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Introduction

I Felt Like I Was Going to Explode

“I don’t know what drew me to the cover of the book, but I looked at
it and went, ‘Oh my god!” I'm like this! Everything changed after that,”
explained Margie. Etched into her memory, Margie recalled that pivotal
moment she first encountered a transgender representation in popular
media. As a teenager strolling through the aisles of her local drugstore,
the book that caught her eye chronicled the life of Christine Jorgensen.
Jorgensen was a former American soldier who had undergone a sex
change in the 1950s, and whose story garnered international attention.
When Margie came across Jorgensen’s story in paperback, she experi-
enced a jolt of self-recognition. “I was a teenager, and I was at a local
drugstore that had magazines and paperbacks. I saw the Christine Jor-
gensen story . . . I took it home and I read it. I was just flabbergasted. I
was like, this is me. I knew, ‘hey there’s one other person in the world
like me’ Reading those pages gave me comfort.” For Margie, that book
served as a kind of mirror. She saw herself in Jorgensen’s life story, and
the act of reading helped her realize that gender transformation was
possible, and even more, that changing sex did not mean foregoing a
successful and fulfilling life. Feelings of solace and encouragement
washed over her. She no longer felt so alone.

Margie is a 59-year-old white transgender woman and a small-
business owner who lives in the Detroit suburbs. She is a grandmother,
a Detroit Tigers fan, and an avid viewer of Fox News. Raised as a boy in
a close, conservative Michigan community, Margie grew up in a media
and information environment that had little to offer in terms of trans-
gender visibility and discourse. “I grew up in the 1950s and 1960s and
there just wasn't anything,” she explained, “I think probably in the 1970s
magazines were important because we didn’t have the Internet. I'd search
through magazines sometimes. But the things I found in magazines
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were always from a pornographic point of view because there wasn’t
anything else. I did search, but there just weren’t any options” Margie
remembers feeling alienated in the suburbs and facing unrelenting pres-
sure from family, friends, and teachers to fit in and to convincingly por-
tray masculinity. Despite this she recalled, “I knew I was different . . . I
felt that I should be a girl” As a young person, even though she lacked
the self-awareness, vocabulary, and social support to fully come to terms
with what she called “her situation,” Margie cross-dressed in private. In
her bedroom, she cautiously experimented with her identity, because,
as she admitted, “My parents had very specific ideas about what you
were going to be and about what roles you were allowed to be in. My
parents were strict. Very loving, but I tried very hard to please them?”
So, as a teenager Margie kept that drugstore paperback about Chris-
tine Jorgensen, her precious resource, hidden from sight in her room,
reading it every chance she could get beyond her parents’ watchful eyes.
Armed with the new and liberating perspective she gleaned from the
book, Margie imagined becoming a girl, daydreaming with delight. But
she was at a point in her life where the possibility of gender transition
“just seemed like a farfetched dream.”

As Margie became a young adult, she continued on the predeter-
mined course paved for men growing up in the postwar era: get a job,
get married, move to the suburbs, and have kids. After marrying in 1971
and following the birth of her first child in 1972, Margie told her wife
she “liked to dress up,” and for years continued to secretly cross-dress at
home. Yet, the burdens of a restricted self became unbearable. She had
to stop hiding. “I struggled with it like everybody else for all those years
until I got to the point where I felt like I was going to explode, and either
do something about it, or kill myself”

This turning point occurred in 2005, the result of changes in Margie’s life
circumstances and her media environment. “I started getting truly involved
on the Internet . . . Being able to access other people through chat or web-
sites opened up everything. Being able to create an identity that I wanted
but that I couldn’t quite have and live helped. Knowing there was a possibil-
ity that transgender existed. It also was that my children were grown and
didn’t have to answer to their peers” With her children out of the house,
her business stable and profitable, and the Internet at her fingertips, Margie
began to consider gender transition. Exploding was no longer necessary.
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In 2010, Margie initiated her gender transition. She was ecstatic and
immediately changed her name and the gender marker on her driver’s
license. Nevertheless, transitioning generated new challenges. Margie
struggled to maintain the relationships she had long established with
family, friends, and business colleagues. Although many were support-
ive, some did not understand her decision to transition and distanced
themselves from her. Moreover, her marriage was at stake. Margie and
her wife were best friends and wanted to remain together. But what
would this new relationship look like? In answering this question, they
turned to media for guidance. Together, Margie and her wife watched as
many transgender-themed films and documentaries as they could find.
“The movies,” Margie explained, “make it easier to talk about this stuff,
which is very hard sometimes.” Their media journey took them from
movies to transgender novels, works of nonfiction, and advocacy web-
sites. All the while, they talked openly about what they read. They took
notes and shared insights. Sometimes they fought. Laboring to live as
the couple they were before while managing new challenges was dif-
ficult, but they ultimately stayed married.

x* k%

I first met Margie at “Trans Chat”—a transgender discussion and sup-
port group in the Midwest—while I was conducting fieldwork for this
book between 2008 and 2012. She was one of the group’s more senior
and vocal participants, and playfully referred to herself as its “yenta.”
When I told her I was writing a book and asked her for an interview, she
accepted without hesitation.

During our first sit-down together, we discussed Margie’s thoughts on
media and transgender representation. She emphatically reiterated the
following conviction. “The general public needs to see we're just ordinary
people” Knowing I was going to be writing about the transgender com-
munity for a larger audience, Margie wanted to ensure that I compre-
hended the everyday ordinariness of transgender life—a perspective she
felt was largely absent from media and popular discourse. Transgender
ordinariness was paramount for her because since transitioning, Margie
has strived to create her own version of an ordinary life, and even more, a
seemingly conservative and traditional one. She has been married since
she was in her twenties, has raised two children, and spends much of her
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free time spoiling her several grandchildren. She resides in a suburban
middle-class neighborhood of manicured lawns and minivans. She voted
for Mitt Romney in the 2012 presidential election and identifies as a po-
litical conservative. Her favorite TV channel is Fox News, although she
admittedly takes issue with some of its commentators’ political views.
At the same time, Margie is by no means June Cleaver. As a transgen-
der person, her ordinary is far more elastic and queer. In many ways, Mar-
gie’s gender transition ruptured her conventional worldview. It enriched
her life and gave her a more nuanced perspective. “Ever since coming out
as trans, and living it, my view of the world has certainly broadened” As a
queer person, she loves spending nights out dancing at gay bars, partying
in Key West, and making friends in the LGBT community—something
she never did before her transition. She considers sexuality and gender to
be fluid concepts and laments how they are too often narrowly defined.
Margie’s gender transition also queered her marriage. Recently, Margie
and her wife made the decision to open up and redefine their relation-
ship. Both have started to date men. Although they are often mistaken
for a lesbian couple when they go out, they routinely check out potential
male lovers together. Revealing a playful grin, Margie explained, “The
funny thing is when we go shopping and she dotes on me, people per-
ceive us as a lesbian couple. That bothers her a little bit. I love her and I
grab her and give her a big kiss, but she doesn’t want to be perceived as a
lesbian. That’s fine. I'd rather have the guys hitting on me anyways.

* % %

Margie’s story speaks to the central themes and concerns of this book,
namely, the many influences of media and technologies of com-
munication on the everyday lives of transgender individuals. In her
life narrative, media were leading protagonists. They both structured the
norms that limited her life possibilities and offered avenues of agency
and self-authorship. From reading the Christine Jorgensen paperback to
experimenting with transgender identity in Internet chat rooms, Mar-
gie’s media use influenced and interacted with the dynamics and contexts
of her life situation to transform how she performed gender, understood
sexual subjectivity, and lived her everyday life. Media were used as
resources for information and self-exploration, and helped her facilitate
difficult interpersonal conversations. They were also ambassadors to the
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outside world, as she looked to and relied on them to explain transgen-
der experience to broader audiences. Media were also affective engines,
as they stirred and moved her. They generated powerful resonances,
provoking a spectrum of emotions ranging from disappointment and
discomfort to excitement and hope. They reinforced feelings of loneli-
ness, while simultaneously introducing horizons of possibility. Finally,
throughout her gender transition, media made a sense of ordinary life
more or less within reach.

In chronicling the experiences of people like Margie, this book offers
a portrait of how transgender individuals lived with media toward the
latter part of the twentieth and the beginning of the twenty-first cen-
tury. This was a time before the recent wave of transgender visibility in
our culture, before what Time magazine called the “Transgender Tipping
Point” (Steinmetz 2014). It was before Caitlyn Jenner and her reality TV
show, before Netflix’s Orange Is the New Black, Amazon’s Transparent,
and the current transgender reality television boom. It was before the
celebrity of Laverne Cox and Janet Mock, and before transgender male
models graced the cover of Men’s Health magazine. Situated during this
historic moment, during a time of growing but uneven and scattered ac-
cess to transgender representation and communication networks, this
book offers a snapshot of how transgender audiences made their way
toward identity and ordinary life. It explores how they integrated the
available media discourses into their emotional, cognitive, and everyday
experiences. It investigates the media practices transgender individuals
employed to achieve and preserve what Butler (2004) calls a “liveable life”
(225), that is to say, a life that consists of “what humans require in order
to maintain and reproduce the conditions of their own livability” (226).

Preliminary research into these issues has furnished important in-
sights confirming, for example, that media help transgender commu-
nities politically organize, find information and resources, share life
stories, perform identity work, and feel less alone.! These studies are
important first steps, but have only begun to scratch the surface. As
Margie’s life situation illustrates, the story is far more layered, compli-
cated, mundane, and entrenched in the everyday than this work reveals.
This book’s objective then is to offer an empirically grounded and deeply
contextualized analysis of the intersection between media, transgender
experience, and everyday life.
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Media Audiences and Everyday Life

This book foregrounds transgender individuals as media audiences and
users of technology. It spotlights their thoughts and experiences, allow-
ing them to speak on their own behalf. Aligning itself with their point
of view, it privileges an “emic” (Fetterman 1989) or insider’s perspec-
tive, seeking to understand transgender individuals and communities
on their own terms. This approach emerges from a rich tradition in the
qualitative, ethnographic study of media reception and use.” Broadly
speaking, audience ethnographies focus on the interpretive work of
audiences (Livingstone 2003), or the meanings they bring to and take
away from encounters with media and technology. Audience ethnogra-
phies situate audiences within the complexities of living in the everyday
world, trying to “get a grasp of our contemporary ‘media culture, par-
ticularly as it can be seen in the role of the media in everyday life”
(Alasuutari 1999, 6).

This booK’s inquiry is anchored in everyday life—that intuitive and
familiar yet ultimately nebulous concept. While we all have an every-
day life, and harbor a sense of what it is, its exact definition is elusive,
multiple, and contested. In this book, I approach everyday life in line
with Lefebvre (1991), as a kind of “fertile soil” (87), a generative ground
beneath our feet from which all human activity grows. It is our home
base, our domus, an utterly known place defined by repetition, habit,
and order (Bonner 2003; Felski 1999; Highmore 2002). In this way, ev-
eryday life is “the essential, taken-for-granted continuum of mundane
activities that frames our forays into more esoteric or exotic worlds”
(Felski 1999, 15). At the same time, everyday life is elastic and ripe for
incursion by the queer and the uncanny. As Creed (2005) suggests, “the
supposedly stable nature of the everyday, its regulatory laws, are easily
undermined,” and its character engenders a “strange alliance of familiar
and unfamiliar” (485).

The taken-for-granted continuum of everyday life, one always poised
for metamorphosis, is a site of competing power relations and a relent-
less struggle between structure and agency. For scholars such as Lefebvre
(1991, 2002), everyday life was fundamentally exploitative: governed by
capitalist elites, colonized by the logic of the commodity, and plagued with
unequal power relations.’ Others such as Michel de Certeau (1984) argued
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that even as everyday life is constrained by a “grid of discipline” (xiv),
human agency and creativity ultimately lie at its core. In the everyday, de
Certeau (1984) argued, “users make (bricolent) innumerable and infini-
tesimal transformations of and within the dominant cultural economy in
order to adapt it to their own interests and their own rules” (xiii—xiv).

I adopt the point of view that everyday life is not fully constituted by
structure or by agency. Rather, it is a dialectical relationship between
macro-level forces and micro-level individual practices. Following Ka-
plan and Ross (2002), the everyday exists

somewhere in the rift opened up between the subjective, phenomeno-
logical, sensory apparatus of the individual and reified institutions . . .
Institutions, codes, and paradigms are not abstract constructs confront-
ing us in some official “out there” Nor do we come to institutions alone.
We live in them in historically specific ways, and we live them. (79)

Everyday life is exactly this space of living: living with, living in, living
in-between, and living against power. Yet, the everyday is remarkably
more than the calculated workings of power, more than a field upon
which market forces or politics play out. Even Lefebvre (1991) conceded
that everyday life “has a secret life and a richness of its own” (87).
Following in the ethnographic tradition, this book delves deeply into
everyday experience to draw out its secret life. It investigates the large
and small challenges, triumphs, and contradictions of being transgender
and living in a world increasingly organized around communications
technologies. As Carey (1992) argues, “modern communications have
drastically altered the ordinary terms of experience and consciousness,
the ordinary structures of interest and feeling, the normal sense of being
alive, of having a social relation” (1-2). This book interrogates the re-
lationship between these media developments and transgender life. In
other words, it delineates the “media life” of my participants; a life lived
“in” media and one made possible through the “interdependency of hu-
manity and technology” (Deuze 2012, xii). Its inquiry does not limit its
focus to one particular media form, genre, or narrative. Rather, it exam-
ines the “media environments” of transgender individuals, or the ensem-
ble of communications technologies available to them and utilized in the
everyday.* Cutting across historic space and time, the book examines the
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media environments of both older and younger transgender people. It
addresses what it was like to be transgender in a world when it was gen-
erally unseen and unknowable—before cable TV, Netflix, and the Inter-
net. It highlights the realities of living in a more traditional, less diverse
media environment, defined by scarcity and technological differentia-
tion. At the same time, it also reveals the social impact of technological
change as media have become increasingly ubiquitous, accessible, inter-
active, and defined by “convergence” (Jenkins 2006), a process in which
“consumers are encouraged to seek out new information and make con-
nections among dispersed media content” (3).

In exploring how transgender individuals use media across time (across
historic time and across the span of their individual lifetimes), I draw out
the similarities among and differences between “old” and “new” technol-
ogy, emphasizing what they make (and fail to make) possible for users. In
this way, I adopt a “practice theory” of media (Couldry 2012), conceptual-
izing media and technology within the context of their everyday use. Such
a “practice” approach understands media in terms of “actions that are di-
rectly oriented to media; actions that involve media without necessarily
having media as their aim or object; and actions whose possibility is condi-
tioned by the prior existence, presence, or functioning of media” (Couldry
2012, 35; emphasis in original).’ I situate transgender individuals’ everyday
media use alongside other life experiences and practices, and at the junc-
ture of various micro- and macroeconomic, political, and social forces that
shape their world. In doing so, I aim to generate a theoretical architecture
for considering those quieter, less heroic, and less politically conspicuous
forms of media use, which typically go unnoticed by researchers.

“He Knows the Ground Rules”

“This is Andre Cavalcante. He is a scholar researching media and trans-
gender issues. I've allowed him to observe our group,” explained Reese to
the members of Trans Chat, a transgender support and discussion group
that met weekly in a small Midwestern city. Reese was the lead facilitator
of the group and one of its founders. A member of the working poor, she
had little in terms of material wealth but devoted her life to helping trans-
gender and queer communities. Week after week, as I observed the group,
Reese offered me the same introduction, always concluding with, “He will
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be taking notes, but he knows the ground rules” In order for Trans Chat
to be a safe and welcoming space, ground rules were essential: everything
discussed during the group meeting was confidential, everyone had a
right to talk and share their experience, members would treat each other
with respect and kindness, and talking over others or having side conver-
sations was forbidden. As an outsider and observer, I also had my own
ground rules. Under no circumstance could I record meetings with my
digital voice recorder, and I was restricted from documenting the proper
names or identifying information about individual group members in my
notes. I was, however, allowed to notate recurring themes, general topics
of concern, and the gist of individual conversations that emerged.

For two years, I observed and at times participated in Trans Chat’s meet-
ings, which were held at a Midwestern LGBT community center and typi-
cally lasted two hours. For those who attended, Trans Chat was a sacred
space. It reliably and routinely provided feelings of safety, belonging, and
affirmation to its members, who were all along the transgender spectrum.
Some identified as transsexual, and had or desired sexual reassignment
surgery. Others had just begun experimenting with cross-dressing. A few
claimed gender-fluid and non-binary identities. Members gathered to dis-
cuss a wide range of topics, from the mechanics of gender transition to
political activism and interpersonal relationships. Mainly, they shared sto-
ries and explored strategies about managing everyday life as a transgender
person. In this way, Trans Chat was a kind of naturally occurring focus
group. Observing it allowed me to encounter a plurality of voices, themes,
and opinions about transgender life through the medium of everyday talk
(Lunt and Livingstone 1996). I was able to observe when, how, and if topics
pertaining to media organically arose during conversation.

However, when I first began observing the group, many looked upon
me with curiosity, even suspicion. Week after week, I walked into the
conference room of the LGBT community center wondering how I was
going to be received. As a cisgender, or non-transgender identifying
person, I was an outsider. Each time I sat at the table, removed my black
legal notebook from my bag, and began taking notes, I communicated
my authority as a researcher and my outsider status. Indeed, the trans-
gender community has a tenuous relationship with outsiders like me at-
tempting to write about their lives. This is rooted in a history of writings
and reportage that suffer from gross misrepresentation, sensationalism,
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and reductionism. However, I am not completely an outsider. As a gay
man, [ am familiar with and sensitive to struggles around gender expres-
sion and the pressures of conformity. Moreover, as a result of the politi-
cal mobilizing of LGBT communities, I consider myself a transgender
ally. As I became a more regular figure at the Trans Chat meetings, I
began to share my own experiences and challenges. In doing so, I moved
from “passive observer” to “participant observer,” and members became
increasingly trusting of and comfortable with my presence. Neverthe-
less, my status as an outsider never fully evaporated.

Observing Trans Chat was one of the qualitative methods I employed
during my extensive fieldwork with transgender individuals and com-
munities in the American Midwest from 2008 to 2012. In addition to
this observational fieldwork, I also conducted 35 in-depth interviews
with a diverse group of self-identified transgender people. Interviews
were semi-structured and many participants were interviewed several
times over the course of a few weeks or months. My data collection was
not bound by these formal interview moments. Study participants in-
vited me into their social worlds, connecting me with their friends, lov-
ers, spouses, and families. With some, I went out to eat, visited their
workplaces, tagged along on shopping sprees, and attended dinner par-
ties. We often emailed back and forth, trading thoughts and insights,
sharing news articles and web links. One participant mailed a handwrit-
ten three-page letter to my office expressing her appreciation for having
the opportunity to share her experiences. These multi-sited and multi-
media research moments created a fuller awareness of participants” daily
lives, their local communities, and interpersonal networks.

To perform a more immersive inquiry, I traversed across the North-
ern Midwest to consult with transgender activists, community leaders,
social workers, and therapists specializing in gender identity. I attended
transgender social events, film screenings, and “clothes swap” parties. I
observed Transgender Pride events, political fund-raisers, and public
lectures. I went to transgender friendly nightclubs, restaurants, bars, and
church services, and joined transgender social networking sites, mailing
lists, and newsgroups.

For purposes of comparison, I supplemented my primary fieldwork
in the Midwest with secondary fieldwork and interviews in San Fran-
cisco, a city with a sizable and highly visible transgender community.
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In addition to one-on-one interviews, I spoke with transgender activ-
ists and observed community events, attending, for example, a “Sexual
Reassignment Fundraiser Party” for a young transgender woman in the
Castro neighborhood of the city.

Originating from the Midwest and San Francisco, the participants in
this study highlight the diversity of transgender individuals and com-
munities. They vary across age, economic class, relationship status, race,
profession, religion, and education. They are social workers, scientists,
teachers, political activists, students, web designers, and cosmetolo-
gists. Some enjoy middle-class lifestyles, whereas many were struggling
to survive during a severe economic recession in the industrial Mid-
west, where the once plentiful manufacturing and automotive jobs were
rapidly disappearing. Some have crossed from one side of the gender
binary to another—from male-to-female or female-to-male. A few were
gender-fluid and non-binary. Some chose to live “in stealth,” concealing
their transgender status through passing as a man or woman to avoid
stigma and violence. Others refused to pass, publicly affirming their
transgender and gender-nonconforming identities, or simply could not,
unable to conform to society’s strict standards of appearance for men
and women.

Nevertheless, the thread that weaves together the participants in my
study is their self-identification as transgender people. In its everyday
usage, the word “transgender” functions as an umbrella term that signifies
a wide spectrum of gender-variant and gender-marginalized identifica-
tions including, but not limited to, transsexuals (who wish to change their
sexual morphology), cross-dressers (who wear gender atypical clothing),
drag queens and drag kings (who impersonate men and women as en-
tertainment), and gender-queer, gender-fluid, and non-binary persons
(whose gender identity fluctuates or rests in between or beyond the gen-
der binary).® As Valentine (2006) noted about transgender, “the power
of the category is that it is actively seen as a collective term to gather in
all non-normative expressions of gender . . . transgender experiences are
seen to emanate from the experience of ‘gender; not ‘sexuality’” (409). In
this book, I employ the word transgender as a way of speaking to a per-
son’s actual gender, the gender that holds truth for them, which typically
deviates from the one they were assigned at birth and/or falls outside
normative social expectations and cultural scripts.
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Even as all the participants in this study identified as transgender
or “trans” (the shorthand version), they use the category and interpret
its meaning in deeply personal ways. For example, one participant ex-
plained she is a “trans woman.” Continuing, “I am a trans woman. Two
words not one word. One word suggests that were apart from women.
Trans separated from it says were women and we have this qualifier”
Another participant identified as a “woman,” clarifying, “I'm a very
particular kind of woman. I'm the kind that has a penis.” Some used
transgender as a device to express a multilayered identity, as one par-
ticipant said, “I would say I'm trans and I am a woman, and I am also
a boy, and I'm sometimes gender queer, and I'm definitely queer. That’s
how I would identify. I like to be called with female pronouns.” Other
participants ignored the language of gender entirely in defining trans-
gender. “There are so many differences in transgender. For me it is just
expressing myself the way I truly am. Living my life in a way that feels
comfortable to me”

As these definitions suggest, the category “transgender” is unsettled
and variable. It cuts across lines of race, ethnicity, socioeconomic class,
nationality, ability, sexuality, religion, and age. Importantly, while this
book introduces a broad range of voices and experiences, it is not in-
tended to be representative of all transgender people. My research sites
were restricted to the northern Midwest and San Francisco. Although
trans people of color are represented in the study, my sample skews
white. My sample also consists of those who answered my research
call and felt comfortable enough talking about themselves in detail
and allowing me to observe their world. Moreover, as anthropologist
David Valentine (2007) illuminated in his ethnography, the category
“transgender” hails certain kinds of individuals and, like all social
categories, includes and excludes. His work showed that the working
class, people of color, and those with limited education are less likely
to be familiar with the language of transgender and may not identify
with the category. Despite these conditions, “transgender” has mobi-
lized an array of gender differences under its umbrella, and the term’s
gravitational center, its connective tissue, “is the defense of the right of
each individual to define themselves” (Feinberg 1996, xi). This act of
self-definition, however, first requires the realization that transgender
identity is possible.
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Possible Self, Possible Life

One of the first themes to emerge as I began my fieldwork, and one that
would recur throughout, was the question of possibility. At some point
in their life, every participant in my study questioned whether trans life
and identity was possible, and if so, how. Although they searched, they
typically failed to find transgender people in their local community,
in their religious organizations, shopping malls, and social events. In
their immediate, everyday world, transgender was largely defined in and
through invisibility and erasure.”

Moreover, participants were also aware of the structural challenges and
systematic disenfranchisement that come with living openly as a trans
person. For example, the 2009 “National Transgender Discrimination
Survey” concluded that the transgender community experiences twice
the rate of unemployment as the general population, endures almost uni-
versal harassment on the job, and experiences a homeless rate of about
one in five.® Violence against transgender people is also alarmingly high.
Studies conducted by the National Coalition of Anti-Violence Programs
(NCAVP) conclude that violence disproportionately impacts transgender
individuals—particularly transgender women and transgender people
of color. In 2013, 72% of all LGBTQ homicides were trans women and
67% were trans women of color. Transgender individuals were also seven
times more likely to experience physical violence when dealing with law
enforcement than the general population.’

It is no surprise then that the participants in my study struggled
against an ideology of transgender impossibility, an entrenched percep-
tion that transgender is essentially abject, undesirable, and untenable.
This dilemma of possibility—the question of being “real” and viable—
lies at the core of queer experience. According to Judith Butler (2004),
“the thought of a possible life is only an indulgence for those who al-
ready know themselves to be possible. For those who are still looking to
become possible, possibility is a necessity” (219). Possibility must loom
on the horizon before individuals can take the first steps toward trans-
gender life and subjectivity. My research reveals that media and com-
munications technologies can both impede and/or support this stride.

Media are arbiters of possibility. As instruments of power/knowledge
(Foucault 1980), they franchise what is and is not possible. They borrow
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from the architecture of daily life and, according to Silverstone (1994),
furnish the “metaphors and myths of the stuft of everyday experience
and discourse” (167). Media help determine the extent to which identi-
ties are legitimate, sanctioned, and “real.” They set the parameters of
everyday life and suggest who is (and is not) deserving of one.'® Im-
portantly, media and technology are not the only arbiters of everyday
possibilities. Educational institutions, medical authorities, religious or-
ganizations, market logics, and the state, for example, are equally impor-
tant forces. Each mobilizes power and exhibits its own force relations in
structuring the normative patterns of the world. However, in this book
my focus is on media and the ways their publicity, accessibility, and ev-
erydayness set the terms for transgender possibilities.

Throughout contemporary Western history, popular media have
overwhelmingly constructed being trans and having an everyday life as a
binary opposition. In traditional media such as film and television, trans-
gender figures bear the burden of hyperbole and can only live extraordi-
nary lives punctuated with extreme violence, loneliness, or martyrdom.
Even with greater diversification, the same often holds true for newer,
emergent media. Consider, for instance, the short-lived 2010 iPhone
photo application “Peek-A-Boo Tranny.” The Apple Store’s description of
the product read: “Girlfriend, you may think that picture you're taking
is super cute, but wait until one of our fierce tranny gals jumps in and
makes it a party!” The application altered digital photos by embedding
a clownish picture of a transgender woman—typically holding a lolli-
pop with a frothy expression on her face—into the background. “Peek-
A-Boo Tranny” staged a kind of gender minstrelsy, turning transgender
identity into a cartoonish caricature. Infantilizing and trivializing, the
application was a troubling appropriation of the transgender body for
non-transgender audiences. Faced with pressure from LGBT organiza-
tions such as GLAAD (Gay and Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation)
and the Bilerico Project, Apple eventually removed the application from
its iTunes store (Simon 2010). Sprung from the dark underbelly of digital
media culture, “Peek-A-Boo Tranny” is exactly the kind of imagery that
undergirds the ideology of transgender impossibility.

At the same time and equally as important, media are more than en-
gines of impossibility. They are also precious resources of self and life-
affirmation. For the participants in my study, encounters with media
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Figure I.1. Image of the “Peek-A-Boo Tranny” app.

culture cultivated deep aspirations and feelings of hope and possibility.
In looking to become possible and in imagining transgender futures,
they turned toward media, securing comfort, communion, and glim-
mers of self-recognition. Across “old” and “new” technologies, and even
in the most unlikely of places such as The Jerry Springer Show or comic
books, their media use showed them that trans subjectivity was viable
and available.

Indeed, since the early twentieth century, the products of popular
media have been the most widely available platforms of queer, trans-
gender, and gender-nonconforming visibility (Doty 1993). Although
they have often relied on well-worn clichés and stereotypes, these repre-
sentations have been accessible features of a commonly shared cultural
landscape. Queer audiences have, for example, reveled in Marlene Diet-
rich’s cross-gender performance in the 1930 film Morocco; delighted in
the gay-male melodrama of the 1970 film The Boys in the Band; became
captivated by the shocking drag of Divine in John Waters’s 1972 film
Pink Flamingos; heralded Julie Andrews playing a woman disguised as a
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man working as a female impersonator in the 1982 film Victor/Victoria;
and howled at the campy absurdity of TV personality Pee Wee Herman
throughout the 1980s. As MTV became a cultural lightning rod, they
relished the androgyny of Boy George, Grace Jones, Prince, and Annie
Lenox. They cheered when Ellen DeGeneres announced her lesbianism
on network television in the 1990s; laughed at the antics of the openly
gay character Jack in the sitcom Will & Grace (1998-2006); and ached
from the pain and suffering depicted in the transgender themed film
Boys Don’t Cry (1999). As cable television became increasingly competi-
tive and boundary pushing in the 1990s, queer audiences watched the
gay-casted makeover show Queer Eye for the Straight Guy (2003-2007),
and tuned into Showtime’s queer-themed dramatic series Queer as Folk
(2000-2005) and The L Word (2004-2009). In recent years, they have
rooted for their favorite drag queen contestant on Ru Paul’s Drag Race
(2009-present) and took to streaming video to follow lesbian and trans-
gender characters on Netflix’s Orange Is the New Black (2013-present)
and transgender parenting on Amazon’s Transparent (2014—present).

Even in times of representational drought, audiences have actively
queered media texts by recoding the dominant meanings embedded in
them to fit their own sensibilities.'* In their imaginations, they turned
straight characters gay and bisexual (Jenkins 1992), and transformed
men into women. Despite periods of censorship, for example during
the years of the Hollywood Production Code, queer and gender variant
images still routinely slipped through the cracks of the film industry’s
institutional matrix (Lugowski 1999). Indeed, according to Doty (1993),
queerness is not peripheral to media and popular culture, but endures
as one of its defining elements.

Importantly, for those living on the margins of society, queer media
presence offers a knowing wink and a nod of assurance that they are a
part of a larger world, that they matter, and that queer life is possible. As
with Margie, transgender writer and activist, Leslie Feinberg, recalled
the affirmation she felt encountering the Christine Jorgensen story in
news media growing up. “In all the years of my childhood, I had only
heard of one person who seemed similarly ‘different,” notes Feinberg
(1992). “T had no other adult role model who crossed the boundaries of
sex or gender. Christine Jorgensen’s struggle became a message to me
that I wasn’t alone” (6-7).
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Offering the promise of queer and transgender possibility, media
representations can be profoundly transformative as an outlet for self-
discovery. As Stuart Hall (1990) maintains, identity is created “within,
not outside, representation” (222). It is an ongoing process of suturing
the self to historical and cultural discourses (Hall 1990), and media pro-
vide the raw materials (the needle and thread) for its construction. For
instance, film theorists have long maintained that characters on the “big
screen”—as they perform for us and gaze in our direction—invite op-
portunities for audiences to participate in fantasy, desire, and identity
play.'? Interfacing with figures on screen, queer audiences strategically
adopt multiple subject positions, formulate attractions, and engage in
various identifications. Beyond film, media such as television, maga-
zines, websites, books, comics, online video, mobile technologies, and
social networking platforms all function as nerve centers for “queer
identity work” (Gray 2009), for the process of experimenting with, for-
mulating, and extending the limits of queer and transgender identities.
Media are ideal tools for queer identity work because they can be con-
sumed secretly and confidentially, in safe spaces, and during times of
one’s choosing. They can be collected, saved, and archived in personal
media libraries. They can be appreciated over and over again and easily
shared and circulated within communities.

Media and communications technologies lend themselves to “tacti-
cal” practices of self and life-making. According to social theorist Mi-
chel de Certeau (1984), in navigating the structures, organizations, and
power relations of everyday life, individuals employ an ensemble of tac-
tics. Tactics are those creative, local, and surreptitious “ways of making
do” that work with and against an imposed order (29). As “an art of
the weak” (37), they are devices and maneuvers intended to circumvent,
challenge, and creatively refashion the world, allowing individuals to
carve out their own trajectory through the everyday.

The people who shared their stories with me used media and technol-
ogy in tactical ways."® They turned to digital technologies to cultivate
an understanding of their identities and to achieve the common inclu-
sions and routine affordances of everyday life from which they were
often excluded. They used mobile applications to help locate gender-
neutral bathrooms and visited websites to learn how to talk about them-
selves. They participated in discussion forums to vent and let off steam.
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Leveraging the dialectical tensions of everyday life, the participants in
my study utilized media to close the distance between transgender and
everydayness that same media helped establish.

Struggling for Ordinary

“I'm not transgender and I'm not gay. Those were alternative lifestyles,”
explained Lisa. “But after coming to the support group and learning
about what it means to be queer, and getting involved with the trans-
gender community, I realized I actually was those things” Lisa is a white
trans woman in her late fifties from the Midwest who volunteers every
week at the LGBT community center where Trans Chat meets. Before
she began attending the group, Lisa felt lost. She identified as what she
called “the typical woman trapped in a man’s body,” and struggled with
social isolation. Yet, in volunteering at the community center, attend-
ing the weekly Trans Chat meetings, and exploring transgender and
queer identities online, she eventually adopted a new vision of herself
and forged a new life trajectory, a queer life trajectory. “I now live how
I want to live . . . 'm not trapped in anything. I'm a transgender woman
and I'm queer . . . My wife was also trans, she was non-operable and I
was post-op. This is my big queer life”

As Lisa’s words underscore, one of queer thought’s leading contri-
butions has been its ability to help individuals creatively imagine and
boldly practice a “different way to be human” (Wilchins 2004, 4). Queer
discourse augments our vision and shines light onto previously unseen
identity possibilities. It “cranes like an approaching wave of potential-
ity” (Mufioz 2009, 185). It complicates borders and unsettles divisions
between gay and straight, male and female, and masculine and feminine.
It endorses an unsettled and fluid model of identity, undermining the
notion of a unified and stable self. More broadly, queerness offers an
interpretive frame and a strategic posture that stands against what a cul-
ture conceives of as “normal” (Epstein 1996; Halperin 1995)."* According
to Michel Foucault (1995), normalization is pernicious in that it creates
stringent rules; differentiates individuals according to dominant norms
and averages; hierarchizes individual traits, abilities, and bodies; offers a
“constraint of a conformity that must be achieved” (183); and marks rigid
boundaries of social acceptability and worth.
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In the everyday world, normalization works against LGBTQ individ-
uals in the form of violence, discrimination, and systematic oppression.
But it also works on them, absorbing and assimilating them into its value
systems. Duggan (2003) refers to this as homonormativity, charging that
it generates a “demobilized gay constituency and a privatized, depoliti-
cized gay culture” (50). Echoing this critique, Warner (1999) argues the
trouble with normal is that rather than taking up the mantle of cultural
difference, political liberation, and social disruption, it compels queer
people to “stay at home and make dinner for our boyfriends” (70).

Indeed, queerness is anything but the desire to stay at home and make
dinner for the boyfriend. This kind of quiet and ordinary domestic scene,
it would appear, is its antithesis, perhaps even its nemesis. Queerness
is organized around a “politics of provocation” (Epstein 1996, 153). For
some, it is the fulfillment of a radical marginality, a defiant refusal to be
known or make sense, an absolute negativity. It is thoroughly “oblique or
off line” (Ahmed 20064, 565). It is “anti-social,” located “outside and be-
yond” all forms of collective life and intelligibility (Edelman 2004, 3).'?
For others, queerness is more hopeful, but equally radical, understood as
a kind of utopia, a “forward-dawning” (Muiloz 2009, 28) stance toward
the future. It is a horizon, a not-yet-here promise of perfect community,
wild imagination, and human emancipation. Queerness has also been
conceived of as righteous failure. As Halbertsam (2011) suggests, queer-
ness as “failing, losing, forgetting, unmaking, undoing, unbecoming, not
knowing may in fact offer more creative, more cooperative, more sur-
prising ways of being in the world” (2).

But gay men, lesbians, bisexuals, and trans individuals all make din-
ner. Even the “queerest of the queer” go food shopping. At times, they
consciously choose to fit in and do “normal stuff” Sometimes—for a
variety of reasons—they are unable to refuse the status quo or resist
the media they encounter. Sometimes they do not want to unmake or
unbecome—especially when making and becoming have been so dif-
ficult. For transgender individuals, a group that typically wields less
social, political, and economic power, resistance as a political practice
or life strategy is not always possible, or even preferable within the
context of daily, lived experience.'® To be honest, I have always been
uncomfortable placing the responsibility of “the revolution” on the
shoulders of the most marginal and disenfranchised. As trans scholar
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Viviane Namaste (2000) insists, transgender people and experiences
are “more than a theory that justifies our existence” and “more than
the interesting remark that we expose how gender works” (1). Rather,
transgender life is “much less glamorous, than all that . . . forged in the
details of everyday life, marked by matters not discussed by academics
or clinical researchers . . . constituted in the mundane and uneventful”
(ibid.).

Sympathetic to Namaste’s critique, this book turns toward transgen-
der experiences in the everyday world and the ways queerness is lived.
It considers what is unique about transgender life, but also underscores
how transgender people live in common (as common) with others. It
attempts to answer why Margie was so insistent that transgender people
are “just ordinary people.” Critical, cultural scholarship has yet to come
to terms—in any serious or sustained way—with why so many queer
and transgender identifying people desire aspects of ordinary, orderly
life. What exactly does the ordinary mean to them? What is attractive
about it? Why the impulse to stay at home and make dinner for the
boyfriend?

In this book, I use the word “ordinary” strategically to move away
from the clinical, diagnostic, and deeply moralistic connotations of the
word “normal” This is not to say that “the ordinary” does not share
some of its meaning with the word “normal,” as both imply a sense of
order. In its earliest usage, for example, the word “ordinary” referred
to an imposed order, “something done by rule or authority” (Williams
1983, 225). However, these meanings represent only half the story. The
ordinary is far more capacious, more than an expression of regulatory
or disciplinary power. For cultural theorist Raymond Williams (1989),
the ordinary is inherently “good.” “Culture is ordinary,” he writes, “an
interest in learning or the arts is simple, pleasant and natural. A desire to
know what is best, and to do what is good, is the whole positive nature of
man” (7). Likewise, philosopher Stanley Rosen (2002) suggests the ordi-
nary revolves around doing “the right thing,” determining between bet-
ter and worse, and striving to “respond correctly to things, experiences,
events, and so on, as they actually are” (263)."”

Ordinariness is also about being in connection and communication
with others, sharing space and time with them. It is about existing on
a field of social interaction as an intelligible and recognized person. It
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hinges on recognition, to be recognized in public space (and virtual
space) without issue. Ordinariness is about participating in the com-
munication and cultural rituals that allow us to feel communion with
others, to feel part of something greater than ourselves. It is about being
“together in fellowship,” a fellowship organized around “the celebration
of shared even if illusory beliefs” (Carey 1992, 43).

At the most basic level, the ordinary was less about the “normal” (and
normative) and more about “the everyday” for the participants in my
study. Their desire for the ordinary was essentially an aspiration for the
rhythms and affordances typically granted in everyday life. Ease, com-
fort, and mindlessness. Communication, ritual, and routine. The ability
to be both someone—to be recognized and affirmed—and no one—to
be left alone and ignored. These are some of the gifts of everyday life.

