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This article explores the difficulties of presenting 
two-spirited individuals in textual form due 
to the amount of political, social, and spiritual 
complexity associated with this particular identity 
category. Utilizing personal statements from 
aboriginal and two-spirit-identified individuals 
as well as secondary sources from well-known 
academics, this essay interrogates two novels in its 
focus on the deconstruction of identity categories to 
better understand the two-spirit identity within 
each text.
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Introduction

Over the last decade there has been an increase in the number of 
essays and books exploring visibility of diverse sexualities and 
gender identities in young adult (YA) literature, particularly in 

a north American context.1 The Assembly on Literature for Adolescents 
of the national council of Teachers of english (ALAn), recently put 
out a call for proposals for a workshop in which the following statement 
was highlighted: “[ALAn has books for everyone]—books for boys, 
books for girls, for challenged readers, brilliant readers, LGBTQ teens, 
teens in other countries, teens from other countries who now live here, 
christian kids, Jewish kids, Muslim kids, non-believing kids, kids with 
problems at home […]—young adults, all young adults (“call for Manu-
scripts” 5). While it may be true that a large number of young people are 

able to see themselves in literature within north 
America, many of these images are still very 
limited and some still are almost entirely absent. 

In the context of queer youth communities, 
finding representation within YA literature began 
with the appearance of gay and lesbian charac-
ters, then transgender and transsexual (trans*) 
characters, and now bisexual and genderqueer 
individuals.2 And within all of these sub-cate-
gories, many academics, librarians, and authors 
(see endnote on queer literature scholarship) hope 

to see some diversity in ethnic background, creating mirrors for queer 
young people of color. But one group is still very absent, and perhaps 
not for lack of trying on the part of authors and publishers. It is likely, 
in fact, that the difficulty in finding representations of non-gender-
normative individuals within young adult literature is due to confusion 
surrounding identity categories themselves. Genderqueer, trans, and 
non-gender-identifying individuals are difficult enough to write about 
in fiction due to the nature of the english language and its reliance on 
gendered pronouns. However, one identity category that is incredibly 
complex due to the misunderstanding of what the term actually means 
is the two-spirited identity—an identity in which an individual feels the 
embodiment of both a male and female spirit. This may sound initially 
simple; however, differing accounts of what is meant by the term two-
spirit in different cultural contexts complicate the issue greatly.3 It is my 
hope that through this exploration of two-spiritedness, and the current 
state of such identity categories in literature, publishers, authors, and 
literary critics will find the necessary information to begin the process 
of including two-spirited characters in contemporary fiction for young 
adults.

A Complex Notion
It may be that two-spirit as a category is seen as a remnant of the past, 
or part of a queer native American or Aboriginal canadian commu-
nity that we cannot possibly understand. Of course there is also the 

While it may be true that a large 
number of young people are able 

to see themselves in literature 
within North America, many of 

these images are still very limited 
and some still are almost entirely 

absent.
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oft-proclaimed idea that being two-spirit is just the same as being 
queer or trans because being two-spirit is to embody both female and 
male spirits, but I believe that being two-spirited goes far beyond this. 
Qwo-Li driskill, daniel Heath Justice, deborah Miranda, and Lisa 
Tatonetti, in the introduction to Sovereign Erotics: A Collection of Two-
Spirit Literature state that

not all queer native people identify as two-spirit or see their 
sexualities and genders as connected to two-spirit histories in 
their communities, just as many people who identify as two-
spirit or with tribally specific terms do not identify as gay, 
lesbian, bisexual, transgender, or queer. Still others identify as 
both GLBTQ and two-spirit but see these identities as inhab-
iting different social and cultural spheres, and many people 
shift between labels and terms depending on their contexts. (5) 

If the label is contextual based on social placement, how then can there 
be representation of two-spirit youth within a literature that so often 
excludes native individuals or explorations of native cultures? In this 
article, I will explore the difficulties in finding representative identities 
within literature that shift based on cultural or social contexts, along 
with a close reading of one text—emily danforth’s The Miseducation of 
Cameron Post—in which a two-spirit character actually appears, along 
with a brief glimpse into celu Amberston’s The Dreamer’s Legacy, in 
which a shaman-type character can be read as two-spirit.

