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“I visited Vito Russo at New York Medical Center,” writes Sarah 
Schulman of watching her friend die of AIDS. “He lay in bed with 
a Silence = Death button on his striped pajamas.” When Russo 
died in 1990, Schulman remembers, “the message on his answer-
ing machine said, ‘This is Vito. I’m sorry I’m not here.’ ”1 Contra 
his pin, here Death ≠ Silence, for Russo’s voice on the answering 
machine remains, but his absence is not full voiced either. The 
voice on the answering machine both is and is not Russo, both 
outlives and fails to substitute for its original speaker, and can per-
haps best be summed up by Russo’s own paradoxical utterance: 
“I’m not here.”

In what follows, I offer a case for listening to queer histories 
through answering machines, a technology itself now relegated to 
the past tense. The answering machine both surpasses and falls 
short of the person in whose stead it speaks; this time- lapse quality 
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Figure 1. Cher’s 1974 and 1975 compilation albums
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2 • Camera Obscura

allows the answering machine to speak to how identities persist and 
how they change, and how subjects’ suppositions about persistence 
and change are influenced by media and family histories as well as 
the exhortations of legal and medical institutions.

A comprehensive discussion of the relationships between 
queers and communication technologies would overload the wires 
with an occupationally and historically eclectic party line. Queer 
writers have long used the telephone as an analogy for the pull 
of the love object. Here’s Henry James, writing to Dudley Jocelyn 
Persse:

Dear dear Jocelyn. Irresistible to me always any tug on your part at the 
fine & firm silver cord that stretches between us — as I think I never 
fail to show you: at any twitch of it by your hand, the machine, within 
me, enters into vibration & I respond ever so eagerly & amply! (My 
image sounds rather like the rattle of the telephone under the effect 
of a “call”; but I mean it well, & I mean it, above all, my dear Jocelyn, 
affectionately!)2

Others saw how such technologies, with their “queer extensions,” 
renegotiated the very terms of one’s relations to self and other.3 
So too for Mark Twain in his riff “The Telephonic Conversation,” 
which called a one- sided telephone call “the queerest of all the 
queer things in this world”: “You hear questions asked; you don’t 
hear the answer. You hear invitations given; you hear no thanks 
in return.”4 Queer activists made collective life through com-
munications technologies (“AIDS was first reported as a mysteri-
ous ‘gay cancer’ in 1981. That year, six friends founded GMHC, 
the Gay Men’s Health Crisis, with nothing but an answering 
machine — and got more than a hundred calls the first night,” 
writes B. Ruby Rich5) or saw their lives capriciously foreshortened 
because of them (“The well- known Brazilian theater director 
Luiz Antonio Martinez Correa [1950 – 87] brought a 26- year- old 
man with curly blonde hair and a variety of tattoos on his mus-
cular body from a beach to his small apartment in Ipanema in 
December 1987. . . . His guest, perhaps with the help of an accom-
plice, murdered him for his video- cassette, a telephone answering 
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Epistemology of the Answering Machine • 3

machine and some cash,” writes David Higgs6). Indeed, even Vito 
Russo’s aforementioned answering machine had a much longer 
history than already cited here: Jay Blotcher recalls how he was 
outed to his mother when she called his workplace when “no one 
was there, [and] heard the answering machine, with Vito Russo’s 
voice saying, ‘Hi there, you’ve reached Our Time, the new gay and 
lesbian TV show,’ ” and connected the dots.7

That this interview was conducted by Schulman, who would 
later recount the afterlife of Russo’s answering machine, should tell 
us something about the play of memory, attachment, and technol-
ogy in queer history. Indeed, all these themes — of desire and self-
hood and how both are cropped by relationality; of violence and 
availability to it; how all of the above are inscribed within and by 
the involvement of technologies — will reappear in this essay’s focal 
scene, an encounter between the singer Cher and her son Chaz, 
who both possess a dense set of associations to various queer com-
pany. It is one thing for the answering machine to speak beyond the 
grave, as in Russo’s case; it is quite another thing for it to speak from 
a place whose status as grave is deeply contested. Through a read-
ing of Chaz’s voice on Cher’s answering machine, one that consid-
ers the projects of phonography and telephony on which it is based, 
and which draws as well on memoirs and coming- out guides writ-
ten by Chaz and the concurrent archival concerns of the television 
show Transparent (Amazon, 2014 – 19), I demonstrate how the epis-
temic and affective stakes of one strand of queer life — transgender  
bodies — are mediated through specific sonic technologies that 
give rise to forms of mournful archives. In short, I seek to show 
how the answering machine subtends histories that conflate literal 
death and gender transition; for Chaz, it also affords more radical 
possibilities than verbal practice alone. Attending to the answering 
machine complicates the association between voice and agency on 
which a slogan like “Silence = Death” relies and yields a rethinking 
of media history and sound studies as they relate to queer lives.

And so I turn now to their story, beginning with a bit of 
testimony nested in the 2011 documentary Becoming Chaz (dir. Fen-
ton Bailey and Randy Barbato, US), which hears Cher phoning 
her child Chaz (né Chastity) Bono. In her distinctive contralto, 
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4 • Camera Obscura

Cher recounts: “I was hysterical one day, because I was calling her 
answering machine, and I realized it was her old voice, and I asked, 
‘Is there any way I can save it?’ — because I will never hear that voice 
again. And there wasn’t — it was gone. For me, that’s the most dra-
matic thing that has happened in this whole thing — hearing her 
voice and knowing I’ll never hear it again.” As a transgender man, 
Chaz has heard his voice deepen under testosterone’s influence. 
For his mother, Cher, the “old voice” on the answering machine is 
a technology that exerts its own influence: a synecdoche that comes 
to stand for all of the changes — gradual and sudden, visual and 
sonic, surgical and hormonal — that have marked Chaz’s transition, 
and an archive that exacerbates her grief. For Chaz, the emergence 
of his new voice is heard (and heralded) as further confirmation of 
the wrongness of his female gender assignment at birth. Booking 
an airline ticket to San Francisco for top surgery, after he’s begun 
hormones but before he’s gotten a legal name change, Chaz types 
his birth name into the site, and his partner Jenny remarks, “You 
sound so wrong with that voice as Chastity.” The camera pans to 
Chaz’s outdated driver’s license — an archive the new voice gives 
Chaz further license to gladly discredit.

