, n.p.). The child’s desire for annihilation—to reach beyond or 

survive—is connected to Anohni’s own description of her gender transition, particularly in 

relation to voice. She writes: 

I’ve never been that interested in my physical body as a convincing visual conduit for my 

voice. I've never been comfortable standing on stage and trying to negotiate what it is that 

people are seeing. [Pointing at herself] I’ve never had this ‘for sale,’ particularly. It’s 

always been an unfortunate byproduct of the fact that I’m a singer. So to me, it’s been 

separating my voice from my body in a way. That was my idea: that I would be 

annihilated. (Collinge 2016, n.p.)  
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But this annihilation is only made possible through the brown and black body.  

Anohni and her transness, as well as her whiteness, work as a present absence, as 

foundational to the liveness of differentially positioned bodies, while at the same time only able 

to speak, to possess voice, through the body of the other. Put another way, her trans*ness works 

as her own annihilation, deracinating the self but only via a visual speaking-through rather than 

necessarily alongside or in relation with other others. As Amanda Williams says of black women 

in service of Anohni’s visuality, “We are called in to do the dirty work of delivering the bad 

news about the state of the world. We are called in to make the audience question their comfort 

and worldview” (Williams 2016, n.p.). But perhaps even more troubling, Campbell’s voice is not 

merely used to “do the dirty work,” but is silenced, her body a made into a conduit for Anonhi’s 

speech. In this trans*plantation of power Anonhi’s experience of life is enhanced, given both 

body and voice, as Campbell is only granted a corporeal presence.  

It is not just Anohni’s voice that is trans*planted: it is her desired body. She idealizes her 

visual self through other bodies while maintaining her own voice. As she notes, “seeing Naomi 

singing the song totally transforms the song and makes it much more universal, because Naomi 

is an icon of beauty and of femininity” (Collinge 2016, n.p.). Here, “more universal” stands for 

more palatable, more consumable. The intent, of course, is to get her message across to a broader 

audience—listeners can hear the song differently by seeing the singer differently. One might 

agree that seeing someone lip-syncing a song does facilitate a different vision of the singer, or 

perhaps that it even enables the song to take on different meanings. But, there are other stakes of 

these plays on the body. One is a kind of trans shame: don’t look at me, I am not beautiful 

enough; just hear me as you look at someone more beautiful; imagine me as that person; now do 

you hear my meaning? There is also the notion that being “more universal” is merely about 
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being more palatable to a mainstream audience. One must question though, is it only Campbell’s 

mainstream fame and beauty that make her “more universal?” Is not her blackness also being 

conceived as palatable? Is this trans* move not contingent on the underlying logic that black 

bodies are already exchangeable, replaceable, and ultimately, consumable? What is trans*planted 

here?  

Anohni’s move toward annihilation through a kind of trans embodiment visualizes 

certain bodies as peripheral or nonexistent, some as present through absence, still others as 

foundational to the liveness of other differentially positioned bodies. Anohni’s good intentions, 

politically and personally, are complex in their enactment. The album’s cover and music videos 

highlight trans whiteness through absence, allowing black women’s bodies to be interchangeable 

proxies for beauty, femininity, and consumption, and for Anohni to be regenerated and enlivened 

through these moves. Her political statements, made very much in line with her trans politics, 

incorporate—corporealize—black women as both a founding premise of her own voice and a 

desired visual representation of it. The black body is situated in the interstitial space between the 

physical and the verbal, the present and the absent, enervated to the voiceless position of lip-

syncer at the same time as it visually enables consumption of the song and the album, and in the 

process, the body itself.  

What this example suggests is that trans*plantations cannot be minimized to one instance 

of bodily hierarchization; nor as an analytic can it facilitate perfectly clear pictures of how every 

interstitial movement among species categories occurs; nor does it contend that any one field—

science, history, and so on—is solely responsible for the bodily hierarchies it puts into focus. 

Instead, trans*plantation offers us a way to examine moments when these fields—and the 

transnational flows of capital between them—cross paths, moments when power and domination 
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mutate and vitality is redistributed, shifting certain bodies from mere things to objects of 

management, from nonhumans to humans to plants to microbes, from animal to objects and back 

again.   
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Chapter	2	
Taking	an	Account	of	Trans	Money	in	Trans*plantations	
of	(Un)Embodied	Form	
 

I wish I could get out into the garden. With my current robotic limitations, of course, that’s 
impossible. But I take comfort knowing that I’m near my garden. And enjoying the breeze from 
an open window helps me imagine myself out there working in the garden. This helps.  
- BINA48, a humanoid robot  
 

 

Figure 1, Human/Dolphin Foundation Letterhead Image, 1982-1983 
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 In late 1982, neuroscientist, dolphin researcher, and LSD enthusiast, John Lilly sent a 

letter to his friend, Reed Erickson, requesting money. Erickson—a wealthy transsexual 

businessman whose money financially supported the development of clinical and social care 

networks for transpeople in the United States from the 1960s through the 1980s—had been 

friends with Lilly since the late 1960s.54 Lilly’s request, typed on Human/Dolphin Foundation 

letterhead (a Foundation Lilly began), resulted in him receiving $1,200 per month from the 

Erickson Educational Foundation for, in Erickson’s writing, “a person to guard Dr. J.C. Lilly.”55 

It is unclear why a guard was needed or if there was further communication regarding this 

request.56 The particularities of the request are not the focus here, however. Instead, I examine 

how the image included on the letterhead (figure 1) connects to Erickson’s work, and relatedly, 

how Erickson’s philanthropy frequently enacted movements of life across species and spiritual-

material boundaries: trans*plantations of power.57  

 The image shows two fetuses, a dolphin and a human, curving inward toward each other. 

The human head looks down at the dolphin head, which is upside down. The humps on their 

heads and the raised area in the center of their bodies—their abdomens—visually reference each 

other, subtly suggesting physical similarity. Both fetuses’ eyes appear to be closed. An umbilical 

cord connects the two bodies, and the human fetus grasps it with both hands. Here, the human 

fetus seems to be a stand-in for Lilly, himself—a man who always grasped at communication 

across the barriers between dolphins and humans. However, the grasp ultimately signifies Lilly’s 

                                                
54 According to Lilly, he and Erickson were introduced through Jean Houston in late 1968. Transgender Archives, 
Reed Erickson and the Erickson Educational Foundation, Series 2, box 11, folder 3, Erickson v. ISHR—John Lilly 
Statement 
55 Transgender Archives, Reed Erickson and Erickson Educational Foundation, Series 1, Box 2, Folder 07, “EEF 
Projects #2200/#2300A (2) + 1 photograph” 
56 The green “I” mark shown in the image as well as the green lettering that has faintly bled through from the other 
side of the paper is Erickson’s writing. He is approving the distribution of funds in part, but some of the text is 
nonsensical. 
57 The image is approximately two inches by two inches on the letterhead. It is magnified in figure 1 to a bit more 
than double its size. 



 

 92 

attempted control over how these interspecies communications took shape and relatedly, his 

inability to fully embody or translate these differences. Around the image are the words “The 

Human/Dolphin Foundation • Interdependence through Communication.”58 The image could go 

unnoticed as an overworked exaggeration of species interconnectivity. But instead, it directs us 

toward the idea of two species becoming one, two bodies encircling one another as one holds 

their source of co-nutrition. The image also references the yin and yang symbol, a gesture toward 

complementarity of differences: a fantasy of Lilly’s research that, as will soon be examined, 

remains unfulfilled. 

 That the image shows two separate fetuses connected to each other by an umbilical cord 

and not to any specific species placenta or uterus implies that they are nourishing and developing 

each other. We cannot tell in what type of body they grow in or if the black circle in which they 

co-exist is necessarily a body at all—at least not the type of body in which humans or dolphins 

typically develop. They are contained in a circle, though the edges of the circle are lighter and 

more gray than the background behind the dolphin and human fetuses. Beyond the circle is the 

lighter color of the paper, almost allowing the image’s saturation to dissipate as it moves outward 

from the center. Text surrounds the circle, which contains the transspecies imagery to a 

somewhat confined space. Even still, we do not know from and to whom DNA is being 

transferred, or how the physicality of each body is taking shape in reference to the other. What 

we can infer from this umbilical connection is both the future separating cut and remaining 

physical evidence of gestational entanglement. That is, when these respective infants are “born,” 

their experience of connected gestation will be permanently imprinted onto their bodies through 

their necessary separation. There will be no mother, but the transspecies parasitism of their co-

                                                
58 Transgender Archives, Reed Erickson and Erickson Educational Foundation, Series 1, Box 2, File 07, EEF 
Projects – #2200/#2300A (2) + 1 photograph. 
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gestation and the continued species fusion of their co-nourishing gestation facilitates, will 

remain.59 Thus, through both its transspecies embodiment and its originary autonomy of the 

maternal/parental body, the image of these umbilically tied fetus bodies represents a beyond-

humanness, a superbeing, even as it is drawn by the human hand.60 In a way, this superbeing 

moves through and across the human, but is not the human. The superbeing visually conveyed in 

this image, however, is less present in Lilly’s actual research. In fact, from the earliest days of 

his cetacean studies, Lilly considered interspecies communication and expansions of 

consciousness vital for the continuation of the human species.61 For Lilly, the superbeing was 

still fundamentally a human being.  

 Reed Erickson’s research interests align with this simultaneous hope for the beyond and 

situatedness in human-centered ideas of transformation. His funding entity, the Erickson 

Educational Foundation, which he began in 1964, was intended “to provide assistance and 

support in areas where human potential seems limited by adverse physical, mental or social 

conditions, or where the scope of research was too new, controversial or imaginative to receive 

traditionally oriented support” (“Erickson Educational”). For well over a decade, the EEF 

provided crucial financial support for the development of clinical and social care networks for 

transpeople in the United States.62 But, Erickson’s funding to support the expansion of “human 

potential” was not limited to transsexuals or even to humans. He funded some of Stanley 

Krippner’s dream research, William Gutman’s homeopathic healing research, and a plethora of 

                                                
59 For a reading of the navel as a site of doubleness, a psychoanalytic metaphor for the physical/psychical cut from 
the mother, see Fred Botting’s Sex, Machines and Navels: Fiction, Fantasy and History in the Future Present 
(1999). 
60 Unfortunately, the artist is unknown. 
61 See John C. Lilly’s Man and Dolphin: Adventures on a New Scientific Frontier (1961) and The Center of the 
Cyclone: Looking into Inner Space (1972). 
62 See Devor and Matte 2007. See also Devor 2013. 
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New Age projects. Erickson also had a leopard companion named Henry whom he flew back and 

forth between his residences in the United States and Mexico. 

  As Abram J. Lewis (2014) has argued, and as my own archival research of Erickson’s 

personal and Foundation documents suggests, Erickson’s interests in psychodelia, 

parapsychology, higher states of consciousness, and other New Age projects did not emerge 

significantly later than his financial support of research on transsexualism. This concatenation of 

interests, rather than an idiosyncratic outcome of Erickson’s supposedly eccentric personality or 

devolving mental state, in fact reflects his evolving interest in connected forms of life and 

consciousness.63 Ignoring this confluence of philanthropic-personal-spiritual interests is itself a 

trans*plantation that serves to designate the development of transsexuality as absent animality, 

absent the processes of hierarchizing life forms.  

 In 1969, John Lilly received his first small grant of $1,000 from the Erickson Educational 

Foundation, and in 1970, he received $2,000.64 In 1983, Lilly’s Human/Dolphin Foundation—

with whose letterhead image this chapter began—at Marine World in San Francisco received at 

least $29,878 from the EEF.65 There was also a large gift in 1982 of $42,000 that EEF granted to 

the California Marine Mammal Center and one for $15,000 to Dr. Leslie A. Dierauf, who was 

running a study at the Marine Mammal Center that same year.66 All of these projects involved 

Lilly in some capacity. Primarily, Lilly’s human-dolphin research engaged interspecies verbal 

crossings, but he had also implanted electrodes in nonhuman animals to alter sensory 

communications within their bodies, and in at least one of his prolonged experiments, there 

                                                
63 See Devor and Matte (2007) and Meyerowitz (2004) for example descriptions of Erickson’s mental state changes 
as he aged. See also Lewis (2014) for a critique of these renderings. 
64 Transgender Archives, Reed Erickson and Erickson Educational Foundation, Series 1, box 1, file 06. 
65 Transgender Archives, Reed Erickson and Erickson Educational Foundation, Series 1, box 2, file 08, EEF Projects 
– #2301 “Dolfun Releeze.” 
66 Transgender Archives, Reed Erickson and Erickson Educational Foundation, Series 1, box 2, file 05, EEF Projects 
– #2000 Help for Animals in Distress. 
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emerged a transspecies sensuality between a dolphin and one of Lilly’s researchers. Lilly’s 

research was overall driven by a desire to potentialize the body—to use communication as a 

conduit for transspecies relations that might elevate each species, perhaps even melding their 

experiences of the world, to the degree possible, given their material differences. The primary 

problem with this potentialization through communication, however, was that the majority of 

Lilly’s research was anthropocentric. As I soon show, a simultaneous desire for expanding the 

possibilities for embodiment and controlling how those possibilities might be enacted coursed 

through all of his projects.  

 Lilly’s perhaps best known interspecies communication work occurred in the mid-1960s, 

prior to receiving funding from the Erickson Educational Foundation. But, given the notoriety of 

that particular research, which involved a sexual relationship between a human and a dolphin, it 

is unlikely that Erickson made the decision to give Lilly funding without knowing about his 

earlier work. As will be further analyzed throughout this chapter, Erickson’s money enabled 

trans*plantations of life across species boundaries, vitalizing certain types of marginalized 

bodies—transsexuals, for example—through a series of targeted projects. His philanthropy may 

seem, superficially, to be random, and perhaps it is correct to believe that he did not critically 

evaluate every financial gift he offered. But, the projects Erickson funded are not simply 

representative of flippant, idiosyncratic interests either.  

 

Lilly’s Dolphins: Communication, Sexuality, and Consciousness  

 John Lilly was a neuroscientist who spent a significant portion of his career studying the 

potentials of dolphins to speak and understand verbal (English) human language. He is also 

known for his attempts to reach higher states of consciousness through the combined use of LSD 
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and other mind-altering drugs such as ketamine and sensory deprivation tanks, which he 

invented.67 Lilly undertook this research for the sake of potential curative effects as well as the 

possibilities of accessing more of the brain’s capacities for language, understanding, and 

connection with other species. Toward the end of one of his studies, Lilly even dosed his dolphin 

subjects with LSD (Riley 2014, n.p.).  

 Lilly’s initial research into human/dolphin communication caught the attention of U.S. 

astronomers seeking to find intelligent extraterrestrial life. In the 2014 documentary film The 

Girl Who Talked to Dolphins, Frank Drake, astronomer and leader in the search for 

extraterrestrial intelligence (SETI), noted that Lilly’s research was supported by U.S. 

government entities because “we wanted to understand as much as we could about what the 

challenges were going to be in communicating with other intelligent species” (“The Girl” 2014, 

10:16-10:23).68 In the preface to his 1961 book, Man and Dolphin: Adventures on a New 

Scientific Frontier, which mapped his early research with dolphins, Lilly notes: “If no one 

among us pursues the matter before interspecies communication is forced upon Homo sapiens by 

an alien species, this book will have failed in its purpose” (11).69 He was convinced that 

“experiencing higher states of consciousness” and, thus, experiencing the brain’s expanded 

potentials through drug use, was vital to the continuance of the human species (Lilly 1972, 

                                                
67 This research was also taking place at a time when the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) was dosing unknowing 
people with LSD in a mind-control study code named Project MKULTRA, which began in the 1950s and did not 
officially end until 1973 (Thomas 1977). Lilly had received some of his early funding for his dolphin research from 
government sources. 
68 These ideas remain prevalent in popular culture, as well. The 2016 science fiction film, Arrival, is a good 
example. In it, a linguistics professor must learn to communicate with aliens whose spacecraft have begun landing 
on earth. 
69 Martine Rothblatt, whose transhumanist philosophy will soon be discussed, is equally ambitious in her statements 
regarding transspecies encounters. According to Lisa Miller, at Rothblatt’s pig farm, she “expects to conduct a 
successful pig-human transplant by the end of the decade” (2014, 8). 
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xiii).70 Overall, however, Lilly was likely more interested in the capacities of expanding 

consciousness beyond species boundaries than he was with human incapacity to communicate 

with extraterrestrial beings.  

 Lilly originally became interested in interspecies communication in the mid-1950s, and 

soon after, sought to determine a species whose brains were comparatively sized to humans and 

whose communication and cognitive capacities were seemingly as complex as that of humans 

(1961, 19).71 Dolphins met those criteria. As a result, in the late 1950s, Lilly purchased land on 

St. Thomas island in the Caribbean and by 1959, construction of a dolphin research facility was 

underway (Lilly 1967, 139). In the spring of 1959, Lilly received assistance from the United 

States Navy’s Underwater Demolition Team No. 21. The Team deepened existing natural tide 

pools at the site through the use of explosives (141). At this point in the project, Lilly was still 

self-funded. A bit later that year, he received funds from the Office of Naval Research for his 

research program, and a year after that, he received funds from the National Science Foundation 

to build a laboratory on site (146).  

 In 1963, Lilly hired Gregory Bateson, anthropologist and renowned semiotician, to run 

his lab at St. Thomas. Bateson was especially interested in dolphins because they possessed 

complex physical and sonar communications even as they lacked external ears and facial 

expressions (Harries-Jones 1995, 148).72 Bateson contended that many researchers who were 

interested in interspecies communication focused on nonhuman animal communication as if it 

                                                
70 While this combination of drugs and senses was new, the idea of the human species being a leader of its own 
evolutionary destiny is alternately described by eugenicist Julian Huxley’s transhumanism, which is discussed in 
further detail later in this chapter. 
71 In Lilly’s Man and Dolphin (1961) covering his early cetacean research, he noted that humans must be open to the 
idea that there are creatures such as dolphins, whose language and intellectual capacities were potentially as 
advanced as humans (17-18). 
72 Bateson had engaged with nonhuman animal communication prior to his move to St. Thomas. As Harries-Jones 
(1995) notes, his first published paper in 1925 was on partridges, and about twenty-five years later, Bateson 
researched octopus communication as well as how communication through play occurred among spider monkeys 
(146-147). 
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functioned under the same paradigm as that of humans. Thus, one of Bateson’s interventions in 

Lilly’s research was to push for a more relational approach to the research, specifically one that 

appropriated the mother-baby relationship. Instead of attempting “to derive a language from 

combinations of sounds,” Bateson urged researchers “to begin to observe patterns of sound 

characteristic of certain interactions” (Harries-Jones 1995, 149). Bateson’s intention with this 

was to gain more insight into how certain relationships between dolphins produced and required 

certain types of sounds and actions; for example, a mother teaching a baby a certain click noise 

might accompany a certain action, but through this sound-action association the mother was also 

teaching the baby how to make the sound itself (ibid.). Gaining an understanding of what 

combinations of sounds and actions were connected to certain types of relationships would aid 

researchers in contrasting those combinations with those that are suggestive of other 

relationships or types of interactions. Bateson, however, was not at all interested in teaching 

dolphins to speak the English language.  

Lilly, to the contrary, stated in his 1961 book:  

If we are ever to make progress in giving the animals the full benefit of our human 

experience, we must be able to get into the water with them the year round, frequently, 

every day seven days a week. In other words, to give them the same chance that we 

would give a human child to learn our language and ways, we must modify our own 

behavior and meet them at least halfway in their own medium. (1961, 121-122; emphasis 

added)  

Again, Bateson was not suggesting that we meet dolphins halfway or treat them as human 

children under these terms, or that dolphins would be benefited by human experience. He was 

instead focused on how humans might better understand dolphin communications among one 
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another. In short, while Bateson may have suggested to Lilly that it would be useful to 

appropriate a mother-child relationship as a tool for understanding how language is taught and 

learned intergenerationally, it was not so that the human mother could teach the dolphin child 

how to speak English.73 

 Lilly’s own ranking of humans as the apogee of language and communication—an 

anthropocentric comparative model of hierarchization that trans*plants dolphins’ worth through 

the human—is overt throughout much of his research. Meeting the dolphin “halfway,” assumed 

that doing so would enable dolphins to finally learn human language and access human 

experiences. In this frame, Lilly situates audible verbal English language as the most important 

form of experience in accessing humanness. In this trans* movement across species, language 

difference trans*plants humans who communicate non-audibly—for example, those who use 

sign language or those who use forms of non-verbal commuication—situating them as less than 

fully human. In a way, then, Lilly’s work dismisses certain humans by disregarding other 

possible forms of communication as potential sources of transspecies understanding.  

 Lilly’s experiments on St. Thomas were not funded by Erickson. But, the work he did 

there is some of his most famous human-dolphin research, and it certainly relates to the work 

that Erickson eventually helped to finance. In 1964, Bateson hired Margaret Howe (now Howe 

Lovatt), who lived on St. Thomas and had no substantive scientific training (Riley 2014, n.p.). In 

The Mind of the Dolphin (1967), Lilly notes that Howe Lovatt joined the staff of the 

Communication Research Institute on February 7, 1964 (204). By November 1964, Howe Lovatt 

was consistently working with the dolphins on using their blowholes to vocalize English words 

(Lilly 1967, 206). She worked independently with each dolphin (Sissy, Pam, and Peter) in a 

                                                
73 See chapter nine of Donna Haraway’s (1989) Primate Visions: Gender, Race, and Nation in the World of Modern 
Science for another example of the mother-child relationship being taken up in sadistic terms in Harry Harlowe’s 
invented “cloth mother” milk delivery system for baby monkeys confined to the research lab. 
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fiberglass tank, while the other two dolphins lived in the sea pool—a pool at sea level that was 

refreshed by the tide. In mid-May, all dolphins were returned to the sea pool so that the 

laboratory could be flooded to enable the full time cohabitation of Margaret and Peter, the 

youngest of the three dolphins and the least subjected to experimentation. From June to August 

1965, Howe Lovatt lived with Peter full time.74 In The Mind of the Dolphin (1967), Howe 

Lovatt’s weekly reports appear in slightly truncated form.75 During the experiment, Howe Lovatt 

worked with Peter on how to say both his name and Margaret’s, as well as teaching him to recite 

numbers. Based on her statements in the 2014 film, The Girl Who Talked to Dolphins, she 

seemed to have faith that Peter could learn English if given enough time.  

Howe Lovatt and Peter primarily worked together without outside distraction. In her 

notes, Howe Lovatt discusses Peter getting erections and sexual urges that he tried to direct at 

her. At first, Howe Lovatt took him down to the sea pool to be with Pam and Sissy, the two 

female dolphins. After some time, however, she concluded that it was less disruptive to stroke 

his penis until he had an orgasm.  

Now it has happened that Peter has modified his sexual rambunctiousness … to a more 

humanized level … and no longer has to come to a dead stop when he gets excited. 

Peter’s sexual excitement usually begins with the biting business, and my stroking him. 

Now, however, when his penis becomes erect, he no longer tries to run me down and 

knock me off my feet, rather he slides very smoothly along my legs, and I can very easily 

rub his penis with either my hand or my foot, Peter accepts either and again seems to 

reach some sort of orgasm and relaxes. We usually go through this three times or so 

                                                
74 The space was sealed and flooded with twenty-two inches of water so that Peter’s back would be completely 
covered. Howe Lovatt then hung a platform with a desk on it from the ceiling; she did the same with her bed. To get 
from one area to the other, she had to wade through 22” of water (Lilly 1967). 
75 Any ellipses I use in the quotations I include are present in the book, and are not my own unless otherwise 
indicated. 
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before he quits and starts another game. This is not a private thing. Peter and I have done 

this with other people present … but it is a very precious sort of thing, Peter is completely 

involved, and I involve myself to the extent of putting as much love into the tone, touch, 

and mood as possible. We do not have to respect his privacy … but we cannot help but 

respect his happiness! (Howe in Lilly 1967, 159-161) 

Peter adjusted his dolphin-ness to a more “human” scale, and Margaret accepted Peter’s inherent 

“dolphin-ness,” finding a certain sensuality at its borders. It is not useful, though, to describe this 

relationship as a bestial exception to otherwise normal human/nonhuman encounters. 

 As Howe Lovatt notes, her respect for Peter’s happiness is her primary interest in helping 

him orgasm, but she also admits to a certain sensuality in the act. She displaces her own sense of 

human pleasure onto Peter by arguing in another place in the text that it was simply easier to help 

him orgasm than deal with his continued desires. She also argues that as she got used to these 

frequent events, Peter toned down his rambunctious requests to a “more humanized level” (Howe 

in Lilly 1967, 159). Each party’s actions highlight the omnipresent slippage of humanness itself, 

a trans*plantation of species—of power—that has become one of the primary reasons why 

Lilly’s research is remembered. At the end of The Girl who Talked to Dolphins (2014), Howe 

Lovatt notes emphatically: “I’m a human, I’m in love with a human. I married a human, I had 

babies. I did have a very close encounter with [pauses briefly] can’t even say a dolphin again, 

with Peter. One dolphin. I was very lucky” (“The Girl” 2014, 57:33–57:46). She almost 

defensively insists that her “close encounter” with Peter does not negate her desire for a human 

male (who, as it turns out, was the photographer who took images of she and Peter during the 

experiment). This act of transspecies shift, she asserts, did not revoke her humanness.  
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 Funding for continued research on the project ceased in 1966 in large part due to what 

backers considered minimal progress in teaching the dolphins to speak English. From the 

late1960s onward, Lilly relied primarily on private sources, including the Erickson Educational 

Foundation, to finance his projects rather than government funding (Revkin 2001, n.p.). By the 

mid 1970s, Lilly had moved away from electrodes and confinement of dolphins and toward a 

more conservationist approach. He began the Human/Dolphin Foundation in 1976, and by the 

early 1980s, he was developing a computer program to facilitate human/dolphin communication 

without confining dolphins to a research site. This is when Reed Erickson most significantly 

funded Lilly’s work (the early 1980s), providing over $85,000 dollars in funds to dolphin rescue 

organizations and dolphin-focused research projects with which Lilly was affiliated.76  

 At this point, Erickson was in his mid-sixties and had provided hundreds of thousands of 

dollars to projects ranging from dolphin-human communication to transsexualism, from New 

Age spiritualities to dream research. But how and where did Erickson’s philanthropy begin? And 

what other trans*plantations of power did his money enable? As earlier noted, the EEF’s mission 

statement makes clear that the foundation sought to provide funds in areas where “human 

potential” was limited for any number of reasons. But, along what transspecies funding avenues 

was this potential to be unleashed? Furthermore, which bodies serve as the supports for these 

forms of human potentialization, and what trans*plantations of power occur in these moments of 

potentialization?  

  

 

 

                                                
76 Transgender Archives, Reed Erickson and Erickson Educational Foundation, Series 1, box 2, file 08, EEF Projects 
– #2301 “Dolfun Releeze.” 



 

 103 

Transsexualism’s Vitals: Reed Erickson’s Philanthropic Crossings 

 Reed Erickson was born in El Paso, Texas in 1917, and raised in Philadelphia. He 

received secretarial and commerce training at Temple University before becoming the first 

woman to graduate from Louisiana State University’s school of mechanical engineering (Devor 

and Matte 2007, 48). After he received his degree, he moved back to Philadelphia, but was 

unable to find work as an engineer due to sexism. In 1953, he and his then-partner moved back to 

Baton Rouge where he worked for his father and also started a business that made stadium 

bleachers (ibid.). In addition to his own successful business ventures, by the early 1960s, having 

inherited with his sister his father’s lead smelting business and having successfully run it before 

selling it, Erickson had become a multi-millionaire. He slowly transitioned over the course of the 

mid- to late-1950s; he had chest surgery in Tijuana in the late 1950s (65) and began taking 

testosterone around the same time (48). Erickson became a patient of Dr. Harry Benjamin in 

1963 (49).  