The multiplicity of two-spirit terminology can be confusing and very 
much dependent on cultural/tribal tradition: “Two-spirit people—iden-
tified by many different tribally specific names and community positions—
have been living, loving, and creating art since 
time immemorial” (driskill et al, emphasis 
added 1). Some of these tribally specific terms 
include wíŋkte—a term used by the Lakota 
people, nádleehé—a navajo term, and hwame—a 
Mohave term. These identities more often refer to 
socially gendered roles within native American 
and Aboriginal communities, but sexuality is 
often tied into the experience of two-spirit people 
as well. Initially, many theorists and anthropolo-
gists used the term berdache to describe what we now refer to as two-
spirit; however, berdache has a derogatory and offensive connotation. In 
Two-Spirit People: Native American Gender Identity, Sexuality, and Spiri-
tuality, Sue-ellen Jacobs, Wesley Thomas, and Sabine Lang describe 
the history of berdache and the epistemology of the term, noting that it 
referred to male prostitutes, effeminate men, and captives (4). In 1990, 
during the third annual inter-tribal native American/First nations 
conference in Winnipeg, two-spirit was chosen to replace berdache as a 
descriptor of queer individuals within Indigenous communities.

Two-spirited individuals, it should be noted, may be gay or lesbian, 

These identities more often refer 
to socially gendered roles within 
Native American and Aboriginal 
communities, but sexuality is often 
tied into the experience of two-
spirit people as well.
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but this is not what defines them as two-spirit; 
rather the two-spirit identity refers to those who 
feel the embodiment of male and female spirits. 
This is a more limiting definition, but one which, 
in its specificity, keeps the term from bleeding 
over into a more direct gay/lesbian identity. 
embodying a feminine and masculine spirit, 
however, does not determine the sexual orien-
tation of two-spirit individuals but rather refers 
more to gender and traditional roles within a 
tribal context. In “Straightening the Shawl,” 
ezra Redeagle Whitman writes,

I have toiled over this question for years. 
Am I a Two-Spirit? That’s not that same 
question as “Am I gay?” I know I’m 
gay. I’m gay as hell. Yet I’m doubtful of 
whether there is in me a man and woman 
who shift between duties or situations. 
That would still define roles for each as 
if either one or the other will surface in 
order to handle its respective affairs like 
gender roles of the spirit. (90)

Gregory Scofield, a Metis playwright, social 
worker, and teacher, holds a similar view of two-
spiritedness. In “You can Always count on an 
Anthropologist (To Set You Straight, crooked 
or Somewhere In-Between),” Scofield writes 
about his confusion regarding what it means 
to be two-spirited: “Apparently the cree elders 
were as mystified as I was about the whole two-
spirited description. How do you translate such a 
concept, the idea of a third or fourth gender? […] 
Then again, who really knows what sacred cere-
mony takes place inside the womb?” (160). These 
accounts give a glimpse into the difficulties of 
defining two-spiritedness, illustrating its nature 
as a term that is incredibly restrictive and unbe-
lievably open to interpretation (relying greatly on 
subjective, individual experience). 

There is also the spiritual aspect that compli-
cates the definition as well. discussing how he 
felt when he first began to explore his sexuality, 
Whitman states, “nothing felt spiritual about 
my […] sexual desires. Accepting the mystic 
power of a two-spirit made me feel like I had 
to give up sexuality altogether and hover about 

humbly voicing the visions that came to me in 
my sleep” (86). Because of this complex inter-
section of religion/spirituality and gender/sexu-
ality, many two-spirit individuals feel that they 
need to renounce the identity if they do not feel 
the spiritual aspects apply to them, or they feel 
unable to find support within the “predomi-
nantly White gay scene” (Wilson 339). In 2008, 
Scofield renounced his two-spirit identity, as 
June Scudeler explains: “while Scofield previ-
ously referred to himself as Two-Spirited, he now 
calls himself gay, because he hasn’t been trained 
in the sacred aspects of an âyahkwêw [an honored 
or sacred medicine person]” (190). With the full 
understanding of what makes a two-spirit person 
a subject of debate even within native commu-
nities, it is no wonder that within non-native 
cultures, the term causes so much confusion 
and is so often ignored. This conundrum is also 
why native American/First nations individuals 
who identify as two-spirit are doubly marginal-
ized, because their race and the spiritual aspect 
of their sexual/gender identity does not fit into 
Western queer culture, and they are often left 
without support for their identities within their 
own Indigenous communities.

