Exploring Gender Through the Arts

In 2006 Wellcome Trust funded an arts project on identity, Sci:dentity – What’s the Science of Sex and Gender?  initiated by Deputy Dean of Studies at Central School of Speech and Drama, Catherine McNamara. It followed 18 young trans people over a year as they explored their feelings about the science of gender and their own orientation within society’s expectations. Here we revist that project with a screening of an updated version of the original documentary film
This event took place at Central School of Speech & Drama on 30 June, 2010

The Panel:

Dr Catherine McNamara (CM), Deputy Dean of Studies at Central School of Speech & Drama

Finn Greig (FG), Trans Youth Support worker at Gendered Intelligence

About Catherine McNamara:

Catherine McNamara teaches on MA Applied Theatre at Central School of Speech and Drama, where she is Deputy to the Dean of Studies. McNamara’s work often engages queer-identified young people. She was Project Coordinator for Trans Youth Arts project Sci:dentity – What’s the Science of Sex and Gender?, a 12 month project funded by the Wellcome Trust. She also co-founded Gendered Intelligence, an organisation offering arts programmes and creative workshops to young trans people from across the UK.

About Finn Greig:

Finn Greig was one of the participants who took part in the Trans Youth Arts project Sci:dentity – What’s the Science of Sex and Gender?, a 12 month project funded by the Wellcome Trust in 2006. Greig is now  Trans Youth Support worker at Gendered Intelligence (a fixed-term post funded by the Equalities and Human Rights Commission). 

Catherine McNamara: Hello everybody, and welcome to Central School of Speech and Drama. This feels like strange déjà vu to us; we stood on this stage four years ago on another hot June evening and it was the two of us that introduced the event and welcomed people to the exhibition on this same subject.  So it’s lovely to be back, and thanks for coming.  Before we show you the film, we’re just going to give you a little bit of context to the project and a bit of context to the documentary itself. We’ll probably speak to you for about ten minutes and then we’ll move on to the film.  The film is twenty four minutes long, just so you know, and then after the film, we’ll have a question and answer session for half an hour / forty minutes… Or for as long as you feel interested enough to ask us questions. 

My name is Catherine McNamara and I was the project co-ordinator for Sci:dentity – What’s the Science of Sex and Gender? in 2006.  I also work here at Central School of Speech and Drama – I am Deputy to the Dean of Studies here.  We’ve hosted quite a lot of project-related events here, and I’m always heartened by the fact that Central is accommodating and encouraging and supportive of the type of work that we (Gendered Intelligence) do. The Trans Community Conference 2010 is going to be hosted here at Central this year on the 16 July.  So do you want to introduce yourself?

Finn Greig: Hi everyone, my name is Finn Greig, and originally in 2006 I was one of the young people on the Identity Project itself. I graduated from that to being part of Gendered Intelligence, where I’m now a Trans Youth Support Worker. I’ve been part of quite a few projects over the last four years.  

CM: So a bit more about the identity project; in 2006 we were awarded £50,000 from The Wellcome Trust, which was amazing.  We had to then deliver a 12 month project which fell into two phases. The first phase was basically a set of arts workshops with 18 young trans people and it was very flexible and open. We wanted to wait and meet the group before we decided what the specific content would be in those workshops and, as it turned out, we had live performance, film projects and visual art. You’ll see some of that in the film later. In the second part of the project, we then went out and worked with a much broader range of young people in youth groups – usually LGBT (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Trans) youth groups – and schools. We did workshops with people who work with young people as well, like trainee teachers, youth workers and that kind of thing. We took elements of what we’d done with the young trans people and used the ideas, and the nature of the discussions that had taken place in that first half, as stimulus to continue the discussion and debate around gender and sex with the people in the second half of the project. 