Cher’s lament — that some authentic part of Chaz is trapped 
in the answering machine, namely, that part which is irreconcil-
ably Chastity — sits uneasily within a film committed in its very title, 
Becoming Chaz, to affirming Chaz’s becoming. Her articulation of 
loss regarding a still- living child, moreover, sits uneasily alongside 
losses like Schulman’s and Russo’s, her role as queer icon, and her 
own archive’s promotion of her as a cheerful caller (fig. 1). Indeed, 
the “boundary trouble” of Cher’s own voice has given Cher a shift-
ing sonic identity, encompassing her low vocal range, which had 
her first single, “Ringo, I Love You,” mistaken for the work of a man 
(and thus, given the title, a gay man), and her status as the first to get  
audibly Auto- Tuned.8 Yet both Cher and Chaz privilege the voice as 
a site for locating identity, even as encountering that voice depends 
on a supporting apparatus: bodies that take testosterone, that speak 
on the telephone, that listen to the answering machine. Their con-
versation invites us to convene our own so as to speak further about 
this relationship between voices and the technologies that lodge 
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Epistemology of the Answering Machine • 5

them, and the way these lodgings bear on transgender subjects. Even 
as Cher would later expand her narrative of mourning — saying,  
“In the beginning I think I was afraid of losing a child before I 
got the new one. . . . But we have such a great time now, and I real-
ize that there is no loss” — this same rhetoric of loss is frequently 
invoked by parents and partners and progeny of transitioning peo-
ple and grates against their narratives of becoming.9

At first hearing, a scene concerning the deletion of a voice 
on an answering machine would seem easily reabsorbed into that 
metaphysics- inflected binary between sound and silence, which 
has been known to elide queer voices in the past.10 It’s not the old 
debates about vocality, however, that are at stake for Cher here: 
not binaries between sound and silence, live speech and dead writ-
ing, or live performance and recorded sound, binaries echoed in 
popular bromides that champion the voice (giving voice to the 
voiceless, speaking truth to power, breaking the silence, or Silence 
= Death).11 The fragment of Chastity’s voice lodged in the answer-
ing machine is both live and still, partial and repetitious, like Vito 
Russo’s “I’m not here.” Moreover, Cher does not neglect the sonic 
for the discursive, or “relegate,” as Andrew Anastasia writes in the 
inaugural issue of TSQ: Transgender Studies Quarterly, “the embodied 
voice to a service role of rendering audible the coherent thought,” 
for Chaz’s changing voice is a sonic matter of deepened pitch.12  
It is also shaped discursively by the history and conventions of 
the answering machine that contain his now- outmoded outgoing 
message.

Cher describes the answering machine as a place of enclo-
sure, entrapment, and entombment, one she visits in order to listen 
to her child. In so doing, she draws on the same rhetoric that lends 
potency to the metaphor of the closet, which Paul Monette subti-
tled “the coffin world” and echoes what Jacques Derrida has noted 
of all archives: that they are places of “house arrest.”13 If the closet, 
housing a person, gets used to make arguments about breaking out 
and about resisting arrest, Cher means for the answering machine, 
which houses a voice, to make an arrest: to avow the primacy of 
the voice contained therein, to make a resting place for an identity 
(Chastity’s) she feels Chaz has cast off. Moreover, although media 
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6 • Camera Obscura

made by and for Chaz relies on similar language of enclosure ver-
sus freedom (Becoming Chaz, for example, advertises its protagonist 
as “a male trapped in a female shell. . . . Growing up as Sonny and 
Cher’s adorable golden- haired daughter in a body he felt wasn’t 
his own was a crucible that took years to transcend”), Chaz’s own 
vocal tale ultimately serves to push back against the paratext used 
to describe him.

In the lineage of Eve Sedgwick’s canonical Epistemology of 
the Closet, this essay interrogates how the answering machine, as an 
enclosure with certain queer characteristics, makes voices known.14  
Deathliness has dogged queer theory from the outset, and the 
answering machine’s ability to make voices known, as we shall 
see, rides reliably on claims about mourning and loss. As such, 
this essay hears echoes of the question Leo Bersani asked at the 
height of the AIDS crisis — “Is the rectum a grave?” — when Cher, a 
contemporary listener, asks: “Is the answering machine?”15 If the 
answering machine is a place Cher visits, we may also go there to lis-
ten to the conditions of possibility for her listening and to consider 
in turn how media theory illuminates the conditions of delayed 
temporality (the answering machine speaks beyond the moment of 
capture), of scarcity (the answering machine was designed with cer-
tain limits, and without the guarantee of response), and of assign-
ing a proxy that is promissory (the answering machine speaks for us 
in particular ways, and often in the form of a promise: “Please leave 
a message and I will call you back”) through which the answering 
machine situates voices socially.

To Mummify “Beloved Voices”
Cher seeks to use the answering machine’s outdated form to bol-
ster an argument about another no- longer- here form — namely, 
Chastity’s voice. But there was always something no longer here 
about the answering machine, even when it was ubiquitous: at 
the point at which a message is recorded — either one that greets 
the caller, as in Chaz’s case, or one that will later respond to that 
greeting — it is already out of date. Cher’s listening back to the 
“old voice” speaks to a core attribute of most media (delayed tem-
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Epistemology of the Answering Machine • 7

porality) while countering views of queer subjects as especially in 
thrall to the past.16 Like Roland Barthes looking at an 1865 pho-
tograph of a man about to be executed and “shudder[ing] over a 
catastrophe which has already occurred,” Cher similarly shudders 
at the disappearance of Chastity’s voice.17 Asynchronous media, 
whose “reality is that of the having- been there,” seems to speak 
from beyond a grave.18

If we can hear hints of André Bazin’s mummy complex in 
Cher’s maternal dilemma — in her desire to “snatch [something of 
Chastity] from the flow of time” — contending with the sonic alters 
our understanding of the mummy complex itself.19 Friedrich Kitt-
ler shows the history of recorded sound not only to contain smaller 
histories of mourning and mummification, and not only to prolif-
erate different kinds of containers for them (like the answering 
machine), but to have been founded on mourning from the out-
set. The first inventor of the phonograph, Charles Cros (who filed 
a patent eight months before Edison but for lack of funds did not 
actually construct it) described his project thusly:

Comme les traits dans les camées
J’ai voulu que les voix aimées
Soient un bien, qu’on garde à jamais,
Et puissent répéter le rêve
Musical de l’heure trop brève;
Le temps veut fuir, je le soumets.