Indeed, as Felski (1999) maintains, the everyday has no “intrinsic
political content,” nor is it ideologically “reactionary” (31). Rather, it
is a site of potentiality, a “bloom space” (Seigworth and Greg 2010, 9).
It is a deeply sensual world where our dreams, fantasies, feelings, and
emotions germinate and launch. The everyday is where we experience
pleasure and pain, love and loss, silence and boredom. In its spaces, we
engage with technology to “extend the reach of our sympathies by bring-
ing the world within” (Turkle 2011, 307). Even the seemingly frustrat-
ing and colorless characteristics of everyday life have an alternative side.
Although the incessant and predictable routine of the everyday can feel
monotonous, it can also provide comfort and pleasure. Everyday life of-
fers simple and basic joys, luxuries, and conveniences. These are not just
the purchased pleasures of consumer society, but deeply human mo-
ments: spontaneous conversations with strangers at a bar or leisurely
walks down Main Street.

Perhaps the greatest gift of everyday life is the way it affords us the
ability to move through it without much thought or trouble, to operate
in the world in taken-for-granted ways. Indeed, an everyday life defined
by constant struggle and laborious thought is essentially unworkable
and unlivable. However, the taken-for-grantedness of everyday life is
unequally distributed, more easily accessible to some than others. For
the individuals who shared their stories with me and who defy the gen-
der binary, battle stigma, and face systematic disenfranchisement, the
rhythms and routines of the everyday are not simply granted. They are
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hard-won, practical accomplishments, the end result of individual and
collective labor.'® This struggle for the ordinary, a struggle increasingly
being waged in and through media culture, is what this book is about.

In attending to questions of ordinariness, this book redresses some of
queer, cultural, and critical theory’s greatest liabilities: their general lack
of engagement with everyday experiences, the theoretical impasse they
create through the queer/normal binary, and the reductive framework of
politics-as-resistance that underpin their epistemic and methodological
ground. Throughout the book I develop the notion of the ordinary by
examining the quotidian side of transgender life. I focus on those lower,
mundane, and quieter dimensions often overlooked or dismissed by re-
searchers and theorists. I root my inquiry in the microphysics of par-
ticipants’ everyday lives—while not losing sight of the larger questions. I
also investigate what “ordinary representations of transgender people” in
media culture look like and mean to the participants in my study. Over
and again they expressed a desire to see people not defined by their trans-
gender identity, but rather as people who, as they said, “happen to be”
transgender. Rather than dismissing this as a desire for assimilation or
normativity, I take this sentiment seriously and theorize it as aspirational,
as a hunger for everyday life possibilities. I consider participants’ wish to
“be” ordinary and their struggle to accomplish ordinary status.

In line with Scannell (2014), I conceive of “being ordinary” as the
ability to “matter-of-factly be in a world that allows me to be about my
everyday concerns, whatever that may be, in ways that are essentially
unproblematic” (22; emphasis in original). Accordingly, I explore how
media encounters can make a sense of the ordinary more or less out
of reach for participants, and the ways they use technology in strug-
gling for and achieving a sense of everydayness. Finally, I complicate
the queer/normal binary and discuss the ways participants think about
and merge the forces of queerness and normality in their everyday lives
and in their interactions with media culture. I argue that they envision
themselves and navigate the world in “queerly ordinary” ways.

In the chapters that follow, I explore how participants have engaged
with media culture to construct identity, preserve self, and try to achieve
everydayness. Underlying these practices was an essential tension, one
characterized by the pull of queerness and ordinariness, sameness and
difference, closeness and distance, stability and instability, and outsid-
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erness and insiderness. The question about how to come to terms with
these seemingly contradictory forces manifested throughout my field-
work. Indeed, this question is so central to transgender life that it has
emerged in other ethnographic work. In his study on female-to-male
(FTM) transgender people living in San Francisco, Boston, and New
York, Rubin (2003) found that “the tension between the ordinary and
the unconventional structures every element of their lives” (3). This ten-
sion was equally a concern for me as I tried to make sense of and write
about it. I wrestled with how to analyze participant data in new ways,
ways that were nuanced and that refused to reduce their thoughts and
experiences to false consciousness or mindless assimilation. In this way,
this book highlights two struggles for the ordinary. The first concerns
the work that participants in my study performed, using media to ac-
cess the taken-for-granted rhythms and affordances of everyday life and
to thrive in a world created without them in mind. The second struggle
for the ordinary was my own as I tried to find a vocabulary suitable for
talking about ordinariness and queerness in the same breath. My goal is
to do justice to both.

Overview

Chaz Bono. Orange Is the New Black. Caitlyn Jenner. More than 50
gender identity options on Facebook. Transparent. “Bathroom bill” con-
troversy. In recent years, a new trans visibility has emerged in media
culture. But since the mid-twentieth century, transgender visibility pro-
liferated across various cultural sites, albeit slowly and unevenly. This
visibility was made possible through the unfolding of specific historical
developments: the construction of gender as a non-binary category, the
expansion of transgender discourse, and the sociopolitical mobilization
of the transgender community throughout the twentieth century; the
rise of gay-themed media content during the 1990s, which set the stage
for transgender representations; and the growth of interactive commu-
nications technologies that provided space for transgender voices to
flourish. The first chapter examines transgender visibility amid these
historical developments. In doing so, it provides the macroscopic con-
text for the book, the larger picture against which the stories of the
participants in my study play out.
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After establishing this context, the second chapter turns to media and
the ideology of transgender impossibility they generate. It examines how
participants interpreted popular media representations in terms of trans-
gender violence, dehumanization, and delegitimization. I argue that these
themes emerge in participant interviews not only because they frequently
appear in media, but also because they are fundamentally at risk in the
everyday lives of trans people. Remaining safe, maintaining personhood,
and being taken seriously are all at stake in living a trans life. They inform
the interpretive frameworks and evaluative criteria participants employ in
media encounters and transform the notion of transgender everydayness
into an object of desire. I analyze transgender ordinariness and everyday-
ness as a site of hope and possibility, and maintain it is exactly the every-
day that participants felt was woefully missing from media representations
of transgender and what they wanted to see.

Chapter 3 moves from impossibility to possibility, exploring the ac-
tive construction of self in the face of media power. It delineates how
the ability to acknowledge and articulate a possible transgender self
emerges through meaningful interactions with media discourses and
communication technologies. According to participants, media gener-
ate the ability to imagine a trans life and to author plausible stories of
self-transformation. Paying close attention to the role of images and lan-
guage, the chapter reveals how the Internet provides resources that help
participants think and talk about their identities and everyday experi-
ences in new and pragmatic ways.

Chapter 4 explores the strength required to achieve trans subjectiv-
ity and the affective toll media reception can take on trans audiences. It
highlights what I term “resilient reception” or the strategies of adapta-
tion, methodologies of survival, and tactics of preserving self that study
participants employ in coping with the affective disruptions and disem-
powering messages they encounter from media and society. This focus
moves us beyond studies of audiences that singularly take into account
their ideological and political interactions with media.

Chapter 5 renders visible transgender individuals’ struggle for the or-
dinary, or the constant and deliberate work devoted to achieving the
uneventful and common inclusions and affordances of everyday, asso-
ciative life. For study participants, routine daily tasks such as running er-
rands or using a public restroom were often complicated and potentially
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risky endeavors. To manage, navigate, and overcome these challenges,
participants turned to media. However, while the affordances of media
were helpful for participants, this chapter also explores their limitations.

The conclusion of the book advances the idea of the “queerly ordi-
nary, a theoretical attempt to move beyond the “normal/queer” binary.
The queerly ordinary is a hybrid form of self and life-making that ex-
ists as a little bit queer and a little bit ordinary. I argue that this is how
study participants think about themselves and their gender identities.
The queerly ordinary is what they want to see represented in media,
what they use technologies to achieve, and in the end, it is how they live
their everyday lives.



We Can No Longer Hide in Plain Sight

From the Cultural Margins to the Tipping Point

“The days of that brown wrapper are definitely over;,” explained Ally-
son, a white trans woman in her late fifties from the Midwestern United
States. Throughout the 1980s, Allyson received a monthly newsletter
published by the local cross-dressing organization. It was mailed to her
home wrapped in brown paper to conceal its contents. Each time she saw
the newsletter sitting in her mailbox, she shuddered with excitement.
Flipping through its pages made her feel part of something bigger than
herself, and made her look forward to the organization’s next meeting.
To ensure the safety and anonymity of its members, the cross-dressing
organization operated under a veil of secrecy. Mailed correspondence
was camouflaged, meeting times and locations circulated by word of
mouth, and there were rules about how members should and should
not communicate outside the walls of group meetings. Given the group’s
covert nature, Allyson felt fortunate to have found it. She remembered,
“At the time, finding support groups was a major issue for everyone. It
took so much effort and many whispers. I found out about the group I
went to through word of mouth. It was all very secretive.” She contin-
ued to explain her experiences with the group. “It met once a month at
a hotel. The manager there was understanding and gave us a room to
change in . .. I was married at the time and had to hide it from my wife.
But I think she might have known. When we would have dinner parties
and such, I would end up in the kitchen talking to the women. That’s
where I fit in the best”

For Allyson, as well as for many trans people living through the 1960s,
’7os, and ’80s, transgender organizations and their newsletters were
some of the only connections they had to a sense of community and
their sole source of trans visibility. “There was nothing out there,” Ally-

26
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son insisted, “an occasional something on TV, but that’s it” This was, as
many of my participants called it, the “pre-Internet age,” the mid- to late
twentieth century, the era of the mass media dominated by print, radio,
film, and television. This media environment was structured around a
broadcasting model, where media texts were produced by a small group
of elite creators and imparted to a mass audience. Space was finite. There
was only so much radio-frequency spectrum available, only so many
books that could stock bookstore shelves. Production costs and barriers
to entry were high. Audiences were conceptualized as a “mass” (Night-
ingale and Ross 2003) and overwhelmingly imagined by the media in-
dustries as white, heterosexual, and middle class. Audiences themselves
had limited capacity to communicate with producers of media and with
each other.

Time and again, the participants in my study explained that the
media environment within which they grew up was largely a desert of
transgender representation, information, and discourse. In trying to
locate resources for exploring their identities, they searched libraries,
walked the aisles of bookstores, visited video rental stores, and scanned
magazine racks. These hunts were conducted in public spaces, so they
had to be careful. Showing too much interest in a taboo topic such
as cross-dressing or transsexuality was risky to one’s reputation and
safety. For the most part, their searches were fruitless. Yet every now
and then, they would come across a jewel, something that resonated
with them. This discovery justified the risk.

In this chapter, I provide a brief overview of transgender visibility
in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, focusing on key moments
and decisive historical junctures. I try to show what might have been
available to the participants in my study as they perused their media
environment. But first, I explore various historical processes that stirred
alongside this visibility. These include the construction of gender as a
non-binary category, the expansion of transgender discourse and com-
munication networks, and the growing collective consciousness and
political mobilization of transgender people throughout the twentieth
century.' These historical developments help account for the nature of
transgender visibility in media culture and offer context to the experi-
ences of those who shared their stories with me.
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Gender Expansion, Political Mobilization, and Self-Definition

The word “transgender” brings together—sometimes neatly, sometimes
not—a diverse set of gender variant practices, expressions, sensibilities,
experiences, and modes of embodiment under one umbrella (Davidson
2007; Stryker 1998). On an individual level, it facilitates the construction
of identity and feelings of belonging. Socially and politically, it allows
those who experience similar oppressions to organize around a shared
identity and speak with a collective voice. But the work that the category
accomplishes is contingent on it being recognizable and meaningful, on
having epistemic legitimacy. This legitimacy has been achieved over time
and is the result of converging discourses: elite discourses developed by
scientists, medical authorities, social service providers, and academics as
well as the everyday discourses that have emerged on the ground from
trans subcultures and ordinary people living their lives.

With respect to scientific discourse, the history of the category “trans-
gender” stretches back to the end of the nineteenth century, a time when
sex and sexuality entered the purview of European sexologists, a group
of psychiatrists and medical professionals interested in non-normative
sex and gender. As they investigated what they called “sexual perver-
sion” and “sexual inversion,” their writings increasingly transformed
alternative modes of gender and human sexuality into discourse (Fou-
cault 1990). Pioneers in the field of sexology such as Karl Heinrich Ul-
richs, Richard von Krafft-Ebing, Havelock Ellis, and Magnus Hirschfeld
were interested in non-procreative, non-heterosexual sex and forms of
gender “deviance.” Starting from a place that considered gender vari-
ance to be largely pathological and immoral, the field advanced and its
practitioners eventually developed a more sophisticated understanding
of gender. Some sexologists became advocates for the trans commu-
nity. In 1919, Magnus Hirschfeld created the Institute for Sexual Science
in Berlin, a social and intellectual nerve center for queer and gender-
nonconforming people that developed some of the earliest surgical pro-
cedures for altering the body’s sex characteristics. Through the institute,
Hirschfeld created a support system for queer and transgender people
and arranged surgeries for individuals who wanted sex transformation.
His work, as Stryker (2008) notes, “set the stage for the post-World War
II transgender movement” (39).
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One of the legacies of the early sexological tradition was the com-
plex taxonomy of sex and gender it produced. The field multiplied the
categories available to individuals who fell outside the gender binary.
For example, Hirschfeld coined the word “transvestite” to describe those
who cross-dressed and had cross-gender desires. By the middle of the
twentieth century, Harry Benjamin, one of Hirschfeld’s contemporaries
and a trailblazing advocate for transgender people, began promoting
use of the word “transsexual” to describe individuals who did not just
wish to cross-dress but also wanted to change their sexual morphology
via surgical procedures. Yet in the 1950s, the word “transsexual” left the
medical world and became “a household term” in America (Meyerowitz
2002, 51). This historic turning point was the result of a highly pub-
licized sex change that sparked intrigue and headlines in the popular
press across the United States and the globe.

Figure 1.1. Christine Jorgensen, February 1953. The press swarms around Jorgensen as

she returns from Denmark. Credit: Photofest.
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Christine Jorgensen, a Danish American from the Bronx, was born
George Jorgensen and served in World War II as a private. After her ser-
vice, Jorgensen traveled to Denmark in the early 1950s to privately un-
dergo a series of sexual reassignment surgeries and hormone treatments
only available in Europe at the time. When the New York Daily News
learned about her procedures, they published the story of her transfor-
mation on the cover of the December 1, 1952 issue. The story catapulted
Jorgensen into the global limelight and she became an instant celebrity.
This attention made her the public face of transsexuality.

Following the global news storm around Christine Jorgensen, trans-
sexuality became part of the American imagination and psychothera-
pists increasingly saw it as a legitimate object of inquiry (Meyerowitz
2002). As a result, the 1950s witnessed one of the first major profes-
sional symposiums on transsexuality led by Harry Benjamin, which
was covered in the American Journal of Psychotherapy. Also in the late
1950s, psychologist John Money (a colleague of Benjamin) coined the
word “gender identity” to differentiate between genital “sex” and one’s
belonging to a social group that expresses masculine or feminine ex-
pressions and behaviors.> Money’s conceptualizations of “gender iden-
tity” and also “gender roles,” or what a society expects from its men and
women, articulated gender as multiple and unsettled.

By the 1960s, amid the growing social movements of the time—such
as the womens, civil rights, and anti-war movements—and within the
burgeoning hippie counterculture, gender itself became a site of politi-
cal and social contestation. Younger Americans began experimenting
with sexuality and challenging gender norms, embracing more unisex,
androgynous styles (Meyerowitz 2002). On the ground, as Hill (2013)
reminds us, there was a large, loosely connected social formation of
gender and sexual misfits including transvestites, transsexuals, drag
queens, street queens, radical fairies, butch lesbians, sissy gay men, fe-
male impersonators, and clothing fetishists. Representative of the politi-
cal zeitgeist, the spirit of defiance was in the air in the ’60s as “a wave of
increasingly militant resistance on the part of transgender street people”
emerged in the cities (Stryker cited in Currah 2008b, 96). For example,
during the summer of 1966, an organization of queer, disenfranchised
San Francisco youth called “Vanguard” began organizing to improve the
social climate of their local community. Vanguard staged public pro-
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tests, held social functions, and published a magazine featuring poems,
essays, and political writing meant to mobilize queer individuals and
reach out to young sexual and gender minorities. Members of the group
often met at Gene Compton’s Cafeteria—a local hotspot for gays, drag
queens, street queens, and transgender sex workers. In August 1966,
law enforcement raided Compton’s, yet its patrons banded together and
fought back, collectively resisting the recurring pattern of police brutal-
ity and oppression that haunted their lives. The incident has since been
named the “Compton’s Cafeteria Riot,” an early touchstone of transgen-
der political history.’

Three years later a similar act of resistance occurred in downtown
New York City’s Greenwich Village. The now famous 1969 Stonewall
riots also brought together disenfranchised queer people in an act of
political rebellion, and street queens were again on the vanguard of this
uprising.* Young, poor, trans people of color such as Marsha P. John-
son and Sylvia Rivera were leading protagonists at Stonewall, and would
continue to be throughout the Gay Liberation Movement. Talking about
Stonewall and the role transgender individuals played in the gay libera-
tion movement, Sylvia Rivera (2007), a Latina activist, sex worker, and
lifelong advocate for trans people, recalled, “We were front liners. We
didn’t take no shit from nobody. We had nothing to lose” (118). However,
members of the gay community did not always return the favor and ad-
vocate on behalf of their trans allies. Trans individuals were not always
welcome in gay bars and gay rights organizations, specifically those or-
ganized around white, middle-class concerns. Following the Stonewall
rebellion, Rivera and Johnson decided to provide structures of support
and care for their own community, which led to their founding of STAR,
the Street Transvestite Action Revolutionaries, in 1970 and creation of
STAR House, a refuge for homeless NYC transgender youth.®

Meanwhile, alongside the growing political consciousness and mobi-
lization of transgender people, the 1960s saw another historic develop-
ment: the publication of Harry Benjamin’s (1966) book The Transsexual
Phenomenon. A critical and thoughtful polemic, the book turned con-
ventional wisdom regarding gender on its head. It argued that trans-
sexualism cannot be cured; that transsexuals should seek psychiatric
help; that in some cases hormonal therapy and surgery may be neces-
sary; and finally, that medical professionals have a responsibility to help
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transgender people achieve self-realization. Benjamin (1966) suggested
that in a modern, technological, and scientifically advanced society, the
male/female gender binary was inadequate. Instead, he argued that what
we think of as “sex” actually encompassed numerous entities. He ad-
vocated thinking about individuals as exhibiting different kinds of sex,
such as “endocrine sex,” “anatomical sex,” “psychological sex,” “social
sex, “sex of rearing in childhood,” and “legal sex” (3-9).

While transgender individuals were not necessarily the target audi-
ence for books like Benjamin’s Transsexual Phenomenon, many read
them and learned about current scientific developments and discourses
(Meyerowitz 2002). For Amanda St. Jaymes, a trans woman living in San
Francisco’s Tenderloin District during the 1960s, Benjamin's The Trans-
sexual Phenomenon was “a guidebook for us” (Silverman and Stryker
2005). The book delineated a transsexual identity and taught Amanda
and her friends about the language of gender variance. Armed with this
discourse, they were able to articulate their wishes for identity and trans-
formation to family, friends, and doctors using the language sanctioned
by the medical field.

The 1960s also marked the beginning of the first transgender advo-
cacy organizations with national and international reach, and the start
of a print culture that spoke directly to trans communities. In 1960,
Virginia Prince, a pharmacologist, medical researcher, and transgender
advocate, spearheaded the first trans-themed publication, Transvestia:
The Journal of the American Society for Equality in Dress. In 1962, she
founded the “Society for Second Self” or “Tri-Ess,” a support and so-
cial organization for cross-dressers still active today (Stryker 2008).
Geared toward heterosexual cross-dressers, the magazine started off
small with a mailing list of only 25 people, and was eventually sold via
subscription and in adult bookstores (Ekins and King 2005). Published
bimonthly from 1960 to 1980, Transvestia featured articles, photos, life
stories, fictional narratives, and letters from readers. Within its pages,
Prince, along with her writers and readers, theorized cross-dressing and
developed various taxonomies for emerging trans identities. Notably,
Prince and her staff sought to distinguish more “respectable,” mainly
heterosexual “full-time transvestites” from other gender identities.
They created distance between themselves and, for example, part-time
cross-dressers, transvestites, drag queens, kinky clothing fetishists, and
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transsexuals who desired sexual reassignment (Hill 2013). To describe
herself and her readers, Prince developed the word “femmepersonation”
as an alternative and later, in the 1970s, began to use the word “trans-
genderist,” which she defined as “a third way between transvestism and
transsexuality” (Hill 2013, 377). Transgenderists, as Prince wrote, were
“people who have adopted the exterior manifestations of the opposite
sex on a full-time basis but without surgical intervention” (cited in Hill
2013, 377). The term “transgenderist” would be taken up, resignified, and
modified to “transgender” by scholars and activists in the 1990s.
Throughout the 1960s, print media expanded its purview, address-
ing diverse trans communities. Some periodicals such as Transfor-
mation Magazine (1969) were examples of erotically charged adult
entertainment, while others focused on the art and craft of female im-
personating. Generally published by commercial entities specializing
in fetish culture, they were circulated on the margins of society, sold in
adult bookstores and pornography shops. Magazines including Female
Mimics, which premiered in 1963, Female Impersonators, which began
in 1969, and Drag, which debuted in 1970, depicted the world of pro-
fessional female impersonators. They reported on drag balls and con-
tests, published photo essays of professional performers, offered
“how-to” guides and tips for female impersonation, printed fantasy
fiction, and included listings of clubs and venues where performances
could be seen. These magazines were visually stirring and brimming
with photos. But even more, they operated as nascent public spheres
and counterpublics. Their classified sections allowed individuals to
post personal ads and reach across time and space to communicate
with like-minded others for friendship, companionship, dates, sex, and
love. For example, in a 1976 issue of Drag magazine, one reader placed
a classified ad looking “to hear from tvs [transvestites] and tss [trans-
sexuals]. I like to read tv stories, especially like to hear from those who
can pass in public” (44). Other ads expressed desires for “mature men
for dates” (43), “new friends, TVs, females, bi-males and gays” (43),
and “exotic get-togethers” (44). Letters to the editor sections revealed
just how important these magazines were to readers. In a 1969 issue of
Female Impersonators, Myrtle from London requested that the letters
to the editor section “be extended to five or six pages . . . This is my
favorite feature” Likewise, another letter asked the magazine to create
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a “pen pal section” so readers could learn about each other’s everyday
lives and experiences.

In 1964, Reed Erickson, a wealthy transgender man, started one of the
largest and most well-funded organizations for transgender advocacy:
the Erickson Educational Foundation (EEF). The group worked on a va-
riety of socially progressive projects, but its mission was centered on the
cause of transsexuality. EEF funded medical research, held conferences,
arranged public relations events, and published newsletters and educa-
tional leaflets to promote greater understanding of transsexuality (Mey-
erowitz 2002; Devor and Matte 2007). The organization’s pamphlets,
small booklets on various topics of transsexuality, were an authority on
the topic written to be accessible to a general audience. EEF also offered
emotional support and referral services, circulated resource lists, and
furnished medical and legal information. They sponsored speaker series,
conducted public talks at colleges and universities, and consulted with
medical professionals. In 1964, they funded Harry Benjamin’s research
institute, the Harry Benjamin Foundation. Notably, EEF supplied all of
the initial funding for the first university Gender Identity Clinic to pro-
vide sex change operations in North America at Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity, which opened in 1966 (Devor and Matte 2007). The establishment
of the clinic made national news headlines and granted much needed
legitimacy to sexual reassignment surgery.

Into the 1970s, trans advocacy and print culture continued to evolve.
In 1970, Angela Davis, a transgender woman, activist, and reporter for
the underground Los Angeles press, formed TAO, the Transsexual Ac-
tion Organization, which published the newsletters Moonshadow and
Mirage. Her organization became one of the first national transsexual
advocacy groups. Davis, a former member of the Gay Liberation Front
in LA, brought an ethics of transsexual liberation and countercultural
philosophy to both her organization and its publications. In the late
1970s, Merissa Sherrill Lynn founded the New England support group
the Tiffany Club, which published its own newsletter in 1978 called the
Tapestry. The magazine addressed issues across the gender spectrum. In
fact, the word “tapestry” was chosen for the newsletter because it meant
a “‘weaving’ of all orientations into one”® The Tapestry was circulated
to other transgender organizations and sold in adult bookstores. Over
time the Tapestry would be renamed Transgender Tapestry, and the Tif-
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fany Club would become the International Foundation for Gender Edu-
cation. Transgender Tapestry covered politics, health, and well-being;
featured film and book reviews; and published one of the most com-
prehensive resource lists spanning everything from doctors to support
groups. Leaving the confines of the adult world, the magazine was even-
tually sold in major bookstores such as Barnes & Noble.

Alongside these developments in transgender advocacy and print cul-
ture, “a new generation” (Meyerowitz 2002) of trans individuals emerged
in the 1960s and ’;os. For one, gay communities in the West began to dis-
tance themselves from gender nonconformity and “forced transsexuals
to find their own point of reference outside gay lifestyles” (Perkins 1996,
55). Moreover, with greater knowledge of and access to information and
medical treatment, different subcultures under the transgender umbrella
began to take shape. Ekins and King (1996) identify two different com-
munities emerging at this moment. The first were “full-time ‘outsiders,”
which included female impersonators, cross-dressers, transgender strip-
pers, showgirls, and sex workers. These were marginal figures on the
economic fringe and generally communicated face-to-face. The second
community inhabited “‘respectable’ worlds” and were “more concerned
with individual being or identity” (Ekins and King 1996, 50). Similar to
Virginia Prince and her organization, this community was highly liter-
ate, engaged with the medical literature on gender variation, and rather
than shared space, connected with each other through print culture. Es-
ther Newton’s Mother Camp, one of the first major ethnographic stud-
ies of female impersonators, made similar distinctions between “street”
and “stage” performers. Living lives of “confrontation, prostitution, and
drug ‘highs’” (Newton 1979, 8), “street” impersonators were generally
younger people who worked as impersonators part-time and lived their
everyday lives as trans, fighting stigmatization and struggling to make
a living. “Stage” impersonators were older and better-paid performers
who identified as gay men and cross-dressed primarily as a job (akin to
professional “drag queens” today).

While many of the performers in Newton’s study self-identified as gay
men, her work bears witness to the emergence of what she calls “hor-
mone queens, those who used hormone shots to modity the shape of
their body to achieve conventional female physicality. In the 1970s, legal
and underground access to hormones became more widely available.

3%
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Importantly, those individuals who took them were often exiled from gay
subcultures and condemned by stage performers who no longer viewed
them as authentic female impersonators (Newton 1972). Anne Bolin’s
(1988) work focused on this emerging community, one that sought out
surgical intervention and sexual reassignment surgery. Bolin explored
the process of gender transition as a rite of passage, a highly stylized
practice “with all the facets of a ritualistic and symbolic transformation
of status” (8). One of the more compelling insights that emerged from
Bolin’s (1988) work is that by the late 1970s many transsexuals had devel-
oped both formal and informal communication networks and commu-
nities of support. They had a collective consciousness, cultivating and
circulating knowledge about effective practices for securing hormones,
receiving sex change operations, and maintaining a transsexual identity.
Indeed, at this time, medical professionals were creating best practices
to serve this community. In 1979, the Harry Benjamin International
Gender Dysphoria Association (HBIGDA) approved “the standards of
care,” a set of principles that guides the medical treatment and care of
transgender people.

As the 1980s approached, the tensions between transgender and gay
communities grew.” The solidarity that had once bound them together—
albeit a historically uneven and conditional one—became even more
tenuous. For example, while gay activists sought to distance homosexu-
ality from medical and psychiatric definitions, transsexuals were unable
to divorce themselves from the medical field. They needed psychologi-
cal services, hormone therapies, and surgical procedures to transition.
At the same time, some in the feminist movement viewed transgender
women as inauthentic intruders of female space. Further, the same kinds
of white, middle-class, respectability politics that shunned individuals
like Sylvia Rivera during Gay Liberation placed transgender issues low
on the agenda of state and national gay rights groups.

Within this context, the trans community began to more actively or-
ganize on its own behalf. Their concerns involved, but were not limited
to workplace and housing discrimination, homelessness, dress-code
policies, access to healthcare and medical treatment, anti-transgender
violence, de-pathologizing gender variance, and police brutality. They
advocated for self-authorship in the determination of legal sex and for
the ability to change gender markers on official documents such as driv-
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ers licenses, birth certificates, and passports. Taking on these challenges,
the number of transgender-oriented political and advocacy organiza-
tions proliferated beginning in the mid-1980s: FTM International in
1986, International Foundation for Gender Education in 1987, American
Educational Gender Information Service (AEGIS) in 1990, Gender Pub-
lic Advocacy Coalition in 1995 (GPAC), National Transgender Advocacy
Coalition in 1999, Transgender Law Center in 2002, National Center for
Transgender Equality (NCTE) in 2003, and Trans Youth Family Allies in
2006. Particularly notable among this group is FTM International. His-
torically, transgender organizations and the print cultures they spawned
were geared toward transgender women. In 1986, when Lou Sullivan,
a transgender activist, created FTM International, he filled the void of
information and politics that existed for transgender men. Along with
offering education and referral and support services, the organization
published the FTM Newsletter, which would become one of the most
widely known and read publications on the FTM experience.

Decidedly, the 1990s was a game-changing moment for transgender
mobilization and identity as new possibilities were forged. For one, the
AIDS crisis that decimated gay male communities throughout the 1980s
drew transgender individuals back into the fold with their gay counter-
parts. In order to combat the disease, new social and political alliances
across sexual orientation, gender identity, age, race, class, among oth-
ers, were needed (Stryker 2008). Using the word “queer” as a marker of
collective identity, groups such as Act Up, Queer Nation, and Outrage
brought together gay men, lesbians, trans people, and allies to engage in
direct-action political protests to combat homophobic violence, police
brutality, and institutional apathy during the outbreak of AIDS. Groups
such as Transgender Nation and Transsexual Menace who advocated
for transgender liberation enacted similar direct-action politics. Mean-
while, the tragic deaths of young trans people such as Brandon Teena in
1993 (who was murdered for being trans) and Tyra Hunter in 1995 (who
was refused medical care following a car accident because she was trans)
sparked national outrage and mobilized transgender and gender variant
communities.

As with the word queer, the word “transgender” in the 1990s became
widely used as a center of identification.® Many refer to a 1991 article
written by Holly Boswell, a transgender writer, advocate, and spiritualist,
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called “The Transgender Alternative” as a launching pad for the word’s
popularity (Denny 2006). Originally published in Chrysalis Quarterly
and Tapestry, both transgender magazines, the essay was a sort of spiri-
tual manifesto for self-actualization that validated a middle path between
cross-dressing and transsexualism. It advocated for androgyny, and urged
readers to explore gender identities that felt honest and authentic—even
if culturally unintelligible.

As it was conceptualized from the ground up, the category “transgen-
der” was intended to rescue ideas about gender diversity from the medi-
cal and mental health communities. The aim of transgender discourse
in the ’9os was to “replace an assumption of individual pathology with a
series of claims about citizenship, self-determination, and freedom from
violence and discrimination” (Valentine 2007, 33). Capturing the struc-
ture of feeling at this moment, Wilchins remembers:

Surrounded by scores of transsexuals and hundreds of cross-dressers at
conventions, it was impossible for differently gendered people to feel the
same shame . . . Transsexuals and cross-dressers began to see themselves
less as social problems and more as the next oppressed minority. (2004, 23)

Transgender activists urged LGBT coalition groups to more actively rec-
ognize them. As a result, the 1990s saw the Human Rights Campaign
(HRC), the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force (NGLTF), and the Gay
and Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation (GLAAD) begin to advocate
more vociferously on behalf of transgender Americans, including them
in their mission statements. The “T” was added to the LGBT acronym,
which symbolized the alliance between sexual and gendered minori-
ties. Activists also set their sights on media. Realizing the importance of
transgender visibility, organizations such as GLAAD began holding the
media accountable for their treatment of transgender people and lob-
bied them for socially responsible representations.

During the 1990s, transgender discourse also escalated with the
development and institutionalization of queer theory in the academy,
which problematized and politicized gender and sexuality and legiti-
mated non-normative modes of desire and embodiment. The growth of
queer theory also helped bring a readership to a rising cohort of trans-
gender writers and intellectuals. Authors including Sandy Stone (1991),
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Kate Bornstein (1995), Leslie Feinberg (1996), Loren Cameron (1996),
Pat Califia (1994), Riki Anne Wilchins (1997), and Susan Stryker (1998)
all contributed to queer intellectual thought. Their work combined auto-
ethnography, life history, photo essay, gender theory, historical analysis,
and critical, cultural critique to comment on trans issues and politics.

However, even with its political and personal utility, transgender,
like all categories, is problematic. It was created in a Western context
by mainly white educated people living in urban areas (Stryker 2008;
Stryker and Currah 2014). As Valentine (2007) has shown, the category
transgender can fail to include and make sense to those it was intended to
capture under its purview. In his research on transgender communi-
ties in New York City, Valentine (2007) discovered that many individu-
als who were identified as transgender by medical professionals, social
service providers, and academics did not claim that category for them-
selves. Crucially, these were often the young, the poor, people of color,
and the undereducated; those who would benefit most from the services
and support provided by these organizations.

Despite these limitations and the classed and racial politics that un-
dergird them, the term “transgender” emerged as a discursive power-
house in the 1990s. It operated as a sociopolitical adhesive, bringing
together individuals who experienced similar modes of oppression and
marginalization in order to speak with a collective voice. By the start of
the twenty-first century, transgender, like its predecessor transsexuality,
was well on its way to becoming a household term.

A Very Brief History of Trans Visibility

Throughout twentieth-century America, glimmers of gender variance hid
out in the nooks and crannies of media culture, and at times even shined
at its center. Stories and imagery that articulated gender as unstable
and malleable appeared on the television screen, on the pages of comic
books and novels, and in the self-performances of musicians, celebrities,
and public figures. From its early days, film was populated with scenes
of cross-dressing men and women. In fact, according to Horak (2016),
cross-dressing was a routine and fairly unexceptional phenomenon
in early twentieth-century American film, something associated with
“wholesome entertainment” (2). When set on the frontier or battlefield,
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for example, images of cross-dressed women represented American
strength, individualism, and vitality. Over time, however, transgender
imagery took on new meanings. By the 1930s, cross-dressing women rep-
resented not American wholesomeness, but rather European savoir-faire.
Hollywood’s leading ladies such as Marlene Dietrich, Josephine Baker,
and Greta Garbo employed cross-dressing in their films and in their
celebrity personas. Their looks were daring, communicating a sense of
cosmopolitanism and bold sexuality. Marlena Dietrich’s cross-gendered
performance in Morocco (1930) is perhaps most iconic. Donning a tuxedo
with top hat and tails, she performs at a Moroccan nightclub, tempting
men and women alike. Dietrich had always been fond of tailored men’s
suits, wearing them to the transvestite cabarets she frequented in 1920s
Berlin as a young person (Riva 1993).

Early films such as Queen Christina (1933) and Sylvia Scarlett (1935)
also featured some of Hollywood’s most famous female actresses—Greta
Garbo and Katherine Hepburn respectively—cross-dressing as men. Yet
within these films, the act was performed to secure access to masculine
power, privilege, and authority. As Garber (1992) has detailed, characters
engaging in gender masquerade to achieve things outside their reach has
long been employed as a plot device in art, literature, and popular film.
These “temporary transvestite films” (Straayer 1996, 42) such as Some
Like It Hot (1959), Victor/Victoria (1982), Yentl (1983), La Cage Aux Folles
(1978), Tootsie (1982), and Mrs. Doubtfire (1993) feature characters who
temporarily cross-dress to accomplish something and then stop after
getting what they want.

By the 1950s, transgender representation experienced a paradigmatic
shift, moving beyond the temporary transvestite film trope. In addition
to portraying transgender subjectivity as something that one did, film,
news, and other forms of popular media presented it as something one
was. Gender variance moved from an act to an identity—a shift largely
precipitated by the story of Christine Jorgensen and other real people
who publicly transitioned gender. Throughout the early twentieth cen-
tury, newspapers would occasionally print stories of gender transforma-
tion and sex change. For example, in 1931 the European press created
a public stir with their coverage of Lili Elbe, a Danish painter who un-
derwent one of the first recorded male-to-female sex changes (as dra-
matized in the 2015 film The Danish Girl). Sex change stories were also
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present in the journalism of the American West, as local newspapers
were fascinated with gender benders (mainly women presenting as men)
surviving and thriving along the country’s wild frontier (Boag 2011).

Yet it was the 1951 front page of the New York Daily News announc-
ing the sexual transformation of Christine Jorgensen that captivated
the global cultural imagination and instantiated transgender identity as
something one can be and inhabit full time. Headlining with “Ex-GI
Becomes Blonde Beauty: Operations Transform Bronx Youth,” the story
created a massive sensation. In her autobiography, Jorgensen remembers
feeling bewildered at the level of publicity she received, recalling that for
a time her story overshadowed news coverage of the historic hydrogen
bomb tests at Eniwetok Atoll. On the one hand, her journey stoked anxi-
eties about what it meant to be male and female, and the press presented
her as a bizarre curiosity. On the other, amid the social and political anx-
ieties of the Cold War era, Jorgensen’s transgender identity was framed
as a success story, a triumph of modern science, a daring tale of self-
actualization, and a win for Western individuality (Meyerowitz 2002).

Thrust into the spotlight, Jorgensen carefully crafted her image for
a 1950s viewing public, styling herself as a classic Hollywood “blonde
bombshell” She also identified as heterosexual and articulated dreams
of domestic life. Her gender performance was conventional and she was
celebrated for it. Those who followed suit also garnered press attention
in 1950s America. As with Jorgensen, Charlotte McLeod and Tamara
Rees became public figures and models of the “good transsexual” (Skid-
more 2011, 272), embodying whiteness, heterosexuality, domesticity,
and conventional femininity. In choosing to highlight these women’s
stories—to the exclusion of women of color and women who were less
conventionally feminine—media presented a narrow conception of
transgender subjectivity (ibid.). Nevertheless, Jorgensen and others gave
sex and gender transgression a human face, and for those who felt simi-
larly to them, they served as role models.

Seeking to capitalize from the new public interest in transgender
topicality that Jorgensen’s story spurred, film production companies
increasingly began to green-light projects with transgender themes.
For example, Ed Wood’s Glen or Glenda, released in 1953, was marketed
with the tagline “I Changed My Sex!” Financed on a shoestring budget,
the movie told the story of a man who agonizes over the consequences
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of telling his fiancé he is a transvestite. Wood, himself a transvestite,
used the film as an attempt to humanize and explain transvestism. In
the film, the character Dr. Alton, a psychiatrist, underscores that trans-
vestism is a harmless and sincere condition of healthy heterosexual
men with “normal” sex lives. Into the 1960s, film continued to articulate
transgender identity as a medical concern but pushed further, framing
it as a dangerous and pathological condition. This was most clearly evi-
denced in Psycho (1960) and Homicidal (1961). Psycho was Alfred Hitch-
cock’s horror story about a psychopathic cross-dressing murderer. The
film became a pop-cultural sensation: “Psycho upstaged the presidential
campaign . . . teenagers turned the showings into rituals—returning
with their friends again and again” (Hoberman 2010). Inspired by the
success of Psycho, William Castle, another iconic horror director of
mid-century America, produced and directed Homicidal one year later,
which offered another shocking tale of a transgender killer. Both films
captured the American popular imagination and offered up images that
associated gender transgression with madness, violence, and emotional
instability.

