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Transaurality: On Listening to SOPHIE Against Queer Theory
Anton L. Blackburn 
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ABSTRACT  
This article brings recent debates within trans and queer 
scholarship regarding the body to bear on questions of ‘trans 
music’, considering in turn how trans music tempers these 
debates. The determinate, possessed body is the current 
conceptual and material problem engendering a bifurcation in 
trans studies, as some scholars (within and without musicology) 
are rethinking trans studies’ relationship to queer theory. 
Readings of these disciplinary renegotiations are mobilised 
towards setting the agenda for trans music and sound studies, 
asserting that the relations, however contradictory they may 
seem, between ‘queer’ and ‘trans’ theories and methods must be 
sustained. The article proposes ‘transaurality’ as a method of trans 
music studies. This method is tested out when listening to 
techniques of voice and breath in the track ‘Faceshopping’ by the 
late transgender artist SOPHIE. Seeking to offer a model of socio- 
aesthetic analysis that listens for the ways in which sound makes 
transitions of gender and sex audible and actual, this method 
develops a critical and material approach to aurality.
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As music studies ought no longer be ‘an inquiry about musical objects’ but rather ‘a mode 
of musical inquiry’, this article attempts to develop a musical inquiry in response to 
current debates on method in trans studies (Pilsner 2023, 15). I ask how a trans 
method, which takes trans as an analytic rather than a stable object of analysis, might 
complicate the ways we do musical thought and scholarship (Velocci 2024). Trans*1

Studies has indeed become a discipline, fully institutionalised, that now questions the 
infinite mobility and indefiniteness of queer theory (Amin 2017, 181–182). Moving 
away from queer, trans studies is developing its own methods and concepts. Predicated 
in much trans research, as in trans practices, is a non-naturalistic and non-identitarian 
conception of gender and sex, where the double movement of these categories reveals 
what they do rather than what they are (Bettcher 2020; Currah 2022; Stryker 2004, 
2006).2

‘Transgender studies is queer theory’s evil twin’, declared Susan Stryker, a pioneer of 
transgender studies, in 2004. Whilst queer theory is understood as ‘the union of sexuality 
studies and feminism’, for Stryker (2004, 212, emphasis original) transgender studies 
‘willfully disrupts the privileged family narratives that favour sexual identity labels 
(like gay, lesbian, bisexual, and heterosexual) over the gender categories (like man and 
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woman) that enable desire to take shape and find its aim’. Stryker suggests that where 
queer studies has privileged the study of sexuality, transgender studies has been more 
faithful to feminism in its consideration of the genderings of sex(uality) (cf. Butler 
2011, 22).

Where scholars and activists in the 1980s and 90s, such as Sandy Stone, Leslie Fein
berg, and Gloria Anzaldúa, instantiated a so-called ‘first wave’ of transgender studies, 
the decades since such work have witnessed myriad interventions and necessary expan
sions.3 However, with the critical return of the category ‘transsexual’, which was see
mingly exorcised from the field by Sandy Stone’s signal article ‘The Empire Strikes 
Back’ (1992), trans studies is entering its ‘second wave’ with renegotiations of ‘sex’ and 
‘Nature’ emerging from a proliferation of trans authors and thinkers (Chu 2019). A 
pivotal shift in this new wave is a reorientation of the disciplinary relationship 
between ‘queer’ and ‘trans’, with recent scholarship arguing that Stryker’s early institu
tionalisation of the field conceptually allied itself too closely with ‘queer theory’, to the 
point that trans concerns have been limited by what queer theoretical commitments— 
such as a divestment from binaries tout court, especially as relating to ‘The Body’ as a 
determinately possessed category—allow.

The rise and fall of the afore used asterisk, used to indicate the plurality of trans 
identifications, marks a destabilisation of a singular trans experience or trans political 
demand. In light of these critical expansions of ‘the field’, anti-normative and non-nat
uralistic conceptions of gender and sex, when idealised, are facing scrutiny within our 
own community. Such debates, chiefly aimed at locating the specificity of the elusive 
signifier ‘trans’, bring two interlocking issues into question: the relationship between 
materiality and immateriality and the relationship between ‘trans’ and ‘queer’.

Such debates about the specific singularity of ‘trans-’ and its distinctions from ‘queer’ 
have had, I argue, an influential though problematic impact on music studies. A similar, 
though lagging, proximal repositioning of ‘queer’ and ‘trans’ in terms of the discursive 
and the material will be traced between queer-trans studies and music studies in this 
article. ‘Music’—with its plural and distributed ontology (Born 2005)—has critically 
immanent relations to gender and sex, a condition which I take to be generative for 
recasting existing theories of gender and sex: that is, music may offer a particular 
mediation of gender and sex such that listening can emerge as a pertinent refraction 
of the social and political aesthetics of queer- and transness (Born 2011). This article 
thus addresses the relations between ‘music’, ‘queer’, and ‘trans’, within and without 
music studies, tackling head on the multiple and often contradictory concerns and pol
itical desires within trans studies and communities.4

Instead of an overview of queer and trans music studies, this article is a preliminary 
attempt to identify core problematics of methods and analytics that are immanent in pre
vious and current trans music studies. My writing cannot fully reconcile the aims of 
‘queer’ and ‘trans’ music studies, though it proposes some directions. It does so by criti
cally assessing such recent criticisms of ‘queer’ made by musicologist and pianist Dana 
Baitz (2018), who rightly argues that ‘transsexuals’ cannot be accounted for by queer 
theory, and infusing these criticisms with politico-philosophical arguments (notably 
outside of music studies) that enhance our understanding of trans sound.

Stressing that bodily materialisations are always already entangled in conceptual 
mediations, I am more specifically concerned with Baitz’s earnest attempt to ‘invest’ in 
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the (determinate, singular and, in her case, white and able-bodied) body as such and, 
therewith, divest from social determinations.5 I read Baitz (2018) as part of a dual gen
ealogy between the nascent critique of queer theory in trans studies (though, as this paper 
will show, this critique is by no means unanimously agreed upon) and recent music and 
sound studies’ turns to an epistemologically fraught interest in individualist phenomen
ologies of sound which conspicuously occlude the structural and material politics of 
sound.

Rather than rejecting either the materialities of bodily experiences or a conceptual 
mode of critique, this article seeks to do both and more through what I call ‘transaural’ 
analysis, a method which holds onto the negational movements of the material and the 
immaterial, socio-sonic movements which I conceptualise as ‘transaurality’. Here I bring 
transaural analysis to work by the late Scottish transgender DJ and producer SOPHIE. 
Through listening to SOPHIE’s track ‘Faceshopping’, in the analytical section of this 
article, I am attempting to articulate the argument SOPHIE makes about sex and 
gender in sound as a partial move towards materialism and critique (Feld and Brenneis 
2004). In part, transaurality and transaural analysis are necessitated by SOPHIE’s work as 
concepts and methods that bear a relation to the particularities of her musical objects.

Transaurality seeks to account for transition as it proceeds in music without predeter
mining a givenness of social identity. The mobilisation of transaurality here offers a mode 
of listening that understands trans as an approach to gender and sex (change) beyond 
identitarian ‘trans’ objects (Bey 2022, 24, 43). This article thus speculates on what (trans)
formations are undertaken in SOPHIE’s music to offer an intervention in the shifting 
relations between queer and trans theory. After making clear the theoretical terrain, 
my analysis of SOPHIE’s music attempts to draw out the ways her production techniques 
make audible the mutability of gendered and sexed vocalities, revealing the artificiality of 
their naturalism, the inseparability of nature and artifice. Though such an argument on 
bodily transformations is not in itself novel, it in part serves to reorient our methods 
towards the particularities of trans cultural production as part of wider historical and 
social conditions as opposed to individualist phenomenologies and nominalist claims 
to ‘trans music’.

Transaurality seeks to sketch one method of listening informed by trans studies, asking 
what bodily transformations are made available through socio-sonic materialisations, 
though it is indebted to advances already made in sound studies and ethnomusicology 
(Minks 2023; Ochoa Gautier 2014; Rice 2015). Gascia Ouzounian (2006, 69) in particular 
has theorised the ‘body as a resonant space’ where bodies, drawing from R. Murray Schafer, 
will ‘become an ear’ (Schafer 2003, 71). Following Ouzounian and others (Butler 2011), 
understanding bodies as vectors ‘of knowledge and even of historical action’ (Ouzounian 
2006, 71) makes it possible to engage listening as a remarkably ‘thick’ modality through 
which emergent diagrams for the social can be traced. This bodily-oriented conception 
of listening will be expanded such that ‘the body’ must be understood as indeterminate 
and non-singular: bodies, as they sound and listen, are what will constitute my theorisation 
of trans listening, its politics, aesthetics, and socialities. If the singular body as such is not 
possessed by individuals, bodies must instead be approached through the ‘virtual frequen
cies’ intensive to their potentiality (Goodman 2010).

