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T he body is beautiful: bending,
flexing, flowing like liquid in a
dance that is free and passionate.
How ironic that the dancer hates

their biological body, feels trapped inside
this incredible instrument in a way that
destroys their sense of self. And, then,
there is Daniela, the dancer’s mother, also
a dancer, who loves her child, Naissa, and
says that she would “carry them to the end
of the world”.
Daniela’s criticism in this short

documentary film I am watching, Dear
Mamma, is fuelled only by fear and a
sense of impending loss. The little girl she
brought up wants to become her son, and
she is bereft. “Who is this child of mine?”
she writes to Naissa. “I fear the appearing
and disappearing of you.”
Watching Daniela and Naissa was timely.

Currently, the Scottish Government is
considering a report urging better
healthcare for trans patients. But, then,
there’s Conservative MP, Suella Braverman,
spewing poison about trans issues in
Washington.
The debate is toxic and lacking clarity.

Anyone entering it needs a hard hat and
flak jacket, not to mention a dictionary and
thesaurus. It was not always thus.
In my student days, we had midnight

showings of The Rocky Horror Picture
Show, singing blithely along with
Frank-N-Furter – “I’m just a sweet
transvestite from transsexual Transylvania”.
It felt, in our teenage naivety, edgy: An
anthem of liberation and acceptance. The
finer details were a little hazy. Transvestite?
Transsexual? Even the song seemed a little
confused.
Later, as a journalist, I conducted a

series of interviews, some years apart.
Interviewees referred to themselves as
“transsexual” then, a now outdated word
replaced by “transgender”. Their stories
were so moving that I resolved to write a
book – and did.
But, somehow, over the years, the real

emotion of those stories, the sense of pain
and otherness and identity struggle, got

lost – along with common sense – in a
world of politics, on one hand, and the
increasingly weird notion that gender was
just an option at the pick and mix counter
on the other.
It felt like my interviewees’ stories got

depersonalised, demeaned somehow, in
debates about syntax and pronouns. The
arguments raged over what was, and was
not, acceptable; what were rights and what
were responsibilities in this new order.
As a feminist who agreed with the

UN’s description of sexism as the world’s
greatest current human rights abuse,
I could not help resenting the fact that
trans women’s rights were somehow more
vociferously defended than mine, and that
the vocabulary I used to describe my own
body had been limited by politicians. The
debate polarised even people who should
be unified.
So, Naissa and Daniela were a gentle

reminder of what the transgender story is
really about: Not a political concept, not a
Braverman outpouring of bile, but a human
dilemma involving human relationships.
Loss and growth; rejection and acceptance;
imprisonment and freedom; fear and
bravery.

Daniela and Naissa, who danced
together, agreed to be filmed over a
period of years, reading the letters they
wrote to each other, right from the
early stages of fear and opposition when
Daniela confessed: “I struggle with your
new identity”, and Naissa replied with an
anguished: “Let go of who you wanted me
to be. Let me go.”
In my book, I tried to examine

transgender issues through the lens of
love: What are the limits of acceptance in
the relationship between a man and a
woman? Daniela and Naissa’s film again
explores the relational aspects through the
lens of love, this time the relationship of
parent and child.
The viewer is tugged in two directions –

empathising with the loss the mother
experiences for the daughter she nurtured,
and her child’s frustration at the limits
of his body in expressing who he is.
Against the backdrop of dance, with its
unrestricted and liberated movement,
these conundrums seem all the more
poignant and painful.
Ultimately, the conflict of mother and

child transforms into something soothing
and collaborative. WhenNaissa transitions,

it is his mother who gently bathes his
post-operative body, with a gentleness that
is beyond even that she employed washing
Naissa as a child.
For his part, Naissa drinks in every

gesture of limitless love that his mother
bestows on him. He notices, for example,
the way his mother moves the coaster
beneath his glass, and the random nature
of this observation, the tiny perfection of it,
is as moving as more obviously affectionate
gestures.
In this relationship lies the real

transgender story. It transcends the
current, shrill arguments. Clever people
are being silenced, I read someone say
recently, so that stupid people are not
offended. It is true on all sides.
Daniela and Naissa’s story was a relief,

rising above abstract arguments, rejecting
the lens of hate, and leading to a place not
just of love, but true acceptance. Daniela
evolves as Naissa does. “You are finally free
in your body,” she is eventually able to
write to her child. “I honour and respect
you, my courageous son.”
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HANDLEDWITH CARE: The film Dear Mamma tugs the viewer in two directions – a mother’s sense of loss and a child’s frustration.
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