In the counterculture of the 1960s, however, underground and cult
films offered alternative and more transgressive imaginings. Reflecting
the zeitgeist of the space age and a daringness to push boundaries, these
films ventured into new, previously unexplored territories. Jack Smith,
an early pioneer of queer cinema, screened gender chaos and queer
sexual performance in his art piece Flaming Creatures (1963). Andy
Warhol’s taboo-saturated experimental films featured the transgender
“Warhol Superstars”: Holly Woodlawn, Jackie Curtis, and Candy Dar-
ling, all of whom became legends of avant-garde culture and cinema.
Holly Woodlawn, for instance, became the inspiration for Lou Reed’s
1972 hit song “Walk on the Wild Side” John Waters introduced the world
to the fearless and unforgettable drag queen Divine in his early films
Roman Candles (1966), Eat Your Makeup (1968), and Mondo Trasho
(1969). Divine would later star in Waters’s better known works, includ-
ing Pink Flamingos (1972), Female Trouble (1974), and Hairspray (1988),
a film that was by far his most popular. Collectively, these more fringe
films depicted gender variance within a queer subcultural celebration of
sexual nonconformity, “dramatic artifice,” and “a theatrical sense of the
absurd” (Bell-Metereau 1993, 119). Made by and for queer people, they
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created a sense of community among moviegoers who marveled in the
self-confident and norm-smashing performances of the trans figures.

The 1960s also produced one of the first serious, non-fiction cinematic
investigations of gender variance in the documentary The Queen (1968).
The independently produced and unusually poignant film revolves
around the 1967 Miss All-American Camp Beauty Pageant held in New
York City. The film takes audiences behind the scenes, offering a cinema
vérité glimpse at Manhattan’s drag balls, which have a long and rich his-
tory dating back to late nineteenth-century Harlem (Garber 1989). We
witness the artistry of drag as the queens apply their makeup and wigs,
perfect their costumes, perform in dress rehearsals, and compete in the
pageant. During offstage moments, we hear about their everyday lives
and learn about their relationships. We view the gritty and unglamor-
ous side of drag, and watch the fierce conflict that arises among contes-
tants. As a matter of fact, imagery from The Queen has been recycled for
contemporary usage, appearing in the opening credits of Amazonss hit
transgender-themed series Transparent.

Moving into the 1970s, two films about transsexuality, Myra Brecken-
ridge (1970) and The Christine Jorgensen Story (1970), inaugurated the
decade. In popular culture, it “was a period of liberalization in the in-
dustry;” Diffrient (2013) argues, “when new previously verboten subject
matter, such as sex-reassignment surgery, penis transplants, sodomy,
and transvestitism, could be presented to an inquisitive public” (55). In-
spired by Gore Vidal’s best-selling novel, Myra Breckenridge (1970) was
an X-rated, trashy, sexually explicit romp that featured Raquel Welch
as a transsexual woman, Myra. In the film, Myron Breckenridge visits
Europe to have a sex change operation, becoming Myra. Upon return-
ing to the United States, he visits his wealthy Uncle Buck, who runs an
acting school. Pretending to be Myron’s widow, Myra asks Uncle Buck
for money, and he puts her to work at his school. The film is a nonlinear
and at times nonsensical farce that was well received among queer au-
diences who appreciated its camp value, but lampooned by critics and
the mainstream press (Diffrient 2013). The second transgender-themed
film, The Christine Jorgensen Story (1970), was a fictionalized melodrama
loosely based on Jorgensen’s life. Whereas the film portrays Jorgensen
as a sympathetic and sincere individual, to a contemporary audience
it feels campy and melodramatic, exuding emotional excess and garish
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sentimentality. Nevertheless, at the time some acclaimed the film for its
portrait of Jorgensen. The New York Times review maintained, “Here is a
quiet, even dignified little picture, handled professionally and tastefully,
minus a touch of sensationalism. Compared to a glittery garbage pail
like “Myra Breckinridge,” the film is downright disarming” (Greenspun
1970).

Into the late 1970s and 1980s, a corpus of films continued to treat
gender variance in more serious and humane terms, albeit within the
ideological and imaginative limitations of the time period. Outrageous
(1977), an independent Canadian film about a gay hairdresser who be-
comes a drag queen and his friend Liza who suffers from schizophrenia,
offered an unexpected story of friendship and compassion. As film critic
Roger Ebert (1977) wrote at the time, “Almost any description of ‘Out-
rageous!’ makes it sound like a sensational exploitation film but that’s
exactly what it isn’t. It’s a bittersweet, endearing, sometimes funny little
slice of life” In Dog Day Afternoon (1975), Al Pacino plays a gay man
who robs a bank in order to pay for his lover’s sexual reassignment sur-
gery. Both characters were fully realized with compelling backstories,
and were depicted as vulnerable and humanly raw. The World Accord-
ing to Garp (1982) featured the character Roberta Muldoon, played by
John Lithgow, a white trans woman and former professional football
player who works at a center for troubled women. She is an altruistic
and grounded caregiver, although her character has little depth. Perhaps
the most serious, even devastating, treatment of transgender subjectivity
was In a Year of 13 Moons (1978), a German melodrama. Produced, writ-
ten, and directed by Rainer Werner Fassbinder, the film follows the final
days in the life of the character Elvira (formerly Erwin), who changes
sex for a love that never materializes and becomes a lost-soul.

One of the most notable, and widely seen, transgender-themed films
of the 1970s was not a serious drama but rather a wildly campy sci-fi mu-
sical. The Rocky Horror Picture Show (1975) introduced the world to the
character of Dr. Frank-N-Furter, an eccentric, transgender scientist and
self-proclaimed “sweet transvestite from transsexual Transylvania.” In the
film, a straight-laced heterosexual couple’s car breaks down and they find
themselves stranded at Frank-N-Furter’s mansion—an alternative uni-
verse of misfits and mischief. Delighted by his new guests, he performs
for them dressed in a black corset, stockings, and high heels, effectively
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staging the erotics of gender transgression. As with Myra Breckenridge,
Rocky Horror created a brazen queer world, an alternative reality that up-
ended conventional norms and embraced freaks of all kinds. But unlike
Breckenridge, Rocky Horror appreciated high-quality production values, a
compelling and linear storyline, and fabulous music. It appealed to both
queer and non-queer audiences alike and has become one of the most
celebrated and widely known cult classics of all time.

Whereas popular film offered visually striking displays of gender
variance throughout the twentieth century, literature provided textual
counterparts. Science fiction in particular offered some of the earliest
and most imaginative visions of gender crossing. In Gregory Caspar-
ian’s An Anglo-American Alliance: A Serio-Comic Romance and Fore-
cast of the Future (1908), a woman in a lesbian relationship undergoes
a sexual reassignment surgery to escape discrimination and lives out
her life happily with her partner. In Isidore Schneider’s Doctor Transit
(1925), a struggling couple switches sex to find happiness by drinking
a potion handed to them by the mysterious Dr. Transit. Indeed, body
switching, identity exchange, forced gender transformations, magical
gender reversals, and gender fluidity populated the world of science fic-
tion throughout the twentieth century. Novels such as Robert Heinlein’s
I Will Fear No Evil (1970), Fred Pohl’s Day Million (1966), and Ursula Le
Guin’s Left Hand of Darkness (1969), along with fantasy pulp magazines
such as Weird Tales (1923-1954) and Science Wonder Stories (1929-1930),
trafficked in these themes.

Like the science fiction genre, comics have also been cultural sites
where transgender possibilities have abounded. As Fawaz (2016) ar-
gues, postwar American comics had a distinctly queer sensibility
that celebrated difference, outsider status, the supernatural, and self-
transformation. Expanding the terms of what it meant to be human,
popular texts such as The Fantastic Four, starting in 1961, and X-Men, in
1963, affirmed the biological outlaw and presented the body as a site of
transition and mutation. Although these texts did not specifically engage
with transgender identity, “bodily vulnerability and gender instability
constituted the postwar superhero as a figure in continual flux, visu-
alized on the comic book page as constantly moving among different
identities, embodiments, social allegiances, and psychic states” (Fawaz
2016, 10).
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In early twentieth-century print culture, two novels in particular
offered intimate portraits of gender transgression, albeit with differ-
ent affective structures and tones. The first was Virginia Woolf’s Or-
lando: A Biography (1928), a fictionalized biography about an English
nobleman, Orlando, who wakes up one morning as a woman. Begin-
ning during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I and ending in 1928, Or-
lando lives more than four hundred years with a subjectivity that is
in constant change and a body in constant transition. Woolf uses the
character’s escapade through historic time to comment on Victorian-
era norms, gender roles, and sexism. The novel, which became a best
seller, was highly poetic and struck a spirited and comical tone. By
contrast, Radclyfte Hall’s novel The Well of Loneliness (1928), released
the same year as Orlando, was a deeply controversial and somber novel
about lesbianism and gender liminality. The book chronicled the life
of Stephen Gordon, a sexual “invert” born into the British upper class.
When compared to Orlando, The Well is far more overcast, tortured,
and forlorn. Steeped with insights from the growing field of sexology,
it constructs a portrait of Gordon’s uphill search for identity, love, and
happiness. Whereas most critics and scholars have focused attention
on the character’s sexuality, others have highlighted Gordon’s trans-
gender aspects. Taylor (1998) argues Stephen Gordon “irresistibly
solicit[s] a transgender reading” because the character occupies a com-
plex gendered domain, assigned female but is masculine-identified
(288). Other noteworthy popular novels that centered trans figures in
Western literature were Gore Vidal’s Myra Breckinridge (1968) and The
World According to Garp (1978) by John Irving, both of which were
turned into films (discussed above).

Perhaps the most treasured texts of the twentieth century for trans
people were memoirs and autobiographies of gender transition. These
books were highly coveted by virtue of being some of the only cultural
sites to reflect the lived realities of trans people. As such, they were pre-
cious resources for self-making and belonging, and were shared between
individuals (Hausman 2006; Stone 1991). Some early examples include
Earl Lind’s 1918 Autobiography of an Androgyne and The Female Imper-
sonators (1922). However, the most widely known trans autobiography of
the early twentieth century was Man Into Woman (1933), documenting
the life of Danish artist Lili Elbe (born Einar Magnus Andreas Wegener).
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The book was a compilation of her personal writings and recollections,
an attempt by Elbe who, after being sensationalized in the press, wanted
to reflect her life as she experienced it. The next major autobiography
was Christine Jorgensen’s A Personal Autobiography (1967), which sold
450,000 copies and was later turned into a film (Schilt 2009). On the
heels of public interest in Jorgensen’s book, several other transgender
autobiographies were published. Notable were Jan Morris's Conundrum:
From James to Jan, An Extraordinary Personal Narrative of Transsexu-
alism (1974), written by the famous travel writer, and Mario Martino’s
Emergence: A Transsexual Autobiography (1977), the only autobiography
to be penned by a trans man before the 1990s.

The next autobiography to receive the kind of mass attention that
Jorgensen’s attracted was Renée Richards’s 1983 Second Serve. In 1976,
when Renée Richards, a successful New York ophthalmologist, com-
peted in a California women’s tennis competition, a journalist revealed
that she was born a man and had previously played in men’s compe-
titions. Although Richards planned to compete in the US Open, the
United States Tennis Association prevented her from doing so by in-
stituting a chromosomal test for female competitors. In 1977, Richards
won a much-publicized court battle that allowed her to compete in the
women’s event at the US Open. Her story and the court case that en-
sued became a global controversy, as she recalled, “much of the popula-
tion of the world had my name on their lips. It was as if someone had
dropped an atom bomb” (Richards and Ames 2007, 48). In 1983, Rich-
ards released her autobiography titled Second Serve, and three years
later a made-for-television film of the same name premiered on net-
work television. As with Christine Jorgensen, Richards’s story brought
the concept of sex change into the national conversation and captivated
the world. One transgender activist remembered reading her book in

high school:

I found her autobiography, and I bought it immediately. I'd never read a
book about a transsexual before. Back then, each of us was left to our own
devices. I kept it in my locker. I read it surreptitiously. I'd only had experi-
ences with media depictions and other unflattering portrayals. But here
was someone healthy, someone multidimensional, and all she wanted to
do was compete. (Weinreb 2011, 4)
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For both writer and reader, the transgender autobiography is a tool of
self-knowledge and discovery. The genre’s narrative structure—with a
beginning (undesirable or wrong gender identity), middle (transition),
and end (arrival at desired or authentic gender identity)—offers a sense
of plausibility and coherence to transgender life (Prosser 1998). “To
learn of transsexuality,” Prosser writes, “is to uncover transsexuality as a
story and to refigure one’s own life within the frame of that story” (124).’

Beyond print culture, gender transgression has long been a feature
of popular music; from the cross-dressing of early jazz and blue singers
such as Gladys Bentley and Frankie Jaxon to the gender play of glam
rockers. Indeed, in the 1970s, outrageous gender performance became a
defining feature of mainstream music. The New York Dolls, Queen, and
T. Rex playfully blurred gender lines. While pop singer David Bowie
introduced the world to Ziggy Stardust, his androgynous space alien
alter ego. As Stryker (2008) argues, throughout the decade a “transgen-
der aesthetic” flourished, forging “a new relationship between gendered
appearance and biological sex” (91-92). Beyond glam rock, the world of
disco also ushered glittering queerness and gender play into the 1970s
global mainstream. Defined by “strangeness, gayness, mixing, dress-
up, drugs, androgyny, and excess” (Gamson 2005, 141), disco revolved
around fantasy, dance floor pageantry, and the thrill of living in the
moment. Artists such as Sylvester, the gender- bending disco diva, and
Grace Jones, the severely masculine and angular supermodel and singer,
were queer countercultural heroes, representative of disco’s turn toward
gender experimentation.

In the early 1980s, gender transgression also became a mainstay of
one of the decade’s most iconic brands: MTV. As Zoonen (1995) sur-
mises, “MTV seems to be the only part of mainstream culture in which
subversions of gender are no exception or a sign of marginality” (314).
The advent and rise of MTV brought gender-bending representations
to a national and eventually global audience. Subverting the norms of
dress and embodiment allowed artists to produce the kinds of fantas-
tic spectacles warranted by the new medium. As a technological form
with particular biases and affordances, the music video made “direct ad-
dress and personal display necessary for a star persona” (Straayer 1996,
87). The performance of a heightened and visually compelling self was
paramount in branding and marketing one’s music. Some of the most
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successful names of the MTV era boldly traversed gender norms. The
romantic femininity of Prince, the colorful costuming of Boy George,
and the seductive gender play of Annie Lennox, for example, rebelled
against an established gendered order. In their music videos and perfor-
mances, notions of sex and gender were turned upside down and gender
signifiers were appropriated across bodies without concern for physical
sex. Performances of drag were also included into the mix. In 1985, Di-
vine released the music video “Walk Like a Man,” a queer and irreverent
take on the classic by Frankie Valli and the Four Seasons.

But it was not until 1993 that drag made its biggest splash with Ru-
Paul, a professional drag queen living in New York City. RuPaul’s mas-
sive hit song “Supermodel (You Better Work)” turned her into a cultural
sensation. The infectious, upbeat lyric topped US dance charts and its
MTV music video brimmed with drag subcultural references. After the
success of “Supermodel,” RuPaul’s fame surged in the 1990s. She pub-
lished the memoir Lettin’ It All Hang Out (1995), earned a seven-year
contract for M.A.C. cosmetics to be the “Face of M.A.C. Cosmetics” (the
first drag queen to ever do so), covered the song “Don’t Go Breaking My
Heart” with Elton John, and became a radio personality on New York
City’s WKTU morning show. On cable television, RuPaul also hosted
her own talk show, The RuPaul Show, on VH1 from 1996 to 1998, a flashy
throwback to 1970s variety programming.

Indeed, cross-dressing has been a fixture of American television from
the beginning. In Texaco Star Theater (1948-1956), an early and popular
television comedy-variety series, Milton Burle frequently cross-dressed
in his skits.'® These gender masquerades became a trademark of his
comedy throughout the 1950s. Not surprisingly, his inspiration to cross-
dress came from observing New York City’s gay drag queens (Nesteroff
2015). Burle’s cross-dressing was only the start of a practice that would
soon become a reliable comedic device on television. Cross-dressing
continued to appear in variety and sketch comedies across the televised
landscape including The Flip Wilson Show (1970-1974), Monty Python’s
Flying Circus (1969-1974), Saturday Night Live (1975-present), In Living
Color (1990-1994), and MADtv (1995-2009).

Paralleling film, it was during the 1970s that television turned toward
more sober, everyday transgender narratives. Norman Lear’s All in the
Family (1971-1979) and The Jeffersons (1975-1985), sitcoms known for
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addressing contemporary social issues, were two series that handled
transgender topicality with a sense of earnestness—as well as a touch of
comedy. In “Archie the Hero” (1975), All in the Family’s notorious con-
servative curmudgeon, Archie Bunker, saves the life of a self-described
transvestite and female impersonator named Beverly LaSalle. The epi-
sode is filled with the typical sitcom pratfalls and antics involving her
gender identity, and in a later episode she is set up with Archie’s friend
on a date as a joke. Still, the couple befriends Beverly and their relation-
ship crosses episodes and moves beyond the superficial.

In the episode titled “Edith’s Crisis of Faith” (1977), Beverly is mur-
dered during a mugging at Christmastime. The murder, which occurred
in part as a result of Beverly’s transgender identity, devastates Edith and
causes her to question her faith. Fighting back tears, she exclaims, “I'm
mad at God . .. All T know is Beverly was killed because of what he was
and we're all supposed to be God’s children. It don’t make sense.”

Figure 1.2. All in the Family (CBS) Season 6, 1975-1976. Episode: “Archie the Hero” Air

date: September 29, 1975. Archie and Beverly chat in his living room. Credit: CBS/
Photofest.
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In a 1977 episode titled “Once a Friend,” The Jeffersons also engage the
issue of transsexuality. During the storyline, George Jefferson’s pal from
the navy, Eddie, reconnects with him. Only now Eddie is a trans woman
who uses the name Edie. During their first encounter, George asks his
old friend why he dresses as a woman, questioning, “If you ain't gay and
you're not a weirdo, then what are you?” With coolness and confidence,
Edie responds, “I had the operation. I had a sex change. George, 'm a
woman now . . . I feel good about myself” Given the time period, the
conversation is surprisingly tame and sincere. By the end of the episode,
and in quintessential sitcom fashion, George overcomes his initial shock
and confusion regarding his friend’s transition. He addresses her by her
correct name, Edie, and warmly reaffirms their friendship.

Another surprisingly measured and heartfelt treatment of trans-
sexuality for the time appeared in the hospital drama Medical Center
(1969-1976). In a special two-part episode “The Fourth Sex” (1975), a
renowned surgeon named Dr. Pat Caddison, played by Robert Reed who
starred as Mike Brady in The Brady Bunch, receives a sexual reassign-
ment surgery. Caddison is a well-respected physician and her desire for
sexual reassignment is treated as unusual but also genuine and legiti-
mate. The narrative focuses on the difficulty of Caddison’s decision and
its impact on her relationships with friends, colleagues, wife, and son.
Reed plays the part with sensitivity and nuance, which earned him an
Emmy nomination for his performance.

While All in the Family, The Jeffersons, and Medical Center broke
ground by offering more humanized and sincere depictions of transgen-
der subjectivity, throughout the 1970s and ’8os transgender characters
were also segregated to limited representational silos. In cop and detec-
tive shows such as Magnum, PI (1980-1988), Vegas (1978-1981), and The
Streets of San Francisco (1972-1977), transgender characters were mur-
derers and psychopathic killers. On the other hand, comedies such as
Too Close for Comfort (1980-1987), Dear John (1988-1992), and Gimme a
Break (1981-1987) employed the “transgender surprise” tactic where char-
acters in the show fall for, date, or get set up with transgender individuals,
unaware of their identity. By the end of the episode, there is the arche-
typical moment of revelation scene that generates shock and surprise.

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, transgender shock and surprise
were also mainstays on the television talk show circuit. In his study of
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the genre, Freaks Talk Back, Gamson (1999) argues that daytime talk
shows of this era were carnivalesque freak shows that furnished a theater
of sexual and gender variance. As highly formulaic texts that rely on
the routine production of Otherness, spectacle, confession, and emo-
tional excess, talk shows exploited and further marginalized transgender
guests. Perhaps the most egregious and well-known examples were seen
on The Jerry Springer Show, which broadcast episodes bearing titles “I'm
Pregnant by a Giant Transsexual,” “Jerry’s Tranny Special,” and “Trans-
sexuals Attack.”

Yet, as Gamson argues, the talk show is a “monster with two heads”
(29-65) in which a raucous circus is joined with a respectable public
forum, a site where gender variance can be given a human face. In this
way, talk shows offered transgender people a platform from which to
speak and perform their identities. They were given the chance to “talk
back” to the in-studio and at-home audiences, to society, and to author-
ity figures, an opportunity not afforded in other areas of popular cul-
ture. Whereas The Jerry Springer Show leaned toward a contentious freak
show, others such as The Oprah Winfrey Show offered more insightful
conversation, notwithstanding the draw of the sensational. “Issue-
oriented shows” such as Oprah presented public and personal matters in
socially relevant terms that typically “mix[ed] sensationalism with a lib-
eral political agenda that champions the rights of the disenfranchised”
(Shattuc 1997, 9). Within this format, gender-nonconforming people
were offered the “Oprah sit-down,” an ability to narrate their stories,
advocate for understanding, and position themselves as “like everybody
else” Yet talk shows were not the only site of transgender visibility in the
1990s. Across the media landscape, cracks in the representational ceiling
began to spread and multiply.

The Gay ’9o0s

Throughout the 1990s, the popular media landscape transformed as
gay and lesbian visibility proliferated, leading some to coin the decade
“the gay nineties” (Walters 2001). Popular culture became increasingly
infused with a gay sensibility and politicality, setting the stage for trans-
gender visibility. During this time, marketers began to recognize and
exploit the economic potential of the gay consumer market. In gay
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media outlets, local and national advertisers bought ad space in record
numbers (Sender 2004). This commercial interest fueled an explosion
of glossy gay magazines and funded some of the first gay websites popu-
lating the Internet with a national and global reach. Early gay websites
such as Planet Out and Gay.com reached more consumers in the United
States than all gay magazines combined (ibid.). As Sender maintains,
this rapid development of the gay market had two origins: “The AIDS
crisis and associated activism had brought gay people to the attention of
marketers, and the economic recession at the beginning of the decade
sent marketers in search of new groups of apparently affluent consum-
ers” (21). Politically, queer activist groups such as Act Up and Queer
Nation were demanding government and private-sector intervention in
the AIDS crisis and making the culture account for anti-LGBT violence
and discrimination. Employing street theater as protest, these groups
attracted national attention and brought the plight of queer Americans
into the public sphere. State-level gay marriage fights were also under
way across the United States, placing homosexuality on the national
political agenda.

As a result, the media landscape of the 1990s witnessed an unprec-
edented rise in gay- and lesbian-themed content in television program-
ming, popular film, and advertising, along with a readiness to embrace
upscale gay audiences and eventually certain kinds of LGBT imagery
(Walters 2001; Becker 2006). As Becker (2006) notes, the landscape of
1990s television in particular revealed a culture coming to terms with
the question of homosexuality. Gay characters and storylines appeared
in some of the decade’s most popular and celebrated shows such as
Seinfeld (1989-1998), Roseanne (1988-1997), Picket Fences (1992-1996),
Melrose Place (1992-1999), thirtysomething (1987-1991), and a host of
others. Moreover, for the first time in media history, network television
shows such as Ellen (1994-1998) and Will ¢ Grace (1998-2005) revolved
around gay-identifying main characters.

Gay visibility in media content also expanded as the entertainment
industry began to court a lucrative and burgeoning consumer mar-
ket comprised of younger, socially liberal, upwardly mobile, urban
professionals, a group Becker (2006) refers to as the SLUMPY demo-
graphic. In order to appeal to SLUMPY audiences, network television
incorporated gay characters and gay-themed material. This inclusion
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added social relevancy and edginess to programming, making it more
attractive to the coveted younger demographic. For SLUMPY audi-
ences, claiming an appreciation for LGBT-themed programming was a
marker of self-identity, communicating one’s liberal values, hipness, and
forward thinking (ibid.). Importantly, the gay characters within these
shows often looked like the liberal-minded, educated, urban, younger,
upwardly mobile and mainly white demographic networks and market-
ers wished to attract (ibid.).

While the popular culture of “the gay nineties” was largely focused
on homosexuality, and in particular gay white men, the decade offered
glimpses of gender variance. In literature, Leslie Feinberg’s Stone Butch
Blues (1993), a pioneering and wildly popular queer novel, introduced
the world to the gender-nonconforming character Jess Goldberg, a
working-class transgender person who exists beyond conventional gen-
der categories. In the novel, Jess struggles to escape the institutionalized
violence and homophobia that surround her and find love, intimacy;,
and a sense of place. Shifting to the world of fashion and advertising,
androgyny was an emerging trend. The retail powerhouse Calvin Klein
marketed the fragrance “CK One” for both men and women. Shot in
black and white to minimize gender differences, its ads featured androg-
ynous individuals scantily dressed in jeans and t-shirts. On Broadway,
the musical Rent, chronicling the lives of young, queer New Yorkers dur-
ing the AIDS crisis, debuted in 1994 and became a national sensation.'*
One of the show’s leading characters, Angel, a trans woman of color, was
an energetic and hopeful ray of light.

Meanwhile in television and popular film, representations of gen-
der variance reached the mainstream’s center. One of the defining
television sitcoms of the era, Friends (1994-2004), introduced a sto-
ryline in which the main character, Chandler, reveals to his friends
that his father is gay and performs as a drag queen in Las Vegas. Un-
fortunately, the show relied on well-worn myths conflating gay men,
drag queens, and transgender women, and treated Chandler’s father
in disappointing ways, making him the target of routine mockery.
Television dramas also featured transgender storylines, often within
the context of victimhood and distress. In a 1997 Ally McBeal episode,
“Boy to the World,” trial lawyer Ally McBeal defends Stephanie, a
young trans woman arrested for soliciting sex on the streets. Espous-
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ing a sort of liberal paternalism, Ally feels compelled to care for her
troubled friend, noting, “I see a kid who needs help” The program airs
many hackneyed representational tropes as Stephanie is depicted as
a confused kid and sex worker who is tragically murdered by the end
of the episode. At the same time, Stephanie is a kind, witty, creative,
and lovable character who passionately defends her identity to Ally,
asserting, “This doesn’t make me sick. This doesn’t make me a freak.”
Stephanie succeeds in winning Ally’s affection, as she wonders, “Is it
possible to love somebody only two days?”

With varying degrees of sophistication and depth, drag culture also
made appearances in some of the decade’s popular films such as To
Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything! Julie Newmar (1995) and Midnight in
the Garden of Good and Evil (1997). Notable was The Adventures of Pris-
cilla, Queen of the Desert (1994), an Australian road-trip film, for the
ways it depicted friendship and camaraderie among a group of indi-
viduals along the transgender spectrum. As it always had, cross-dressing
showed up in hit comedies such as Mrs. Doubtfire (1993) and The Bird-
cage (1996). However, dramas such as The Crying Game (1992), Ma Vie
En Rose (1997), All About My Mother (1999), and Boys Don’t Cry (1999)
offered multidimensional and thoughtful portraits of transgender in-
dividuals experiencing the severe hardships and simple joys of living
everyday life as a transgender person. While some such as The Crying
Game recycled themes of transgender shock and sensationalism, all pre-
sented characters that were emotionally developed with full backstories.
Likeable and flawed, their transgender protagonists had richly compli-
cated psychological and social lives.

Notably, gender variance was not only a mainstream phenomenon
during the gay nineties. The decade witnessed the birth of what cultural
critic B. Ruby Rich (2013) calls the “New Queer Cinema,” a movement
that flourished across the American independent film festival circuit.
These films were generally low-budget projects facilitated by the grow-
ing availability and affordability of camcorder technology and editing
equipment. Emerging during the AIDS crisis and the flowering of a
critical queer consciousness, New Queer Cinema was also politically
urgent and ideologically radical. Its aesthetics were stylistically daring
and its ethos was emotionally raw. It represented the diversity of queer
and transgender experience. It celebrated defiance, rebellion, danger,
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and life on the margins, eschewing the impulse to create “positive imag-
ery” (Aaron 2004).

New Queer Cinema was also defined by the queering of gender
norms and privileged non-normative performances of masculinity and
femininity. It periodically displayed cross-dressing, transsexuality, trans-
gender imagery, and other forms of gender variance. As Aaron (2004)
argues, within this cinematic moment, “the queer figure par excellence
was the transsexual” (6). One of New Queer Cinema’s canonical films,
Paris Is Burning (1990), brought to the fore the lived experiences of black
and Latino gay, gender-nonconforming, and trans individuals involved
in New York City’s drag scene and vogue culture. Comprised of personal
interviews and documentary footage, the film spotlighted their dreams,
resiliency, creativity, and love. Yet its protagonists were disenfranchised
and struggled with poverty, displacement, and everyday survival. Ulti-
mately, it offered an optic onto the ways queer and transgender people,
out of necessity, create alternative family structures and alliances that
work for them within the specific contexts of their lives.

This was the legacy of the Gay ’9os: the recognition of a queer mar-
ket, the great migration of gay and gender-nonconforming imagery into
mainstream film and television, and a New Queer Cinema that allowed
small glimpses into previously unseen territories of queer and trans-
gender life. These developments helped lay the groundwork for the new
transgender visibility.

The Tipping Point

While mass-mediated gay and lesbian portrayals in particular were “all
the rage” (Walters 2001) in the 1990s, the start of the twenty-first century
has revealed a turn toward transgender. When I conducted my inter-
views and observations between 2008 and 2012, nearly all the people I
spoke with commented on the evolving media and information envi-
ronment. “It’s been changing dramatically in the last 10 years,” Allyson
contended. “T'V shows come out with trans members of families. I think
now the general public is aware that the T [transgender] community is a
part of the diversity of the planet. It used to be that we were completely
invisible to most people. Now we are becoming very visible to people.
Where we kind of had the ability to hide in plain sight 15-20 years ago.
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We can no longer hide in plain sight” Particularly for the older partici-
pants who grew up during a period of “nonrecognition” (Clark 1969),
when transgender visibility was virtually absent from the cultural land-
scape, the change was astonishing.

Some, like Don, were struck by the amount of transgender content
online. “When I was growing up we didn’t have the Internet and things
like that, and I'm 42. Once I decided I was going to transition I immedi-
ately got on the national FTM listserv and I've been on that ever since. I
think the Internet has been critical to the advancement of the trans com-
munity as far as politics, social agendas and things like outreach and re-
source networking” Others, like Rayanne, mentioned television. “Right
now there’s more of it [transgender representation on television]. 'm not
sure about the quality, but there seems to be more media exposure . . .
It seems to me to be kind of a hot topic. You see trans characters going
up in scripted television, reality television.” The representational trans-
formations that Don, Rayanne, and others were noticing indeed mark
the beginning stages of a new transgender visibility. As Rayanne indi-
cated, the quality of this new transgender visibility—its ethos, sophisti-
cation, and point of view—is variable and questionable. However, not in
question is the rising popular recognition of transgender subjectivity in
media culture.

Gender variance has moved from the margins of society to enter
the American national conversation. Recognizing this shift, in 2014
Time magazine announced that we had reached a “Transgender Tip-
ping Point” Featuring Laverne Cox on the cover, the magazine argued
that transgender citizens were “America’s next civil rights frontier” In
addition to the efforts of a politically active transgender movement,
Time’s tipping point declaration was the result of the increasing pres-
ence of transgender visibility in popular culture at the beginning of the
twenty-first century. In the timeline below, I try to capture the high
moments and critical flashpoints of this visibility.

o In 2001, the campy rock opera Hedwig and the Angry Inch is released.
In the film, a botched sexual reassignment surgery leaves Hedwig with
ambiguous genitalia, an “angry inch,” causing her to suffer from the
social and emotional consequences of unwelcomed gender ambiguity.
Hedwig searches for authentic human connection and for people to “love
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the front of me,” as she exclaims in the film. CBS aired the short-lived
television drama The Education of Max Bickford (2001-2002), the first
major network show to include a regularly appearing trans character.

The show follows Max, a college professor struggling with a midlife crisis,
whose best friend Steve becomes Erica. The show’s narrative raised the
social and political issues the transgender community commonly faces,
such as coming out to loved ones, negotiating relationships with family
and friends, changing a driver’s license, and dating.

In 2003, Style Network debuted The Brini Maxwell Show, starring a drag
queen as its host. Originally a cult classic on New York City’s Manhattan
Neighborhood Network, the show was a campy and colorful take on the
home improvement genre.

In 2005, the film TransAmerica is released starring Felicity Huffman as a
transgender woman who reunites with her son and embarks on a cross-
country road trip. Huffman’s performance earns her a Golden Globe for
best actress. The film Breakfast on Pluto is also released presenting the tale
of gender-bending Patrick, nicknamed “Kitten,” who commits to search-
ing for his biological mother, a decision that launches a journey filled
with eclectic urban characters and chance encounters.

In 2006, the telenovela Ugly Betty premiered on ABC featuring Rebecca
Romijn Stamos as Alexis Meade, previously Alex Meade, a fashion maga-
zine editor for the fictional publication Mode. As an ambitious business-
woman and strategist, she conspires with the creative director to take
over the magazine from her brother.

In 2007, Candis Cayne became the first transgender actress to play a
transgender character on primetime television in ABC’s short-lived Dirty
Sexy Money. MSNBC began airing the Born in the Wrong Body documen-
tary series following individuals’ gender transitions. News media also
spotlighted the gender transition of two public figures: Christine Dan-
iels, Los Angeles Times sports journalist, as well as Susan Stanton, Largo,
Florida city manager. Daniels chronicled her transformation in a blog
she wrote for the LA Times titled “Woman in Progress.” Stanton, who was
fired from her government job after announcing plans to transition from
male to female, had her story turned into a two-hour teledocumentary
produced by CNN titled Her Name Was Steven. A May 21 issue of News-
week devoted its cover story to exploring “The Mystery of Gender,” an
exploration of how “the new visibility of transgender America is shedding
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light on the ancient riddle of identity” The issue’s feature article “(Re-
thinking) Gender” discussed the changing cultural assumptions regard-
ing gender in the United States as “a growing number of Americans are
taking their private struggles with their identities into the public realm”
(Rosenberg 2007).

In 2009, Chaz Bono, the son of Sonny Bono and Cher, publicly an-
nounced his decision to transition from female to male. Bono’s story
was turned into a documentary titled Becoming Chaz, a favorite at the
Sundance Film festival, which also aired on the Oprah Winfrey Television
Network (OWN), inaugurating the network’s “Documentary Club” Bono
later released the book Transition: The Story of How I Became a Man, an
autobiographical account of the public figure’s life in the spotlight. The
cable television network Logo premiered RuPaul’s Drag Race, a colorful
reality drag competition that is still incredibly popular today.

In 2010, the teen soap opera Degrassi introduced the character Adam,

a female-to-male transgender high school student, a first for the long-
running and popular show. The first transgender political appointees

in the country’s history were chosen by the Obama administration to
serve the executive branch. Dylan Orr was appointed as special assistant
to the Assistant Secretary of Labor Kathleen Martinez at the Department
of Labor, and Amanda Simpson was selected as senior technical advi-
sor in the Bureau of Industry and Security. Kye Allums became NCA A’s
first division 1 female-to-male transgender basketball player for George
Washington University. According to one sports journalist, the player’s
participation in women’s college basketball was responsible for “starting
conversations never before held in the sport” (Zeigler 2010). Microsoft’s
Xbox 360 video game console changed its “Terms of Use and Code of
Conduct,” allowing players to identify as transgender in user profiles
and gamertags (Robinson 2010). VH1 aired the short-lived reality make-
over TV series Transform Me featuring a trio of transgender women who
give female “fashion victims” makeovers.

In 2011, ABC's hit reality dance show Dancing with the Stars invited
Chaz Bono, Cher’s transgender son, to compete. Chaz’s treatment on the
show was mixed, with one judge referring to his dance style as a “cute
little penguin trying to be a big menacing bird of prey”’

In 2012, Fox’s television hit Glee introduced its first trans character,
Unique, to the high school-themed show. Famed Hollywood film direc-
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tor Lana Wachowski, whose work includes The Matrix trilogy and Cloud
Atlas, came out as a trans woman.

In 2013, Laverne Cox, a black trans actress, made her appearance in Net-
flix’s original jailhouse series Orange Is the New Black, playing a transgen-
der inmate. Chelsea Manning (formerly Bradley), a US army intelligence
analyst, was sentenced to 35 years in prison for leaking classified military
documents to WikiLeaks. Soon after her conviction, Manning came out

as a trans woman and began transitioning while incarcerated. Kristin

Beck (born Chris), former US Navy Seal, published her memoir Warrior
Princess: A U.S. Navy Seal’s Journey to Coming Out Transgender. In 2014,

a documentary produced by CNN Films titled Lady Valor told Becks story.
In 2014, Facebook expanded its gender identity options for user profiles
beyond male/female to more than 50 identities, including “transgender,
“gender fluid,” and “non-binary”” Janet Mock, a black transgender woman
and former People.com editor, published a politically charged and deeply
personal New York Times best-selling memoir Redefining Realness, which
earned international acclaim. Amazon Instant Video branded its original
programming catalogue with Transparent, a Golden Globe- and Emmy
Award-winning series chronicling a Los Angeles family’s journey as the
father transitions to a woman.

Also in 2014, AOL launched an original series following the life of
transgender punk rocker, Laura Jane Grace, titled True Trans. Laverne
Cox Presents: The T Word, a documentary about seven transgender youth
from across the country, was broadcasted simultaneously on MTV and
Logo. VH1 ordered a transgender documentary series titled Transameri-
ca, produced by Tyra Banks about transgender women living in Chicago.
Sterling Brands, a top brand consultancy firm, released its first annual
“trends report” titled On the Future: A Forecast of Near Future Trends.
Among the 15 trends the report listed for 2015 was “Gender Unteth-
ered,” defined as “how gender identity is being bent, blurred, reversed
and mashed-up” (Sterling Brands 2014, 12). The report advocated for
more choices in gender-neutral shopping that would adapt to the grow-
ing gender fluidity in society. It offered the example of a “S(h)e Doll,” a
gender-neutral toy that would allow kids to “experiment with identity via
a selection of clothing, hair and accessories without any gender bias” (13).
In 2015, Barack Obama became the first president to mention trans-
gender Americans in an official capacity during his State of the Union
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speech. Caitlyn Jenner (formerly Bruce Jenner) publicly announced her
trans identity to Diane Sawyer on ABC’s 20/20 in a much-anticipated
televised interview. The interview attracted 17 million viewers and
earned the program’s highest ratings in prized demographics in more
than 15 years (Kissell 2015). In July, Jenner appeared on the cover of Van-
ity Fair magazine along with the headline “Call Me Caitlyn” Also in July,
E! Entertainment launched its much-anticipated show I Am Cait, offering
an inside look into Caitlyn Jenners life and transition. The film About
Ray is released, starring Naomi Watts, Susan Sarandon, and Elle Fanning,
about a teenager transitioning from female to male. Netflix premiered an
original sci-fi series called Sense 8 that features a transgender woman as
part of its ensemble cast.'> ABC Family network premiered Becoming Us,
a reality program following the experience of a teenager whose father
transitions into a woman. Discovery Life aired its original reality series
New Girls on the Block, chronicling the lives of six transgender women.
TLC introduced its series I Am Jazz, about transgender teenager Jazz
Jennings and her family. One media critic noted that at this point in
time, content producers were jumping on “The Transgender Series Band-
wagon” (Moraes 2015).