I begin by focusing on how contemporary musicologists such as Baitz are advancing 
‘trans music studies’ to understand ‘trans music’—distinct from queer(ing) music—in an 
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identitarian logic.6 In short, the proper objects of trans music studies, for Baitz, are stable 
musical objects composed or designed by sovereign trans individuals or performed by 
sovereign trans individuals.7 As a constructive riposte to Baitz’s criticisms of queer 
theory, which would not allow for a stable possession of a body, as Baitz reads it, I 
outline developments in queer and trans scholarship outside of (ethno)musicology, in 
which related debates ‘against queer theory’ (Keegan 2020) are emerging. In this 
regard, this paper brings non-musicological developments in trans studies to bear on 
musical matters (cf. Bey 2022; Gill-Peterson 2024; Velocci 2024). While deeply aware 
of the work already done in queer and trans music studies, this paper goes against 
music disciplinary conventions by attempting to develop ‘transaurality’ through trans 
studies proper. This more direct engagement with trans studies, I hope, offers an 
approach to trans music which presupposes neither ‘trans’ nor ‘music’ as the good 
objects of trans music studies.

Listening to the work of SOPHIE, in particular, offers an interference in emerging 
‘either/or’ debates between the discursive and the material. Transaurality is proposed 
as a form of listening that (1) takes on trans-musicological concerns by attending to 
the materialisations of bodies when listening and (2) maintains a queer-theoretical 
focus on the institutionalised (racial, gendered, and class-based) power structures 
within and against which transness works (Bey 2022). Transaurality is thus an engage
ment with the matters of sound as they pertain to gender and sex changes, where one 
listens to, for, and with bodies as they interact, connect, and reconfigure. At the same 
time, transaurality is an abstraction of listening, where listening encounters positional
ities of matter—how musical materialities are entangled in, and are mutually mediated 
by, affects that make certain bodies audible and others silent. Such a listenership can 
orient itself towards cisness and transness, such that transaurality probes all sexual trans
formation through listening. My hope is that transaurality, as I develop it through the 
work of SOPHIE, offers a method of aural analysis and conception of sex and gender 
in transformative motion which advances extant scholarship on aurality’s more 
general inscriptions of nature and culture (Ochoa Gautier 2014). Transaurality, 
through attention to the social lives of sonic matter, listens against the naturalisation 
of the cis-ear and the (in)audible frequencies it has historically constituted (Velocci 
2024).8

Queer-Trans Music and Sound Studies

Though musicology has long struggled with issues of the body and pleasure so pertinent 
to queer and trans studies (see Cusick 1994; McClary 1991; Solie 1993), there exist many 
valuable attempts to produce new lines of thought through queer and trans thinking. 
Since the 1990s moment of queer musicology (Brett et al. [1994] 2006), riding the 
wave of queer studies’ institutionalisation (Amin 2017; Eng, Halberstam, and Muñoz 
2005), queer and trans music scholars have offered timely interventions in musical iden
tity (Brett 2006; Peraino 2005; Taylor 2012a), vocality (Irizarry 2020; Jarman 2018; Pen
nington 2018), and sociality (Barz and Cheng 2019; Garcia-Mispireta 2023; Mahon 
2020), to name only a few categories. My readings of current texts are informed by 
these historiographical attachments (Peraino and Cusick 2013). However, rather than 
a review of the sub-field, affirming some form of queer (ethno)musicological canon 
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(Wiegman 2020), I instead pursue close readings of recent texts—as symptomatic of 
broader genealogies—from the perspective of an ethnomusicologist and feminist theor
ist.9 In these readings, I am concerned less with the application of queer and trans con
cepts to ‘new’ musical objects (Berlant and Warner 1995) than I am with identifying the 
prevailing epistemological and methodological orientations across these texts.

Suzanne Cusick’s classic chapter ‘On a Lesbian Relationship with Music’ (1994), for 
instance, represents a preliminary attempt to draw out the ‘split’ that musicologists are 
trained to make between their experiences and musicological thinking. Specifically, 
Cusick makes a poignant yet pivotal ontoepistemological critique of musicological 
research (at least pre-1990, though arguably relevant today) when she writes of the ‘intel
lectual barriers’ which conditioned her to occlude her own lesbian identity in her think
ing about music. When challenging this split by asking whether music is sex, Cusick is 
urging for a study of music that attends to the pleasurable ways in which listeners experi
ence music; sexuality here is not a mere hermeneutic addition to a pre-existing music, but 
is rather epistemologically co-constitutive of music’s ontology. From Cusick onwards, 
historically constituted identities become central objects of queer music scholarship, as 
well as analytics.

Cusick’s is thus an agenda-setting text of 90s musicology that attempted ‘queer’ as a 
mode of thought, and I want here to start reparative expansions of her earlier efforts. 
It might seem odd to draw a lineage from Cusick to transaurality, given her focus on 
sexuality rather than gender in this text. Beyond a problematic bifurcation of gender 
and sexuality, which is not persistent across all queer scholarship, an identitarian 
reader may be horrified to see me draw on a cisgender writer for a trans theory. 
However, in reparative reading, working against paranoid reading, the reader seeks to 
‘surrender the knowing’ of a text (Sedgwick 2003, 146). We ought to give ‘the benefit 
of the doubt’, in other words, before assuming we know the motivations or reasonings 
behind a text (Cheng 2016, 33). A reparative reader accepts that they can be surprised 
by something a text tells them rather than performing what they already know. While 
Cusick and I may share political desires, I cannot claim to know everything Cusick 
feels, thinks, or wants to imply in her work. I seek, therefore, to extend Cusick’s epis
temological interventions—the disciplinary critique she develops operates in parallel to 
emergent trans scholarship, an elective affinity between queer and trans concerns 
worth highlighting.

Though Cusick, like many (not all) scholars operating during the initial rise of ‘queer 
theory’, is concerned with subverting heterosexual relationships with music, in this article 
I wish to consider how we might expand on this to consider how music and its social 
mediations may differ from, and reveal, cisgendered relationships with music. Transaur
ality makes such an opening for thinking about music as something that impresses upon 
us in transformational ways beyond the metaphorical, where what music does to us may 
destabilise and disrupt naturalised relations.

Following Cusick, that is, if music is sex, what happens to us when certain sounds fuck 
us, as we engage in ‘aural sex’ (Corbett and Kapsalis 2015) or ‘taking it in the ear’ (Taylor 
2012b; cf. Sofer 2020)? Sofer (2020) has cautioned against the gendered tropes of ‘passive/ 
active listening’ in musico-theoretical discourse—which Cusick was already trying to 
write against (cf. Maus 1993)—for their perpetuation of a dichotomy which reinforces 
gendered hierarchies (see MacKinnon 1983; James 2010). As I wish to displace this 
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structuring of listening in favour of unthought (and, perhaps, unthinkable) forces of 
musical sound, my rendering of ‘taking it in the ear’ rejects a humanistic (empirical, nor
mative, or moralistic) account of ‘active’ or ‘passive’ listening. Instead, I approach listen
ing as an encounter which ‘gives rise to sensibility’ and ‘forces us to think’ (Deleuze 
[1994] 2014, 184) beyond either ‘the lived state [of the listener]’ or ‘the object designated 
[by a subject]’ (Deleuze [1994] 2014, 202). In aural encounters, sexual and sexed listening 
is neither passive nor active. What genders take their aim, following Stryker, when such 
sexual relations, established during listening, find their targets? Are listeners and sounds 
gendered and (re)sexed during the dynamic act of listening? How might a trans music 
studies approach such questions?

Though trans scholars have been present in queer musical scholarship for some time 
(Halberstam 2006; Pennington 2013), trans concerns (methods, theories, objects, and so 
on) are coming into their own formations in (ethno)musicological discourse, from work 
on trans vocality (cf. Anastasia 2014; Constansis 2008; Krell 2013; Pennington 2018; 
Peraino 2005, 246–250) to intersectional and interdisciplinary trans music studies 
(Krell 2018; Snorton 2014). Such work probes silent gaps in queer music studies, ones 
that have implicitly operated with an assumption that (white, bourgeois) queer studies 
can account for transness. Queer musicology, like queer studies proper, has not always 
accounted for transness qua transness, instead merely gesturing to trans through frame
works of anti-essentialism or social constructivism (Pennington 2018); at worst, it has 
reduced trans struggle for emancipation to conceptions of uneven power developed 
within and for sexuality studies and feminism.10 Trans musicology is thus beginning 
to establish its proximity to queer musicology.

Baitz’s (2018) essay, ‘Towards a Trans* Method in Musicology’, is a pivotal text in 
queer-trans musicology that I take to be a demonstrative example of the implications 
of the ‘second wave of trans studies’ for musicology. Though Baitz’s argument comes 
out of years of prior queer and trans scholarship, it is worth reading on its own terms 
as an articulation of potential directions in trans music studies rather than reducing it 
to an imaginary canon that the argument is possibly writing against.