(Like the faces in cameos
I wanted beloved voices
To be a fortune which one keeps forever,
And which can repeat the musical
Dream of the too short hour;
Time would flee, I subdue it.)20

For Cros, stilling “beloved voices” and making them repeatable 
beyond the “too short hour” was the impetus for creating an appa-
ratus to record sound.21

Accordingly, and as with visual technologies, sonic technol-
ogies begat a dense dialogue between ghostly mediums and media 
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more broadly construed. As Kittler recounts in Gramophone, Film, 
Typewriter, “one of the ten applications Edison envisioned for his 
newly invented phonograph in the North American Review (1878) 
was to record ‘the last words of dying persons.’ ”22 In 1902, Alfred 
Parzer- Mühlbacher wrote in the first German manual on the Care 
and Usage of Modern Speaking Machines (Phonograph, Graphophone, 
and Gramophone) that through said machines “cherished loved ones, 
dear friends, and famous individuals who have long since passed 
away will years later talk to us again with the same vividness and 
warmth.”23 In 1896, the very first page of the very first issue of 
a trade publication, Phonoscope, described the consequences for 
mourning: “Death has lost some of its sting since we are able to 
forever retain the voices of the dead.”24 From there, Kittler says, 
“it was only a small step . . . to fantasies that had telephone cables 
linking the living and the dead.”25

Later theorists restitched such sonic innovations in the lan-
guage of Lacanian psychoanalysis, switching out the thread of lag 
as a condition of sonic mediation for lack as a condition of being. 
On the one hand, the voice seems to gesture back at some prelin-
guistic state of plenitude (since it always seems to be a remnant, 
it is a powerful tool for Cher’s claims about the left- behind bits of 
Chaz’s original self). As Mladen Dolar summarizes in A Voice and 
Nothing More, the voice “becomes the bearer of some unfathomable 
originary meaning which, supposedly, got lost with language.”26 
The mother’s voice figures that plenitude: Kaja Silverman writes 
that the fantasy of the maternal voice is of a “sonorous envelope” 
that serves as the “prototype for all subsequent auditory pleasure.”27 
Cher condenses a similar fantasy of nourishment in the voice 
on the answering machine: in a 1992 interview, she relates, “My 
mother, sister, and I all have basically the same voice.”28 Chastity 
was conscripted into that lineage, into Cher’s fantasy of the familial 
maternal voice as inheritance; Chaz’s erasure of the old voice on 
the answering machine can be read as a refusal of the same.

By doubling the voice, the recording doubly gives the lie to 
visions of the voice as indicating a consistent call of the self (“the 
voice is the organ of the soul,” Henry Wadsworth Longfellow wrote, 
indexing this position).29 Recorded sound ushers in an era of cine-
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Epistemology of the Answering Machine • 9

matic wrangling with unmoored, disembodied voices — acousmêtres, 
in Michel Chion’s term. According to Chion, when confronted by a 
voice whose source we cannot see, we experience anxiety until it is 
coupled with a fitting body.30 Chion’s analysis helps us understand 
the everyday sonic predicaments trans people like Chaz face when 
voices and bodies are coupled in ways that may not be commonly 
recognizable as selves.31 For the unfamiliar reader, and at the risk 
of condensing overmuch a wide variety of individual vocal experi-
ences, transgender women may feminize their bodies through hor-
mones, but the voice, if it has already broken in puberty, remains 
deep and liable to be heard as masculine without retraining or 
risky surgery. For trans men, the voice masculinizes through hor-
mones, but it may do so more slowly or more quickly than other 
traits, and it may lead to the transitioning subject being perceived 
as gay, as the linguist Lal Zimman’s work explores.32 In either case, 
mistaken address often occurs, on the telephone especially.33

As we track Cher’s and Chaz’s trajectories and the traction 
the voice has on them, we may keep in mind these two tendencies: 
to use voices as solutions to the problem of the self and as evidence 
of that self’s disjuncture or dissolution. Before returning to their 
own words, consider the difficulty of the original sonic mummify-
ing premise of recording last words. It would seem to sidestep any 
question of timing: How would one know in practice which words 
were going to be a speaker’s last?34 In order to be poised to capture 
last words, one would also need to entertain the possibility that the 
second- to- last words could be the last words, and so on and so forth 
through infinite monitorial regress. Fictional examples of such 
sonic surveillance aimed at capturing last words — Samuel Beckett’s 
Krapp’s Last Tape among them — are far more common than bio-
graphical ones, which tended to fail partially, and in unanticipated 
ways. In The Audible Past, Jonathan Sterne transcribes an 1890 pho-
nographic missive from Jesse Walter Fewkes, the first anthropolo-
gist to use a phonograph in the field, who is heard after nearly a 
century’s lag saying, “That shows that the phonograph can be . . . 
[here Fewkes’s voice becomes inaudible] . . . for a very long time,” 
simultaneously proving and disproving his point.35 When, in 1905, 
a minister prerecorded his own funeral sermon, which was then 

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/camera-obscura/article-pdf/35/1 (103)/1/796486/0350001.pdf
by Harvard University user
on 04 May 2020
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played for the assembled after his death, it fulfilled the promise 
of recording last words only through recording some words, then 
guaranteeing their placement as last through leapfrogging.36 The 
enthusiasm for such eschatological edicts in early literature about 
recorded sound paid little heed to the obstacles blocking the deliv-
ery of the plenitude they promised.

If the promise of media mummification is the promise of 
assuaging death, and if the realization of such promises can be 
both media- specific and spotty, Cher’s own language of loss tac-
itly acknowledges audio mummification’s technological specificity 
and frequent insufficiency. Notwithstanding her broad expression 
of preference for ghosts (she has said that she “prefer[s] ghosts 
to some people”), in her own canon of ghost stories, individual 
ghosts operate differently. She does not express this difference in 
terms of personality or plot (the deceased’s relationship to her or 
their unfinished business) but rather describes the objects that 
house the ghosts themselves — the technologies that constitute 
her experiences of loss. Cher has described her friendly relation-
ship with the ghost of Sonny Bono, who allegedly illuminates her 
chandelier “when it is impossible.”37 By contrast, Chastity’s (sonic) 
ghost, contained not in a chandelier but in an answering machine, 
intensifies Cher’s mourning, evoking the identity Chaz has now 
moved beyond and prompting Cher to slip back into using female 
pronouns to describe him. As a technology of remembrance, the 
chandelier that casts light sporadically is to Cher like a memory 
that returns unbidden, a happy reminder of an absent agent. The 
message on the answering machine is a place that may be visited 
until its sudden relocation: Cher knows that Chaz will ultimately 
replace this snippet of Chastity with a new voice. Sonny’s ghost is 
gone until the next time; Chastity’s ghost can be called up until it 
is gone.