These moments, which have led some to suggest we have reached a
transgender tipping point, are in part propelled by the growth of a trans-
gender collective consciousness and the political mobilization of gender
variant communities. But they are also the result of transformations in
media and technologies of communication such as television, the Inter-
net, and social media platforms.

In the 1990s, television moved from a period of “multi-channel
transition,” with its VCRs, remote controls, and basic cable services,
to a “post-network era” defined by an explosion of diversity, choice,
and interconnectivity (Lotz 2007, 245). Cable television packages
began offering hundreds of channels, video-on-demand services, and
web streaming. Content providers looked to new markets and fur-
ther carved out new audience niches. In 2002, the here! Network was
launched as a subscription cable service offering original LGBT-themed
television aimed at the larger LGBT community. It was followed in 2005
by Viacom’s LGBT cable channel Logo. Rather than being available as
a subscription service, Logo was offered in upper-tier cable packages.
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As Aslinger (2009) notes, the creation and continued viability of Logo
“illustrates the television industry’s increasing willingness to target
GLBT viewers directly . . . to produce texts that offer up gay protago-
nists as more than ‘textual selling points’” (109). Although a majority
of its marketing and programming is geared toward middle-class, gay,
white men—and increasingly heterosexual women (Ng 2013)—since
its inception Logo has nevertheless apportioned space for screening
transgender-themed content. Its teledocumentary series Real Mo-
mentum devoted several episodes to transgender issues and aired the
trans reality dating show TransAmerican Love Story. Logo also featured
TransGeneration, a documentary series following the lives of four trans-
gender college students. Finally, its signature and most successful show,
RuPaul’s Drag Race, is a reality drag contest that spotlights drag queens,
transgender performers, butch lesbians, and queeny gay men.

If gay characters were used to hail hip, younger viewers in 1990s tele-
vision, transgender figures were deployed to do the same at the start of
the twenty-first century. This trend was most notable in the reality TV
genre, as transgender people were regulars on The Surreal Life (VHi,
2006), America’s Next Top Model (CW, 2008), TransAmerican Love Story
(Logo, 2008), I Wanna Work for Diddy (VH1, 2008), America’s Best Dance
Crew (MTYV, 2009), The Real World: Brooklyn (MTV, 2009), and Making
the Band (MTYV, 2009). The transgender community made a particularly
strong showing in MTV’s 2009-2010 television season: Making the Band
(2000-2009), a reality singing competition, featured a transgender con-
testant; the documentary series True Life (1998-present) featured two
individuals undergoing gender transition; and Randy Jackson Presents:
America’s Best Dance Crew (2008-2015), a dance competition, featured
a dance troupe with a transgender performer. And in its twenty-first
season, MTV’s signature reality hit The Real World (1992—present) intro-
duced its first transgender housemate Katelynn, a twenty-four-year-old
computer whiz from Florida. In the context of cable television, gender
variance met the industry’s need to push the representational envelope
in order to stay relevant, and more, to keep up with the Internet’s more
cutting-edge content.

In fact, it is the growth of the Internet and the evolution of digital,
networked, and convergent technologies that have created the most pro-
found impact on the availability and visibility of transgender representa-

3%
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tions, discourses, and narratives. As Jenkins argues, in the digital media
environment individuals are increasingly “active” instead of passive,
“migratory” instead of stationary and predictable, “socially connected”
instead of isolated, and “noisy and public” instead of quiet and private
(Jenkins 2006, 18-19). Going further, Nightingale and Ross (2003) sug-
gest that beyond being “active,” the new media environment provides
the opportunity for audiences to be “activist” (9).

In light of this emergent media environment, the people I spoke with
routinely narrated their life stories in terms of “pre” and “post” Internet.
Profoundly expanding the media space and offering up new pathways
for content and communication, the Internet offered the promise of
change for them. It created a transgender “long tail” (Anderson 2006),
a vast catalogue of options and media offerings that extend outward like
the long tail of a distribution curve.'*> Whereas transgender content was
previously only available in specialty “brick and mortar” shops, the pro-
liferation of websites and online platforms such as Netflix and Amazon
made it easy to find and consume.

More than changing the relative visibility and accessibility of trans-
gender imagery, the Internet also helped solve one of the greatest chal-
lenges for transgender people: finding reliable and credible information
about gender variance. Its long tail furnished space for transgender-
themed websites and blogs to convey news and information ignored
by most mainstream media outlets. Online websites and blogs aggre-
gated resources and acted as hubs for information. They addressed a
vast spectrum of issues and concerns regarding hormones and surgery,
healthcare and wellness, news and entertainment, politics and activism,
language and identity, style and fashion.

The Internet also supplied unprecedented connectivity to transgender
people, who have often been isolated and widely dispersed across space.
This facilitated political mobilization and the cultivation of a trans criti-
cal collective consciousness (Shapiro 2004). In addition to larger web-
sites such as Facebook and Tumblr, transgender social networking sites
such as Pink Essence and TransQueer Nation have allowed the transgen-
der community to connect and develop active and sophisticated online
subcultures. The design and architecture of these sites cultivate feelings
of group identity, citizenship, and belonging perhaps unavailable in ev-
eryday life. The social networking site TransQueer Nation, for example,
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accomplishes this not only by providing a platform for individuals to
connect, but also through its mode of address. Employing overtly na-
tionalistic rhetoric, it identifies its users as “citizens,” calls personal pro-
files “passports,” and encourages members to connect with “allies” via
the site’s communication tools. Through its digital citizenship, the site
creates a kind of “imagined community” (Anderson 2006) for its users,
a feeling of civic communion and commitment to a nation.

The technological and social affordances of the Internet also helped
transgender individuals create personal “communities of choice,” care-
fully managed social groups “that supply the essentials of community
separately to each individual: support, sociability, information, social
identities, and a sense of belonging” (Wellman et al. 2003, 10). Various
studies have shown the ways virtual tools allow gender variant people
to tell their stories, find assistance, and redefine meanings of self and
community.'* Transgender youth are especially active in online spaces.
In general, LGBT youth spend more time online and have more online
friends than their non-LGBT peers (Palmer et al. 2013). One study found
that 70% of queer and transgender youth believe online interactions re-
duced their feelings of isolation and loneliness, while 52% found a com-
munity in online spaces (Hillier, Kurdas, and Horsley 2001).

The Tipping Point . . . Reconsidered

While the notion of a transgender tipping point may seem apt to
describe our current historical moment, the language seems to imply
progress and movement forward. Even as the new transgender visibility
clearly generates recognition and awareness, the question remains: To
what extent has transgender life on the ground really changed as a result
of this new visibility? Moreover, the representational purview of the
cultural tipping point remains limited. There are noticeable absences,
including transgender men, transgender people of color, working-class
individuals, and gender ambiguous or non-binary people. The depictions
overwhelmingly focus on the trope of gender transition, the process of
moving from one gender identity to another. As Julie asserted, “All we
see in the media is the transition. Transition is not everything. We never
see before it or after it” Even as transition is an important and defin-
ing experience for trans people, it is so frequently recycled in popular
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culture that it edges out alternative articulations. Transition narratives
are also overwhelmingly focused on transsexuals who medically and
surgically transition and pass with ease. As Steve, a white middle-aged,
married cross-dresser, emphasized: “It is the post ops who get the atten-
tion in the media. And so transgender gets equated with transsexual.
The vast majority of what you see is them, and yet, theyre not speaking
for us. We don’t all want surgery”

Many participants expressed concern that a specific kind of “trans-
normative” subjectivity, one with particular race, class, gender, age, and
embodiment norms, was becoming a representational convention. The
question of transnormativity worried Remi: “They [media professionals]
consciously reject transwomen who don't fit traditionally feminine ste-
reotypes. So, you don’t see butch transwomen, tomboyish transwomen.
You don’t see many 20-year-old transwomen. You see straight, White,
middle class femininity” Josh expressed similar frustrations. “It would
be nice to show someone who is not a middle-class white trans person.
Show diversity of transness, like a trans person with disability or a dif-
ferent ethnicity, or like older and younger” Consequently, while the new
transgender visibility evidences silver linings and opens up new possi-
bilities, its blind spots can foreclose others.

As Walters (2001) cautioned about the rise of gay representation in
the 1990s, media visibility does not necessarily indicate wider cultural
understanding or progress on the ground. As she notes, being seen is not
the same as being known, and “visibility can lull us into believing that
change has really occurred when it is, too often, purely cosmetic and su-
perficial” (24). In other words, visibility is not equality; representation is
not care; and acknowledgment is not understanding. Visibility can also
generate regressive backlashes. One only has to look at North Carolina’s
recent HB2 bill, which sanctions open transgender discrimination, as an
example of the dark underbelly of visibility.

Finally, the online world is not a social utopia. It often replicates and
even amplifies the kinds of cruelty and injustice that exist in the “real
world” Online bullying and violence against transgender people is ram-
pant in online spaces. Anonymous users can easily target queer and
transgender people. A 2013 study conducted by the Gay, Lesbian, and
Straight Education Network (GLSEN) found that LGBT youth were
about three times more likely to be bullied and harassed and four times
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as likely to be sexually harassed online than their non-LGBT counter-
parts (Palmer et al. 2013). In addition to bullying, transgender individuals
in online spaces must take care to be extra vigilant about managing their
identities. For individuals looking to keep their transgender status con-
fidential, the Internet’s blurring of privacy and publicity causes unique
challenges (Cavalcante 2016).

Conclusion

When I began my research and fieldwork for this book in 2008, the
participants in my study noticed a slow but discernable rise in trans-
gender representation in media. They felt something was changing, that
they were on the verge of a new transgender visibility. Some in the news
media referred to this as a “tipping point.” But this historical moment did
not simply emerge out of nowhere, as it rests on sociopolitical, cultural,
and technological transformations: the expansion of the gender binary
and of transgender communication networks; the political mobilization
of gender variant people; the legitimacy of the category transgender; the
legacy of the gay ’9os; and the evolution of a digital, convergent, and
interactive media environment.

This book is largely about what it was like to live as these historic
processes churned, to grow up and come of age before the tipping point,
before the new transgender visibility fully emerged. This was a moment
of change where transgender discourses were bubbling beneath the sur-
face and at times took center stage. The next chapter examines life under
conditions where transgender imagery and discourse were widely scat-
tered and scant. It explores the experience of living in a media environ-
ment steeped in an ideology of transgender impossibility.



2
I Sort of Refused to Take Myself Seriously

Transgender Impossibilities and the Desire for Everydayness

“I started cross-dressing when I was 12 or 13 and I always pictured myself
as a woman. Then later on I went to high school, went to college, fought
the draft back during Vietnam, and met my wife, got married, had two
kids, and was still cross-dressing the whole time behind my ex-wife’s
back” For most of her life, Lisa, a white, trans woman in her mid-60s
from a working-class town in the American Midwest, hid her cross-
dressing. She told me she delayed her gender transition until her early
fifties because a transgender identity seemed completely out of reach.
She recalled, “Being transgender? Impossible. You know it just seemed
impossible”

As we sit together chatting in the conference room of a Midwest-
ern LGBT community center, she pauses, gathers her thoughts, and
then recalls how her family prevented her from considering the reality
of a transgender identity. “In my teenage years, my cousin and I were
brought up together like brothers, and my father would take us out
downtown sometimes. We would go down to I think second or third
street [of a Midwestern city] and there were a couple of bars down there,
and he would talk about ‘that’s where the fairies go, which were the drag
queens of course. But back then, what did I know about drag queens and
the transgender community? They were gay and they were fairies.” Lisa
hesitated for a moment, as if wondering whether to continue, and then
confessed, “And I made fun of them. I'll admit it”

Accompanying these experiences was a media environment that
taught Lisa that gender variance was a frivolous masquerade, anything
but a viable expression of human subjectivity. “I can go all the way back
to my childhood, Milton Berle . . . I grew up watching Milton Berle.
You know about him and his drag queen character. Everyone used to
joke around, a man in a dress type of thing, the ruby lipstick. You know
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there was nothing back in the ’50s and early ’60s other than that and
the Tony Curtis and Jack Lemon movie Some Like It Hot. Other than
that kind of stuff there was nothing in the media.” Amid this informa-
tion environment, Lisa kept her cross-gendered thoughts, feelings, and
behaviors hidden.

However, when she was in her fifties, Lisa and her wife divorced. In
part this was because of problems already present in their marriage, and
in part because of Lisa’s desire for gender transformation. Soon after the
divorce, Lisa started attending meetings of a local cross-dressing orga-
nization and began seeing a therapist on a weekly basis. With these sup-
port structures in place, she experimented living full-time as a woman.
Today, Lisa is a social worker who specializes in LGBTQ issues and has
created her own transgender support group in her hometown. She is a
tireless activist, who wants transgender youth to be exposed to better
imagery than she was as a young person. Lisa has a message for those
who wish to represent transgender people: “Show us as anybody else.
Show us some respect!”

Throughout my fieldwork, the participants in my study echoed Lisa’s
sentiments and asserted that media representations made gender vari-
ance appear impossible and nonsensical. Kate, a trans college student
in the Midwest, distinctly remembered the images she grew up watch-
ing and noted how they “all left a horrible memory and made me feel
confused and weird about who I was. I sort of refused to take myself
seriously. Then I spent a lot of time trying to actively repress these mem-
ories” Even though she tries to suppress it, the specter of these repre-
sentations still lingers, for the ideology of impossibility they transmit is
difficult to dismiss.

“Freakish,” “sensational,” “silly;” “crazy,” “tragic,” and “monstrous.”
These were the words participants uttered to describe the images of
transgender representation they encountered most of their lives. Re-
search supports their critique. While there are some notable excep-
tions, transgender figures in media have historically been represented
in terms of supreme Others: as outrageous freaks (Gamson 1999), du-
plicitous deceivers (Serano 2007), villainous monsters (Phillips 2006;
Sullivan 2000), subservient mammy figures (Ryan 2009), fateful mar-
tyrs and victims (Halberstam 2005), and selfless, superhuman deities
(Brookey and Westerfelhaus 2001).
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This chapter explores the experience of encountering these kinds of
representations and how participants make sense of the ideologies of
transgender impossibility they convey. Although these ideologies ex-
press themselves in many ways, this chapter examines four of particular
concern to those who shared their stories with me: (1) the delegitimi-
zation of transgender identity, (2) the dehumanization of transgender
people, (3) the articulation of transgender experience within violence
and a “tragic structure of feeling” (Ang 1985), and (4) the disregard for
transgender everydayness.

Delegitimization: “They Don't Really Exist in
the Realm of Non-jokes”

“Most of the portrayals up until about 5 or maybe 10 years ago, the trans
person was comic relief,” explained Anaya, a middle-aged trans woman.
“We were the clown on stage” During our interview, the figure of the
clown loomed large for Anaya. She referred to it several times as she
discussed her encounters with media. In talking about clownish repre-
sentations, she offered the example To Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything!
Julie Newmar (1995), noting, “To Wong Foo, oh god, give me a break!
Nice comedy, but has nothing to do with who we are” To Wong Foo is
an upbeat, family-friendly comedy that stars three masculine actors—
Patrick Swayze, John Leguizamo, and Wesley Snipes. In the film, they
play professional drag queens (rather unconvincingly) who embark on
a road trip. During the adventure, their car breaks down, leaving them
stranded in the small, socially repressed rural town of Snydersville. As
the film progresses, the trio eventually befriend the townspeople, spicing
up the sleepy little town. They impart folk wisdom about female empow-
erment and stage an impromptu fashion show, changing lives, opening
minds, and liberalizing attitudes along the way.

To Wong Foo is emblematic of a representational trope in which queer
characters with “special powers” swoop into an isolated community in
order to transform and save it from itself—what Brookey and Westerfel-
haus (2001) call a “queer monomyth” (144). With little depth or ambition
apart from helping others, the queer characters leave the town as quickly
as they entered after completing their service.! For Anaya, the portrait
of flamboyant, one-dimensional queens whose purpose was to help,



Figure 2.1. To Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything! Julie Newmar (1995). Patrick Swayze,
John Leguizamo, and Wesley Snipes dressed in character in To Wong Foo. Credit:
Universal/Photofest.
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amuse, and perform for others drove the logic of the film’s plot, and sub-
sequently drove her crazy. Even more, she felt the actors’ performance
of drag was sloppy, for they seemed to be engaging in a frivolous aping
of identity. Also picking up on this theme, Ethan, a trans man in his
twenties, remarked, “My first instinct when I think about trans people,
especially in film, is that they’re often confused with drag queens. I see a
lot of comic relief and a lot of parody. It’s like trans folk and drag queens
are synonymous sometimes. Basically, they are there to entertain you
and dance around.” Importantly, Ethan did not take issue with being as-
sociated with drag queens, as he is a big fan of drag. Rather, he objected
to the ways in which media culture systematically reduces all varieties of
trans subjectivity to staged performance, rendering it a sort of gendered
minstrelsy.

At stake in these kinds of representations for participants like Mag-
gie and Ethan is transgender legitimacy, or the ability to be taken seri-
ously as a gender variant person. Legitimacy, broadly speaking, refers
to having a “right to” something, to being justified in one’s claims over
power, authority, self-determination, even existence (Hurd 2015; Bens-
man 2014). Images of transgender delegitimization undercut these
claims. Recalling the transgender media figures she witnessed growing
up, Remi, a trans woman in her twenties, asserted, “They were a source
of fun, to laugh at. A figure of fun to laugh at. And sort of improbable as
well. I mean like they don't really exist, really! And if they do exist you
just laugh at them. They don't really exist in the realm of non-jokes. So
they only exist to be laughed at”

For Remi, transgender delegitimization was most evident in the
daytime television talk shows she grew up watching in the late 1980s
and early 1990s. These programs presented trans guests “as weir-
dos, sort of as carnival freaks.” Singling out The Jerry Springer Show
(1991-present), the epitome of the trash talk genre, Remi wondered,
“Why would Jerry Springer, the audience, the TV show do that to trans
people? And why would it continue? The fact that it continues and
people find it entertaining . . . I would never do that to people. If I was
in the audience, I would never do that to somebody” When I asked
why she would never do that to someone, Remi explained, “I know
how it feels. Well I guess I do have some biting sarcasm sometimes. But
it’s usually directed to people who are in power. I usually don’t direct it
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at people who don’t have power. I have a really clear sense of who’s in
power and who's not.”

The reason Remi was so acutely attuned to transgender delegitimiza-
tion in media was because she experienced it firsthand in her everyday
life. This held true across the participants in my study. On the job market,
they struggled to be recognized as serious candidates for employment.
In healthcare, they struggled to be understood by medical professionals.
In the social world, they struggled to be treated sincerely by their family,
friends, and communities. This is why the figure of the transgender clown
resonated so powerfully with Anaya as she commented, “I'm tired of being
treated like a joke by people . . . 'm not a clown.”

At the time I was conducting my fieldwork, one of the most fre-
quently cited examples of trans delegitimization by participants was
the coverage of Thomas Beatie—dubbed “the pregnant man” by news
and entertainment media. In 2008, Beatie, a trans man, wrote an ar-
ticle for the Advocate, a popular LGBT magazine, discussing his de-
cision to become pregnant and raise children with his partner. Titled
“Labor of Love,” the article was accompanied by an image of a shirtless,
masculine-looking Beatie caressing his pregnant stomach. Overnight,
the article became a media sensation, what one news organization
called “an international furore [sic]” (Leonard 2008). Across the me-
diascape, news pundits fiercely debated (and often discredited) the eth-
ics of Beatie’s male pregnancy. “This story is very disturbing,” remarked
Wendy Williams on her daytime talk show. Access Hollywood began
its segment on Beatie with “You gotta see it to believe it” And during
a primetime interview with him, Barbara Walters referenced Beatie’s
picture in the Advocate, accusing, “You make a great many people very
uneasy . . . Here is a man with facial hair, with a mustache, with scars
under his breasts, pregnant! It is a disturbing picture, Thomas.” By and
large, media outlets framed the case at best as deeply suspect and, at
worst, as a freak show.

The participants in my study critiqued the news coverage for aban-
doning an opportunity to explore trans issues in any serious way. As
Jen, a trans woman in her mid-twenties from the Midwest, articulated,
“A lot of the spectacle of it wasn’t new for me. It couldn’t offer me
anything new. I was aware of the mechanics of the situation and it
didn’t surprise me or intrigue me. It seems embarrassing, not that it
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happened but that it became such a spectacle. It was a big dog and
pony show.” A few participants, however, noted one exception: Beatie’s
interview on The Oprah Winfrey Show (“The First TV Interview: The
Pregnant Man” on April 3, 2008). As one participant commented
about Beatie’s performance, “He held his own.” Although the episode
is marked by “freak show” dynamics such as promotional segments
that promise shocking revelations about surgeries and sexual practices,
the show settled into a structure that foregrounded the ordinariness
and legitimacy of Beatie and his wife, Nancy. Both are introduced to
the audience in terms of normative class and kinship markers, as a
happily married family who run a small business and live in a typi-
cal suburban neighborhood. Beatie argued, “Love makes a family . . .
And that’s all that matters,” and explained his decision to get pregnant
in humanist terms. “It’s not a male or female desire to want to have a
child . . . it’s a human desire . . . I'm a person, and I have the right to
have my own biological child” Nancy’s daughter from a previous mar-
riage, Amber, attested “we’re just regular, boring people and a regular
family” Moreover, the family’s obstetrician confirmed the ordinariness
of the pregnancy itself. “People say, ‘Is this baby going to be abnormal
or anything like that?’ This baby’s totally healthy . . . I consider it an
average pregnancy.’

Yet even as discourses of normalcy circulated during the show, Beatie
made sure to queer his experience. When Oprah asked if he felt “born in
the wrong body;” he rejected the clichéd terminology and offered a more
complicated view of embodiment. Beatie challenged the parameters of
male identity, explaining that even though socially, legally, and emo-
tionally he is “male,” he also has reproductive organs. And when Oprah
questioned it, Beatie confidently affirmed his maleness. “I have a very
stable male gender identity. I see pregnancy as a process, and it doesn’t
define who I am . . . Ironically, being pregnant doesn’t make me feel any
more female or feminine”

Don, a Latino trans man in his early forties, agreed that the Oprah
episode offered some nuance to Beaties story and the issue of male preg-
nancy. However, as someone invested in politics and social justice, his
concern was not with the content of the news coverage. Rather, he wor-
ried that media’s coverage of “the pregnant man” outshined other, more
pressing trans issues.
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Right now there are so many big things going on that have to do with the
trans community. You had the ENDA (Employment Non-discrimination
Act) that was going on with the HRC (Human Rights Campaign), the
Senate just held a meeting on employment discrimination, the AMA
(American Medical Association) just released resolution 122 which is an
extremely pro-trans piece of internal legislation, DSM 4 (Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders) is in the process of being up-
dated. So there is all this stuff happening now and is any of that showing
up on television? NO. But pregnant trans man is in the media.

Punctuating his point, Don continued, “Who cares about transgen-
der people needing employment when all we hear about is pregnant
men?” In fact, according to Currah (2008a), during 2007-2008 while
the media focused on the controversy surrounding the “pregnant man,”
the Democratic architects of the Employment Non-Discrimination Act
removed gender identity from the bill, which received almost no attention
in the mainstream press. Moreover, the American Medical Association’s
resolution 122, which advocated removing financial barriers to trans-
gender care and argued that public and private health insurance should
cover transgender-related treatment, was relatively invisible outside the
LGBTQ press. As it often does, popular media overlooked the structural
inequalities facing minorities and focused attention on personalized sto-
ries of struggle and perseverance (Dow 2001).

As we sat drinking coffee and continued to chat, Don also critiqued the
ways media and other forms of institutional power such as government
and law intersect to delegitimize transgender life. Of particular concern
to him was the fight for transgender access to public restrooms, an issue
that undoubtedly rages on today. Labeled “the bathroom bill” by local
and statewide media, in 2009 the Massachusetts legislature held hearings
on a bill that would amend the State’s hate crime and non-discrimination
laws to include gender identity and expression, granting legal protec-
tions to transgender citizens. Opponents of the bill, spearheaded by the
Massachusetts Family Institute (MFI), a conservative Christian advo-
cacy group, were successful in seizing control of public discourse and
labeled the legislation “the bathroom bill.” A radio ad financed by the
group warned it would place children at risk to sexual predators: “Pretty
soon, you won't want her to go into a bathroom by herself anymore.
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Why? Didn't you know Beacon Hill is about to make it legal for men to
use women’s bathrooms?” (Keller 2009). In line with the MFI’s framing,
local media headlines followed suit and referred to the legislation as “the
bathroom bill” For example, the Boston Herald announced “Critic: Flush
Bathroom Bill” (Sweet 2009), and a CBS news Boston affiliate ran a story,
“Ad Campaign Fights Transgender ‘Bathroom Bill'” (Keller 2009). Even
as some news media performed an educative function, discussing the
particulars of the bill and its implications for civil rights, the bathroom
bill language became the dominant frame for the story and headlines
focused on bathroom-themed theatrics.? Reacting to this coverage, Don
wondered about the implications of this discourse. “How can we get any-
one to take our issues seriously when they think we are ‘men’ using the
‘women’s’ room? . . . If we're not taken seriously in media, then who’s
gonna take us seriously outside of media? That's where most people’s un-
derstanding about transgender people comes from.”

“There’s Even a Drinking Game for It”

While the participants in my study clearly took the issue of transgender
delegitimization seriously, many also responded in more lighthearted
and irreverent ways. “These things seem to follow a formula,” Erin
boasted, “there’s even a drinking game for it” Erin, a trans woman in her
late thirties, was referring to what is colloquially called “the transgender
documentary drinking game.” The drinking game is a playful critique
of the predictable ways nonfiction media represent transgender people.
According to the rules, viewers take a drink each time a documentary
employs a trans stereotype or representational trope.

I met Erin at a public showing of the transgender-themed documen-
tary She Was a Boy I Knew (2007), organized by a community college
in the Midwest. Film screenings were helpful research sites because
they allowed me to observe conversations about media and technology
in organic social settings. They also introduced me to potential inter-
viewees and research participants like Erin, who attended the screening
because she heard the film “
documentaries.”

She Was a Boy I Knew is an independent documentary that chronicles
the gender transition of its filmmaker, Gwen Haworth, over several years.

was not one of those typical transgender
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Weaving together home video footage, interviews with friends and fam-
ily, phone messages, and original animation, Haworth’s auto-ethnography
is honest, filled with raw emotion and incisive political critique. Sitting
in the audience that night, it was clear the film resonated with viewers.
Erin loved the film. “You couldn't really play the drinking game with this
one . .. What was really cool about it was that a trans woman made the
film. So her voice comes through the film; not just through her voice, but
through her editorial choices. You can see what’s important to a trans
person isn't necessarily important to a news journalist who's trying to cre-
ate some ratings or buzz. The other really cool thing about that was she
had very little screen presence and her story was told through the eyes of
her family. There was not a sensational part of it”

Erin’s appreciation for the film was fueled by how it departed from a
lineage of previous transgender documentaries that employ predictable
narrative, editorial, and aesthetic choices—so often repeated that they
lend themselves to a drinking game. When I told Erin that I had never
heard of the game, she was shocked. “I can’t believe you've never heard
of the drinking game! So, it’s like every time they show a side-by-side
picture of someone before and after their transition, take a drink. Every
time they show a rear angle, soft focus view of her looking in the mir-
ror, take a drink” Although there is no single author of the game, many
point to Gwendolyn Ann Smith’s (2015) version as a standard. It reads
in part,

Take one drink: if a trans woman is shown putting on makeup or fixing
her hair, or if a trans man is shown shaving or slicking back his hair . . .
[or if] a trans woman is shown doing a stereotypically feminine action
like shopping in the mall . . .

Take two drinks: if no trans men are shown [or if] the transgender
people presented are predominantly Caucasian, and predominantly mid-
dle or upper class . . .

Finish the bottle: if the only thing you can find on that has to do with
being transgender happens to be The Jerry Springer Show. Just don’t waste
anything expensive in the process.?

According to Erin, the game also works well for television specials and
news reports that cover transgender people. Created from within the
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community, the Transgender Drinking Game is a whimsical reaction
to and a negotiated reading of media texts that purport to take trans-
gender topics seriously as legitimate subject matter, yet rely on a cliché
and narrative formula. The formula fixates on transgender individuals
performing their gender, putting it on as they gaze into the mirror and
display it like a costume. It also highlights their adherence to gender
norms—transgender women performing conventional femininity and
transgender men performing conventional masculinity—and privileges
those who are white and middle class. Even as these kinds of media
attempt to legitimate transgender identity by depicting “real” people in
everyday life, they have blind spots that delegitimize transgender sub-
jectivities outside the drinking game’s script.

Dehumanization: “Who Will Ever Love You?”

“All norms are not thrown out the window with trans people. We're
people. We're not fucking monsters,” said Lara, a trans woman in her
late twenties from a small Midwestern town. Commenting on the rep-
resentation of transgender individuals in popular media, she continued,
“The character from Silence of the Lambs who wears women’s skins or
even Psycho . . . these movies make us seem like we're crazy . . . like we're
monsters . . . like we're majorly fucked up . . . I mean they’re (the charac-
ters in these movies) not really trans but the connection is still there.” The
two films that Lara mentioned, Silence of the Lambs (1991) and Psycho
(1960), are dark, psychological thrillers that feature violent characters
who bend gender. While the films are not about transgender people per
se, as Lara mentioned, they nevertheless associate gender variance with
psychosis. Many participants in my study echoed Lara’s critique, arguing
that media systematically represent gender-nonconforming characters
as dehumanized and deranged figures, as endemically tainted.

This representational paradigm has historic roots.* It mirrors the
ways transgender identities have been pathologized by medical au-
thorities and psychiatric institutions. As Ekins and King (1996) argue,
“medicine has become the culturally major lens through which gender
blending is viewed in modern Western societies” (119). Throughout
most of the twentieth century, gender variance was understood through
a model of mental illness and degeneracy. The mind was not quite sane.
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The body was not quite healthy. Those who wanted medical services
such as hormones or surgical procedures often had to self-identify as
sick or diseased in order to receive treatment. They had to narrate stories
of internal anguish and suffering to appear sympathetic and worthy of
medical intervention, which would “fix” their condition.

According to Sullivan (2000), the link between gender variance and
pathology in popular culture culminated in the late 1950s with the now
infamous case of Ed Gein. Gein, a native of rural Wisconsin, murdered
two women and, according to those working the case, robbed local grave-
yards to collect human body parts. While Gein never laid claim to a trans
identity, popular press accounts classified him as a deranged transvestite
who wanted to become a woman, and who planned to use the human
body parts he stole to construct a female form (ibid.). The case’s shadowy
mythology served as the inspiration for Bloch’s 1958 novel Psycho, Hitch-
cock’s classic film by the same name, and the movie The Silence of the
Lambs (Sullivan 2000). These texts belong to a corpus of popular films,
a “psycho-trans” genre (Phillips 2006), where gender variance is “associ-
ated directly with castration, madness, murder, and monstrosity” (85).
Following in this tradition, films such as Homicidal (1961), Dressed to Kill
(1980), and Cherry Falls (2000) depict cross-dressing and transgender
behavior as symptomatic of an underlying pathology. In them, transgen-
der characters are less than fully human and stand as symbolic vessels
into which our culture’s fears and anxieties are filled.

Other minority groups have been cast in a similar light, such as
the homosexual predator that lurked in mid-century media (Meeker
2006) or the hypersexualized and violent black buck of the post-
Reconstruction Era that appeared in twentieth-century Hollywood film
(Bogle 2001). These characters threatened white, heterosexual order
and stability. Indeed, transgender figures pose the same danger, but an
amplified one by virtue of gender being so intimately connected to the
category of human. As gender theorist Judith Butler (1988) reminds us,
the acquisition of fully human status requires fidelity to the female/male
binary, as “discrete genders are part of what ‘humanizes’ individuals
within contemporary culture” (522).° To be a human is to have a clearly
legible male or female identity. Allegiance to this binary system grants
individuals the rights of personhood. For example, fetuses in the womb
become more fully human once a gender is assigned to them. One of the
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first questions pregnant women get asked is whether their child is a boy
or a girl. The pronouncement “It’s a boy” or “It’s a girl” transforms the
baby from abstract idea (an “it”) into a distinct person (a “he” or “she”).
To transgress this gender binary threatens one’s status as ordinary, as
human. As Lara said, “Once people find out you're trans, all of a sudden
everything changes. You're not a person anymore . . . they either treat
you like a crazy person or as some kind of sub-human freak?”

It is exactly because trans people face the threat of abjection in their
everyday lives that images of dehumanization resonated so strongly with
the participants in my study.® Over and over again, they discussed how
these kinds of representations—coupled with the absolute paucity of hu-
manized transgender imagery—made it harder for them to secure the
rights and pleasures of ordinary personhood. One of the pleasures of
personhood they most deeply desired was human love and intimacy. In
media representation and the visual culture of everyday life, expressions
of physical affection, sexuality, and tenderness by or toward transgender
people are virtually invisible. Brandon, a trans man in his twenties, ex-
plained how this imagistic lack corresponded with his lived experiences.

When I came out as trans, my brother was like “who will ever love you?”
My answer to that is: Your assumption that no one will ever love me or find
me attractive reflects your own fear and anxiety about gender variance.
That is what I see played out in Ugly Betty, and other media as well. There
was this one episode where someone was trying to get her [Alexis, the trans
character in the show] out of power because of the magazine. They paid
somebody to romance her and take her away to Brazil because they didn't
want her to interfere. Of course, they had to pay someone! There was an-
other scene where she is shooting hoops in this bar, she is high femme and
really gorgeous, with this dude who is clearly coming on to her and flirting
with her. Then of course she is like “Oh my god. I think he likes me.” The
climax of the scene is when he gives her his number and then is like “No
way would I ever hang out with you. I know what you are”

Blatantly denied or having to be purchased, love is seemingly inac-
cessible for the trans character in this scenario. For Brandon, this logic
spills from the television screen and colors his brother’s understanding.
The question of love was also on the mind of Rayanne, a transgender
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woman in her late thirties from the Midwest. She understood media
representation as a crucial variable in legitimizing transgender affection.
“What we need is positive reinforcement [in the media] because until
it’s ok to love trans people we will always have transphobia and violence
against trans people. We have to make it okay to love trans people.”

Along with love, the participants in my study also discussed the ways
transgender sexuality was generally absent from media culture, apart
from the narrow confines of prostitution. As sex workers and street-
walkers, transgender people are routinely portrayed as fixtures of an
urban landscape, unruly representatives of a city’s nighttime under-
ground. Commenting on this representational trope, one participant
pointed to an episode of Sex and the City, a show based in New York
City. In the episode “Cock a Doodle Doo” (10/15/2000), the character
Samantha feuds with a trio of transgender prostitutes who are keep-
ing her awake at night. In the opening scene, as Samantha attempts to
fall asleep, the prostitutes loudly conduct their business in her trendy
downtown neighborhood, within earshot of her apartment window. No-
ticeably frustrated, Samantha throws open her window to catch a look
and the show’s narrator explains, “There they were: Samantha’s friendly
neighborhood pre-op transsexual hookers. Half man, half woman, to-
tally annoying”

Although securing above-ground employment is one of the greatest
challenges facing transgender people, and some are forced to participate
in the underground economy to survive, what bothered participants was
the systematic union of transgender identity and sex work in media cul-
ture.” This coupling has become somewhat of an industry convention
according to Calpernia Addams, a transsexual actress and Hollywood
insider who runs a video production company. She maintains, “in Hol-
lywood, it’s like the two words go together, transsexual and prostitute . . .
They don’t even question it” (Garvin 2003).

Outside of Hollywood’s fictional narratives, news media display
similar representational trends. News reports about transgender people
resonated powerfully with participants because they were anchored in
the real world. Brandon, a trans man in his twenties who lives in San
Francisco, noted, “The [news] media says trans women are supposed to
be sex workers, and have HIV, and live in SROs (Single Room Occupan-
cies) in a tough part of town. That is the niche trans women are allowed
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to occupy. You're poor. You're a woman of color. You do sex work. You're
on the streets, addicted to drugs. That’s what people expect to see, or
what they think. It is that image.” Jen, a trans woman in her twenties liv-
ing in the suburbs of a Midwestern city, witnessed the same in her local
news: “I recently have been looking at newspapers more. Lately there
have been a lot of things going around where there have been sex work-
ers who are transgender getting killed and they totally use their male
name and place a big emphasis on the ‘sex worker’ title. They don’t really
say anything good about the person except that they’re trans, theyre a
sex worker and they got shot. So, that’s the image. If you're trans, youre
going to be a sex worker and you’re going to get shot” These kinds of
stories have compelled Jen to confront her own mortality. “Luckily in
my case I have half my family backing me, so if something did happen
to me I will be remembered the right way. I made them promise me they
would present me as a girl. But imagine if you haven't spoken to your
parents in 20 years and you're a female now and at your funeral they
dress you up in a suit and put you in a casket.”

For a twenty-one-year-old, Jens thoughts about death are almost too
well developed. Even as the threat of violence is real for her, she is never
allowed to forget it. When she turns on the television, it stares back at
her. To be clear, Jen and Brandon do not oppose media representations
of transgender poverty and sex work because they are implausible or
fictitious. Rather, they take issue with the repeated stories of transgen-
der dehumanization, economic hardship, and prostitution because these
frames quarantine transgender possibilities and prevent alternative nar-
ratives from being told.

Tragedy: “You Never Really Hear About Trans People
Until They’re Dead”

“I think CSI, the original CSI, has had three or four episodes that featured
transsexuals, and almost all of them victims, and in one case, a murderer,”
explained Rayanne, a trans woman from the Midwest in her thirties and
a big fan of television crime procedurals. Her favorite shows are Law ¢
Order and Law & Order: SVU. But even as she is a fan of the genre, she
pushes against the ways it almost exclusively frames transgender char-
acters as victims of violent crime. During our interview, she discussed
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an episode of Law & Order: SVU titled “Transitions” (2/17/ 2010). The
episode revolves around a 13-year-old transgender youth named Hai-
ley (born Henry). Hailey’s father, Mark, is having a hard time accepting
her transgender status. As the episode unfolds, Mark is almost beaten to
death by an unknown perpetrator. Hailey becomes a prime suspect, and
in a state of crisis, she slits her wrists attempting suicide, but survives. In
the episode’s concluding trial scene, the audience finally learns that the
individual who violently assaulted Mark was Jackie, Hailey’s guidance
counselor at school. On the stand, Jackie reveals that she took an active
interest in the teen’s well-being because she too is a trans woman and
has been brutally victimized her entire life. To protect Hailey against his
intolerance, Jackie attacked Hailey’s father, Mark.

