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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter presents some theories related to the topic of the study. The 

theories are about queer studies, Transgender Theory by Hines and Butler‟s 

Performativity that will be used to analyze. 

2.1 Queer Theory 

The meaning of “queer” is a strange or unusual situation that happened in 

a typical human being. For example, a man who identifies himself different from 

typical men and do not have any interest on women usually called himself a 

“queer” (Chauncey 1994:101). In a way, queer is an effective way to identify and 

categorize whether someone is straight or queer. This means queer changes the 

term straight into something passionless or even boring whereas queer identify 

themselves as an extraordinary self-image that people see from the strength the 

queer have shown them (Bennet and Royle 2004:188). 

Queer theory seeks, among other things, to describe or map out the ways 

homosexual or homoerotic desire manifests itself in literary and cultural texts. It is 

strongly reliant on psychoanalytic categories and concepts, but seeks to overcome 

the heterosexual limits of psychoanalytic theory (Castle, 2007:105). This theory 

also necessarily resists any straightforward definition, yet it is possible to trace the 

emergence of central queer theories and theorists during the past two decades. 

Queer theory arose in the context of critiques of feminism by queers of color, sex 

debates between anti-pornography and sex-radical feminists, the rise of 
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postmodern and post-structural theories, and the right wing backlash against 

homosexuality in the AIDS crisis. 

Queer theory denied defining and differentiating the spaces of gender, sex 

and sexuality as it is a field that “refuses to be disciplined” (Sullivan: 2003). 

Although the field of queer theory remains slippery as it cannot be easily 

characterized, there has been an ongoing effort to pin down the inner dynamics of 

this movement and the logic behind it. Davidoff attempts to conceive the term and 

the queer writing by proffering that queer theory “refers to the writing that has 

taken sexuality as its subject and has specifically addressed to the ways in which 

lesbians, gays, and transsexuals raise questions about conventional understandings 

of sex and the sexes, and perforce gender” (Turner: 2000). 

Teresa de Lauretis (1991) also has been attributed with coining the term 

„Queer Theory‟ in her introductory comments about a conference on theorizing 

lesbian and gay sexualities to remedy the masking of gay male privilege in the 

purportedly equitable phrase „lesbian and gay‟. Her theoretical premise was that 

queer theory would no longer regard homosexuality „simply as marginal with 

regard to a dominant, stable‟ heterosexuality – or transgressive versus proper; 

deviant versus natural. A political movement called „Queer Nation‟ was born in 

1990 at a small meeting of mostly white gay men interested in direct action 

around lesbian and gay issues (Pennin in Caudwell, 2006:13).  

Along with the dominant voices, marginalized voices that have been cast 

off and have not been given voice are, too, heard and welcomed in “the unformed, 

inchoate, provisional character of the field” (Turner, 2000). It is a territory in 
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which all categories, boundaries, hierarchies and binaries are dissolved, and 

sexual polarities and diversities are cherished and celebrated beyond the 

dichotomous, bi-polar and definitive arrangement of sexuality. 

Queer theory is the appropriate instrument to analyze literary works with 

transgender issues as it is focused on capturing the gender identity problem in 

LGBT (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender) issues. Queer theory, in LGBT 

movement, seeks to reveal any dissatisfaction on gender identity construction as 

well as to unstable the identity category form the traditional gender categorization. 

2.2 Gender Identity 

The distinction between sex and gender is an issue that has been under 

continual dispute. During the 1970s, however, the traditional view of male and 

female identity as polarized binary system was re-evaluated as feminists began to 

distinguish between sex-based male and female differences and the establish 

social meanings of these biological categories. These feminist theorists asserted 

that masculinity and femininity are socially invented, constructed categories 

which have particular meanings that vary across different cultures and different 

time periods. Susan S. Lanser used the term gender which is a way to “identify a 

male or female identity by drawing on cultural codes that conventionally signify 

masculinity or femininity” (Lanser, 1996:252). 

The difference between masculinity and femininity is not founded on 

nature. This conventional view, however, is challenged by Judith Butler, who 

insists on a new way of looking at sex and gender. According to her, gender 

should be regarded as a flexible and fluid variable, rather than a fixed binary 
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system constituted by male and female opposites. Butler (1999:25) maintains that 

“There is no gender identity behind the expressions of gender; that identity is 

performatively constituted by the very „expressions‟ that are said to be its 

results.”. This means that a gender is not the central part of people‟s identity, it 

just a performance, something that people do in different times and different 

situations not who they essentially were. 