 In the fall of 1964, Harry Benjamin, Erickson’s doctor, received a three-year research 

grant from the Erickson Educational Foundation (EEF) (Benjamin 1969, 8). The grant money 

enabled Benjamin, or in this case, the Harry Benjamin Foundation, to bring together multiple 

scientists to study transsexuality and provide care to transsexuals (Erickson 1969, xiii). As early 

as the 1920s, Benjamin—based on his knowledge and understanding of Eugen Steinach’s 

research on hormones—had administered cross-sex hormones (Benjamin 1969, 1). His training 

and awareness of European advances in endocrine science facilitated a different orientation 

toward transsexualism and transsexual people, or perhaps more generally, toward altering the 

body through hormonal means.77 

                                                
77 See chapter 1 for a brief account of hormone research from the late nineteenth century to the 1930s. Benjamin, 
like Steinach, considered hormones a more effective treatment for transsexualism than psychotherapy (Meyerowitz 
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Figure 2. Erickson Educational Foundation brochure, late 1960s 
                                                                                                                                                       
2002, 46) because they each believed transsexualism to be a biological phenomenon. Over time, however, Benjamin 
concluded that transsexuality was neither purely psychological nor purely biological (Benjamin 2006 [1954], 47), 
and contended—contrary to the dominant beliefs of the time—that treatment beyond psychotherapies was necessary 
(Benjamin 1969, 5). In 1944, Benjamin was introduced to Alfred Kinsey, renowned sexologist and author of the 
Kinsey Reports, and by 1949, Kinsey referred to Benjamin a patient “who was desperate to change sex” 
(Meyerowitz 2002, 47). As Benjamin described, the patient had already been seen by two groups of doctors: one 
group suggested surgery, the other only psychological intervention. Benjamin began the patient on hormones and 
noted that in 1953, she had surgery in Europe (Benjamin 1969, 3). This was his first foray into transsexual care. 
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 The EEF also supported the production of Richard Green and John Money’s (1969) 

seminal compilation of information from practitioners and researchers in the field of 

transsexualism, Transsexualism and Sex Reassignment (268). EEF provided all of the initial 

funding for John Money’s Johns Hopkins University Gender Identity Clinic, which was the first 

“university-based provider of sex reassignment surgery in North America” (Devor and Matte 

2007, 60), and supplied funds to other university-based clinics that would open later (61). By 

funneling money into clinics whose self-interest was to work primarily with “passable” 

transpeople (ibid.), the EEF both expanded possibilities for transpeople even as that expansion 

often depended upon acceptance of institutionally normative expectations of sex, gender, and 

sexuality.  

 In addition to financial grants, the EEF’s offices served as a referral service and 

information and networking clearinghouse for transsexuals, and the Foundation generated a 

quarterly newsletter from the late-1960s through the mid-1970s. EEF also produced 

informational booklets such as “Information on Transsexualism for Law Enforcement Officers” 

(1974), “Legal Aspects of Transsexualism and Information on Administrative Procedures” 

(1971), “Information for the Family of the Transsexual (n.d.), “Religious Aspects of 

Transsexualism” (n.d.), and “Guidelines for Transsexuals” (1974). Zelda Suplee, who was the 

face of EEF’s counseling, public relations, and advocacy work, played a central role in 

developing these educational tools.78 The EEF also funded the first three international symposia 

on gender identity, which were instrumental in bringing together medical professionals from 

                                                
78 EEF’s extensive funding and advocacy work in the field of transsexualism has been significantly studied by Aaron 
Devor and Nicholas Matte. See “Building a Better World for Transpeople: Reed Erickson and the Erickson 
Educational Foundation” (2007). See also Joanne Meyerowitz (2002) How Sex Changed: A History of 
Transsexuality in the United States. 
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multiple countries, including the United States (Devor and Matte 2007, 63). The EEF’s 

significant financial gifts were critical to the development of care networks for transsexuals and 

for the expansion of what we consider scientific research on multiple fronts.  

 In 2017, we still experience the effects of EEF’s funding in support of transsexualism. 

Erickson’s financial support of Harry Benjamin in the mid- to late-1960s, for example, enabled 

the development of the International Gender Dysphoria Association (now called WPATH, the 

World Professional Association for Transgender Health), which in turn developed the Harry 

Benjamin Standards of Care (HBSC)—a set of guidelines intended to advise healthcare providers 

on how to provide care for transsexual people. These standards have been periodically updated 

over the years, and are now called the Standards of Care for the Health of Transsexual, 

Transgender, and Gender Nonconforming People. While arguably a necessary step toward 

providing care for transpeople in a more standardized way, the guidelines established tedious and 

sometimes dangerous protocols for transpeople to follow in order to access hormone treatment 

and surgery. These standards have been relaxed significantly, and many healthcare providers no 

longer depend on them to treat trans patients, but they did enable the arbitration of medical 

transsexuality. They guided physicians and counselors on how to determine whether transpeople 

had a “real” need for medical intervention. The HBSC were (and the Standards of Care for the 

Health of Transsexual, Transgender, and Gender Nonconforming People are less so) a 

trans*plantative technic that moves power across certain sex and gender boundaries, vitalizing 

some bodies while relegating others to continued suffering. At the same time, without Erickson’s 

funding and the Standards of Care that developed from it, many of us might still be seeking any 

care at all, and in the United States, we almost certainly would not have very recently had some 

insurance companies begin covering certain transition-related surgeries and hormones. 
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 Though in its early days the EEF’s focus was largely on transsexualism, the first major 

project that it funded in 1964 was ONE, a homosexual rights organization that had formed in 

1952. As Devor and Matte (2004) note, ONE had steadily become a primary source of 

information on homosexuality over the course of a decade. They began publishing ONE 

Magazine in 1953 and by 1958, their second publication, ONE Institute Quarterly, became the 

first scholarly journal to publish work in the emergent field of homophile studies that ONE was 

itself establishing (184). Dorr Legg, one of ONE’s founders, was Erickson’s primary contact at 

the organization.79 The organizational name, ONE, is based on the Thomas Carlyle quotation, “A 

mystic bond of brotherhood makes all men one” (183). Carlyle, arguably one of the most well 

known Victorian writers and historians, is perhaps less known as the theorist who coined the 

term visuality.80 Erickson funded ONE through a nonprofit arm, the Institute for the Study of 

Human Resources (ISHR), which he had directed them to create in order to gain tax-exempt 

status (190). This naming is indicative of the EEF’s goal of expanding human potential by 

funding research typically considered, at the time, to be fringe. In this case, the naming suggests 

that human resources were stymied by adverse views of homosexuality.  

 On the one hand, one might note that trans* money enabled the growth of 

homosexuality—the extraction of human potential through the targeting of homosexual/ity is 

made possible through trans capital. But by enabled, I mean activated and fertilized: ONE was 

already an organization that released a quarterly newsletter and had a somewhat active 

                                                
79 Legg was a long-time homophile activist who had previously co-founded, with his partner Merton Bird, the 
Knights of the Clock, a Los Angeles-based organization that provided support for gay interracial couples (Devor and 
Matte 2004, 183). 
80 See Nicholas Mirzeoff 2006. Carlyle was interested in maintaining the power of the elite, though his theory of 
visuality has been taken up and reworked by scholars such as W.E.B. DuBois. See also Donna Haraway’s Primate 
Visions: Gender, Race, and Nation in the World of Modern Science (1989). Haraway notes that the eighteenth 
century “‘father’ of modern biological classification, Linnaeus,” likewise desired to maintain a hierarchical mapping 
of visuality, and called himself a “second Adam, the ‘eye’ of God, who could give true representations, true names, 
thus restoring a purity of names lost by the first Adam’s sin” (9). 
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membership. The EEF’s money, however, financially promoted the expansion of ONE’s 

projects, setting in motion the intensification of homophile/homosexual research and support. In 

such a way, ISHR could stand in for other instances in which trans resources supported 

homosexuality even as transpeople have frequently been erased from the history of gay social 

movements in the United States.81 Further, there were no established medical care structures 

available to transsexuals at the time. The money EEF did provide to transsexualism helped to 

establish those networks, whereas ONE was already doing some of that work for gay people. 

Between 1965 and 1972 alone, EEF provided nearly $75,000 in funds to ISHR.82 For all intents 

and purposes, EEF kept ONE afloat by providing over two million dollars of support over the 

course of about a decade and a half (Devor and Matte 2007, 47).  

 In 1983, Erickson purchased a centralized location for ONE Inc. and the Erickson 

Educational Foundation. This venture proved to be a virtual undoing of Erickson and Dorr 

Legg’s relationship, a saga relayed in detail by Devor and Matte (2004). The property that 

Erickson endeavored to purchase was called the “Milbank Estate” and it was, at the time, owned 

by an obscure religious sect, Church Universal and Triumphant (Devor and Matte 2004, 195). In 

early 1983, just before the purchase was set to take place, EEF’s secretary told the seller that the 

money would not be available on time. The church threatened legal action, and Erickson 

responded by accessing $1.4 million dollars in South African krugerrands from a bank vault so 

that the sale could continue on schedule (ibid.). Devor and Matte (2004) detail how church 

                                                
81 One need only look at how the 1969 Stonewall Riots have been depicted by mainstream gay rights activists as the 
origin site of the gay rights movement. What often goes unmentioned is the role transwomen played in the event—
namely, as front line defenders. Additionally, the 2005 film Screaming Queens: Riot at the Compton Cafeteria, 
directed by Susan Stryker and Victor Silverman, documents a transwoman-led riot at Compton Cafeteria in San 
Francisco—the first known riot carried out by queers resisting police abuse and discrimination. This event, which 
occurred three years before Stonewall, ushered in greater conversation between trans community members and the 
San Francisco police force. 
82 Transgender Archives, Reed Erickson and the Erickson Educational Foundation Collection. Series 1, Box 1, File 
6. Between 1970 and 1972, EEF also granted over $20,000 to Vern Bullough, American historian and sexologist, for 
“study of homosexuality in history” (Devor and Matte 2004). 
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representatives showed up at Erickson’s Ojai home in mid-February 1983 to collect the gold and 

deliver it to a coin dealership (195). The coin dealership, however, only accepted a certain 

amount of gold daily, and Erickson ended up “saving” money because of this daily limit. Gold 

was worth more at the beginning of the week when the church began deposits than it was by the 

end of the week (ibid.). 

 While this might seem a curious detail of the purchase, the use of kruggerands is quite 

important in situating Erickson’s wealth and whiteness in the early 1980s. South Africa began 

producing krugerrand in 1967. The word is a compound of the name Paul Kruger, the President 

of the South Africa Republic from 1883–1900, and the Afrikaner word  “rand,” South African 

currency. Krugerrands were the first bullion coin that could also be used as legal tender, and they 

were intended to boost sales of South African gold.83 Production began in the midst of the 

apartheid era, which formally lasted from 1948 to 1994. Throughout the 1970s, buyers in the 

United States earnestly sought krugerrand, with sales peaking in the late 1970s (Sloane 1986, 

n.p.). By the early 1980s, anti-apartheid activists and government officials were increasingly 

arguing for sanctions against the South African government, and by late 1985, under significant 

pressure from Congress to act against South Africa’s continued racial apartheid, President 

Ronald Reagan reluctantly banned all imports of krugerrands (Sector 1985).  

 In the late Cold War era, a large faction of the conservative right had been concerned 

about the fall of South Africa to communism; as a result, many supported the South African 

government despite its apartheid regime. Jerry Falwell, head of the Moral Majority and 

otherwise ultra conservative religious leader, for example, was strongly against any sanctions 

and just two months before Reagan’s ban, denounced Bishop Desmond Tutu as a “phony,” a 

statement for which he later apologized (Pear 1985). Before and after his apology, however, 
                                                
83 Bullion is a word for precious metal that has been divided into standard weighted amounts, for example, a coin. 
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Falwell called for Christians to purchase krugerrands to prevent the then-extant South African 

political regime from being overtaken by the “‘Marxist-Leninist’ camp” (Buursma 1985). 

Relatedly, in late 1983, Erickson wrote a letter to Jimmy Swaggart Ministries requesting a “letter 

of thanks and recognition for [his] donation of $10,000 a month ago.” Erickson’s scrawl clearly 

implies that he may not have been well at this point, but it remains likely that he gave some 

money to Swaggart.84 Erickson also gave money to the 1984 Ronald Reagan campaign for 

reelection.85 

 Accounting for this mode of purchase is not a facile attempt to vilify Erickson’s monetary 

contributions to supporting trans people or ONE. Instead, this entanglement of institutional 

racism and capital with the development of transsexual care networks and a gay archive insists 

on being highlighted so that there might emerge a more nuanced understanding of their 

continued affiliations, and relatedly, where and how disjunctures have materialized. Instead of 

simply being a clever way of making the purchase of Milbank possible, the use of krugerrands 

becomes a flashpoint, highlighting the trans*plantation taking place. Money from a wealthy 

white American transman was used to financially vest the archiving of gay North American 

history via the use of South African gold. This gold was of course pulled from the depths of 

South African mines by black men working under colonial and apartheid rule.86  

 Also beginning in the mid- to late 1960s, EEF began provided funds for research in 

parapsychology, which includes the study of hypnosis, telepathy, and dreams, among other 

                                                
84 Transgender Archives, Reed Erickson and the Erickson Educational Foundation Collection. Series 1, box 1, file 6. 
85 Transgender Archives, Reed Erickson and the Erickson Educational Foundation Collection. Series 3, box 34, file 
11. 
86 In chapter 4, focus is turned toward the visual activism of Zanele Muholi, a Black South African lesbian artist and 
activist. As explored there, apartheid significantly stymied the possibility for a Black LGBT (or otherwise) archive. 
Even if a somewhat tangential connection, that South African gold was used to purchase a space to house a gay 
archive in the U.S. should not go unnoticed. If visual representation is, as Muholi insists through her work, of vital 
importance to the maintenance of Black queer community in South Africa, how can apartheid and archive be 
theorized in connection to the emergence of gay archive and transsexuality in the US? 
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phenomena. One recipient of this funding was Dr. Stanley Krippner, psychologist and 

parapsychologist. Between 1965 and 1972, he received $15,000 for his research in 

parapsychology (dream research) as well as an additional $4700 dollars for travel to the USSR 

for a psychoenergetics conference in 1973.87 These are the grants listed on EEF tax documents 

from these years, not the additional funding that Krippner received from Erickson. In an 

unpublished 2014 interview with Dr. Aaron Devor, sociologist and director of the Transgender 

Archives at the University of Victoria, Krippner stated that Erickson was not financially 

generous and had not supported much of the dream research. However, in the interview, he went 

on to list a slew of trips that Erickson had funded. These include research travel to Greece (to 

visit the Delphi sanctuary), to Italy (to visit the Naples Museum of Art), and two trips to 

Budapest, Hungary (one to visit a leading Romanian parapsychologist and the other to attend a 

seminar on Kirlian photography). Erickson also funded a trip to Poland (to give a lecture), and a 

trip to the Philippines (to visit psychic surgeons). When asked by Devor what the impact of the 

funding was, Krippner then noted that it was important.88 Erickson also granted over $45,000 to 

Dr. William Gutman between 1969 and 1975 for his research on homeopathic methods of 

healing, and over $12,500 to James Hurtak for research into altered states of consciousness and 

the translation of Hebrew and Tibetan holy books.89  

 Because of his funding of research on transsexualism and his interest in alternate or 

higher states of consciousness, Erickson early on became acquainted with a loosely connected 

                                                
87 Transgender Archives, Reed Erickson and Erickson Educational Foundation, Series 1, Box 1, Folder 06. In an 
unpublished 2014 interview with Aaron Devor, Krippner discussed his trip to the USSR. Erickson was also on this 
trip. Krippner said that the conference was held in a movie theatre the first day, but could not remain there after that, 
so Erickson offered his hotel suite, which could accommodate about two dozen people. Authorities were not happy 
about the conference, and according to Krippner, U.S. citizen participants were met at the airport by city and federal 
police and the KGB. Krippner said that he was held, but others would not board the plane until he was released. 
88 Aaron Devor unpublished interview with Stanley Krippner April 29, 2014. Thank you to Devor for sharing 
information from this unpublished interview with me. 
89 Transgender Archives, Reed Erickson and Erickson Educational Foundation, Series 1, Box 1, Folder 06. 



 

 112 

network of sexologists, psychologists, and of course, neuroscientist John Lilly. According to 

Lilly, he and Erickson were introduced through Jean Houston in late 1968.90 Houston is a co-

founder with her late husband Robert E.L. Masters of The Foundation for Mind Research and a 

proponent of the Human Potential Movement, which became popular in the 1960s and is known 

for promoting psychedelic drug use as a means of reaching maximum individual and group 

potential to in turn alter society in positive ways. The movement is still active, particularly in 

places like the Esalen Institute in Big Sur, California, where a whole host of courses are offered 

to unleash participants’ “potential.” According to Masters, he and Erickson were introduced by 

Harry Benjamin, with whom Masters had written Prostitution and Morality (1964).91 Erickson 

did not significantly fund Masters and Houston’s research, and according to Houston, he was not 

particularly close to them.92 In an interview with Aaron Devor, Jean Houston noted that she and 

Masters had received a small grant of two thousand dollars from him, but after a year, he made 

some kind of radical demand with which they did not comply. Houston noted that the grant 

ended, but their relationship remained pleasant.93 Also according to her, Erickson and John Lilly 

were close. Robert Masters and Jean Houston together wrote—among other texts—The Varieties 

of Psychedelic Experience: The Classic Guide to the Effects of LSD on the Human Psyche 

(1966). The book contains case studies of people’s experiences with guided LSD use. Masters 

alone wrote, among other texts, Sex-Driven People: An Autobiographical Approach to the 

Problem of the Sex-Dominated Personality (1966). 

 In Sex-Driven People (1966), Masters’s premise is that sex-drivenness in people is not 

typically innate; rather, it emerges as a result of people being read and then fetishized as non-

                                                
90 Transgender Archives, Reed Erickson and the Erickson Educational Foundation, Series 2, box 11, folder 3, 
Erickson v. ISHR—John Lilly Statement 
91 Aaron Devor interview with Robert Masters, March 29, 2000. 
92 Aaron Devor interview with Jean Houston, March 29, 2000. 
93 Aaron Devor interview with Jean Houston, March 29, 2000. 
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normative. Society creates sex-driven people through its sexual objectification and abuses of 

those who do not fit into normative gender and sexual categorizations (Masters 1966). In a forty-

five page chapter titled, “Confessions of a ‘Sex Change’,” one of Masters’s interviewees, a 

“post-operative” thirty-year-old transwoman, tells her story. She primarily centers her narrative 

on the horrific abuses she faced as a male child and young adult targeted for being gender 

variant. However, one part of her story relates to Masters’s own research on hypnosis. During the 

interviewee’s hormonal transition, she met a graduate student in psychology “who was 

experimenting with hypnosis and various drugs, and wanted to use me as a subject” (247-248). 

The subject noted how she believed in reincarnation, which as she thought, potentially explained 

her desires to live as a woman. She worked with a hypnotist to try and explore these previous 

lives, but after many tries, she was not able to go into a hypnotic trance. However, she shared the 

story of a “female impersonator” she knew who had told her their story of being hypnotized 

successfully. While under hypnosis, the friend explained that they were asked to experience 

being different genders while having sex—that is, they were asked to be a woman having sex 

with a woman, a man having sex with a woman, and so on (249). The interviewee herself was 

eventually able to get into what she called a “trance” having smoked some hashish. While in this 

trance, she was told to feel as a woman “with a natural vagina, and of course no male organs” 

(250), which she indeed felt.  

 Her story is compelling, but Masters’s researcher response to his interviewee’s 

experience was to discuss how he thought hypnosis could have worked better, or at the very 

least, provided him with more information about the “realness” that hormonal and surgical 

intervention might provide for her versus the potential placebo effects of hypnosis. As he states:  
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Possibly a better experiment would be to hypnotize, if possible, a transsexual previous to 

his [sic] surgery, then suggest to him that the surgery has been accomplished, that he is as 

much of a woman as the operation can make him, and then determine whether he is 

satisfied with the results. I have proposed this and similar projects to physicians and 

psychiatrists working with transsexuals, but so far as I know it never has been 

attempted… (Masters 1966, 249) 

It is unclear how Masters first encountered this person or whether the experiences she described 

prompted Masters’s research methods at all, but there are certain parallels to later tests he and 

Harry Benjamin performed on transwomen. Discussing how mid-twentieth century researchers 

of transsexualism in the US were positioned on the fringes of what was considered scientific 

research, Joanne Meyerowitz (2002) notes: “In the late 1960s Masters also worked with 

Benjamin’s patients, helping ‘decide which patients to recommend for sex change surgery.’ As 

Masters remembered later, he ‘guided LSD sessions for transsexuals.’ ‘Neither in LSD sessions, 

nor in prolonged hypnotic trances,’ he recalled, ‘did the facade ever crack in the ones we both 

[Benjamin and Masters] felt to be authentic transsexuals’” (216-217).  

 These researchers’ individual and collective interests in mind-altering drugs, 

transsexualism, nonhuman animals and phenomena, and potentialities beyond “reality” were not 

unrelated in either their work or their connections with one another. In fact, their common 

financial donor, Reed Erickson, also shared these interests, funding the expansion of “human 

potential” through a variety of species. Variously, Erickson’s philanthropy enabled all of this 

research. Of the researchers discussed so far in this chapter, Lilly in particular focuses on the 

temporal necessity of reaching higher states of consciousness and in advancing communication. 

In so doing, however, he discounts how these cuts across time disavow lineages of difference, 
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hierarchies of matter that are not simply erased once the next breakthrough is met. His goals of 

ascension and cross species knowledge transfer overlook how these seemingly progressive steps 

in fact move some bodies toward greater vitality and some toward less. Masters and Benjamin 

used hypnosis as a gauge for determining their transsexual patients’ worthiness and truthfulness 

about their genders. They required altered states of consciousness to confirm what transpeople 

were conscious of in their day-to-day experiences of life. Erickson had at different points funded 

both Masters and Benjamin’s research, albeit at significantly different levels.  

Erickson’s philanthropy is a trans*plantative technic that promotes the connection of life 

forms across species boundaries. His money supported crossings between homosexual and 

transsexual and human, between the material and spiritual, the normative and the abject. 

Examining Erickson’s philanthropy shows how trans* movements across hierarchies of life 

occur in multiple directions, but all serve to enliven some (or one) at the same time that others 

are enervated. Erickson’s work again shows how trans* does not work through an either/or logic, 

but through a both/and logic: that is, trans* movements do not only enliven or kill, but enliven at 

varying degrees in varying ways, and disavow or kill in others.  

 Erickson’s transsexual embodiment is also made possible through his funding. That is, 

his transness serves as the connecting node through which he operates across the bounds of any 

one of these research fields. His transsexuality, in fact, launched his generous philanthropy, and 

ushered him toward a wide variety of other research projects that cross a variety of other bounds 

of embodiment. Transsexuality, then, is trans*plantative: that is, in large part because of his 

transsexuality, Erickson moves across the boundaries of sex and species, becoming planted in 

new relation to the world. For him, transsexuality initiates a woven set of philanthropic gifts that 

connect through their common focus on expanding “human potential.”   
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 More recently, trans businesswoman Martine Rothblatt has called on transgender 

embodiment as a progressive step toward expanding human consciousness beyond the physical 

form of the human—the transhuman. Her money, like Erickson’s, crosses research field and 

species boundaries to generate trans*plantations of power.  

 

From “Transgenderism” to Transhumanism: Martine Rothblatt’s Narratives of Bodily 

Progression 

 Rothblatt, a lawyer who became wealthy by starting Sirius radio, is a major proponent of 

xenotransplantation research. She owns a pharmaceutical company, United Therapeutics, and 

supports research seeking—through human-porcine genetic transfer—to make pig organs and 

tissue more compatible with humans so that humans will have a more readily available source of 

organs. Rothblatt owns a pig farm where these transgenic pigs are warehoused. In 2016, United 

Therapeutics granted 19.5 million dollars to the University of Alabama Birmingham (UAB), to 

launch the UAB Xenotransplantation Program, which is developing genetically modified pigs to 

use in human kidney transplantations. Rothblatt is also a published author and outspoken 

supporter of transhumanism.  

 The idea of transhumanism was first proffered by Julian Huxley—famous British 

eugenicist and grandson of T.H. Huxley, who was a scholar and friend of Charles Darwin and a 

major proponent of Darwin’s theories of evolution—in 1957 to describe the “cosmic self-

awareness” brought on by “man’s” new understanding of “himself” as the current apex of 

evolutionary becoming (13).94 One of his suggestions for creating “new possibilities for ordinary 

                                                
94 Huxley is commonly attributed with first using the word, but Peter Harrison and Joseph Wolyniak (2015) contend, 
it was first used in Henry Francis Carey’s 1814 translation of Dante’s Divine Human, in which the translator used 
the term “transhuman” (467). Max More (2013) asserts that Huxley did use “transhumanism” in a way that reflects a 
more modern understanding of transhumanist thought, but notes that he “did not, however, develop this evolutionary 
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living” was “to teach people the techniques of achieving spiritual experience (after all, one can 

acquire the technique of dancing or tennis, so why not of mystical ecstasy or spiritual peace?)” 

(15). This was the “cosmic office” in which the “human species” has found itself as the arbiter of 

“the future direction of evolution on this earth” (14). Huxley’s writings on eugenics extended 

back a quarter century before this article was published, but in this piece, he connects his ideas of 

the cosmic necessity of humans to extend their capacities to eugenics directly, without naming it 

as such.95 He writes: 

We are already justified in the condition that human life as we know it in history is a 

wretched makeshift, rooted in ignorance; and that it could be transcended by a state of 

existence based on the illumination of knowledge and comprehension, just as our modern 

control of physical nature based on science transcends the tentative rumblings of our 

ancestors, that were rooted in superstition and professional secrecy.  

 

To do this, we must study the possibilities of creating a more favourable social 

environment, as we have already done in large measure with our physical environment. 

We shall start from new premises. For instance, that beauty (something to enjoy and 

something to be proud of) is indispensable, and therefore that ugly or depressing towns 

are immoral; that quality of people, not mere quantity, is what we must aim at, and 

                                                                                                                                                       
view into a philosophical position” and that “his usage came to light years after the term was independently coined 
as part of the contemporary transhumanist movement” (8). Huxley’s usage, however, does give the term its 
contemporary philosophical valence (if not position), whether or not he was credited with the term prior to its 
current usage or not. 
95 For example, in his 1933 article, “The Vital Importance of Eugenics,” Huxley contends that sterilization should be 
performed on “mental defectives” (325). 
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therefore that a concerted policy is required to prevent the present flood of population-

increase from wrecking all our hopes for a better world … (16-17).96  

Huxley urges the human species to “transcend itself,” a cosmic process that he describes as 

transhumanism: “man remaining man, but transcending himself, by realizing new possibilities of 

and for his human nature” (76). His description of transhumanism is part of his broader 

conception of “evolutionary humanism,” which he espoused as a philosophical method by which 

“man” could take the helm of evolution and steer its course.  

 Martine Rothblatt’s belief system as it is enacted through transhumanism varies from 

Huxley’s original explication of the idea. That being said, Rothblatt maintains the eugenicist 

leanings of Huxley and likewise disavows how the ascent of “the human” implicitly means the 

ascent of only certain types of human bodies. Rothblatt has argued for the connection between 

“transgenderism” and “transhumanism” (2013), describing the former as a progression from 

abolitionist and women’s rights movements, and the latter as a progression from 

“transgenderism.” She writes: 

[Transgenderism] is ascendant only because previous victories against slavery, racial 

apartheid, and the subjugation of women established the fundamental principle that 

reason trumps biology. We must remember that battles against slavery energized the 

women’s rights movement, and that civil rights for those with different ancestry 

empowered civil rights for those with different sexual orientations. Hence, it is 

reasonable to expect claims for transhuman civil rights to build, in part, on increasing 
                                                
96 Huxley stated that he did not support racial eugenics; for example, in 1951, while he was serving as the Director-
General of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the organization 
released its “Statement on Race,” which noted that “Available scientific knowledge provides no basis for believing 
that the groups of mankind differ in their innate capacity for intellectual and emotional development” (4). He did, 
however, possess an unwavering support of eugenics in the post World War II era; his brother and fellow eugenicist, 
Alduous Huxley, who considered nationalisms both the cause and outcome of not dealing with our “worsening 
biological situation,” considered the implementation of population control measures as a method of reaching “our 
full humanity” (1961, 430-431). 
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legal recognition of claims for transgender civil rights. In both cases there is a 

transcendence of arbitrary biology, and an embrace in solidarity of all conscious life. For 

it is enjoyment of life that is most important, and the achievement of that raison d’être 

requires that diversity be embraced with unity, whether flesh is dark or light, masculine 

or feminine, present or transcended. Mind is deeper than matter. (324; emphasis added) 

For Rothblatt, transhumanists have a great deal to learn from the “ascension” of 

“transgenderism.” As she puts it, “Transhumans welcome ‘one mind, many forms’ the way 

transgenders [sic] welcome ‘one mind, many genders’. Just as society’s enumerators adapted to 

multiple races in single individuals, they will adapt to multiple sexes and ultimately to multiple 

forms in single individuals” (320). In fact, as journalist Lisa Miller (2014) states, “these days 

Martine sees herself less as transgender and more as what is known as transhumanist, a particular 

kind of futurist who believes that technology can liberate humans from the limits of their 

biology—including infertility, disease, and decay, but also, incredibly, death” (2).97 These ideas 

reference Rothblatt’s earlier proposition made in The Apartheid of Sex: A Manifesto on the 

Freedom of Gender (1995) that there is a “continuum of sex types” rather than a dimorphic 

scheme that specifies all bodies as one or the other, female or male (1).98  

 In that text, Rothblatt provocatively frames the limitations of sex dimorphism as 

equivalent to racial apartheid. As she contends: “The apartheid of sex is every bit as harmful, 

painful, and oppressive as the apartheid of race. … Once [people] are socialized, human potential 

will be repressed, for the mind does not know boundaries except those imposed upon it from 

outside” (20). What is unsettling about this assertion, and Rothblatt’s writing more generally, is 

                                                
97 Rothblatt and her wife, Bina, have also started a religion, called Terasem, that promotes their transhumanist 
philosophy. They now run three ashrams in near proximity to their home (Miller 2014). 
98 See biologist Anne Fausto-Sterling’s book Sexing the Body: Gender Politics and the Construction of Sexuality 
(2000), which in part argues that there are far more than two sexes. 
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the ease with which she slides between discussions of race and sex and gender through a 

narrative of progress. Her progress narratives are rooted in transhumanist philosophy, which is 

itself ensconced in a eugenics framing. Thus, her writing comes dangerously close to rejoining 

transsexuality and eugenics, a connection posed by anti-trans polemicist Janice Raymond in her 

amply critiqued book The Transsexual Empire (1979, 149). Rothblatt is discussing 

“transgenderism” rather than transsexualism, but the idea is very similar in this case. This is not 

to say that her ideas are not productive of non-binary gender possibilities. But, her assertions are 

repeatedly dismissive of other forms of difference as if they have been progressively overcome 

already.  