There is an extensive public record of Chastity’s voice that 
Cher could instead call up, from her appearances as a toddler, 
rosy- cheeked and a bit bewildered, on The Sonny and Cher Comedy 
Hour (CBS, 1971 – 74), to her own career as co – front woman of the 
band Ceremony. Cher’s stake in calling up such records demands 
my own reflection on the technologies of remembrance embedded 
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Epistemology of the Answering Machine • 11

in ordinary language: on the hers that dot the last sentence, or how 
to write about Chaz when Chaz was Chastity. For some invested in 
trans representation, refraining from using a trans person’s prior 
name is a matter of politesse, like not referring to a married col-
league by a now- defunct maiden name. For others, there is a term, 
deadnaming, which itself proposes normative terms for that invest-
ment: it prohibits the use of pretransition names on the grounds 
that they are dead. It is not only Cher, then, who traffics in a tem-
porality of trans experience that views the pretransition identity 
as deceased, and it is useful to consider deadnaming’s prohibition 
alongside Cher’s stakes in trespassing it. In a way, the two agen-
das are not so dissimilar — both seek forms of redress in language 
that would (for Cher) or would not (for those who seek the pro-
hibition) keep alive a past identity. It is often argued that what a 
prohibition on deadnaming seeks to accomplish is a denial of the 
stakes of maintaining archives/evidence of (and even shorthand 
for) pretransition lives — stakes that are decidedly real for someone 
like Cher, whose affective drive and maternal love she posits as a 
positive commitment that demands the archival maintenance of 
the past.

This debate on whether and how to refer to trans pasts is 
rendered all the more complex, in this case, by the typical role 
of celebrity in establishing its grounds. It has been argued that 
the prohibition against deadnaming serves to protect trans people 
from outing and violence and does not apply to celebrities (espe-
cially those who continue to use their pretransition names in speak-
ing about the past). Chaz is a celebrity of sorts, yet I have already 
argued that he is uncomfortable with the inherited nature of his 
celebrity, which accounts for some of his relief in changing his 
voice; deadnaming him on account of fame would be callous. And 
yet I argue further below that to give a full account of Chaz’s own 
accounts of himself, as he delivered them over the years, requires 
forms of reference to the past that are potentially at odds with 
the practice, now prevalent, of giving a bright line called transi-
tion condensed ritual power to license or decommission names. To 
write about the stakes and counter- stakes of everyday experience 
for trans people and their families is to archive them in the very 
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terms of writing, and for reasons I return to in the subsequent sec-
tion, to edit such conflicts and contradictions out of writing would 
shore up a different, and equally pernicious, paradigm of identity, 
one in which the identity of the present moment is seen as always 
already complete.

For now, this debate can remain alive, well, and unresolved, 
because adjudicating this question is ultimately not what’s most 
key to understanding Cher and Chaz’s auditory encounter. Cher 
takes the deletion of one particular snippet of Chaz’s pretransi-
tion voice — the one contained in the answering machine, not the 
broader archive — as evidence of its overall scarcity: “I will never 
hear that voice again,” she says. And it is to this particular vocal 
incarnation, the voice set to break off or break free from its “house 
arrest” in the answering machine, that she attends — not to any of 
the other voices formerly known as Chastity’s that persist in the 
world in different archives, within jewel cases, or on YouTube.

In short, Cher tunes into the answering machine specifi-
cally to make a claim about a disappearing voice. And the answer-
ing machine’s history shows it to be tuned in to a similar affective 
frequency: alert, as Cher is with Chastity’s voice, to questions of 
scarcity. First, the answering machine itself was suppressed between 
its actual invention in 1898 and its popularization in the 1980s, 
through the machinations of AT&T’s on- again, off- again monop-
oly on telecommunications, which had allowed the company to 
set the terms of telephonic archiving (and, apropos of this essay’s 
themes, led to its nickname: “Ma Bell”). After several decades of 
AT&T’s strident resistance to the use of the answering machine 
on public networks, for fear it would decrease call volume and call 
privacy, the answering machine entered general use. Scarcity was 
embedded in the answering machine’s design, through microcas-
settes and then cassettes and then the limited cell phone memory 
devoted to voice mail, all of which had to be erased frequently.38 
In Cher’s case, of course, the love object produced by the answer-
ing machine provokes her to call more. In Sterne’s take, scarcity 
marks the early history of recorded sound not only in terms of 
the finitude of the bodies it was meant to sonically mummify but 
with regard to the potential decay of the technologies themselves, 
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Epistemology of the Answering Machine • 13

sparking enterprises like the Indestructible Phonograph Record-
ing Company (itself amusingly short- lived).39 Later, communica-
tion engineers orchestrated decay via a careful calculus of loss, 
asking what aspects of the telephonically transmitted voice could 
be lost for profit without producing the feelings known as loss.40

To Turn Back Time
Beyond affordance, utterance: in the face of scarcity, the typical 
answering machine message contains a promise to respond. In 
recent years, the promise has weighted heavily in affect theory’s 
analyses of how human subjects experience time, echoing Fried-
rich Nietzsche’s earlier characterization of man as “the promising 
animal.”41 Lauren Berlant opens Cruel Optimism with the obser-
vation that promises seed futures; its first lines run: “When we 
talk about an object of desire, we are really talking about a cluster 
of promises we want someone or something to make to us and 
make possible for us. This cluster of promises could be embed-
ded in a person, a thing, an institution, a text, a norm, a bunch of 
cells, smells, a good idea — whatever . . . the subject leans toward 
promises contained within the present moment of the encoun-
ter with their object.”42 Similarly, in The Promise of Happiness, Sara 
Ahmed notes how often a happy future is dangled as promissory 
note, receipt contingent on good behavior. In directing subjects to 
mine certain places for happiness, like marriage and parenthood, 
it “generates those places as being good, as being what should 
be promoted as goods.”43 Promises may be bribes, or they may 
be bribed, but either way they construct a future. Each promise 
flags and fixes the route forward; together, they flatten that route, 
time’s steamroller.

There is some cluster of promises that hangs, for Cher, on 
Chastity’s voice; keeps her leaning toward a particular future; leaves 
her hanging on the line when the voice hangs up; leaves her with 
certain hang- ups. It may be explicit in Chaz’s message, or implicit 
in the message’s codified form; since the film does not play it, we 
do not know. But its presence helps us to see why the answering 
machine might play such a prominent role in Cher’s story: not 
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only because it is a vocal technology (for there are others), and 
not only because it painfully catches the passage of time (for other 
things do), but because of the promise contained within it. Because 
Chastity makes a promise on the answering machine, the machine 
enacts a future, and so the disappearance of the answering 
machine’s voice — which made the promise, now broken — cannot  
be salved by the continuing presence of any old song.