In some cases, individuals who identify as 
two-spirited will engage in cross-dressing, or 
in activities that actively seek to upset cultural 
norms of gender roles and gendered activities 
or behaviors. In Men as Women, Women as Men: 
Changing Gender in Native American Cultures, 

…Native American/First Nations 
individuals who identify as two-

spirit are doubly marginalized, 
because their race and the 

spiritual aspect of their sexual/
gender identity does not fit into 
Western queer culture, and they 

are often left without support for 
their identities within their own 

Indigenous communities.
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Sabine Lang explores the history of this sort of 
activity within various native communities in 
varying geographical locations and timeframes. 
According to Lang, the act of cross-dressing is 
not often practiced anymore within Indigenous 
communities due to the prominence of associa-
tions of (homo)sexuality with such behavior(s). 
This tradition is no longer practiced as often, 
therefore, as many native American/First 
nations individuals desire to fit in with society 
rather than purposely ostracize themselves. And 
this is often especially true in schools and young 
peoples’ social settings. 

Another researcher and artist who identifies 
as two-spirit, Qwo-Li driskill explains, “the 
term ‘two-Spirit’ is a word that resists colonial 
definitions of who we are. It is an expression 
of our sexual and gender identities as sovereign 
from those of white GLBT movements” (52). 
Thus, while the term two-spirit is often used to 
encompass GLBTQ identities, but within native 
communities, driskill shows how the two-spirit 
identity is one that resists these terms and works 
to separate itself from colonial definitions of sex 
and gender, even queer definitions. He goes on to 
clarify that “[t]he coinage of the word was never 
meant to create a monolithic understanding of 
the array of native traditions regarding what 
dominant european and euroamerican tradi-
tions call ‘alternative’ genders and sexualities” 
(52). driskill states that he often finds himself 
using the words “Queer” and “Trans” to “trans-
late my gendered and sexual realities for those 
not familiar with native traditions, but at heart, 
if there is a term that could possibly describe me 
in english, I simply consider myself a Two-Spirit 
person” (52). This sort of complexity is most likely 
what is at the heart of the absence of two-spirit 
characters currently in YA literature. Without 
authors and publishers taking the time to define 
the identity category and its relation to a very 
specific tradition or history, however, two-spirit 
as a term becomes incredibly difficult to interpret 
fully. driskill demonstrates this difficulty in his 
own life:

I’m not necessarily “Queer” in cherokee 
contexts, because differences are not 

seen in the same light as they are in 
euroamerican contexts. I’m not neces-
sarily “Transgender” in cherokee 
contexts, because I’m simply the 
gender I am. I’m not necessarily “Gay,” 
because that word rests on the concept 
of men-loving-men, and ignores the 
complexity of my gender identity. It is 
only within the rigid gender regimes of 
white America that I become Trans or 
Queer. […] As native people, our erotic 
lives and identities have been colonized 
along with our homelands. (52)