The lynchpin that connected the two phases was the documentary film work.  Through that first phase – the arts workshop for young people – we were making a documentary film with them and about the project.  Over the years, more and more of the young people have contacted us to say, ‘I don’t think I want to be in that film anymore, I don’t think I want to be identified or seen.  I consented then, but I think I want to talk about that again and not be in the film,’ which was fine. So as time went by, we began to blur people’s faces out so they were anonymous. The film became less accessible, because there were more and more blurred faces, and that, in itself creates quite a particular message, so we stopped screening it. 

However, last year, the Wellcome Trust got in contact and told us about their Identity Season, which you may be aware of. It was a season of events that was scheduled over a few months, and they approached us and asked us if we wanted some more money.  So of course, we said, ‘Yeah, okay!’ and we thought about how we might use that money to continue this project and its outcomes. What we had always thought would be a great idea would be to re-edit the documentary to take into account the new consent issues. That’s what we suggested to the Trust and they were interested in that idea. So we re-negotiated consent with everybody that was in the film and what we have come to now is a new version of the documentary featuring only four participants. A couple of them were happy to have their voice used but not their image, and that’s quite an interesting way to try and tell a story about a project. You don’t get a full sense of all of those young people that were present throughout and that’s something that I think is really important to share with you before we see the film.  

What I want you to think of is that this is the story of the project that happened four years ago, but it’s a partial story.  So you hear from the facilitators and you hear from the medical people that were involved in the project and you hear from the participants, and there’s a fair representation from the young people, but in most cases you don’t see their faces.  It’s interesting in terms of how you document work like this, with a group of people who at one point are happy to be seen and later change their minds. We’re happy to be flexible – at no point would we have said, ‘Tough, you said you wanted to be in it, you’re in it.’  

The other thing, before we get on to see the film, is about this idea of the nature of documenting work. I’m just going to say the word ‘sound’ to you before you see the film.  The group worked in a variety of rooms here on this campus, and the exhibition was in here and outside in some of our other spaces. We were working all over the place; we went to Bristol University to interview endocrinologist Andrew Levy; we worked in big groups in a circle; sometimes we were down the road at the train station, filming on location. It was a really diverse way of working and there were different challenges to deal with as we filmed and tried to document as much of the work as we could. That had a negative impact on the quality of some of the footage, which then impacts on the quality of the documentary, or at least the range of the material that you can actually use within the film. You look at the footage and you make choices about what to keep in and what to take out. There’s a funny example that you’ll spot as you watch this, and it’s in the interview with Andrew Levy, the endocrinologist at Bristol University. Two of the young people went there and were interviewing him as part of the project. What he has to say is really interesting, but then he offers to print an article out for them to take home because he was kind and generous, but his printer starts going off in the background. With hindsight, maybe we would have decided to say, ‘Stop Andrew! Stop. We can’t film this bit with the printer going.’ We would have backtracked and done it again, but actually in the moment, the conversation was really what was driving that exchange, so we have a very interesting extract of footage which has an annoying printer in the background!

The final thing I would like to say is that in the pack that you were given on the way in you were given an evaluation form. I know they make people wince and think, ‘Oh that’s a chore’ but for us, evaluation is really genuinely very important. Had we not carried out in-depth broad-ranging evaluation in the first stage of the project in 2006, we wouldn’t have been in the position to be asked if we wanted more money by the Trust.  So we’d be really grateful if you’d just spend three minutes filling that out for us before you leave here and go for wine. It’s like a bribe; you fill your form in then you can have some wine.  

Finn, maybe you could say a bit about a couple of our other projects and expand around this project, and then we’ll go to the film.

FG: So four years ago, I was a member of the Sci:dentity Youth Project and I went on to the outreach phase of the project that Catherine described. We went into schools and other youth projects and delivered workshops based on what we’d done during the six months. It was fantastic and we had loads of activities – we actually used tools that we’d learnt as young people in our workshops out in the schools environment and the youth group environment. It impacted on my life in a big way, to the point where I went off and became a youth worker. I kept in touch with Catherine and Jay, who set up Gendered Intelligence as an offshoot after the Sci:dentity Project, and we’ve been working together ever since.  