But in structuring desire by building futures for some sub-
jects, promises also bind those who have done the promising and 
sometimes impose concomitant waiting periods on their desire. 
The future that transgender subjects are increasingly asked to 
enact is bound up with pastness. It is not just any promise, not just 
any future, not just any song that Cher wants to hear Chaz sing. If 
transition is figured as restoring an original body — the physical self 
that should have been — it cannot be said to break a promise, but 
to turn toward a superseding one. With this popular rhetoric of an 
originary self comes other discursive baggage, piled on those who 
already carry the burden of plenitude — burgeoning metaphors of 
being born this way or born again through transition; of trans-
gender conceived as birth defect; of saving transgender children 
from an identity mislaid by mismatched puberty (which preoccu-
pies many of Becoming Chaz’s later scenes) — that presumes an iden-
tity that is intrinsically known to its intrinsic self and flattens time 
once again.

These narratives, taken together, are a promise to turn back 
time and makes trans people a figure of such a project. Cher’s 1989 
single, “If I Could Turn Back Time,” expresses a similar wish, one 
it knows is impossible (“If I could find a way,” she sings plaintively); 
the mainstream rhetoric of transition increasingly asserts the pos-
sibility of that project. In short, these promises find more binding 
sites than answering machines. They are increasingly written into 
the language of medicine and the law.44

The commitment that ensues — to gestating a self that, it 
turns out, was there all along — itself colludes with the projects of 
reproductive futurism that Lee Edelman critiques in No Future, 
but it also serves as a bulwark against anti- body- modification 
camps, whose perspectives might be succinctly summed up as “No 
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Suture.”45 One thing such promises to turn back time have going 
for them is their capacity to fend off allegations that trans peo-
ple are engaging in a process of self- mutilation — allegations that 
resonate with Cher’s plaint that Chaz is getting rid of his voice. 
The fixation of such anti- body- modification camps is phallic: As 
Riki Wilchins archly observes, “Transsexual women are unerringly 
described as ‘cutting off their dicks.’ No one ever formulates this 
act as gaining a cunt — not even lesbians, feminists, or transgender 
women.”46 In Assuming a Body: Transgender and Rhetorics of Material-
ity, Gayle Salamon assembles a violent lexicon that has affixed to 
trans subjects on the grounds of this alleged loss of body parts: 
the framing of transition “as if it were akin to a death or as if the 
post- transition subject will with hir emergence enact the death of 
the pretransition subject”; its figuration as murderous “in discus-
sions of the procedures of FTM transition, which are sometimes 
described as self- mutilation or, more hyperbolically, ‘violence 
against women.’ ”47 These discussions, she writes, “very quickly end 
with the knife pointed the other way”: one lesbian writer who refers 
to FTMs as “ ‘mutilated women’ . . . ends one of her pieces against 
transgenderism with the sentence ‘let’s put away the knives,’ mak-
ing clear that in her view lesbians are somehow now the target of 
that violence rather than transmen themselves.”48 Chaz’s transition 
is similarly described in cutting words. I reproduce this YouTube 
comment in full to demonstrate how anxieties about the revisability 
of the sexed body get appended, time and again, to trans subjects:

Obviously, Chaz is human & doesnt [sic] deserve [the insults he receives] 
but the whole sex change situation is an off the rails decision & I find 
it hard to believe that someone who can’t love themselves for who they 
were born as can love themselves after they have maimed or disfigured 
themselves. I know that he doesn’t think it was a disfigurement but 
instead, a change for the good. Yet, that’s the same mentality of people 
that cut off their own arms & legs. Stop wanting to be something else & 
start loving you for you.49

In this commenter’s view, to change the body’s contours is to 
maim or disfigure it. There is a teleology of selfhood that begins 
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at birth, and to modify the body is both to divert this trajectory 
“off the rails” and to be that way oneself. (Any preferences Chaz 
might express on the matter are filed under bad faith.) Transgen-
der studies scholars Jules Gill- Peterson, Susan Stryker, and Nikki 
Sullivan use the concepts of originary technicity and somatechnics to 
dispute how (as Gill- Peterson puts it) humanism’s “implicit hier-
archy of the body over technology” issues a normative frame for 
“ ‘body modification,’ a phrase whose temporal spacing suggests 
the prior existence of a ‘body’ that can only be modified after the 
fact.”50 Similarly, Salamon’s project is to show that there are no 
such rails of being to speak of, let alone a consistent car of bodily 
selfhood to slide along them. She does so by turning to the same 
example as our commenter: amputation.

Amputation may create an apparent disjuncture between 
the visible boundaries of the body and its felt ones, and it has thus 
figured prominently in historical debates about bodily realness —  
an argument that may be extended to the disappearing voice on 
the answering machine. “In discussing phantom limbs,” Salamon 
writes, psychoanalyst Paul Schilder, once a student of Freud’s, 
“takes pains to avoid relegating the phenomenon to pathology, 
insisting that ‘we’ normal people have phantoms, too.”51 For Schil-
der, the phantom is the best (dis)organizing principle for the body: 
“Every body contains in itself a phantom (perhaps the body itself 
is a phantom).”52 In media studies, however, amputation remains 
the threat of losing wholeness: in Understanding Media, Marshall 
McLuhan famously advanced the extension versus amputation 
framework of technology, in which technologies modify preexist-
ing human capacities.53 In his view, for example, the telephone 
extends the human voice but amputates epistolary skill. McLuhan’s 
framework offers a basic sense of how a technology like the answer-
ing machine, whose primary function is voice preservation, could 
aggravate feelings of loss when the voice itself is absent, though it 
accomplishes this by reifying a standardized sense of human capa-
bility that writers in trans studies (among other disciplines) have 
skillfully called into question, especially through aforementioned 
writings on bodily originary technicity.54 

Technologies like the answering machine shore up par-
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ticular visions of the self. When the technologies break or their 
archives are broken into, this gives them grounds to be mourned. 
It is impossible to fully consider the urgency of a narrative like 
Cher’s without also considering the revisability of digital sound and 
image, long- standing anxieties about the revisability of the body, 
and the conflation of one revisability with the other — in short, all 
of this underscores the persistence of the sexed body in discussions 
of trans subjects, even in discussions about media made by and of 
them, even in discussions of something as ordinary as an answer-
ing machine.