Understanding and writing about this sort of 
nuanced description of identity is intimidating 
for academics and researchers outside of native 
communities, and many non-native authors 
avoid this sort of complication for fear of “getting 
it wrong.” Linda Alcoff for instance, in “The 
Problem of Speaking for Others,” writes that 
the position of an individual as either a part of 
or apart from a specific place/time/culture is an 
important component of speaking for or about 
other people(s): “I would stress that the practice 
of speaking for others is often born of a desire for 
mastery, to privilege oneself as the one who more 
correctly understands the truth about another’s 
situation or as one who can champion a just cause 
and thus achieve glory and praise” (29). While 
this is very much true in the context of colonialist 
attitudes in specific socio-political contexts, I 
would also argue, in the vein of cynthia Sugars, 
that within fiction there is more freedom to 
write about others without appearing to take 
over or master them. Sugars writes, “[i]f litera-
ture is a realm where the suspension of disbelief 
enables the illusion of such immersion, where 
the author’s unconscious is momentarily allowed 
to touch that of the reader, it is also a treach-
erous space that leaves one open to misrecogni-
tion” (16). The danger of speaking for someone 
else is inherent in the writing process when it 
comes to fiction; authors will always be writing 
about people and experiences that are not their 
own. What is necessary, though, is sensitivity to 
the lives and experiences of those who are being 
mirrored within the fictional world. 
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Without a combination of sensitivity and the desire/ability to write 
about others, women could not write books about men, and straight 
people could not write about LGBT individuals; emily danforth would 
not have been able to write most of the characters in The Miseducation of 
Cameron Post; I would not be able to write this paper. Much like trans* 

novels—which have now come much more into their 
own, being written by non-trans authors, with complex 
and nuanced character development—until more authors 
take the step of trying to “get it right” in regards to two-
spirit identities the literature will not materialize. It is my 
hope, however, that with aid and support of two-spirited 
individuals and advocacy groups, there will be a greater 
desire for authors and publishers to produce such litera-
ture in the future.   

With so many books coming out about LGBTQ 
themes and individuals,4 it is unfortunate that two-spirit 
individuals are still so absent from the greater body of 
queer YA literature. There are a number of novels with 
two-spirit content on library shelves, though the majority 
are written for, or at least marketed toward, an adult 
audience. The majority of books with two-spirit content 
that are aimed at a young adult audience conform to the 
broader definition of the term, which describes indi-
viduals who may be gay/lesbian/transgender/etc., who 
also happen to live in native American or First nations 
communities in north America.5 The more specific defi-
nition which I discussed earlier on—that being two-
spirited is more than just being lesbian, gay, or bisexual 
within an Indigenous context; that it embodies male and 
female spirits in a spiritual context—is only fully evident 

in two novels: The Miseducation of Cameron Post by emily danforth, and 
celu Amberstone’s The Dreamer’s Legacy. This is not to say that there 
are no other quality novels available with native gay/lesbian youths, 
but the novels I will be discussing highlight the more specific defini-
tion of two-spirit youth who find themselves living outside of even a 
gay or lesbian identity within native communities. These young people, 
therefore, are still mostly unable to find themselves within the mirrors 
of young people’s fiction.

Two-Spirited Youth 
not only academics, researchers, and/or professional writers notice the 
difficulties of identifying outside of prescribed social norms of sexuality 
and gender: young two-spirit individuals have caught onto the complex-
ities of identifying outside of LGBTQ. On the blog for2spirits—a space 
of LGBT, Queer and Two-Spirit Indigenous People—some users have 
posted their thoughts and experiences growing up as two-spirit. These 
accounts show the often-convoluted way of expressing identity that is 
necessary when living as two-spirit. An anonymous user writes: 
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For a while, I had always assumed I was just gay (I liked guys 
and not girls; that’s gay right?) However, I didn’t always feels 
very masculine or male. My gender seemed to fluctuate a lot. 
One minute I felt very masculine. The next, all I wanted to do 
was be Beyonce. Being two-spirited, having both a masculine 
and feminine spirit in one body, fit my identity/gender/sexuality 
perfectly. It all made so much sense.

While labels are often limiting and unrealistic 
in terms of what they actually characterize, 
two-spirit as a term is intricate and specific in 
a way that, while limiting, is also expansive and 
manages to cover an aspect of gender and sexu-
ality that colonial terminology does not. Anony-
mous understands this, going on to explain his 
take on coming out as two-spirit, and what it 
means to him historically and culturally:

colonialism and the christianization [sic] of natives almost 
eradicated the Two-Spirit identity. Since gender non-confor-
mity and same-sex attractions were “against God,” Two-Spirit 
natives were murdered or forced to assimilate. After years of 
fear, torture, murder, and brainwashing many natives began to 
assimilate or believe in christianity and its teachings against 
Two-Spirit natives, much like my family.