I’ve done youth work for Gendered Intelligence over the past couple of years on freelance projects, and I’m now employed as a Trans Youth Support Worker, thanks to funding from the Equality and Human Rights Commission. You might have heard of the Brief Encounters Project, which is a Theatre in Education project we’ve taken into schools every February. We’ve been out three times with Brief Encounters now. It was written by a massive group of about 50 people and we take that play into schools and do a workshop about those issues. They get to extract terminology and discuss trans identities and lesbian, gay, bisexual and gender queer identities, and write a play. That’s a really strong project. We also did a Trans Youth activity week here last summer; we get to use Central quite a lot for our projects.  We did fun circus skills with the kids, then we took them canoeing (we hired out a whole canoe centre so the kids could use the changing rooms); we’re repeating the canoeing again this year with the youth group. We now run a youth group down at our office in London Bridge and sometimes up here and sometimes on location).  We go camping in the summer and there’s lots more that the youth group are doing twice a month. 

CM: Great. One last thing… You have a few different postcards in the pack, so if you hear something interesting or you do enjoy the film, you should pass these on to somebody else and say, ‘You should look this up!’  We’re doing this screening tonight, and there was one at Manchester University and one in Bristol at the Watershed Arts Venue. We got some of the participants from the original project to come along to those screenings as well. These screenings are about letting people know about the resource (the film and DVD).  

Because the film now takes into account the consent issues that came up, we’re able to release it much more widely than we ever were before. There’s a dedicated website – the address is on the postcard (www.scidentity.com) – and you can click on a link which would enable you to request a copy of the DVD. Lots of people ask us if they can have a copy to show to, say, a youth group, and we can do that now, whereas before we had to control quite tightly who saw the film and in what setting. There are lots of other extras on the website that you don’t see in the film, so if you were interested, let’s say in how we worked and how we led that project and those arts workshops, you can see more from the facilitators as they talk and analyse what we did. Let’s watch the film:

Film screening (41.27)

A DVD of the film can be obtained from www.scidentity.com

Questions from the floor:

Audience Member 1: I found the film extremely moving from my personal experience. I’m not experiencing – well, what’s the word they use? – dysphoria. I’ve always felt quite certain that I was man, but I had other problems because I was attracted to men and I spent a lot of my life trying to slot myself into the right box. I also had relationships with women, which were perfectly okay, but I’m 76 now and about 10 years ago I realised that I had been wasting my energy. Why couldn’t I just label myself as a sexual being as opposed to asexual? I do have a little difficulty with the idea of going for the full bag of changing your gender. I know many people who have gone through the experience and I have yet to come across anyone whom, in my opinion, I would say has had a totally successful experience.

CM:  Is that a question to Finn, as a participant in the project maybe?

AM1: It could be.  I’m very interested to know about other people’s experience. Of most of the people I have met – males changing to female – I would say, and this is only my opinion, that physically it hasn’t been a total success, nor in terms of their state of well-being and happiness.

FG: I’ll take that.  I think for me, it depends on how you define ‘success’ really. The whole world can look in on you and make their own opinions or judgements on what you might look like before, or after, but I would probably say it’s about the person and their own journey and how they feel within themselves. It’s about how you want to live your life, and your own decisions and your own choices. So as far as the term ‘success’ is concerned, I think it is a difficult one to use in this context. 

I’ve been through my own transition and am still going through it, and I work with a lot of people who are going through it, and I think it’s just about keeping in touch with where you’re at. That’s why something like the Sci:dentity Project was so brilliant for the young people who were on it, because if you’re doing that on your own, it’s very difficult. Whereas, if you’re doing it with a group of people, and you can all talk to each other and get peer support, but also support from adults and professionals who are around you, then that’s the most successful way to do it. 