Taking herself as a case study, ‘the transsexual woman at the piano’, Baitz (2018, 1–2) 
argues that the methods used to approach queer musical subjects, such as Cusick’s, 
cannot account for transsexuals as subjects ‘Other’ to queer; notably, Baitz rebukes the 
departure from ‘transsexual’ initiated by Sandy Stone and the uptake of ‘transgender’ 
by Stryker, associating this departure with the queer theoretical urge to denaturalise. 
Baitz (2018, 1, 6) takes ‘queer theory’ to be primarily discursive (aesthetic-interpretive) 
and thus concerned with ‘transcending … materiality’, meanwhile ‘transsexuality is 
associated with investing in the body’. Where queer theory ostensibly seeks ‘a world 
without gender identity’, Baitz (2018, 6) firmly rejects such a desire for transsexual sub
jects. Her methodological turn from queer theory encourages musicologists to ‘investi
gate the material conditions affecting the emergence of this music, such as the role 
played by uniquely transsexual bodily experiences’ (Baitz 2018, 7). This approach 
would look to the production of music, especially concerned with the experiences of 
transsexual-identified musicians. Though admirable for its materialism, ‘matter’ is 
here left as an unproblematised given state capable of unilaterally affecting music. 
That is, both ‘transsexual’ and ‘music’ are ontologised in this approach—rather than 
taking each as objects of trans musical inquiry, they become the grounds of such work.
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While Baitz’s writing could be read as setting up an opposition between ‘queer 
theory’ and ‘transsexual method’, a more empathetic reading may suggest that she is 
positing existing queer theoretical approaches as inadequate tools that would 
wrongly presuppose an equivalency between queerness and transness. Though her 
characterisation of queer studies is misleading, I am sympathetic to the political futility 
of queerness especially when it fails to account for the particularity of anti-transness 
(Berlant and Warner 1995). But rather than divesting from queer studies, the invest
ment in the body and its materiality which Baitz calls for is an approach to trans 
music that I argue can work contiguously alongside queer theory. This temperament 
of Baitz’s critique of queer theory maintains a queerly charged critical rejection of 
immediacy and ‘the lived state of the speaker’ (Deleuze [1994] 2014, 202), stressing 
that a material investment is always already part of conceptual mediations. In this 
sense, my expansion of Baitz’s ‘investment in the body’ works contra her argument 
(that queer thought can only be practised discursively) towards re-establishing the elec
tive affinities between queer and trans thought.

In order to situate and complicate Baitz’s essay, it is appropriate to contextualise her 
argument amid foundational and current arguments circulating in queer and trans scho
larship. Focusing on Sara Ahmed’s Queer Phenomenology (2006) and What’s The Use? 
(2019) allows me to establish ways in which some queer-theoretical models can be 
expanded to think transness in ways that Baitz does not acknowledge. Beyond a ‘what 
about … ’ explication of Ahmed, teasing out the parallels and dissonances between 
Baitz’s paper and other trans scholarship makes clear that we need not necessarily 
rush away from the critical desires of queer theory.

Queer-Trans Affinities

Queer

Queer theory offers a multiplicity of epistemological and ontological critiques of norma
tive understanding. As an analytic, queer theory need not take queer subjects as ‘objects’ 
of study, but rather it brings ‘queering’ as a means of identifying and challenging hege
monic networks that reciprocally de/naturalise certain genders and sexualities. As such, I 
wish to draw on queer theorists whose work demonstrates the capacity for queer studies 
to orientate itself in such a way that accommodates for transsexuality and other such sex- 
changing experiences that are an investment in the body, thus establishing the contiguity 
that Baitz fails to recognise.

Recent writings by Sara Ahmed (2006; 2016; 2019) maintain an intersectional mode of 
queer thinking that is simultaneously concerned with the micro-scale realities of lived, 
working-class, raced, and gendered experiences whilst theorising such modes of being 
in relation to macro-scale power structures (Crenshaw 1991; Ferguson 2004; hooks 
1981; Muñoz 1999).11 Ahmed (2006, 126) considers the ways in which our bodies 
inherit certain normative ‘lines’, how in such habituated trajectories certain things are 
made easier—proximally more ‘at reach’—for privileged (white, cisheterosexual, 
middle-class) subjects and harder for Others.12 She writes about phenomenal ‘lines’, as 
in the ‘straight lines’ that we are coerced into striving for by cisheteropatriarchal white 
supremacy: soberly walking in a straight line; having a straight, linear argument; 
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straightening up. More recently, Ahmed has made clear that ‘lines of use’ are only 
straight (and cis) by default because they are what has been made easy (Ahmed 2019, 
21, 208–209). To deviate from the straight and narrow is, for Ahmed, to actively queer 
one’s orientation and the objects to which one relates. This ‘one’, moreover, is always 
already a multiplicity, such that deviations are collectively sustained. ‘Queering’ is a 
mediation that is in movement with, and often against, the social. Thus, to sustain fric
tion against a system, we must remain aware of and respond to the Other that inheres in 
the supposed Self, constituting the one as already many.

Ahmed demonstrates the phenomenological and sociological power of queer-theoreti
cal models and proffers modes of queer thinking that allow us to account for positional
ities beyond the common conception of ‘queer’ (i.e. where ‘queer’ functions as an 
identitarian misnomer for ‘lesbian, gay, and bisexual’). Indeed, Ahmed illustrates that 
queer theory owes much to multiply marginalised subjects, whilst also developing the
ories out of such experiences that provide conceptual apparatuses through which we 
can unpick broader asymmetrical power relations. Ahmed is by no means representative 
of the entirety of contemporary queer studies, but I have detailed some of her ideas here 
as I believe her simultaneous consideration of embodied experiences (the micro) as 
entangled in wider, discursive power structures (the macro) points toward a variation 
in queer thinking that can start to account for trans positionalities and materialities in 
ways Baitz has perhaps not considered.

Trans

Stryker’s (2006, 7) introduction to The Transgender Studies Reader makes clear that 
neither feminism nor queer studies were up to the task of making sense of the ‘lived 
complexity of contemporary gender’. Whilst the former was too concerned with 
binding the category of ‘woman’, the latter was too often a code word for ‘gay’ or 
‘lesbian’, and as such transgender phenomena are misapprehended through a lens 
that privileges sexual deviance as the primary means of contesting ‘heteronormativity’ 
(Stryker 2004, 214).

Recent criticisms from within trans studies itself have argued that Stryker’s influential 
institutionalisation of ‘transgender’ (Stryker 2020) has caused trans studies to depart too 
radically from ‘transsexual’, so much so that transgender studies is methodologically and 
intellectually indistinguishable from queer theory.13 Such is the argument of trans writer 
Andrea Long Chu and trans historian Emmett Harsin Drager’s article ‘After Trans 
Studies’, in which Chu writes: ‘Trans studies is over. If it isn’t, it should be’ (Chu and 
Drager 2019, 103). As a rebuttal to Stryker, Chu (103) claims that transgender studies 
is not ‘queer theory’s evil twin’, but rather, ‘trans studies is the twin that queer studies 
ate in the womb. (The womb, as usual, was feminism)’. Their provocative article 
makes the claim that the poststructural tendencies of queer theory have too readily 
appropriated ‘the material body of the transsexual’ (Halberstam 2005, 105; Prosser 
1998) to theorise radicality (cf. Krell 2018). They argue (Chu and Drager 2019, 108), 
at bottom, that ‘transsexual is the only thing that trans can describe that queer can’t’ 
and that ‘[transsexual theory] will be impossible with anti-normativity’.

Chu in particular has been heralded the initiator of the ‘second-wave’ of transgender 
studies, with the first—so our mythology goes—being forged by Sandy Stone and her 
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essay ‘The Empire Strikes Back’. What seems to be at the heart of this second disciplinary 
juncture is the duality of the immaterial and the material. There, in both Chu and Baitz 
respectively, is the valid frustration that queer theory, with its apparent desire to trans
cend materiality (and therewith the gender binary), has not provided enough scope for 
the complexity and variety of trans experiences. In particular, the ‘transsexual’ is appar
ently erased by first-wave transgender studies’ inheritance of queer frameworks, since 
trans people who seek medical transition want a dimorphic transition. In turn, such scho
lars—as my précis of Baitz made clear—appear to be seeking a return to the constativity 
of the material. It is clear from Baitz’s writing that she feels queer theory (and some trans
gender theory) cannot accept the metaphysics of binary sex or gender and thus does not 
service the transsexual desire, as Chu writes, for a normative, ordinary life.

It might be too soon to say, but I sense that the second wave of trans studies is moving 
towards a form of phenomenology that places emphasis on individual embodied experi
ence. Whilst I am excited by this resurgence of energy in the field, I follow Talia Bettcher 
(2020) in being critical of trans phenomenology for its current inability to accommodate 
transsexual identifications as identifications that involve more than a singular, possessed 
body, but include a body’s social life. Transaurality is here an attempt to push such a phe
nomenological current in trans studies towards critical and material schematics. Such a 
method tries to account for multiplicities of experiences as always already in connection 
to the social world that goes beyond the ‘skin ego’ (Anzieu 1989).14

Though we may be critical of Chu and Harsin Drager’s point-blank evisceration of the 
anti-normativity of queer theory, the trans critique of queer theory is perhaps the most 
important epistemological and disciplinary issue in the field today. Film and media 
studies scholar Cáel Keegan, for example, has expressed a more nuanced critique of 
queer studies in his article ‘Against Queer Theory’. At the start of the paper, Keegan 
(2020, 349) defines ‘against’ not as ‘in opposition to’ but as being ‘in or into physical 
contact with (something), so as to be supported by or collide with’. Rather than declaring 
trans studies is over, Keegan (2020, 349–351) suggests that trans studies is still ‘against the 
conditions of perceptibility that queer theory enforces’, such that ‘queer’ collects and uni
versalises all that is perceived as nonnormative. Rather than collecting all LGBTQ+ 
experience under ‘queer’, Keegan’s article suggests a more lateral approach, where 
‘queer’ and ‘trans’ can remain in dialogue, but where it is not assumed that ‘queer’ is 
the beginning and end of all trans experience and modes of analysis.