Nowadays, people will not question the assumption and presumption of 

gender and just thought it as a common thing that easy to overlook, unless when 

there is confusion on one gender that appeared as vague and ambiguous and 

gender is an open possibility, meaning we can parody our gender roles and 

thereby critiquing and transforming them as according to Judith Butler (1999:334 

– 337): 

“If a gender is constituted by the identification is in variably a fantasy within a fantasy, a 

double figuration, then gender is precisely the fantasy enacted by and through the 

corporeal styles that constitute bodily significations…”  

Everyone has a sense of his or her “gender” and it will develop during early 

childhood as a result of parental rearing practices and societal influences and 

strengthened during puberty by hormonal changes. This internal sense of gender 

whether as a male, female or identity between these two categories is also known 

as gender identity (American Psychological Association: 2006, Wilchins: 2002). 

Gender is an important element of our identity that it is an ongoing process 

of construction, performance, appropriation, or mimicry. According to Michel 

Foucault (in Castle 2007:102) this process is strongly influenced by the idea that 

subjectivity and identity are not natural categories or essential features of human 
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existence, unique and indivisible aspects of one‟s being; they are rather the 

material effects of the discourses and images that surround us, also known as 

Social Constructionism. 

The social constructions of a gender build the meaning of being feminine 

and masculine while also able to decide what kind of activities suitable for each 

gender. For instance, women are supposed to be weak and timid also while men 

are supposed to be driven to compete for status and power. When, for example, 

Einar Wegener dress like a man, behaves like a man but he has a different desire 

that the society thought was a strange desire. So to cover it, Einar behaves and 

tries to do activities that is suitable for men in the society. As gender has a 

constructed status which is fashioned through culture, so that people can perform 

their traits and behavior without rejection. 

2.2.1 Gender Dysphoria 

Identity issues may manifest in a variety of different ways. For example, a 

person identified as a boy may feel and act like a girl. Some people with normal 

genitals and secondary sex characteristics of one gender privately identify more 

with the other gender. Some may dress in clothes associated with the gender with 

which they identify, and some may seek hormone treatment or surgery as part of a 

transition to living full-time in the experienced gender. These kinds of identity 

issues also known as gender dysphoria. 

Gender dysphoria is also known as “gender identity disorder” which is a 

term to describe strong, persistent feelings of identification with the opposite 

gender and discomfort with one's own assigned sex that results in significant 
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distress or impairment. People with gender dysphoria are experienced a distress 

with the assigned sex and gender they had since birth. However, the mismatch 

between body and internal sense of gender is not a mental illness. Instead, what 

need to be addressed are the stress, anxiety, and depression that go along with it 

(American Psychiatric Association: 2013). 

People who have gender dysphoria feel strongly that they are not the 

gender they physically appear to be. For example, a person who has a penis and 

all other physical traits of a male might feel instead that he is actually a female. 

That person would have intense desires to have a female body and to be accepted 

by others as a female. Or, someone with the physical characteristics of a female 

would feel her true identity is male.  

Feeling that your body does not reflect your true gender can cause severe 

distress, anxiety, and depression. "Dysphoria" or “distress” is a feeling of 

dissatisfaction, anxiety, and restlessness. With gender dysphoria, the discomfort 

with your male or female body can be so intense that it can interfere with the way 

you function in normal life, for instance at school or work or during social 

activities.  

Other than being called as gender identity disorder, gender dysphoria also 

known as transsexualism or transgender to describe those who felt that their body 

and gender did not match. Gender non-conforming (GNC) is a broader term that 

can include people with gender dysphoria. But it can also describe people who 

feel that they are neither only male nor only female. Informally, people who 

http://www.webmd.com/mental-health/default.htm
http://www.webmd.com/depression/ss/slideshow-depression-overview
http://www.webmd.com/mental-health/gender-dysphoria
http://www.webmd.com/men/picture-of-the-penis
http://www.webmd.com/anxiety-panic/default.htm
http://www.webmd.com/depression/default.htm
http://www.webmd.com/balance/stress-management/rm-quiz-stress-anxiety
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identify with both genders or with neither gender might call themselves "gender-

queer."(American Psychiatric Association: 2013). 