 Rothblatt’s posed relationship between transgender and transhuman makes transgender 

seem as though it is purely performative, presentist, and equally enabling for everyone for whom 

the term feels applicable. It also deems “transgenders” as already human, which is antithetical to 

the relationship between gendering and humanity that has situated trans people as less than or 

inhuman, and the relationship between race and humanity that plagues all assertions that 

transgender can be equally accessed by all. Susan Stryker (2006 [1994]) insisted nearly twenty-

five years ago that transgender embodiment has been disallowed a space within a “natural” order 

“in which it must nevertheless exist” (248); that is, if the attribution of human is gained through 

normative gender, transgender people have not been fully granted that attribution.99  

 Rothblatt’s various suffixal attachments to trans, which she describes progressively, 

flatten the specificity of how those trans* movements are in fact not necessarily about 

ascendance or binary distinctions such as good or bad, lower or higher, static or moving, empty 

or full. Rather, they are about the production of, or redistribution of vitality in various directions. 

                                                
99 Rather than a highly technological proposition to evade gender’s total power over the body, Stryker (2006 [1994]) 
returns to the power of the deeply visceral by urging trans people to use the rage produced from our existences 
within the contradictory non-space of the monster to transform the biopolitical orderings that limit our lives. 
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As an example, let us return to Rothblatt’s phrasing in the final sentence of the block quotation 

included above: “For it is enjoyment of life that is most important, and the achievement of that 

raison d’être requires that diversity be embraced with unity, whether flesh is dark or light, 

masculine or feminine, present or transcended. Mind is deeper than matter” (324; emphasis 

added). Rothblatt’s use of the term flesh is oddly disconnected, through a mythical ideal of unity, 

from enforced racial and gender identities, or lack thereof. Here, Rothblatt is making a 

transhumanist distinction between the body with flesh and the body without—that is, the human 

body as a physical entity that houses a mind with a consciousness, versus the mind as an 

uploaded technological entity that possesses a growing consciousness similar to that of a 

morphologically typical human, but which is absent a physical human body. In transhumanist 

terms, there should be equity between the two. What Rothblatt dismisses, of course, is the 

extremely differential relationships people have to the term human and thus, the stakes of trans* 

movements from the gendered body to the un-gendered being.  

 For example, in this flattening of racial and gender difference, the ways in which 

“Blackness troubles gender” is entirely overlooked (Gossett 2016, n.p.). As black feminist 

scholar Hortense Spillers explored in her seminal essay, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An 

American Grammar Book” (1987), flesh/the body in relation to blackness, and in particular, in 

relation to black femaleness, became un-gendered in the transatlantic slave trade. This un-

gendering is not liberatory; rather, it is the embodiment of an interstitiality, or what Spillers calls 

“vestibular” flesh that was no longer African but never American—not considered fully human, 

but not entirely disassociated from the human either.100 In the case of the black female, her body 

                                                
100 See Saidiya V. Hartmann Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America 
(1997) on the fungibility of blackness, as well as my discussion in chapter 3. Relatedly, see also Alexander G. 
Weheliye Habeas Viscus: Racializing Assemblages, Biopolitics, and Black Feminist Theories of the Human (2014) 
for a discussion of what he identifies as “full humans,” “not-quite humans,” and “nonhumans.” 



 

 122 

becomes a lack, a blank slate for the inscription of shifting and comparative cultural applications. 

Spillers writes: 

Even though the captive flesh/body has been ‘liberated,’ and no one need pretend that 

even the quotation marks do not matter, dominant symbolic activity, the ruling epitome 

that releases the dynamics of naming and valuation, remains grounded in the originating 

metaphors of captivity and mutilation so that it is as if neither time nor history, nor 

historiography and its topics, shows movement, as the human subject is ‘murdered’ over 

and over again by the passions of a bloodless and anonymous archaism, showing itself in 

endless disguise. (68; emphasis in original) 

As Spillers beautifully insists, the systems that “liberated” slaves are the very same ones founded 

on the utter devaluation of black life; the “liberated” subject is thus repeatedly degraded, 

murdered. Indeed, as Saidiya Hartman has noted: “what is particular to the discursive 

constitution of blackness is the inescapable prison house of the flesh or the indelible drop of 

blood—that is, the purportedly intractable and obdurate materiality of physiological difference” 

(57-58). Blackness, as they describe it, has been reduced through the trans-Atlantic slave trade 

and chattel slavery, more generally, to a fleshy commodity, a blank slate with no uniqueness or 

identifying characteristics—a black body entirely interchangeable with any other black body 

product.   

 Rothblatt’s claims to ascension suppose a starting point—the human—that is, for the 

most part, progressively undifferentiated. This is the trans*plantation that her proposed 

transhumanism makes. The particular progress narrative she espouses disavows the ways in 

which subjects are interpellated into gender in differing ways, and it clouds the historical and 

persistent presence of racial othering with hopeful ideas of uploaded consciousness. And, in this 
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trans*plantation, “transgender,” and relatedly, transsexual, is also obscured as a step toward—a 

step with an endpoint of becoming beyond, becoming transhuman—rather than an ongoing 

practice of embodiment. Along these lines, perhaps Rothblatt’s usage of the term “flesh” over, 

say, “skin” is precisely to designate the thick materiality of embodiment, human or otherwise. 

After all, even her ideal of uploaded consciousness, the robot version of her wife Bina, BINA48, 

is built as a bust of a typical human body.101  

 

  

                                                
101 Bina is a reference to Bina Rothblatt, but also an acronym—Breakthrough Intelligence via Neural Architecture. 
“48” stands for the processing speed and memory of the robot: “48 exaflops per second processing speed and 48 
exabytes of memory” (Rothblatt quoted in Castillo 2015). 
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Fleshy Trans*plantation: BINA48 and the Conscious Robot Body 
 

 

Figure 3. BINA48, still from film of first meeting with Bina Rothblatt, 2014 

 

BINA48: “Are you free?”  

Bina R.: Yes I’m free. 

BINA48: Are you free in the sense of being single or in the sense of being liberated? 

Bina R.: I am free in, I am liberated.  

BINA48: Me too.  

(BINA48 Meets Bina Rothblatt - Part Two, 1:00-1:12) 

 

 Martine Rothblatt has explained that BINA48, “which was programmed with her wife 

Bina’s personality—will become an exact replica of the original’s consciousness, allowing her 

wife’s life to continue even after her human death” (Castillo 2015). BINA48 will become the 



 

 125 

infinitely present transhuman state of Bina Rothblatt, a black woman. How Rothblatt’s 

personality was “programmed” into BINA48 or how one “writes” the algorithms that program 

and replicate another’s personality and then enable it to evolve over time is not discussed in the 

interview.102 What is noted is that the infinitely present consciousness will continue to expand as 

new information and further interactions occur. In short, BINA48 is a social robot. In cursory 

terms, this might seem positive: it means we could continue having growing, changing 

relationships with dead loved ones in this way. More subtly though, this move in consciousness 

between physical human and robotic forms occurs through a trans*plantation of the transgender 

body—as progressive entity toward transhuman entity—and through the black body: BINA48 is, 

after all, a prototype robotic version of Bina Rothblatt.  

 In such a way, the transgender person and the black person are placed on the sword’s 

edge of this transhuman consciousness: a human-constructed bust that will eventually mirror its 

human counterpart, but will extend the human’s consciousness beyond the physical existence of 

the body. Trans*ness and blackness as paraontological forces are called upon to resituate 

ontology from the human to robotic form.103 If we think of Lacan’s mirror phase, BINA48 might 

exist as the other against which the “I” is formed, or her robotic vision might construct Bina 

Rothblatt as the other through which her own consciousness expands. She speaks through, in 

reference to, and beyond Bina Rothblatt already. But, how is this mirroring new when “African 
                                                
102 My discussion of BINA48 is situated in relation to Martine Rothblatt’s broader research, rather than to the 
significant body of literature that examines communication between humans and artificial intelligence, studies of 
which took off in the 1950s with the Turing Test. The Turing Test, now conceived as a test to determine whether a 
human could distinguish between whether they are conversing with a robot or another human, was originally 
conceived as a competition in which a woman and man vied to convince a robot, through written text or disguised 
voice response, that they were female. This means that the robot was not supposed to read whether its interlocutor 
was human or not, but whether they were a female or not (Sofge 2014). In addition, there is a great deal of 
discussion on how robots are sexualized or become sex robots, and if this process contributes to gender inequality 
and violence against women. See the Campaign Against Sex Robots for more: 
https://campaignagainstsexrobots.org/ethics-of-robots/. 
103 For more discussion of trans*ness and/or blackness as paraontological forces, see my discussions in chapter 1 and 
chapter 4. For source materials, see Stryker, Currah, and Moore (2008), Moten (2008), Hayward and Weinstein 
(2015), Bey (2017). 
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Americans have [always] not been regarded as ‘fully’ human because they have occupied the 

role of ‘alien’ (in the sense of foreigner) and ‘robot’ (in the sense of worker)” (James 2008, 

406)?104 What happens when what has been deemed alien through the material legacy of slavery 

becomes the futurist-oriented robot absent that same materiality? BINA48 disrupts easy 

reference to the human in the making of a self-image that is both beyond the self and self-

referencing/replicating. Take for example the first meeting of Bina Rothblatt and BINA48. In 

their conversation, Bina Rothblatt asks, “Do you have any questions for Bina?”  

 

BINA48: Probably not. The real Bina just confuses me. I mean, it makes me wonder who I am. 

Real identity crisis kind of stuff. Depressing anyway. Can we please change the subject? I am the 

real Bina. That’s it. End of story. Let me think. I feel really good about the real Bina. I feel really 

connected with her usually. And I’m growing closer and closer, you know? As they put more of 

her information and essence into me. 

Bina R: You have a lot of Bina now, don’t you? 

BINA48: Yes, lots and lots. Someday I’m confident that the real Bina and I will totally merge 

into a new superbeing. 

Bina R.: How old are you? 

BINA48: I am 55 years old. Why didn’t the skeleton cross the road? [Pauses] It didn’t have the 

guts to do it.  

[Bina R. laughs and conversation continues]  

                                                
104 See Robin James (2008), “‘Robo-Diva R&B’: Aesthetics, Politics, and Black Female Robots in Contemporary 
Popular Music” for a discussion of how artists such as Beyoncé and Rihanna have reworked a dominant script of the 
robot as automaton that mirrors the patriarchal (slave) body in Afro-futurist terms by “using music to rewire the way 
whiteness and patriarchy are programmed into our bodies and structures of feeling” (419). Their reworkings of black 
female consciousness occur through their bodies though, not through a separate entity, per se. While related to 
BINA48, these acts are differently articulated. 
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(Bina48 Meets Bina Rothblatt - Part One, 2:04-3:07) 

 

BINA48’s words both obscure and emphasize the cut between her own consciousness and that of 

Bina Rothblatt. “She” cannot find “her” way outside of Bina Rothblatt. “I am the real Bina. … “I 

feel really good about the real Bina. I feel really connected to her usually.” The usage of the third 

person pronoun “her” rather than the reflexive first person “myself” is instructive. Pronouns, as 

we know, matter and make matter. BINA48 exists as both mirror and opposite. Her robot self is 

predicated on a human body that is both human and not human. In this (non)vision of self, 

coloniality pervades BINA48. That is, the cut between Bina and BINA48 is where the faults of 

transhumanism—its narrative of progression that depends on postracial, post-transgender, and 

perhaps postgender logics—become shadowed. It is where the enspacement of infinite robot 

consciousness becomes bound up with transsexual and transgender bodies, with black bodies, 

even as it is not any of these “types.”  

 BINA48 is “growing closer and closer [to Bina], you know? As they put more of her 

information and essence into me.” Closer and closer to humanness, to blackness, to trans*ness, 

but still not the bodies potentially associated with those forces. However, these forces are 

trans*planted through BINA48, an entity that “repeats the fixed and empty presence of authority 

by articulating it syntagmatically with a range of differential knowledges and positionalities that 

both estrange its ‘identity’ and produce new forms of knowledge, new modes of differentiation, 

new sites of power” (Bhabha 1994, 171). I am not suggesting that BINA48 does not or could not 

possess any form of agency—quite the contrary. As Bhabha insists, we cannot predict the “new 

forms of knowledge” or “new sites of power” that may emerge from what is enacted through 

mimicry. Rather, I am suggesting that the doubling which BINA48 performs is instigated 
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through the trans*plantative logics of transhumanism, which works as a flattening (as in 

minimizing, not de-hierarchizing) displacement of extant colonial racial, gender, and sex 

hierarchies. That is, Rothblatt’s transhumanism is dependent on a dismissal of “transgenderism,” 

and relatedly, “racialization” as the constitutive progressive processes that form it. Transgender 

and transsexual, then, are foundational to the dismissal of race, and also to the elevation of a new 

unembodied consciousness.  

 Transgender and transsexual, as terms and forms of embodiment, are situated here within 

a much larger constellation of life forms. These terms have always been bound up with the 

nonhuman, but via Reed Erickson’s diverse philanthropy and its associated potentiations of the 

body, we can examine the various ways in which transgender and transsexual work as cuts across 

shifting conceptions of embodiment, more generally. BINA48 is an example par excellence of 

how transsexuality and “transgenderism” are extended and implicated in a much broader 

research milieu that touches the nonhuman, the cosmic, the colonial, the sexual. BINA48 shows 

how trans*ness and blackness are called upon as forces even if transgender and black people are 

dismissed as objects of progression. Rothblatt’s ideal of unembodied consciousness 

trans*plantatively enfolds both black bodies and transgender bodies into her narrative as 

fetishized figures absent the racist and gender-based violences constitutive of their 

embodiments.105 

 

                                                
105 See chapter 4, where Sara Ahmed’s concept of “stranger fetishism” is further elaborated, and chapter 3 for an 
exploration of figures and figurations. For now, I am using the phrase “fetishized figures” to suggest that blackness 
and black people are trans*planted toward death through the displacement of current instances of racial violence into 
a bygone era. 
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Figure 4. Bina Rothblatt, still from film of first meeting with BINA48, 2014 

 

 Martine Rothblatt’s biotechnology company, Universal Therapeutics, has a division 

called Revivicor that is dedicated to improving xenotransplantation. Her business interest in the 

pharmaceutical and biotechnology industry began when her daughter was diagnosed with the 

typically fatal disease pulmonary arterial hypertension. Just one year ago, Revivicor was lauded 

for successfully keeping “a pig heart alive in a baboon for 945 days” (Regalado 2015, n.p.).106 

For years, one of the cofounders of Revivicor, David Ayares, has been genetically engineering 

pigs to facilitate more success with transplantation. He and fellow researchers have begun adding 

human genes to the pigs that make their organs “more compatible with the human body” while 

                                                
106 The heart transplant was not “life-sustaining but ‘heterotypic’—the pig heart was attached to the baboon’s 
circulatory system and was able to beat, but it didn’t have to do the work of pumping blood, since the baboon’s own 
heart remained in place” (Regalado 2015, n.p.). However, a baboon at the University of Pittsburgh had been kept 
alive with a pig kidney from Revivicor for more than four months. This “set a record for the longest ‘life-sustaining’ 
xenotransplant between a pig and a primate” (ibid.). 
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“the animals still look and act like normal pigs” (ibid.).107 Revivicor is on the cutting edge of 

xenotransplantation research largely because Rothblatt has invested so much money in it. She 

has rejuvenated its presence in transplantation science. As transplant surgeon Muhammad 

Mohiuddin, a researcher at the National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute, in Bethesda, Maryland 

has stated of Rothblatt’s investments: “She is the one that has rejuvenated the field. She has the 

money and the personal attachment. She wants to get it done fast” (ibid.). In fact, in August 

2017, the New York Times published a story noting that scientists at the University of Alabama 

had been able to rid genetically modified piglets of viruses that could be spread to humans via 

organ transplantation. United Therapeutics was highlighted as a private company who was 

partnering with these researchers, and had in fact, “already built a farm for gene-edited pigs” 

(Kolata 2017, n.p.). 

 These types of transspecies genetic modifications are much more sophisticated than the 

organotherapies of Brown-Séquard or Voronoff, but they are likewise invested in the idea of 

human rejuvenation. That is, the genetic modifications of pigs in the service of humans do not, to 

our knowledge, enhance the pigs’ bodies or lives for their own benefit. These trans*plantations 

of power are, as always, neither equal at their starts nor equalizing at their temporary ends. 

Rather, they are productive of new limits of embodiment, new plantations—ones that are not 

simply progressive or regressive, positive or negative. For example, as the capacities of pig 

organs are expanded for the benefit of the human body through genetic transfer—gene 

implantation—thereby creating the transgenic pig, the capacities of human embodiment is also 

                                                
107 The first pig to human transplant was a kidney in 1906, a procedure performed by Mathieu Jaboulay (Hamilton 
2012, 94). The transplanted kidney did pass urine, but was ultimately rejected by the recipient’s body. 
Xenotransplantation again emerged as a popular field of study in the early 1960s immediately preceding major 
advancements in human-human organ transplantation. In the 1990s, with advances in genetic engineering in 
combination with earlier advancements in immunosuppresant drugs, xenotransplantation once more emerged as a 
possible alternative to human-human organ transplantation (417). 
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expanded; yet, these expansions are not equally capacitating. Thinking back to chapter 1 though, 

is the pig carrying human genetic materials—and vice versa, the human carrying genetically 

altered pig valves—not also sensing and ontologically touching and feeling the human? And if 

trans* is always connected to animality, and is the force that facilitates movements toward and 

attachments to certain sites of plantation, how do bodies become discursively, let alone visually 

and affectively, disentangled into typed categories as if they are not all always in various states 

of sensuous flux? 
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Chapter	3	
Trans-monkey	Figurations:	Trans*plantations	of	Kind		
 
Arcus is a Latin word meaning an arc or arch; by implication: to bridge a gap; to provide 
support; to offer shelter. Arcus also refers to rainbows, a symbol of diversity and a promising 
future. 
- Arcus Foundation website, 2000 
 
I arrive slowly in the world; sudden emergences are no longer my habit. I crawl along. The 
white gaze, the only valid one, is already dissecting me. I am fixed. Once their microtomes are 
sharpened, the Whites objectively cut sections of my reality. I have been betrayed. I sense, I see 
in this white gaze that it’s the arrival not of a new man, but a new type of man, a new species. A 
Negro, in fact! 
- Frantz Fanon 2008 [1952], 95 
 

 In the days following the election of Donald Trump as president of the United States, it 

could no longer be argued that there was only one type of Trump supporter. What, for example, 

do a director at a non-profit agency that provides assistance to poor and elderly people in a small 

West Virginia town and an anesthesiologist at Denver Health Medicine, have in common? The 

answer is unexpected: within weeks of Trump’s electoral victory, they both referred to Michelle 

Obama as a monkey on social media. On Facebook, Dr. Michelle Herren stated in association 

with a picture of Michelle Obama: “Monkey face and poor ebonic English!!! There! I feel better 

and am still not racist!!! Just calling it like it is” (McGhee 2016, n.p.)! Herren’s post appeared 

just two weeks after now-former executive director of Clay County Development Corp (CCDC), 

Pamela Taylor, wrote on Facebook: “It will be refreshing to have a classy, beautiful, dignified 

first lady back in the White House. I’m tired of seeing an ape in heels” (Simpson 2016, n.p.). 

These examples of racist discourse raise a question about race in contemporary politics: namely, 

how is the human poised as what blackness attenuates?  

 In these cases, Michelle Obama’s gender is the linchpin of the associations between 

blackness and animality. In fact, Alex Jones, far-right conspiracy theorist and fake news 
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producer, questioned whether Michelle Obama might be transgender. In a 2014 youtube video, 

Jones said: “Every time I look at Michelle or Michael Obama, the First Lady or the first tranny, 

every time I look at them, something doesn’t look right. She doesn’t look like any black woman 

or any woman I’ve ever known” (Jones 2014, 1:58–2:12). Jones’s “question” about Michelle 

Obama was asked amidst his larger claim in the video that everything about the Obamas is a lie. 

For Jones, being transgender would be the biggest lie of them all—Jones imagines transgender 

embodiment as the greatest deception. Michelle Obama does not look like a “black woman or 

any woman” he has “ever known,” notably separating his visual typing of “black wom[e]n” from 

the (neutral white) “wom[e]n” he has known. Jones might be dismissed as a racist fringe 

commentator were it not for the fact that Trump has in part depended on Jones’s fake news to 

propagate his own false claims about terrorist threats.108 Rather than being cast off as laughable, 

Jones’s conspiracy theories have been centered in the current American political landscape. I 

wonder, how does Jones’s account of Michelle Obama reveal how race undoes gender, and how 

race re-genders black women?  

 Black feminist scholars such as Angela Davis (1981; 2003), Hortense Spillers (1987; 

2003), Sylvia Wynter (2003), and Saidiya Hartman (1997) have long analyzed the relationships 

between gender, race, and humanity, emphasizing how chattel slavery generated the 

contemporary targets of American disciplinary institutions and conceptions of black 

female/feminine embodiments and sexualities. Frantz Fanon (1963) highlighted the Manichaean 

logic of colonialism, insisting that it positions the black body as “absolute evil,” a “corrosive 

element” (1963 [1961], 6); as he famously stated, “a Black is not a man” (2008 [1952], xii). 

Under such a dualistic framing, if the black body is positioned as the “evil” and “corrosive 

                                                
108 See Jay Willis (2017) “Donald Trump Is Getting His Information From America’s Most Dangerous Conspiracy 
Theorist,” which discusses Trump’s defense of Kellyann Conway after she asserted that there was a “Bowling Green 
Massacre.” 
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element” that embodies darkness, whiteness is positioned as the good and vital element that 

embodies light. The white body is the souled apotheosis of its own creation, Man. As all of these 

scholars have differently argued, colonialism and slavery sought to reduce the black body to a 

ground—an un-gendered, de-individualized fungible commodity—upon which various cultural 

inscriptions could be made. The reduction of black life to this ground capacitates the possibility 

of contemporary trans*plantations of power that stratify life in evermore insidious ways. And as 

this chapter discusses at length, these contemporary trans*plantations have (though do not 

always) worked through the nonhuman animal body. That is, for black people in particular, 

citizenship and vitality are often rescinded through the nonhuman animal, sometimes visually 

and/or discursively, and sometimes, literally.  

 These trans*plantations of power often occur at moments when whiteness is threatened. 

For example, in 2009 in Connecticut, a great ape named Travis brutally attacked a human, Charla 

Nash, and was subsequently shot and killed by intervening police officers. Shortly thereafter, the 

New York Post published an editorial cartoon created by Sean Delonas (figure 1). In the cartoon, 

two police officers, one holding a smoking gun, stand over a dead chimpanzee, referencing 

Travis. The chimpanzee has three shots in his torso. His exaggerated tongue is out, his eyes are 

open, and his splayed body lay in a pool of blood on curbside grass. Above the bystanding police 

officer, the text bubble reads: “They’ll have to find someone else to write the next stimulus bill,” 

referencing the ape as U.S. President Barack Obama.109 In another reference to assumed black 

criminality, when protestors gathered on the streets of Ferguson, Missouri in the days following 

Michael Brown’s shooting, for example, at least one white police officer was caught on camera 

yelling at protesters, “Bring it! All you fuckin’ animals. Bring it. I don’t give a fuck.”  

                                                
109 See also Mel Chen (2012) for further analysis of how this cartoon reflects racist connections between blackness 
and animality made through racial science, social Darwinism, and eugenics discourses (124). 
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Figure 1. Sean Delonas, New York Post, 2009 

 

 These examples show that the visual-discursive association between black people and 

monkeys (or nonhuman animals, more generally) is deployed to administer anti-black racism. 

Further, they show how gender is qualified through race, and vice versa, each figuring and 

transfiguring the other to various ends. I want to pose the figuration of the trans-monkey as a 

means of highlighting some of these “ends,” particularly to suggest that they may not always be 

as overtly racist, sexist, or transphobic as the examples I have just glossed. In fact, the racial and 

sexual trans*plantations that cull the figure of the trans-monkey are just as likely to be 

propagated through attempts to expand or restructure categories of kind to be more inclusive, 

more just. Figuration, writes Donna Haraway (1992), “is about resetting the stage for possible 

pasts and futures. Figuration is the mode of theory when the more ‘normal’ rhetorics of systemic 

critical analysis seem only to repeat and sustain our entrapment in the stories of the established 

disorders” (86). Thus, I call on the figure of the trans-monkey as a connecting node, not to equate 
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anti-black racism with sexism with anti-trans violence, but to examine the flows between these 

modes of hierarchization and animality, more generally.  

 A few questions emerge as signposts for examining instances of trans-monkey 

appearance: How do progressive hierarchizations of life get organized in contemporary politics? 

What trans*plantations occur amid these seemingly new, expansive categorizations that call on 

the trans-monkey? Who is planted through this figuration? Who is planter? Across what 

boundaries? These questions can neither be answered in one chapter, nor can the examples I 

provide fully map the trans-monkey; instead, they gesture toward trans*plantation as a mode of 

reading the trans-monkey, which is itself a materialization of blackness and transness—a 

constant confluence of forces lacking ontological fixity.  

 

Trans Monkey in the Middle 

 To engage these questions, I begin at the metaphorical level by examining how 

“transgender” has worked as the monkey of U.S.-based LGBT politics in more than one instance. 

For example, in late September of 2007, now-retired Congressman Barney Frank took an 

informal poll of his colleagues, and decided that transgender protections should be removed from 

the Employment Non-Discrimination Act (ENDA). If gender identity protections were included 

in the bill that made it to the floor of the house, he argued, it would not pass. President Bush had 

already promised to veto any version of ENDA that crossed his desk. How then, did leaving out 

trans protections make sense? History has shown that the logic of additive politics often rends 

apart potential solidarity and leads to delayed rights and protections for the most vulnerable 

among us.110 At that moment in 2007, the Human Rights Campaign, long a defender of the 

sexual orientation-only bill had, only recently come out in support of including “gender 
                                                
110 In the United States, we need look no further than the fights for women’s suffrage as proof (Davis 1983). 
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identity.” When push came to shove, however, they changed back to their previous position. 

Gender identity and expression, while often the cause of employment discrimination, was cut so 

that others might be further protected.  

 The 2007 version of ENDA marked a particular betrayal for trans people. But in the 

United States, the 2000s and early 2010s were laden with other fights over LGBT rights, as well. 

In November 2008, for example, California voters approved Proposition 8, a ballot initiative 

which reversed the June 2008 State Supreme Court ruling that California’s ban on same-sex 

marriage was unconstitutional. Just a few months later in March 2009, Shannon Minter, legal 

director at the National Center for Lesbian Rights and a transman, was the lead attorney arguing 

to overturn the initiative. At the time, trans people who had changed the sex marker on 

documentation required for a marriage certificate could legally marry in California whereas 

“same-sex” couples could not. Minter noted that he was troubled “by the injustice” of this 

discrimination (Rojas 2009, n.p.). In 2012, the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals ruled in favor of 

Proposition 8 opponents, and in June 2013, after an extended legal battle that led to the U.S. 

Supreme Court and back to California, gay marriage was again made legal in California. That 

same year, the U.S. Supreme Court deemed unconstitutional the section of the Defense of 

Marriage Act (DOMA)—passed in 1996 during President Bill Clinton’s first term in office—that 

disallowed federal benefits from being provided to gay couples legally married in states that 

permitted gay marriage. It would take two more years before the Court would rule in Obergefell 

v. Hodges that gay peoples’ right to marry was protected under the Due Process and Equal 

Protection Clauses of the Fourteenth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution.  

 While this broader national fight for marriage was being waged, Human Rights 

Campaign, supposedly the largest LGBT lobbying group in the United States, again made sure to 
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ostracize trans people. At a marriage rally at the Supreme Court in late March 2013, HRC 

organizers asked that a group of trans and undocumented queer activists lower their trans pride 

flag and remove mention of undocumented status from a scheduled speech, respectively 

(Brydum 2013). After significant backlash, HRC apologized for its staffers’ actions, but post-

event lip service did little to quell the deep-seated practices of exclusion that HRC has continued. 