These recent shifts from queer to trans signal that trans studies is at a disciplinary dis
juncture. I believe it premature to follow Chu and Harsin Drager in either letting trans 
studies die, or—perhaps more what they actually intended—operating without the 
deconstructive and anti-normative ideals of queer theory. However, it is clear that 
‘trans’ cannot be subsumed and fully encompassed by ‘queer’. As such, I wish to 
follow the line of thought sketched by Keegan insofar as ‘trans’ operates conceptually 
against ‘queer’. This discursive and physical proximity suggests that trans studies need 
not consign queer theory to an intellectual dustheap, but rather that queer studies and 
queer scholars need to listen to trans activists and scholars more closely and make 
room for trans methods and theories that seem, at first, to go against the poststructural 
tendencies of queer theory. For music studies, this would entail a reinvigoration of queer 
scholarship which moves both beyond identity and ‘queer’ as a misnomer for ‘sexuality’ 
or a much vaguer and often co-opted ‘radicality’.
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Rereading Baitz

There are notable parallels between the renavigation of queer theory in trans studies 
more generally and the trans methods emerging in musicology as found in Baitz. 
Firstly, there are criticisms that urge us not to completely erase ‘transsexual’ or ‘transgen
der’ through a universalised ‘queer theory’ (Keegan, Baitz; see also Krell 2018). Secondly, 
Baitz’s criticisms resonate with the views of other trans scholars (Chu and Harsin Drager) 
who believe that queer theory has effectively subsumed (in the North American context, 
at least) everything considered to be ‘nonnormative’ with regard to gender and sexuality 
without accounting for differing positionalities within the LGBTQ+ community itself 
(see Salamon 2010, 103; cf. Krell 2018). Differences within marginalised communities 
must be accounted for so as not to reify a homogenously united ‘queer community’. 
However, following Keegan, we can aggregate the intellectual discrepancies within our 
community in ways that potentially agglutinate their concerns.

I therefore believe that Baitz’s analysis of queer theory (as discursive transcendence 
and thus incapable of accounting for transsexual subjects), like Chu and Harsin 
Drager’s, is only partial and sometimes overdetermined, as the respective examples of 
Ahmed and Keegan’s work demonstrate. I want nonetheless to take seriously Baitz’s 
core proposal of investing in the body. However, I wish to do so with a more critical 
understanding of matter than Baitz’s phenomenological commitments. When consider
ing the matter of music (the material forces that constitute its situated production, cir
culation, and reception), it is important to heed Judith Butler’s analysis of materiality 
in their classic text, Bodies That Matter (2011 [1993]), which was in fact a response to 
these very issues as they were posed to them after the publication of Gender Trouble 
(1990). Through a reading of Aristotle’s (via Foucault) and Plato’s (via Irigaray) respect
ive distinctions between matter (body) and form (mind), Butler (Butler 2011, 22) decon
structs the category of ‘woman’ and her bodily materiality, arguing that ‘to invoke matter 
is to invoke a sedimented history of sexual hierarchy and sexual erasures which should 
surely be an object of feminist inquiry, but which would be quite problematic as a 
ground of feminist theory’. Following Butler, I read Baitz’s valid concerns for the 
erasure of transsexual subjects as, simultaneously, a potential reinvestment in such sedi
mented histories of hierarchy and non-normative existence. Trans inquiry, then, must 
find a line of inquiry that considers ‘matter’, as demanded by Baitz, without reproducing 
an unproductive empiricism.

This call for a trans musical inquiry, which proceeds from materialisation as an object 
rather than a standpoint, returns us again to the work of Cusick. In addition to her pro
vocations on musical sexuality, Cusick has formidably addressed the issue of the mind/ 
body ‘problem’ as one foundational to music studies’ perpetually deferred theoretical 
capacity for thinking about gender and sexuality. Questioning the mind-mind model 
of musical analysis, wherein the ‘work’ is conceived as a product of the composer’s 
mind which is to be studied by the analyst’s, Cusick reminds us of the embodied acts 
that constitute music. While her 1994 article calls for ‘performer-centred’ analyses— 
something ethnomusicology had already been doing (Feld 2012, 174–182)—we could 
take Cusick’s (1994, 18) ontologisation further by doubly implicating the mind and 
body. To affirm the body as such, even if it is performatively constituted, has two 
issues: first, it bears no transformational politic, for it ontologises and affirms something 
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presumed to already be taking place; second, it assumes the logic which it seeks to undo. 
Trans music studies thus picks up Cusick’s concerns, but resituates the ideas of 1990s 
queer, trans, and feminist musicology within issues which cannot be solved by a turn 
to the somatic in general, or the performer in particular, alone.

The analytic division emerging between queer and trans studies, centring on the onto
logisation of bodies, is irreducible to the mind/body problem. However, Cusick’s analysis 
offers another understanding of Baitz’s perspective. As a musicologist, Baitz presents to 
us the way in which a music scholar—operating with and against the problems identified 
so early by Cusick—understands and translates these issues when thinking about music. 
Notably, the reaction against ‘music’ as an abstract object often leads to uncritical com
mitments to the phenomenological—an investment which affirms that which it seeks to 
escape. Rather than an ungrounded disavowal of music studies as always already dualis
tic, however, I want to write against the version of music studies (and queer theory) 
which Baitz symptomatically expresses. In trying to develop new analytics that do 
more than translate feminist, queer, and trans concerns for music studies, I am not reject
ing music studies generally or as expressed by Baitz but rather I am writing in the inter
vals which such discursive fields generate.

The established tension between matter and discourse, trans method and queer 
theory, is thus the site of friction I wish to grapple with through the following analysis 
of transgender producer SOPHIE’s track ‘Faceshopping’. I accept Baitz’s argument 
that if it is not to exclude transsexuality, a trans method must account for materiality. 
At the same time, I do wish to maintain the insights of Butler and queer theorists 
such as Ahmed and Jack Halberstam (2011, 96–98) in acknowledging that what consti
tutes ‘a body’ is discursively produced through various social apparatuses. In this sense, I 
combine queer and trans methods by maintaining the queer theoretical urge to discur
sively unpick and dismantle cisheteropatriarchal power relations while simultaneously 
developing a trans method that works against (in physical contact with) queer theory 
as it attempts to understand cisness and transness as distinct from though related to 
queerness. It is only through this conceptual uptake of Keegan’s ‘against’, as part of 
the ongoing development of trans studies, that the nuanced critique of Baitz’s premature 
departure from queer theory becomes clear.

Listening to SOPHIE

SOPHIE (1986–2021) was a Glaswegian musician long affiliated with the UK avant-pop 
label PC Music (2013–present). Her early and central involvement with the label marked 
her as a leading, though initially mysterious, figure in the ‘hyperpop’ genre. Although 
already an established producer and DJ—having worked on tracks for artists such as 
Madonna, Vince Staples, and Charli xcx—SOPHIE’s solo ‘breakthrough’ occurred with 
the release of ‘BIPP’ in 2013, the opening track of her 2015 compilation album 
Product. Since Product, the queer, pop-avant-garde scene has been fixated on her 
output (Pareles 2015, 2021). It was only with the single release of ‘It’s Okay to Cry’ 
ahead of her studio album Oil of Every Pearl’s Un-Insides (2018), when SOPHIE first 
used her voice and image in a release, that the artist came out as a transgender 
woman (Lhooq 2017). Though her art ought not to be read only through an identitarian 
‘trans lens’, there is an extent to which SOPHIE’s music must be heard in a political 
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context (the United Kingdom) which is violently anti-trans (Bassi and LaFleur 2020; 
Horbury and ‘Xine’ Yao 2020; Lewis and Seresin 2022).

The track ‘Faceshopping’ features on the 2018 album Oil of Every Pearl’s Un-Insides, 
with an official music video released on YouTube.15 A 3D render of SOPHIE’s face and 
body, which is distorted at various points in the track (see Figure 1), appears throughout 
the video. The opening verse and refrain to the track is thus:

My face is the front of shop
My face is the real shop front
My shop is the face I front
I’m real when I shop my face

Given the track’s textual and visual elements—the above text’s clear emphasis on the 
realness of artificiality in conjunction with SOPHIE’s predominant, 3D-rendered face 
being moulded, deflated, chopped throughout the track—it is easy to understand it as 
a commentary on ‘beauty’, ‘realness’, and ‘authenticity’, issues that matter both within 
the pop music industry more generally but also for trans people specifically (see Faye 
2015). For instance, trans women often undergo facial feminisation surgery (FFS) in 
order to ‘pass’ (present feminine) in quotidian life, as a medical alteration of the body 
to alleviate the dysphoria that many trans people experience (Plemons 2017). In this 
regard, the ‘face’, as something that pop music fans often value as an authentic (‘real’) 
part of a singer’s multidimensional being, is synthetic for SOPHIE, something that can 
be rearranged, reread, and rematerialised in ways that she wants it to be. ‘Realness’, 
for SOPHIE, is no longer determined by socially normative understandings of ‘face/ 
body’, but rather de/reconstructed musically in a way which reveals transness as method.