The episode epitomizes what Ang (1985) calls a “tragic structure of
feeling,” an affective atmosphere overwhelmed by tragedy, unavoidable
pain, and suffering. Both trans characters in the Law & Order: SVU epi-
sode exist in such a structure. Hailey is victimized and attempts suicide,
and her guidance counselor Jackie was a lifelong victim of violence who
ultimately became a perpetrator of it. The omnipresence of violence and
tragedy in transgender representation was a flashpoint in my research,
one of the greatest concerns for the participants in my study. As one par-
ticipant described, “All the time I see this. The trans person is trying so
hard to fit in, trying so hard to work in society, and society doesn’t accept
them and they are killed oft right before credits roll.” For Carrie, a trans
woman from the Midwest in her early thirties, tragic structures of feeling
saturated the media landscape but were particularly present in the plas-
tic surgery-themed cable drama Nip/Tuck (2003-2010). “Nip/Tuck really
pissed me oft. I watched an episode about transgender individuals. It was
the episode where the kid of one of the surgeons found out his girlfriend
was transgendered [sic], and could not handle it. He went and picked up
another trans person at a bar and beat the shit out of her, and abused her.
The very end of it, when the son was seen by the trans person’s friends,
she pointed him out to them, and they jumped on him, beat him up, and
pissed on him. I think it just portrayed hostility upon hostility and gave
the impression that revenge is out there to be had.”

Trans identity is so often co-constructed with violence that some
participants expressed concern that the two are inevitable. In talking
about “the typical transgender plot line,” Julie explained, “Very often we
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are killed at the end. That really irritates me. I think it gets people to al-
most expect it, to almost expect if you're trans you will die for it” Like-
wise, Wren contended, “There’s also a problem in that especially in the
news, you never really hear about trans people until theyre dead. The
trans people you know are the ones who have died. There’s always this
constant threat of violence and it’s somehow dangerous to be this type
of person” Some portrayals imply that the violence is deserved, a con-
sequence for gender “deception” or for failing to pass completely as
man or woman.® Citing Julia Serano’s (2007) discussion of the trans-
gender deceiver trope in her book Whipping Girl, Kate commented,
“This writer I like talks about the two archetypes of trans people in the
media: the ‘pathetic’ and the ‘deceiver, separated by those who can pass
and those who can’t pass. I really do see that a lot. If they can’t pass they
are some horrible freak, but if they can pass they are seen as some awful
person who is tricking innocent straight guys into being gay, like they
deserve what crap comes their way. There is a lot of victim blaming like
‘She shouldn’t have pretended to be a woman.”

Transgender figures are not the only ones historically cast in narra-
tives of deception, for deception has been a recurrent theme in films
about social identity. The 1986 movie Soul Man, dealing with themes
of racial crossing, is perhaps one of the most egregious examples. In
the film, a white college student, Mark, pretends to be black in order
to earn a scholarship at Harvard Law School. His scheme is success-
ful. When his real identity is revealed, Mark faces shock and scorn, and
gets punched in the stomach. Nevertheless, cushioned by his whiteness,
gender normativity, and class privilege, his interpersonal relationships
remain intact and he is allowed to continue attending college. At worst,
his deception ultimately causes a ripple in his life. Yet what sets trans-
gender narratives apart from other stories of social “deception” are the
violent and even deadly consequences faced by those who attempt to
pass. Indeed, the ripple becomes an earthquake, as violence and cruelty
become the only response.

Crucially, I am not arguing—and participants are not suggesting—that
transgender lives are not threatened by violence. Just as participants were
aware of the socioeconomic difficulties faced by many in the transgender
community, but desired representations that moved beyond these dif-
ficulties, their aversion to the media’s focus on violence perpetrated by
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and against transgender people is not because such violence fails to exist,
but rather because it is frequently the only narrative being told. Many
of the people I met in my fieldwork were survivors of assault and ag-
gression. For example, Linda, a middle-aged working-class trans woman
from a small farming community in the Midwest, recalled two searing,
traumatic experiences. The first involved the day her father caught her
cross-dressing as a young teen. “I more or less got thrown against a closet.
I was probably thirteen then. He basically told me to straighten up, act
like him and my brothers or he was going to take me out of this world”
The second violent encounter involved a man she met online as a young
adult. “T've actually had one guy try to beat me up and rape me. I wasn’t
paying attention. I was too complacent with where I was and what I was
doing . . . I managed to get my purse and my pepper spray. He took off,
and I never heard from him again”

Noticeable is the way Linda implicates herself in the assault, faulting
her lack of attention and complacency for its occurrence, rather than
the vicious aggression of her attacker. It is as if she has internalized the
tragic structure of feeling, accepting it as her own burden to manage. As
Meyer (2015) has shown, this is often the case for working-class LGBTQ
people, as economic status plays a role in the extent to which people
understand violence as severe or ordinary. Living under challenging
structural conditions such as poverty, high unemployment, and over-
policing, low-income LGBT people are more likely to downplay violence
than their upper- and middle-class counterparts, perceiving it as part
and parcel of queer everyday life (ibid.).

This is not to say low-income LGBT people accept or embrace vio-
lence. Despite the traumatic episodes she lived through, Linda em-
phatically stressed that her life is absolutely not defined by tragedy and
victimhood. She is a survivor who arms herself and is always vigilant of
her surroundings. “I've learned to watch my back, especially after dark.
When I walk outside at night I always have my pepper spray in my hand
ready to use. You never know. You just kind of watch shadows, see if
anyone is coming up behind you.” At the same time, she is also unwilling
to overlook the kindness she has received from strangers. Since coming
out as a trans woman five years ago, she explained, “I just experience
more openness, more acceptance than I thought. I live everyday like this

»

[as a transgender woman]
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As with Linda, even as participants acknowledged the prevalence of
transphobic violence, they too resisted defining the transgender expe-
rience through tragedy. Sebastian contended, “I think there is a great
amount of violence that happens to trans people either physically or
emotionally in our lives, as there is for a lot of people, but I don’t know
that it is the defining . . . it doesn’t define the trans community as some
people think it does.” Similarly, Don noted, “The one mainstream movie
that had a trans guy in it was Boys Don’t Cry. Of course he’s like raped
and murdered, which was factual, but maybe one of these days they’ll
show something else too.” According to Don, transgender-themed films
based on real events like Boys Don’t Cry (1999), Soldier’s Girl (2003), and
The Gwen Araujo Story (2006) warrant telling, and importantly, depict
their transgender protagonists in sympathetic and considerate ways.
Nevertheless, these stories are reliant on a tragic structure of feeling and
are at risk of becoming wholly representative of the transgender experi-
ence, at the expense of others.

It is important to note that some participants embraced associa-
tions of transgender with violence in popular culture. Vera, a gender-
nonconforming, queer artist and nightclub performer living in San
Francisco, admitted, “I really like the idea of queers as dangerous
people” Vera is actively involved in the San Francisco drag scene and
prefers a style of drag that is intended to “shock and awe” audiences.
She finds herself naturally gravitating toward the excessive, flamboy-
ant, and confrontational, what she termed “the outrageous version of
queerdom.” For Vera, transgender depictions that hinge on violence
and danger are exciting. However, she underscored that this is only so
when the transgender figure perpetrates the violence. As we sit chat-
ting in a San Francisco café, she referenced John Waters’s early work.
In particular, she praised the drag queen Divine, delighting in her ag-
gression and colorful repugnance in the film Pink Flamingos (1972).
As one of her favorite images of all time, the iconic movie poster is
framed in her apartment. It depicts Divine in a tight red dress scowl-
ing and standing confidently, holding a handgun pointed at a target
outside the frame. According to Vera, characters like Divine celebrate
power and dominance. They highlight the social defiance and nervy
anti-normative sensibilities of queer and trans subcultures. Summa-
rizing her thoughts regarding the “outrageous version of queerdom,’
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she noted, “Do I think politically it was good for us moving forward?
No. Culturally, politically and so forth maybe I was more enlightened
later when I got to experience firsthand homophobia and transphobia
and all of the bad stuft that comes along with those kinds of represen-
tations. But artistically, creatively, I think it was fabulous. I am still
attracted to a great tranny [sic] killer. I don’t think everything should
be, at the end of the day, family friendly” Unlike other participants,
Vera is less concerned about media as a reflection of daily life. For
her, media is about thrill, fantasy, and escapism, different yet equally
worthy functions.

“That Stage of Unlearning”

“You have to do a lot of unlearning if youre trans,” remarked Andy,
a twenty-something trans man currently living in San Francisco. In
dealing with media environments that traffic in transgender delegitimi-
zation, dehumanization, and tragic structures of feeling, Andy and many
other participants in my study engaged in a process of “unlearning.”
This is an epistemological strategy of shedding the ideologies, schemas,
and frames imparted by media and popular culture, which have been
adopted in whole or in part. For Andy, surviving and thriving in the
world meant unlearning the ideology of transgender impossibility.
Growing up in the late 1980s and early 1990s in rural California,
Andy’s first encounter with transgender subjectivity was in the media.
“My first exposure was definitely media. The movies. It is for a lot of
people! I think it is geographical. Depending on where you grew up,
media is going to be your outlet. Media is how people start to absorb the
world and what the world consists of. It is not always accurate” Recalling
the transgender characters that he saw in the media, Andy remembered,
“[they] were mentally unstable and villainized. Even if the characters
themselves weren’t characterized as mentally unstable, somebody else
was, and they became the victim of that. And those frames stayed with
me for a very long time.” These frames conceptualized gender variance
as precarious and pathological, associating transgender people with in-
stability, deviance, and victimization. Andy continued, “What it did, is
that years later it required me to do much more unlearning. I think it
actually had a pretty direct impact in my own journey, in my own real-
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ization, in my own willingness to answer myself honestly. And I think
that’s true for a lot of queer people.”

For Andy, unlearning from the media was an essential step in his
self-development. But this merely represented “the first door” Andy
explained, “Trans people I think sometimes have to go through that
stage of unlearning twice because the gay and lesbian community
isn’t as accepting and doesn’t embrace trans people the way the mis-
sion statements of the gay community say they do. They don’t” In this
second stage of unlearning, Andy had to shed the “second-class citi-
zenship” status he felt as a transgender-identifying person in gay and
lesbian communities. When he began to identify as transgender in his
later teenage years, Andy frequented gay clubs and joined LGBT orga-
nizations, expecting open arms. Unfortunately, these spaces regularly
perpetuated social hierarchies that placed transgender people at the
bottom. Andy remembered, “I just had to forget about the gay scene
for a while”

After forgetting about the gay scene, Andy’s process of unlearning
involved a third and final stage. Whereas the first two stages of un-
learning were directed toward the self, the third involved facilitating
the process for others. Andy’s immediate family and social network
also learned about transgender identity from media, adopting a limited
understanding of gender variance. In order for them to understand his
gender transition, they too had to engage in unlearning and shed their
thick shell of misconception. Andy explained, “[Media] also doesn’t
just affect the individual going through it [gender transition]. It af-
fects their families, it affects their friends, and if you're growing up in a
household that’s exposed to the same images your parents and siblings
are, you all have the same association. So, you've done the work to un-
learn that, and now you have to help this group of people unlearn that
as well” Summing up, Andy described the ultimate goal of the unlearn-
ing he and his family went through. “So it’s about being seen as a ‘real’
human . .. as an ordinary person . . . That’s what I find to happen a lot
with trans people in the media; the humanization aspect of it isn’t the
same as it is for other people”

For Andy, achieving “real human” or “ordinary person” status was
about changing his own mind, and the minds of those around him, in-
viting them to practice unlearning with him. This process takes time
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because unlearning does not happen all at once. It requires persistent in-
tellectual and emotional labor to relax the grip of the ideology of trans-
gender impossibility, which is firm. While removing it completely may
not be possible—for ideology does have a way of inhabiting us—over
time its hold can be loosened.

“I Want to See People Who Just Happen to Be Trans”

The participants in my study were acutely attuned to the delegitimiza-
tion of transgender identity, the dehumanization of transgender people,
and the articulation of transgender experience within a tragic structure
of feeling because these dynamics frequently appeared in media. How-
ever, this was not the only reason. They were also sensitized to these
representational trends because their lived experiences heightened their
awareness of them. Legitimacy, personhood, and safety—fundamental
components of everydayness—are all at stake in living a transgender
life. Before, during, and after transition, they can become slippery and
out of reach.

Everydayness is, according to Lefebvre (1987), the connective tissue
that links disparate domains of the lived world. One of the first to de-
construct the concept, he argued that everydayness was “a common de-
nominator of activities, locus and milieu of human functions,” as well as
a “uniform aspect of the major sectors of social life: work, family, private
life, leisure” (Lefebvre 1987, 10). It is a routine of the familiar “known in
common with others and with others taken for granted” (Garfinkel 1964,
225). As commonality, taken-for-grantedness, uniformity, and order, ev-
erydayness is fundamentally at stake for the participants in my study
because they occupy a stigmatized, marginalized, and precarious subject
position. As a result, the everyday emerged as a potent object of desire
throughout my fieldwork. It conducted a powerful electric charge and
carried an almost magnetic attraction.

According to Lauren Berlant (2010), objects of desire present a “clus-
ter of promises we want someone or something to make to us and make
possible for us” (93). The closer we come to the object, the closer we
feel to its promises. This sense of promise accounts for its magnetism
and for our faith in the object. Upon first glance, everydayness may ap-
pear to be unworthy of such profound desire. Most work in queer and
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cultural scholarship examines desire in terms of sexuality, embodiment,
and pleasure, paying special attention to those unexpected and non-
normative vectors. Yet, desire appreciates what Sedgwick (2003) calls
“the freedom of affects” (19), meaning it can openly wander and attach
itself (at least potentially) to any object or idea, even something as seem-
ingly mundane as the everyday.

One of the most frequently communicated sentiments in my study
was a desire to see transgender ordinariness and everydayness repre-
sented in media. As one participant said, “I just want to see, you know,
trans people living their everyday lives” This kind of portrayal is both
simple and profound. While it appears matter-of-fact, transgender
everydayness nevertheless counters the ideologies of impossibility—
delegitimization, dehumanization, and violence—so frequently por-
trayed in media and reveals trans life to be attainable.

Throughout contemporary media history, other minority groups have
similarly struggled against ideologies of impossibility. They too have ex-
pressed a desire for media portrayals of everydayness. One of the biggest
draws of The Cosby Show (1984-1992) for African American viewers was
exactly its representation of black, domestic everydayness within the con-
text of an affluent nuclear family (the Huxtables)—something that was ab-
sent from the media landscape at the time. Although the show was often
criticized for being blindly unrealistic, overlooking racial injustice and sys-
temic discrimination, many black viewers appreciated it for being aspira-
tional in its mundaneness. As Inniss and Feagin (2002) note in their study
of black audiences’ responses to the show, for viewers desiring represen-
tations of black life outside negatively codified stereotypes, the Huxtables
were role models presented in “a true family setting”; as one participant
maintained, “they deal with down to earth issues” (198). Gay audiences
have similarly yearned for media to recognize “the existence of normal,
unexceptional ‘plain gay folks™ (Gross 1998, 92). In his study of Israeli gay
men, Kama (2002) noted, “the principal concept that constituted a com-
mon denominator among all interviewees was the desire to portray gays
as “normal” (200). For the gay men in his study, a “normal” gay man was
similar to his heterosexual counterparts, “situated at the heart of consen-
sual society” (200), a part of (but not apart from) the everyday world.

Within my areas of concentration, mainly media and LGBTQ stud-
ies, this desire for and attachment to the ordinary and the everyday
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is overwhelmingly overlooked or dismissed as “normative.” Its politics
rubs against a radically progressive sensibility that locates sameness and
orderliness within a hermeneutics of suspicion . . . and for good reason.
Throughout modern Western history, notions of the normal and the or-
dinary have been used to discipline, shame, and punish LGBTQ people
(Foucault 1990). Discourses of normality have been marshaled to jus-
tify violence and systemic disenfranchisement. The queer critique of
the normal questions its authority, challenges the hierarchies it erects,
and exposes the ways it disempowers minorities. But the challenge of
studying “real” people in the “real” world is to take their thoughts and
experiences seriously, even when they may not seem politically expedi-
ent. The reward is a nuanced understanding of how individuals oper-
ate in everyday life and the opportunity to square that with academic
theorizing.

As I began my fieldwork, I was not expecting to address issues of
the everyday and the ordinary. But they were an unavoidable presence,
particularly when the participants talked about media culture. Through-
out our interview, Margie repeatedly expressed a desire for transgender
everydayness. “I want to see professional people who function in ev-
eryday life . . . warm and caring people, family people . . . the women
who come to this group, one is the lead attorney for the county circuit
court . . . the person who works on the [assembly] line at Ford” Simi-
larly, Julie commented, “I want to see normal people who are ... I don't
care if it’s factory workers, social workers, lawyers, psychologists, who
happen to be trans. That’s what I think we need. That’s what people need
to see. They need to see we are normal people doing normal things”

Margie’s and Julie’s desires for everydayness are expressed as a wish
to see in media the familiar figures that populate their everyday world.
Both participants live in Midwestern towns that are largely reliant on the
automotive industries. The character types these two participants enu-
merate (automotive workers, assembly line laborers, factory employees,
etc.) reflect their geographic and economic location. Most importantly,
the figures they mention exhibit transgender possibility. They harbor the
capacity for self-authorship and freedom. They have good jobs. They are
leaders in the community and have families. They have positive person-
ality attributes. They defy the ideology of impossibility and, as Margie
declared, “function in everyday life”
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In articulating everydayness, Julie also employed the word “normal”
to describe the transgender individuals she wants to see represented in
media. Although it was not too common, the word (a loaded word in-
deed) did show up in my fieldwork. Importantly, the true meaning of
“normal” can only be fully understood within the context of its usage.
Consider Julie’s remarks. In employing the word, she adopted both in-
ward- and outward-looking perspectives. Toward the beginning of our
conversation, Julie is inward looking, employing the first person (“I want
to see”). But as she continues, there is a shift in voice to the second per-
son (“we need”), and she concludes her remarks by looking outward,
employing the third person (“They need to see”).

Within the context of its usage here, “normal” is deeply polysemic
and malleable. As Julie’s voice and perspective change, so do the im-
plications of the word. When she first employs the word, she expresses
a personal preference. She wants to see people who are normal fo her,
familiar to her, who exist in her world, and who align with her sense of
everydayness. The second time she uses “normal” is during an outward-
looking moment, when she reflects on what others need to see. This is
not necessarily her normal. Her normal is far more capacious and ex-
pansive. In this way, normal has moved from a context of “I want” to one
of “they need” In media studies, this concern regarding other people’s
encounters with media, people who are seen as less discriminating and
knowledgeable than ones self, is called the “third person eftect” (Perloft
1993). In the context of the third person, “normal” takes on a slightly
different meaning. It reflects a normative impulse to accommodate and
assuage an outsider’s gaze. The outsider is assumed to be unfamiliar with
transgender life and therefore needs to be exposed to a certain more pal-
atable kind of normal—one that is different from the kind that Julie, by
virtue of being transgender, can appreciate. Julie underscores this idea
later in our conversation. “I know transgender people. They don’t. What
I want to see is probably not the same thing as what they need to see.
They need to be broken in.” What unfamiliar audiences need to see, ac-
cording to Julie, are trans individuals situated in conventional, safe con-
texts. These portrayals “break in” audiences and soften their potential
resistance to trans people.

Julie’s comments also reveal another common device that participants
used when expressing their desire for everydayness: the phrase “happens
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to be transgender.” This phrase surfaced over and again in interviews
and during my observational work. Like the word “normal,” the phrase
“happens to be X” is contentious and politically fraught. Steeped in
normative connotations, the phrase has emerged before, for example,
with respect to race (someone who “happens to be black”) and sexual-
ity (someone who “happens to be gay”). Typically, the phrase operates
to downplay difference, to soften its edges, and mitigate its potential
threats. With respect to sexuality, for example, scholars argue that the
spirit of the refrain reflects a neoliberal politics, one that renders “gays
harmless and innocuous, similar to straights and denuded of politics,
sexuality, difference” (Walters 2001, 296; see also Warner 1999; Halperin
2012; Duggan 2003). Indeed, I too have argued that media representa-
tions of characters who “happen to be gay” reflect an impulse to univer-
salize a text, to create distance from queerness, to declaw it, and to make
it agreeable to heterosexual audiences (Cavalcante 2015).

But the question remains: How do we make sense of participants
who themselves desired characters who “happen to be” transgender?
Are they merely expressing a longing for assimilation or trans norma-
tivity? On the one hand, these sentiments may be at play. However, on
the other, they fail to fully account for the spectrum of participants’
meaning making. I want to resist conceptualizing their thoughts as false
consciousness, to move beyond this well-theorized domain and open
up new conceptual territory. Consider Andy’s thoughts about what he
wants to see depicted in media. During our interview, he happily posed
the following scenario: “Get a head doctor on one of these emergency
room shows who happens to be transgendered [sic]. And maybe every
fifteenth episode you hear about it. When you do hear about it, it’s in
a way that’s comical. Like if there is an ER doctor and they’re helping
some adolescent patient who is complaining about her period, you can
say something like ‘Good thing I don’t have that anymore. In some way,
it can be a running joke that everyone laughs at. So, it’s funny, but the
character is also supported.”

Crucially, the ideal character that Andy describes who “happens to
be transgender” directly counters the three themes of transgender im-
possibility discussed in this chapter. Bypassing the tragic structure of
feeling, Andy’s trans representation is articulated with levity, in a “comi-
cal” tone. Rather than work to delegitimize the character’s transgender
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identity, the portrayal affirms it. The character is open about his trans-
gender identity and “supported” by his colleagues. Instead of perpetrat-
ing or being victimized by violence, Andy’s transgender character, as a
medical doctor or surgeon, represents life and hope. He works to rectify
the tragic outcomes of violence. Given the risk of violence that trans-
gender people face, “happening to be” is an aspirational state of being
that reduces the potential for being marked and targeted for assault. Fi-
nally, in Andy’s vision, the doctor’s transgender identity, his difference,
is not erased. It is apparent and commented on by other characters in
the show. In fact, transgender identity is boldly asserted through Andy’s
joke regarding the doctor’s absent period.

As with Andy, when I asked Alex and Ethan, trans men in their
twenties, about transgender representation in media, they too used the
phrase “happens to be trans.” Alex offered, “I want to see people who
are not professionally trans,” remarking, “I want to see people who just
happen to be trans and do a million other things with their life. It ob-
viously is a big thing, but it would be nice if the focus of the storyline
or interview isn't transness. I think that would be huge!” In the same
way, Ethan maintained, “I don’t really see representations of ‘here’s
somebody who happens to be trans and is going through life It’s held
at the forefront and you’re never really given an opportunity to forget
about it. At all, and to be able to be like, ‘oh yeah, that’s right. There is
this other part that exists. All of these things exist through the lens of
transgender”

In their comments, the phrase “happens to be trans” is contrasted
with the idea of being “professionally trans” and with trans being “held
at the forefront” This reduction of a character to their transgender
identity is understood as limiting, as a state of being that undermines
potentiality. By contrast, “happening to be” is about the promise of op-
portunity and possibility. It is about widening the lens and adding lay-
ers to transgender life. It is highly significant that both Alex and Ethan
follow the phrase “happens to be trans” with the conjunction “and”” This
happened throughout my fieldwork, for when participants uttered the
phrase “happens to be trans,” it was almost always followed by “and”
For example, Alex wants to see characters that happen to be transgen-
der and “do a million other things with their life” “And” is the complex-
ity that defines transgender life. In this way, “happening to be” is not a
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purgatory of mediocrity within which participants are trapped. Rather,
in routinely being followed by the word “and,” “happening to be” holds
the promise (and perhaps also the threat) of something more. Indeed,
a world where transgender people are allowed to “happen to be” is far
different from and perhaps more queerly expansive than the one we in-
habit today. It is a place where transgender and gender-nonconforming
people can easily and comfortably travel, living within and pushing
against the norms of everyday life without the threat of aggression, ha-
rassment, and erasure.

“Happening to be” and the desire for everydayness are launching
pads for transcendence. They are meaningful and grand. They are aspi-
rational, signaling the prospects of transgender self-authorship, agency,
and possibility. “Happening to be” and everydayness are what cultural
theorists Seigworth and Gregg (2010) call a “bloom space,” or “the ongo-
ingness of process . . . as threshold or conversion point, as imminence of
potential (futurity), as a vibrant incoherence that circulates about zones
of cliché and convention, as a gathering place of accumulative disposi-
tions” (9). As a bloom space, everydayness and “happening to be” are
points of convergence that hold the promise and possibility to be more,
to do more, to achieve more. This promise may be, in the words of Lau-
ren Berlant (2011), a kind of “cruel optimism,” a dangerous attachment to
an evasive idea of “the good life” that ultimately “wears out the subjects
who nonetheless, and at the same time, find their conditions of possibil-
ity within it” (27). But it is not naturally, necessarily, or inevitably such.
The promise can go many ways. It might disappoint and wear down, but
it also might inspire and nourish.

Conclusion

Throughout the lives of my participants, media and popular culture have
principally trafficked in transgender delegitimization, dehumanization,
and tragic structures of feeling. These representational trends advance
an ideology of transgender impossibility, suggesting that everydayness
is out of reach for gender-nonconforming people. As a result of this,
everydayness was very much an object of desire. Seeing everydayness
in media was about feeling it was proximate, that a life of order, rou-
tine, and security—along with the “something more” that these things
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guarantee—might in fact be possible and within reach. In this way,
everydayness was a “bloom space” (Seigworth and Gregg 2010, 9), a
promise of futurity.

Crucially, a longing for “happening to be” can only be discerned
within the context of transgender life and its challenges, risks, and ab-
sences, along with its successes, joys, and triumphs. It is then that this
desire becomes more than an assimilationist resignation, more than an
apolitical stance or neoliberal fantasy. The desire for and attachment to
everydayness is a staunch rebuttal of the ideology of impossibility. It is a
summoning of possibilities and the pursuit of something more.

In the next chapter, I shift my focus from the ideology of impossi-
bility to possibility, examining the active construction of transgender
identities. In doing so, I address the myriad ways media interact with
the realities of participants’ everyday lives to create various possibilities
of self and subjectivity.



I Want to Be Like a Really Badass Lady

Media and Transgender Possibilities

As a young person growing up in the suburbs of the American Midwest,
Jess kept a secret stash of comic books hidden in her bedroom. She cher-
ished these books, keeping them near her bed and always within reach.
This collection was important to her because the stories they contained
involved superheroes inhabiting fantastical worlds. The characters in
these books had astonishing strengths and superhuman capabilities.
Many could fly, some were blessed with great speed, and others could
bend metal. All defied the norms and limits of embodiment. Some even
bent gender. As Jess explained, “All kinds of weird shit happens in com-
ics. I don’t just mean the stuff you see on Star Trek, but stuff you can’t get
away with on television. There are all kinds of gender transformations in
comics, and it happens all the time. It’s so frequent that it’s really mean-
ingful” For Jess, comic book characters who stretched the boundaries of
gender were exemplars of trans possibilities and crucial to her develop-
ment of a trans self. As she began the difficult task of transitioning, she
looked to them for courage and inspiration.

As T argued in the previous chapter, transgender identity is often cul-
turally defined through an ideology of impossibility and systematically
framed as abject and undesirable. Yet at some point in their lives, the
participants in my study combat this ideology, shifting the notion of
transgender subjectivity from the conceptual outskirts into the realm of
possibility. This movement happens during small, unexpected moments
in their everyday lives as they interface with media and technology and
engage in interpersonal interactions. For Jess, the movement toward
possibility began with reading comic books. For other participants, it
started with seeing a film, watching television, or surfing the Internet.
In this chapter, I investigate how this shift toward transgender possibility
is initiated and cultivated through encounters with media culture and
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communications technologies. In many ways, all of the participants in
my study had their own secret stashes of media texts they leveraged to
support their identity work. These texts contained the promise of pos-
sibility, and more specifically, the promise of a possible transgender self.
For Jess, they contained the blueprints for being what she called a “ba-
dass lady”

Becoming a “Badass Lady”

Jess was a smart, creative child who loved gymnastics and playing dress-up.
She was raised as a boy and occasionally cross-dressed with the girls who
lived next door. After a while, she began doing it at home. “I would steal my
sister’s old clothes from the basement. I had like a stash . . . I would sneak
into the bathroom at night and dress in girls’ clothes. And then I'd just take
them off because I didn’t have anything to do. But, it was important to me.
It was very important to me”” In addition to playing dress-up, one of Jess’s
favorite childhood pastimes was reading comic books.

Comic books appeared in Jess’s life at a crucial moment in time, dur-
ing her teenage years when, like many queer kids, she struggled with
social isolation and bullying. At school, she tried making friends with
like-minded kids, but had difficulty in this pursuit. Middle school and
high school were, as she articulated it, “extremely homophobic . . . It was
very difficult. It was difficult because I didn’t have any friends . .. So I
got picked on a lot, thrown into walls, thrown onto concrete, beat up
after school” Jess was targeted as a result of what she called her “gender
failure” “There was just absolute gender failure going on. And other kids
could smell it. It wasn't that they knew you were trans or that you were
queer, but they just knew that something was up and they could smell
it ... It was like a dog whistle that only bullies could hear. It is not that
they are identifying you as something. They're identifying the failure”
Life at home was similarly challenging, as her father imposed masculine
expectations onto her: “I was very lonely . . . My dad tried to encourage
me to do social things, but they were things that were social as if I was a
country kid . . . I felt like a lot of it was him trying to live out and act out
his boyhood through me.”

Given these life circumstances, Jess turned to comic books, prefer-
ring to spend time inhabiting the alternative worlds they created. She
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encountered her first comic book, The Flash, as an adolescent during a
visit to a local barbershop. Sitting on a bench, waiting for her haircut,
Jess was bored and picked up the comic book lying on the table next to
her. She was instantly taken with the idea of the Flash’s lightning speed.
After that first encounter, she wanted more. She soon became an avid
collector of superhero comics, drawn to stories that featured extraor-
dinary bodies, androgynous heroes, and gender-nonconforming pro-
tagonists. Jess was especially attracted to the female characters: “There
were really awesome women. I found that the ‘team books’ with more
than two or three superhero characters tended to have the best women
characters. I was never into ‘Wonder Woman. I thought she was too
all-American. Whereas Justice League had characters like ‘Fire; who was
Brazilian and had been a singer and her power was that she could turn
into a living human torch. She was green and she was totally femme.. . .
She was a supermodel and that was her job. But her superhero thing,
she was tough as nails. I liked her because she was very sexual, but not
sexual in the way that she was scantily clad for other people’s amusement
kind of thing. It was more about having a job, having a really great job,
and what you’re looking at isn’t for you. That was a running motif for her
character. She was very sexy but inaccessible.” Female characters such as
Fire offered up new models of feminine subjectivity for Jess, providing
a welcomed departure from the passive, male-dependent, and sexually
available models of femininity she had been accustomed to seeing in
media.

One comic book in particular, Legionnaires: Number 13, was espe-
cially significant to her. DC Comics released the issue in 1994 just as Jess
turned 12 years old. “My very favorite superhero comic of all time, and
very important to my life, was this comic called Legionnaires. In Legion-
naires Number 13, the main character ‘Matter Eater Lad’ gets transformed
into a woman and works with a group of female space pirates to de-
fend the universe. On the front cover is this guy called Matter Eater Lad
and his power is that he can eat anything. He can bite right through a
table, or steel. The front cover is him looking in the mirror as he is about
to brush his teeth, and he sees himself transform into a woman.” An
imaginative enterprise that expands our sense of what is possible, comic
books such as Legionnaires traffic in fantasy. As Butler (2004) argues, the
promise of fantasy “allows us to imagine ourselves and others otherwise;
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it establishes the possible in excess of the real; it points elsewhere, and
when it is embodied, it brings the elsewhere home” (29). Summoning
alternative worlds and visions, postwar superhero comics in particular,
according to Fawaz (2016), are texts that express queer affect and pos-
sibility. They revolve around bionic individuals with phenomenal and at
times unruly bodies. Shifting between human and nonhuman registers,
superheroes in these texts are in a constant state of flux. While their un-
predictable bodies can be a source of frustration, they are also a source
of strength and heroism. In this way, comics cultivate an “orientation
toward otherness and difference that made so-called deviant forms of
bodily expression, erotic attachment, and affiliation both desirable and
ethical” (Fawaz 2016, 22).

For Jess, reading Legionnaires, Number 13, with its valuation of dif-
ference, deviance, and queerness, was an electrifying experience. As she
recalled her favorite character Matter Eater Lad’s transformation into a
female space pirate, her voice swelled with enthusiasm. “T was just like
‘yes!, this is it . . . I was like, that’s the kind of woman I want to be. I
want that transformation. I want to be like a really badass lady” Legion-
naires Number 13 helped Jess imagine a possible self that differed from
the male gender identity she had at the time. This was a “badass” pos-
sible self, one filled with profound promise. According to Markus and
Nurius (1986), possible selves are “the ideal selves that we would very
much like to become, the selves we could become, and the selves we are
afraid of becoming” (954). They represent “the cognitive manifestation
of enduring goals, aspirations, motives, fears, and threats,” and as such
provide “the specific self-relevant form, meaning, organization, and di-
rection to these dynamics” (954). Possible selves are North Stars that
guide individuals toward (or away from) certain identity projects. They
spark action and incite the work of self-making.!

Replete with possible selves, Jess kept Legionnaires Number 13 within
reach. “T kept this issue by my bed and I would read it all the time. I
read it so many times that I had to buy a second copy” Through re-
peated readings, Jess became increasingly absorbed by and emotionally
invested in the comic book and others like it. These texts transported her
into thrilling fictional worlds, letting her leave behind the one she tem-
porarily inhabited. Media scholars refer to this kind of deep involvement
as “transportation” (Green, Brock, and Kaufman 2004). Transportation
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involves cognitively and emotionally immersing one’s self in the con-
structed universe of a media text. Inhabiting the space of the text, au-
diences have the opportunity to imagine their self-identity and life
potential in new ways. Generally performed from the safe confines of
one’s living room or bedroom, this kind of identity work comes with
little risk or cost to the individual (ibid.). It happens in private, apart
from the prejudices of the real world, and without physical threat.

For Jess, these moments of transportation into the world of Legion-
naires Number 13 with its sex-changed heroes and female space pirates
were transformative. “That was my favorite! Nothing even really com-
pares now, like ‘that’s it, that's me . . . I want to be sexy, but I also want to
be like a space pirate. Who doesn’t want to be a space pirate? The space
pirates were really dykey [sic]. They were in various ways femme and
butch and andro, but there was a definite dyke-vibe there. Their society
was woman dominated, the space pirate race, and the women were in
charge” Sexy, feminine, butch, androgynous, and “in charge,” this heroic
collection of characteristics offered Jess an aspirational self-template. As
she explained, “I needed a hero before I could confidently identify with
the category of trans”

As Jess left high school and entered college, a new resource of self-
exploration became increasingly accessible to her: the Internet. However,
new to the virtual space, her experiences searching for transgender-
related content online were at first problematic. “It turned me away. I
had all these blind alleys and dead ends. I would find things and be like
‘that’s not me. That’s not what’s going on with me.” Specifically, Jess’s
searches often landed her on pornographic websites or surgery-related
ones, neither of which related to her concerns. “I remember the first
transgender erotica thing I found involved someone being forcibly
turned into a woman and kept in a birdcage in heels. There were creepy
BDSM things going on . . . In addition to erotica, I found websites like,
‘What does it mean to be transgender?’ It was more like “What does
it mean to be transsexual?’ It was very surgery oriented. You feel that
something is wrong with your body. That wasn’t really what was going
on with me” During her searches, she came upon the phrase “born in
the wrong body;” a declaration she strongly objected to. “So this phrase
being ‘born into the wrong body. It's my body and I care about it. I
wouldn’t want to switch to somebody else’s body. For me it is much more
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about making my body into what I want it to be. So it’s about desire.
My body before I started transitioning and now, in both states, is really
beautiful. I'm fortunate in that respect. I've never looked at my body
and thought this is a disgusting pile of shit . . . whose body should I have
been born into?”

Importantly, the Internet only became a resource for identity work
after Jess began learning about gender and transgender theories and is-
sues later on in her undergraduate career. “The Internet wasn’t really
helpful until I knew what I was looking for . . . Women’s Studies and
Gender Studies was a huge part and really gave me a vocabulary . . .
It definitely gave me the sense that there was gender variation in the
world” In this way, education was a crucial variable in directing Jess’s
self-trajectory. Unlike other participants in my study who could not af-
ford or did not attend college, Jess had the opportunity to participate in
classes focusing on women, gender, and sexuality. These classes made
such an impact on her that she decided to write a senior thesis about
trans representation in literature and pornography. This exercise, ac-
cording to Jess, was “part autobiography and self-analysis, part literary
analysis . . . When you start writing something for a year, one starts to
think am I actually writing about myself here? Because it sure seemed
like it. But I had no access to resources. At that point I think I was like, I
probably need to do this, I probably need to transition” The synergistic
effect of her gender studies classes, her senior thesis, her experiences
with comic books, and her online activities helped Jess craft the identity
she claims today. “I'm queer. 'm queer in a big way . . . Sometimes I'm
a Tomboy, sometimes I'm really femme . . . Also, I am a woman. I'm not
part man, part woman.” Currently, Jess is pursuing a graduate degree in
the humanities and explained, “It is a good way to make some money,
get insurance and medical care” Attending a large Midwestern univer-
sity, she now has access to the resources she needs to transition. “I came
here. And as soon as I was here, I found a therapist, got onto hormones,
and started the whole thing”

“That’s When It Hit Me”

As Jess’s story illuminates, audiences make deeply personal and absorb-
ing investments in the images of media culture. As visual culture scholar,
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W.J.T. Mitchell (1996), explains, images “are things that have been
marked with all the stigmata of personhood: they exhibit both physical
and virtual bodies; they speak to us, sometimes literally, sometimes figu-
ratively” (72). Throughout my fieldwork, participants discussed exactly
how media images spoke to them and why they craved certain forms of
visibility. In fact, they articulated this desire for imagery in terms of a
basic need. The images they needed to see were not always strictly trans
in nature, for as Jess’s identification with the female space pirates sug-
gests, other kinds of imagery could facilitate the development of possible
selves. However, sometimes they were distinctly trans, as was the case
with Avery. A white, twenty-something college student, Avery remem-
bered his teenage years being a representational desert with respect to
trans imagery. So, when the first transgender-themed film he could see
was released in theaters, he was compelled to see it. “I remember Trans-
America came out and I was really apprehensive about seeing it, but I
knew I needed to do it. Trans people were in the movies! In America!
I need to see this”

Released in 2005, TransAmerica chronicles the cross-country road
trip of a middle-aged white transgender woman. As an independently
financed film project, the movie was intended for “art house” audiences
but eventually gained widespread popularity and acclaim. Avery found
out about the film from a newspaper article in the local press. Never be-
fore had he witnessed a trans person on the big screen, and the thought
of it was exhilarating. Describing the night he went to see TransAmer-
ica, Avery recalled that the actual content and storyline of the film were
secondary to the thrill of seeing a trans body on screen. “The film was
okay, not that great. Felicity Huffman did an okay job. The character she
played was really annoying at times . . . But seeing a transgender person
in the movies, in America, that was worth it” For the first time, Avery
was able to “kind of see myself on the big screen—I mean I'm a trans guy
and Bree was a trans woman but still, it was a ‘wow’ moment for me.”

The intensity of Avery’s “wow moment” speaks to the power and pri-
macy of visuality in our culture. Whereas all our senses (sight, smell,
taste, etc.) give us purchase over the world around us, our technological
environment prioritizes the act of seeing. Consider the cliché “Seeing is
believing.” The proliferation and ascendance of visually based technolo-
gies throughout the twentieth century have privileged sight and visuality
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as fundamental ways of knowing. As Weibel argues, “The triumph of
the visual in the twentieth century is the triumph of a techno-vision”
(1996, 339).2 This techno-vision, as Foucault (1980) reminds us, is a form
of power/knowledge that organizes how we understand and value the
world. It can be enlisted in managing and controlling bodies (think, for
example, of our current surveillance state), or in creating feelings of im-
possibility (as I explored in chapter 2). At the same time, techno-vision
can open up new fields of imagination and possibility.