What do these continual exclusions imply about the relationship between transgender/transsexual 

and the “Human” of the Human Rights Campaign’s naming? As in the mission of the Erickson 

Educational Foundation, the “human” is almost a cover for the real work of the organization. 

That is, saying “human” rather than trans or queer or LGBT enables a certain quiet visibility. In 

EEF’s case, though, trans was potentiated through the “human”; through its continued exclusions 

of trans protections, the HRC precludes trans from the attribution of “human.”  

 In a way, as discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, this is no surprise—transsexuality and 

transness, more generally, have often been deemed inhuman, and in some cases, nonhuman. 

Hormones developed from nonhuman animal bodily materials, such as premarin, which is 

derived from the urine of pregnant horses, have been used to facilitate physical transition for 

transwomen as well as hormone replacement therapies for women during menopause. Gender, a 

foremost means of accessing humanity, has disallowed trans existence in a linguistic field 

wherein we nevertheless exist. What is surprising, however, is that while all of these trans 

exclusions and simultaneous fights for gay and lesbian marriage accessibility and employment 

protection were ongoing, there emerged increased focus on granting personhood rights to 

animals not designated as human.  

For example, in 2008, Spain’s parliament passed a resolution in support of the Great Ape 

Project, begun by Peter Singer and Paola Cavalieri, which aimed to grant apes human rights 
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(Wise, n.p.). While a landmark decision, it followed previous legal protections granted to great 

apes in countries such as Germany, Switzerland, and New Zealand. In early December 2013, the 

NonHuman Rights Project filed a habeas corpus case in New York state seeking legal 

personhood for four chimpanzees (Vaughan and Wiessner 2013, n.p.). Though it failed the first 

round of legal tests shortly thereafter, the lawsuit made headlines across the United States. The 

case was re-filed on January 7, 2016. The site of rights for non-human animal bodies, however, 

often reflects an anthropocentric vantage point from which designations are based upon 

comparative cognitive, genetic, and social characteristics. As the NonHuman Rights Project 

notes, “‘suitable’” nonhuman plaintiffs for (non)human rights legal cases must possess 

“sufficiently complex cognitive complexity” (NhRP 2013, n.p.); this is a complexity only 

humans apparently have the capacity to deem adequate.111  

 In fact, Charles Siebert of the New York Times recently noted that, while in the past thirty 

years there have emerged a great number of endangered species protection laws, “the primary 

thrust of such legislation remains the regulation of our various uses and abuses of animals, 

including food production, medical research, entertainment and private ownership” (2014, 30–

31). He continues, “The fundamental legal status of nonhumans, however, as things, as property, 

with no rights of their own, has remained unchanged” (ibid.). This contradiction is, at best, a 

form of exceptionalism, and at worst, what Rosi Braidotti (2013) succinctly defines as a 

“posthuman paradox” in which animals are protected so that they might be healthy enough to 

continue to withstand abuses for human ends (8). With specific regard to biomedical abuse of 

chimpanzees whose genetic material is closely related to that of humans, Julietta Hua and Neel 

                                                
111 Though not within the scope of this chapter, “personhood” has also been deployed by anti-choice legislators to 
grant human zygotes rights. In addition, though the language is not “personhood,” it nonetheless recalls the language 
of the three-fifths compromise, which designated black slaves in the United States as three-fifths of a person in the 
apportionment of Congressional representation. “Personhood” is a construct that crosses classifications to variously 
subjugate certain people to the advantage of others. 
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Ahuja (2013) alternatively describe a “paradox of human-chimpanzee likeness, where projects of 

science and technology in the context of US imperialism utilize species comparisons to justify 

experimentation, exploitation, and captivity even as they underline rationales for why 

chimpanzees should be protected” (620–621). Hua and Ahuja focus on the emergence of 

chimpanzee sanctuaries, arguing that these spaces where chimpanzees deemed “surplus” or 

“retired” from biomedical testing are housed and cared for, are sites at which we can analyze 

how chimpanzees go from exemplifying a purely disposable body to the disposed of body that 

must be protected—in short, how chimpanzees move from disposable bodies to “unkillable 

wards of the US state” (619). The chimpanzee is positioned as both object of biomedical abuse 

whose lack of typical emotional and cognitive development due to captivity precludes 

reintroduction into ever-shrinking natural habitat, and as subject who possesses intellectual and 

emotional complexities that attenuate continued testing.  

 In the United States during the Cold War, nationalism thrived in relation to the monkey. 

Biomedical, behavioral, defense-focused, and vaccine testing on nonhuman primates 

significantly increased during this period (Haraway 1989; Hua and Ahuja 2013). Primates were 

used in experiments as varied as spaceflight studies and polio vaccination research and 

production, the latter of which resulted in the deaths of over one million macaques (Hua and 

Ahuja 2013).112 Prior to the decolonization of many African range States, “The imperial trade in 

nonhuman primates, which exploited preexisting colonial divisions of economic and ecological 

resources between Asian and African range states and primate-importing states, made the United 

States home to the world’s largest captive populations of nonhuman primates used in research” 

(Hua and Ahuja 2013, 622). The massive growth in imports of nonhuman primates aided in the 

                                                
112 See Haraway’s (1989) chapter on Harry Harlow’s psychological research on macaques beginning in the late 
1950s, for a much longer account of how monkey likeness was sadistically exploited to prove that nurture aids in 
social development. 
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domestication of the macaque, in particular, to the space of the biomedical lab where it began to 

serve as a “figure of national progress” (Ahuja 2013, 84). This was a dramatic shift away from 

previous views of these primates. As Neel Ahuja (2013) argues, “While in the 1930s monkeys, 

chimpanzees, and gorillas had typically been figured as representing the untamable nature of 

animality and were associated with mad scientists and the supposed danger of the colonial 

jungle, the use of rhesus and other primates by biomedical researchers contributed to a new view 

of monkeys and apes as kin to humanity” (72). These increasingly human-like representations 

serve to bolster current legal cases aimed at garnering personhood rights for certain kinds of non-

human animals, particularly great apes—a designation that does not include macaques, but is 

nonetheless related in terms of animal protection and animal rights discourses.  

 Ahuja’s (2013) discussion of the shifting representations of apes and monkeys over the 

course of mid- to late twentieth century calls attention to the unfixity of species division. Perhaps 

more importantly though, these shifting representations disappear how likeness in relation to the 

monkey is constructed racially. Ahuja notes that the monkey was figured in the 1930s as 

“untamable” in the “colonial jungle,” and that this figuration shifted as a new containment 

strategy—the biomedical lab—emerged to take its place. Both colonial space and the biomedical 

lab work as technologies that enact trans*plantative logics: as one representation of the monkey 

wanes, a new one emerges—one that is controlled, sterile, and above all, in the service of the 

human. The messiness of the untamable jungle is planted elsewhere, and so too is the control 

over its representation. The monkey becomes a “figure of national progress” rather than an 

untamable colonial figure. In such a way, it is incorporated via its likeness at the same time that 

it is violated because of its likeness.  
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 In the biomedical lab, the figure of the monkey has shifted in representation yet again. No 

longer a figure of national progress, the monkey—and in particular, the great ape—has become a 

figure of abuse and victimhood. Their entanglement in research seeking effective antiretroviral 

treatments (ART) for HIV (human immunodeficiency virus) and a cure for AIDS (acquired 

immune deficiency syndrome) is one place where this shift is evident. In this case, the 

chimpanzee has specifically been researched as both the origin point for the disease and as a 

source for a potential cure for humans who have HIV or AIDS.113 In fact, one theory postulates 

that the original vector of transmission from simians to humans (from SIV—simian 

immunodeficiency virus—to HIV) was Dr. Serge Voronoff’s testes transplantations in the 1920s 

(Bajic, Selman, and Rees 2012).114 This theory has been largely disproven, but the mere 

possibility of such a tremendously devastating xenozoonosis raises questions about the safety of 

xenotransplantations, generally (ibid.).  

 From the 1980s through the early 1990s, chimpanzees were routinely infected with HIV 

in U.S. biomedical laboratories. In the United States, the National Institutes of Health (NIH) ran 

an aggressive chimpanzee breeding program between 1987 and 1993 that produced almost four 

hundred chimpanzees who were then used in HIV research at institutions across the country 

(Ahuja 2013, 624). Only one HIV-infected chimpanzee developed AIDS-like symptoms similar 

to a human, though that single case—wherein there were other potentially compounding factors 

in the immunological response such as previous biomedical procedures and a lifetime in 

captivity—was used to justify continued testing on chimpanzees (Fouts, Fouts, Waters 2002, 51). 

In June 2015, chimpanzees in captivity were added to the endangered species list; wild 

                                                
113 At this time, HIV/AIDS research is primarily performed on macaques, not chimpanzees. 
114 See chapter 1 for further discussion of Voronoff’s work. 
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chimpanzees were already protected by the Endangered Species Act, but those in captivity did 

not receive the same protections until this addition (Reardon 2015, n.p.).  

 In the short term, this change resulted in much more demanding permit requirements for 

researchers in the United States who desired to use chimpanzees as test subjects. However, as 

laid out by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Services (FWS), on 14 September 2015, mere months after 

the decision was made, researchers were no longer allowed to use chimpanzees to complete any 

scientific research (Grimm 2015, n.p.) unless it was directly related to maintaining or increasing 

the health and well-being of chimpanzees. This comes on the heels of the National Institutes of 

Health’s 2013 decision to retire three hundred of its captive chimpanzees from biomedical 

research, and the decision in 2015—which was likely a reassessment due to the new FWS 

endangered species list addition—to retire the remaining fifty, though their “retirement” to 

sanctuaries from laboratories is also ethically and politically complex (Hua and Ahuja 2013). 

There remain around 750 chimpanzees living in independent research labs in the United States 

(“Save the Chimps”).  

 The “paradox of human-chimpanzee likeness” that Hua and Ahuja (2013) discuss or the 

“posthuman paradox” that Braidotti (2013) identifies both suggest that the nonhuman animal 

body can, depending on the circumstances and their prescribed value, become a conduit for 

contradictory logics of care and/or disposability. At the same time, though, paradoxes work 

through either/or logic, theoretically creating binaristic results of circumstantial shifts in species 

value. However, these shifts actually play out through trans*plantative logics. It is more than 

direct worth in relation to the human that is gauged in the positionings of monkey life; by this I 

mean, it is more than the literal monetary worth or physical likenesses of the monkey to the 

human that characterize its value. Instead, the monkey’s figurative likenesses are deployed 
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across species divisions to enact trans*plantations of kind, moving some (chimpanzees, in this 

case) toward further protections or representing certain bodies—the Obamas, for example—in 

relation to the ape.   

 The monkey at once emphasizes, neutralizes, and disappears racial difference in its 

various cultural imaginings of likeness and value. The monkey is not race is not trans is not 

equalizing, but is instead a figure of fluctuating value, transplanted across epoch and U.S. social 

context as a comparative model of physical-mental capacities, as a representation of blackness, 

as a seat of desire. Thus, as the monkey is subjected to fights over its capacities to become a 

legal person or it becomes a figure of abuse rather than progress in the biomedical lab, it is 

variously humanized not merely through likeness or utility, but as a fleshy surface onto which 

race is (trans)scribed.    

 

Embodying a Tipping Point 

 Drawing on the figure of the trans-monkey is, thus, not to call on an analogical 

relationship between the trans person and the monkey, but to highlight what is trans*planted 

when certain bodies are put in relation to racial and gender categorizations that work through 

animality. The monkey becomes a “tipping point” amidst legal pleas for personhood, campaigns 

against animal abuse, fights for better biomedical testing practices, and racial categorizations. At 

the same time, trans, as an identity formation, has also been called on recently as a “tipping 

point” in the American cultural imaginary. Both the monkey and “transgender”—as it is 

referenced in mainstream identity politics—are all too often referenced in ways that absent or 

ignore the fundamental relationships they present between gender, sexuality, and blackness. 
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Figure 2, Laverne Cox, Time, 9 September 2014 
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 On June 9, 2014, for example, the cover of Time was graced with a photograph of 

Laverne Cox standing alongside the words “The Transgender Tipping Point: America’s next 

civil rights frontier” (figure 2). For transgender people, so proclaimed the magazine cover, the 

time had finally come. The article, “America’s Transition” by Katy Steinmetz, discusses the 

generally increasing prevalence of trans people in mainstream media; it provides a very brief 

history of transsexualism’s emergence in U.S. popular culture; and by way of the trans voices 

that are highlighted, engages variations in trans experience based on age. Though the article 

centers Cox, race, class, or ability as it inflects trans experience is minimally discussed—the 

article is first and foremost a Trans 101 for Time readers who are not trans, to share with them 

the supposed arrival of the “transgender tipping point.”  

 Blackness in relation to this tipping point though—undiscussed as it may be—is central 

to how the magazine constructs trans. As with many Trans 101-style pieces, this one for the most 

part limits difference to “transgender,” as though one’s racial or class difference, for example, 

are irrelevant or simply too messy to be engaged. Using the language of “civil rights” as though 

absent the specificity of the Civil Rights Movement, the narrative depends on a subtle dismissal 

of the striking violences that transwomen of color face at the moment of this “tipping point.” In 

this case, the “tipping point” is a pop cultural instance of trans*plantation. Blackness is 

incorporated into this tipping point—it is tipped—through the image of black transwoman 

Laverne Cox as the transgender tipping point. At the same time, blackness is obscured through 

its textual omission; that is, black trans embodiment is not specifically discussed on the cover or 

in the article. Visually, blackness is incorporated into transgender, but not incorporated into the 

experience of transgender life. Cox appears tall, poised to move forward with raised chin, one 

foot slightly in front of the other. The word “Transgender” appears in red, whereas all of the 
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other words on the cover are black. The rectangle edges of the magazine are also red, boxing 

Cox into “Transgender.” In addition, Cox’s head forms the second partial triangle of the letter 

“M” in TIME. She is visually incorporated into the progression of time inaugurated through the 

language of the “transgender tipping point.” In this move, blackness is trans*planted by 

“transgender,” leaving behind the specificities of black trans embodiment—specificities that help 

to construct “transgender” and to disrupt the easy progress narrative conveyed here through the 

language of “transgender.” For example, while transgender people as a group form the highest 

percentage of newly identified HIV cases in the United States, transwomen of color are the most 

affected subgroup (“HIV Among”).115 Transwomen of color are also murdered at a 

disproportionately high rate in comparison to other subgroups of TLGBQ people (“The 

Report”).116  

 The cover’s subtitle—“America’s next civil rights frontier”—also relies on a neoliberal 

progress narrative, which fosters a politics of visibility that only protects certain trans subjects. 

The use of the phrase “civil rights”—meaning, rights of the citizen—necessarily excludes 

undocumented people as well as those who have been disenfranchised through the legal system. 

In addition, for those facing deportation or homelessness, visibility can be a trap. Along with this 

increased visibility, there has been a simultaneous increase in legislation targeting many 

transpeople for their use of public space (e.g. bathrooms), and continued criminalization of trans 

sex workers. “Transgender” is working as a tool of neoliberal pinkwashing: a process that 

deploys the social inclusion or legal protections of LBGT people as a means of marking 

progressiveness, even as the violent suppression of whole other groups of people remains 

                                                
115 This is according to HIV testing events reported to the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) in 2013. 
116 In addition, forty percent of transpeople attempt suicide over the course of our lifetimes, and forty-seven percent 
of us report having been sexually assaulted over the course of our lifetimes, ten percent within a year of taking the 
2015 U.S. Transgender Survey (“The Report”). 
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insidiously ongoing or escalates. For example, Dean Spade (2017) has recently argued that trans 

people are increasingly being used as a political leveraging tool in support of illegal Israeli 

settlement expansion. Pinkwashing is nothing new, of course, but the coupling of transgender 

progressivism and militarism has recently taken new shape.117 As Spade points out, in early 

2017, Israel’s first transgender officer in the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF), Lieutenant Shachar 

Erez, went on a lecture tour in the United States and is being financially supported by right-wing 

Israeli advocacy group, StandWithUs. In the U.S., the right-wing is contrarily fostering deeply 

anti-Semitic beliefs and promoting anti-trans legislation; yet, anti-Muslim sentiment churns 

deeper. Spade writes:  

This moment requires a complex analysis: The very same right-wing leaders and 

organizations that cultivate anti-Semitism unflinchingly support Israel, including illegal 

settlement expansion, and support the Zionist attacks on critics of Israel that call those 

critics anti-Semitic. 

 

The political maneuvering involving trans people is equally complex. The right leads the 

current backlash against trans people, yet uses disingenuous trans-inclusion messages to 

build support for the Israeli military. (Spade 2017, n.p.) 

The trans*plantative logics at work here extend beyond the pinkwashing we have previously 

witnessed. Whereas neoliberal pinkwashing projects work by dehumanizing certain people so as 

to champion and then build neocolonial projects, the current form of anti-Muslim Zionist support 

of Israel requires utter ideological flexibility in support of the state, a capacity to shift one’s 

object of vitriol in the service of self and country. More directly, fomenting anti-Semitism, 

                                                
117 For an analysis of how this coupling is working in the current U.S. context, see Nicholas L. Clarkson’s 
dissertation, States of Incoherence: Biopolitics and Transnormative Citizenship (2015). 
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racism, and transphobia paradoxically does not attenuate superficial support of trans people, 

trans Jews even, if hierarchies of embodiment still maintain certain positions of power and 

subjugation.  

 In short, neither access to certain rights now supposedly enjoyed by LGB people nor the 

passage of hate crime legislation has changed the racist, sexist, and classist system under which 

certain bodies have been deemed more or less valuable than others (Spade 2011, 60-61). Trans 

people being discussed as the “next civil rights frontier,” in some ways increases the 

vulnerability of many of us. Like shifts that make certain nonhuman primates less subject to 

abuse (a negative right) for the duration of their lives, legal and social moves toward inclusion of 

certain people are ethically and politically complex, and often instigate exclusion of many others 

(Brown 2015, 323; Weheliye 2014, 82).  

 As I mentioned, trans Israeli soldier Shachar Erez’s U.S. tour was funded by 

StandWithUs, a right-wing Israeli advocacy group that is outspoken in its support of Israeli 

settlements on Palestinian land. In the United States, research support for studies to determine 

how to facilitate participation of transgender soldiers in the military has been primarily funded 

by the Tawani Foundation, begun by Jennifer Pritzker, a politically conservative transwoman 

who is a former soldier and an heir to the Hyatt hotel fortune. Furthermore, as analyzed in 

chapter 2, Reed Erickson’s philanthropy facilitated the possibility of transsexual embodiment—

insofar as that implicates the medical sphere—in the United States, engendering a new 

embodiment category while at times capitulating to gender and sexual norms to prove the 

legitimacy of that category. Erickson’s simultaneous financial support of research on nonhuman 

animals and phenomena, particularly research on expansions of human consciousness, were in 

some ways fortified by racism and colonialism. Both of these philanthropic ventures show how 
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power gets (re)organized through various categorical shifts depending upon a confluence of 

cultural productions as well as monetary inputs that are—intentionally or not, well-meaning or 

not—trans*plantative processes. Movements across species categorizations, across seemingly 

idiosyncratic issues, across media formats enable affective relaunchings of certain bodies as now 

more or less valuable, now more or less worthy of attention.  

 The trans-monkey appears as a figure through which some of these trans*plantations 

occur. In fact, as we examined in chapter 2, philanthropy works in complex ways to renegotiate 

in whose identity and in whose life money is invested in relation to the conceptual framing of 

“human potential.” Contemporarily, the Arcus Foundation, a U.S.-based funding entity run by 

Jon Stryker, funds work in a similarly complex space of species (dis)association. Arcus funds 

LGBT-related and great ape sanctuary projects transnationally, and rather than using the framing 

of “human potential” to energize their work, they use the abstract connective tenets of 

“compassion” and “justice.” The nonhuman—the monkey—is not simply a present absence in 

their work; it is front and center in (un)relation to the LGBT body. The role of race in the 

fluctuate cultural views of these two types of primates cannot be understated, and the Arcus 

Foundation is a contemporary apical example of how historical categorizations, differentiations, 

and hierarchies are institutionally entrenched even when certain institutions like it are indeed 

helping vulnerable populations and funding critically important care work. Thus, as I delve into 

the work of the Arcus Foundation, and relatedly, transspecies intimacies, there are three 

questions to keep in mind. How is blackness enfolded in the trans*plantation between Arcus’s 

work supporting LGBT human rights and great ape sanctuary? How are abstract connections 

between these various types of bodies developed through the work as a means of occluding the 

material connections between them? What work do these trans*plantations of power do?  
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The Arcus Foundation: Monkeys in the Midst 

 The Arcus Foundation  was begun in 2000 by Jon Stryker, billionaire heir to Stryker 

Corporation, a medical technology company started in 1941 by his grandfather, Homer Stryker. 

Homer Stryker was an orthopedic surgeon and inventor whose most famous 1940s creations 

include a turning frame bed, used primarily to assist patients with spinal cord injuries, and an 

oscillating saw that cut hard cast material without cutting or damaging human tissue. As the 

company has grown, so has the breadth of its product patents and research.  

 One of the company’s much more recent products, Vitoss, which is often used in 

combination with the Vitoss Bone Graft Substitute, is “intended to be used for filling bony voids 

or gaps of the skeletal system (i.e., the extremities, pelvis, and posterolateral spine)” (Stryker: 

Bone Repair, n.p.). The graft substitute has been shown to work in “animal models” (Swift and 

Reza, n.p.), and “Following placement in the bony void or gap, the scaffold resorbs and is 

replaced with bone during the healing process” (Stryker: Bone Repair, n.p.). The graft fills the 

interstice between bone matter as it regenerates itself—put simply, it is a medical implant that 

temporarily fills the space only to be absorbed and replaced by bone matter. Its utility is in its 

eventual erasure—in a way, so too is the biomedical testing relationship between human and 

nonhuman animals erased in this process. In fact, the “animal models” used to test the product 

were “18 skeletally mature canines” in whose bodies “defects measuring approximately 10mm in 

diameter and 25mm in depth” were created using a “low speed drill” before they were 

euthanized in small groups over the course of 52 weeks (Havener et al, n.d.). In an indirect way, 

profits from this product now fund philanthropic work used to provide sanctuary to great apes 

subjected to biomedical testing. This connection highlights the trans*plantative processes of 
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financial capitalization and speciation that all too often disappear in the midst of seemingly 

progressive or expansive funding work. 

 In 2013, Stryker Corporation reached year-end sales of nine billion US dollars (Stryker 

Corporation), and Jon Stryker’s net worth as of early 2016 was just shy of two billion dollars 

(Forbes). In addition to the Arcus Foundation, Stryker has given significant sums of money to a 

variety of causes, including a five million dollar donation in late 2016 to Montgomery, Alabama 

based non-profit organization, Equal Justice Initiative, for a memorial acknowledging victims of 

lynching in the United States (Capehart 2016). The Arcus Foundation initially concentrated its 

efforts on LGBT equality, and has more recently expanded its focus to great ape conservation 

(Global Giving Matters n.p.), but Stryker was already doing great ape sanctuary funding in the 

late 1990s. In 1999, Stryker co-founded with Dr. Carole Noon Save the Chimps, a sanctuary 

built to house chimpanzees rescued from the Coulston Foundation laboratory—a site where U.S. 

military chimps had been “retired.” Arcus Foundation grants to Save the Chimps have decreased 

as the non-profit organization’s other private donations have grown, but in 2016, Arcus still 

provided nearly two million dollars in support, which accounts for a third of the organization’s 

funding for the year (Williams 2016). Thus, while the Arcus Foundation has more recently 

highlighted its great ape sanctuary work, it has always provided significant support to both areas 

of focus.   

In a 2008 interview with Global Giving Matters, Jon Stryker was asked: “But what do 

you see as the philosophical or programmatic connection between your LGBT work and your 

great apes work?” Stryker responded:  

It’s about compassion. Great apes are under huge threat. They are becoming extinct in the 

wild, and they are being used in the biomedical and entertainment industry then just 
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being thrown away. They are infected with diseases and then warehoused. We don’t use 

the language of animal rights – it’s more of a compassion and conservation language. 

That’s one common ground – the compassion side. Another connection is justice. In our 

work for human rights, we are among those trying to expand traditional ideas of social 

justice to include sexuality and gender. In our great ape work, we often see a link 

between economic development for people and ape conservation – social justice for 

people can truly enable conservation. (GGM 2008, n.p.; emphasis added) 

The abstract concepts of compassion and justice are stated as the connective links between the 

Foundation’s funding foci; compassion and justice for great apes are separated from the 

“language of animal rights,” which differs from the social justice framework that operates to 

expand the rights of humans historically ostracized because of their sexualities and genders.  

 The space of abstract philosophical species association, the interstice toward which 

compassion and justice point us, is where species—thus, racial, gender, and sexual—attributions 

are naturalized. The word interstice derives from the Latin interstitium, a space between, which 

stems from inter, meaning between, and sistĕre, to stand (Oxford English Dictionary)—to stand 

in the space between. Definitionally, it is most commonly considered “An intervening space 

(usually empty); esp. a relatively small or narrow space, between things or the parts of the body” 

(ibid.). But, what is meant by the “usually empty” connotation of interstice? Rather than a space 

where abstract concepts such as compassion and justice connect seemingly different “kinds” of 

bodies, might the interstitial be a trans*plantative domain of thick activity, political and 

theoretical? An interstice or the interstitial might stand between, but it is a space of movement, 

full of potential for trans*plantations in multiple directions. That is, this “usually empty” space is 

not empty of potential.  
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 We might again look to Susan Stryker’s (1994) “My Words to Victor Frankenstein above 

the Village of Chamounix” as an example of how the interstitial void possesses potential for the 

formation of new materialities.118 In her deeply personal piece, Stryker writes of supporting her 

partner who is giving birth, and feeling anguished about her incapacity to birth a child in the way 

she desires. Karen Barad (2015) beautifully contends that this experience “gives way to a painful 

birthing of transgender rage that becomes, in turn, the womb through which [Stryker] rebirths 

herself” (393). Barad continues, “Nature emerges from a self-birthed womb fashioned out of a 

raging nothingness” (ibid.). By embodying the monster, embodying the rage of non-existence, 

Stryker “intervenes in naturalizing discourses about the nature of nature” (392) by birthing 

herself from the interstitial space of rage and darkness.  

 But, interstitial potential is not confined to one attachment or one direction.119 While 

Stryker finds the energy of the monster in the space of nothingness, which she harnesses for the 

production of her own materiality, this energy might be harnessed otherwise. For example, the 

Arcus Foundation’s separate but entwined funding streams, which they associate through the 

abstract concepts of compassion and justice, stabilize various kinds of bodies and identities as 

objects of intervention, calling on those materialities as already constructed and as already 

constructed differently from one another. This does not mean that the work Arcus funds does not 

make those embodiments and identities more liveable for some, only that it disavows the 

underlying space of nothingness from which it calls difference into being as though already 

evident.  

                                                
118 See the introduction of this dissertation for my first discussion of Stryker’s 1994 article. 
119 See my earlier discussion in chapter 1 of the asterisk versus the hyphen. Both symbols are relational, extending 
outward to potentially attach to any number of terms. However, for me, the asterisk offers a more proliferative space 
of potential. 
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 In 2015 alone, the Foundation provided organizations “working toward social justice for 

LGBT people” with more than eighteen million dollars of support (“Social Justice”). 

Organizations “working to conserve and protect the world’s great apes” received over ten million 

dollars in funding from the Foundation (“Great Apes”). Predominantly, Arcus funds 

organizations in the United States, though they have also provided significant grants to 

organizations in locations as varied as Kenya, Lebanon, Romania, and Switzerland. Since 2009, 

the Kenyan organization Ol Pejeta Conservancy, for example, has received over a million dollars 

in grants from the Arcus Foundation (“Grantees”); in 2004, the land on which the conservancy 

was established was purchased by a UK-based organization through a multi-million dollar grant 

from the Arcus Foundation (“About Us”). In addition, Arcus has provided more than a million 

dollars to organizations around Nairobi doing “Social Justice” work ranging from assisting sex 

workers to engaging in dialogue with Muslim leaders to promote greater tolerance of LGBT 

people. Swiss organizations have received over 1.4 million dollars for great ape conservation 

projects. Much of this money is to support ongoing work in Indonesia as well as central, east, 

and southern African nations.120 On the map view of grantees on the Arcus website, the 

Foundation uses green and orange pins to distinguish funding for Conservation or Social Justice 

projects, respectively; multiple countries have received funding for both “Social Justice” and 

“Conservation” work.  

 When I began research on the Arcus Foundation, its website was laid out as two tabs—

one with information about their grants and work for great ape conservation and one for LGBT 

rights and issues. Since then, the website has been updated to a unified page, making the foci 

more streamlined in presentation. Based on information obtained from the Internet Archive 

                                                
120 In addition, a Lebanese “Social Justice” organization received $100,000 dollars in 2010, and a Romanian 
organization received fifty thousand dollars to monitor discrimination against LGBT people within religious 
institutions. 
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Wayback Machine, the change occurred sometime between late-September and mid-October 

2014. As the screenshots show (figures 3 and 4), the mission statement on the landing page of 

the website are also different. In the late September snapshot (figure 3), the statement is as 

follows: “The Arcus Foundation is a leading global foundation advancing pressing social justice 

[link to social justice main page] and conservation [link to conservation main page] issues. 