I think a lot of people look at trans people with that kind of judgement of, ‘Oh, you have to look good after your transition, after your surgery and after your hormones,’ and that’s one of the biggest problems really. We tried to break that down when we looked at sex and gender and say, well, what about the grey zone and what about this beautiful spectrum that is gender. Why do you have to get from one side to the other so that the outside world is actually happy with how you look? It’s more about the journey… Maybe I’m rambling a bit…

CM: No that’s good. I’d just like to add that, to echo what you say, the information and exchange of information was really the whole point of the project. The key question that underpinned the whole twelve months was, ‘What is the science of sex and gender?’ It’s a really open, enormous question and, as you can see, various people came in to trigger discussions about all the different ideas and interesting aspects of that question. I just want to say that Terry and Bernard Reed from GIRES (Gender Identity Research and Education Society) who you saw in the film are with us this evening. If you wanted to chip in at any point, that would be interesting, but don’t feel any pressure.  Shall we move on and have another question?

Audience Member 2: What do you think it would be like at school if people did know how you felt? He (someone in the documentary who had seen the exhibition) said, ‘Oh I think they’d all understand.’ I felt somewhat dubious about that. I don’t know. I may be prejudiced by my own experience, but I’d be interested to hear about any positive experiences in schools.

CM (reiterating so everyone could hear the question): The question is about the reception of this kind of project or this kind of information in schools. Where the young person on the screen said, ‘I think people would understand if we talk about this in schools,’ the question really is, was that the case? We both facilitated sessions in schools… Do you want to take this one as well and I’ll chip in.

FG: I’d say that you’re probably right to be dubious, but on the whole, when we’ve been in schools as Gendered Intelligence, the experience in those classrooms has been fantastic. I think one of the strongest elements to our workshops and training is to be in the space with the young people, to be very real in that space and actually come out as trans. I’ve done it before and my colleague Jay Stewart has done it, and you’re saying, this is a safe space to ask questions. The young man’s experience (the person in the film who saw the exhibition) was about being in this room and watching 18 experiences happen on stage in front of him. He went with those people emotionally instead of just making a blanket judgement. When we were in those classrooms and we showed a bit of the film, we were there as people saying, ‘This is our experience.’ Then young people’s façades (their defences) break down and they say, ‘Yeah it’s okay.’ They ask questions and give positive responses like, ‘Thank you, you’re so brave, thanks for coming and talking to me.’ I think a lot of the time teachers don’t have that level of honesty and communication with young people in classrooms. They have to keep that everyday façade up and maintain their policing, but as external people, we can come in and do that work.

CM: In 2006, it was quite difficult to actually get into schools, so that’s one hurdle. We talked to teachers or heads of departments, and our aim was to work with any or all of these categories; students studying biology (so that we could really take the science stuff in); students studying citizenship and PSHE (Personal, Social, Health and Education), which was a logical home for it, and drama students, because of the arts nature of the project and because I am, and was, a drama teacher. It ended up being the drama teachers who were more receptive and ready to have us go in. So the getting in was difficult, but once we were there, it was really quite positive. By the end of a couple hours with us, young people said, ‘I’ve never thought about this stuff before.’ It wasn’t hostility, it was just a lack of knowing and, through the process of talking, the pupils were really open and quite interested.

AM2: Did you have an opportunity to measure whether there was a lasting effect for them?

CM: Not so much with this project, although it was a 12 month thing, so we could keep in touch with teachers who evaluated for us and kept us up to date with what conversations had come up afterwards. So, not really long term, but as time passes, and more and more projects happen (because, although it might be a new project, it’s the same subject and everything we do is about gender) we’re able to see progress being made in terms of the nature of some of those conversations. So we might be going in with the Theatre in Education piece that Finn talked about earlier, where the protagonist of that piece of theatre is identifying as trans and thinking this stuff through at an early stage, so the young people in schools are saying, ‘I’ve never thought about this before, let’s talk about gender.’ We’re keen to go back and visit one year later, maybe two years later. It’s interesting to ask whether this is just a one-off and they never think about it again, or whether it has a lasting impact.