This rhetoric of amputation is grafted from a broader strain 
that sees any nonnormativity as a loss of social value. That Chaz had 
to navigate this thorny rhetorical thicket long before he ever con-
templated transition is apparent throughout Family Outing, the vol-
ume on coming out to one’s family he wrote as Chastity in 1998, the 
year of Sonny Bono’s death and the year Cher released “Believe.”55 
Family Outing is steeped in this standoff between loss and gain, 
the same standoff that makes bodily change such a fraught affair 
for trans subjects, and the stakes of which were already clear to 
Chastity; in 1996, Sonny Bono had cosponsored the Defense of 
Marriage Act in his new role as Republican congressman for Palm 
Springs. As articulated in Family Outing, gay and lesbian subjects 
must learn to “see our difference as positive, not negative” (26). 
Parents in turn must learn to replace “their negative view of their 
child’s sexual orientation with the positive qualities in their child 
that they are proud of” (226). Affective positivity here requires 
positive power, for the subject who comes out must remake her-
self as a particular kind of affective laborer: “It’s important to be 
as positive about yourself as possible. I know that if I had told my 
mom [Cher] directly she would not have felt so betrayed. . . . If the 
people you are telling pick up any negative feelings from you, they 
will immediately question what you are saying” (118). This labor 
has a vocal bent: telling directly, telling positively so as not to be 
questioned. The book’s tenth chapter is titled “You Are Still Who 
You Always Were.” There are many echoes of this phrase in the 
memoir Chaz would pen thirteen years later, Transition: The Story 
of How I Became a Man, which, in its second edition, saw the sub-
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title rephrased as “Becoming Who I Was Always Meant to Be.”56 
These lines are paeans to the felt sense of an originary, whole self. 
How poignant, then, that only a few pages before, the author has 
made her sole reference to transgender people. She wrote, in that 
moment, as a lesbian woman, “Together, we will take all gays, les-
bians, bisexuals, and transgenders out of the closet to acceptance, 
and beyond to empowerment.”57 That “beyond” is the unknown 
frontier of becoming, where losses and gains cannot be plotted in 
advance, where even our author could not know her future.

The discourse of transition today attempts to shield one 
from that unknown frontier. Offering the promise of becoming 
“who you always were,” it risks becoming the same kind of mum-
mifying project as early technologies of recorded sound, wherein 
trans people are an icon through which uncertainty “loses some 
of its sting,” because change is simply a means of preserving that 
which was present, that which through technology may continue 
to be present.

To Not Respond Automatically
In the face of Chaz’s insistence to not call back as Chastity, to 
prune that tendril of his vocality, we might read the figure of the 
answering machine differently. For if it is possible to read it as a 
kind of tomb, as Cher does, it is also possible to read the answer-
ing machine as a place of uncertainty, anxiety, or purgatory: the 
answering machine does not guarantee response but rather is a 
repository for queries, a void to call into. It serves as a placeholder 
for a response that may not come.58 As such, the left- behind qual-
ity of the answering machine runs deeper than the fact that our 
voices change more rapidly than instruments and archives can cap-
ture: the voice always utters before any guarantee of response.59 
In this way, the answering machine comes to seem like a potent 
miniature of the dilemma of response more generally — it tries to 
maximize the rate of response, with the understanding that this 
can only ever paper over the fear that response may not arrive.

On the covers of Cher’s 1974 and 1975 compilation albums 
already seen here, she smiles into twin telephones (fig. 1). “The 
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Very Best of” Cher is a Cher, it seems, who offers her voice and 
who stays on the line. The images are also enigmatic. Who is Cher 
calling? Her own past self? One consistent interlocutor? Is she call-
ing her child, at that point five or six years old, from the road? Is 
she smiling at the content of a conversation, or in anticipation of 
one she expects to have as she hears the phone ring? The covers 
audition a fantasy of commensurability and communion, of hear-
ing and being heard. In Becoming Chaz, of course, where not all 
of Cher’s phone calls reach a listener, or even her desired proxy 
on the answering machine, her telephonic history is written more 
anxiously than on the compilation albums.

Mladen Dolar finds the heart of the issue of the missing 
archival voice when he writes that the voice always misses its target: 
“One is too exposed to the voice and the voice exposes too much.”60 
The voice in the answering machine both promises futures and 
speaks from the past. It is at once contained, exposed to the pos-
sibility of deletion, and so easily “earlifted” to the other. That the 
voice always does too much or not enough provides the impetus 
for continuing to speak.61 Derrida pursues a related thought in 
The Animal That Therefore I Am (noting as he does that the French 
translation for Descartes’s automatic responder, répondeur automa-
tique, is the same as for the answering machine): “the question of 
how an iterability that is essential to every response, and to the 
ideality of every response, can and cannot fail to introduce non-
response, automatic reaction, mechanical reaction into the most 
alive, most ‘authentic,’ and most responsible response.”62 I read this 
statement alongside the dance of agency in Chaz’s vocal history. 
Recall that at the outset of Becoming Chaz, the changing voice is 
framed within the supposed biological inevitability of taking tes-
tosterone (rather than the decision to take it), which gives way to 
the idea that because of this change, the answering machine must 
itself be altered as well. But the role of agency in that alteration 
is left productively underdetermined, between “mechanical reac-
tion” (“testosterone changes the voice, and so the recording must 
change, too”) and “responsible response” (“I choose to take T, as I 
choose to take away this old recording”).

In sum, when transgender subjects reconfigure the archives 

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/camera-obscura/article-pdf/35/1 (103)/1/796486/0350001.pdf
by Harvard University user
on 04 May 2020



20 • Camera Obscura

of the self, they do so in the face of demands that those archives 
and selves get reconstructed in automatic response to the call of 
some original model. The suggestion, then, that the most respon-
sible, authentic, or alive response may entail nonresponse is potent 
and increasingly plentiful in media about transgender people and 
their families, including the television show Transparent. I will turn 
to it now, as a coda to this piece.

To Erase One Self / To Self- Efface
Set in Los Angeles and based in part on creator Jill Soloway’s 
own experiences as child of a trans parent, Transparent explores 
the coming out of central character Maura (a retired college 
professor, née Mort) over four ten- episode seasons and a finale 
shot between 2014 and 2019. Maura (Jeffrey Tambor) resists 
the efforts of her children to make her a repository of familial 
memory, thus echoing conversations about the ethics of erasure 
and “the right to be forgotten” that play out in other pockets of 
the political sphere. These conversations overwrite the historical 
dilemmas of durationality discussed earlier, in which technolo-
gies are designed to guarantee the persistence of the bodies they 
mummify, because they trade instead in records that are too per-
sistent, in durations that compete. In “Oscillate” (2015), Maura 
receives a batch of childhood photos, of her as the young Mort, 
from a service that has retouched them such that it appears as 
though she spent those years as a girl. Later, she pores over them 
with her own two girls, Ali (Gaby Hoffmann) and Sarah (Amy 
Landecker), sitting between them on the couch (fig. 2).63 We see 
close- ups of their hands — the daughters’ nails painted canary yel-
low and Maura’s painted mauve — as they flip through pages bear-
ing young Mauras at birthday parties or posing for family por-
traits, Mauras who never really moved through the world as such. 
One such Maura, a toddler topped with a bow, stares solemnly, as 
if she knows the dramatic significance to which this face will later 
be put to use (fig. 3). Afterward, the episode calls up fictional-
ized scenes of Magnus Hirschfeld’s Institut für Sexualwissenschaft 
(Institute for Sexual Research), of its archives, and then of their 
1933 ransacking by the Nazis.
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In Transparent, questions about loss are necessarily ques-
tions about how loss may play out within archives. Such questions 
were, at the time of writing, directed at the show itself with par-
ticular urgency: in late 2017, the cisgender actor who plays Maura, 
Jeffrey Tambor, was accused of sexual harassment by two transgen-
der actresses, Van Barnes and Trace Lysette. In early 2018, it was 
announced that the show would continue for a fifth season without 
Tambor, but only a single musical finale episode was made. Aired 
in September 2019, the finale would articulate Maura’s absence by 
occasioning her death. For writer Emily Todd VanDerWerff, this 
conclusion was apt for Transparent, a show ever “aware of how all 
endings are actually transitions.”64 In VanDerWerff’s view, “Trans-