For the participants in my study, technologies of vision generated
powerful experiences of self-recognition and conferred feelings of “re-
alness” and legitimacy—exactly what is at stake in living a transgen-
der life. These experiences were so deeply consequential that almost all
of them remembered their first encounters with transgender imagery
and the ways they devoted a great deal of creative agency into reading
media texts to meet their personal needs. Jen’s story reflects this effort.

Jen is a white trans woman in her early twenties from the Midwest.
During her teens, she spent her summer vacation at her grandparents’
lake home. At that point in her life, she was experimenting with cross-
dressing and knew there was something different about her gender
identity. When staying at her grandparents’ large country house, Jen
had more space and greater privacy than at her parents’ small bungalow,
where surveillance was intense. As a result, the summer was a time of
self-experimentation, when she could cross-dress with less fear of being
caught. Sitting in her grandparents’ living room one day watching televi-
sion, she saw her first representation of trans people on a daytime talk
show: “I was flipping through the TV stations and I saw Jerry Springer.
I saw transsexual women on the show. They weren't really treated that
great. But I remember thinking, ‘Whoah! People can actually kind of
do that! Then I went downstairs and I talked to my grandpa. I asked
him, “Wow. People can really change genders and sexes?” And he said,
‘Yeah! Now I was already dressing before I saw these people on TV, but
when I saw them I was like, “‘Wow. I want to do that!” They looked so
good and I wanted to look like that too. I didn’t dare mention anything
because as the show was going on my grandpa was making crude and
mean comments.”

As Jen sat in front of the television set, Jerry Springer delivered a
mixture of tawdry freak show and public forum.? Like her grandfather,
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members of the studio audience taunted and made fun of the transgen-
der guests. Nevertheless, Jen saw past their poor treatment, extracting
images of a possible transgender self from the show. Seeing transgender
women who “looked so good” was aspirational and deeply motivating,
furthering her desire to experiment with gender. After the episode, Jen
appreciated a renewed energy and resourcefulness for cross-dressing.
She practiced it more frequently and began experimenting with new
looks and styles. Wanting more encounters with possible selves, she
started to actively monitor daytime television and recorded every trans-
themed talk show episode she could find. She started to assemble her
own “secret stash.” Through repeated viewings of these media texts, the
idea of transgender life and subjectivity gradually moved from the realm
of fantasy to reality.

A similar orientation toward transgender possibility happened for
Alex, a trans man in his mid-twenties living in San Francisco, through
visiting a newly formed website. A film enthusiast with a love for inde-
pendent, foreign, and military-themed movies, Alex is a prolific reader,
a writer, a former sex worker, and an incredibly energetic individual.
With his wellspring of energy, he maintains an active lifestyle. “I'm an
athlete and a writer and reader. I don't like to sit in front of a computer
all day long. I feel like I could be doing so many other things in my life”
So, it is ironic that one of his most memorable and life-changing mo-
ments occurred while sitting in front of a computer screen.

Raised female, but never fully comfortable with it, when Alex entered
his twenties, he started to further explore his identity. Alex was restless:
in his job, in his home, and in his own skin. During this time, a friend
encouraged him to visit a website called XX Boys, a photography proj-
ect featuring sharp, glossy images of younger trans men. He recalled,
“Somebody called me and said you need to go and check out this site
right now. It’s called XX Boys. It’s a photo project of all FTM [female-to-
male] boys. They were calling me to tell me to check out this site because
these guys were hot. They were like, “You got to check out these hot guys’
And I was like ‘alright’” Visiting the site was transformative for Alex
and spurred an exhilirating experience of self-awareness. “I went to the
site and there were all these pictures of FTMs [female-to-male trans-
gender individuals] and I was immediately like ‘that’s me. That's when
it hit me” The almost tactile experience, the feeling of being “hit” with
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self-recognition, was soon followed by a bewildering surge of turmoil
and creative energy. He remembers, “I lost my shit, drank whiskey and
wrote a novel.”

XX Boys was the creation of Colombian photographer, Kael T. Block,
who in 2004 created the online photography project to chronicle his
gender transition (Ross 2012). His motivation for starting the project
originated from his own experiences and frustrations with media, ex-
plaining in an interview with the website Mediamatic,

In 2003 I was really looking for visual documentation about the [gender]
transition, and I wished there was a project, or a website, with pictures
and testimonies of other trans boys to help me through my questioning,
and fears . . . This project, for me, was a question of surviving. Transition-
ing when you're alienated is so hard. You try to explain yourself, you fight
to be recognized as a boy, you fight against people thinking you're crazy,
you fight against people’s pity, you fight against being trapped in a gender
box, the pink one or the blue one. I wanted something positive, sexy, en-
gaged, showing diversity, giving choices and strength, connecting FTMs,
and with a bit of a “fuck you” attitude to be out there.

For the time, XX Boys was in many ways the first of its kind, filling a
much-needed niche in trans male visibility. Many trans men I spoke with
commented on the lack of trans male visibility in media culture. They
lamented that trans women, and more specifically transsexual women,
comprise most transgender visibility in media. Given this representa-
tional landscape, XX Boys was groundbreaking for highlighting young
transgender men, and even more, for portraying them as confident
and desirable. The lighting, settings, and aesthetic design of the photos,
along with the poses and self-presentation of the models, reflect the con-
ventions of high-fashion photography mixed with a touch of soft-core
pornography. Embracing a punk-like street style, the models emanate
youthful energy and bold eroticism (as seen in figure 3.1). After its launch,
XX Boys became well known in online transgender male communities.*

One of the reasons XX Boys made such a profound and meaningful
impact on Alex, why it “hit” him so deeply, was because underpinning
the website was a very specific and intentional “care structure” (Scan-
nell 1996, 2014). Drawing from philosopher Martin Heidegger’s (1962)
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Figure 3.1. Image from the XX Boys project.

work Being and Time, media and everyday life scholar Paddy Scannell
(1996) argues that care represents “the specific mark of all possible and
all actual ways of human being in the world” (144). As a vital resource of
and for human being, care can be mobilized and strategically deployed
through care structures, which are responsible for constructing the
media we engage with every day. More than just the “means of produc-
tion,” care structures are the collective thought, energy, and intentional-
ity that make technology purposeful and ready for use. They are rooted
in human creativity and careful concern. Care structures are invisible,
hidden in the design and functionality of technology. The care and con-
cern that go into the technology are concealed from us “in order to ‘let
us be’—to let us be ourselves and to be about our ordinary but always
particular concerns in ways that are essentially unproblematic” (Scan-
nell 2014, 25). In this way, care structures account for why users can
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engage with technologies in effortless and meaningful ways, in ways that
complement their everyday lives and identity work.

XX Boys is a care structure, and as such it has two vectors of care
and concern. The first vector represents what went into the making of
the technology. Clearly, Block created his website with an acute concern
for young trans men. He designed it with strength, positivity, diversity,
and sexuality in mind, injecting, as he said, a “fuck you” attitude into
its ethos. XX Boys’s second vector of care and concern involves the care
that comes out of the technology, the kinds of user engagements the site
facilitates. XX Boys helps users care for themselves, generating nourish-
ing experiences of identity and everydayness. These affordances had a
profound effect on Alex.

Having never seen anything like the website before, he was taken with
its imagery: “I looked at that site like ten times a day. I was looking at
these pictures being like ‘damn, they’re hot, but then I was also looking
at them being like T am this guy’ I want to look like that” The images of
the young trans men generated a powerful and puzzling knot of desire
in Alex. Through the process of untangling it, he started to formulate
his identity. He clarified the various feelings of desire the site created in
him, ultimately realizing that he wanted to be an XX Boy. The XX Boy
represented both a sexual object choice and a compelling possible self.
This distinction was something he had been struggling to work through
for years: “I had been looking at men my entire life thinking this is what
my body is supposed to look like, but it looks like this. It was hard for
me to separate out sexual attraction from this other thing that was going
on. I couldn’t decide, ‘Do I want to suck this guy’s dick or do I want to
be this guy?’ So, looking at those photos is when it split apart. I could
find the guys really attractive and also be like ‘that’s me. Maybe it made
sense to me because I knew all these men had been born female, and I
then knew it was possible. I mean I guess I knew it was possible because
I had trans friends at that point, but when I saw those photos it hit me
immediately” Surprisingly, the mediated presence of the XX Boys felt
more “real” and compelling, and made a greater impact on him, than
the presence of his actual trans friends. The media encounter altered
the course of Alex’s life. He remembered, “So I drank whiskey, wrote a
really depressing novel, moved back here [San Francisco] and started
transitioning about two and a half years ago”
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Much like Alex, Kate, a 23-year-old white trans woman, also had
an experience with possible selves on the Internet that served as a life-
changing turning point. Kate is a bright, energetic, and anxious under-
graduate finishing her fifth year at a Midwestern university. She is an
active gamer and a diligent student majoring in computer science and
engineering. Her schoolwork occupies most of her day. She began to
transition gender approximately one year ago. As someone who tran-
sitioned relatively recently, Kate was concerned about talking with me
in public regarding her experiences as a trans woman. She was worried
others would overhear our conversation and “clock” her, or “out” her as
trans. At our first interview, we sat in a small, private room at the uni-
versity she attended and dined on spicy Thai food—her favorite cuisine.

Unlike many of the other participants in my study, Kate had a firm
understanding of gender and sexual variance when she was younger.
She credits this understanding to being raised in the Unitarian Univer-
salist Church, which provided her with “a much different experience
than most kids have growing up. There was the ‘OWL Course’ that we
had. Our Whole Lives. It is basically sexual education, but it is also
very broad, as you get from the name ‘Our Whole Lives. That’s where
I learned about sexuality and transgender. That was the earliest I can
remember where I learned about it” So, when Kate encountered im-
ages of trans people in the media as a young person, she had tools for
understanding it. “I was definitely identifying with them, but I suppose
most of the time I was trying to tell myself I wasn’t” This strategy of rec-
ognition and denial lasted throughout her teenage years until a chance
encounter with an online media text in her first year at college changed
everything.

During her first few years at college, Kate spent much of her free time
online playing massive multiplayer online role-playing games (MMOR-
PGs). As someone who had trouble making friends, she liked MMOR-
PGs for the sociability they afforded. “My main reason for liking it, the
main thing I enjoy is talking to the people online. We talk about many
topics outside of the game. It is really no different than everyday con-
versation in real life” Her other favorite online pastime was reading web
comics. One night, as she was killing time searching for Internet com-
ics to read, she happened upon Venus Envy. Created by Erin Lindsey, a
trans woman who was in her twenties when she began the comic, Venus
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Envy follows the experiences of a trans high school student named Zoe.
According to Lindsey:

Venus Envy is a typical high school romantic comedy, with the welcome
addition of lesbians, cross-dressers, and of course transsexuals . . . a seg-
ment of the population that you rarely see in entertainment (or at least
you didn’t when I began the comic in 2001) . . . Ultimately, all you need
to remember to enjoy this series is that transsexuals are ordinary people
who live extraordinary lives. (cited from the Venus Envy website “about”

page)

Like the participants in my study, Lindsey desired representations of
transgender ordinariness and everydayness, and, given its absence in
media culture, created a web comic to represent them. As a transgen-
der care structure, Venus Envy was intended to portray transgender life
in terms of “relationships and everyday situations” (Crowder 2009).
Its objective was to give readers a good time and to offer a more light-
hearted, comedic portrait of transgender life. According to Lindsey, “I
like to think of VE [Venus Envy] more as a romantic comedy. It has its

Height: 511" Weight: 190 Ibs
TFavorite Subject: Art [ east Favorite: Cheistry
Age: 16 gign: Capricorh

Borh Alexander, Zoe is the creative, friendly, and oh-5o heurotic
new student at Salem High School. Despite the complications of being
trahssexual, Zoe still mahages to have a relatively normal life. She hangs
out with friends, plays soccer, ahd occasionally gets pulled into wacky
antics by her friends, family, and her own misconceptions.

2oe is a Creative person, and |oves to paint. Thanks to her father,
she also enjoys drama, though she prefers to wori backstage. Her
mother has instilled 20e with a [ove Of COOKIng; unFortunately she has
not been bestowed with any talent for it.

Ag she has spent much of her life repressing her feelings and has
only recently begun female hormone therapy, Zoe feels her emotions
very strongly, and tends to overreact. While she's slowly earning o con-
trol her feelings without burying them, it frequently gets her into
trouble and Causes undue stress.

Figure 3.2. Description of the main character Zoe from the web comic, Venus Envy.
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serious moments and horrific scenes, but in the end, I always want to
come back around to a joke” (ibid.).

The ordinary everydayness of the comic coupled with the age of its
protagonists and their life challenges immediately resonated with Kate.
“When I read it I had this feeling that could have been me. This girl Zoe
had just transitioned and had moved away. Her whole family moved
away from her old high school. She was going to go to a new high school,
under her new name and gender. It was about her meeting new people
at the high school and dealing with that” The comic paralleled Kate’s
everyday life in significant ways. At the time, Kate had also moved away
from home to attend a new school (college), struggled with meeting
new people, and started the beginning stages of her gender transition.
Like Zoe, Kate was also managing a contentious relationship with her
brother. “She had a lot of little battles with her brother who thinks she’s a
freak for being trans and is very unhappy with having to have moved to
a new high school, leaving his old friends behind. A lot of sibling rivalry,
since the parents have to focus on Zoe a lot cause there are a lot of issues
that come with being trans”

Similar to Alex and XX Boys, Kate read Venus Envy over and over,
integrating it into her everyday routines. With these repeated readings,
she became increasingly invested and transported into the narrative,
creating deep parasocial (Horton and Wohl 1956) relationships with its
characters. “While I was reading it, I got more into it, got more attached
to the characters” As she finished this sentence, tears streamed down
her cheeks. For a few moments she was silent, and then explained, “I got
into a really bad depression and that was the point at which I was like ‘T
have to own up to this. I have to confront this and deal with this’ That is
when I decided I needed to get help. That is essentially how I came out
to myself and eventually got help. It [ Venus Envy] just really got to me. It
finally pushed me over the line”

For Kate, reading the comic was like gazing into an alternative past—
one where she was living harmoniously with her own wishes and de-
sires. “It brought up a lot of feeling of what I missed out on. The life I
could have had if I dealt with this earlier”

Her facial expression shifted and she again began to cry, as if mourn-
ing her childhood. Her affective encounter with the comic was pro-
foundly layered—involving a mixture of sadness, regret, excitement,
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and, most important, hope. Crucially, the character Zoe operated as a
transgender possible self for Kate. She offered her an opportunity for
self-recognition and motivated her to change her life. Talking about
the identity work she performed after reading Venus Envy, Kate noted,
“The first thing I did after that was, there is a free therapist available for
students, and I went there first. This happened about a year and three
months ago during midterms of winter semester. I had an initial in-
terview where they tried to get me someone who was knowledgeable
about trans people. Then I was sent to a different guy. He was nice, not
that helpful, but nice. He eventually directed me to someone who had
experience with this kind of thing. This led me to the Gender Services
Program at the hospital. They finally set me up with a therapist. I've been
seeing him ever since then. I was finally approved for hormones this past
December and started them the end of January. Estrogen in February.
That is where I am now, more or less.” Like a powerful engine, Venus
Envy set in motion Kate’s trajectory toward a transgender self.

Jess, Kate, Avery, Jen, and Alex all had interactions with media that
offered flashes of self-recognition, helping them to imagine a possible
transgender self. Yet the exact nature and outcomes of their interactions
were contingent upon the nature of the media forms they encountered
and the care structures that underpinned them. Interfacing with film
and television, Avery and Jen were involved with more traditional media
forms geared toward larger, mass audiences, which required active se-
miotic reworking and negotiation. By contrast, Alex and Kate interfaced
with online media texts that were created and sustained by transgender
care structures, which better served their needs for identification and
recognition and necessitated less compromise.

“Now I Could Hear It!”

Dylan, a white trans man in his twenties, grew up traveling the country,
following his parents’ Christian missionary work. In his early teens, his
family settled in the American Midwest. At this time, he began identify-
ing as a lesbian. “I came out as a dyke [sic] and I was like ‘Oh, I think I
like girls! And I just went on with my life” Fortunately for him, Dylan
found a group of friends who felt similarly and also identified as lesbi-
ans. Yet as they grew older, their sense of self expanded, and they began
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to question the category, for it felt increasingly inadequate. “We were
like butches. We were sort of boyishly running around with each other,
with girlfriends. Then we started talking and thinking that this was cool,
and it feels kind of right, but not exactly right. We had a friend who had
a copy of a book called Body Alchemy by Loren Cameron. But he goes by
Rex now. It’s just a book of photography of trans men. Some of it is sur-
gery pictures and some of it is interviews with before and after pictures.
Some of it is of Loren. Loren is a bodybuilder so he took lots of pictures
of himself. So we saw that and were like ‘oh my god, T can’t believe that;
‘it’s so crazy!, ‘T can’t believe people do this.”

In portraying individuals before and after gender transition, the pho-
tographs in Body Alchemy were visual testaments of possible transgen-
der selves. Each series of “before and after” photos and each interview
in the book captured a journey of embodiment, one previously consid-
ered unthinkable to the teens. After this initial encounter, the group of
friends wanted more. In addition to seeing the images of transition, they
wanted the language. Dylan and his friends wanted the capacity to utter
that very ordinary phrase, “I am,” to say it out loud for themselves and
others.

In order to accomplish this, they mined the media landscape, looking to
print culture and the Internet. “We started reading more. We started read-
ing Rikki Anne Wilchens’s Read My Lips and we read Stone Butch Blues.
It started being something like ‘oh people really do this. So, we started re-
searching on the Internet ‘how do you do this?” We found there were com-
munities and hundreds of people doing it all over the world. We couldn’t
believe it” This was the mid-1990s, a time when queer and transgender
theory flourished in the academy. The group of friends read and shared
the work of an emerging group of transgender thinkers and writers. They
also immersed themselves in online communities. Synthesizing what they
learned from print culture and online discourses, Dylan and his friends
achieved fluency in the language of gender variance.

This new language served as a cipher for decoding feelings that had
long remained unnamed. Painting a poignant word picture, Dylan ex-
plained, “If you've ever been in a room and there’s fluorescent lights, and
all of a sudden someone is like ‘can you hear that buzzing?” And you lis-
ten. And all of a sudden you can hear it, but you couldn’t hear it before,
but now you can. And now it’s all you can hear. Now I can’t be in this
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room anymore because all I can hear is this buzzing. There was always
that subconscious sort of hum, and you knew there was something, but
didn’t know what it was. And someone would be like Ts it this?’ and you
would be like ‘Oh my god!” You could hear it! Now I could hear it!”

Dylan’s new vocabulary allowed him to interpret the relentless buzz-
ing occurring inside him. Whereas previously it had escaped language
and rested beneath the surface, the subconscious hum now rose to the
level of awareness and recognition. He could “hear” it. This moment was
a critical shift in consciousness and made a possible transgender self feel
within reach. Being able to discursively construct a self and communi-
cate that self to others made everyday life feel more livable. As Butler
(2004) maintains, livability and intelligibility are entwined: “to live is to
live a life politically, in relation to power, in relation to others, in the act
of assuming responsibility for a collective future” (226). Similarly, Len-
non (2006) declares that everyday life is rooted in mutual intelligibility,
in the ability for “people to ‘find their feet’ with each other in everyday
interactions . . . [a] kind of making sense to ourselves and to others”
(Lennon 2006, 28). Drawing from Derrida, she argues that trans indi-
viduals’ desire for an “originary language,” a language of one’s own where
the truth of identity is contained, is “a desire we all share” (30). While
this language of self will always be limited by social and institutional
norms, it grants a sense of ownership over the body, provides expressive
equipment for sociability, and allows us to feel knowable and “real” as we
move through the spaces of the everyday.

Dylan and his friends were not alone in their desire for language, for
a vocabulary that would decipher the hums and buzzes occurring inside
them. Many participants experienced their identities as an unknowable
riddle. As one participant made clear, “How do you identify if you don't
have the words for it? The words just weren’t there for me. Having the
words is so important . . . particularly for FTMs [female-to-male trans-
sexuals]. What helped me come out was having the words and know-
ing where to hunt for them.” Throughout their hunt, the participants in
my study overwhelmingly took to the Internet to construct a working
vocabulary for their gender variant identities. In fact, the Internet was
so significant that many divided their life-worlds into “pre” and “post”
Internet eras. Soaring rhetoric about the technology was not uncom-
mon across participant interviews. For Sidney, “the Internet changed
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everything” A white trans woman in her forties, Sidney grew up in a
mid-sized, blue-collar Midwestern town. She remembered, “When I was
younger, I wasn't comfortable with the thoughts in my head. I sort of
knew I didn’t want to be a boy. Didn’t know if I wanted to be a girl . . .
then I went to a college not too far from home and I sought information
out on the sly. I went to video stores, libraries, even an adult bookstore.
I went looking for all forms of gender bending. I had a few VHS tapes
where I taped documentaries I had found, like Discovery Channel type
stuff” But Sidney’s secret stash was ultimately small and incomplete.

In the early 1990s, an article in Playboy magazine served as a crucial
addition to her stash. “It was about the model Tula, who is a transsex-
ual woman, and who actually was a James Bond girl. She did a Playboy
spread along with a huge interview. Of course it was the interview that
was compelling to me. It was one of the first times I truly understood the
word for what I was, which was transsexual. Growing up where I did,
it immediately seemed out of my grasp. But once I realized there was a
word for it, it crystallized certain daydreams I had. I felt like a person
with a name”” Yet, even as this was a revelation for Sidney, her media en-
vironment precluded further self-exploration, “But of course there was
no Google to search and learn more about it. I had a term for myself,
which was truly a relief, but that was it” Still consumed by the ideology
of impossibility, Sidney remembered, “I felt like it was an impossible
dream. If I admitted it to myself it meant that I had to do something
about it. And that seemed impossible to me. I was not prepared. I didn’t
know how passing or being in stealth would work. I didn’t even know
what those words meant.” Looking back on that time period, she said,
“I'm so glad those days are over”

It was not until she began her activities online, learning the language
of gender variance and chatting with like-minded others, that Sidney
began thinking about transgender life and subjectivity as possible.
Armed with a newly minted vocabulary and awareness, she finally felt
prepared, explaining, “It pushed the snowball down the hill for me. It
helped me figure out the language. I didn’t know the words ‘passing;” or
‘stealth’ before. I sort of knew the concepts and I knew I needed to be
those things, but I didn't know the words . . . I started to use the word
‘trans woman, and everyone knew what trans woman meant. It was a lot
easier. Before, it was difficult to have a conversation. I didn't know the
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words and I had no one to talk to. Now I had the words, I had people
online to talk to, I had somebody to relate to.” Sidney continued her
activities online, exploiting the social and technological affordances of
the Internet. She began blogging to chronicle her coming out process.
In time, she became the administrator of her favorite online transgen-
der blog aggregator. Today, Sidney feels she has a stake in the develop-
ment of transgender language. “I am a very active blogger. I talk to a lot
of people on the Internet. We are helping create the language as we go
along. It’s all an evolution, and it’s all still pretty new.”

The evolution of transgender language and the explanatory power it
holds allowed participants to, as Sidney put it, feel “like a person with a
name.” Language conferred personhood status and authorized individu-
als to join the community of the named. It furnished identity and gave
meaning to the indescribable buzzing that they felt inside, helping them
to feel less ghost-like and more “real” And even though language can be
exclusionary, deceptive, and frustratingly imprecise, and even though
it can create new binaries and erect new closets, the vocabulary of self
that participants learned was experienced as a gift. It normalized their
experiences and allowed them to share in the everyday world as mutu-
ally intelligible actors.

Barriers to Becoming “Badass”

“If you are reading this, it means that I have committed suicide and
obviously failed to delete this post from my queue,” began Leelah’s sui-
cide note (Lowder 2014). The teenager’s last words were publicly posted
to her Tumblr page, timed to appear after she took her own life. The
note continues, “When I was 14, I learned what transgender meant and
cried of happiness. After 10 years of confusion I finally understood
who I was” (ibid.). Despite this realization, however, Leelah was con-
fined by her life situation. Her parents, suffering from religious myopia,
refused to acknowledge her queer identity, subjecting her to “conversion
therapy” after she told them about her desires for gender transforma-
tion. Leelah also endured other punishments, explaining in her letter,
“They took me out of public school, took away my laptop and phone,
and forbid me of getting on any sort of social media, completely isolat-
ing me from my friends” (Lowder 2014). Under these circumstances, on
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December 28, 2014, 17-year-old Leelah Alcorn, a white trans high school
student and artist from Ohio, committed suicide by jumping in front of
a tractor-trailer.

The public nature of Leelah’s death sparked international outrage and,
particularly on social media, a collective sadness and mourning. Fol-
lowing the tragedy, numerous vigils were held commemorating the teen
and celebrating her life, many of which occurred in the place she felt
most comfortable being herself: online. Vigils abounded on Facebook
and spread across Tumblr, one of her favorite websites.

Lealah led a very active life online. On Tumblr and Reddit, she
was able to express the various parts of herself that were so ruthlessly
silenced at home. Leelah was an artist, and already had a job draw-
ing caricatures at a local amusement park. Her Tumblr page, titled
“Lazer Princess,” was her showroom. In one piece titled “Princess Boy”
(figure 3.3), Leelah constructed what appeared to be an aspirational
self-portrait: an anime inspired figure, very petite with large glassy eyes,
earrings, long evening gloves, and a stylish dress. With her arms joy-
tully stretched out at her sides, Princess Boy smiles, staring outwardly
and optimistically against a sparkling backdrop. This was Leelah’s own
space pirate, her own version of a “badass” comic book hero.

As with so many of the participants in my study, Leelah came to real-
ize and cultivate a possible transgender self online. Its care structures
and communities provided her with an outlet for self-expression and
artistic experimentation. Nevertheless, Leelah was trapped, plagued by
the ideology of impossibility, and unable to be the “Princess Boy” she
knew she was outside of the virtual world. Ultimately, her prolific life
online—as meaningful and important as it was—could not rival the exi-
gencies of her lived circumstances.

I introduce Leelah’s story here because it serves as a powerful and
necessary concession, a counterpoint to the stories of media and trans-
gender possibility discussed thus far in this chapter. Leelah reminds us
that the possibilities afforded by communication and information tech-
nologies are always limited, circumscribed by our life circumstances,
and contingent on the sociopolitical, economic, and everyday life struc-
tures within which we live. Sandy’s story offers a similar lesson.

A black trans woman in her forties from a small Midwestern city,
Sandy struggled in the economically disadvantaged “Rust Belt” dur-
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Figure 3.3. Original artwork from Leelah Alcorn.

ing the Great Recession. Unable to find consistent employment, she
explained, “I'm staying with a friend right now, rent free. I also stay
with my sister’s family, sometimes the people from church” Of all her
family members, Sandy’s sister was the only one who stayed in touch
with her after her transition. While she sometimes stays with her sister,
Sandy does not want to impose on her. She is currently staying with a
friend from the transgender support group she attends. Friends from
this group are her only connection to transgender community and be-
longing. “T have a couple of transgender friends now from the group
who I talk to every single day. We talk EVERY SINGLE DAY. But I can
only really be Sandy on Tuesdays [when the group meets] or when I'm
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with my friends. But most of the times, I feel alone” Hearing some of
her friends talk about their experiences online, Sandy, who does not
have a stable home let alone access to the Internet, listens with envy.
Desiring human connection, she believes the Internet would help. “I
want it for just talking and hanging out. You know, not so much for a
dating thing, just like a meeting place to be friends and find out where
they are at and meet to be friends.” The friend she is staying with, a
black trans woman similarly struggling financially, does not have an
Internet connection in her apartment. Sandy also cannot afford the
service on her cell phone.

As we continue talking, however, Sandy’s perspective shifted and she
questioned the potential benefit of the Internet given the parameters of
her current life situation. She conceded, “Even if I did have it [the Inter-
net], what can I do with it? I still don’t have a job.” Sandy’s story reveals
how the politics of race, class, and place shape the experience individu-
als have with media technologies. As a black woman without work and
a steady place to call home living in the Midwest during the Great Re-
cession, the possibilities that technology could afford her are ultimately
circumscribed by her life situation and the macro-level conditions that
structure her world.

Yet even those who had access to the discursive world of the Inter-
net struggled to capitalize on the possibilities it could afford in terms of
identity work. For many, finding a vocabulary of self proved difficult.
Transgender terminology is generally not part of our everyday vernacu-
lar, and while this is changing, words such as “transgender,” “transition,”
“passing,” “stealth,” “gender fluid,” “MTE’ “FTM,” “non-binary” and “cis
gender,”® for example, which are central to articulating transgender ex-
perience, are located in more specialized and niche regions of the In-
ternet. They hide out in activist circles, academic literatures, and queer
and transgender subcultures. By virtue of their race, class, and level of
education, many of the participants in my study lacked road maps to
these kinds of spaces and communities. Moreover, when conducting a
search online, transgender women in particular often had to sift through
a dense pile of pornography before landing on something instructive.
Some participants found images of transgender erotica exciting, as it af-
firmed the attractiveness and sexuality of transgender bodies. However,
as I explored in chapter 2, for others, witnessing the routine fetishization
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of transgender identity distanced them or scared them away. Frustrated
with the results, some merely discontinued their online searches. For
transgender men, the struggle was different in that they had difficulty
finding any information at all that spoke to their experiences. Feeling
overlooked and underserved, many lamented that most of the informa-
tion online covering gender variance related to trans women’s experi-
ences. Finally, the language used to talk through transgender issues and
subjectivity is complex and in constant flux. As anthropologist Don
Kulick (1999) argues, the language of gender variance “exceeds fixed
meanings, remains always plural, and continually disrupts the marking
of boundaries” (616). The terminology embraces ambiguity, liminality,
and fluidity. Achieving fluency takes time and practice.®

Aside from language obstacles and the structures of race, class, and
place, the technologies themselves—their structural design, organiza-
tion, and governance—also influenced the kinds of possibilities they
afford users. At the time of my fieldwork, YouTube and Facebook were
both censoring images of trans men. In 2010, Dominic Scaia, a Ca-
nadian trans man, had his Facebook account disabled after posting
a shirtless photo of himself. Scaia recently had “top surgery,” remov-
ing his breasts, and, as he explains, was “proud of my new chest and
wanted to show it off” (Blaze 2010a). Yet, Facebook removed the image
for violating its “Statement of Rights and Responsibilities,” which pro-
hibits “nudity or other graphic or sexually suggestive content” (ibid.).
Scaia objected to the censorship and the story soon garnered attention
from the queer and progressive press. Under scrutiny, Facebook even-
tually reinstated his account and encouraged him to repost his photos
(Ruddy 2010).

However, later that same year, Scaia had a similar encounter with
YouTube after he posted a video of himself showing off his chest two
and a half weeks post-surgery. Employing similar language, YouTube
argued the video was “sexually provocative” (Blaze 2010b). Again, after
Scaia and the queer press focused attention on the decision, YouTube
reloaded the video and offered an apology, insisting they will be “doing
some additional training around these issues” (Blaze 2010c). For Scaia,
and other transgender individuals involved in these disputes, at stake
are legitimacy, “realness,” and personhood. In censoring his images and
disabling his account, Facebook and YouTube undermined his male
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identity. They became de facto arbiters of gender and subverted his ca-
pacity for self-definition.

Even as Facebook has become more gender-inclusive, allowing users
to customize their gender identity in 2014 by offering more than 50 op-
tions, their enduring and strictly enforced “authentic identity” policy
is problematic. The site requires individuals to use what they term “au-
thentic identities” on their profiles, the one’s that people “use in real life”
(as explained in the website’s “Help Center”). To help enforce this policy,
anonymous Facebook users can report names they believe to be fake to
website administrators. This sets into motion a course of disciplinary
actions. Facebook can lock suspected “fake” users out of their profiles,
delete their accounts, and mandate they verify their “authentic iden-
tity” This verification process involves the choice of handing over either
“hard” documents such as driver’s licenses, birth certificates, and pass-
ports, or “soft” documents such as bank statements and library cards—
however, the identification document must include both a birthday and
photo. Structured as it is, the policy overlooks names that exist outside
of and apart from institutions, and grants authority over one’s name to
anonymous accusers. Even more, the identities of the accusers are kept
from the accused.

This structural norm built into the website’s operation forecloses the
ability to have self-chosen and fluid identities. It instantiates identity
as singular and unitary, disenfranchising those who adopt multiple or
non-normative identities for good reason such as transgender people
but also, for example, survivors of rape, native people, and political dissi-
dents. As MacAulay and Moldes (2016) argue, real name policies render
“consumers and citizens transparent to markets and the state” (7). In this
way, just as media and communications technologies allow for trans-
gender possibilities, their design, and governance, the fact that they are
oriented toward users as well as market and state forces circumscribes
the extent to which someone can become a “badass lady”

Conclusion

In looking to media and the kaleidoscope of possible selves and life
itineraries they offer up, the participants in my study realized that trans-
gender identity was in fact possible and, as a result, became architects of
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their self-identities. They mobilized personal media ensembles, collect-
ing and repeatedly engaging with media texts and integrating them into
their daily lives and identity narratives. This self-work was a creative and
often secret practice of appropriation and composition with the materi-
als they had at their disposal. For some, it was imagery circulated by the
Internet’s transgender care structures that set into motion self-discovery
and allowed them to make claims of transgender selthood. For others, it
was learning a vocabulary of gender variance, a vocabulary that offered
a sense of clarity to parts of themselves that were previously out of focus
and inexplicable.

In so many ways, media and technology were “partners in crime,”
engines of hope that facilitated transgender possibilities. It is exactly this
question of possibility—whether or not transgender can be conceived of
and realized as a legitimate and authentic home—that marked partici-
pants’ experiences with media and technology. However, the technolo-
gies themselves, not necessarily designed with queer and transgender
people in mind, permitted a limited range of uses. In order to lever-
age them for identity work, transgender individuals had to petition the
media industries for change or actively “queer” technology, being cre-
ative with their use. The affordances of technologies were also governed
by life circumstance, by the material and social relations within which
individuals operate. Factors such as education (as with Jess), religion (as
with Kate), and class (as with Sandy) determined the extent to which
media were valuable resources for self- and life-making. One must know
what to search for amid the information wilderness of the Internet and
have more than a computer in order to make transgender life possible.
This active pursuit of a transgender self, however, requires great strength
and grit. The next chapter explores this resilience.



4
You Have to Be Really Strong

Practicing Resilient Reception

“I'm tired, tired, tired, of seeing movies that I feel have done violence
against me by making me sit there and watch this scene over and over
and over again!” As we sat together in a San Francisco hotel, Sebastian
discussed the raw experience of watching a film that depicted violence
against a trans person. He recalled being in a darkened theater, seated
among a crowd of strangers, watching a scene where a young person
is raped. This media encounter is seared into his memory. As Sebas-
tian spoke to me, his body communicated the sheer force of the viewing
experience. His voice rose, his body became tense, his eyes swelled, and
his hands collapsed into tightly clenched fists. He had hoped for a relax-
ing and enjoyable evening with friends, but instead watching the film
was a challenge that tested his emotional strength. Its subject matter
clutched him in its grip and refused to let go.

Sebastian saw the movie at the annual Frameline Film Festival, a pop-
ular event that screens LGBTQ independent movies from around the
world. Almost every summer since he moved to San Francisco, he has
attended the film festival. Sebastian is an outgoing twenty-eight-year-old
trans man who works as a social worker and counselor. Raised in sub-
urban Wisconsin and spending his teenage years there, Sebastian lived
much of his life in places where queer events like the Frameline Film
Festival did not—perhaps could not—exist. His parents were Evangeli-
cal missionaries and maintained tight control over his information en-
vironment. Suspicious of secular entertainments, they monitored and
restricted Sebastian’s media fare. As a result, he had to watch his favorite
TV show, My So-Called Life—a high school drama about a group of in-
telligent, angst-ridden outcasts living in suburbia—secretly in his bed-
room via the Internet. Sebastian summarized, “I was raised really super
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religious so I wasn’t allowed access to a lot of television or non-religious
media. I was pretty sheltered in my small town and I didn’t see anything
transgender related until I was like nineteen.”

Nineteen was undoubtedly a pivotal year for Sebastian. He moved
away from home with his girlfriend and landed in Madison, Wiscon-
sin, a bustling college town he perceived as “the big city.” There, he
encountered transgender identities for the first time in his young adult
life: “T had trans friends where I'lived . . . T had some trans male friends
who I hung out with. We had like a group! I mean I had a group of
queer friends and then someone started a drop-in trans male social
support group.” Surrounded by like-minded others, it was within this
new social and informational environment that Sebastian experi-
mented with his subjectivity and eventually began his gender tran-
sition. However, he ultimately wanted to settle in San Francisco, an
urban hub of gay, lesbian, transgender, and queer life. So, he picked up
and moved, embarking on his own version of what Howe (2001) calls
“the queer pilgrimage.”

Upon arriving in the city, Sebastian enrolled at the University of
California in San Francisco and promptly became familiar with the
city’s social ecology. He immersed himself in the very active and vis-
ible transgender communities there and migrated toward politically
conscious circles. He also attended the many queer cultural events San
Francisco has to offer. One such event was the Frameline Film Festival.
As one of the largest and longest running queer- themed film festivals
in the world, Frameline is the most highly attended LGBT arts event
in San Francisco. A loyal participant, Sebastian goes every year. Yet he
has developed a strong ambivalence toward it. The festival offers him
the opportunity to spend time with his friends and learn about cutting-
edge developments in queer film. At the same time, Sebastian believes
that although Frameline is marketed as a symbol of queer diversity, it
nonetheless suffers from a myopic vision and marginalizes trans nar-
ratives. He clarified, “Frameline’s a big deal. It’s a huge moneymaker.
They have a history of mostly showing films about gay white men, then
doing peripheral programming around people of color, women, trans
folks, people who aren’t hairless and thin. It can be terrifying, but you
still go every year”
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Sebastian recalled a particularly terrifying experience he had at Fra-
meline a couple of years ago. He explained,

I saw a really terrible film . . . It was a story about an intersexed girl." She
was being raised as female. She is introduced to a guy her same age. She is
also introduced to younger men in her community. Eventually there’s this
horrifying rape scene. There is almost always this horrifying rape scene in
every film or movie or storyline or plot that includes transgender people.
Like Boys Don’t Cry. [His voice grew louder.] . .. When I got out of this
movie I was so upset . . . I'm tired of feeling violated! [He punctuated
the word “tired” by smacking his hand against the surface of the table.]
I feel like I am getting assaulted every time I have to sit in a room with
300 people and watch another trans body be destroyed and violated for
everyone to watch. 'm tired of it. I had a total meltdown after that movie.

After the film, and noticeably shaken up, Sebastian wanted to talk
through his feelings and channel the energy that pulsed through him.
He shared his fury and frustration with one of his friends. However, his
friend suggested he was being overly sensitive. Sebastian commented,
“I'm tired of non-trans people representing me, telling me it’s not a big
deal, there’s nothing really to be upset about, that I should be more rea-
sonable about it and not take it personally. I'm just like ‘Shut the fuck
up!’ I was pissed that I put it out there, that I felt like it was really violat-
ing, and that nobody either felt that also, or people wanted to argue with
me about how it wasn’t violating”

Unfortunately, these kinds of experiences—these electrifying
shocks and disturbances to Sebastian’s affective and cognitive life—are
not uncommon for him. They are part and parcel of living everyday
life as a trans person. The very ordinary act of watching a movie with
friends generated powerful upheavals in Sebastian’s mind and, perhaps
even more so, in his body. Certainly, the film stirred his thoughts and
prompted him to resist its ideological messages. Similar to the partici-
pants I discussed in chapter 2, Sebastian objected to the movie’s privi-
leging of violence and victimhood as the defining frame for transgender
experience.