2.3 Transgender 

Individuals whose biological sex assignment matches male or female 

gender identity and the range of related behavioral expressions deemed acceptable 

by societal norms may be referred to as “traditionally gendered” (Bilodeau, 

2005:5). The term transgender focuses on individuals whose gender identity 

(sense of them as male or female) conflicts with biological sex assignment or 

societal expectations for gender expression (the way a person communicates 

gender identity to others through behavior, clothing, hairstyles, voice, or body 

characteristics.) as male or female (Bornstein, 1994; Elkins and King, 1996; 

Wilchins, 1997, 2002 in Bilodeau, 2005:5). 

Basically a transgendered person manifests a sense of self, the physical 

characteristics and/or personal expression commonly associated with a sex other 

than the one he or she was assigned at birth. A transitioning transgendered person 

is one who is modifying his or her physical characteristics and manner of 

expression to – in a way – satisfy the standards for membership in another gender. 

Generally those whose identity, appearance, or behavior falls outside of 

conventional gender norms can be described as transgender. 

Transgender is often used as an inclusive category for a wide range of 

identities, including transsexuals, transvestites, male and female impersonators, 

drag kings and queens, male-to-female (MTF) persons, female-to-male (FTM) 

persons, cross-dressers, gender benders, gender variant, gender nonconforming, 
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and ambiguously gendered persons (Bornstein: 1994; Feinberg: 1996; O‟Keefe 

and Fox: 1997; Wilchins: 1997, 2002). However, not everyone whose appearance 

or behavior is gender-atypical will identify as a transgender person. 

2.3.1 Transforming Gender 

Often, transsexual people alter or wish to alter their bodies through 

hormones, surgery, and other means to make their bodies as congruent as possible 

with their gender identities. Transitioning from one gender to another is a 

complex process and may involve transition to a gender that is neither 

traditionally male nor female. People who transition often start by expressing their 

preferred gender in situations where they feel safe. They typically work up to 

living full time as members of their preferred gender by making many changes a 

little at a time. This process of transition through medical intervention is often 

referred to as sex or gender reassignment, but more recently is also referred to as 

gender affirmation (American Psychological Association: 2006). 

While there is no “right” way to transition genders, there are some 

common social changes transgender people experience that may involve one or 

more of the following: adopting the appearance of the desired sex through 

changes in clothing and grooming, adopting a new name, changing sex 

designation on identity documents (if possible), using hormone therapy treatment, 

and/or undergoing medical procedures that modify their body to conform with 

their gender identity (American Psychological Association: 2006). 

Every transgender person‟s process or transition differs. Because of this, 

many factors may determine how the individual wishes to live and express their 
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gender identity. Finding a qualified mental health professional that is experienced 

in providing affirmative care for transgender people is an important first step. A 

qualified professional can provide guidance and referrals to other helping 

professionals. Connecting with other transgender people through peer support 

groups and transgender community organizations is also helpful (American 

Psychological Association: 2006). 

2.3.1.1 Transgender Identity and Experience 

Trans people experience several phases before being identified as a 

transgender. Other than recognizing their pre-identities, the Trans people also 

have a desire to come out. They experience significant moments and the 

knowledge of the authenticity of gender performance. The pre transition identity 

is where Trans people realize they are different. It reveals at a young age with 

several signs. Gender role in childhood are signified by the selection of clothes, 

activities and toys (Hines, 2007:52). 

When a Trans person has the courage to come out, they have to deal with 

the society about his identity. From this point, the society has a big influence to 

the Trans people as it can either press down the desire to come out or support it by 

breaking the rule of the society. After having a desire to come out, Trans people 

will experience significant moments which make them want to change their 

appearance to the opposite sex. These significant moments are different for each 

person. However, it is related to self-awareness of each person as it is influenced 

the Trans people in experiencing the significant moments in the transition. 
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The social contextualization of identity may be problematic for 

transgender because of the negative thought of people about their self-identity 

(Hines, 2007:80). It causes the authenticity of gender performance being invisible. 

However, transgender identities are related to the experience of each Trans person 

to connect to the social contextualization about their gender. 

2.3.1.2 Medical Construction 

A medical interpellation constructs the sex of a person as it is able to 

identify the individuals as a male or a female. 