The musical material is initially dominated by a dry, ostinato-like bass line, with the 
entire track comprised of sounds created and sculpted via a combination of software such 
as the digital audio workstation (DAW) Ableton Live and wavetable synthesisers such as 

Figure 1. Screenshots from SOPHIE’s ‘Faceshopping’, by author.
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Xfer Serum, as well as sequencer hardware such as the Elektron Monomachine (see 
Table 1). Specifically, the ‘voice’ is here also treated like the ‘face’, as something to be sur
gically sculpted and transformed in the studio. The first verse after the opening refrain 
contains the lyrics:

Artificial bloom
Hydroponic skin
Chemical release
Synthesise the real
Plastic surgery
Social dialect
Positive results
Documents of life

However, the lexical content of this verse is rendered almost unintelligible. Indeed, 
only when looking up the text did I begin to ‘listen for’ these words, since the voice is 
here moulded into the texture of the bass line. The voice, that is, is compressed and 
only its lowest frequencies are made audible such that the above lyrics sound like they 
are more a part of the bass ostinato and its rhythms than part of a (‘human’) voice as 
it sounds. Moreover, ‘the voice as it sounds’ is called into question by SOPHIE, stripping 
and maximalising aspects of its materiality towards a purely phonetic as opposed to 
lexical modality. Rendering the voice so that it is becoming-percussion seems like a 
simple privileging of music/sound over text. More than this, however, I notice the mul
tiple voices that SOPHIE renders in the track: the robotic speaking-voice in the refrain, 
dryly edited with no reverberation; the pure-grain/texture-voice that coalesces with the 
bass in the verses, negating any ‘naturality’ of the voice; the melismatic, sexualised 
voice of the bridge, accelerating an investment in the body as it pushes the ‘femininity’ 
of bridge-section vocals (conventionally melismatic, breathy, and emotional) to a near- 
unrecognisable extreme. Listening to these voices, how they are rendered, sculpted, 
and smashed against each other in the space of around four minutes, I think about the 
multiple bodies being performed and materialised as I listen. These multiple bodies tra
verse the range of the Natural body, that of the almost-conventional bridge section, and a 

Table 1. Structural sections with some description of voice types and sonic material to guide 
discussion. Timestamps refer to the YouTube version.
Section Vocal / sonic material Time stamp

A (refrain) Robotic / electronic ostinato 00:00–00:25

B (verse) Voice as part of sonic fabric, stretched, EQ-distortion 00:25–00:58

‘Pop’ voice singing ‘na na na … ’ 00:58–1:14

A (refrain) Robotic, dry 1:15–1:32

B’ (verse) Voice-sonic 1:32–1:48

‘Pop voice’ 1:49–2:04

A (refrain) Robotic, dry 2:05–2:22

C (bridge) Melismatic, sped-up, re-pitched (up), breathy,  
sensual voice / synth-pop accompaniment / wet

2:23–3:12

A’ (refrain, extended to end) Robotic 3:13–4:04
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transformed body, one that contradicts this naturalised voice and, through this nega
tional movement, renders the natural to be wholly part of artifice whilst highlighting 
the artificiality of Nature. With the incorporation of a multiplicity of voices, my initial 
reaction is as though I can hear the constructedness of multiple bodies ‘in … voice[s] 
as [they] sing’ (Barthes 1977, 188). More than the general acknowledgement that the 
voice, as an act, performatively constructs identity (Eidsheim 2019; Neumark 2010), 
SOPHIE’s hyper-vocality sonifies the actual changing of the body-voice.16

In an interview with Arte TRACKS (2018, 1:08–1:45), SOPHIE speaks about her pro
duction practice as grounded in a ‘hyperreal world of sounds’ where she can synthesise 
imagined ‘sounds which cartoonise and exaggerate naturally occurring organic sounds 
and phenomena, and materials that don’t exist’. Rarely ever using pre-recorded 
samples, SOPHIE believes that, through electronic music, she has the possibility to ‘gen
erate any texture [she] can think of’ and would never want to ‘limit’ herself by not using 
software synthesisers to generate her own sounds. This offers some insight into the tech
niques used for ornamenting the voice and, in SOPHIE’s words, cartoonising and exag
gerating its qualities. Indeed, there emerges a confluence between SOPHIE’s practice, her 
ethics of sound production, and the outcome of her material, the former perhaps shed
ding some light on how her music is so distinct from, while at the same time belonging to, 
either the electronic dance music or avant-garde worlds.17

Through holding contradictory voices—socially audible, breathy, ‘feminine’ voices 
(Sofer 2022, 105–124) against (in close contact with) socially inaudible, incommensurate 
voices—and their relations together, certain voices start to sound stranger, more alien, 
than others. The first sounding of the pop-like vocals (00:58), including the hyper-melis
matic/slurred phraseology of the bridge (2:23), seems like an anchoring of the track in 
more conventional voices that may sound (more) ‘real’ since they are the sounds to 
which many of us are accustomed if we listen to pop music. However, within the 
whole soundscape of SOPHIE’s complex weaving and rendering of synthesised rhythm 
and bass with distorted vocals, it is these ‘real’ voices that start to sound out-of-place. 
Indeed, the stylised use of the sensual, breathy voice in the bridge (what is often the 
most emotional and driving part of a track) sounds like a parody of such ‘authentically’ 
emotional moments in pop. This may be SOPHIE demonstrating that she can perform 
the voice that is constructed and naturalised as the normative ‘feminine’ within a pop 
context. But, at the same time, my listening locates in these invocations of poppy 
vocals a critique of the very ‘realness’ that is entangled in issues of voicing gender. For 
me, the vocal sounding of multiple and differing aggregations and formations of a 
body negotiates and pushes against the limits of what a body can do.

Foregrounding SOPHIE’s multiple manipulations of voice entails listening for the 
complex ways in which gender and sex can be presented, how they can change, and 
how they gain social meaning with and against one another (see Goldin-Perschbacher 
2013). I want to go further still. What are the granular techniques that SOPHIE uses 
in order to make an authentic, emotional, and feminine voice sound paraodic?

When listening transaurally, we might zoom in on the breathy vocality in the bridge of 
the track as just one mechanism of vocal gendering and sexing. Breath, in the ‘phono
graphic staging’ of recorded popular music, is often used to signify emotional intensity 
and intimate proximity (Lacasse 2010). Additionally, breath sounds—in/exhalations, 
sibilance, whispers, and so on—make audible the connection between voices and 
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bodies (Cavarero 2005, 199–201). Something that is easily edited out of a vocal pop 
recording, SOPHIE chooses to make this breath audible in this hyper-feminised 
section. If we remark that the vocals of the refrain and as part of the sonic fabric are 
dry and breathless, transaurality means asking what these breath(less) vocal stagings 
do in terms of expressing gender or sex (change).

So you must be the one
That I’ve seen in my dreams
Come on, touch me
Set my spirit free
Test me … 
Do you see what I see?
Reduce me to nothingness

The voice singing these notably sibilant lyrics is soft and airy. The vocal cords are not 
fully closed, like when one whispers, allowing air to escape between them when phonat
ing. What I find significant about the breathy voice here is that it brings to mind a body as 
such—the larynx, vocal cords, a tongue close to alveolar ridge to make a hiss—more than 
any other vocality in the track. As a descriptively embodied voice, the voice here sounds 
out what would be socially heard as a feminine voice in Western culture (Cavarero 2005; 
Dunn and Jones 1994; Sofer 2022). Breathy, bodily, feminine.

When heard in isolation, as mentioned above, SOPHIE’s breathy vocals here present a 
staging which articulates that SOPHIE knows what a feminine voice sounds like. The 
sibilant breathiness comes to signify ‘the real’ voice of a woman (trans or cis) who 
passes. It is SOPHIE’s sculpting of breath that attaches this voice to a legibly gendered 
and sexed body. Yet, when heard not in isolation but with the other voices of the 
track, the intensity of this breath comes to sound unreal, cartoonish, and exaggerated.