Another example of a user who differentiates two-spirit from other 
identities is Awkwarddisaster. This user writes, “i am a transmasculine 
genderqueer who is ojibwe, and i have an ojibwe + cree cousin who is 
two-spirit, but other than that, i haven’t met any indigenous people 
who identify outside the gender binary. this blog is such a wonderful 
thing. thank you for creating it!” What this quotation shows is that 
some young people in native communities, even though they are queer, 
do not identify as two-spirit, because of the specific contextual nature of 
the term. The second half of this quotation is also notable; it acknowl-
edges the blog as a necessary space for youth to find others like them, an 
acknowledgement that also reinforces the need for young people to be 
able to see themselves mirrored in various aspects of culture, including 
literature. And literature is exactly the space that is still almost entirely 
unpopulated by two-spirit individuals.

Two-Spirited Characters
I wish to move forward from a discussion of real-life two-spirited 
individuals, to a consideration of two fictional instances of two-spirited 
young people in contemporary YA literature. emily danforth’s recent 
novel, The Miseducation of Cameron Post, is a nuanced and complex book 
about the experiences—both delightful and depressing—of cameron 
Post, a young girl who is discovers she is a lesbian. When her first 

While labels are often limiting and 
unrealistic in terms of what they 
actually characterize, two-spirit as 
a term is intricate and specific in 
a way that, while limiting, is also 
expansive and manages to cover an 
aspect of gender and sexuality that 
colonial terminology does not. 
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relationship goes awry and her conservative 
christian relatives learn about her sexuality, they 
send her away to a christian camp for reparative 
therapy to help covert her to a heterosexual 
orientation. Upon her arrival at the camp, 
cameron meets her fellow sexual rejects—those 
considered to be sexual deviants in the face of 
mainstream Western sexual ideals. The camp is 
full of young people who are being convinced that 
their sexual and gender identities are abhorrent 
and in need of change; they are threatened 
with excommunication from families and 
religious communities if they do not transform 
to meet the expectations of the camp directors. 
Among the incarcerated teens is a young man 
by the name of Adam Red eagle. He is native 
American—significantly not plagued by issues 
growing up on a reservation (a prominent theme 
when discussing life as a native American in YA 
books)—and he self-identifies as two-spirited. 
Adam’s inclusion in the novel is a huge step 
forward for YA literature, providing readers with 
a previously invisible sexual identity within the 
fictional world. His presence is enlightening 
as well, giving danforth the chance to explore 
two-spiritedness as an identity and a historically 
important aspect of indigenous culture. 

each young person who has been forced to 
attend the camp is asked to write out a brief outline 
of why he or she is there. Adam Red eagle has 
this to say about himself and his situation: “dad’s 
extreme modesty and lack of physical affection 
caused me to look for physical affection from other 
men in sinful ways. Too close with mom—wrong 
gender modeling. Yanktonais’ beliefs (winkte) 
conflict with Bible. Broken home” (292). Later, 
while talking to cameron, Adam explains his 
identity in greater detail, making sure to differ-
entiate two-spirit from being gay: “no gay image 
here, I’m winkte…. [A] two-souls person…. It’s 
a Lakota word, well, the shorter version of one. 
Winyanktehca. But it doesn’t mean gay. It’s some-
thing different” (309). There is a desire to differ-
entiate the two-spirit identity, explaining that it 
“is an expression of […] sexual and gender iden-
tities as sovereign from those of white GLBT 
movements” (driskill 52). Much like the two-
spirited youth I quoted earlier, Adam wants to 

remain true to his identity as well as his history, 
and to the intersections between the two.