A medical approach continues to work from heteronormative structure, the premise being 

that gender is heterosexually practiced so that post-surgery a transgender man will 

perform as a heterosexual male and a transgender woman as a heterosexual female 

(Hines, 2007:23). 

In a sense, medical construction for transgender not only constructed the 

biological sexes but also the gender that come from the heteronormative structure. 

The natural different “elements” that detailed by the medicalization is used as a 

function, a sensation, or even to drive public identity (Butler, 1999:29). 

2.3.1.3 Sexual Identities 

Transgender people found it hard to describe their sexual identity and 

desires related to the normative system (Hines 2007:104). After the transition, the 

gender identity and sexual identity may be different or related to their desire as it 

enabled them more freedom in sexual expression and offered them more diversity 

in sexual identification. That means transgender people have more flexibility in 

choosing their sexual identity and desire. 
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2.4 Judith Butler’s Performativity 

Judith Butler characterized a gender as the effect of repeated action which 

produced the effect of a normal gender or true gender while obscuring the 

contradiction of gender act. A “true gender” is a collective argument to perform, 

produce and sustain discrete and polar genders as cultural fictions is obscured by 

the credibility of those productions – and the punishments that attend not agreeing 

to believe in them. 

Butler is perhaps the most influential theorist to explore the idea of sexual 

and gender identity as a social PERFORMANCE, a site of power and discourse. 

“To what extent,” she asks, “do regulatory practices of gender formation and 

division constitute identity, the internal coherence of the subject, indeed, the self-

identical status of the person?” (Butler, 1999:16). As an alternative to such 

naturalized regulatory practices, Butler (1996:111-12) developed a model of 

PERFORMATIVITY, which she distinguished from a normative model of 

PERFORMANCE: 

[Performance] presumes a subject, but [performativity] contests the very notion of the 

subject. . . . What I‟m trying to do is think about performativity as that aspect of discourse 

that has the capacity to produce what it names. Then I take a further step, through the 

Derridean rewriting of [J. L.] Austin, and suggest that this production actually always 

happens through a certain kind of repetition and recitation. So if you want the ontology of 

this, I guess performativity is the vehicle through which ontological effects are 

established. Performativity is the discursive mode by which ontological effects are 

installed. 

The performativity is separated by several kinds of cultural repetition that 

performed by someone in order to perform the gender identity. Cultural repetition 

or ritual that connect to the context of a body to make it as natural as possible 

(Butler: 1999). The culture constructed the meaning of a body in order to perform 
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several act to make it natural. This performance is based on how gender is 

constructed by the society that can be seen from the behavior, gesture or even the 

choice of clothing from the repetition. 

Social construction has separated gender identity as natural as possible. It 

comes first from the medical construction, parents nurturing, relationship with 

spouse, citizenship, kin relationship and even friendship. In the performativity 

theory, the construction of gender identity is started from the social labeling that 

people have to perform. In the end, the social construction of a gender is affecting 

the people‟s performance. 

For example, when a child was born the doctor or midwife will take a 

quick glance at the baby‟s genital and declares if the baby a boy or a girl. The 

newborns grow up and they need to act several behaviors that related to the 

context of his gender and sex based on the repetition in the culture. In cultural 

repetition, a woman has to perform the figure of a woman like wearing a dress or 

a skirt and same goes to a man. At this sense, gender is performative in order to 

show what we take to be an internal essence of a gender is from the repetition sets 

of acts and decide to take it through the gendered stylization of the body (Butler, 

1999:xv). Like when a woman wearing a dress to show her gender identity or 

when a man is showing his masculinity by the way he walks, talks or even 

behave, it means that they are performing something that called “normal” in the 

society. These kinds of things are what indicating the gender identity. 

Other than using clothes or behavior to show gender identity, language can 

also be used to reflect it as it cannot be separated from the term performativity. 



22 
 

 
 

Language is not only can reflect the idea of someone‟s gender but also can 

construct gender albeit unconsciously by those who have power to construct the 

rule (the apparatus) with performing the idea of gender. The appearance is 

achieved through a performative twist of language that has been constructed by 

the law of nature to perform sex or gender and do not refer to self-identical being 

(Butler, 1999:25). Gesture is another way to possibly perform a gender identity 

like a man; he should be fast and masculine as possible. In another word, acts, 

gestures and desire produce the effect of an internal and produce on the outside of 

the body to the play of unseen expression but never revealed own personal 

identity (Butler, 1999:173). 