This kind of ideological engagement has been well documented in
media studies.” In his now canonical essay “Encoding/Decoding,” Hall
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(1980) argued that when interfacing with the products and discourses
of media, audiences generally accept, negotiate with, and/or resist their
ideological messages. Hall’s theorization of ideological resistance has be-
come as a gravitational center in the field, “central to an understanding
of popularity in a society where power is unequally distributed” (Fiske
1987, 316). Audience resistance asserts “the power to be different,” and
the “power to construct meanings, pleasures, and social identities that
differ from those proposed by the structures of domination” (ibid., 317).
Resistance is important because it confirms that audiences are essentially
actively engaged with media and that, in the face of media’s ideological
power, they are often critical and discerning consumers of information
and entertainment (Jenkins 2002). In this way, scholars generally revere
resistance to media messages as transgressive and empowering.

However, researchers’ acute focus on resistance and on the ideologi-
cal effect of media suggests that audience experiences are worthy only
insofar as they are politically or ideologically charged. This sets up the
practice of resisting media as an ethical apex, as the fullest expression of
audience agency. Moreover, as Ang (1996) suggests, throughout the 1980s
and 1990s, audience research “suffered from an image problem” because
it uncritically exaggerated audience agency (8). For example, while pio-
neering work by Fiske (1987) and Jenkins (1992) focused much needed
attention on audiences, it was critiqued for over-celebrating their cre-
ativity and industriousness. At times this work also too easily conflated
resistance to media messages with democratic participation and social
change. Indeed, at stake in studies of resistance is granting audiences an
excess of social power—power that they perhaps do not appreciate—and
misconceiving them as fully resistant figures—without a clear under-
standing of what they are opposing. This is not to say that resistance is a
useless concept; rather, it is a complicated one and only part of the story
of how audiences engage with media.

Clearly, Sebastian’s media experience at Frameline was in part a prac-
tice of ideological resistance. He challenged the film’s placement of the
transgender body within a violent framework and a tragic structure of
feeling. However, Sebastian’s media encounter was more than a rational
and cognitive exercise. It was also a profoundly emotional and visceral
one. He processed the film in and through his body, as a jolt of sym-
bolic violence that sparked feelings of violation, sadness, and rage. In



126 | PRACTICING RESILIENT RECEPTION

outwardly suffering “a total meltdown,” he broke a fundamental “feeling
rule” (Hochschild [1983] 2003, 18) that discourages this kind of vivid
emotional display in public settings. He felt the film so deeply that his
friend suggested he be more “reasonable,” encouraging him to sub-
limate the rush of energy charging through his body into reason and
rationality—something he was unable and perhaps unwilling to do at
the time.

The film at Frameline was such a powerful trigger that, years later
during our interview, Sebastian is still noticeably shaken. As we sit talk-
ing about that night, it is clear he harbors a sort of “muscle memory”
about his experience: his voice falters, he strikes the table with his hand,
and his body alternately tenses up and releases. It is as if talking about
the film transported his sensory system back to that moment in the the-
ater watching the rape scene. In the San Francisco hotel room, overlook-
ing the Castro district, I see Sebastian try to manage and contain his
feelings—the way his friend told him to.

Echoing Sebastian, many participants recalled similar experiences
of agitation and upheaval, articulating words such as “hurt,” “angry;’
“tired,” “frustrated,” “worn out,” “shaken up, “devastated,” and “fed up”
to describe their encounters with media. As they spoke, their bodies
mirrored these sentiments. They squirmed in their chairs, gazed down-
ward, tightened their jaw, and exhaled heavily. They rolled their eyes,
puffed their chests, and vigorously shook their hands. A few welled up
with tears.

In this chapter, I foreground these kinds of embodied audience en-
counters investigating media as affective technologies, by which I mean
technologies that not only engage our mind but also our bodies, our
senses, and emotions. I examine the various affects—or the sensations,
feelings, and experiences of “intensity” (Massumi 2002, 27-28)—that
media and communications technologies transmit and the practices
audiences deploy to manage and come to terms with them. As Gibbs
(2002) argues, “what is co-opted by the media is primarily affect . . . the
media function as amplifiers and modulators of affect which is transmit-
ted by the human face and voice, and also by music and other forms of
sound, and also by the image” (338). Affect is raw and “preconscious”
and involves “being attuned to and coping with the world without the
input of rational content” (Leys 2011, 442, note 22). It is the quaking of
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the senses within the body, a turbulence of inner stasis. Affect is simi-
lar to emotion, as both refer to “the feeling of bodily change” (Ahmed
2004, 5). However, emotions feel familiar and are less abstract. They
typically follow cultural norms and expectations.” Emotions are intel-
ligible, both on a cultural and individual level, and we have license to
feel them. Emotions are also normatively charged. There are “proper”
and “improper” ways, for example, to feel about media. Society accepts
emotional responses such as sadness, fear, and happiness to provocative
media content. However, other responses are less socially acceptable,
knowable, and apparent. This is the realm of affect. Affect can be opaque
and “emerges out of muddy, unmediated relatedness” (Seigworth and
Gregg 2010, 4). Although we feel them and register them in our bod-
ies, sometimes affects cannot be easily named. They can be difficult to
explain or control.

Media traffic in both affect and emotion. They move us and build
intensities that are both within and outside the immediate realm of our
understanding. They heighten our emotional capacities and create un-
dulating, embodied experiences. They vex the senses and dig under the
skin. On one level, they can reproduce high moments of intense disrup-
tion, and on another level, they create more “ordinary affects,” or “the
varied, surging capacities to affect and be affected that give everyday life
the quality of a continual motion of relations, scenes, contingencies, and
emergences” (Stewart 2007, 2).* Media affects are also incredibly diverse.
Audiences can experience a wide spectrum of sensations during a media
encounter, and audience members encountering the same media can ex-
perience diverse affects and emotions. For example, whereas the film did
not stick to or affectively disturb his friend, Sebastian’s experience was
one of shock and disorientation. This is because audiences bring their
own affective histories to each and every media encounter, histories that
contain both positively and negatively codified experiences. This is why
media encounters are so powerfully and electrically charged, for they
can be reruns of previously felt trauma.

Given this reality, how do transgender audiences like Sebastian
engage, manage, and come to terms with the emotional and affective
power of media representation? How do they deal with the shocks, with
the negative experiences? One participant offered a hint, “There are a
lot of people who I think are the victim of how our media has portrayed



128 | PRACTICING RESILIENT RECEPTION

and continues to portray trans people . . . you have to be really strong
to not let these things get to you” In this chapter, I focus on this pro-
cess of being “really strong” and the various methodologies of adapta-
tion and survival participants deploy in coming to terms with media’s
disempowering messages and the affective turbulences they generate.
I analyze how participants rebound and rebuild their sense of self that
popular discourses threaten to erode. I foreground how they construct
self-protective armors, guard and protect their integrity, and thicken
their skin. I call this audience practice “resilient reception.” Resilient re-
ception offers a framework for thinking about audience practices in less
heroic and congratulatory terms than resistance, while still affirming the
activity of viewers in everyday life.

Resilient Reception as an Affective Audience Practice

I return now to Sebastian in order to further clarify what I mean by
resilient reception. Although he experienced feelings of violation and
assault after viewing the movie at the Frameline Film Festival, Sebas-
tian employed strategies of rebounding, re-centering, and “making do”
(de Certeau 1984, 29). Directly after the film, he stepped away from his
friends, removing himself from the situation. He recalled, “I almost
had to leave to take a walk by myself. I was so pissed I couldn’t even
be around anybody” Claiming this physical and emotional distance
allowed him to steal a few deep breaths and collect himself, so as to con-
tinue with his night out. This strategy of self-distancing represents only
one in a cache of strategies that Sebastian has developed.

On a much wider scale, Sebastian told me that his ability to “deal
with” and “move on” from the personal disruptions he experiences
from media and everyday life is the result of several things. First, he
firmly roots himself within local trans and queer communities in the
San Francisco Bay area. He actively cultivates a sense of connection and
belonging through meaningful interpersonal relationships with trans
and queer friends, as well as with non-trans friends and allies. These
social networks provide him with multiple layers of interpersonal and
emotional support. Sebastian also secures a sense of self and purpose by
engaging in service to the LGBT and queer community. For example,
he works with homeless queer youth in San Francisco, serving as an
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advocate for those less fortunate. He also sat on a local governmental
committee that assessed the needs of trans men. Finally, Sebastian is a
lifelong learner and regularly informs himself about trans identity and
politics through reading trans-themed books, websites, blogs, etc. In
building his vocabulary and knowledge base regarding queer subjectiv-
ity and politics, Sebastian constructs a cognitive and affective self-armor,
which helps to fortify him from popular discourses that repudiate his
sense of self. Establishing social capital, rooting himself in the local
community, and building an affective self-armor through knowledge:
these are Sebastian’s practices of resilience. And he carries them with
him throughout his interactions with media and popular culture.

Experiences like Sebastian’s are often overlooked in the study of
media audiences, which have disproportionately explored the relation-
ship between media use and the workings of ideology. While this has
contributed to our understanding of media reception, the “affective
turn” (Clough 2007) offers the opportunity to understand audience in-
teractions with media, such as Sebastian’s, in more multidimensional
ways. The affective turn denotes an effort by researchers to tap into and
render intelligible human experiences of embodiment, feeling, and
being that are related to but not necessarily subsumed by ideology. The
literature on affect marks a crucial shift “to bodily matter” (206), to em-
bodied phenomena, and the “privileging of movement, emergence, and
potentiality in relationship to the body” (219).

Audience research in particular, whose objects of inquiry should
include a vast range of audience-media encounters, has inadequately
tapped into audiences’ affective experiences. As Shouse (2005) argues,
“the power of many forms of media lies not so much in their ideological
effects, but in their ability to create affective resonances” (3). Importantly,
this is not an either-or situation, for ideology and affect are thoroughly
entwined within the practice of media reception. My fieldwork and the
stories participants tell lay bare the ways ideology and affect, cognition
and emotion, the conscious and non-conscious, intermix and work in
tandem during the audience experience.

In addition to their minds, participant bodies and sensory systems
were all deeply activated as they engaged with media and communi-
cations technologies. In fact, participant media encounters were so
profoundly visceral, and processed so tangibly in the body, that they
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required a form of affective resilience. They involved what Hochschild
([1983] 2003) calls “emotional labor,” or the act of managing one’s feelings
“in order to sustain the outward countenance that produces the proper
state of mind in others” (7). Emotional labor is the work involved in ex-
pressing, regulating, and understanding our emotions and the emotions
of others. The word “labor” is key because it signals the expenditure of
effort, “a coordination of mind and feeling” that “draws on a source of self
that we honor as deep and integral to our individuality” (7).

Although resilience has yet to gain currency within media studies,
there is a considerable body of scholarship on the concept across other
disciplines. Increasingly, thinkers in global politics, environmental sci-
ence, and urban planning, for example, are turning toward resilience
to help understand how the complex systems we rely on daily—such
as economies, environments, public health infrastructures, cities, etc.—
function, rebuild, and sustain when faced with disruption and crisis.°
Within these fields, a resilient structure is “more than simply sustain-
able” it is fundamentally “regenerative and diverse, relying not only on
the capacity to absorb shocks like the popped housing bubble or the
rising sea level, but to evolve with them” (Cascio 2009, 92). Perhaps the
most useful conceptualization of resilience for the study of media au-
diences comes from psychology. Reviewing resilience as a psychologi-
cal construct, Luthar, Cicchetti, and Becker (2000) summarize it as “a
dynamic process encompassing positive adaptation within the context
of significant adversity” (543), an achievement of “competence despite
adversity” (554). However, in deploying resilience as an analytic tool, I
break from this definition in one important respect. Rather than under-
standing resilience as a “positive” or “competent” adaptation in terms
of the external criteria used in psychology—such as ethical values, pro-
social behaviors, and ideas of mental health—1I delineate resilience as a
more deeply personal endeavor. My fieldwork unveils that practices of
resilient reception are multiple, diverse, and at times morally and politi-
cally ambiguous. They have no inherent nature. While they certainly can
be, they are not necessarily expressions of progressive politics, “healthy”
human adaptation, or moral virtue. Rather, practices of resilient recep-
tion are, at base, survival strategies enacted as pragmatic responses to
the powerfully affective encounters individuals have with media and so-
ciety in the everyday.
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In this way, resilience is something one does. Even more, it is some-
thing one does quite ordinarily. Rather than being remarkable and
unique, psychological research confirms that resilience is common, “a
phenomenon arising from ordinary human adaptive processes” (Masten
2001, 234). Yet, although it is common and humans generally have the
capacity for it, it bears noting that resilience is not equally achievable for
everyone. The capacity for resilience relies on multiple personal, contex-
tual, and institutional factors. Often outside of an individual’s control,
variables such as one’s socioeconomic class, social capital, geographic
location, formal education, power, and privilege all play a role in de-
termining what resilience looks like and whether it is accessible. For
example, participants with greater social and economic capital generally
managed life challenges easier than those with less. They also had access
to a wider range of coping mechanisms and resources for support.

Similarly, within a media context, audiences practice resilience at the
crossroads of media power and personal agency. Certainly, the media
industries as global institutions wield tremendous economic, cultural,
and political power, and their narratives often rise to the level of cultural
myth. However, while resilient reception acknowledges the authority
of media and its ability to affect, it also highlights the actions and life
choices audiences bring to bear in their media encounters.

Broadly speaking, practices of resilient reception are acts of orienta-
tion and re-orientation. They are the positions and movements we adopt
toward and away from media. According to Ahmed (2006b), who draws
on classic phenomenology, one of the defining features of everyday life
is the endless orientation of self to the various objects of perception that
inhabit our world. Orientations are strategic and well-intentioned acts of
self-positioning, the “directions towards objects that affect what we do,
and how we inhabit space” (28). Pragmatically, we engage in orientation
to help us “find our way” and “feel at home” in the dynamic conditions
and changing environments that characterize our world (1, 7).

In managing media’s affective fallout, participants in my research en-
gaged in the kind of positioning and movement that Ahmed theorizes.
They adopted various stances of orientation, which secured and re-
claimed their sense of self. These acts of re-orientation occur regularly
over time and evolve as they are tested and adjusted. Thus, resilient re-
ception conceptualizes audience practices as developing within everyday
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life’s temporal flow and moves us past the “moment of reception”—or
that actual, bounded occasion when one consumes media. Audiences
are not simply affected by media within the context of a single viewing
moment, but continuously and ceaselessly struggle with the messages
of media culture, contending with its influence over their self-worth,
integrity, and emotional life on a daily basis.” For it is only through time,
and throughout a lifetime, that cultural symbols acquire their affective
power and “stickyness” (Ahmed 2004).

Through repetition and a history of articulation, symbols accrue their
capacity to cling to us, boil our blood, cut to the core, and dig under our
skin. For example, the reason Sebastian felt so unsettled after watch-
ing the film at Frameline was because he had, in many ways, seen this
movie before. This particular film was merely one in a long succession
of similar cultural representations that have made him feel defiled and
caused him to enact strategies of resilient reception. Moreover, media
engagements are not the only agents of disruption in Sebastian’s life.
Living as a transgender person, he has frequently contended with sys-
tematic prejudice, restricting social norms, and caustic misunderstand-
ing from others. His media engagements are energized and intensified
by the affective residue of these lived experiences. In this way, his media
encounters and practices of resilient reception exist within a much wider
context and should be understood as constitutive of a larger struggle he
experiences in everyday life.

Notably, other minority groups have also shared in the struggle of
continually preserving and rebuilding the self in the face of disempow-
erment and everyday disenfranchisement. In confronting the affective
turbulence of living in a media culture not created for them, they too
have adapted strategies of orientation and resilience. In her analysis
of black female audiences, bell hooks (1992) discovered that the mun-
dane act of seeing a movie was often “less than pleasurable; at times
it caused pain” (121). According to one of her participants, “I could
always get pleasure from movies as long as I did not look too deep”
(121). For those who looked too deep, their viewing experience could be
profoundly distressing. In confronting and managing this hurt, hooks
(1992) delineated the many strategies black women employed. Some
talked about and critiqued the films while they were in progress on the
screen. Others were “on guard” (126) and emotionally distanced them-



PRACTICING RESILIENT RECEPTION | 133

selves from what they saw. Many chose to “look the other way” (120) or
simply turned off their critical mind and forget the racist elements that
blared before them. In a similar study of black spectatorship, Stewart
(2003) noted that black audiences often adopt a practice of laughing
back at the screen, mockingly and sarcastically chuckling at racist ele-
ments they perceive in a text. She argues that this affective strategy ex-
ists somewhere between “passive complicity and vocal critique,” and at
the intersection of “laughter” and “pain” (677). Some of the participants
in my study deployed analogous strategies of coping to manage media
affects. I now turn to the experiences of Remi, Avery, and Alyssa to
examine their practices of resilient reception.

Remi

Coming of age in the 1990s, Remi, a transgender graduate student attend-
ing school in the Midwest, occasionally came across The Jerry Springer
Show, an infamously tawdry daytime television talk program. As it was
one of the only sites where she witnessed gender variance, the program
confirmed that transgender people existed. Gazing at her through the
television screen, the show’ transgender guests spoke on their own
behalf and claimed identities that were new and exciting for Remi. Even
as a young person, she had an intuitive sense that her gender identity was
far more complex than the male sex to which she was assigned at birth,
and the show in part offered her a comforting sense of self-recognition.
At the same time, Jerry Springer represented transgender people as prob-
lematic human anomalies and freaks.® Nonetheless, Remi watched and,
as a young person struggling to develop her gender identity, the show
stirred many emotions: “I watched Jerry Springer .. .1 am angry at myself
for doing it sometimes. So, I watched it and felt really angry and dis-
turbed, upset, and sad. [Her voice grows louder.] They're like making fun
of trans people and everyone laughs”

Remi perceived these talk shows as an assault on transgender life and
subjectivity, and in watching them, was overwhelmed with feelings of
sadness and humiliation. The shows got under her skin. They profoundly
resonated with a sense of “being crazy;” a feeling she was struggling with
in desiring gender transformation. Remi explained, “All your life you
learn that it’s sort of a crazy thing if you want to change gender. It’s just
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crazy. When I talked to people about it they would mostly not under-
stand. They're like ‘what?” “Why would you wanna do that?” And you're
kinda of like, well 'm crazy right? In the midst of all this, I watched
Jerry Springer.” In addition to exacerbating feelings of “being crazy, the
show’s organizing structure, which pits the studio audience against the
transgender guests, reverberated with her own experiences of living in
fear. “I was growing up as a boy who was feminine, and from the very
beginning from when I was 5, you know you’re not acting in the ‘right’
ways. So, you have a sense that violence, power, are wielded in an awful
way and I don’t want a part of that. Jerry Springer definitely brought
back memories of growing up and what boys do to other boys, that kind
of violence happening on a daily basis. Whether it’s physical or verbal”
Given this personal history, watching Jerry Springer was a reliving of
trauma for Remi, an affective return to a form of everyday violence that
made her feel alienated.

In fact, throughout our first interview, Remi repeated the word “alien-
ation” or “alienated” five times. She explained that throughout much of
her life, expressions of gender nonconformity were virtually invisible in
the world she perceived around her. “You start to see the gender schema
on TV. I mean not just on TV, but in the world in general. The pallet of
genders that are acceptable in everyday life, appearances and so forth,
is extremely limited.” Also limited was the kind of racial diversity she
perceived. This was particularly the case with television, for it was the
medium she was most exposed to as a young person. “I'm South Asian.
Chinese Philippine. Yeah, so I never saw anyone on TV who looked
like me . .. [TV shows] are not true to life. I mean to my life. I don't
see myself in them. Or people who are like me in them. Or like people
who are in my life in them” Remi’s multiracial identity coupled with
her gender variance caused her to feel “disillusionment with the media”
and “really distant and alienated from media.” Even on those chance
occasions when she found television shows she enjoyed, the relation-
ship was typically short-lived and eventually discouraging. “I would get
attached to TV shows and they would get cancelled. It’s like the same
thing with relationships. I like to get attached and then not have them
go all of a sudden . . . I liked Buffy the Vampire Slayer, which I still like,
but then it would just get annoying how I would never see anyone like
me. So, I just started feeling more and more alienated. So just as far as
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race is concerned, and gender wise” Remi equated her connection with
television shows to interpersonal relationships, mentioning her fear that
both had the potential to end. She revealed a powerful parasocial inter-
action (Horton and Wohl 1956), deeply investing in media narratives
and bonding with characters as if they were actual people.” The highly
intense nature of this connection and its affective power explains why
her feelings of alienation were so strong, for television was imbued with
a sort of personhood.

In attempting to protect herself from feelings of craziness, memories
of violence, and bouts of alienation generated by encounters with media,
Remi has practiced several strategies of resilient reception. One of the
first included was what Ahmed (2006b) calls an “orientation device,” or
a maneuver that strategically positions oneself toward (or away) from
an object. Remi oriented herself toward media with diminished expec-
tations. She attested, “I just sorta expected to be disappointed when I
watched. I developed that thing where I expected to be disappointed.”
This strategy was preemptive and furnished a protective emotional buf-
fer. Remi also became increasingly purposeful and careful in her media
choices. “I became very selective” With fierce intentionality, she oriented
herself away from more mainstream media forms, becoming immersed
in queer subcultures. She voraciously read lesbian fiction, viewed inde-
pendent LGBT films, and attended transgender-themed theater. “T actu-
ally had this moment where I stopped consuming any media that wasn’t
queer. And I think that has persisted, or that it actually persisted for
quite a while. It wasn’t until a couple of years later that I thought I could
handle media that wasn’t queer. So, I made a conscious decision that this
was just pissing me off, I didn't relate to it In light of the affective labor
demanded by encounters with non-queer media, Remi spun a protec-
tive cocoon around herself by creating a personal media ensemble. Dur-
ing this time, she strengthened her layers of defensive armor that would
eventually allow her to again “handle” non-queer media and culture.

Remi’s practices of resilience also included finding a home in certain
“communities of choice” (Wellman et al. 2003, 10) that were located both
online and in the “real world” Remi sought out online communities to
come to terms with two of the larger challenges she faced as a teenager:
being transgender and coping with depression. “I realized I was dealing
with depression around the same time I realized I was trans. It was when
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I was like 15 or 16. I was clinically depressed when I was 15 and searching
for why I was so unhappy. So, I found depression support groups on-
line. It was random because there was a connection between the depres-
sion support groups and the trans support groups. Some people were in
both” Remi’s interactions in these communities offered her emotional
support and pragmatic strategies to help her cope with her depression.
They also affirmed her desire to transition gender and furnished feelings
of inclusion. “I felt like I belonged to there more so than in other Inter-
net settings that aren’t sexual or gender specific”

Remi also secured feelings of place and belonging in “real world”
communities of choice. Before moving to the Midwest to pursue gradu-
ate school, Remi grew up in California within driving distance of San
Francisco, and she eventually attended college there. Within close prox-
imity of the city, she took advantage of its diverse communities. “Even
before I lived in San Francisco I would visit there . . . When I was grow-
ing up, I would just go up to San Francisco to hang out. There’s lots of
queer stuft going on and going to those would make me feel like I belong
in some way . . . There was this thing where queer writers would come
to this coffee house. So, there was this scene, the writer scene that I was
really into.” As a social resource of resilience, this writing scene encour-
aged Remi to turn inward for self-knowledge and inspiration—rather
than gazing outward toward the specter of media and popular culture.
She began to thicken her skin and fortify herself, investigating and em-
bracing her own life through the self-reflexive exercise of writing. “I just
started feeling like mainstream media was a waste of time. And I felt like
my own life was a lot more interesting. And the things I was writing, I'm
a big writer. So, I would write stuff about my life”

Today, Remi’s writing skills are helping her pursue a PhD in the hu-
manities. In large part, her doctoral research is directed at studying the
politics of representation. As with Sebastian, Remi remains resilient to
the affective shocks of everyday life through better understanding the
world and by securing a sense of control and ownership over that which
rattles and disconfirms her. More than supporting resilience, this aca-
demic pursuit also bolstered her capacity for resistance: “I decided to
make my life’s work, at least for now, resisting and critiquing that [media,
politics, and culture]. So I am channeling my anger everyday through
my work.” Remi explains that her experience on the margins as a mul-
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tiracial, transgender person fuels her work. It motivates her to speak
out against and articulate counternarratives to the dominant cultural
scripts she struggled with growing up. In looking at the various orienta-
tion devices she adopts, it becomes clear that Remi’s experiences with
media are fundamentally layered. They include practices of resilience,
as she buffers herself from media’s affective resonances. However, she
simultaneously opposes (Hall 1980) ideological incorporation through
her coursework. In this way, resilience and resistance are coexisting and
supplementary practices she deploys in her everyday encounters with
media.

Avery

“I'm not masculine identified. I'm not feminine identified. I don’t
believe gender’s a spectrum, I believe it’s a landscape . . . landscape
identity means you are actually in a physical space and that you are not
just on a linear plane. You're wandering, youre moving. It's dynamic,”
Avery explained as he gulped down his café latte. Throughout my
fieldwork, most of my interviews began with idle conversation that
established communicative rapport. However, from the moment we
sat down at the small coffee shop, Avery was ready and eager to talk.
Politically conscious, socially aware, and acutely self-reflexive, Avery
is an undergraduate who lives in a housing co-op with 29 other people
in a Midwestern university town. He is incredibly energetic and has a
relentlessly hyperactive and prolific mind.

Although he suggested I use masculine pronouns to describe him,
Avery has a complex understanding of his gender, identifying as trans,
non-binary, and gender fluid. At times, this subjectivity can cause confu-
sion for some of the people in his life, including his professors. However,
most of Avery’s friends support and accommodate this complexity. “So
right now, the way that it works where I live is that people who know me
well in the house will use the pronoun that people don't expect for me.
They’ll use “he” when certain people are in the house, and make a point
out of it especially when I am in a skirt” As with gender, Avery’s con-
ception of his sexuality is equally nuanced. Identifying as polyamorous
and pansexual, he enjoys practicing kink and BDSM—a range of sexual
practices that includes bondage, discipline, dominance—submission,



138 | PRACTICING RESILIENT RECEPTION

sadism, and masochism. However, Avery currently has a boyfriend who
he described as “a heterosexual, monogamous guy. He is very low on
the Kinsey scale. So, what does it mean to be dating? Does it mean I am
contained to woman? Sometimes. And that’s pretty tough.” The fixity and
bounded limits of heterosexual coupling, and the imposition of the cat-
egory “woman’ that his current relationship at times demands, is difficult
for Avery to accept. He explained, “I need an identity that is fluid . . . I
can be okay with him being heterosexual and dating me as long as that
doesn’t make me heterosexual”

In a world that seeks simplicity and aggressively defends binaries, Av-
ery’s sophisticated worldview, his gender fluidity, and queerness have
often made his everyday life difficult. Throughout his childhood and
teenage years, Avery never fit in and regularly struggled with fear and
crippling anxiety, with the sense that danger was always looming. In
part, this fear was driven by his complicated relationship to his body and
the strict social expectations of the sex he was assigned at birth, which
was female.

When Avery entered college in the Midwest, he started experiment-
ing with his gender identity. However, he was still gripped with fear, and
again, a sense of dissonance. “My friends at college knew I was trans, but
I would not say I had sexuality with that because so much was driven
by fear. It was very much a scary topic to bring up with me, like ‘what
does this mean?’ I was very defensive and I think they could tell that. I
would not go by masculine pronouns even though I said I wanted them.
I was afraid it would make me think about what my life could be. It was
areally scary thing” Avery soon transferred colleges, in part to achieve a
greater sense of safety and place. While his current college environment
does a better job of providing these feelings, Avery still battles anxiety.

At school, Avery engages in advocacy work, currently volunteering
with the LGBT Speakers Bureau and giving public talks on and oft cam-
pus about transgender issues. However, his role as a speaker has become
increasingly difficult. “T used to do a lot of talks, but I had a really nega-
tive experience early this term where I was really trying to convince this
freshman class that look I really am not a woman, and they needed ad-
equate convincing. I got really tired of being in that role where I always
had to prove myself . . . I find that I get worn out being radical here and
I find it is also very necessary, which is what keeps me doing it” Even
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though Avery feels compelled to speak, the activity is an emotional labor
that depletes his spirit.

Avery also experiences an exhausting affective toll in his encounters
with media. “So much of what I see in media, mainly films, is enforced
gender normativity and a lot of abusive family and partner dynamics.
That has really turned me off. That is why it takes a lot of energy to see
these things. They can be triggering.” Avery’s words suggested a deeply
visceral relationship with media, an emotionally taxing one.

To cope with these affective states and to work through the feelings
of fear, disruption, and exhaustion that media generate, Avery has en-
gaged in several practices of resilient reception. The first is a strategy of
withdrawal. In withdrawing, Avery orients himself away from certain
media forms to preserve his “energy”: “Every time I would hear that ‘this
is better, this is something that would appeal to you, I was consistently
disappointed. Like The Crying Game, where it’s like ‘Look we're making
progress. And I would be continually disillusioned. And so it grew into
an eventual withdraw. It takes a lot of energy to convince myself to go
see a movie.” For Avery, his energy is like currency, a cache of savings
that can be depleted and replenished, and he refused to invest it in main-
stream, mass media.

However, his strategy of media withdrawal and divestment provoked
an unintended consequence. It created feelings of social isolation. Un-
able to engage in pop culture small talk with others, Avery lost an im-
portant form of communicative exchange: media talk. Media talk, or
informal conversation about media, is an essential part of sociability
in contemporary everyday life. It establishes interpersonal connections
and affinities between individuals (Duits 2010, 249-250). Talk about the
latest summer blockbuster or a viral video on YouTube is a relatively
low-risk form of communication, an easy entry point into dialogue
with others. Yet in withdrawing, Avery lost this asset, explaining, “With
some people, I had nothing to talk about.” To remedy this, Avery has
somewhat cautiously decided to reengage with media, but in doing so,
mindfully maintains a critical distance. “I'm really trying to get up the
‘umph’ (oomf) to sort of engage with popular culture so I have some-
thing to talk about with people. Rather than taking on the moral tone
of Tknow I am not going to like what I see so why bother So right now
it’s kind of at a distance”
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Besides strategically orienting himself toward and away from media,
Avery’s practices of resilient reception also involve blogging on the web-
site Live Journal. This activity is both a critical and a social exercise.
It connects Avery to like-minded others within the queer community
and provides the opportunity to articulate counter-discourses to main-
stream, dominant ideologies on race, sexuality, and gender. “I keep a live
journal blog. I use it to keep in contact with friends since I transferred
here from another school. It is very much social critique. I write a lot
about social identity. I also belong to this online community that looks
at racial politics, a lot of identity politics work. It really makes a com-
mitment to get rid of racism and a lot of other ‘isms. And there is a large
trans community actually on that blog” Blogging reinforces Avery’s pro-
gressive politics, for most in the online community share similar po-
litical ideologies. As a practice of self-articulation, blogging also allows
Avery to “talk back” to popular media, countering the feelings of disil-
lusionment and disappointment it often generates in an empowering
way. “People I blog with care about this stuft . . . Largely the people I am
connected to are queer in some way through Live Journal, but in varying
degrees of visibility” In a very real sense, blogging is an act of resistance
for Avery, the kind of resistance media scholars have heralded. At the
same time, this activity rests alongside practices of resilience. Blogging
helps Avery fortify a transgender sense of self. He finds strength, belong-
ing, and support in a community of bloggers who “care about this stuff”

Notably, this notion of “care” was important to Avery. The sense of
belonging to a community of care—one that cares about social and po-
litical issues and about Avery himself—was something he called “abso-
lutely necessary.” The necessity of care, for Avery, lies in its functionality.
Whereas resilient reception depletes one’s energy, it seems that care re-
plenished his reserves. Like stopping to refuel on a long-distance road
trip, Avery’s fairly regular virtual interactions on blogs replenished the
energy he needed to resist and remain resilient as he journeyed back out
into the “real” world.

Alyssa

“Between my family not talking to me, and all that I had to put up with
during my transition from people . . . I really don’t pay attention to it
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[transgender-themed media],” Alyssa admitted. “I mean the last thing
I want to do right now is go through it all over again” Alyssa is in her
mid-twenties and works as a cosmetologist at a mid-sized shopping mall
in the suburban Midwest. While she identifies as trans, she prefers to
be identified as a woman. Unlike most of the participants in this study,
Alyssa expressed that she has never had interest in and has paid little
attention to transgender-themed media. In fact, throughout our many
interactions with each other, she offered few concrete statements and
opinions on media and culture. Alyssa was also hesitant to talk about
her own life and experiences. This was unexpected because Alyssa is a
very outspoken and talkative individual.

Nonetheless, meaning can reveal itself in absence, and slip through a
blanket of silence. In fact, part of Alyssa’s strategy of self-protection, that
which allows her to persist as a trans woman, is the deployment of si-
lence, a refusal to engage, to not “go through it all over again” The “it” she
refers to is the overwhelming pain and affective magnitude of her gender
transition. “Transitioning was really hard for me,” Alyssa conceded. She
suddenly stopped talking, took a deep breath, and remained silent for a
few more moments. The air became thick and heavy. She then continued,
“My family sucked. I hardly ever see them. My father and I don’t even
talk now.” These statements represent the only concrete insights Alyssa
offered into her relationship with her family. Regarding her gender tran-
sition, she disclosed one more thought. “Thank God it’s over”

I first met Alyssa the one and only night she attended the Trans Chat
group I observed during my fieldwork. Throughout the two-hour meet-
ing, she did not speak. She simply sat quietly next to her boyfriend,
Derek, a twenty-something bank teller who self-identified as a queer
man. As a couple, they were fabulously hip: stylishly covered in tattoos,
piercings, and dressed mainly in black and denim. Upon the closing of
the meeting, Alyssa and Derek approached me, complemented my out-
fit, and we started a conversation. After I explained my research project
to them, we went out to a local lounge, a sort of speakeasy that served
craft cocktails, the kind that was becoming trendy at the time. Over
drinks, Alyssa and Derek agreed to participate in my study. Over the
next several months, I met with the couple almost weekly.

Over dinner at their home one evening, Alyssa, Derek, and I began
talking about transgender representation in the media. Somewhat
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surprisingly, as the conversation progressed, it seemed that Derek was
more eager to talk and had more to say about this issue than Alyssa.
In fact, Alyssa looked somewhat uncomfortable with the conversation,
becoming tense and befuddled. Yet Derek spoke ardently, insisting that
the gender-bending character Dr. Frank-N-Furter from The Rocky Hor-
ror Picture Show was one of the sexiest film characters in recent times.
He confessed that he cried during the transgender-themed movie Boys
Don’t Cry (1999), and he encouraged me to visit a local theater that
staged campy drag shows. Offsetting Derek’s playful enthusiasm and
chattiness was Alyssa’s intense rawness and noticeable brevity. She of-
fered, “I don’t know. I just don't really pay attention to it”” She recounted
that as a teenager, the trans representations she saw in the media trou-
bled her. “When I would see a [trans] girl, which was not a lot, I would
get all upset. I'd get all upset and wonder why they were never attrac-
tive” When I pressed Alyssa to further elaborate on these past encoun-
ters with trans images, she said nothing more. Silence. Attempting to
prevent any conversational lull, Derek would often speak on behalf of
Alyssa—something she seemed to merely tolerate.

What soon became apparent was that Alyssa’s silences, her inten-
tional economy with words, represented one of her practices of resil-
ient reception, one that was dependable and always accessible. Rather
than signs of submission or weakness, her refusals to engage with, to
comment on, and to even acknowledge, are survival strategies, ways
she protects herself. As Wendy Brown (2005) argues, silence can func-
tion as a “shelter;” “refuge,” or “barrier” (86-87), a “means of preserving
certain practices and dimensions of existence from regulatory power,
from normative violence, as well as from the scorching rays of public
exposure” (85). Brown maintains that within human experience there
are “deadening (antilife) things that must be allowed residence in a pond
of silence rather than surface into discourse if life is to be lived without
being claimed by their weight” (93). In some cases, silence may be the
only way to manage those things that wield the power to take us over,
to drown us.

In sheltering herself and in refusing to be weighed down, Alyssa has
also consciously chosen to remain distant from transgender subcul-
tures and communities, orientating herself away from them. She was
never involved with transgender advocacy, and explains, “I'm not into
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politics. Never have been,” and never considered herself part of a trans
community. Yet, a few years ago during her transition, she made several
trans friends, participated in online transgender discussion forums, and
frequented a club that hosted transgender-inclusive parties on Saturday
nights. However, this period of engagement was brief, and she has since
pulled away. “I mean I can see why some people get all involved, but it’s
not my thing anymore. It’s just too much. It’s just too much?” This too
much-ness represented the affective baggage that, for Alyssa, weighed
her down. Being involved means giving of herself, giving pieces of
herself. Instead, Alyssa chose to reside in Brown’s “pond of silence”
(2005, 93).

I want to pause briefly here and suggest that my exchanges with
Alyssa, even though they are one-on-one, are also powerfully informed
by a collective consciousness. More than just personal memories and
associations, participants arrive to media encounters with the weight of
cultural memory—aware of what transgender communities have expe-
rienced in the past, how they have been treated in popular representa-
tion, and their current tenuous place in society. For example, returning
to Sebastian, he feels violated not only in the singular, as an individual,
but in the plural sense, as part of a community that has experienced
routine and often sanctioned violation and abuse. Likewise, when Alyssa
claims that, “it’s just too much,” she draws on a collective experience
of suffering and struggle commonly experienced by transgender indi-
viduals and communities. Throughout our interviews, she discusses
representative examples of other people who struggle living as young
transgender women in the industrial Midwest. One of her friends was
kicked out of her home. Another fights the nagging pull of depression
and terminal unemployment. Even as she tries to orient herself away
from them, she inevitably taps into a larger social fabric of collective,
affective transgender memory. She experiences the cumulative weight
of her own, and others’ like her, affective experiences as “too much”” So,
she strategically avoids trans-themed media, and distances herself from
trans communities.

Finally, to combat the overwhelmingly “anti-life things” (Brown
2005), Alyssa orients herself toward the soothing effects of drugs and
alcohol. Throughout my time with her and Derek, drugs and alcohol
were typically on hand and frequently used. As Alyssa explained to me,
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during her high school years she began smoking marijuana, made avail-
able to her from a neighbor. Smoking pot reliably numbed her sadness
and rage regarding the hostility she encountered at home and at school.
Now, as a young adult in her twenties, she and Derek generally smoke a
joint every evening after dinner. Riding out their high together, they lis-
ten to music, watch YouTube videos and horror movies. Derek paints at
an easel in their bedroom while Alyssa flips through fashion magazines,
commenting on the celebrities’ makeup. These moments of leisure, es-
cape, and release punctuate the end of their workday, and help revitalize
them for the next.