That is, SOPHIE’s dry, breathless vocals contextualise and problematise the feminine 
breathiness of the bridge: first, SOPHIE sonifies a social real of gender presentation, 
demonstrating that she knows how to stage a voice socially recognisable as feminine; 
at the same time, secondly, the intensity of vocal feminisation makes it sound strange 
when contrasted with the harshness of the other voices. Listening to the intricate ways 
SOPHIE stages the voice through breathiness reveals precisely the mechanisms that 
make strange the socially recognisable, ‘real’ voice.18

The transaural part of this analysis pertains to the exact way in which changes of sex or 
gender happen in sound. Yet, listening against queer theory, SOPHIE’s track goes beyond 
a descriptive example of how gender and sex can change through sound. It goes beyond a 
normative investment in vocal femininity: rather, her juxtapositions of voices through, in 
this case, breath offers a critique of the conditions that make those changes socially legible 
—estranging us from the normality of the passing feminine voice. At once trans—insofar 
as it reveals the ways we can invest in voices as extensions and performative iterations of 
gendered and sexed bodies—and queer—insofar as it is critical of the normative body 
and offering vocalities which go beyond recognisable gender presentations—‘Faceshop
ping’ stages investment in the body while simultaneously making strange what is ordin
ary. We can, and should, invest in bodies. But, if we take SOPHIE’s argument in sound 
seriously, we might resist the social illusion of ordinariness in such investments.
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SOPHIE’s track makes an argument in sound that can be heard as transaural. It is pre
cisely through its sonification of the ways in which gender and sex can be changed 
through sound that it denatures feminine vocality. Not simply arguing that this is some
thing which all trans people do, SOPHIE estranges the ways in which all sonic presenta
tions of gender are made socially recognisable and audible (Velocci 2024). Rather than 
making a new argument about gender and sex, transaurality as present in SOPHIE’s 
oral-aural relations is a method which seeks to analyse the ways in which one can tran
sition, pass, and present these categories through sound.

Transaural Bodies; or, What are the Stakes of Transaurality?

This section attempts to reconcile the material urges of (some) current trans studies with 
the immaterial discursvitiy of (some) queer theory through a critical analysis of my lis
tening and the track via theoretical lenses I find resonant with trans music studies. Given 
my focus here on the trans investment in the body, I am particularly interested in affective 
theories of listening (Bird 2020; Garcia 2015; Graber and Sumera 2020; Kassabian 2013) 
wherein ‘to listen’ is not simply a more ‘active’ mode of hearing, but rather listening, in 
such theories, constitutes a more formative, ‘sticky’ (Ahmed 2010), and ‘residual’ (Kas
sabian 2013) impact on our ways of being in the world.19

Affect encourages us to reorientate our relationships to sounding bodies (music) such 
that we displace dualities such as mind/body or drastic/gnostic, since affect entails that 
such seemingly discreet modalities operate in parallel, side-by-side (Grosz 1994, 5–10; 
Cimini 2010; Gregg and Seigworth 2010; Deleuze 1988, 17–18). As such, ‘listening’ is a 
situated engagement with the actuality of sonic objects as they sound and resound 
within and without our bodies-as-ears. Beginning to engage our bodies in this way, as 
‘border[s] that feel’ (Ahmed 2016, 27), opens up conceptual and material space for devel
oping Baitz’s (re)turn to materiality in relation to ‘Faceshopping’.20

Though ‘body’, like ‘listening’, is a contested category (Kapchan 2015) and has likewise 
been an object (and method) of inquiry in musicology and sound studies (Kassabian 
2013; Le Guin 2005), my understanding of it posits ‘bodies’ as contingencies capable 
of affecting other bodies as well as being affected (Spinoza 2001, 3–6). Thus, a critical- 
material (queer-trans) engagement with bodies can consider how they are assembled 
and transformed at particular moments in time and space, asking when and where it 
becomes possible for bodies to reassemble (Braidotti 1994; Daughtry 2020). Through lis
tening critically with bodies, we can begin to account for how certain positionalities in 
the world are transformed in relation to sound. What makes this listenership ‘critical’ 
is its account of the orality/aurality of transition where listening participates, across 
the dialectics of subjects and representations, knowledge and objects (Moreno 2004), 
in the actualities of sonic changes in sex and gender beyond identity. We may thus 
move closer to comprehending ‘transaural’ architectures of the body, where the 
‘tissues of the body’ form a ‘resonant space’ in which sounds can resound the bodies in 
which we invest (Ouzounian 2006, 69–70; cf. Haraway 1991).

This kind of approach to bodies is one that appears throughout trans literature (Nunn 
forthcoming; Salamon 2010; Velocci 2024) and is also found in contemporary trans 
music studies (Krell 2013; Pennington 2018; Roy 2019). The political theoretical foun
dations of this work of course develops ideas found in new materialist feminisms and, 
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relatedly, Deleuzian feminisms (see Stark and Laurie 2019). Due to their particular 
emphasis on music, I wish here to briefly offer a reading of Deleuze and Guattari as foun
dational for new materialism, particularly in the work of Rosi Braidotti (1994). This 
articulates the formative relationships between sounding and gendering/sexing. 
Though the music-body association has a long history in philosophy, which feminist 
musicologists have critiqued (Lochhead 2008), the understanding of body and music 
in Deleuze and Guattari has an affinity with transaurality as a method of listening that 
both examines the sounding of sex change as well as maintaining a criticality central 
to queerness.

In the tenth plateau of A Thousand Plateaus (Deleuze and Guattari 2013), Deleuze and 
Guattari devote a sizable portion of the chapter to the subheading ‘Becoming-Music’. Of 
course, the space I have here is not enough to provide a complete exegesis of this section 
—as a profoundly affective text, however, I need only draw out some moments of specu
lation that relate to transaurality. Deleuze and Guattari believe that music has ‘a much 
stronger deterritorialising force, at once more intense and much more collective, and 
the voice seems to have a much greater power of deterritorialisation’ (2013, 352). 
With deterritorialisation, which is ‘always multiple and composite’ (2013, 592) and 
thus relational even when seemingly absolute, being the decoding of a body—when 
my hand is in a state of becoming-otherwise, departing from something rather than 
arriving at a completed stratified state—music, for Deleuze and Guattari, presents a 
rapid intensity of deterritoriality. Indeed, like transition, music’s deterritorialisations 
often depart and transition from non-existence towards something else—this relates to 
McKenzie Wark’s autotheoretical explorations of her transition in Reverse Cowgirl 
(2020, 180), where the girl ‘inside’ her necessitated the death of the man she pretended 
to be: she crossed from ‘temporary non-existence’ and ‘temporary non-masculinity’ out 
of ‘the body of Orpheus’ and through ‘the body of Euridice’.21 Does this suggest that 
music’s (relational) deterritorialisations are transitive/-versal, in non-imitative (there is 
no ‘original’ to be repeated or to imitate) and non-figurative (music’s force is not meta
phorical) ways?

Surely, more than a mere metaphor for transition, bodies that listen, bodies that are 
hailed into being through sound, are those which sound and music can deterritorialise. 
When the voice, in this understanding, is a ‘machining’ that implies ‘the abolition of the 
overall dualism’, moreover, what does this imply for the binary understanding of gender 
in listening—are listener and listened moving in parallel and, when in motion, are their 
interactions gendered and regendering? Perhaps a glimmer of the answer Deleuze and 
Guattari would offer resides in the moment of this section of the book when they 
argue that ‘Being a man or a woman no longer exists in music’ (2013, 354). This 
printed emphasis on ‘or’ shows the abolition of a binary system is what Deleuze and 
Guattari have in mind: one cannot be man or woman, but could be man and woman, 
neither man nor woman, more-than man or woman, and so on. While, as above, we 
ought to be critical of strategies of opting out of social categories, particularly for trans 
theorists seeking normativity, what might be taken from these passages is the palpable 
importance of music and sound in transformation.

These readings have hopefully illuminated an understanding of the metaphysics of 
music—its culturally and socially contingent yet powerful capacities for affecting 
gender and sex—that necessitates a simultaneously material and immaterial 
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understanding of trans listening. That is, being material or immaterial is impossible in 
music. I position these contributions to ongoing trans theory here as I feel they make 
it possible to understand the critical aspects of my listening to SOPHIE.

In my account of SOPHIE’s ‘Faceshopping’, I notice the materiality of listening to this 
track as it impresses on me, as well as the materialities it may express for the producer. We 
might however go beyond this dichotomisation of a symbolic regime towards thinking of 
the social affects whose functions and structural mediations are not determined by me or 
SOPHIE. It is necessary to maintain a critical distance (via queer theory), situating the 
track as a social object. Transaural listening traces the social and experiential transform
ations of bodies as sounded, wherein the (im)materiality of listening is heard beyond 
identitarian logic.22 Through my analysis, while sustaining the claims of Baitz without 
losing the insights of queer theory, I develop a method of trans music studies that is 
material yet also critical in its attempts to listen for the mutability and sociality of 
gender and sex.

Beyond my interpretation, SOPHIE’s music invokes a ‘musically imagined commu
nity’ (Born 2012; expanding on Anderson 1983), which I take to be LGBTQ+ audiences 
in general but also trans-identified listeners (such as myself) for whom its non-identitar
ian sonifications of transition most resonates. The material conditions of SOPHIE’s posi
tionality specifically pertain to experiences of transition; listening for how she engages 
this in her production techniques reveals more about sonic gendering and sexing 
beyond just her positionality, however. Whilst recent work in sound studies and decolo
nisation has argued for an ‘incommensurability’ between positionalities (Robinson 2020, 
53), I believe in this instance that SOPHIE’s sonic de/reterritorialisation of gender and 
sex makes audible (for both trans and non-trans listeners) the possibilities of a transaural 
materialisation of body: that is, a body that can be reassembled, reread, and joyously 
embodied through its affective relations to resonant bodies. Since this remoulded 
bodily architecture is transaurally made audible, it invokes both the trans investment 
in the body as well as the queer escape from the normative, bounded body—it is necess
arily both and more at the same time. This is ‘trans-’ insofar as it crosses over the gender
ing of bodies but also insofar as it goes between and beyond them. Transing, though 
‘trans’ seeks to include those that wish to exist in the binary, is necessarily an endeavour 
that does not allow for the static existence of eternal dualities.