during his exchange with cameron, Adam 
reveals how his parents each show a very different 
understanding of his identity: “It was seen in a 
vision on the day of my birth…. If you believe 
my mother, that is. If you believe my father, then 
my mother concocted this nonsense as an excuse 
for my faggy nature, and I need to just man up 
already” (309). The complexity of two-spirit as an 
identity is most apparent during Adam’s coming 
out process, it seems. Trying to explain an iden-
tity that is so tied to a cultural upbringing or 
experience to a person or group of people outside 
of that tradition is an incredible source of anxiety 
and confusion for two-spirit youth. Just as people 
such as driskill have to resort to euroamerican 
terminology when describing themselves, so 
Adam has to do in danforth’s novel. Regarding 
his earlier discussion with cameron, Adam 
goes on to explain, “My dad’s version is easier to 
explain to everyone single person in the world 
who doesn’t know Lakota beliefs. I’m not gay. 
I’m not even a tranny. I’m like pre-gender, or 
almost like a third gender that’s male and female 
combined…. Winktes are supposed to somehow 
bridge the divide between genders and be healers 
and spirit people” (309-10). Adam’s character is a 
complex one even though he is only in the novel 
for a short period of time. His identity is one that 
is difficult to explain, though danforth makes 
a valiant effort to cover as many aspects of his 
gender and sexuality as possible without making 
him sound like a case study. Adam is a mirror 
of a very real young adult experience—that of 
coming out and having to explain the nuances 
of two-spirit vs. queer or trans* identities. Much 
like trans* narratives for teens, the concentration 
in this novel is on exploring identity and coming 
out rather than exploring physical relationships, 
or romantic relationships in general. Like trans* 
narratives, there has to be one book that starts a 

Like trans* narratives, there has to 
be one book that starts a trend, and 
hopefully this is just such a book for 
two-spirit characters.
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trend, and hopefully this is just such a book for 
two-spirit characters.

While Cameron Post is grounded in realism, 
celu Amberstone’s The Dreamer’s Legacy is 
grounded more in fantasy. This is significant 
because the narrative gives voice to more mystical 
and spiritual aspects of indigenous cultures; spirit 
animals and a connection to the spirit realm are 
important to the protagonist. Amberstone’s novel 
focuses on the young Tasimu, a boy very much 
connected with the spirit world. His Grand-
father and another man named chumco are 
both Qwakaihi—shaman-like figures within 
the tribe. The two-spirited nature of chumco 
is incredibly subtle, only being shown to savvy 
readers through nuanced descriptions of action 
and personal characteristics. While Tasimu’s 
Grandfather is a respected elder, chumco is 
considered to be a much darker character, albeit 
one who exhibits more feminine qualities, giving 
the impression that he may be two-spirit: “To 
my surprise, chumco untied the thong around 
my braid, and began combing out my long dark 
hair with a finely carved wooden comb. As he 
worked, he sang a low chant under his breath. 
[…] The song brought back memories of my 
babyhood, Mother sitting me on her lap, untan-
gling my hair with a brush made of poplar twigs” 
(125). chumco’s actions are reminiscent of a 
mother’s, combing Tasimu’s hair and singing to 
him. Granted this is very subtle as far as intro-
ducing a two-spirit figure, but it is an introduc-
tion to a figure in native tradition that does 
not conform to dominant Western traditions of 
gender. chumco, as a character is more feminine 
in nature, is a powerful figure within the tribe, 
and has ties with the spirit world, all qualities 
ascribed to historical figures identified as being 
two-spirit.

Both authors bring recognition to two-
spiritedness through their novels—danforth 
through the fully realized and explicitly two-
spirited Adam, and Amberstone through more 
subtle clues and mystical spiritualism regarding 
chumco. Readers of both novels can learn 
about two-spiritedness, some of its history, and 
how two-spirited individuals function within 
Western cultures that have redefined sexuality 

and gender identity over the centuries. Through 
these novels, young people will hopefully become 
more interested in what it means to be two-spirit 
and will be able to learn more about or connect 
with groups and communities that are working to 
bring back the two-spirit identity into a contem-
porary context. each of the two representations 
discussed herein work to complicate traditional 
identity categories, bringing forth identity as a 
fluid and social category entrenched in history 

and tradition. But the two-spirit identity is one 
that can, and hopefully will, ultimately break 
free from the repressive and colonial attitudes in 
which it has become mired.