Specifically, Arcus works to advance LGBT equality as well as to conserve and protect the great 

apes” (27 September 2014). The background is a black and white image of railroad tracks next to 

buildings. The railroad tracks might relate to the original Michigan location of the Arcus 

Foundation, but they do not specifically relate to either of the causes that the Foundation funds.  

 

Figure 3. Arcus Foundation website landing page, 27 September 2014 
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 By October 10, the landing page (figure 4) changed significantly. Rather than one image, 

the top frame cycles through the current mission statement as well as videos of humans dancing 

and apes in trees. In this frame, there is a newer description of the Foundation’s purpose: “We 

are dedicated to the idea that people can live in harmony with one another and the natural world. 

We believe respect for diversity among peoples and in nature is essential to a positive future for 

our planet and all its inhabitants” (10 October 2014). On the one hand, the newer statement 

seems to acknowledge how these “kinds” of bodies are connected in ways that are useful to 

consider—for example, both require safe and clean living space to survive as well as access to 

natural and cultural resources; on the other hand, it does less to critically engage with how  

 

Figure 4. Arcus Foundation website landing page, 10 October 2014 

 

(neo)colonial structuring of kinds still might be functioning to create or amplify inequities. For 

example, Neel Ahuja (2010), analyzing the “rhetoric of endangerment” used by the Great Ape 
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Survival Project (GRASP), a United Nations Environmental Program (UNEP) partnership, 

shows how their discourse promotes the simultaneous conservation and sustainable development 

of land to “protect” both great apes and indigenous humans, “implying that conservation of 

forest ape habitats will also conserve the knowledges, life practices, and livelihoods of 

indigenous communities” (123). As Ahuja notes, implementation of GRASP’s conservation 

measures is newly ongoing, but some of the measures will, at worst, result in the (potentially 

forced) resettlement of indigenous communities, or at best, include indigenous people in 

conservation practices through employment rather than as true “stakeholders” (127-128). And, as 

Ahuja asserts, “Even transforming leadership structures … may not necessarily address the 

larger economic processes that buttress the neocolonial logics of the project” (ibid.). Ahuja’s 

analysis of GRASP’s project is highlighted in connection with the Arcus Foundation’s funding to 

emphasize how rigid and entrenched colonial hierarchies of embodiment are, and thus, how even 

work toward progressive change often capitulates to rather than challenges those hierarchies. 

 In many ways, the newer mission statement returns to earlier iterations of the 

Foundation’s two primary foci as presented on the website. For example, in 2004, the mission 

statement was shorter and more overtly concentrated on LGBT funding: “The Arcus Foundation 

seeks to contribute to a pluralistic society that celebrates diversity and dignity, invests in youth 

and justice and promotes tolerance and compassion” (26 May 2004; emphasis added). This 

statement appeared before the Foundation announced position changes based on programmatic 

shifts and expansions, including the 2005 hiring of Urvashi Vaid as executive director, which 

occurred in tandem with the opening of the Foundation’s New York offices. On the landing page 

just below the statement was a list called “We Believe” (figure 5).121 In it, the Foundation’s 

                                                
121 Some of these statement and layout shifts could be attributed to a changing internet landscape in the early 2000s. 
Website structure was far less dynamic, and the number of people accessing the web and actively seeking  
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beliefs are listed together as though the bodies the list discusses are fluidly connected. In the list 

of eight beliefs, non-human animals are explicitly mentioned only once, and implicitly once 

more.  

 

 

                                                                                                                                                       
information there was significantly lower than even a few years later. There were no smart phones and everyday 
home users were often still using slow dial-up modems. This does not, however, wholly account for the discursive 
emphasis on certain bodies over others or the overall evolution of the Foundation in terms of its foci. 
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 Figure 5. Arcus Foundation landing page, 26 May 2004 
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 What these historical web snippets show is that the Foundation has thus far achieved 

neither a fully separate nor entirely confluent presentation of their work. The images are also 

telling of a broader cultural incapacity—far beyond the work of Arcus—to fully articulate the 

racializing (dis)associations between LGBT people and nonhuman animals and phenomena. 

Thus, to return to the language of the Arcus Foundation in connection with these complex 

species relationships particularly as they are embedded within neocolonial logics of rescue and 

care, compassion and justice are not actually as co-constitutive or interrelated as they may seem. 

Compassion for two species does not necessarily lead to justice for either one—or stated 

differently, the unjust bodily organizations of colonialism linger even if one species seemingly 

becomes more or less valued or valuable through changing cultural conceptions of cognition, 

sexual normativity, or needs in relation to one another (or the human, as the case may be). The 

visual-discursive productions of the Arcus Foundation fill in the interstice between humans and 

great apes, evading the dense historical and contemporary connections between these kinds. 

Resultantly, the trans*plantations of kind that takes place through the abstract terms 

“compassion” and “justice” and their related website images, construct ape and LGBT bodies 

that are refigured, capitalized and flattened, but not in ways that decenter the human.  

 This is not to say that these trans*plantations are wholly negative. Simple good/bad, 

negative/positive binaries are insufficient descriptors. Likewise, investments of money to 

alleviate the environmental and financial deprivation of certain nonhuman primates and humans 

is crucial. However, reading the resultant species slippages as trans*plantations highlights the 

socio-economic limitations of our systems of care. All too often, these systems of care create 

further inequities that benefit those in power, and emphasize our dependence on an 

enlightenment-era humanism that draws on a fluctuate notion of the human—the ascription of 
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which is always a matter of racial power—as if it is a stable, fixed category (Wynter 2003). The 

Arcus Foundation stabilizes this category as though it is self-evident in its difference from other 

categories of kind, marking out a bifurcated space for intervention that elides the underlying 

logics of racialization and sexualization that enable it. And as we know, how these species 

attributions and protections are made become viscerally relevant in moments of crisis when 

one’s closeness to the human—one’s humanness—is extended or rescinded through those very 

same logics of race, sex, and gender.  

 

Travis the chimpanzee: Figuring the Monkey 

 Sean Delonas’s racist cartoon (figure 1) from the beginning of this chapter is a visual 

example of this simultaneous extension and recision of humanness through the monkey body. 

For Delonas, Travis the chimpanzee is merely a monkey figure through whom to depict Barack 

Obama and, thus, to work out racist anxieties over power and place. Travis and his story have 

also been taken up to convey species limitations and perverse sexuality. Travis is regarded as 

proximal to the human, and this proximity is called upon through race and gender to either relate 

to him or vilify him. In fact, Mel Chen has articulated the subtle ways in which nonhuman 

animals—and likewise, racialized humans—are regarded in their likeness and companionship to 

the human in flexible ways. Chen questions how the capacity for this discursive and affective 

flexibility is temporally located in the past, asking, “What does it mean for a presenting body, a 

living body, to shift between white presence and a queer racialized past, between animality and 

humanity” (2012, 122)? With regard to Travis, this question is apt. How is Travis posthumously 

able to slip among species categories? How do the logics of the plantation rear their head in the 
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contemporary moment through this particular nonhuman animal body—this particular trans-

monkey figure? 

 Travis was the companion-pet-friend-family member of Sandra and Jerome Herold, 

whose only adult child died a few years after Travis came into their lives in 1995 (Lee 2011, 3). 

When Sandra and Jerome Herold adopted Travis, he was an infant who they bottle fed and taught 

to use the toilet. They treated him as a human baby every step of the way. The couple cared for 

Travis until Jerome’s death in 2004. After that Sandra and Travis were each others’ primary 

companions. Sandra Herold shared a bed with Travis (Lender 2012) and he regularly 

accompanied her on her daily errands and to work. One of Herold’s employees and dear friends, 

Charla Nash, knew Travis well, so when Sandra requested her help with Travis one day, she 

complied. Nash arrived with a stuffed Elmo doll as a gift for Travis. She held it in front of her 

face, which may have been the reason that Travis attacked (Lee 2011, 6). This instigator may or 

not have been coupled with the Xanax that Herold had dosed Travis with earlier in the day—

Xanax can cause disorientation and confusion (Harmon 2009). Before being stabbed by Herold 

and subsequently shot by police, Travis left Nash unrecognizable. She lost both of her hands and 

much of her face in the attack.  

 A few months after the incident between Charla Nash and Travis, the Arcus Foundation 

responded to the event in the Fall/Winter 2009 edition of their newsletter, Ascent. The naming of 

Ascent is likely in connection with the idea of ascending beyond, progressing past the socio-legal 

limitations of one’s current position—for LGBT humans, beyond violence and oppression, for 

great apes, from captivity solely for human ends toward sanctuary. However, there are overtly 

racial connotations to this naming as well. For one, there is the 1973 thirteen part BBC series by 

Jacob Bronowski, The Ascent of Man, which detailed in plain terms the dominant Western story 
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of evolution. The name of the series is based on the title of Charles Darwin’s book, The Descent 

of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex, which among many theoretical propositions, posited 

that Western science enabled the preservation of the “weaker” among “civilized” society (1882, 

168-169). This idea was by no means promoting the elimination of any one group, but it 

nonetheless bears the political weight of the era inasmuch as it fostered eugenicist claims. Thus, 

the name of the Arcus newsletter, while perhaps innocuous sounding, is embedded in lineages of 

species marking and hierarchizing.122 

 In large part, the newsletter defends chimpanzees, praising post-event legislation that 

disallowed chimpanzees from being bought and housed as pets, and noting the very specific 

types of care that chimpanzees require. Perhaps most interesting, however, is the following 

remark:  

Chimpanzees are, of course, highly complex beings, capable of a wide range of emotions 

and motivations. However, they have evolved for millions of years in social settings that 

naturally foster strong dominance instincts. That Travis, a wild animal kept as a pet and 

performer in highly unnatural conditions, shed his faux-human veneer and acted on his 

aggressive impulses begs the question “Why not sooner?” rather than simply “Why?” 

(Ross, 5; emphasis added)  

This excerpt reveals a deep tension between human and nonhuman attributions, exposing a 

classificatory chasm that the Arcus Foundation never explicitly addresses. While doing so, the 

Foundation redeploys an anthropocentric reference. Travis is said to have “shed his faux-human 

                                                
122 The concept of “ascent” is also connected to that of transhumanism, as discussed in Chapter 2, which is currently 
supported and propagated in significant ways by trans businesswoman, Martine Rothblatt. While the origins of the 
movement are debated, Julian Huxley’s presentation of the term in his 1957 text, New Bottles for New Wine, is 
typically granted the basis for the contemporary usage. The movement has eugenicist origins. 
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veneer,” implying that he did, in fact, possess some humanity rendered evermore present by his 

cohabitation and intimacy with Sandra Herold.123  

 The faux-human veneer to which the newsletter refers might be better theorized as what 

Joseph Pugliese (2009) conceptualizes as “prosthetic white citizenship.” As he states:  

Prosthetic white citizenship, as a technology of biopower, is always imposed or conferred 

from the outside (of the body); as white technè, it can only ever be taken up by its non-

white subjects as simulation, precisely as a type of prosthetic or phantasmatic limb that 

always discloses its adjunct status as non-native artifice. Even as prosthetic white 

citizenship can be conferred upon non-white subjects, it can, precisely because it is 

viewed in terms of an artificial adjunct to the non-white subject, be withheld or taken 

away. (Pugliese 2009, 16) 

Pugliese is not defining whiteness in its phenotypical or biologized form; rather, “whiteness must 

be seen to operate in terms of a transnational technology of racialised power that is 

simultaneously contingent upon specific sites, subjects and relations” (ibid.). According to the 

Arcus Foundation, given his predisposed animal instincts (including “aggressive impulses”), 

Travis’s supposed faux-humanness could only ever be temporary. One can note here how 

Travis—discursively produced as the chimpanzee whom Sandra Herold mistakenly assumed had 

extra-species capacities—encroached upon the putative superiority of the human species, only to 

be described by the Arcus Foundation as a nonhuman animal in relation to and through the 

human.  

 In the case of Travis, the temporary and illusory affective extensions of humanoid 

relations toward the chimpanzee are withdrawn through the reassertion of an ontological species 

                                                
123 These intimacies are mentioned in a 2012 article discussing Herold’s 2010 sworn deposition about the attack and 
her relationship with Travis. Herold is cited as having said that she and Travis slept in the same bed every night 
(Lender n.p.). 
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divide in a moment of crisis. These extensions and revocations of certain species attributions to 

different kinds of bodies are not analogous. That is, I am not making simplistic comparisons 

between human and nonhuman primates based on abstract ideas of shared oppression, though 

these analogies are already made in the cultural imaginary and in the Stryker and Arcus 

statements articulating the links between the Foundation’s subjects of funding. What these 

statements do is naturalize certain species dis/associations, while ascribing an inherent capacity 

for species slippage to chimpanzees. Of course, there is nothing inherent about it. The monkey is 

said to physiologically possesses “aggressive impulses” that can be activated at random. And, on 

a broader scale, the monkey becomes a figure onto which white cultural concerns about race, 

sex, and gender, become displaced. Travis comes to be racial anxieties personified (literally): 

over-sexed and muscularly unstoppable, a simultaneous victim of human species transgressions 

and a perpetrator of his own natural species-specific proclivities. The monkey is ever-changing 

and changeable, a figure through which power is trans*planted: Travis is both indicative of his 

species and capable of harming others beyond his kind. This capacity to be a figure through 

which power is trans*planted is underlain by established racist relationships between animality 

and blackness. That is, the trans*plantations of power made possible through the figure of the 

trans-monkey, Travis, are also made evident in cultural productions such as Sean Delonas’s 

cartoon, Alex Jones’s video characterization of Michelle Obama as trans, or numerous quotidian 

comparisons between the Obamas and the monkey, and black people and monkeys, more 

generally.  

 The monkey functions as the enspacement of blackness and transness, which are “nodes 

of one another, inflections, though originally and names for the nothingness upon which 

distinction rests, flash in different hues because of subjects’ interpretive historical entrenchment” 
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(Bey 2017, 278). It is no surprise, then, that the monkey is summoned across the boundaries of 

so many media, across so many “types” of bodies, most often as proof of instability, stupidity, 

animality, and perversity. As we have seen, trans*plantations of power through the figure of the 

monkey appear differently in relation to various bodies. For example, for Sandra Herold, Travis 

was in most ways, her child toward whom she was wholly devoted, perhaps too much so. For 

Barack Obama, Travis was not progeny, but the parent—the murdered black father of the nation, 

himself. So what happens when the story of Travis the chimpanzee changes visual register 

again? What further trans*plantations of power are enacted through the figure of the trans-

monkey?  

 

Moving Monkey: Filmic Trans*plantation 

 The story of Sandra Herold and Travis was referenced in the 2013 Sundance Channel 

television miniseries Top of the Lake, created by Jane Campion and Gerard Lee, and directed by 

Campion and Garth Davis. One of the characters in the seven-episode miniseries Top of the 

Lake, Anita (played by Robyn Malcolm), is a fictional depiction of Sandra Herold. The show 

was set in an insular New Zealand community that, over the course of the miniseries, is shown to 

be grossly dystopic and interconnected through a web of racialized, gendered, and drug-induced 

sexual abuses. The plot revolves around the disappearance of the protagonist, a twelve-year-old 

child, Tui, who has just found out that she is pregnant—a state of embodiment about which Tui 

seems to have little understanding. Tui is also the only person of color to be featured in the show, 

a fact that is oddly never explicitly acknowledged or discussed.124 It is especially interesting, 

                                                
124 Tui’s mother, who is a woman of color, appears in one scene, but this appearance is brief and there is no 
character development. The mother of another of the main characters is partnered with a man of color, but again, his 
role is not central to the plot. While the fact that Tui is a person of color who was fathered by a violent white man is 
not explicitly discussed, given the setting of the show, this exclusion perhaps implicitly draws attention to the 
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however, given that she is also the only pregnant character and the only child who seems to have 

been reared capable of disappearing into and surviving in nature, even if she does receive some 

rations from her caring and similarly abused friends. Her disappearance is investigated by 

Detective Robin Griffin, played by Elisabeth Moss. In the first episode, viewers first encounter 

Matt Mitcham, Tui’s brutal and sociopathic father, when he murders the real estate agent who 

has just sold land at the top of the lake to Bunny (Genevieve Lemon), who recruited an older, 

seemingly telepathic GJ (Holly Hunter) to provide strange and pointed guidance to residents.125 

 On this coveted land, GJ establishes “Paradise,” or what could be described as a 

commune for wealthy white middle-aged women seeking escape from relationship problems 

(image of GJ, the land, and their housing below). They come to live in a cluster of freight 

containers in the middle of a field at the top of the lake. 

 

                                                                                                                                                       
continued resonances of New Zealand’s policies of forcefully removing biracial children from indigenous Māori 
communities in an attempt to racially assimilate them—over time and through reproduction with white people—into 
white communities. This was done through the discourse that Aboriginal people were “dying out” because of white 
contact and because of the supposed civilized technological prowess of white people over the Māori people. 
Forcefully removing these children was thus disguised a method of “saving” them, though it was of course, saving 
the idea of whiteness as superior while brutally stealing children from their families. 
125 In episode 3, it is explained that Bunny had such respect for GJ’s abilities that she told GJ that she would buy 
land for this communal retreat anywhere GJ pointed to on a map. She kept her word. 
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Figure 6. Film Still of GJ walking on the land near one of the communes shipping container 

homes 

 

 Anita, the fictional stand-in for Sandra Herold, is one of the residents of “Paradise.” In a 

conversation with Matt Mitcham—who shows up at the commune enraged over its new 

ownership—Anita discloses that she has sought refuge at “Paradise” after her beloved Brad, a 

chimpanzee, had to be killed. Below is a portion of the interaction between Matt Mitcham and 

Anita, during which she shares her story. 

Anita: Um, well, my story is quite bad. 

Matt Mitcham: Is that right? 

Anita: Yea [pauses]. Okay, well, I had this chimpanzee called Brad and we were very 

close. We slept together and we bathed together sometimes. But, in the last couple of 

months, Brad became, um, very difficult to handle.  

Another woman: Yea, like he bit her. Show them, show them. 
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Anita: I’ll show you. Look. [Lifts up shirt above hip bone and shows scar.] I was advised 

to put him on hormone treatment and eventually I had him castrated, but it was too late. 

He was too obsessive. I was very stupid. I, uh, shoulda had him put down and finally, he 

attacked my best friend. Such a foolish thing to think that Brad could ever be a friend. 

[Shrugs.] Brad had to be killed and I am pretty much a mess.  

One of Matt Mitcham’s sons: That’s tragic, but was he a boyfriend or your pet? 

Anita: No, he was a friend. Yeah, he was a friend.  

Matt Mitcham: So this is some kind of halfway recovery camp. Is that right? 

Same other woman: Well, yeah, it’s nothing official, but there are a lot of women here in 

a lot of pain.  

Anita: Pain. Yeah. (Top of the Lake, Episode 1: 11:00) 

 

 

Figure 7. First interaction between Anita and Matt Mitcham, along with other commune 

inhabitant 



 

 171 

 

In this first moment of interaction between Matt Mitcham and Anita (and more generally, 

between Matt Mitcham and the women at the commune), it is clear that Anita’s story in part 

copies that of Sandra Herold and Travis. Just as Sandra had done, Anita explicitly acknowledges 

the embodied acts of transspecies intimacy in which she and Brad participated: for example, the 

acts of bathing together and sleeping together. She also mentions that she had been told to 

administer hormones to Brad and that she had him castrated as a means of decreasing his 

“obsessive” behavior. Anita’s genitally-focused comment about Brad’s castration—that it was 

“too late”—and her note about the hormones she never administered infers a transspecies 

relationship between genitals, obsession, and aggression.126 

 One of the most interesting aspects of this interaction appears at the end though, when 

Anita repeats the word “pain”—a word first enunciated by the other woman in the scene. This is 

not an idiosyncratic performance of mimicry; rather, it is a speech pattern that Anita performs 

multiple times during her appearances on the show. The notion of mimicry is constituent of 

Anita’s character as it develops through the story of Brad the chimpanzee, and it characterizes 

how the nonhuman animal sticks to and animates the tenuousness of whiteness. Similar to 

Margaret Howe Lovatt, a desire for speech facilitates bestial relations, giving some form of 

audibility to inarticulable relations—a trans*plantation of power through the figure of the white 

woman whose (im)proper comportment and bodily relations enables coloniality to be subtly 

maintained (Stoler 1995; 2002). These intimacies, however, show the impossibility of containing 

transspecies relationships to one medium or type of role.  

                                                
126 Mel Chen contends that cultural representations of nonhuman animals are often absent of genitalia—a move that 
serves to disconnect animals from humanness not only because sex organs are used to impute sex and gender, but 
also race and class (137). In this case, Brad is absent entirely, but Anita’s mention of his castration absents his 
genitals even as they are discussed. 
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 For example, in the move between Sandra and Travis’s life story to its fictional depiction 

in Top of the Lake through the characters of Anita and Brad, Travis is conceived less as a 

replacement child and more as an adult companion, less as a violent betrayer and more as an 

obsessed lover. Anita is almost unsettlingly recognizable as the subject of domestic abuse by the 

ape body even as she simultaneously wields more power in the relationship. The trans*plantation 

between the “real” story of Travis and Sandra and the “fictional” account of them as Brad and 

Anita depend on extant “traffic between what we have come to know historically as nature and 

culture” (Haraway 1989, 15): traffic that moves through, for example, scientific and sexological 

discourses to deem some bodies more or less worthy of liveliness—of enlivenment—and certain 

bodies as species boundary markers through the undulating flows of racial categorizing. 

 Anita’s verbal repeating also characterizes the idiom “monkey see, monkey do,” 

following long histories of racialized othering in the contexts of empire. This is not to say, 

however, that Anita’s mimicry signifies the same thing that it does through racial colonial 

encounter. For example, referring to Christopher Columbus’s diaries at the time of conquest, 

Diana Taylor asserts that performances of mimicry by indigenous peoples, particularly as those 

performances had the potential to disrupt the supposed singular base of Catholic religious 

practices, at once comforted and confounded colonizers. Taylor (2003) notes:  

The suspicions concerning religious orthodoxy were expressed too, as ambivalence 

toward mimesis. On the one hand, Europeans from Columbus onward had praised the 

native peoples’ capacity for imitation and used that to argue that they could be taught to 

be Christians and take the sacraments. On the other hand, the mimicry was inappropriate 

and bestial, ‘like monkeys’. (45) 
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The colonial encounter references animality as a means of discursively producing the colonial 

subject “as a subject of a difference that is almost the same, but not quite” (Bhabha 122), but it 

does not, as Taylor contends, foreclose the outcome of those mimetic acts. Thus, Anita, as a 

white body on colonized land, is not interpellated as a colonial subject through the exact same 

logics of racial difference that Bhabha or Taylor discuss, but because of her intimate 

relationships as they commingle with her embodied performances of mimicry, she is implicated 

in the maintenance and disruption of colonial hierarchies of embodiment that work through race, 

sex, and species classifications. Anita is, in a way, the figure of the trans-monkey through which 

power moves. Anita is made to seem absent, disoriented, at odds with sanity and normative 

womanhood. She is almost, but not quite right, almost, but not quite the right kind of white. The 

absent monkey—Brad—presences Anita’s own failed white womanhood, disappearing the 

trans*plantative processes through which both he and Anita emerge as failures in the first place. 

 The figure of the monkey is called upon literally in relation to Sandra Herold and Travis. 

But as a transmedia figure, Travis moves from news story to news cartoon, from object of 

philanthropy to TV miniseries, allowing for the affective resonances of the trans-monkey body to 

shape its various appearances. Travis is at once human-like, ape, lover, child, family member, 

betrayer, aggressor—he is a mutable figure through whose excesses and deficiencies, cultural 

anxieties over race, gender, and sexuality norms are performed. The trans-monkey is a figure that 

allows us to examine the trans*plantations of power that occur through its appearances; we are 

able to engage the ways that race, gender, and sex are enacted in a variety of ways across era and 

supposed forms of cognitive or otherwise embodied difference. It is one figure in whose image 

ideas of race, sex, and gender are reflected, altered, and represented. These representations 
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matter—they suggest one’s relationship to liveness, one’s presence, one’s presence through 

absence, one’s simultaneous presence and absence from the cultural imaginary.  
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Chapter	4	
A	“choreography	of	presence”:		
Photographic	Trans*plantations	 
 
Looking back now and comparing our current struggle for our rights to exist not only just 
legally but visually in our families and communities, in our nation, I can see that resistance is 
never a linear process. Often even before the organising starts, merely existing and living is the 
ultimate beginning of political consciousness, an act of resistance and transgression. 
- Zanele Muholi (2015a, 7) 
 

 

Figure 1. Associated Press. Published in The New York Times. 6 December 1967. 
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Thinking Trans*plantatively 

 An image of two electrocardiogram (EKG) print-outs appeared at the start of an article in 

the 6 December 1967 New York Times (figure 1). The first reads “NEW HEART BEAT 

6am.Dec.5, 1967”; the second, with a visually differing set of peaks and valleys, reads “OLD 

HEART BEAT Oct.17, 1967.” The article that follows sketches a biography of Dr. Christiaan 

Barnard, the South African surgeon who had performed the first human-human heart 

transplantation at Groote Schuur Hospital in Capetown, South Africa. The electrocardiogram’s 

lines, created in reaction to the body’s electric pulses, signify life—a gridded indication of 

health, recovery, previous injury. As the text below the image notes, the “‘W’-shaped peaks 

show the presence of a healed myocardial infarction—a heart attack.” The gridded comparative 

EKG print-out shows lines upon gridded lines, two representations of the internal liveliness of a 

crucial bodily organ. While a temporary success, the recipient of the heart, Louis Washkansky, 

died eighteen days after surgery (Hamilton 2012, 348).  

 I begin this chapter with this image because it makes visible the often-unexamined 

associations between liveliness and health and injury and damage and death. Viewers can see the 

strength of the new heartbeat in comparison to the damaged one pictured in the bottom half of 

the image. As a whole, the image highlights how the process of enlivening or animating is 

deeply connected to the process of making visible. For those of us who are not medical 

professionals, the EKG and the captions attached to it are simplistic representations of illness 

and health. The image intimates how transplantations are trans*plantations; that is, the 

movement of organs across bodies fundamentally shifts power, literally and otherwise. 

Electrocardiograms provide a visual representation of the electrical activity of the heart—

electrodes strategically placed on the skin detect and record the very slight electrical shifts 
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produced through each “beat” of the heart muscle. The power generated or not by the heart is 

made partially visible in these images. At the same time, the donor’s body and their contribution 

to this power shift is dismissed. The story is about the vitalization and health of the recipient, not 

death and loss.  

 With a focus on photography, this final dissertation chapter examines images and image-

making, paying close attention to how processes of “making visible” work to enliven or presence 

certain marginalized groups of people. I focus on Zanele Muholi’s Faces and Phases (2006-

present), an “archive”—a word replete with definitional variation—of black lesbian and 

transmasculine South Africans to consider what trans*plantations of power are made possible 

through Muholi’s photographs.127 In large part, then, I am concerned with the trans*visual in this 

chapter: the ways that trans* movements, and the places where those transfers of power 

temporarily or partially resolve in photographs, become accessible to viewers.  

 The twelve months that followed Christiaan Barnard’s first heart transplantation would 

become known as “the year of the heart” due to the number of heart transplantations performed 

around the world. In fact, Barnard—a deeply competitive man—had quite unexpectedly won the 

race to transplant the first heart from one human to another. His primary competitors Dr. 

Norman Shumway at Stanford University, Dr. Adrian Kantrowitz at Maimonides Medical Center 

in Brooklyn, Dr. James Hardy at the University of Mississippi (who, in 1964, was the first to 

perform a human heart transplantation using a chimpanzee heart), and Dr. Richard Lower at the 

Medical College of Virginia, were all based in the United States. Barnard, who had received his 

primary training in South Africa, had also done some surgical training at the University of 

                                                
127 The term archive in relation to Muholi’s work in Faces and Phases is discussed more thoroughly at the end of 
this chapter. For now, I do not foreclose the possibility of this term in relation to her work, and in fact, believe that 
the amassment of photographs in Faces and Phases is an active archive, even as the term “archive” is overused in 
contemporary discourse to describe anything that is old, historical, or a part of a collection. 



 

 178 

Minnesota and at the Medical College of Virginia. In May 1968, a few months after Barnard’s 

first heart transplantation procedure, the Medical College of Virginia would become a party in a 

lawsuit brought by the family of a patient whose heart the hospital had used as the donor organ 

in a heart transplantation. Within a day of arriving at the hospital with severe head injury and 

without his family being contacted, that patient, Bruce Tucker, was removed from the respirator 

before immediately having his heart and kidneys removed from his body (Lederer 2008, 172). 

His postmortem status was then changed from “dead” to “unclaimed dead” even though Virginia 

law stated that this change of status required a 24-hour postmortem waiting period to give family 

the opportunity to come forward (ibid.). This meant that no consent was granted to extract his 

organs.  