This analysis straddles two intersecting registers (micro/macro) with which we ought 
to understand the vocal machining I listened to above. From trans method, these voices 
can, as such, be heard as SOPHIE’s rematerialisation of her body in a way that allows her 
to be heard as both a woman and critical of the naturalness of such soundings. Moreover, 
the materiality of these voices, as I hear them, alienates the ostensible ‘realness’ of the 
passing feminine voice. This alienation indicates the need for a more macro-scale analy
sis. In the context of cisheteronormativity, this listening to SOPHIE’s voices signals the 
ways in which she, as a transgender woman, navigates her non-normative relationship to 
gender. It also allows us to hear her alienation of ‘realness’ as a critique of passing, even 
though this is a valid desire for many who transition. SOPHIE’s sonic investment in and 
transgression from the binary of masculine and feminine, through vocal contradictions, 
sounds out a desire for gendered and sexed ways of being that are simultaneously staging 
vocal passing and denaturing gendered bodies and how they can sound. The social alien
ation of the non-passing voice is itself alienated through the aesthetic staging of the 
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artificiality of vocality; or, femininity is an actuality which is produced by a voice whose 
self-alienation alienates that which is deemed the inalienable, feminine voice. Whilst 
many examples of distorted vocals are found in pop music history, SOPHIE’s is particu
larly salient for its exaggeration of what such distortions may signify in terms of gender, 
which I believe must be heard in terms of a concomitant trans investment in, transform
ation of, and transgression from the body.

It is impossible to listen critically to this track and the possibilities it may open up for 
the body without a combination of queer theory and trans theory. Of course, we must 
listen to this track with the knowledge that SOPHIE, as a transgender woman, in 
some sense invested in her body, how she navigated and orientated it, how it was read, 
and which apparatuses allowed it to be read at all.

The use of voices I mention above could be understood as a technological mobilisation 
of Ahmed’s (2006) notion of ‘lines’ that are made easy. Whilst Ahmed’s conception is 
labelled as ‘queer phenomenology’, there are clear possibilities to renavigate such 
‘lines’ in a way that may constitute a transing (both going beyond and materially recon
structing) one’s inherited lines. That is, in the context of cisheteropatriarchy, SOPHIE’s 
vocal feminisation audio-surgery in this track demonstrates the ways in which what we 
listen to, for, and with can constitute an alternative form of knowledge about sounding 
bodies. Such transing is distinct from ‘queering’ insofar as it centres transgressions from 
the ‘natural’ voice and how such gendered vocalities become meaningful.

Scholarship on trans-vocality has already explored the ways in which voice (both 
spoken and sung) is not biologically determined, and indeed ‘voice therapy’ exists in 
medical and non-medical pathways as a means by which trans people present their iden
tity (Pennington 2018). Perhaps we ought to listen to the voices SOPHIE sculpts as a non- 
medical resounding of a reassembled, transed body. SOPHIE’s synthesised voices might 
offer some kind of creative experimentation with the limits of sounding bodies, particu
larly their virtual capacities to regroup and resound, or change, at least one aspect of sex 
and gender.23

Transaurality: A Mode of Listening Against Queer Theory

I propose ‘transaurality’ as a mode which takes ‘trans listening’ as a method rather than a 
subject. Transaurality can pertain to: analyses of how sex and gender change in and 
through sound (cf. Nunn forthcoming); denaturing cisness, or taking cis soundings as 
objects (Velocci 2024, 111); and sonic expressions of investment and divestment from 
the body as ongoing processes. Baitz and others (Krell 2018) make abundantly clear 
that there is pressing need for inductive theory building that responds to the embodied 
experiences of trans-identified people, yet there remains the need to oscillate between 
inductive and deductive modes of thought, working through the empirical and the con
ceptual together (Born 2010). ‘Queer’ has been rightfully decentred as a kind of ‘radial’ 
theory that appears ‘to explain everything but always [gives] the same answer’ (Howe 
and Boyer 2016, 29). My insistence is not that we continue along the well-trodden 
lines of now-institutionalised queer theory, but rather that we work against these 
accepted paradigms.

I encourage a listening which attends to the critical phenomenology of the body-ear, 
wherein ‘transing’ is a movement within gender and sexual experiences. I have 
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contextualised and problematised critiques such as Baitz’s, arguing—through transaural
ity—for a continued, lateral, and synergistic engagement with trans and queer theory. In 
this broader sense, the development of transaurality reunites trans and queer methods 
through careful consideration and application of their parallelly moving attempts to 
unpack experiences, concepts, and objects which emerge within cisherteropatriarchal 
conditions. To Baitz, then, I proffer a ‘yes, and … ’ expansion.

This preliminary analysis of a single track has attempted to offer a transaural under
standing of ‘Faceshopping’, where the listening assembled with this track, as a ‘musical 
body’, is mediated by a multiplicity of social relations (Born and Barry 2018, 466; 
Cimini 2018). My analysis shows that ‘music’ is semiotically polyvalent and contested, 
where meaning coalesces both within and without the music itself. This track has conse
quentially elicited a listening that is at once immanently material, revealing actual trans
formation of bodies, but also immanently critical, concerned with the potential for 
musical events (as sounding bodies) to reassemble the bodies with which they socially 
interact. This paper has sought to open up conceptual and methodological space for 
trans listening as it apprehends the important ways in which our bodies reassemble, 
resound, and can be remade.

Notes

1. The prefix trans- is followed, not uncontroversially, by an asterisk to emphasise the wide 
range of identities designated by the term, such as transsexual, transgender, non-binary, 
agender, and gender-fluid (Baitz 2018). It is important, politically and socially, to group 
these identities together since they each ought to rely on a politics that departs from natu
ralisation of gender or sex. Though some in our community are right to complicate the pol
itical viability of a floating signifier that always requires radical destabilisation (Clarke 2019), 
I gesture to the empty signifier here, though I do not necessarily prefer it, to indicate that I 
reject separationism. This paper, in its scope, cannot boast to settle the political desire and 
demand of trans studies, but it proceeds with the firm belief that any form of listening con
sidered ‘trans’ (whether it be by, for, or with trans-identified listeners/sounders or not) must 
fold the plurality of the trans community into its theoretical reaches.

2. ‘Nature’, that is, does not exist as some raw basis from which ‘trans’ emerges as a deviant. 
More pointedly, I would encourage a counterintuitive metaphysics that understands norma
tive categories such as ‘nature’ as coming after their constitutive deviants. In this tempor
ality, where nature comes after transness and queerness, transness and queerness exist 
prior to stratifications such as ‘cis’ and ‘straight’ to the extent that trans and queer can 
exist without cisheteropatriarchy, but cisheteropatriarchy cannot exist without trans and 
queer (see Cashmore 2021; cf. Stryker 2006; cf. Butler 2011).

3. For examples of this work (see Anzaldúa 1987; Bettcher 2020; Bey 2022; Feinberg 1992; Gill- 
Peterson 2018; Halberstam [1998] 2018; Kulick 1998; Preciado 2013; Prosser 1998; Salamon 
2010; Snorton 2017; Stone 1992; Valentine 2007).

4. To be clear, the frictions that emerge from the heterogeneity of our community, where the 
crucial issue is whether we wish to transcend (from a gender binary) or transition (within a 
gender binary), are taken to be generative frictions, points of contention from which new 
lines of thought may emerge.

5. Baitz notably draws on what is by now a common, though vexed, combination of phenom
enological and new materialist thinking. There are obvious shortcomings with both theor
etical regimes—most notably their failed accounts of ‘the social’ beyond flattened, 
microsocial relations (cf. Latour 2005)—but they also run with respective extremes of 
either centralising or disappearing the problem of the subject. An extensive critique of 
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either social phenomenology or new materialism’s respective efforts to understand the pol
itical and the social goes beyond the scope of this lengthy article. Moreover, such a reading 
would find thinkers operating somewhere within these traditions with whom my arguments 
can find camaraderie (e.g. Born 2013; Nail 2020); it is sufficient here to simply note that 
Batiz’ application of these theoretical languages is too hasty and does little to transform 
or fully conceptualise the ways in which musical thought and scholarship tempers such 
ideas or, at least, might offer a much needed transsexual music theory.

