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Whatever else we do with words, when we speak we are always telling our 
listeners something about ourselves16. 
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16 Cameron, 2001;170 in�Litosseliti & Sunderland, 2002;22. 
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Abstract 
This is a qualitative study, following interviews with members of the Israeli 

transgender community and focusing on the subjects' experience of Hebrew as a powerful 

and influential variable in their identity-construction process. As a language that 

juxtaposes the two sexes through linguistic forms, I seek to examine the role played by 

Hebrew in shaping an "other" gender identity that does not overlap with the identity 

attributed to the biological sex. Thus, the study aims to examine how the externally 

imposed grammatical address forms affect identity positioning in relation to the two given 

gender categories and how the study participants employ these grammatical structures as 

a means of self-expression and as a way to present their desired identity. As the 

discussion about language deals with personal experience and identity, issues that cannot 

always be quantified, the qualitative method was selected (Johnstone, 2000; 3).  

Hebrew leaves Transgender individuals without appropriate means of expression to 

conduct a dialog corresponding to their conception of self. This in turn prompted 

members of the community to search for and create verbal alternatives within the 

linguistic structures available to them. The creative alternatives, including metaphors, 

solecisms, neologisms and changes in grammatical person and tense forms, help them 

maneuver between the imposed limitations of language. They also play a role in the 

community's struggle for legitimate representation within the given linguistic reality.  

The conflict imposed by the binary structure of Hebrew along with the language 

coping practices selected by the participants demonstrate the dynamic relationship 

between the individual's unique aspirations and ideology as embodied in language which 

establishes a 'world of opposites'. The interviewees demonstrated that their identity 

realization depends first and foremost on linguistic means and on the order constructed by 

language (Althusser, 1992: 54-55: Bourdieu, 1991: Butler, 2001: 64). Nonetheless, the 

participants are not passive. They can utilize the power provided by language to shape 

their world and to gain certain latitude for action by selectively picking from the linguistic 

sources available to them those best serving their needs (Giddens, 1991: Certeau, 1984). 

However, the act of selecting from the given lexical and linguistic repository in and 

of itself is insufficient. In this study I will demonstrate that the participants' neologisms or 

language games are subject to the "contract" between the language speakers and derive 

their power from it. In other words, creative use of the language can become an effective 
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tool only within the framework of the dichotomous linguistic system's rules that accords 

linguistic aberrations their significance. Thus, if there are no rules there is no game and 

even a small change in the linguistic rules changes the game and its meanings (Lyotard, 

1979).  

Concomitant with the difficulty derived from limitations imposed by language, it 

appears that the linguistic distinctions between masculine and feminine in Hebrew bolster 

the research participants' gender identity positioning. Paradoxically, the supposedly 

limiting gender markers in many cases expand participants' linguistic manipulation 

options. Employing gender markers contrary to accepted language rules enables speakers 

to cross gender boundaries, position themselves in their preferred gender category, hide 

their preference from adverse audience and demonstrate an internally consistent gender 

identity. Furthermore, "playing" with gender markers helps speakers shape an identity 

seeking to preserve the existing binary structure or an identity undermining it in the aim 

of engendering change. 

The above is neither an attempt to advocate social and linguistic rules nor to detract 

from the encumbrance they produce. Rather, it aims to describe and understand a multi-

faceted 'reality' not necessarily divided into 'good' or 'bad', 'individual' versus 'social'. A 

reality comprised of forces so intricately interwoven that the boundaries between them are 

difficult to discern. 
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