2.5 The Danish Girl Novel 

The Danish Girl is a novel by American writer David Ebershoff, published 

in 2000 by the Viking Press in the United States and Allen &Unwin in 

Australia.The Danish Girl won the Rosenthal Foundation Award from 

the American Academy of Arts and Letters and the Lambda Literary Award. It 

was also a finalist for the Tiptree Award, the New York Public Library's Young 

Lions Award, and an American Library Association Award, and was a New York 

Times Notable Book.  

This novel also has been translated into more than ten languages and is 

published in paperback by Penguin and has been adapted into a feature film 

directed by Tom Hooper with the same title, starring Eddie Redmayne as Lili 

Elbe, Alicia Vikander as Greta Wegener, Matthias Shoenaerts as Hans Axgil and 

Ben Whishaw as Henrik.The Danish Girl movie also nominated and received 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Ebershoff
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Viking_Press
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Allen_%26_Unwin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rosenthal_Foundation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_Academy_of_Arts_and_Letters
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lambda_Literary_Award
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_Tiptree,_Jr._Award
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York_Public_Library
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Young_Lions_Award&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Young_Lions_Award&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_Library_Association
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York_Times_Notable_Book
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York_Times_Notable_Book
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Penguin_Press
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tom_Hooper
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eddie_Redmayne
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eddie_Redmayne
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eddie_Redmayne
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awards such as Academy Awards with Alicia Vikander won the Best Supporting 

Actress and Eddie Redmayne being nominated as the Best Actor. The movie also 

won Top Ten Film category in African-American Film Critics Association, 

Excellence in Period Film category in Costume Designers Guild Awards, Best 

Actor Category by Eddie Redmayne and The Invisible Women Award by Alicia 

Vikander in Women Film Critics Circle. 

2.6 Synopsis 

In mid-1920s Copenhagen, portrait artist Greta Wegener asks her husband, 

popular landscape artist Einar Wegener, to stand in for a female model that is late 

to come to their flat to pose for a painting she's working on.  

The act of Einar posing as a female figure unmasks his lifelong 

identification as a woman, whom he has named Lili Elbe. This sets off a 

progression, first tentative and then irreversible, of leaving behind the identity as 

Einar, which he has struggled to maintain all his life. This takes place as both 

Einar (as Lili) and Greta relocate to Paris; Greta‟s portraits of Lili in her feminine 

state attract serious attention from art dealers in a way that her previous portraiture 

had not. It is there that Greta tracks down art dealer Hans Axgil, a childhood 

friend of Einar (Hans had been the first boy who had ever kissed him as Lili). 

Hans and Greta‟s mutual attraction is a challenge, as Greta is navigating her 

changing relationship to Lili, but Hans' longtime friendship with and affection for 

Lili causes him to be supportive of both Lili and Greta. 

As his struggles with his identity and continued existence as Einar become 

too much for Lili, he starts to seek help from psychologists, but none yield any 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Copenhagen
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lili_Elbe
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results, and in one instance, almost leads him into being committed to an asylum. 

Eventually, at Hans's recommendation, Lili and Greta meet Professor Alfred Bolk. 

Professor Bolk explains that he has met several people like Lili, who identify as 

female, and proposes a new, innovative and controversial solution: male to 

female sex reassignment surgery. This would entail a two-part procedure that 

involves first removing Einar's external genitalia and then, after a period of 

recovery, fashioning a vagina. He warns them that it is a very dangerous operation 

that has never been attempted before, and Lili would be one of the first to undergo 

it. Lili immediately agrees, and soon after travels to Germany to begin the 

surgery.  

Unfortunately, her eagerness to shed the vestiges of her male anatomy 

leads her to rush the sequence of procedures, and she eventually dies of 

complications from the surgery. The novel ends with Lili sees a kite crashes down 

toward her while she is sitting at the balcony of the world, wondering that how 

much she has overcome with the help of her friends and wife.  

2.7 Theoretical Framework 

This research is aimed to analyze the transition of a Male to Female 

(MTF) transgender character in The Danish Girl novel. The data are the dialogue 

and narration in the novel that are representing the transition of a Male to Female 

(MTF) transgender character. The data will be analyzed by using Performativity 

Theory by Judith Butler and Transgender Theory by Sally Hines will be supported 

with Queer Theory. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sex_reassignment_surgery