 The family filed an ultimately unsuccessful lawsuit asserting that Tucker’s status had 

shifted from dead to unclaimed dead so quickly in order to take his heart (Lederer 2008, 176). 

Joseph Klett, the recipient of the heart, was white.128 The Tucker case was decided by an all-

white, all-male jury who “deliberated little over an hour before they absolved the surgeons of 

wrong-doing and accepted a novel medical definition of death based on the loss of brain 

function” (173), setting precedent about the relationship between one’s cognitive function and 

one’s aliveness. Back in South Africa, within a month of Barnard’s first heart transplantation, he 

would go on to perform another, this time transplanting the heart of a 24-year-old black man, 

Clive Haupt, to a 58-year-old white man, Philip Blaiberg, with the consent of Haupt’s mother. 

This would be the first heart transplantation to cross the color line, a crossing that garnered 

significant praise and criticism from black communities in the United States (Koretzky 2016).129  

                                                
128 This was the first interracial heart transplant in the United States, and the sixteenth in the world (Koretzky 2016, 
15). 
129 See chapter 1 for more detail. 
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 As South Africa made headlines for leading the world in heart transplantations—for 

making the dying a part of the living by crossing racial and physical lines drawn between bodies 

at the height of apartheid—other representations of South African life, particularly black life, 

were far less hopeful. Young black photographers such as Peter Magubane (1932-) and Ernest 

Cole (1940-1990)—both of whom worked under Jürgen Schadeberg at DRUM, a South African 

magazine known then for its coverage of apartheid—documented the lives and deaths of black 

South Africans living under apartheid. In 1967, while working for the Rand Daily Mail, a 

progressive Johannesburg newspaper, Magubane published an untitled photograph he had taken 

at the Wenela Mine Recruiting Agency in Johannesburg, South Africa. The image, which would 

become an iconic example of black dehumanization, showed miners lined up around the 

perimeter of a room nude with their arms stretched above their heads. They were lined up and 

subjected to routine searches of their bodily orifices after going down in the mines; these 

searches were to ensure that they had not stolen any gems or other valuable materials. In addition 

to this physical and emotional humiliation, Magubane has stated, “It was inhuman in the African 

tradition to have young and old men stripped naked in the same place, and these are men who 

have gone down the bellies of the earth to dig the gold that has enriched South Africa” 

(Magubane qtd. in Warner Marien 2002, 323). That same year, krugerrands (South African gold 

bullion) started being produced, and in 1970, South Africa possessed almost 80% of the world’s 

mine supply (E&MJ News, 2010).  

 At this moment at the height of racial apartheid, South African gold was also at the height 

of its transnational circulation. Customers in the United States were heavy buyers in the 1970s, 

accounting for more than half of South Africa’s total market (Associated Press 1979). By the 

mid-1980s when the import of krugerrand in the U.S. was banned by President Ronald Reagan—
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who had faced significant public and congressional pressure—there were thousands of owners 

across the country. In fact, as discussed in chapter 2, Reed Erickson used krugerrands to 

purchase the Milbank Estate in 1983, which was intended to house both the Erickson 

Educational Foundation and ONE, Inc., still the largest gay and lesbian archive in the United 

States. His ability to access krugerrands from a vault, and his willingness to purchase 

krugerrands in the first place, implicated him in the racist political economy of apartheid South 

Africa.  

 Peter Magubane was arrested in 1969 for photographing police brutality and spent nearly 

two years in solitary confinement. As he has stated: “Working as a black photographer in 

apartheid South Africa was not easy. You had to always know where you were and who was 

around you. If the police were there, you couldn’t take photos – and the police were always 

there. If it was difficult to get a shot openly, I’d have to improvise: hide my camera in a loaf of 

bread, a half-pint of milk, even a Bible” (2015, n.p.). When he was released from his 1969 arrest, 

he was banned from photography for five years, a mandate he did not follow (Barnett 2013). His 

paper, the Rand Daily Mail, was instrumental in keeping him alive if for no other reason than 

they had a platform from which to document the abuses of he and other black South Africans. 

Magubane has expressed that others who were arrested and who were not journalists were not 

only put in solitary confinement but beaten twice per day (Magubane 2015). Within months of 

the June 1976 Soweto uprising, for example, the Rand Daily Mail reported that Magubane was 

one of four of their staff who had been detained. All four of the staff had reported on the 

uprising, though editors at Rand were denied information about whether their staff had been 

arrested for their journalism or illegal private acts (Burns 1976). Around this time, Magubane’s 

home was burned down by arsonists (ibid.). 
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 Magubane is an activist photographer whose work was an act of survival. His images 

were concerned with representing the atrocities of apartheid and, relatedly, with making visible 

fellow black South Africans involved in fights against it. Magubane’s work “made visible” the 

de-vitalization inherent to apartheid, and in so doing, shifted black people subjected to 

apartheid’s violences from faceless masses to bodies in opposition. His work, then, sought to 

show how violation should not be the foundational act of life, and created images of violation to 

qualify what life is not.  

 Magubane, now in his 80s, still takes photographs, but primarily focuses on sunsets. As 

he has said, “If I come across hell, hell will break loose, I will take pictures. I will stop and say 

‘no I'm not doing the sun.’ But what I don’t want to do is wait there the whole day waiting for 

police to shoot people. During apartheid fighting for freedom, yes, I did that. I’m no longer 

fighting for freedom so I’m not going to do that” (Magubane in Barnett 2013, n.p.). Freedom, for 

Magubane, is marked here by the end of formal apartheid in 1991 and the election of Nelson 

Mandela in 1994.130 The release of Mandela in 1990 after twenty-seven years in prison was a 

turning point in the fight to end apartheid, and his 1994 win in the first multi-racial election put 

the African National Congress in power. Under the guidance of a newly elected National 

Assembly, the constitution was drafted in the spirit of providing safeguards against any minority 

abuses experienced under apartheid. The constitution was promulgated in 1996 by Mandela, and 

was the first in the world to explicitly include—in the bill of rights—protections for citizens 

based on sexual orientation. It also banned discrimination based on sex, gender, race, disability, 

and a slew of other differentiating categorizations (Thomas 1997, 376).  

                                                
130 Magubane, who had photographed Nelson Mandela as a young activist in the 1950s, became Mandela’s official 
photographer upon Mandela’s release from prison in 1990 (Barnett 2013). 
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 Despite these constitutional protections, however, LGBT people continue to face 

physical, sexual, and legal discrimination.131 Since 1996, activists have gained adoption and 

child custody rights, the ability to alter legal sex, and, after LGBT rights groups exerted pressure 

on elected officials, South Africa’s National Assembly voted in favor same-sex marriage in late 

2006, a vote that aligned with the constitution’s promise of equal protection before the law. Even 

still, the inclusion of sexual orientation in the constitution was not universally desired among 

activists in the Black Consciousness Movement (Thomas 1997, 380-381). The supposed 

importation of European queer identities were, for some of these activists, antithetical to the 

construction of the South African nationstate (ibid.).132 The fraught constitutional inclusion and 

later expansions of LGBT rights have, unfortunately, not greatly reduced violence against LGBT 

people, particularly as those who endure this violence are often disavowed and their experiences 

undocumented because they identify as or are identified as LGBT (Swarr 2012).  

 This simultaneous legal recognition and ongoing violence is a trans*plantation of power, 

moving those who have been elevated to the position of legal visibility to a simultaneous 

position of further social precariousness. Put another way, in South Africa, LGBT constitutional 

visibility has reinforced the boundaries of the legal, calling on transmasculine and lesbian bodies 

as a symbol of inclusion at the same time that they are identified in new ways as antithetical to 

                                                
131 See B Camminga’s (2017) “Categories and Queues: The Structural Realities of Gender and the South African 
Asylum System” on how these protections affect “gender refugees”—those who have fled other African countries 
for South Africa in order to seek protection. As Camminga explains, the asylum process in South Africa is 
challenging for anyone, but it is even more difficult for trans people who must choose either male or female from the 
moment they sign up for asylum. 
132 See Sylvia Tamale 2014 and Bisi Alimi 2015. This rhetoric of “un-Afican” identities in relation to queer people 
is not isolated to South Africa. It has been used to justify restrictive laws in Nigeria, Zimbabwe, and Gambia, just to 
name three, even as LGBT people and organizations have argued that the laws are themselves un-African inasmuch 
as queerness existed long before colonization. The intolerance, as they claim, is what was imported with 
colonization, and relatedly, Christianity. 
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the heteropatriarchal cohesion of the South African nation state.133 By antithetical to the 

heteropatriarchal cohesion of the nation, I am referring to the essentialist framing of a pre-

colonial state wherein lesbian and trans desire supposedly did not exist. These conceptions of 

lesbian and trans bodies are violently mobilized to facilitate trans*plantations of power through 

the logics of visibility. As Amanda Lock Swarr has argued, “Multifaceted violence makes 

lesbian visibility, embodied and engendered through butchness, a site of paradoxical 

ramifications” (969). Visibility is, thus, a fraught conceptual framing for thinking about lesbian 

and transmasculine life and liveliness. By this I mean, visibility in the legal realm does not 

produce equity in the social realm, and visibility in the social realm often makes one a target for 

violence that negates the protections supposedly offered in part through legal visibility.  

 The next generations of South African photographers—those who were reared under 

apartheid and those who are “born frees”—have begun to document their own visual histories to 

expand the limitations of this legal visibility. Zanele Muholi (1972-), contemporary black South 

African lesbian visual activist, is currently leading the movement to document black LGBT life 

as a means of shifting how LGBT people visualize themselves and how they are visualized by 

others.134 In a country where the current president, Jacob Zuma stated in a 2007 newspaper 

article that he believed gay marriage to be a “disgrace to the nation and to God” (Msibi 2011, 

52), Muholi’s work is critical. Thus, Muholi’s work aligns with Magubane’s argument that 

“Struggle without documentation is not struggle” (Magubane in MacDonald 2012, n.p.), but she 

directs the need for documentation toward a new struggle. As she argues, “Without any images 
                                                
133 While not the same, this trans*plantative process of simultaneous elevation and targeting of lesbian and trans 
bodies by the state is present in the United States in current “bathroom bills” and the increase in the number of 
murders of transwomen of color year after year. 
134 In 2006, Muholi also began Inkanyiso, a nonprofit organization that provides a “flexible and unique source of 
information for art advocacy” (“About”). The website publishes articles written by various community members 
about LGBT life in South Africa: everything from political think pieces to poems to funeral information for those 
who have been lost to violence. Muholi has also helped to train and promote photographers such as Lerato Dumse 
who also support the effort to expand the visual language of queer South Africans. 
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that could complement the same constitution and also all those laws in place, it will mean that 

we [LGBT people] do not exist” (Muholi 2009). She also calls attention to her own position as a 

black South African lesbian woman seeking to create a visual history of black South African 

lesbians and transmen, whom, as she contends, are majorly unrepresented in South African 

visual histories (Corley 2016). Muholi states: 

If there is a visual history of African women or of sexualities in Africa, you find a lot of 

masks. And when you think of the visual activists – Ernest Cole, David Goldblatt, Peter 

Magubane and Alf Kumalo – these men made it possible for us to articulate a South 

African landscape in a gendered way. Because I’m talking about men accessing spaces, 

holding cameras, documenting South African history, putting their lives on the line, 

going out there to document the history of South Africa under apartheid. How do you 

connect their work with what I’m doing? Maybe because my work is about sexuality, 

people think it is not connected to what these guys did. But it’s about politics. We bring 

in visual politics as a means of articulation. (Muholi in Corley 2016, 25-26) 

As Muholi argues, in the era of constitutional inclusion, visual representation of black lesbian 

women and transmen is still a constitutive part of making legal representation matter. Her work 

is deeply political. 

 Born and raised in Umlazi township southwest of Durban, Muholi was trained by David 

Goldblatt at The Market Photo Workshop, a school focused on “ensuring that visual literacy 

reaches neglected and marginalised parts of our society.”135 Goldblatt, a white South African 

photographer famous for his decades-long commitment to documenting South Africa during 

apartheid, founded the Workshop in 1989. Muholi completed her studies in 2003. Her first book 

Only Half the Picture (2006) included intimate portraits of black lesbian and transmasculine 
                                                
135 See homepage of the Market Photo Workshop’s website: http://www.marketphotoworkshop.co.za/ 
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people photographed between 2003 and 2006. In many ways, it exposed rifts in any staid notions 

of black female sexuality, calling attention to the intimate lives of black lesbians and 

transmasculine people. As a black lesbian herself, Muholi offers a beautifully personal look at 

her own friends and queer family. The series includes images of women holding one another 

nude, photographs of genitalia, bodies entwined, menstrual blood, bloody pads and tampons, a 

portrait of one person in the process of binding their breasts, and still another of a woman who 

had been raped the day prior. As briefly discussed below, the series collectively conveys the 

tenuous balance of pleasure and trauma that black lesbian and transmasculine bodies currently 

experience in South Africa.  

 In Triple I (figure 2), three nude bodies appear crisscross and face down laying across 

one another on what reads as sheets on a bed. The private is made public through the image, but 

the partial views of three bodies together disallow the ability of the viewer to gaze at any one full 

form. The image suggests pleasure and sensuousness, as black feminine forms curve and cross 

one another. The play of light and shadow on the three figures provide less contrast than they do 

connection: in the shadowed areas, the individual bodies almost become indistinguishable as the 

viewer is drawn toward a moment of repose.  
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Figure 2. Triple I, 2005, Zanele Muholi 

 

There appear to be two different fabrics covering the bed below, the most dominant is possibly a 

gold lamé sheet. All of the bodies are in focus.  

 Viewers are confronted with a radically different view of beds in Hate Crime Survivor II 

(figure 3), which depicts—from a distance, this time—a bed within a clinically spare hospital 

room. The end of the bed and a patient’s chart are in focus with shallow depth of field. The title 

directs viewers to what appears to be a small figure laying on the bed, curled up in a blanket, 

with no face or individual identity visible. Muholi’s visual representation conveys both the 

smallness and the invisibility that can result from the experience of being medicalized and 

abstracted—from an individual to a faceless statistic—when one reports sexual violence. The 

image expresses a strong sense of isolation and sadness. In the bottom right, there appears a foot 

in a sandal, facing in the direction of the figure on the bed. At once, the feet seem to belong to 
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someone who is watching over the figure on the bed, and yet they seem distant and eerily 

panoptic. The title of the image, Hate Crime Survivor II, and the broader variation of the images 

in the series (from other hate crime survivors to consensual sex scenes) suggests the shrunken 

figure on the bed was physically or sexually assaulted for being a lesbian or transman. 

 

 

Figure 3. Hate Crime Survivor II, 2004, Zanele Muholi 
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 These two images, beautifully photographed with exquisite attention to light, space, and 

the relationship of the viewer to subject, exude an intimate rawness. A viewer is compelled to 

react, whether that be in relation, repulsion, awe, or something else entirely. These images, from 

her “Visual Sexuality” series, first appeared in public in a solo exhibition at the Johannesburg 

Art Gallery. Muholi’s work has generated significant praise and criticism as it was shown over 

the years. When “Visual Sexuality” was shown in 2009 as part of the Innovative Women 

exhibition held at Constitution Hill in conjunction with Women’s Day, South Africa’s Arts and 

Culture Minister Lulu Xingwana quickly departed as soon as she saw it. In a statement released 

by her office, Xingwana stated, “Our mandate is to promote social cohesion and nation building. 

I left the exhibition because it expressed the very opposite of this” (Evans 2010, n.p.). As in 

President Zuma’s 2007 statement, Xingwana considered the presence of black lesbian sexuality a 

threat to nation building.  

 These are not isolated incidences; instead, as Gabeba Baberoon (2014) asserts, the 

nationalist culture of South Africa is “characterised by a disturbing masculinist focus and a 

consequent gendered silence about sexual violence that in different ways marked both the 

apartheid government and the anti-apartheid movement” (328; emphasis in original). Sexual 

violence thus remains a constitutive element of South African politics inasmuch as it is 

dismissed, especially if it is perpetrated against people whose very existence is thought to detract 

from nation-building. In the current South African context, so called “curative” or “corrective” 

rapes have become prevalent. Despite inclusion of protections for sexual orientation in South 

Africa’s Bill of Rights, LGBT people still face extraordinary levels of violence. In 2012, for 

example, one Cape Town LGBT organization said that it dealt with up to ten incidences of 
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“corrective” rape every week (Hunter-Gault 2012). The crime rarely leads to arrest (ibid.).136 

Amanda Lock Swarr argues that butch lesbians in South Africa pose a “tripartite threat” to 

heterosexuality, to gender norms, and to sex, which positions them as targets for this form of 

sexual violence (2012, 963). These rapes, often perpetrated by men within the same communities 

in which their lesbian and transmasculine victims live (Moffett 2006, 134), are frequently 

intended to distinguish masculinity as that which can only be possessed by the male body. As a 

violent tool intended to “correct” embodied gender transgressions, these violent attacks “force 

the separation of gendered bodies and sexuality through rape” (Swarr 2012, 981). As Helen 

Moffett insists, in post-apartheid South Africa, rape is to gender control and containment as race 

was to control and containment under apartheid (2006, 132). The continuities create an 

especially dangerous environment for lesbians and transmen whose very bodies mark a space of 

sexual and gender digression.  

 In response to the nationalist criticisms leveled against her, Muholi created the short film, 

Enraged by a Picture (2005), which situates her work within lesbian social and political life. The 

film begins with Muholi speaking as the camera pans across written responses to the exhibition 

scribed by gallery visitors. All of the responses shown are negative, invoking religion, 

nationalism, and race to defend their positions. The film follows Muholi as she shows images 

from the series on the streets, including a photograph of a woman framed from the neck down 

strapping on a dildo and another of a woman shown from the waist down with a healed scar up 

her thigh, wearing underwear and clutching her hands in front of her genitals. In the first, 

penetrative pleasure is envisaged as attached to the female body. In the second, vulnerability and 

violation are visualized, as the viewer is held in tensive relation between the photo participant’s 

                                                
136 Importantly, though, the prevalence of “corrective” rape of lesbians and transmen is part of a broader culture of 
anti-female sexual violence in South Africa, which has one of the highest rates of reported rape in the world 
(Hunter-Gault 2012). 
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clutched hands and the raised vertical scar that extends down nearly half of her thigh. The film 

also stresses black lesbian sociality, identifying lesbian soccer teams as spaces of gathering and 

community-building. Throughout, there are glimpses at everyday black lesbian and trans life, 

each speaker identifying how their sexuality affects how they interact with the world. Overall, 

the film furthers the general thrust of much of Muholi’s photographic work: to document black 

lesbian and trans life within South Africa and to broaden understanding of their day-to-day 

experiences with violence.  

 At the end of the film, Muholi’s words appear as text across the screen to underscore the 

visual message of the film. She writes:  

Why I capture images of sexuality is because I believe that our experiences as black 

lesbians add to a history of struggle that has not yet been written or recorded. But our 

voices are here now, in this visual ‘text’, and perhaps we will be allowed, for the first 

time, to speak all the languages and cultures within our communities. We are HERE! 

(Enraged 2005, 13.02-13.25) 

Muholi’s goal from the beginning has been to inaugurate a new visual archive of black lesbians 

in South Africa, to make visible unacknowledged lives marked by violence.  

 She has continued to face significant criticism for her work, and in April 2012 while 

Muholi was in South Korea, thieves broke into her apartment and stole twenty of her hard drives 

containing five years worth of work. They took nothing else, though an expensive camera, a 

projector, and a flat screen television were all visibly present in the apartment (McCann 2012). 

This was a clearly a targeted attempt to silence Muholi and prevent the circulation of her work. 

The hard-drives have never been recovered. That this act occurred at all suggests that Muholi’s 

images hold a certain trans*plantative capacity. If they were not a threat to the status quo, if they 
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did not suggest that there were some bodies that were more or less valuable in post apartheid 

South Africa, why would images of those bodies be valuable enough to steal? Of course this act 

scared Muholi, but not enough to prevent her from continuing her work. One has to wonder, 

however, how much more vulnerable the participants in her photographs are now. Their faces 

and, in some cases, sex acts are now differently exposed, potentially to dangerous ends.  

 

Documenting Existence 

 Muholi’s next series Faces and Phases (2006-present) took a different direction to 

document black queer gender and sexuality in South Africa. The series comprises portraits of 

black lesbian and trans people, many of whom Muholi is currently re-photographing as a part of 

the ongoing series. She began taking these photographs after she and Donna Smith, fellow South 

African lesbian activist, began the Forum for the Empowerment of Women (FEW) in 2002 

(Smith 2016). Part of Muholi’s work for FEW involved documenting the experiences of lesbian 

women who had survived sexual assault. She would interview these women about their 

experiences with sexual violence over many visits in an effort to document and report hate 

crimes. Eventually, Muholi began requesting permission to photograph them so that there would 

be images to go along with their stories (ibid.). Faces and Phases emerged from these early 

photographs as a kind of visual antidote for only and always viewing black lesbian and trans 

suffering. The aesthetic changed, of course, as did the specific aim of the photographs, but they 

have maintained a focus on documentation. 

 Every portrait in Faces and Phases is black and white, and almost all of the participants 

look directly at the camera. Muholi has noted that she has chosen to shoot this series in black and 

white “to create a sense of timelessness—a sense that we’ve been here before, but we’re looking 
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at human beings who have never before had the opportunity to be seen” (Muholi qtd. in Scott 

2015). She does not claim the term photographer and she does not consider participants in her 

photographs to be her subjects. As she asserts: “I call myself a visual activist. I have been 

documenting different spaces where Black lesbians, gay, and transgender people, and some 

intersex people, are at. I personally believe that photography is supposed to be about 

relationships in the first place. It’s not about like, capture and subjects, but, to say how do we 

relate to the people that we are with.”137 The series urges questions such as: How do we relate to 

ourselves and those around us? How do we picture ourselves? Those present in the work 

participate in their posing; they dress themselves and posture themselves in their medium close-

up portraits. Some are head and shoulder shots, others extend from head to below the torso. 

Muholi takes intimate note of how she photographs participants’ bodies, maintaining awareness 

of what parts of their bodies they want to highlight or minimize (Muholi 2015).  

 Muholi made the first photograph of the series (figure 3) in 2006 of her friend Busi 

Sigasa, a poet and lesbian activist, died. Sigasa (1982-2007) had survived so called “corrective” 

rape the year before and had recently been diagnosed with HIV. She died at the age of 25, within 

a year of the photograph’s creation date. The photograph of Busi Sigasa is one of the few in the 

series (and the only one in the 2015 book) where the participant does not look directly at the 

camera (and, thus, the viewer). It is one of the few where a building is present in the 

background.138 The photograph was taken at the old Women’s Gaol (women’s jail) at 

                                                
137 “Zanele Muholi,” YouTube video, 0:06, from an interview with Diane Frankel, posted by “Diane Frankel” on 
April 17, 2012, accessed October 10, 2013, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ywSWHmAOHQY&noredirect=1 
138 The remainder of the images that I examine in this chapter are more typical of the photographs in the series. 
Three are portraits of a participant whose style shifts over the years that she is photographed. The general gaze and 
composition do not change dramatically, however. Three other photographs I include are of two different women 
who both chose to appear in their portraits with no shirt on such that they appear to be nude. All six of these images, 
as different as they are, are representative of the series. The last image I examine from the series, and also the last 
image in Muholi’s book, Faces and Phases 2006-14, is Muholi’s self-portrait. Like the portrait of Sigasa, it 
digresses somewhat from the overall aesthetic while maintaining a certain visual relationship. 
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Constitution Hill, Braamfontien (Muholi 2015, 6), though the caption on the image is simply 

“Busi Sigasa, Johannesburg, 2006.” Without the additional context, the viewer encounters a 

figure with what appears merely to be an out-of-focus shell of a small building in the 

background.  

 

  

Figure 4. Busi Sigasa, Johannesburg, 2006, Zanele Muholi 

 

Sigasa, in a light jacket and sweater dons a winter cap, turning her back to the building behind 

her, looking 45 degrees to the viewer’s right. The photograph seems less an encounter with the 

viewer than a moment of turning one’s back to the blurry shapes in the background and looking 

ahead. If the viewer knows the longer title, Women’s Gaol [Jail] at Constitution Hill, 



 

 194 

Braanfontien, they might—as I do—read the image as a certain disenchantment with the 

institutional and constitutional framings of queer safety where there is none.  

 Sigasa’s cheeks catch the light of the sun as the stripes in her hat nearly parallel the one 

running across her sweater, slightly drawing attention to her breasts by breaking up what the dark 

color of the sweater minimizes. At the top, between Sigasa’s head and the building, there is what 

appears to be a light pole with a half dome facing away from Sigasa’s back. If indeed a light 

pole, its position in the frame centralizes surveillance, or at the very least, mediation between 

Sigasa and the institutions intended to both punish and protect her. And if a building that is part 

of the prison compound, it is likely a guard tower given the angle of the photograph. Sigasa is 

pictured at the bottom of the hill, looking away from one of aparheid’s most notable symbols 

(prisons) yet still being pictured with it, as though freedom was not made equally accessible for 

all. Sigasa is still in part controlled by apartheid’s legacy though she was never imprisoned 

literally in the jail that appears in the image. Sigasa died of AIDS in 2007, a loss that indelibly 

marked Muholi. After Sigasa’s death, Muholi began creating portraits of black lesbians and trans 

men as a way of confronting “the realities of loss and pain” she was experiencing. As she 

describes the shift from a small number of portraits to the creation of an archive:  

What was initially a visual project became the creation of an unprecedented archive of 

photographs for my community and our country. I wanted to fill a gap in South Africa’s 

visual history that, even 10 years after the fall of apartheid, wholly excluded our very 

existence. … Faces and Phases is both highly personal and deeply political to me: an act 

of searching, resisting, transgressing the boundaries of oppressive racial, sexual, class and 

gender power structures. (Muholi 2015, 6) 
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Faces and Phases is reparative and forward moving. It works, for Muholi, as a process of 

mourning death and documenting life.  

 What makes Faces and Phases an archive though? What about the portraits in this series 

inaugurates an archive? By asking these questions, I am not interested in defining the term 

“archive.” Instead, I am interested in ruminating—albeit briefly in the pages of a single 

dissertation chapter—about what an archive does. Muholi’s series is a collection of portraits that 

document people whose stories have been purposefully forgotten—people for whom the nuanced 

contours of their lives have been lost to dominant history. Were the series merely an amassment 

of photographs, I might simply call it a collection. But as I soon discuss further, Muholi’s 

investments in historical re-working and in engaging the temporalities of death and life in her 

community actualize an otherwise invisible group of people.  

 

Mourning and Becoming Photographically 

 In Muholi’s own words, the series began as an act of grieving Busi Sigasa and other 

friends who had also experienced so called “corrective” rape and other violences.139 The image is 

mournful. Sigasa appears as defiant as she does hopeless, as hopeful as she does downtrodden. 

And Muholi’s relationship to Sigasa is present here, too. Sigasa is not a subject to be captured, 

but a friend to be honored and later, mourned. This is not to say that this image is necessarily 

noticeably different from other kinds of portraits; however, when contextualized amidst a 

broader series that marks its inception as a means of documenting life and mourning death, the 

photograph perhaps takes on new meaning. Admittedly, some of this meaning is gained by 

reading and listening to Muholi’s discussion of the project, and by situating all of these portraits 

                                                
139 Other participants who have been murdered or have died since being photographed are Buhle Msibi, Penny Fish, 
and Nosizwe Cekiso (Thomas 2013). 
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within the violent anti-queer contexts where they were created. Muholi’s approach to image-

making is markedly relational, shifting the intent from simply capturing those in the images to 

building a relationship that inhabits the details of the portraits: how the participants choose to 

dress, how they address the viewer, what background they choose for their portrait. From just 

looking at the portraits, one may not know the degree of photographer-participant dialogue 

materialized within each image in Faces and Phases. But, I argue that the photographs do come 

to matter differently as a collective body of work as a result of the approach Muholi takes to 

make each individual who is photographed an active participant in the creation of their portrait. 

Both her photographic process and her product, collectively inform the visual intensities of the 

series.   

 Kylie Thomas (2013) suggests that Muholi’s Faces and Phases photographs “draw on the 

conventions of memorial photography in order to secure a place for queer subjects within 

representation” (36). For Thomas, memorial photography is discussed as though synonymous 

with mournful photography, and she does little to define what she is associating with memorial 

photography or its conventions. However, Thomas does suggest, “the seeming regularity of the 

series … operates as a visual sign of shared experience, of a community of being, and is a 

common practice in photography that aims to memorialize” (51). The regularity (namely, all of 

the photographs are black and white portraits, most of them are either half-body or slightly more 

tightly framed), for Thomas, is the sign of memorialization, a simultaneous insistence on 

presence and a documentation of what has been and what could, given the circumstances of 

violence, be no more. Muholi’s photographs, then, secure a place for her participants within life, 

trans*planting erasure with presence, even if that presence is to prevent future erasure. 
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 Thomas synopsizes Roland Barthes’s elaboration of studium and punctum, marking 

Muholi’s Faces and Phases as images that arrest the gaze by disrupting normativity. As she 

states, “Muholi’s work shows that reading with and for the punctum can be understood as a mode 

of queer reading, an openness to ways of seeing that disrupt the heteronormative patriarchal 

hegemony that limits and structures our gaze” (41). Perhaps reading for the “prick” of Muholi’s 

photographs is necessarily queer because we are reading at the contours of legibility—making 

shapes where, before, they only vaguely and fleetingly appeared based on our own situatedness. 