Figure 2. “Oscillate,” Transparent (2015)

Figure 3. “Oscillate,” Transparent (2015)
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parent broke so much ground that it revealed the elements of its 
own foundation that were rotten,” and its ending augured a shift 
in what televisual portrayals of trans people aimed to capture: away 
from familial attempts to process unfamiliar changes from the out-
side and toward those portrayals made by and for trans writers and 
performers, from the inside of experiences like transition.

From the start, though, Transparent has been alert to its 
own status as archive. “Oscillate” preserves the experiences of 
Our Lady J, Transparent’s first transgender writer, who based the 
photo- retouching scene on her own life.65 What does Maura mean 
to say with those photos — that she cannot be legible without the 
archive of consistency they proffer? Or that she changes her past 
because she changes her future and neither need have a hold over 
the other? Maura’s redaction of her past, placed alongside 1933’s 
violent archival modifications, seems a rejoinder both to those who 
want to call her transition violent and alternately to those who want 
that transition not to be violent, for it to be nothing substantial, just 
the same old self minorly shuffled around, no break, no suture.

As with the show’s privileged term, transparency, such archi-
val scenes resist a binary of presence and absence and open onto 
more plentiful representational modulations. For Lisa Gitelman, 
successful media technologies “start to seem inevitable and then 
transparent, or transparent and then inevitable.”66 Transparent 
shows conventional narratives of selfhood to operate in much 
the same way, taking their transparency and inevitability away by 
embedding them in archives perceived not as truth- telling devices 
dispatched from originary selves, but as artifacts available for tin-
kering by present- day ones. Maura’s archival engagements remain 
resolutely visual, but her writing over of the photographic archive 
of her past recalls Chaz’s erasure of the voice on his answering 
machine.

If the power of asynchronous, left- behind media was always 
their indexical, umbilical quality or their ability to conjure ghosts, 
Chaz and Maura both shoo certain ghosts away; they both self- 
efface. But Chaz’s erasure is total: he removes not only the extant 
outgoing message from his answering machine but also the pos-
sibility for Cher to converse with him, and within that sonic tech-
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nology, as Chastity. Maura’s albums, by contrast, maintain her in 
context, emphasizing that her history is still similarly spatially and 
socially embedded in spite of the way the photos now depict her as 
always already female. Such histories and interfaces of mediation 
matter, I argue, for what comes to count as a continuity or a change, 
a birth or a death.

Like Transparent, Becoming Chaz is cheeky in its examination 
of archival strategies. We hear Cher sharing grief over the voice’s 
imminent demise, but the voice being grieved is not heard. Chaz’s 
erasure is both documented and itself erased, and with it the pos-
sibility for the viewer to occupy Cher’s position. Nor does the nar-
rative force Chaz to contend with that erasure. Instead, against the 
various looming originary selves both facilitating Chaz’s becoming 
and threatening to flatten his remaining days, Becoming Chaz’s open-
ing scene sees Chaz speaking to those originary selves — or more 
precisely, denying their ability to speak to him. From behind the 
camera and a still- black screen, some acousmêtre or director asks, 
“What’s your earliest memory?” Chaz responds: “I don’t know. . . .  
I don’t have memories till later in life.” Elsewhere, Chaz notes how 
collective memories threaten to engulf him: “For years, random 
people have approached me with their memories of me as a young 
child, hoping I will share in their enthusiasm and offer some pearl 
of nostalgia from the family vault. What they never seem to have 
understood is that those memories are theirs, not mine.”67 Like 
metaphors of the closet or the crucible or the photo album or the 
answering machine, “the family vault” encloses Chaz. Like the 
voice he inherited from his mother and her mother before that, 
“the family vault” is not entirely Chaz’s own.

In this moment — in the face of the public’s sense of owner-
ship and Cher’s feelings of loss, of appeals to turn back time and 
Chaz’s own occasional accession to those discourses — Chaz broad-
casts his desire to joyously lose parts of himself, to reconfigure or 
get rid of the archive that is his body and the different techno-
logical archives that exist of it, and to make way for another voice. 
From within the matrix of accusations about the self- erasures of 
transgender subjects, Chaz records over his outgoing message. We 
do not get to hear the “old voice” in Becoming Chaz — the spectator, 
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too, is dropped from those calls. Even as the media made by and 
about him remains haunted by the phrase, he is no longer (nor was 
he ever) who he always was.

In spite of Cher’s efforts to make the answering machine a 
homing device, one that would return Chastity’s voice to her, the 
sound of the answering machine haunts in more than one way. The 
voices it captures are always running along behind (or is it ahead?) 
of fantasies of the self, unaware of where they will lead (in the same 
way that Chastity, penning the word “transgenders” in Family Out-
ing, was unaware) and of the promises they may have to break along 
the way.68 The technologies of transition — from testosterone to the 
answering machine to Photoshop — join a long lineage of media 
technologies used to contend with death and change (or in the 
case of transgender subjects, changes which have often been deni-
grated as deathly). Sometimes, they serve to shore up an originary 
self — to guard against “the flow of time” and its intrinsic and pain-
ful indeterminacy.69 Sometimes they block the call of the originary 
self altogether. In probing how more vocal histories are shaped 
by the technologies that seek to contain them, we might see or 
hear which conversations about voices get codified, coils stretched 
through customary use, and which trace promises we are all too 
accustomed to breaking, calls we habitually put on hold. It is always 
the tension between binding up those threads, as with a mummy, 
and letting them trip us up — letting voices tip us out onto the new 
ground they break.