6. ‘Trans music’ is perhaps an obfuscating nominalism, in that it attempts to name a sphere of 
action that is always already contingent. My conception goes beyond ‘trans music’ as any 
sonic art form produced, consumed, circulated, or interpreted by, for, or with plurally 
defined trans-identified subjects. A ‘good object’ of trans music, we might assume, is 
music involving trans-identified people. Trans music as method moves away from iden
tity-based ontologies ‘towards a transition-based method which asks what happens to 
‘sex’ and the structures that regulate it when it changes’ in relation to music (Nunn forth
coming). It is in these movements, rather than their reification, that trans musical aesthetics 
may be partially identifiable.

7. I briefly situate Baitz within the wider context of queer and trans music studies, as well as 
pointing to some of the other major voices in trans music studies. However, a full genealogy 
and critique of queer and trans music studies—as opposed to queer and trans studies, the 
primary interlocutor of this paper—is beyond the scope I have here. Though there are salu
tary examples of queer and trans music studies that do not either pursue an identitarian 
logic or reduce ‘queer’ to sexuality (e.g. Peraino 2005; Santana 2022), I focus on a close 
reading of Baitz due to her explicit articulation of method, an issue I take to be central to 
disciplinary formation.

8. Much like the way Paul B. Precaido (2021, 52) understands ‘heterosexuality’ as a ‘political 
regime’ rather than a sexual practice or identity, I am using ‘cis-ear’, including ‘cisness’ gen
erally, to refer to a mode of listening whose politics negates transness, an aurality that can be 
practiced by any and indeed has structural determinants. As such, it is not tied to essential, 
identitarian logics. This does not position cisness as the condition against/on which trans
ness exists, though their negational relationship is sustained.

9. Since the 1990s, a moment I deal with via Cusick for its affective attachments in current 
queer work (Amin 2017), there have been many attempts to think about music, gender, 
and sexuality. The 2000s witnessed a steady increase in ‘queer’ scholarship on music but 
much of this can be understood as lacking a politics outside of the ontologisation of queer
ness as radicality (Krell 2018; see also Berlant and Warner 1995). Certainly, amazing work is 
being done by ‘music scholars’ (Brooks 2021; Garcia-Mispireta 2023; Jarman-Ivens 2011), 
but my provocations here are rooted in a training in gender, sexuality, and feminist 
studies without music studies.

10. An often-cited example of this is Judith Butler’s early writings, where they discussed trans 
subjects as victims of a broadly conceived ‘heteronormative’ force. The key example is 
Butler’s (1990) use of Venus Xtravaganza, a Latin American trans woman who is a key 
figure in the documentary Paris Is Burning. Butler argues that Xtravaganza’s murder is 
due to her gender subversion, which some trans scholars have argued demonstrates that 
Butler fails to recognise trans oppression as something distinct from heterosexism (see 
Prosser 1998, 46; Bettcher 2020). While I believe Butler metaphysically has things to offer 
our ongoing understandings of gender, their early writings represent the inadequacy of 
‘queer’ and ‘feminist’ models alone for understanding Xtravaganza’s oppression as transgen
der oppression—that is, a formal stratification within society distinct from the oppression of 
non-heterosexuality and cis-womanhood.

11. Muñoz (1999, 8) has, following Crenshaw, defined intersectionality as the discernment of ‘a 
multiplicity of interlocking identity components and the ways in which they affect the 
social’, which calls for a departure from monocausal paradigms that can only consider 
queerness at the expense of blackness (or class, or transness, or disability, for instance) 
and vice versa. See hooks’ (1992) analysis of Livingston’s ‘white gaze’ in the 1990 
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documentary Paris Is Burning. For important critique of the misuse of intersectionality, see 
Jennifer Nash’s Black Feminism Reimagined (2018).

12. Note that Ahmed’s profound spatialisation of gender and sexuality has etymological cur
rency when one notes that ‘queer’ arguably comes from the Indo-European word for 
‘twist’ (Ahmed 2006, 67). Though I have elsewhere temporalized Ahmed’s spatial argument 
(Blackburn 2024), for the purpose of this argument the spatial phenomenology of queerness 
powerfully relates to trans investments in the body.

13. The term ‘transgender’ is often traced back to Leslie Feinberg’s (1992) Transgender Liber
ation. ‘Transgender’ eventually, thanks to Stryker and others, came to replace Sandy 
Stone’s (1992) influential conception of ‘posttranssexual’.

14. I mention Didier Anzieu’s notion of the ‘skin ego’ here as it has notably influenced Jay Pros
ser’s remarkable work in Second Skins, a text that Bettcher (2020) rightly identifies as a key 
critique of Butler’s queer-oriented study of trans experience. Prosser presents an early form 
of this ‘second wave’ of trans studies—disrupting a teleological narrative—with his focus on 
transsexual bodily narratives in particular but for his similar dissatisfaction with post-But
lerian queer theory when attempting to think trans life and politics.

15. YouTube video uploaded on 4 April, 2018: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=es9- 
P1SOeHU. [CW: flashing images].

16. Eidsheim’s work is emblematic of performative analysis of voice and naturalness, though it 
does little work to transform the conceptualisation of voice, nature, or the performative. For 
a more classic, yet more compelling, examination of vocality, see Adriana Cavarero’s For 
More than One Voice (2005).

17. One other artist whose aesthetics can be compared to SOPHIE’s in their style is her contem
porary, also Glaswegian-born transgender artist, TAAHLIAH. Compare their work to other 
transgender artists such as Arca, Dorian Electra, Jasmine Infiniti, Chase Icon, or Kim Petras 
—whilst all of these artists present profound mediations on transaurality and ‘trans music’— 
and one hears a double movement of dys- and euphoria in SOPHIE and TAAHLIAH, both 
infused with exaggeration and maximalisation. A monograph-length comparative study of 
SOPHIE and other trans artists would be necessary to make this aspect of her ‘avant-pop’ 
aesthetic lucid. It is enough to note here that SOPHIE’s work is audibly distinct from her 
equally well-known counterparts like Arca and Kim Petras.

18. It is worth noting, too, that the feminine body which is produced within the breathy bridge 
is not racially neutral in style but rather distinctly Black (both vocalists, SOPHIE and Cecile 
Believe, are white but the production points to Black vocal styles in popular music), a tropic 
vocality which SOPHIE seems to clearly exaggerate (see Brooks 2010). Future research may 
take further the aesthetic racialisation of breath, building on, for instance, Sofer’s (2022) 
analyses of Donna Summer in relation to breathiness as often feminised and racially 
white. SOPHIE continues Summer’s aesthetic combination of hypersexualised, ‘full- 
bodied’ (coded Black) vocality with a breathiness which oftentimes seeks to unmark white
ness. Indeed, breath’s conceptualisation as pneuma (spirit) mutually negates breath as the 
sonic materialisation of bodily processes (larynx), a condition which coalesces with likewise 
material-immaterial contradictions—all at work in sexualisation, gendering, and racialisa
tion—discussed in this article.

19. ‘Listening’ is of course one of the most central topics in music and sound studies. Whilst the 
concept of transaurality necessitates acknowledgement, it would go beyond the scope of a 
single paper to provide an extensive review of the various corpora of literature on listening. 
For the purpose of this article, I have attempted to focus on affective philosophies of the 
body and how these may resonate with and be mediated by SOPHIE’s transfeminist sound
world. Hence, my references to scholarship on listening are related directly to bodies as ears.

20. Important to note is that my turn to affect, as seen in the ‘ontological turn’ in sound 
studies, is mindful of and careful to avoid treating the materiality of sound (or, the ‘acous
tic condition’) as some kind of immediately or immanently universal experience (see 
Goodman 2010; Schrimshaw 2017); instead, I follow Brian Kane in understanding the 
‘sound’/’music’ distinction as a matter of degree versus kind and, as such, I hold sonic 
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experience to remain mediated by our heterogeneous auditory cultures (Kane 2015; see 
also Feld 1984).

21. For more discussion of the ‘transgender intimacy with death’ and non-existence (though not 
necessarily the same thing), see Colby Gordon’s Glorious Bodies (2024, 95).

22. There needs to be more work done to consider how notions of ‘sounding out’ or ‘voicing’ 
works for those that understandably are not public about their identity as trans, those who 
do not wish to be audible or visible in the first place. As Shon Faye’s (2021) recent agenda- 
setting text made clear, visibility and the politics of representation continuously fails those 
who are most marginalised and most at risk, namely those who are working class and non- 
white. I am left wondering whether ‘listening’ is ever enough, particularly for helping those 
that cannot risk being heard. The scope of this discussion cannot answer these urgent needs; 
I hope my exploration of trans sonic aesthetics does not negate the demands for radical and 
tangible emancipation but rather operates in parallel to the practical and urgent demands of 
trans emancipation.

23. I appreciate that the argument emerging here does seemingly very little to address the 
current systemic issues faced by working-class trans people of colour, whose grievability 
in the eyes of the state and the wider public ought surely to be at the centre of our concerns 
(Butler 2009). The realm of the aesthetic, however, operates in relation to the political and 
the ethical. Although SOPHIE represents an elite member of this minority within a min
ority, being as she was white and (presumably) financially secure, the politics that 
SOPHIE’s music opened up through its aesthetics offers ways to address the most margin
alised in our societies, for us to be able to listen to ways in race, class, age, and disability 
come to condition sex and gender transition and its inaudibilities.
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