Audience Member 3: I was interested in the fact that it’s a science investigation and an artistic investigation and that there was a portion of didactic teaching about science to the participants in the workshop. I was wondering, what was the relationship between the inspiration of the artworks and the science learned. Was some of the science surprising to the participants or was it stuff they already knew?

CM: Is that one for you?

FG: Do you want to repeat the question?

CM: So the question, in a nutshell, is what’s the relationship between the science and the art? I think you’re particularly asking about whether some of the science was surprising or things that people already knew about, and then how did that feed into the art that they made? Is that fair?

FG: The way that the organisers framed it, we didn’t feel like it was the setting where we were not the experts and they were the experts and we were getting a lesson like in school. So you saw the set up with the doctor in the documentary. We were in a circle and I immediately felt a difference from being in a school setting or a university setting. We were able to take part in that and they were there to impart some knowledge but we weren’t going to be wrong if we had any questions. Then, we all broke into conversation about what they delivered, and that was the strongest part of forming the base of the artwork. For example, we would all come out of Terry’s session on chromosomes, where you saw the bit with Liselle saying, ‘OK, you’ve seen the facts and the statistics, now let’s talk about what that actually means to you as a human being.’ And we as a group of 18 young people talked about that for the rest of the project. The part on endocrinology and what gender specialist Richard Curtis had to say also informed our work and started conversations.  I don’t know if anyone specifically included science in their artwork, I can’t remember but it formed the basis for the whole creative process that happened afterwards, otherwise we could have just talked about gender in an airy fairy way for a long time. We wanted to pin it to some science as well, even if we disagreed with the science, which a lot of the young people did – especially the brain-sex theory stuff.

CM: Maybe an interesting example, just one of the things that sticks in my mind, just to really demonstrate what you’re saying.  Whichever idea was put into the room, people would disagree. They would want to argue it and pull it apart and really look at the complexity of this discussion. After talking about binaries of sex and gender, people were pushing against that as a concept and came up with the idea for a grey area – a literal space within the exhibition. They wanted to find an artistic way to talk about this blurring, this non-binary idea of biological sex and socially-constructed gender. So we ended up with a space along the corridor there, which was the grey area room. Ultimately, the seed is sown and out of that comes discussion and ideas and it grows and it becomes a space within the exhibition.  I don’t know if that directly answers your question?

AM3: So some of the emotion that was aroused by the discussions about the science was an inspiration?

CM: Definitely, yes. The science was the catalyst to get more ideas going.

Audience Member 4: Did you have a discussion about whether gender was totally socially-constructed or whether there was a huge element of biological determination. If you look at society, there are certain gender stereotypes, but how much are people actually inclined like that?

CM: So the question is about how much we talked about the social construction of gender, versus the biology. Are we who we are because that’s the way our bodies are made? That was the conversation, and it was the conversation and the argument and the debate throughout, from day one of the art project. 

When we went into the second phase and we did workshops with this broader range of people, we used the Venn-diagram exercise that we’d used in the first part. Right from the beginning, that’s the point of the discussion; what does science mean to you?  What does sex mean to you? And we always had to qualify that we didn’t mean the sex that you have, we mean the sex that you are; what does gender mean to you?  We wanted to look at those categories and those labels and where they overlap. Is there anything right in the middle where all three converge? Of course, there is no real right or wrong in any of that, but that was the stimulus in those workshops with Year 10s in south London or the LGBT youth group in Bethnal Green. That was the whole point of the project.  So if you like those kinds of conversations, you should have been there!

Audience Member 5: It sounds as though the young people were much more fluid in terms of the way they think about sex in general and you’ve got this great space and I’m just wondering what that means in terms of liveable life for young people. We’ve got the choice of being male or female and there’s very little room anywhere in the world to be anything else. I’m just wondering how they, given that they seem to be very enlightened about this grey area, how they feel about the fact that we’re still stuck with being male or female.