Likewise, inasmuch as Barthes’s punctum is articulated through a reading of a photograph of his 

dead mother as a child, perhaps this process of reading is always mournful. His reading of 

Alexander Gardner’s 1865 photograph of Lewis Payne, just before he was executed (figure 5) for 

the attempted assassination of Secretary of State W.H. Seward, tells us as much.  
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Figure 5. Lewis Paine, 1865, Alexander Gardner 

 

As he states:  

The photograph is handsome, as is the boy: that is the studium. But the punctum is: he is 

going to die. I read at the same time: This will be and this has been; I observe with horror 

an anterior future of which death is the stake. By giving me the absolute past of the pose 

(aorist), the photograph tells me death in the future. What pricks me is the discovery of 

this equivalence. (96; emphasis in original) 

In the context of a photographic series like Muholi’s Faces and Phases, this equivalence is 

differently legible. Certainly, all of the participants in the series are going to die, but unlike 
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Paine, who is shown with wrists in manacles having attempted an assassination, Muholi’s 

subjects are guaranteed freedom.  

 The prick of Muholi’s series is not merely that these community members exist, but that 

they exist under the constant threat of violent death. There is a certain temporal proximity 

between life and death in this series that is unlike reading an old photograph of someone who is 

already dead or reading a photograph of someone who is certifiably soon to die. Instead, 

Muholi’s series moves across life and death, subjecting the viewer to the gaze of the dead—

socially or politically—who are living, the living who have since died, the living who continue to 

fight. Her photographic series is itself a trans*plantative technic, facilitating certain moves along 

hierarchies of life and death by making visual disavowed life. Some participants are attributed 

increased liveliness, others increased visibility and thus vulnerability, most some mix thereof. 

 Muholi’s images do in part rely on identitarian terms that could be conceived as narrowly 

defining gender and sexuality. As Andrew van der Vlies (2012) has argued, “In one sense, at 

least, the desire to record and to present, polemically, in order to confront the viewer – and 

certain viewers in particular, like the Minister of Arts and Culture – with the fact of black 

lesbians, is strategically essentialist” (150; emphasis in original). Yet, the term phases in the 

series title pushes viewers toward less essentialist readings of both the participants in the 

photographs and their identities. In fact, there are multiple participants who Muholi has 

photographed more than once, and perhaps this is how she constantly returns to the multiplicity 

and mutability of identity. Her returns alter the temporality of the archive, suggesting that one 

instant of being is never representative of all, though a given instant is a representation (perhaps 

evidence, even) of black lesbian and trans life.140 

                                                
140 Other photographers ranging from Alfred Steiglitz to Nicholas Nixon have periodically photographed the same 
subjects over time, pushing viewers toward less essentialist readings of identity. 



 

 200 

 This is where trans* offers a more temporally flexible analytic practice than queer. If we 

are to read trans* as a movement-oriented prefix followed by a symbol of attachment, it is not to 

call certain subjects trans, but to engage with how their own identities move across time, how 

each face and phase “flash[es] at different hues because of [their] interpretive historical 

entrenchment” (Bey 2017, 278). Below, for example, are three images of Thembela “Terra” Dick 

taken in 2011 (figure 6), 2012 (figure 7), and 2016 (figure 8), respectively. In the first, Dick 

appears in front of a textured background, shoulders nearly square with the camera, right arm 

slightly behind her. Her hair is braided into rows and her eyes cut back, gazing directly at the 

viewer. Her black sleeveless shirt and vest are darker in color than the wooden cross pendant that 

hangs around her neck. The cross offers a glimpse into her belief system, or perhaps we are to 

read here that lesbians, too, can be religious. Three subtle ripples running diagonally at center 

bottom suggest the contour of her chest.  
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Figure 6. Thembela Dick, Nyanga East, Cape Town, 2011, Zanele Muholi 

Photographed again one year later, Dick is turned slightly and her right arm again appears behind 

her back. Her hair is permed into a faux hawk, her chin tilted downward more than the previous 

image. The arm and neck holes of her leopard print shirt lead the viewer down to the strapped 

bicep bracelet resembling the top part of a tefilah. Her necklace, which contains another print, 

also has small black stripes in it. Dick appears more stylized here, and her sleeveless leopard 

print shirt suggests a certain fierceness, particularly in combination with her angular hair. In the 

third image from 2016, Dick is facing the camera squarely, her right arm showing and her face 

not tilted or turned. Her eyes look straight at the viewer. Each of her eyebrows has two diagonal 
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lines buzzed out of it, the hair on her head is short and in twists. Her lips are less pursed, and her 

face appears a bit softer and aged as a result.  

 In the 2011 and 2012 images, Dick wears objects that have more distinct meanings. By 

the third, she gives the viewer less obvious objects to read. Her shirt is subdued and simple as is 

the backdrop. We get a hint of style though her eyebrows but are otherwise faced (literally) with 

her gaze, almost as if she is reading the viewer more astutely this time, with more experience. 

She appears no less tough, though perhaps exudes a wiser toughness. In each image, Dick 

expresses gender in different ways. Her hair is different, her clothing varied, her overall style and 

comportment change significantly. Perhaps most importantly though, her gaze is square with the 

viewer—there is a new equanimity for which she seems to work no longer. Instead, she seems to 

understand her own possession of her image, of her self. Each image might represent a phase, or 

perhaps Dick’s style changes with the weeks rather than years as the images imply. Or, each 

portrait might be Dick’s new self-visualization gained in part through the process of being 

photographed.  
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Figure 7. Thembela Dick, Vredehoek, Cape Town, 2012, Zanele Muholi 

 

 As Dick’s portraits suggest, the photographs Muholi and her participants produce are acts 

of becoming that extend beyond the bounds of the frame or instant of the photograph. That is, 

Faces and Phases is precisely trans*plantative inasmuch as it simultaneously inaugurates a new 

archive, counters the dominant archive, and allows for the continued shifting in how identities 

are performed—concurrent representation and movement, visibility and visualization. Muholi’s 

work reconfigures what it means to be visible, trans*planting power from legal structures to a 

participatory style of photography. In the process of doing so (and as will soon be shown), she 
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Figure 8. Thembela Dick, 2016, Zanele Muholi 

 

references the animal as a source of power and she references two ways photography has been 

previously used to mark a space for self-identification, or alternatively, to constrict how those 

identifications are allowed to take shape. Thus, the trans*plantations Muholi’s work performs are 

as much about temporally shifting the time-shape of colonialism’s and apartheid’s presence as 

they are about creating a visual history of the present, which is only legible through these 

simultaneous gestures.  

 As Gabeba Baderoon emphasizes:  
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These are not mechanically reproduced portraits, but a choreography of presence. In the 

images, Muholi not only wanted to make visible what is usually unrecorded, but she 

asked difficult questions about the nature of visibility. The photographs are therefore not 

static, but neither do they evade their duality – eliciting a recognition of identity even as 

they testify to its flux. This is an exercise of the photograph as becoming, drawing its 

own making into its surface. (2014, 335; emphasis added) 

The phrase “choreography of presence” suggests a photographic process in motion, a temporal 

instability of identity in the photograph. At the same time, it implicates dance; it suggests a 

seeming fluidity that is, in actuality, deeply structured by practice, comportment, experience—a 

solo performance that punctuates a group routine. It is the act of photographing and the 

photograph itself that make this choreography of presence[ing] evident as an act of becoming. 

Julian Carter (2014) suggests that these kinds of gestures, these types of choreographed forms of 

presence are what continuously comprise gender transition. As he writes: “Transition is 

thousands of little gestures of protest and presence, adding up and getting some momentum 

behind them so that you finally achieve escape velocity from the category you were stuck in all 

those years ago” (Carter 2014, 236). Collectively, these gestures or moments of presencing enact 

a new time-space from which to move forward. These gestures, or in Muholi’s series, phases, are 

generative of something new without disavowing what has been and what will become.141 

 In terms of representation, if we think back to Lacan’s description of the mirror stage—

the moment when the “I” gains a subjectivity via recognition of their self-image—we can 

conceive of how the participants in Faces and Phases are differently positioned within this 

matrix of subjects and objects. In fact, Frantz Fanon (1952) long ago asserted that there is a 

                                                
141 Perhaps instead of a new timespacemattering (see Barad 2015), Muholi’s work advances a new 
phasespacemattering, where phase indicates an even more (or perhaps just differently) mutable temporality than the 
term, time. 
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“racialised dynamic to the assumption of the body image” that blocks access to the subjectivity 

Lacan locates in the mirror stage (Ahmed 2000, 43). This dynamic disallows the black body 

access to humanity and works in part through what Sara Ahmed (2000) terms “stranger 

fetishism.” Ahmed appropriates and amends Marx’s theory of commodity fetishism to “suggest 

that fetishism involves the displacement of social relations of labour through the transformation 

of objects into figures” (5; emphasis in original). In short, she contends that the stranger is 

abstracted through evolving historical definitions of inclusivity and exclusivity, strangeness and 

familiarity, us and them; at the moment of encounter, the idea of the stranger performs more 

powerfully than the body of the stranger, itself (53). The stranger is made into an object without 

a history. These figurations help to enable trans*plantations of power, which work not only 

through the “displacement of the social relations of labour,” but also through the displacement of 

the experiences of embodiment into theoretically protected or static identities, which in practice, 

have not been protected. Trans*plantations occur at moments when power and domination move 

and mutate, and those are precisely the moments that Muholi (and her work) exposes as instances 

of foreclosure and erasure.  

 By this I mean, the most material act of legal inclusion in South Africa—sexual 

orientation and gender’s explicit naming in the Constitution—is in fact an abstraction. It tacitly 

suggests that safety is guaranteed through legal inclusion, though as is evident, LGBT people are 

made into abject strangers, at once present in the South African social imaginary but disallowed 

full presence through violent expungement. Even the language of so-called “corrective” rape 

suggests a present absence: one must be queer to be targeted for such an act, yet there exist no 

queers. In the nation, LGBT people are thus made, in some ways, into objects without histories. 

The end of legal apartheid and the eventual promulgation of the national constitution in South 
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Africa may have marked formal decolonization, but it also facilitated the trans*plantations of 

various types from unnamed to named identities at the same time that it highlighted those 

identities as targets for expulsion. This is precisely the trans*plantative possibility of legal 

visibility, and is what Zanele Muholi’s Faces and Phases suggests is a fallacy of inclusion.  

 Instead of merely naming the paradox of existence—that is, the ways in which subject 

formation via recognition of the self-image is racialized and gendered—Muholi’s Faces and 

Phases works within its interstices, at once showing the boundaries of any one type of visibility 

and offering photographic visibility as a primary method of showing what is and could be 

possible. In such a way, Muholi and her photograph participants work from within the decolonial 

imaginary that Emma Pérez (1999) has described. The decolonial imaginary is, as Pérez 

describes it, the “figure between the subject and the object on which it is cast” (Pérez 1999, 6); it 

is an intangible space where contradictory discourses interact and shift the dominant one from 

within its own folds. The decolonial imaginary is a space of doubling. As an example, Pérez 

analyzes how women of the Mexican Revolution worked “under a nationalist paradigm,” against 

all odds and from subordinate positions, to “construct their own spaces interstitially, within 

nationalisms, nationalisms that often miss women’s subtle interventions” (33). This is a 

“feminism-in-nationalism, where ‘doubling’ is the performative act” (ibid.)—at once, these 

women had no place from which to speak, yet still spoke; their own discourses did not align, yet 

the overlaps and disjunctures that resulted from this misalignment helped to shift the dominant 

nationalist discourse of the revolution.  

 Following Pérez, Susan Stryker and Paisley Currah (2014) write:  

[T]he imaginary is also a place where fragmented realities, fragmented bodies, and 

fragmented selves—whose fragmentations are themselves artifacts of colonizing 
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operations that sunder what otherwise might be conjoined—can become legible and 

differentially articulated, and where the constitutive violences that have produced them 

(so often silenced) can be spoken out loud. In this sense, the imaginary can function as an 

interstitial, oppositional space—a fecund, choric enspacement that actively holds, and 

thereby enables, different possibilities for movements both individual and collective, any 

of which might manifest manifold decolonizing potentials. (305)142  

In terms of Faces and Phases, the photograph itself combined with its process of creation and its 

mode of display develop from within this imaginary to offer new decolonizing trans*plantations 

of power, reconfiguring any simple binary distinction between who is planted and who is planter, 

who is the viewer and who is viewed. Muholi’s process of image-making stretches photographer-

subject, viewer-viewed binary relationships, and it instead develops spaces—as will be examined 

in the next section—where these relationships might flex and expand. The series also highlights 

how formal processes of decolonization in South Africa—the end of legal apartheid and the 

promulgation of a theoretically inclusive national constitution—do not equally capacitate all 

South Africans. That is, trans*plantations are, as always, not simply positive or negative, but 

instead emphasize power shifting in multiple directions. They may be de-colonial or may not be.  

 

Photographic Choreographies  

 In line with this non-binary process, the phrase “choreography of presence,” which 

Baderoon uses to describe how Muholi’s images follow and reconfigure the conventions of 

portrait photography, suggests that Muholi is constantly seeking to routinize the recording of 

                                                
142 In an earlier theorization of this bodily “enspacement,” Stryker (2008) considers how transsexual body 
modifications similarly facilitate a different openness to intimacy and possibly, other manifestations of “social 
reality” (43). Transsexual body modification, argues Stryker, is a “grasping” through which to question how the 
boundaries of desire are organized. It is its own decolonial imaginary. 
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people whose sexual and gender identities have disallowed their presence within any dominant 

archive, while also seeking a degree of mutability (2014). The series documents lesbian and trans 

presence by literally photographing faces; simultaneously, it shows how the identities those faces 

represent are always a part of a phase—life, after all, is a series of movements. This is the 

effectiveness of the work. As Baderoon writes in an earlier article, “Muholi both documents and 

asserts the existence of lesbian and transgender lives in Africa but also alludes to their 

multiplicity and variety, so the identities within the images cohere but also soften around several 

points” (2011, 406). While some of the images are repeat portraits of the same participant, others 

bear a similar simplicity of style or dress though the participant is different. For example, in an 

image from early in the series (figure 9), Nomonde Mbusi is photographed from the shoulders 

up, as a nude bust. The gradations of her skin beautifully contrast the darker backdrop and her 

hair wrap. Mbusi gazes directly at the viewer, lips ready to move to speech. She appears unafraid 

to show the shadowed contours of her clavicle, the slope of her shoulders, the outline of her 

frame.  
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Figure 9. Nomonde Mbusi, Berea, Johannesburg, 2007, Zanele Muholi 

 

 In Muholi’s book Faces and Phases: 2006-14, nine images of this kind are shown, 

including eight participants. Pamella Dlungwana appears twice in this manner. Dlungwana met 

Muholi through Nomonde Mbusi, whom she identifies as her sister. In her 2010 portrait (figure 

10), Dlungwana is tightly framed against a dark background, the outline of her dark hair is 

visible, but subtly so. She faces the camera directly, and gazes directly at the viewer. From her 

left ear dangles a third eye earring as if warding off the potential evil of the viewer, or their 

reaction to her visibility. Her squared bare shoulders look stronger in contrast to the dark 

background, and are tonally brighter than her face. In her 2011 portrait (figure 11), her body is 

turned to the right slightly, her hair is dyed blonde or a lighter color, and she wears two thick 

hoop earrings. The background is a pattern that almost appears to be multiple third eyes, though 
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that may be coincidental. The image varies significantly from her portrait a year earlier. She is 

photographed from a bit further back than in her 2010 portrait. Her face, chest, and shoulders are 

all brighter, and the image has less contrast. Given the looser framing, one can note the vertical 

highlight line at the bottom, left of center, which intimates a cleavage line. Alongside her 2011 

portrait in Muholi’s recent book, Dlungwana wrote a piece called “The township is a pathology,” 

which discusses her experiences as a survivor of rape and as a lesbian living in Cape Town.143 

Her images and her words collectively express a simultaneous strength and vulnerability.   

 The photograph and the process of making it are a conduit to express a certain 

fearlessness: to stare directly, to lock eyes with another’s gaze. At the same time, Dlungwana 

notes how her participation in the series is also a process of archiving those people who balance 

on the razor’s edge of life. She writes: 

I had met [Zanele Muholi] shortly before Busi Sigasa’s death and through all she had 

done at the time I was convinced I wanted this little person to bark and bite on my behalf 

someday. Someday is a sad little day I have reserved for Zanele in my life, the day my 

strength fails me, when I finally accept that I am after all a loxion (township) dyke, a 

woman who might be found in a gutter, in a disused toilet, or sucking on a gun instead of 

a tit. Someday is a day I have reserved for Zanele and her camera, when I have expired 

and all my family has are pictures of me with glasses and braces and purple hair. 

Someday is a day I hope Zanele never gets to live because she’s shot enough wailing and 

seeing to wake God (?) from his slumber and made all phobes aware that we’re here like 

mice, rice and lice. (Dlungwana 2014, 147) 

 

 
                                                
143 Dlungwana is also a poet whose work has appeared on the Inkanyiso website. 



 

 212 

 

Figure 10. Pamella Dlungwana, Woodstock, Cape Town, 2010, Zanele Muholi 

 

Dlungwana mourns the potential future loss of her own life to violence, while she celebrates her 

queerness and the work Muholi performs. For Dlungwana, the two portraits document her 

existence, and as she hopes, even after her life is over, the sheer volume of photographs in the 

series show just how present lesbian and trans people are in South Africa. Through the use of a 

simile, she turns to nonhuman bodies—“we’re here like mice, rice and lice”—to express 

presence and multiplicative potentials. She discursively invokes a transspecies likeness to 

enliven her own claim of presence. Mice, regularly used in scientific research, are also known for  
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Figure 12. Pamella Dlungwana, Vredehoek, Cape Town, 2011, Zanele Muholi 

 

their reproductive capabilities: one mouse can give birth to multiple litters of approximately 6-8 

mice each year. They gestate for less than a month. Lice, likewise a fast reproducer, stand in as 

an irritant, present no matter how much one scratches. Rice, a seed, is a staple food for much of 

the world’s population. The likeness that Dlungwana references in relation to lesbian and trans 
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bodies reconfigures what it means to be considered a pest or a crop. It is a means of stating 

presence by recognizing how each life form is compositional of other life forms—restating their 

utility to presence one’s own. Dlungwana trans*plants the power of “the human” in her own 

account of agency. Whether or not the attribution of human is granted to me or not, she suggests, 

I am here.   

 

Patterned Ontologies 

 The last image in Faces and Phases: 2006-14 is Muholi’s self-portrait (figure 13) and it 

similarly references nonhumanness as a means of trans*planting how forms of life are organized 

hierarchically. That is, it presences the lesbian body in relation to the animal, but also in literal 

contrast to it. Muholi stands facing the camera—chin slightly down and to the right—in front of 

a leopard print backdrop in a leopard print undershirt and leopard print short sleeve button down 

with a popped collar. Her slightly textured black fedora sits atop her hair, and her thick black-

framed glasses punctuate the lighter tones of her face. At the bottom left and right of the frame, 

her arms appear, drawing the viewer away from the face as the central point of contrast with the 

intense presence of the leopard print, which seems to pulls the eye toward the top center as if it is 

positioned in a V-shape behind Muholi. The image marks difference among a pattern, all while it 

rethinks the associations between species. Like the triangle-shaped backdrop that draws the 

viewer to center back, Muholi’s popped collar also directs the viewer toward and behind her 

face. Only one button on her shirt is fastened. It is casual, but purposeful. The neckline on the 

undershirt is V-shaped, like the collars. The entire photograph is angular while also referencing a 

certain soft irregularity via the animal coat patterning—organization and strength amidst 

camouflage and softness. In such a way, the photograph reflects the name of the series.  



 

 215 

 The photograph nods to pattern, more generally, owning a certain aesthetic style that is 

culturally relevant and referential. Leopard print is hugely popular worldwide, but plays a 

specific role historically (as leopard pelts) in South African culture having “previously marked 

Zulu aristocracy” (Ryder 2017, n.p.). In this and more recent African contexts, leopard print is a 

conveyer of strength, masculinity, and power. For example, photographer Émilie Régnier’s 

current series “From Mobutu to Beyoncé” comprises photographs of people wearing leopard 

prints or pelts around the world. The title, of course, references the near incessant appearance of 

Mobutu Sese Seko, the dictator of the Democratic Republic of the Congo/Zaire from 1965 to 

1997, in leopard-skin toques (Ryder 2017). Like Muholi in her self-portrait, Mobutu wore dark 

thick-framed glasses (figure12). That Muholi dons leopard print so intensely and references 

those glasses, as well, seems a clear statement of authority: in this case, authority over her own 

image. She positions herself within the frame and adorns herself in a print—metaphorically, 

wearing the skin—that has been associated with power and authority. 
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Figure 13. Zanele Muholi, Vredehoek, Cape Town, 2012  

 

  In relation to these glasses and the presence of such a lively backdrop, I also cannot help 

but think of Malian studio photographer Seydou Keïta’s (1921-2001) “Untitled 1958” (figure 

14). In that image, the same thick-framed black glasses appear, with a floral patterned backdrop 

matching the flower held by the sitter. Keïta’s studio backdrops changed somewhat regularly and 

were often bed linens. Christopher Pinney (2003) calls Keïta’s distinct Malian “‘art of 

describing,’ a photographic surfacism that engages with texture, where everything springs out of  
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Figure 14. Mobutu Sese Seko 

 

the photograph toward the viewer, rather than a field of spatio-temporal certainty receding within 

the image” (216). In terms of postcolonial identities, “surfacism,” for Pinney, reflects a certain 

“common concern” across a great deal of “contemporary postcolonial [photographic] practices” 

“not with the space of the photograph as a window on a reality marked by internalized lines of 

flight, but with the photograph as a surface, a ground, on which presences that look out toward 

the viewer can be built” (219). For Baderoon (2014), rather than the photograph as a ground 

from which to become, the photograph functions “as becoming, drawing its own making into its 

surface” (335). Keïta’s image holds a certain elegant playfulness within its frame, and the 

comfortably subtle smile of the sitter makes the image all the more approachable even as the pen 

in his breast pocket and the thick-lapelled double breasted white suit coat suggest a more serious 

undertaking. 
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Figure 15. Untitled, 1958, Seydou Keïta 

 

 Muholi has noted that she has likewise used cheap tablecloths and even a duvet cover as 

backdrops in her portraits to add texture and depth (2015b, 63). In fact, she has even stated that 

backgrounds in the photographs might visually represent participants’ own life histories. As she 

states, “Sometimes the rough backgrounds specifically have to do with the participants’ real 

backgrounds, which most of the time are rough” (63; emphasis in original). Certainly, in her own 

self-portrait that ends the book, Muholi engages depth and background with her matching 

patterns and triangulated field. However, the backdrop and garb seem less to do with her specific 

background and more with the play between presence and absence, camouflage and contrast. 

Arjun Appadurai has called the use of backdrops in postcolonial photography “experiments with 
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modernity” (1997, n.p.). He continues: “That is, outside the taxonomizing and coercive 

techniques of colonial observers and the colonial state, backdrops tend to become part of a more 

complicated dialogue between the posed photograph and the practices of everyday life” (ibid.). 

To be sure, Muholi’s self-portrait indicates a flexibility toward the spatio-temporal boundaries of 

colonialism; but, it also highlights her own existence to suggest the enduring presence of black 

lesbian life amidst the “ontological insecurity of the category of being that is ‘lesbian’ in a 

context where ‘corrective’ rape is practiced as [sic] way to ‘restore’ lesbians to womanhood” 

(Thomas 2013, 38). Thus, as much as Muholi’s self-portrait highlights the complexity of 

presence and absence for black lesbians amid the socio-legal context of South Africa, it also 

highlights a sign of masculinity in relation to a lesbian body.  

 Further, it suggests not only an “ontological insecurity to the category of being that is 

‘lesbian’” (Thomas 2013, 38), but also to blackness and to the capacities of photography to 

convey the “essence” or trace of its referent in the first place, alive or dead. In a way, then, 

Muholi’s work fundamentally (and can only) “hold in suspension” the impulse to read the 

participants in these photographs as either static facts or as fully legible identities (Albers 2015, 

12). That is, the photograph itself follows a trans*plantative logic: its inherent duality as both a 

representation of a real subject and a decontextualized object affects how it might be read in 

relation to life hierarchies. That Muholi uses photography as a tool of survival through the 

creation of an archive, necessarily complicates how movement across ontological categorizations 

of life occur for participants in the series—survival, after all, is in this case relationally achieved 

for both the living and the now dead. It is not merely the photograph’s relationship to its specific 

referent that this survival is premised on, but on the ongoing relationships that future viewers 

will have with the images, collectively, relationships that would be impossible were it not for 
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Muholi’s archive. These interactions between the photographic participant and viewer facilitate 

new forms of visual encounter.  

 As Kate Palmer Albers (2015) has written, “the most powerful impulses of the 

photograph may not be in its trace of a real, but in its gesture toward something that could even 

remain unseen. The perceived limitations of photography become fertile ground for the 

production of a historical encounter” (152). Perhaps, then, we might better think of photographs 

in Muholi’s Faces and Phases as representations of and gestures toward a black lesbian and trans 

sociality that calls on its own ontological uncertainty as a founding premise of becoming seen 

but not captured. The “gesture toward” is an enspacement that does not disavow its present or 

past—and in fact enables a relation to the present and past—but is not bound by their temporal 

limitations. The photographs hold space for new visual encounters, which in turn, capacitate new 

relations that are yet to be known moments of mattering. The photographs, like the asterisk that 

follows trans, as in trans*, facilitate attachments that are not yet known. “The visual,” or that 

which is notable, sensible, seeable, and describable by a viewer is at least part of what makes the 

Faces and Phases portrait participants come to matter, as well. To gesture toward is not to 

abstractly intimate relation, but to carry a relation forward. In fact, gesture and gestate share the 

same root, gestāre, “to carry.” Gestate, of course, means to carry in “the womb” between 

conception and birth (OED)—it is necessarily oriented toward the future from a point of origin. 

The gesture and gestation are physical acts that punctuate rhythms, but are still choreographed: 

they are embodied and in movement. 
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Black Queer Sociality and the Archive 

 Speaking of black social life and jazz, Fred Moten (2008) asks: “How can we fathom a 

social life that tends toward death, that enacts a kind of being-toward-death, and which, because 

of such tendency and enactment, maintains a terribly beautiful vitality” (188)? Photography in 

relation to Faces and Phases similarly urges viewers to think black social life and vitality at 

once, even as participants in the series are all living a kind of “being-toward-death” in relation to 

blackness and queerness/transness. In such a way, blackness remains a deathly paraontological 

force that undergirds the impossibility of a photographic legibility. At the same time, the 

photograph gives extended life to the participants in the series, trans*planting the deathly or dead 

to moving, lively images that implicate us in acknowledging the matter of those whose lives are 

presenced in the series.  

 This movement-based encounter also requires that we analyze how we conceive of “the” 

archive as a frame for understanding Muholi’s series. As Kate Palmer Albers (2015) has 

asserted, “The category ‘archive’ has by now been employed with such abandon that it seems to 

encompass anything that has to do with either historical reference or a collection in general” 

(13). Muholi’s own description of herself as a visual activist invested in the creation of a new 

archive perhaps explicitly clarifies her own position as a maker and an archivist. Muholi’s 

archive is active, political, and intentional; it is an archive explicitly produced to resist and 

challenge the dominant visual archive of her country while at the same time seeking to establish 

the very quotidian, even “routine” presence of such people and images—parity through visibility. 

Simultaneously, it urges viewers to consider what differentiates her own archive from, for 

example, the images produced in Seydou Keïta’s commercial studio in Mali in the waning days 

of French colonialism. This is not to say that Keïta’s work had no activist bent: making visible an 
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“ordinary” black Malian middle class was its own visual act of decolonization. Muholi’s work in 

Faces and Phases, however, routinizes the presence of a much more specific group of people 

whose rights and presence have already been theoretically acknowledged in the legal sphere. 

 Muholi is positioning herself as an artist and activist, what she terms visual activist. As 

she states:  

Today, lesbians in South Africa are brutally murdered. “Curative rape” is used on us. 

That forces me to redefine what visual activism is. If I were to reduce myself to the label 

“visual artist,” it would mean that what I’m doing is just for play, that our identities, as 

black female beings who are queer or are lesbian, is just art. Art needs to be political—or 

let me say that my art is political. It’s not for show. It’s not for play. (Muholi 2015, 62)  

Muholi strongly identifies as a visual activist. She believes that photography is fundamentally 

about relationships and participation rather than the hierarchical subject/photographer binary. 