(After) After the Beep: A Postscript
This essay was written in the early- to- mid 2010s, as a swell of iden-
titarian argument in the US was being put to various salutary 
and not- so- salutary purposes, and as I sought to trace some of 
the public conversation around queerness, identity, bodily integ-
rity, media form, and their co- constitution. It is in keeping with 
the essay’s argument about identity and change that much has 
changed in the lives of its subjects (by which I mean both indi-
vidual people and the ideas that speak through them) since then. 
Cher’s Twitter account (@cher), penned largely in all caps and 
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with no shortage of ghost emoji, is entering, in this writer’s opin-
ion, a golden age. A musical about her life, The Cher Show, ran on 
Broadway in 2018 and 2019. Chaz completed two runs on the tele-
vision show American Horror Story (FX, 2011 – ), most recently play-
ing a Trump supporter in a campy take on right- wing nationalism 
he called “so incredibly gay.”70

I have updated the text in several places to reflect changes 
that have occurred — in Cher’s and Chaz’s articulations of their 
relationship, or in the composition of Transparent, for example. 
And I want to close the essay anew with some broader comments 
on the intervening years, beginning with the observation that trans 
writers have levied their own increasingly vehement critiques of the 
“originary self” line of thought that I critique in this article. In a 
widely read essay for n+1 from 2018, “On Liking Women,” Andrea 
Long Chu writes:

It must be underscored how unpopular it is on the left today to 
countenance the notion that transition expresses not the truth of an 
identity but the force of a desire. This would require understanding 
transness as a matter not of who one is, but of what one wants. The 
primary function of gender identity as a political concept — and, 
increasingly, a legal one — is to bracket, if not to totally deny, the role  
of desire in the thing we call gender.71

In spite of lucid critiques like this one (and their anticipation, for 
example, by Sandy Stone’s observation so long ago that the spec-
ter of the “ ‘wrong body’ has come, virtually by default, to define” 
transness72), the rhetoric of the originary self has maintained a 
roving presence, constantly finding new terrain in which to root 
its claims. Indeed, as I have begun to make my home in an anthro-
pology department, I am constantly confronted with further ways 
in which those rhetorics of the originary self, applied recently to 
and by queer subjects, have long been used to curtail the rights 
and material resources of other populations. I am thinking espe-
cially of settler colonial societies, including the US, that deprive 
indigenous subjects of all manner of goods, including money and 
land, on the grounds that they are no longer in conformity, in 
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some spiritual, geographical, material, or economic aspect, with 
themselves — that they are no longer “who they always were.”73 
These restrictions are all the more galling in light of the fact 
that historically privileged populations are not asked to remain 
unchanging, and are even granted the capacity to step outside 
their selves: consider the defense “he wasn’t himself!” that Kate 
Manne notes is so readily applied to cis white male perpetrators 
of sexual assault and serves to displace their actions from a matrix 
of accountability.74 The heinous trans panic defense operates 
via a similar logic, wherein the surprise of someone else’s self is 
supposedly enough to jolt the perpetrator’s self into out- of- body, 
unaccountable violence. Thus we see the interconnectedness of 
the means by which individuals seek intelligibility through or 
against expectations of their own fixed personhood. And we must 
remember that mediation, with formal and historical specificity, 
provisions those means. 

All of which is to say, although this article remains about 
Cher and Chaz and what we can learn from the specific archives of 
their public lives, I also find these broader resonances important. 
For the grounds on which Euro- American subjects secure their 
rights bear on the intelligibility and viability of other choices else-
where. Elizabeth Povinelli, one of the scholars who has done the 
most to articulate the not always immediately legible connections 
between indigenous struggles for justice and queer communities, 
observes that queer- theoretical work suffers if it abides by “a certain 
literalism of the referent” — which is to say, if it limits its inquiry 
to those things already deemed queer.75 As someone who works 
between queer theory, a field where scholars often write about their 
own identities, and anthropology, a field in which scholars (though 
this has changed in recent decades) historically have not, I locate 
both productive tensions and intellectual prods in the ways works 
that are seemingly about oneself and one’s community necessarily 
lead away from that place, and vice versa. What I continue to find 
so striking about Family Outing is the way Chaz was able to write 
about a trans identity that was not his own and that he did not know 
would become his own. In his story, and in queer theory’s empha-
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ses on desire, change, and trespass more broadly, I find lessons for 
how to think and write judiciously about those aspects of the world 
that necessarily overflow our previous knowledge. Ultimately, and 
in spite of the different narratives that lead them there, Cher and 
Chaz converge at a place of recognition amid radical change.

In 2019, just as this article was getting ready to go to print, 
I began seeing online another cover for Chaz’s book, bearing a dif-
ferent subtitle: “A Change for the Better” (fig. 4). I thought imme-
diately of the top Amazon commenter for the book, who gamely 
wrote: “Transition: Becoming Who I Was Always Meant to Be, is exactly 
the same book as Transition: The Story of How I Became a Man. I 
bought both books thinking they would be two different versions of 
the same story, but they are the same book — different title, differ-
ent cover. Anyway, it is a very good read for those interested in the 
transgender issue, in particular, a woman transitioning into a man. 
It helped me understand this situation.”76 Part of “this situation,” 
this article argues, is exactly what the commenter describes: the 
way archives of the self reveal disjunctures, or allow their expres-
sion, and thus facilitate the making of change and knowledge of 
its possibility. The covers of Chaz’s memoirs are tokens of a type of 
thing that is often taken to be a fixed index of someone’s person: a 
name, a pronoun, an autobiography, an author’s portrait, a driver’s 
license, a birth certificate, a voice. As we are considering how these 
indices come unstuck, I have argued, we must take up the material-
ity and the histories of the objects in which they are lodged.

I cannot tell if the cover that bears the subtitle A Change 
for the Better augurs a new edition, or is a remnant from an ear-
lier production process, or is an artifact of a specific local pub-
lishing market (it seems to appear mostly on the websites of New 
Zealand – based booksellers). Nonetheless, it seems a nicer criterion 
for considering changes. Not asking them to reflect some primor-
dial self, some forever self, some always already self. Not asking 
changes to stabilize a field (gender identity and expression) which 
some feel is changing too fast by packaging changes with disclaim-
ers: that a change wasn’t really a change, or promises to change no 
more, or promises to reinscribe boundaries in the moment of its 
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exercise. A change, simply, for the better: in our scholarly inquiries, 
self- fashionings, and pursuits of justice, there are worse ways to 
(provisionally, of course) title our projects.
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Figure 4. The first (2011) and second (2012) editions  
of Transition, with alternate subtitles
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