CM: And how to negotiate the world then?  That’s an interesting one. I’ll just say that the group was really diverse, so there were people who fully subscribed to, and were passionate about, the grey area and that gender queer identity was a stronger issue for some people. I also remember a line from someone who said, ‘I quite like the binary actually.’ There were very different responses to, and attitudes towards, this very notion, so that was interesting in and of itself; within the group there was difference. 

FG: I was going to say the same. There was a big emergence at the time of this idea of gender queer. It’s not for me, but I really liked it at the time. It was exciting to be a part of because I don’t think I’d really had that conversation before with my peers about this fluid area. Every time we did something sciencey or a bit binary, there was always a point made by at least half of the group about this gender queer area. I said at one point, ‘Actually I quite like the binary and I’m looking forward to kind of expressing that as well.’  But the project was set up with a real respect for everybody’s identity and everybody’s way of expressing themselves. We were all able to break off, do our own projects, come back together, discuss them and share the space. All the discussions were in-depth, well thought-out and really strong.

CM: So from what you know of participants now, how do they negotiate the world?

FG: I know a few of the people from the project still, or see them every so often. People may have thought that they were fine with being in the film, but now they’re not and maybe that’s because they’re living more stealthily or maybe they’ve decided that they wanted to make a transition in different ways than they thought at the time.  We were very young – the youngest person was 15 I think, and I was about 22. A lot can happen in four years and I think that people have gone on different journeys. I know a few people still living in that gender-neutral grey zone who were on the project, and other people who were just there questioning their gender identity at the time, but actually it’s not part of their identity to make a transition. The project really was made up of everybody.
CM: Without some of those people sitting here, people who would still really passionately identify as gender queer and neither one thing nor the other… Without wanting to misrepresent them, people are still strongly claiming that as an identity. What does it mean to live a liveable life? That’s an interesting question. People are claiming that identity and living their lives in productive, positive ways, but yes, they are just a few particular individuals.

FG: I’ll just add one thing about confidence because that’s the one thing that I think most people on the project would say – from my memory and also from keeping in touch with people – that they took away from it. To be okay with who you are, wherever you were at the time and wherever you’ve gone to since, has been a really big part of that project. It gave me a lot of assurance and confidence about where I wanted to go and I think with some of the other participants they’d say the same. Confidence was a big part of the project; one of the outcomes that was maybe planned, maybe wasn’t, but it happened.

CM: Is there one final question before we adjourn?  

AM6: I just wanted to follow up on the science. What was shown was the very beginning of something, revealing how typical development happens, but then the rest of it was deconstructing that, saying it’s all about the binary in nature. It’s not one thing or the other, which absolutely supports that grey area of the model.

CM: I think there were some assumptions that science will be fixed and science will tell us the answers but Andrew Levy just keeps saying, ‘We don’t know; we in this field… We don’t have answers. Proof? Facts? It’s all open to interpretation. You can pick up on what you want to pick up on.’ Terry Reed, Andrew Levy and Richard Curtis re-iterated that message quite strongly throughout the project.

Audience Member 7: I’ve just got a comment.  That point you were just making about how doctors don’t have the answers to issues about gender… It emphasises how society is wrong, because it is always saying, ‘You have to do it like this; you have to be like that; you’re not a boy because…; you’re not a girl because…’ Even doctors are saying that they don’t know these things.

CM: It’s a contradiction, yes.

AM7: They haven’t even looked into it, and it’s just because they’re inexperienced and they have to impose their views onto other people, because in their experience, they feel really manly so they ‘know’ it’s binary.
CM: By ‘they’, do you mean the medical profession?

AM7: No, society.

CM: OK, society. The world out there.  Okay. Thank you very much for your comment.  

Just a reminder to please, please, please do that little evaluation for us, as it’s so useful. Then, within two minutes, you’ll be outside in the air with a cold drink in your hand, should you wish to be.  But thank you very much for your attention.
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