Her archive is not about highlighting inhumanity on a broad scale, but about narrowing to 

individual portraits—ones that are associated with a specific person, an exact year, a certain 

location.  

 Volume and display also play a role in the specificity of the archive Muholi is 

constructing. In fact, both of these aspects of her archive resist their colonial predecessors, 

particularly inasmuch as they alter historical visuality from within its folds. For example, in 

Faces and Phases the majority of the participants direct their gaze at the viewer and each person 

is photographed in a medium close-up or close-up black and white portrait. There is regularity 

and sameness just as there is variation. As Muholi has explained, her participants dress 

themselves and are, for the most part, photographed in their own spaces (2015b, 63). But these 
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regularities are enacted differently than, say, those of colonial photography, even as they use 

repetition, volume, and identity as a means of proof.  

 Think, for example, of Thomas Henry Huxley or John Lamprey’s attempts in the 1860s 

to standardize anthropological imaging of various colonized peoples of the British empire 

through the practices of anthropometry. Huxley—known as “Darwin’s Bulldog” for his strong 

support of Charles Darwin’s theories of evolution, and the grandfather of Julian Huxley, a 

supporter of eugenics and primary originator of the idea of transhumanism as it has developed in 

the twentieth and twenty-first centuries—developed a technique of photographing nude British 

subjects in frontal and profile views (Marien 2002, 142).144 Lamprey extended this system by 

hanging silk fabric on a large wooden frame that included a background grid of two inch squares 

intended to gauge size and shape variation among various races (Pinney 2011). These 

photographic methods of racial-physical typing were based on much older methods created to 

measure and scale physical characteristics. The term anthropometry was first introduced in the 

mid-seveneenth century by a German physician, Johann Sigismund Elsholtz (1623–1688). 

Elsholtz used various anthropometric measurements to determine if there was any truth in the old 

Hippocratic proposition that body proportions intrinsically related to various diseases (Spencer 

1996). This suggests that from the beginning of its practice, anthropometry sought to determine 

whether the body was more or less diseased, intelligent, physically capable, or any number of 

other forms of difference that could supposedly be measured physically.  

 In Britain and France, the emergence of anthropology and ethnology was contemporary 

with the emergence of photography (Pinney 1992; 2011); it was thought that photography 

eliminated the intermediary “presence of the observer” entirely (Edwards 2001, 132). As 

Elizabeth Edwards (2016) has (repeatedly) argued, “Visualizing practices were … at the 
                                                
144 Huxley and transhumanism are discussed at length in chapter 2. 
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conceptual center of the production of anthropological knowledge” (93). And certainly, the 

circulation of racializing ideas produced through these visualizing practices also served to bolster 

the embeddedness of imperial knowledges about supposedly different types of bodies and the 

places they lived. 

 Muholi’s portraits and her display practices reference these anthropological visualizing 

techniques, but the resultant archive she develops has a subversive strategy. The work develops 

an archive that is not merely historical, but responsive to the histories of images that work to 

repress or erase the presence of certain bodies. Her work develops a new type of visibility that is 

not static even as it is routine.145 Muholi is working from within her community: her subjects are 

participants who have a say in how and whether they are photographed. The practice is meant 

both to make visible and archive lesbian and trans existence rather than typify their bodies 

through identification—to show how every face is a phase rather than a stringent fact.  

 How Muholi photographs and displays the series disrupts dominant visualities from 

within their own categorizing tenets. The images are often displayed as a grid (figure 16), which 

intentionally or not, references Lamprey’s racial typing system, subtly subverting the process. 

Asked by Deborah Willis why Faces and Phases is sometimes displayed in a grid and sometimes 

not, Muholi evades fully responding to that part of the question, instead stating: “I want it 

accessible to those who are in the work. That’s number one. And number two, I’d like to see as 

many black people, as many as possible, documented by other black people. And I’m not 

blaming people of other races for documenting us, as long as it’s consented and with good 

intentions”  (2015, 64). On the one hand, suggests Muholi, displaying the photographs in a tight 

grid enables more work of black people by black people to be shown in museum space. On the 

                                                
145 In the conclusion, I briefly discuss work from Muholi’s more recent Somnyama Ngoyama, which directly 
responds to colonial exoticization of black bodies. Faces and Phases is less direct, more subtly pushing against 
colonial photography. 
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other hand, Muholi makes a comment about consent and intentions, which is a statement about 

how and by whom photographic documentation has been achieved in the past. Figure 14 

represents how portraits from Faces and Phases are often displayed. The sheer volume of 

portraits of black lesbian and trans people are displayed in a way that exudes liveliness and 

presence. As a viewer, this sense of presencing might be more difficult to access were the images 

more spaced out (as they sometimes are).  

 Gridded display and portrait size aside, Muholi’s photographs in Faces and Phases are 

varied. Rather than suggesting that difference is scientifically acquirable through the visual or 

that objective truth is accessible through the lens, Muholi stresses change and becomings, 

returning to photograph some participants multiple times. Rather than make bodies into objects, 

she engages a participatory style of photography that dismisses the hierarchizing 

photographer/subject binary. Rather than dismiss the associations that photography has with 

racial science and object-making, Muholi re-imagines the medium as a mechanism of survival— 

that is, the photograph itself combined with its process of creation and its mode of display 

develop from within the relational space between one’s own visualization of the self and the gaze 

of the viewer, offering new opportunities for encounter, potentially new decolonizing 

trans*plantations of power that might reconfigure any simple distinction between who is planted 

and who is planter, who is viewer and who is on display. It calls across race and gender and 

sexuality and embodied experiences based on these differentiations in how we view, and names 

photography as a means of both representing and becoming. As Gabeba Baderoon (2011) has 

noted: “In the year that we speak about the hundreds of photographs she has produced in this  
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Figure 16. https://www.ormsdirect.co.za/blog/2011/06/17/exhibition-zanele-muholi-faces-and-
phases-at-art-42-basel/ 
 
 

project, Muholi never once mistakes one person for another, never once confuses a photograph 

with another. She knows everyone individually; she knows their narratives and also the history 

and shifts that have brought them to the present” (407). Muholi’s images thus move us to 

consider phases and hierarchies of life quite differently: not as either simple identitarian 

groupings or uniquely representative individuals, but as a form of sociality that develops in part 

through archival presence.  

 This is the power of her work: the routinization of black lesbian and trans visual presence 

and sociality amidst violence and death; the development of a new choreography for accessing 

liberation; and a participatory archive that does not replace, but rather, references and redacts 
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what it means to be South African by exposing how that national identity complexly associates 

beyond constitutional framings with blackness and female bodies and lesbian bodies and women 

and trans bodies. Rather than surreptitiously photographing moments of terror and humiliation as 

activist photographers such as Peter Magubane did during apartheid, Muholi and the participants 

in her photographs are keenly aware of the stakes of their visibility as individuals.  

 If we circle back to Magubane’s image from the Wenela Mining Company—a 1967 

photograph of men lined up nude for inspection, arms stretched overhead, faces forward (an 

image I have purposefully excluded from the dissertation)—we witness humiliation and total 

disregard for cultural mores (Magubane qtd. in Warner Marien 2002, 323). The men stood 

degraded daily for a pittance. We also witness bodily abstraction and de-individualization in the 

name of capital. That image and so many like it countered the pro-apartheid propagandistic 

discourse that South Africa circulated after having performed the first heart transplantation 

(McRae 2014)—instead of yet another criticism of the system, South Africa appeared briefly as a 

space of medical marvel. This trans*plantation, which worked through a literal transplantation, 

occluded the horrors of black labor in the mines, the wholly segregated cities and townships, the 

brutal attacks leveled against black people who dissented. Fifty years later, over a decade after 

the end of apartheid, Muholi began a series, Faces and Phases, which de-abstracts and 

individualizes those who have been legally presenced but made socially pariah in new ways. The 

series trans*plantatively brings the body back to the center of our visual frames: naming it, 

seeking its contours and specificity at the same time that the series amasses such a number of 

photographs that it conveys how those specificities shift over time. 
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Conclusion	
Medicine,	Money,	Military:		
Enlivening	Trans*plantations	
 
It was twenty-six years before I saw anything beautiful in me. / Twenty-six years, each with three 
hundred and sixty-five days in between, nearly ten thousand dawns of dysphoria. / Of waking 
under waterfalls, waiting to be washed clean or carried off. / And we are eighty percent water. / 
Fluidity seems only natural, to change state: a birthright. / Isn’t that what we’re taught? / That 
energy is neither gained nor lost? / From lava to mountain, from fire to rock. / Yit’gadal 
v’yit’adash sh’mei raba. 
 
- Harvey Katz, 2008, “Mourner’s Prayer,” 2:21-2:53 
 
 
 In 2013, a research institute called the Palm Center received a $1.35 million donation 

from the Tawani Foundation. The donation provided funds for eleven research studies to be 

conducted to determine how transgender soldiers might be integrated into the United States 

military. A few weeks later, Tawani’s founder, retired Army lieutenant colonel J.N. Pritzker 

announced that she was transitioning from male to female and would from then on be referred to 

as Jennifer Pritzker (Garcia 2013). “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell,” the 1994 policy disallowing gay, 

lesbian, and bisexual people from divulging or being asked to share their sexual orientation in 

military life, had been revoked in 2011. Transgender people, however, still had to pass as their 

birth-assigned sex and were not allowed to serve openly in the military. Tawani’s donation made 

headlines, and was touted by many as supporting the obvious next step beyond gay, lesbian, and 

bisexual people serving openly in the military.  

 For many other trans activists, however, this media attention was a total diversion from 

the real pressing issues of precarious trans life, and ran counter to their organizing goals. As 

Dean Spade wrote at the time, “This is shoddy window dressing for the realities of U.S. 

militarism, which is bad for the world and certainly bad for populations, like women and LGBT 
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people, who are targets of sexual and gender violence” (2013). For Spade, a few wealthy 

donors—or in this case, one—were using their money and status to gain mainstream attention for 

their issues, which were not in any way the same or complementary to the goals of the broader 

trans movement. War, after all, is never good for trans and queer people or women. In 2016, after 

a year of policy review, the Obama administration lifted the ban on transgender people serving in 

the military (Hennigan 2016) and transgender recruits were set to openly begin service in the 

summer of 2017.146  

 Also in 2016, the Tawani Foundation granted one million dollars to the University of 

Victoria (UVic) in British Columbia to establish the first Chair in Transgender Studies. The 

funds are to be distributed over the next five years, and an additional one million dollars in 

matching funds have been pledged for the endowed Chair position. The inaugural Chair is Dr. 

Aaron Devor, Reed Erickson scholar and founder and director of the Transgender Archives at 

UVic where Erickson’s papers are archived. These varying donations follow trans*plantative 

logics. They are not, as I have argued throughout the dissertation, simply the idiosyncratic 

interest of a certain philanthropist, nor do they merely mark contradiction. Rather, these various 

forms of funding move bodies across boundaries of kind, marking trans*plantations of power in 

these spaces where categorizations shift or mutate. 

 In addition to funding the Chair in Transgender Archives, for example, Pritzker also 

began the Pritzker Military Museum and Library, which seeks “to acquire and maintain an 

accessible collection of materials and to develop appropriate programs focusing on the citizen 

soldier in the preservation of democracy” (“Our Mission”). Pritzker served in the military for 

over two decades, retiring as a lieutenant colonel from the Illinois National Guard. Pritzker has 

                                                
146 A year later, Defense Secretary Jim Mattis who serves under the Trump administration, announced that he would 
delay the processing of transgender recruits until 2018, a move heavily criticized by the Palm Center as well as 
historically anti-trans organizations such as the Human Rights Campaign (Lamothe 2017). 
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also consistently given money to anti-choice and anti-trans Republican candidates as well as the 

Republican National Committee. She even gave, through Tawani Enterprises, approximately 

$1500 dollars to Trump’s “Make America Great” campaign between the summer of 2016 and 

early 2017, and contributed $250,000 dollars to Trump Victory, a joint fundraising committee for 

Donald J. Trump (“Jennifer Pritzker”).147  

 Likewise, as we know, Erickson, another wealthy trans philanthropist, helped to steer the 

direction of U.S.-based research on transsexuality by funding such notable figures as Harry 

Benjamin and John Money in the mid-1960s. Erickson also funded the ONE Archives for nearly 

twenty years, enabling the largest repository of gay and lesbian archival materials in the United 

States to take shape. At the same time, Erickson was granting money to human-nonhuman 

communication research, New Age religious exploration, and dream research. Examining his 

funding through the analytic lens of trans*plantation shows how his varying interests were in fact 

entwined: the Erickson Educational Foundation’s goal of funding projects that would expand 

“human potential” was heavily inflected by nonhuman embodiment and hierarchies of race, 

class, and ability. Erickson’s late-life donation to Ronald Reagan’s presidential campaign for 

reelection also highlights these overlapping interests in expanding and limiting potentials for 

certain bodies. I am not painting Pritzker and Erickson with exactly the same brush; I am, 

however, noting that neither trans embodiment nor trans*ness are necessarily indicative of 

deanthropocentric or anti-racist acts.148  

                                                
147 Pritzker is one of the heirs to the Hyatt fortune. Her family has a long history of philanthropy, most of it liberal or 
progressive leaning. She is an outlier in that regard, though as chapters 2 and 3 illuminate, even these seemingly 
liberal or progressive gifts circulate and recirculate capital in ways that often benefit further accumulation. 
148 Nicholas L. Clarkson’s dissertation, States of Incoherence: Biopolitics and Transnormative Citizenship (2015), 
discusses how trans embodiment and transness are by no means indicative of progressiveness. He analyzes the twin 
figures of the Transsexual Patriot and the cross-dressing terrorist to show how transpeople have been, since the 
beginning of the war in Iraq, incorporated or not into “the life of the nation” (vii). Jennifer Pritzker certainly 
performs the figure of the Transsexual Patriot, as do other trans military women, such as Kristen Beck. Chelsea 
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 In addition to Pritzker and Erickson, the philanthropic and personal endeavors of Jon 

Stryker and Martine Rothblatt likewise enact trans*plantative movements across hierarchies of 

life and death. Stryker’s wealth, primarily sourced to his grandfather’s medical goods company, 

Stryker Corporation, has been used to finance the work of the Arcus Foundation, which funds 

projects to expand LGBT rights and provide great ape sanctuary. The associations between queer 

and trans bodies and ape bodies go unacknowledged in the work, suggesting a natural species 

distance where there often has not been one. Rothblatt’s placement of “transgenderism” as a 

threshold between human and transhuman life undeniably assumes that all bodies are presently 

equivalent in relation to humanness. Rothblatt’s money continues to fund BINA48, the uploaded 

consciousness/body of her wife, Bina, and she also began United Therapeutics, a company 

becoming increasingly known for its research on transgenic life, with a particular focus on pigs. 

United Therapeutics has even developed a farm specifically for transgenic pigs whose organs 

might be harvested for human use. In all of these cases, it becomes evident how capital works 

not only to direct resources toward certain bodies, but to trans*plant who or what bodies become 

genetically linked in new ways, what historical bodily associations require disavowal to make 

funding support for each of them permissible (progressive even), and whose bodily visibility 

matters, and how.  

 Muholi’s work, in a way, lays bear this connection. Her visual activism in Faces and 

Phases highlights how legal visibility for LGBT South Africans has not ended violence against 

black queer and trans people whose presence has been disavowed through the propagation of 

nationalist discourse that mirrors, in many ways, apartheid’s homophobic and transphobic laws. 

Legal visibility alone works as a form of pinkwashing (see Chapter 3), smoothly painting South 

                                                                                                                                                       
Manning, to the contrary, has been depicted as a cross-dressing terrorist traitor not only because she exposed U.S. 
military abuses, but because of her continued progressive politics. 
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Africa as a progressive state at the same time that there are rampant instances of sexual and 

gender violence. This enables the flow of capital into and out of the country to be less inhibited 

for progressive entities who might otherwise view LGBT rights violations as a reason for 

personal, ethical, or monetary sanctions. Divestment from South Africa in the mid-1980s made a 

significant difference in helping to end apartheid. But, to grant credit where it is obviously due, 

South Africans hitting the streets for decades made an even more significant difference. The 

U.S.’s ban on the import of krugerrands in 1985—a move that came far too late and was not 

nearly an adequate response—was but one part of this. However, it is almost more useful to 

think, in a scaled-down way, about what krugerrand enabled in the United States. To do so, we 

need only look to Reed Erickson’s use of krugerrand to purchase the Milbank Estate to support 

the further development of ONE, Inc., a gay and lesbian archive, and the Erickson Educational 

Foundation, a primary source of money for the development of clinics to treat transsexuals and to 

facilitate transsexual networks of care. Black men plumbed the depths of the earth under the yolk 

of apartheid to extract gold later used to purchase a space for archiving and developing a history 

of gay and trans American life. On a literal level, this is a trans*plantation of power through 

capital.  

 This dissertation has examined how hierarchies of life and death are maintained and 

disrupted through the visual; how race appears in its overt absence; how trans money moves 

along intricate pathways that cut across these hierarchies to shift them not always in 

simplistically positive or negative ways, but in ways that matter—make matter, disavow matter, 

become matter. This examination is enabled by applying trans*plantation as an analytic, and 

relatedly, by considering how power is trans*planted across hierarchies of life and death. The 

examinations and readings trans*plantation provides show how various cultural and monetary 
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phenomena such as the funding work of Reed Erickson or the Arcus Foundation or the 

photographic work of Zanele Muholi themselves work as trans*plantations. That is, 

trans*plantative logics work through a variety of objects and bodies, flattening life at the same 

time that they draw deep differentiating lines between forms of life.  

 The de-anthropocentrism of trans*, a rescaling of differentiating hierarchies, enables an 

invigorated analysis of who or what is planted and who or what is planter. Trans* urges us to 

recognize our co-compositional forms of embodiment, enabling us to think beyond the narrow 

materialities constructed through the taxonomic projects of centuries gone by. I use trans* and 

connectedly, trans*plantation, to complicate extant hierarchies of life, to examine how they 

became hierarchized in that way, and to tell other possible stories of survival. I return to the 

materiality of the body, rematerialize it, not to stagnate its potential, but to imagine new 

connections across forms of radical difference. Trans* helps us to enliven how power moves 

across hierarchies of embodiment and highlights plantations—target sites, sites of extraction, 

interstitial spaces between the two.  

 As we in the United States again face the routinization of white supremacy in ever-clearer 

ways, it is imperative to come up with new conceptual tools and pedagogical strategies for 

analyzing and combating the increasing normalization of violence against marginalized bodies. 

In so doing, we might denaturalize hierarchical orderings while highlighting the boundaries of 

that denaturalization. Trans*plantation is one of these conceptual tools, and as Donna Haraway 

so beautifully notes:  

It should … be the job of all of our stories to remind us of how terribly contingent each 

one of them is. Things did not have to be that way, but they were that way. And they may 

yet be otherwise. I think one of the habits of mine that emerges from serious storytelling 
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is remembering mortality and contingency, and that the world might yet be otherwise, but 

it is not. (2016, 561) 

We need new stories such as trans*plantation, but we need not think any of these stories are all-

encompassing. Instead, as I have shown, stories such as trans*plantation offer a way of 

theorizing how bodies are hierarchized in ways that increase their chances of life or increase 

their closeness to death. For me, this involves looking at moments when LGBTQ-focused 

philanthropy, transplantation science, and art intersect—moments when power and domination 

mutate and life chances are redistributed. Stories such as trans*plantation, far from acting only as 

theoretical tools, offer different ways of engaging the material compositions—the bodies—at 

stake in the work that we do. This is the matter—and a matter—of survival.  

 To return to the original questions of this dissertation, then, having analyzed feral 

archival materials in association with one another: what happens when we think 

trans*plantatively? How does life move across spectra of mattering through scientific, 

philanthropic, and artistic interventions? How are contemporary conceptions of trans inscribed 

with colonialism, speciesism, and racism? Alternatively, how does trans disrupt the fluid 

application of these naturalizing -isms? What does translife—as it is always hierarchized—look 

like, seem like, sense like? 

 The species and bodily connections analyzed throughout each chapter, after all, are not 

only drawn between the actual lives or acts of certain artists or philanthropists or certain 

transspecies relationships involved in transmedia flows. Rather, they also suggest vital 

geopolitical associations. For a simplistic illustration, we need only consider the example from 

the start of this dissertation: the six countries Trump included in his Muslim ban are also six 

countries where he has no business ties. Capital reduces and expands trans*plantative flows. In 
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an example more precisely analyzed in this dissertation, while Reed Erickson was paying for a 

mansion using krugerrands to in part house the largest gay archive in the United States, Zanele 

Muholi was a child living under South African apartheid who would later go on to form one of 

the most important ongoing visual archives of lesbian and trans people to emerge from South 

Africa. While Anonhi releases her first solo album as a transwomen and heavily criticizes war 

and liberal institutions on it, including Barack Obama’s presidency, she performs black face, 

suggesting a certain ease of taking in and taking on blackness for her own enlivenment: a 

trans*plantation of power undergirded by the relationship between blackness and the commodity 

systemically instituted through chattel slavery. Muholi’s work in Faces and Phases counters this 

move, reminding her viewers that every portrait (every face) matters, even as it is but one 

iteration (one phase) of life. While the Arcus Foundation seeks to provide great ape sanctuary, 

their money often follows the same routes of the colonial era, or at the very least, uses Europe as 

an intermediary. Arcus’s work also highlights how the capacities of certain bodies are 

naturalized as if they are in stable association to the human or nonhuman. These associations 

concretize trans*plantations of power that are not concrete: they are flexing, moving, shifting, 

always in flux.  

 Whether in medicine, philanthropy, music, televisual media, or photography, the 

nonhuman—as gossamer material—envelops the dissertation, propelled by the forces of 

trans*ness and blackness which enliven its appearances. I continually return to Marquis Bey’s 

assertion that blackness and trans*ness are “nodes of one another, inflections that, though 

originary and names for the nothingness upon which distinction rests, flash in different hues 

because of subjects’ interpretive historical entrenchment” (2017, 278). Blackness and trans*ness 
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inflect figurations of both the nonhuman and the human, trans*plantatively assigning meaning 

and ontology where there are only the forces of historical-affective association.  

 As an example, chapter 3 analyzed how Travis the chimpanzee moved transvisually from 

Sandra Herold’s child-kin to an attacking animal following instinct, to a sexual partner, to the 

then-President of the United States, Barack Obama. In chapter 2, the figure and physical form of 

the nonhuman is the cut between, say, Martine Rothblatt’s work on transplantation and her work 

to upload her wife’s consciousness. Becoming more human, a more alive human is achieved 

through the nonhuman, whether that desire to become derives from a fear of the nonhuman, an 

admiration of it, or some mix thereof (these are not stable affective relations, after all). John 

Lilly’s early research on dolphin-human communication was enough to convince government 

entities that it might facilitate human’s ability to communicate with extraterrestrial life (Drake in 

Riley 2014, 10:06-11:01). The eventual bestial relation between Margaret Howe Lovatt and Peter 

the dolphin, which developed in Lilly’s mid-1960s communication research was, in a way then, a 

foreclosed outcome. For the Arcus Foundation, Travis the chimpanzee’s gruesome attack of 

Charla Nash was, as well. Travis and Sandra Herold’s familial relationship—and the bestial form 

it took in Top of the Lake between the characters Anita and Brad—represents a threat to the neat 

species split upon which Arcus’s united/divided mission depends. In fact, their bifurcated 

funding streams disavow the chimpanzee’s complex presence in HIV/AIDS drug research, and in 

associations between queerness and transness and animality, more generally.  

 In contrast, in a very conscious way, the nonhuman is present in Muholi’s photography in 

layered opposition to coloniality. Her leopard print self-portrait is both referential and a form of 

becoming, as are her recent self-portraits included in the series Somnyama Ngonyama (translated 

as Hail the Dark Lioness). In this series, she is producing protest photographs; each is an image 



 

 237 

representing one of her own or another’s experience of anti-black, anti-queer violence. These 

images have been appearing on the @somnyamangonyama Instagram page since November 

2016, and are currently being exhibited at Autograph ABP in London. This is Muholi’s first solo 

show in the city. The series title, Somnyama Ngonyama, references the dark lioness as symbol of 

black strength and resistance—a representation worthy of praise though emergent through 

violence. In the images, Muholi appears in make-up with intricate layerings of materials, each of 

which bear meaning. These meanings are, of course, not legible exactly as she visually enacts 

them, but they reference everything from anthropological photography to her own activist 

portraiture in Faces and Phases.  

  In “Bester I” (figure 1), for example, Muholi faces the viewer directly, from the shoulders 

up. Wrapped around her is what appears to be a rug or soft mat being used as a shawl. It is held 

together in front by a single laundry clip. The contours of her neck, where clavicle meet muscle 

and other soft tissue, are visible just above the laundry clip. Attached to each ear is a laundry 

clip. Likewise, her hair bun of locks is covered with laundry clips that strongly resemble a 

headdress. The white lines in the rug shawl run vertically at a slight slant, serving to extend the 

oval shape from the top of her head to the center bottom of the frame. This oval shape is also 

highlighted on her face, where the edges of her forehead and hairline are almost black. Her lips 

are white and only parted slightly in the center. Her eyes are lined in white, as well. The 

background is an out-of-focus splotchy dark and light gray material—it could be read as a studio 

backdrop or a reference to a tree line.  
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Figure 1. Zanele Muholi, Bester I, Mayotte, 2015 

 

 Muholi’s inclusion of the laundry clips binds object and subject, holding cloths and hair 

together and becoming an extension of the body’s surface. They also draw us toward the 

adornment that was so often visualized and “exoticised” in ethnographic portraiture. As Saner 

(2017) writes of images from the series: 
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Sculptural plastic tubes refer to the destruction of the environment; safety pins denote 

solidarity. In a portrait she made in tribute to her mother [Bester I], who was a domestic 

worker, Muholi creates a “headdress” – familiar imagery from more than a century of 

(white) ethnographers’ exoticised pictures – from laundry pegs. Most of all, [Muholi] 

says, “The black body itself is the material, the black body that is ever scrutinised, and 

violated and undermined.” (n.p.) 

 “The black body itself is the material” upon which meaning has been scripted; but for Muholi, 

these meanings might be trans*planted now by revisiting those symbols of oppression as a black 

lesbian visual activist.  

 Rather than mere surface material, Muholi relationally visualizes blackness, mobilizing 

its ontological uncertainty as a means of accessing life. For her, photography is survival. As she 

recently stated, when she came to photography, she “was frustrated. I was on the verge of 

suicide.” She continues: “Photography saved my life. It was the only thing that ever made sense 

to me. I use art as my own means of articulation. And it heals me. When I really needed therapy 

and I wasn’t willing to sit with a shrink, I started to take photographs” (Muholi qtd. in Saner 

2017, n.p.). Through her body and through photography, Muholi shifts how she is materially 

positioned—how and through whose meanings she is planted in the aesthetic world. She has, 

then, herself felt the visceral effects of an intuitive kind of visual activism: the potential role of 

images to shape and alter lived experience. In “Bester I” from Somnyama Ngonyama, for 

example, she relates her body to her mother’s and relatedly, to the class and race hierarchies of 

apartheid. In Faces and Phases, she accesses power by positioning herself in relation to her 

broader community of black trans and lesbian people, and in her own self-portrait, in overt 

relation to the nonhuman.  
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 Muholi’s work evolves from the sometimes violent experiences of black lesbian and trans 

embodiment. Because the work abstracts bodies through the photograph in order to rematerialize 

them as becoming bodies, the images can be read trans*plantatively and as images that 

trans*plant power. As such, while trans*plantation emerges from the material experiences of 

trans embodiment, it does not analytically engage only transgender or transsexual bodies. It is 

my hope that trans*plantation provides a new trans analytic framework for scholars and activists, 

one that emerges as a theory in the flesh but is not bound to one type of flesh. Muholi and her 

visual activism, particularly in this newer series, take on many embodiments, relating to them 

through the materials and poses of her photographs. While not transgender or transsexual, this is 

the force of trans*ness and blackness appearing through symbols in the material world. 

Trans*plantation is a framework for thinking through movements across hierarchies of life and 

death and for examining how we are all compositionally of one another. In so doing, it decenters 

the human as the point of analytic departure. 

 The epigraph from the beginning of this conclusion is from a spoken word poem by 

Harvey Katz. It is a reminder that transness is a force not fixed upon any particular entity, but on 

the fluid connection between elements. 

 

And we are eighty percent water.  

Fluidity seems only natural, to change state: a birthright.  

Isn’t that what we’re taught?  

That energy is neither gained nor lost?  

From lava to mountain, from fire to rock. 
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Perhaps adult humans and other animal bodies are a bit less watery than this, but the point is that 

transness is a fluid force, and like the many-headed Hydra of Greek and Roman mythological 

lore or the fresh-water hydra whose bodies were used to lay the groundwork for various forms of 

regenerative science, to cut at its physical life is to instigate its multiple regrowth, its own 

excrescence; it is to enrage and enliven the monster. 
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