Conclusion
evidence of two-spirited teens or any such char-
acters in literature for youth is nearly absent. 
danforth’s Miseducation of Cameron Post and 
Amberstone’s Dreamer’s Legacy are the only 
two novels I could find with two-spirit charac-
ters that were identified as being different from 
Western notions of queerness, that is characters 
who are LGBT and also happen to be from an 
indigenous population. There are novels now 
available, though still few, with queer native 
characters who identify within accepted Western 
terminology, but there are only these two with 
more specific and marginalized two-spirit char-
acters (beyond gay/lesbian identities), and of 
the two, only Cameron Post has a self-identified 
two-spirited character. Adam as a character acts 
and reacts much in the same way that two-spirit 
youth do in their self-representations, trying 
to live outside the borders of accepted identity 
politics, having to explain the differences each 
and every time they come out. Adam’s expe-
rience being ostracized from his community 
seems typical as well in many ways as the earlier 

…the two-spirit identity is one 
that can, and hopefully will, 
ultimately break free from the 
repressive and colonial attitudes in 
which it has become mired.
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youth testimonies concur, showing just how much the colonial influ-
ence of european culture has caused native communities to abandon 
acceptance of two-spiritedness in favor of mainstream heteronormative 
thinking. But what does this all mean for the future of literature for all, 
including those occupying marginalized identities, whether in terms of 
sexuality or gender or racial difference?

I can only posit that the current lack of two-spirit individuals in liter-
ature for young people is due to the fact that the term is so confusing 
to some that they do not wish to engage with it in such a public venue 
as a published novel, or the term has become such an umbrella—much 
like queer—that authors do not consider using the term because they 
would rather use gay, lesbian, and so on, rather than use a lesser-known 
identity category. I can understand both of these possibilities; however, 
if the term is not used and does not show up in YA literature, how can 
we expect young people who identify as two-spirit to find books that 
represent them and their experiences? We need more books with strong 
two-spirited characters, much like danforth’s Adam, and we need more 
education on lesser known terminology so young people can understand 
that just because a certain term is not used often, it does not mean that 
their experiences and existence are being ignored or erased.

Notes
1. A sample of this emerging research area is as follows: Abate and 

kidd, Over the Rainbow: Queer Children’s and Young Adult Litera-
ture (2011); Bittner, “The Trouble with normal: Transsexual Youth 
and the desire for normalcy as Reflected in Young Adult Literature” 
(2010); cart and Jenkins, The Heart Has Its Reasons: Young Adult 
Literature with Gay/Lesbian/Queer Content, 1969-2004 (2006); 
crisp and knezek, “‘I Just don’t See Myself Here’: challenging 
conversations about LGBTQ Adolescent Literature” (2010); crisp, 
“From Romance to Magical Realism: Limits and Possibilities in Gay 
Adolescent Fiction” (2009); Rockefeller, “The Genre of Gender: The 
emerging canon of Transgender-Inclusive YA Literature” (2007).

2. Genderqueer as defined in the OED is a term used to describe a 
person “who does not subscribe to conventional gender distinc-
tions, but identifies with neither, both, or a combination of male and 
female genders.” The website itspronouncedmetrosexual.com defines 
trans* as “an umbrella term that refers to all of the identities within 
the gender identity spectrum…the asterisk makes special note in an 
effort to include all non-cisgender gender identities, including trans-
gender, transsexual, transvestite, genderqueer, genderfluid, non-
binary, genderfuck, genderless, agender, non-gendered, third gender, 
two-spirit, bigender, and trans man and trans woman.” 

3. In 1990, during the third annual intertribal native American/First 
nations conference in Winnipeg, two-spirit was chosen to replace 
berdache as a descriptor of queer individuals within Indigenous 
communities. 

4. christine Jenkins and Michael cart have been collecting statistics 
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on LGBTQ books for many years, and full charts and information 
can be found in their book, The Heart Has Its Reasons: Young Adult 
Literature with Gay/Lesbian/Queer Content, 1969-2004 (2006). Also, 
Malinda Lo, a young adult author, has recently completed an analysis 
of queer literature for youth from 1969-2011, where she noted the 
increase in queer YA novels: from 1969 to 1980, only 1-2 queer YA 
books were published per year, while in 2011 there were over 25.

5. See, for example, daniel Heath Justice’s fantasy trilogy, The Way 
of Thorn and Thunder: Kynship (2005), Wrywood (2006) and Dreyd 
(2007), and Lee Maracle’s Will’s Garden (2008).
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