For Alyssa, strategies of silence, self-distancing, numbing, and escape
protect her from being overwhelmed by the gravity of the social stigma
and abject rejection she experiences from her family and society. They
help her mitigate the demands and pressures of an identity politics that
requests she foreground her gender identity, become publicly visible as
transgender, and actively participate in the transgender community—
things she does not feel comfortable doing. In fact, Alyssa recalled that
she only attended the Trans Chat meeting where we met because her
boyfriend encouraged her to go. “Derek wanted to go. Honestly, I don’t
think I would go back to that group again . . . It’s just not for me. I don’t
need to go to a group or watch the documentaries or go to the clubs. It’s
just too much?”

Conclusion

What becomes clear from Alyssa’s story, and what connects her to the
other participants cited in this chapter, is the way their media encoun-
ters and everyday experiences require the emotional labor of resilient
reception. Sebastian’s quelling of turbulent feelings at Frameline Film
Festival, Remi’s channeling of anger into his graduate work, Avery “get-
ting up the oomf” to see trans-themed media, and Alyssa’s silence in the
face of media and everyday moments that are “just too much” speak to a
continuous and labor-intensive management of affect.

However, it is important to note that although this chapter has ex-
plored resilience in media reception and everyday life, sometimes the
burden of emotional labor hits a breaking point or the politics of a cer-
tain time period require stark opposition. These are moments when
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resilience is no longer possible or politically sound. That is to say, I am
not arguing that resilience is preferable to resistance. Nor do I believe
that just because people can be resilient that there is no need for deep
structural change, political resistance, and collective efforts for social
justice. Rather, my aim has been to balance the scale, to show how re-
sistance is only one part of minoritarian audience practices. Resistance
is and must continue to be an important analytical tool of media and
queer studies, and a critical strategy for enacting sociopolitical change.
But, we cannot overlook its close relatives, those strategies of resilient
reception that minorities perform on an ordinary, everyday level: ori-
entation devices of distancing and withdrawal, building self-armors
through education and knowledge, becoming embedded in commu-
nities of choice, blogging and life-writing, deploying silence, and en-
gaging in alcohol and drug use. These help individuals cope and make
do. Continuing to explore similar kinds of practices, the next chapter
shifts from transgender resilience to daily life management. I examine
how the participants in my study engage with media and technology in
tactical ways to achieve the rhythms and affordances of everyday life.



We're Just Living Life

Media and the Struggle for the Ordinary

“My girlfriend has this skit that she never had a trans breakfast cereal.
There is no trans anything,” Billie said through a smile and a quiet
chuckle. Billie is a white trans woman in her early twenties, a student
who lives in the Midwest. She and her girlfriend, Jess, also a trans
woman, share this running joke involving breakfast cereal. Whenever
they find themselves in a situation where transgender absence is glar-
ingly apparent, they turn toward each other and ask, “Where’s the trans
breakfast cereal?”

During our conversation, the topic of trans breakfast cereal surfaced
as Billie discussed the social climate of the Midwestern town where she
grew up. Billie’s high school was an “extremely homophobic environ-
ment,” and in her local community, “there were no visible trans people
around, and I guess that’s true of most places” Nevertheless, as a child,
rather than sitting down to a bowl of trans breakfast cereal, Billie appre-
ciated another gender nonconforming morning ritual. Before leaving for
school, she would secretly watch the TV show Jem and the Holograms
(1985-1988), a fabulously flashy animated series about the adventures
of a female glam-rock group. Drenched in bright pinks and blues, the
female-driven series followed a music executive who employs a holo-
graphic computer to live a double life as a rock star. As a young boy,
Billie knew this was not the kind of show she should be watching, with
its overt displays of femininity and gaudy, glittery aesthetics. But she
did anyway. The show brought her tremendous pleasure, and more, she
used its characters’ fashions and styles as a template for her childhood
cross-dressing. She recalled, “It would come on in the mornings when I
was getting ready for school and I'd be sitting there watching television
and I would watch it. And whenever my parents would come into the
room I would change the channel. I would snap up the remote and just
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switch channels. I was aware they would be upset. But I had to watch. I
played dress up with the girls next door. I never really played with Bar-
bies, I thought Barbies were stupid. But I liked Jern and the Holograms a
lot and I really liked playing dress up and dressing like them?” Stealing
this gender-nonconforming media moment in the morning, and using
it as inspiration for playing dress-up, was Billie’s daily alternative to the
transgender breakfast cereal she never had.

As a mundane and familiar item that routinely appears at the kitchen
table each morning, breakfast cereal is a seemingly insignificant thing.
However, it is exactly its ordinariness that makes it enticing and marks
it as the target of Billie and Jess’s joking. The notion of a “trans breakfast
cereal” is inconceivable to them because the pairing of “transgender”
and “breakfast cereal” is culturally incongruent. Cereal is a sanctioned
part of the everyday world, constitutive of its ordinary material culture,
whereas transgender typically is not. However, by calling into being a
transgender breakfast cereal, Billie and Jess playfully reconcile and unite
the opposed logics. They close the gap between transgender and every-
dayness. It is this sense of closeness—the closeness between transgender
and the everyday—that is missing from their lived experiences and it is
what they long for as they joke with each other.

Indeed, the ordinary and the everyday are fundamentally about close-
ness. According to the philosopher Stanley Cavell (1984), they convey an
orientation toward “the common, the low, the near” (193). Like a break-
fast cereal, they are immediate, routine, and we experience them in ha-
bitual ways. As one of the first thinkers to take the idea seriously, Lefebvre
(1991) imagined the everyday as a kind of common ground within which
we are all rooted and from which all human activity grows." It is our
first position, our home base.? Its contours and patterns are thoroughly
familiar, comfortable, safe, and predictable, offering feelings of physical
and ontological security (Giddens 1990, 1991).> Ultimately the ordinary
and the everyday, as Garfinkel (1964) contended, is “the world of daily life
known in common with others and with others taken for granted” (225).

However, what struck me as I conducted my research was how the
people who spoke with me generally lacked the luxury of taking any-
thing for granted. Although they tried anchoring themselves within the
rhythms and routines of the everyday world, as Billie and Jess show us,
even breakfast cereal served as a jostling reminder of their marginality.
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Throughout my fieldwork, these themes of ordinariness and every-
dayness emerged as critical flashpoints. Sometimes, they surfaced as pri-
mary concerns and organizing principles. At other times, these themes
materialized more as apparitions, as invisible and unacknowledged pres-
ences that imposed a tangible force. Given their presence, this chapter
explores why the ordinary and the everyday emerged as organizing con-
cepts in my fieldwork and what they mean to participants in the context
of their lives. Like a transgender breakfast cereal, participants encoun-
tered the ordinary and the everyday as elusive, as close at hand but often
out of reach. As a result, they had to devote constant and deliberate work
to achieve their considerable benefits and routine affordances, waging
a struggle for the ordinary in and through media and technologies of
communication.

“Ordinary Life Means Not Having to Worry”

During our first interview, Cameron, a soft-spoken, white trans man in
his late twenties who works for a technology company, stopped mid-
sentence and declared—as if drawing a conclusion—that he just wanted
“an ordinary life” I asked him what he meant by this. At first he strug-
gled to supply an explanation, as the question seemed to catch him off
guard. Yet after a few moments he offered the following: “Ordinary life
means not having to worry every time you're in a gender-restricted area
such as a bathroom. It means waking up, going to work, and getting
home to go to sleep like every other person. It means not being scared
to ask someone on a date”

This vision of ordinary life that Cameron described is noteworthy for
a variety of reasons. First, it captures the quotidian and shared nature
of the everyday. He describes commonplace moments experienced by
“every other person” and wishes to be a part of that collectivity. Second,
he speaks to the cyclical nature of the everyday. He mentions waking up,
going to work, arriving home, and going to sleep, a set of events repeated
over and over again. This kind of predictable structure and orderliness
presents itself as an object of desire. Third, Cameron acknowledges how
the cyclical and orderly routine of the everyday is contingent on a sense
of safety and security. For him, using the bathroom, one of the most
mundane acts we all perform, and asking someone on a date, a perfunc-
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tory social ritual, generates intense fear and anxiety. Finally, Cameron’s
words pronounce the ordinary and the everyday as elusive.* He talks of
familiar and mundane scenes with deep reverence, articulating them as
luxuries.

Many participants discussed the quiet affordances and clandestine
orders of ordinary life with a similar sense of longing. Ethan, a twenty-
something trans man living in San Francisco, articulated a desire for one
of the ordinary’s most fundamental features: the cloak of anonymity.
Drawing from Blanchot’s (1962) meditation on “le quotidian,” Shering-
ham (2000) suggests that our default subjectivity in everyday life is a
state of being a “nobody,” that the underlying “pull of the everyday” is
toward a nameless anonymity (189). Yet, according to Ethan, being a
nobody is somewhat impossible for many trans individuals. Cast in a
perpetual state of visibility, they are constantly marked as “Other” both
in media representations and in everyday life. As Ethan put it, “I think
there’s ways in which trans people don’t get to become invisible” Along
these lines, another participant, Sandy, mentioned that both her gen-
der and racial identity intersect, making her a marked person. “Being a
black trans woman makes you stand out even more . . . I currently don’t
have a home so when I'm in the black neighborhood people look at you
for being trans. When I'm in the white neighborhoods they look at you
for not being white and for being trans. I can’t hide.”

Like Ethan and Sandy, Steve, a white cross-dresser in his forties from
the Midwest, also felt perpetually visible and desired the capacity to dis-
solve into the background of everyday life’s Gestalt. As Steve (who came
cross-dressed as Yvonne), his wife, and I sit eating lunch at a restaurant
in a Midwestern suburb on a Saturday afternoon, customers walk by
our table, gazing and gawking. Two teenaged boys point in Steve’s direc-
tion, outwardly laughing. Noticing them and clearly embarrassed, Steve
explained to me that he has come to expect this kind of unwanted atten-
tion when he cross-dresses in public. But he refuses to go out in what he
calls “DRAB” (“dressed as a boy”), especially on the weekends, which are
sacred because he is not working and can cross-dress full-time. Trying
to ignore the public scrutiny erupting around him, he expressed that he
eagerly waits for the day that gender variance becomes “boring . . . that it
becomes so ubiquitous that it’s ordinary.” Steve’s wife, who is also clearly
bothered by the attention, echoed his thoughts. “The majority just want
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to be ignored, just part of the landscape.” Punctuating her point, she
referenced popular television. “I watch House Hunters on Home and
Garden TV and you will see any number of combinations of couples,
like interracial, homosexual, and they are just presented as just another
couple. So, I think that’s probably what the transgender population want
to have happen to them for the most part.”

As my participants describe it, the ordinary is not just about complete
anonymity, but an optimal balance of invisibility (non-recognition) and
visibility (recognition). Even as they want the potential to be invisible in
everyday life—seen as ordinary and unworthy of being marked—they
recognize that this state is dependent on a certain level of visibility and
recognition in other contexts. Yet the balance of visibility is off for them.
In those spaces where the parameters of ordinary life are constituted,
such as media culture, politics, and the economy, spaces where they
want to be visible, trans people are largely unrepresented. If trans was “so
ubiquitous that it’s ordinary” in media, it would help to create the condi-
tions for transgender anonymity in everyday life. But trans individuals
are generally invisible in media, and when they are represented they are
made hyper-visible as “others.” Similarly, the concerns of trans people
are largely absent in business, government, and healthcare—precisely
where they want acknowledgment and representation.

Standing over six feet and three inches, Callie, a trans woman in her
forties from the Midwest, struggled to secure that optimal balance be-
tween visibility and invisibility in her everyday life. She mentioned that
her larger size and body type make it difficult for her to pass as a woman.
But, the feature of everyday life she discussed the most was some-
thing else entirely: sociability. According to the sociologist Georg Sim-
mel (1971), sociability is a “play-form of association” (130; emphasis in
original), an equitable and amiable mode of communication that prizes
talk as “a legitimate end in itself” (137). It is “talk for talk’s sake,” and
its primary aim is a feeling of connection with others, however fleeting.
Good-natured, casual, and frictionless, sociability lies at the heart of daily
interpersonal interactions.

However, when she began her gender transition, Callie was struck by
the fading presence of sociability in her life. Work colleagues who knew
her for years suddenly stopped engaging in small talk with her. They
gossiped about her transition and spread rumors that she was “a danger
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to them.” Everyday social interactions with others in her local commu-
nity also lost their sense of ease and inevitability. She stopped receiving
what she called “the Midwestern hi,” a friendly greeting complete strang-
ers typically offer each other in public. Considering herself an outgoing
and affable person, she registered this loss with deep sadness. Callie also
struggled with more formal relationships. For instance, dating was diffi-
cult. “T would like to have a nice normal loving relationship with a man,
but wow it’s really hard . . . Dating! Dating is a horror. Meeting people is
a complete nightmare . . . Even the men who might be willing to think
about it or consider a trans woman as a viable part of their dating pool
really can’t afford to because it’s so highly stigmatized.”

Summarizing her experiences, Callie noted the new level of thought-
fulness demanded by living everyday life as a transgender person
and the many “hidden costs” of her gender identity. She remarked,
“There are things you don’t realize that you have to think about until
you're actually living it and going through it. It’s like buying a house.
There are many hidden costs nobody tells you about.” As these com-
ments reveal, beyond sociability and the opportunity to date with ease,
Callie lost the basic taken-for-grantedness of everyday life. Rather than
moving through its structures and spaces with ease, Callie must devote
considerable thought, time, and energy to participate in the everyday
scenes she once took for granted.

Although this particular story is unique to Callie, a majority of the
participants in my study echoed her struggle for the ordinary. They tes-
tified to how quotidian tasks such as using a public restroom, finding
clothes that fit, interacting with strangers on the streets, or having a vo-
cabulary to talk about one’s self were labor-intensive endeavors. Less of
a given, for them, everyday life was “an endless, ongoing, contingent
accomplishment” (Garfinkel 1967, 1). As Harvey Sacks (1984) argues, the
ordinary is not only something one “is,” but perhaps even more, it is
also something one “does.” It is a “business” to which individuals devote
considerable effort: “an initial shift is not to think of ‘an ordinary person’
as some person, but as somebody having as one’s job, as one’s constant
(414).

The idea of everyday life as an accomplishment has its roots in a sub-
field of sociology called “ethnomethodology” Its aim is to discover how
the organization of everyday life and its social interactions are created

3

preoccupation, doing ‘being ordinary
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and carried out in local contexts. In fact, one of ethnomethodology’s
cornerstone studies, published in 1967 by sociologist Harold Garfin-
kel, documented the life of a transgender person. Garfinkel was part
of a team organized by the Psychiatry Department at the University
of California, Los Angeles to determine whether a 19-year-old person
named Agnes should be granted a sexual reassignment surgery. As-
signed male at birth, Agnes had been struggling to pass as a woman for
years. Of particular interest to Garfinkel was how her everyday rituals
were highly problematic challenges that required careful planning and
strategic execution. He called these her “management devices” (183),
observing: “The scrutiny she paid to appearances; her concerns for ad-
equate motivation, relevance, evidence and demonstration; her sensi-
tivity to devices of talk; her skill in detecting and managing ‘tests’ were
attained as part of her mastery of trivial but necessary social tasks, to
secure ordinary rights to live” (180). Standing outside the taken-for-
granted world gazing inward, Agnes achieved these “ordinary rights
to live” through careful attention to how everyday life is generally per-
formed and organized. In Garfinkel’s eyes, she was a practical method-
ologist who developed a repertoire of management devices to help her
avoid “detection and ruin” (137).

The participants in my study faced a similar world, one full of “tests”
and hurdles. They too had to discern everyday settings as practical
methodologists in order to develop successful management devices.
They too had to work to accomplish the ordinary, as slippery as it is.
However, since Garfinkel’s study of Agnes, the world has undergone
profound and historic changes with respect to the world economy and
developments in media and technology. As a result, participant stories
differ from Agnes’s in a decisive way: the centrality of media to their
struggle for the ordinary. In fact, media and communication technolo-
gies are hardly mentioned in Garfinkel’s study of Agnes, which today
appears almost inconceivable.

In the following sections, I focus on how participants in my study
leveraged a diverse range of media and technology to construct their
own understandings of the everyday and to accomplish its rhythms,
orders, and affordances. Informed by the work of de Certeau (1984),
I understand participant media use as “tactical’—as an “art of the weak”
deployed within the “space of the other” (37)—and explore the various
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strategies and methodologies participants used to successfully navigate
a world organized without them in mind.’

Importantly, this larger world—one not only comprised of tech-
nology but also the political, economic, and social institutions within
which they exist—greatly determined the extent to which their tacti-
cal struggles for the ordinary were feasible and successful. The sense of
order Cameron imagined or the level of invisibility that Steve and Ethan
desired involve, for instance, city ordinances regarding bathrooms or
state policies about changing the gender marker on one’s driver’s license
or birth certificate. Their yearning for employment and physical secu-
rity are sutured to legal frameworks that sanction violence in the public
sphere and discrimination in the workplace. Thus, even as I focus on
media and individual life in what follows, it is important not to lose
sight of the other, larger structures that circumscribe trans experiences.
Even more, technology was no panacea. Its capacity to be an arbiter of
possibility was finite, limited by its design and select capabilities. For
example, even though she was active on social media, technology was
unable to supply Callie with everyday sociability and the “Midwestern
hi” Even as technology was able to open up some possibilities, it was in-
effective at bringing the entirety of ordinary, everyday life within reach.

Relearning “Doing Being Ordinary” with Media

The introduction of this book opened with Margie’s story, her experi-
ences with media, and her emphatic pronouncement that trans people
are just “ordinary” I return to her now in order to explore how she and
her wife “do” being ordinary. Margie is a 59-year-old white trans woman
who lives in a neighborhood 25 minutes outside of a Midwestern metrop-
olis. She was raised as a boy and grew up in what she called “a typical
conservative suburban community” in the American Midwest. In 1971,
she married her wife and they subsequently had two children together.
After working in the corporate world for years, Margie opened a success-
ful small business. Eventually Margie’s children went to college, moved
out of the house, got married, and had children of their own. Margie
had been cross-dressing in private throughout her marriage and as she
raised her children. Although she wanted to live full-time as a woman
and undergo sexual reassignment surgery, the timing never felt right.
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However, as she entered her late fifties, her life circumstances
changed. The first change was technological. Margie and her wife pur-
chased a new computer and set up a high-speed Internet connection
in their home. The technology brought new possibilities and potential
interactions to hand. As I have argued, “As personal computers with In-
ternet access became progressively embedded in the everyday, transgen-
der individuals’ phenomenological orientation to media shifted. They
moved from media audiences engaged in reception to technology users
engaged in practices” (Cavalcante 2016, 113). Margie immediately began
searching the Web for resources and information about transgender. She
explained, “The Internet did make everything possible: what to call my-
self, how to do everything. Through the Internet and certain chat rooms
I found out there was a pre-op and a post-op. There are support sites
and the ability to actually learn about people in your own area. There
was initially chatrooms and sub-sub rooms. There were ones for trans-
sexuals, and then cross-dressers, and that’s how I started to network with
people . .. I discovered resources. I discovered I could take hormones.”

The second life change for Margie was professional. Her small busi-
ness became fully stable and profitable. The years of work she and her
wife put into it had finally paid oft. Given this was during the Great
Recession, she was in a fortunate class position. Finally, the third life
change involved her family. Her children were now adults and moved
away from home. She worried less about how her gender transition
would affect their lives. “Our children were adults so there was no bag-
gage there. It’s not difficult for them to explain to their friends. That
made it kind of easy for me . . . So, I found a good counselor, a gender
therapist, and started going there. I found a medical doctor who treats
trans people and it just really snowballed” The timing was finally right
for Margie.

Following many candid conversations, Margie and her wife planned
her gender transition. While supportive, her wife was profoundly shaken
by this turn of events and worried about what the future would bring.
Yet the couple decided to remain married. They deeply loved each other
and wanted to retain what Margie called an “ordinary life” and a sense of
“things as usual” As Margie contended, “We're just ordinary people . . .
The general public needs to see were just ordinary people. I don’t think
any of us are living a lifestyle. We're just living life” Yet, for Margie, “just
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living life” as an ordinary person took work, and it also required the
participation of her wife. One of the most difficult challenges that Mar-
gie and her wife faced was being viewed and treated as “ordinary.” As a
result, the couple devoted themselves to “making it happen.” They re-
envisioned and redrew the parameters of their worldview, relationship,
and everyday lives. Importantly, in doing so they enlisted the help of
media and technology.

The couple began their struggle for the ordinary by watching
transgender-themed documentaries and teledocumentaries. Margie re-
called, “T guess it started with a lot of documentaries on Learning Chan-
nel and Discovery Channel . . . We've watched all the documentaries
together and all the movies together. My wife wanted to know what
she was getting into and why she was doing this, and sometimes she
still wonders.” For the couple, watching the films was an active, social
process. They used filmic narratives as conversation starters, as com-
municative platforms from which they leaped into discussing their own
thoughts and feelings. “There’s a lot of pausing during the movies. We
talk about the wife’s point of view, which I am trying to understand,
and the point of view of the trans person, which she is trying to under-
stand.” Notably, through watching the films and her conversations with
her wife, Margie realized an “ordinary life” was possible. She learned
the importance of communicating openly and honestly in her marriage.
From their film-watching experiences, her wife learned “that she has to
make herself happy and not answer to anyone else”

One of the most influential media texts for the couple was a 2009
ABC Primetime interview with Chloe Prince, a middle-aged mar-
ried trans woman with two children, and Chloe’s wife. According to
Margie, the couple’s story intimately mirrored her own. Both women
were married. Both were white and resided in the suburbs. Both had
children and generally lived middle-class lives. Although Margie was
significantly older than Chloe, Margie’s grandchildren were approxi-
mately the same age as Chloe’s children. The television show helped
Margie and her wife imagine what a relationship with their grandchil-
dren might look like. Margie noted, “My grandchildren are basically the
same age as her children. And so we watched to get an idea of what to
expect with mine” After watching the show, Margie decided to tell her
grandchildren about her gender transition and asked that they call her
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grandma. Proudly, Margie exclaimed, “My grandchildren just call me
grandma now. It’s just like the Chloe Prince story.”

In addition to documentary, Margie went online to learn how to “do”
being ordinary and transgender. One of the greatest hurdles for Margie
was how to manage her changing feelings toward her wife as she began
living full-time as a woman, taking hormones, and eventually undergoing
a sexual reassignment surgery. Indeed, things did change. Margie began
losing her sexual attraction toward her wife, which surprised her. She ex-
perienced new, unexpected desires to experiment with her sexuality and
date men. In addition to talking with her therapist about these feelings,
Margie went online to participate in transgender chat rooms and forums,
seeking advice from others who had similar experiences. From her online
interactions, she became aware that there were a variety of relationship
models and arrangements available to trans individuals and couples. She
decided to forge a new way of being a “regular old married couple” Mar-
gie explained, “I told my wife I was attracted to men. Strangely enough
that was easier for her to accept than me going out with another woman.
It doesn’t bother her as much. She knows our romantic life together has
been long gone. She is not attracted to me because I'm female. But we re-
ally love being together. We do everything together. There is no sense in
getting a divorce because we're best friends forever. That is the way our
relationship is now.”

As we sat drinking coffee and Margie explained the evolution of her
relationship and everyday life, she looked proud of what she and her
wife have accomplished. “I have a supportive wife who is now my best
friend” With a sense of anticipation, she tells me that after our interview
she will immediately do three things. First, she will go on her surgeon’s
website and read about her upcoming sexual reassignment surgery: “I
love learning about her and my treatment through her site. I am always
there reinforcing my decision and getting excited about it. I have my
pre-surgical consult on Tuesday. My surgery will be in January. I am re-
ally excited about that and right now it’s like the only thing I can think
of” Second, she will visit her grandchildren and drop off gifts she re-
cently bought for them. Finally, she is going to drive to the church she
used to attend. “I became the head elder of the Lutheran church while
the kids were going to school. But now they would not be accepting at
all of me. I think I am going to drive by there and see if anyone I knew
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is there so I could stop and wave and say ‘hey.” As she articulated these
plans, she laughed at herself and took the final sip of her coffee, gratified
with the way she does being ordinary.

Safe 2 Pee?

One evening before the transgender discussion group Trans Chat
begun, two members were having an animated conversation—the
kind that fills the space of a room. They were discussing what Halber-
stam (1998) identifies as “the bathroom problem” (20), a pressing and
pervasive issue for the transgender community. As spaces where gen-
der is actively and aggressively policed, public bathrooms are “zones
of intense scrutiny and observation” (21). By dividing the world into
male and female domains, their mere existence both reflects and reifies
the gender binary. Within these zones, gender-ambiguous individuals
are perceived as suspect and often interrogated about their presence.
Some are physically assaulted. As a result, for many trans and gender-
nonconforming people, using a public restroom is an experience
defined by intense anxiety and fear.

In discussing this issue, one support group member, Michelle, re-
called a troubling experience using the women’s restroom at a restau-
rant. She was at her favorite spot on a Friday night and, as she had always
done, she visited the women’s restroom. While she was using the facili-
ties, Michelle was suddenly “outed,” or as she said “clocked,” by a fellow
customer, who quickly found the manager and loudly complained about
her within earshot of the restaurant’s patrons. Impartially, the manager
refused to take sides and did not push the incident further, successfully
defusing the situation.

However, the experience was so thoroughly embarrassing for Mi-
chelle that it motivated her to search for online resources to mitigate the
complexity of this perfunctory daily task. She eventually came across the
website safe2pee.org. A digital transgender care structure, Safe 2 Pee was
an open-source database created by and for the transgender commu-
nity. The website and its iPhone application, TranSquat, detect gender
neutral and single-occupancy restrooms. The digital tool allows users to
enter their geographical location, and through the application of Google
Maps, locates nearby bathroom options. It includes a street address, the
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exact location of the bathroom inside the establishment, and whether it
is wheelchair accessible.

Safe2pee.org also instructs users on how to do “being ordinary” and
act “naturally” to successfully access the bathroom. For example, after I
conducted a search for a restroom in a Midwest suburb, Safe2Pee identi-
fied a gender-neutral option at a local restaurant. It recommended that I
enter from the rear of the building, act like I was shopping, and casually
walk to the facility.®

The technology was so helpful for Michelle that she began routinely
using it before leaving the house for long stretches of time, charting po-
tential bathroom locations along her anticipated route. It became an in-
dispensable tactic in her practice of everyday life. However, at the time
of this book’s writing, the Safe2Pee website no longer exists and the
TranSquat application has been discontinued.
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Meanwhile, a new website called Refuge Restrooms has taken their
place. According to Refuge Restrooms’ “About” page:

When the Safe2Pee website passed out of functionality it left a hole in our
hearts. REFUGE picks up the torch where Safe2Pee left off and makes
the valuable resource available to those who find themselves in need of
a place to pee safely once again . . . The first 4500 entries are thanks to
the old Safe2Pee database. The rest of our database is generated by our
users. If you know of a gender neutral or safe restroom, please add it to
our database!

The disappearance of Safe2Pee and TranSquat and the new emergence
of Refuge Restrooms speaks to the ephemeral and unstable nature of
digital technologies within the contemporary media environment.
These transgender-created and -operated websites and applications are
very much tactical arts of the weak (de Certeau 1984). They emerge in
response to gaps within the official structures of everyday life, and strug-
gle to remain viable. In fact, Refuge Restrooms’ website notes that the
designers and engineers devoted to maintaining it are generally unpaid
and underemployed. So, the truth remains that while these kinds of digi-
tal technologies are valuable partners in the struggle for the ordinary,
they can be elusive and ultimately unreliable—here one day and gone
the next.

Indeed, the transgender care structures I discussed in the previous
chapter, the website XX Boys and the online comic Venus Envy, met sim-
ilar fates. XX Boys moved from an actively maintained website to a Face-
book page that no longer updates. To the dismay of its fans, Venus Envy
also ceased producing new content. The story of these “orphaned” web-
sites highlights the continuous effort and upkeep that digital care struc-
tures require. While much academic and industry discourse celebrates
technological creation and innovation, equally as important—albeit
less sexy—are practices of maintenance. To be everyday technologies,
to be accessible as taken-for-granted resources, digital care structures
depend upon maintenance, that invisible and time-consuming form of
labor. While larger, commercial websites have the human and financial
capital to sustain their digital infrastructure and evolve their offerings
over time, smaller, more amateur efforts such as Safe2Pee, XX Boys, and
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Venus Envy lack these resources. They often rely on the unpaid commit-
ment of individuals whose passion for the cause motivates their work.
Unfortunately for those who rely on them, the exigencies of everyday
life, the need to support one’s self, and the demands of an increasingly
commercialized Internet environment make maintaining these labors
of love difficult, and for some impossible.

Having a “Day Out”

What does it mean to have a “day out”? Who is and is not able to have
one? Throughout the course of my fieldwork, study participants wrestled
with these questions and frequently worried whether their gender vari-
ant identities and queer subjectivities were compatible with everyday
life, with the ability to have a day or a night out. They struggled with
what it meant or what it would look like to be a transgender person
operating within the daily round. This was particularly the case for
Linda, a trans woman in her forties from a small rural community in
the Midwest who works “night freight” at Home Depot, stocking and
organizing the retailer’s shelves.

Linda grew up on a farm ten miles north of her current residence.
In describing her childhood and life trajectory, she claimed they were
largely shaped by the domineering influence of her father. “I tried to do
what he wanted. I eventually graduated high school, got married, and
had two kids. I never did go to college. I worked. I worked in a factory
in Lansing. I worked there a couple of years. It just did not work out. I
kind of floated around with odd jobs here and there. But like I said, I was
married and had two kids. I stayed married for 23 years” Throughout
her marriage, Linda discreetly cross-dressed in private, never in public,
hiding it from her friends and family. While she had “a lot of curiosities
at that time,” Linda by and large abandoned the thought of ever adopting
a transgender life or subjectivity. Her class and social position made it
incredibly difficult. Having never gone to college, she lacked the kind of
discursive tools and social capital that would allow her to claim a new
gender identity and traverse a new life course.

However, this all changed when Linda turned 4o years old. Her fam-
ily purchased an Internet connection for their computer. Linda began
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doing what she called “research,” searching for transgender-themed
cyber communities and websites. She recalled, “Anything I could find to
read, I just read, and read, and read trying to learn because I was curi-
ous. Whoever I could find that wanted to chat, I was open to . .. I used
to be on 30 different websites. 'm only on five now.” Roughly one year
after the introduction of the Internet into her home, Linda and her wife
decided to end their marriage. The timing was right for the split because,
like Margie, their two kids had graduated from high school and began
living on their own.

After the divorce, Linda moved in with an old friend, where she con-
tinued doing her research. Her favorite website to visit was called “Pink
Essence;” a social networking site geared primarily toward trans women. “I
like Pink Essence because it'’s not a hook-up site. It's more information and
sharing photos and things. It's about having fun. I always have fun when I
am on there” More than providing pleasure and enjoyment, Pink Essence
mitigated one of the more vexing uncertainties that Linda faced, namely,
what it looked like to live a transgender life.

Pink Essence is, as the name suggests, smothered in pink. It is a visu-
ally driven website filled with amateur photos and user-generated con-
tent. It features member profiles, discussion forums, user blogs, and a
seemingly endless supply of selfies. During our first interview, Linda was
brimming with excitement to show me around the website. Together,
we read blog posts on how to secure a wig and cope with religiously
conservative in-laws. We glanced at the many member photos and she
showed me her own profile. Yet, most of our time was spent looking at
what Linda called “My Day Out” images and stories.

On Pink Essence, My Day Out content depicts members partici-
pating in everyday scenes and activities, going about their daily con-
cerns. They are titled with phrases such as “Day Out Shopping With My
Cousin,” “First Day Out As Myself,” “First Day Without a Wig,” “Going
for a Drive,” and “A Great Day Out with my Daughter” For transgender
individuals who spend much of their lives hiding their identities and
cross-dressing in the secluded sanctuaries of their homes, being “out
in the world” is transformative. It marks the movement of a transgen-
der self from what Goffman (1959) calls the “backstage region” to the
“front stage region” of everyday life. In this way, being out in the world
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indicates the transformation of transgender from a private to a public
articulation of self. This is clearly illustrated in the following Pink Es-
sence blog post by Rachel:

Two weeks ago yesterday I traveled from home to a town in TN as Rachel.
I have to admit I was on an all day high. Felt so natural and was treated as
the woman I am. Did a little shopping, dinner and some wine at Apple-
bee’s. The time was so wonderful. Wish I could do it every week. OK who
am I kidding, wish I could do it every day. Look forward to doing it again.
I wore jeans and a sweater set for the day and a really nice sweater dress
from Cache for the evening. Had a wonderful conversation at dinner with
a nice lady and her hubby. Made me feel so at home as Rachel. I need to
get out more and do this more often.

As Rachel’s post makes clear, My Day Out content is powerfully mean-
ingful in its mundaneness. The picture she paints of her day is in all
regards utterly unremarkable. Wearing jeans and a sweater, she shops,
eats dinner, sips on wine at Applebee’s, and chats with a married couple.
However, these moments are infused with a deeply felt sense of pleasure
and accomplishment. They make her feel “high” and encourage her to
“do this more often.”

My Day Out posts are also meaningful in that they serve as power-
fully symbolic benchmarks that can be shared with others. Fellow site
users comment on these posts, offer praise and encouragement, and
sometimes respond by sharing their own successful experiences of the
daily. This is what sets Pink Essence apart from other websites serving
the transgender community: its communication platforms validate and
provide evidence for the everydayness of transgender while underscor-
ing how difficult it can be to achieve. Sharing one’s accomplishment of
the ordinary is profoundly legitimating and enjoyable. As Linda remi-
nisced, “The first time I had a great day dressing as me, I went there
[Pink Essence] after and posted all about it. Lots of us do that. It’s nice
just to talk about your day with other people. It's fun”

My Day Out posts also affirm the public character of ordinariness
and the everyday, as both are things we achieve with (and can be taken
away by) others. The act of going out, of being in public and placing
oneself in a relationship with others confers feelings of ordinariness.
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Sitting at the bar at Applebee’s and receiving that silent recognition and
confirmation, Rachel had a sense of belonging to the everyday world.
As Rubin (2003) argues, this kind of mutual recognition is both a fun-
damental rhythm of everyday life and at stake for transgender indi-
viduals. Recognition, Rubin maintains, revolves around two axes: one
of distinction (a divide between self and other) and one of integration
(a synthesis and reciprocity between self and other). Both are at play
in daily interactions, but for transgender individuals, integration is the
greater feat, and as I argued in chapter 2, can be a potent object of de-
sire. In particular, integration requires intelligibility and understand-
ing. Extending Butler’s question of what requires a livable life, Lennon
suggests that it is “mutual intelligibility within everyday practices” that
makes life livable (2006, 28). My Day Out posts are testaments to rec-
ognition, integration, and intelligibility as the transgender self enters
public circulation and the communication circuits that define everyday
life. For all of their ordinariness, these kinds of posts are inspirational
and aspirational texts that communicate the very possibility of every-
day life, of a livable life, to participants like Linda. As she put it, “T just
love seeing and you know hearing about their day . .. Who knew good
days like this were possible?”

Remediating Trans Lore

When Wren decided to transition gender in his early twenties, one of his
most pressing challenges was managing his healthcare. Like many in the
transgender community, Wren occupied a precarious state, a “condition
in which certain populations suffer from failing social and economic net-
works of support and become differentially exposed to injury, violence,
and death” (Butler 2009, 25). Wren lived in a moderately sized town in
the suburban Midwest and was concerned that the medical professionals
in his area, specifically his own general practitioner, would be unfamil-
iar with transgender bodies and health. He experienced “major anxiety”
about participating in routine doctor’s visits, unsure of how to talk about
himself in ways that would translate to a nurse or physician. Wren also
wanted to begin altering his physical body, taking hormones, and per-
haps have surgical procedures. Wanting to learn as much as he could
about this process, he questioned whether to address it with his primary
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care provider. He was also unsure about how to locate the kinds of spe-
cialists he needed.

In looking for guidance, Wren visited transgender websites, personal
blogs, and listservs. He recalled, “The Internet helped with finding out
general information and familiarizing myself with all the different iden-
tities that there are. Certain websites would teach you how to find and
negotiate with doctors . . . and how to acquire all these different things.
There are hard questions and decision you have to make. You have to
decide whether to tell them that you’re trans or not.” To learn about
healthcare and medical needs, he frequently visited two websites: FTM
International, an organization that offers support and information spe-
cifically for female-to-male transgender people, and Transsexual Road-
map, which offers abundant resources and diverse streams of information
for the larger transsexual community. After consulting these virtual re-
sources, Wren began to find the clarification and direction he needed.

Synthesizing the collective advice he gleaned from these sites, Wren
decided not to discuss his transition with his general practitioner.
Rather, he sought out a therapist specializing in gender identity in a
town within an hour’s drive. Moreover, the websites taught him a crucial
litany of questions to ask new potential therapists, such as “How many
transsexual patients do you have?”—an important inquiry because it
speaks to experience. However, the most important question he learned
to ask was “What is your educational background?” This is vital because
sexual reassignment surgeries require letters of reccommendation, one of
which must come from a clinical professional with a doctorate degree.
These websites also informed Wren about other potential specialists he
might want to locate, ones he had not previously considered such as
hair removal practitioners and legal advisers. Finally, the best advice he
culled from these websites—as well as from the personal blogs of trans-
gender identifying people he routinely read—was “to take things slowly”
More experienced transgender individuals, and folks who already tran-
sitioned, urged their readers to thoughtfully make each decision. From
telling family and friends about his identity to deciding on hormone
treatments and surgical procedures, Wren explains that he “needed to
hear that I should take my time.

In reading through this vast archive of user-generated content created
by and for transgender people on the Internet, Wren was accessing what
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Bolin (1988) refers to as “‘transsexual lore” (64). In her anthropologi-
cal account of gender transition, Bolin explored the tightly knit com-
munities and specialized bodies of knowledge that transsexuals form.
She analyzed the ways they help each other survive, passing down les-
sons about transsexual life from the experienced to the less experienced
through word of mouth. She delineated this in-group communicative
exchange as transsexual lore. Bolin’s work heavily focuses on transsexual
lore that concerns access to medical services. This kind of knowledge
base consists of a practical “how-to” guide that helps transsexuals get
what they want such as hormone therapies or sexual reassignment sur-
geries from clinical gatekeepers. These “‘recipes’ for dealing with care-
takers” instructed them what to say and, as importantly, what not to say
when talking about their experiences with clinicians (64).

But transsexual lore (or what I will call “trans lore” from here on out to
be inclusive of a wider range of transgender experiences) also has other
key concerns, ones that more broadly involve the successful management
of everyday life. Experiences of everyday trans lore routinely surfaced
during my fieldwork with Trans Chat. During one meeting, a member
discussed using a Yahoo! group to tap into the collective intelligence of
the local transgender community to learn about nightclubs and bar cul-
ture. New to the area, she wanted to get a sense of which establishments
were queer and transgender friendly. The Yahoo! group supplied this in-
formation with a surprising amount of anonymity and specificity. Within
hours of joining the group, she received several suggestions about local
bars, including the best time to arrive and where to park safely. She was
also given advice about how to dress and how much money to bring.”

Since Bolin’s study, the content of trans lore has remained primar-
ily about everyday survival, but its primary medium of expression has
shifted. Whereas trans lore was formerly rooted in modes of oral cul-
ture such as gossip and word of mouth, it has increasingly migrated to
platforms of digital culture including websites, blogs, and chat forums.
In this way, trans lore has undergone “remediation” (Bolter and Grusin
2000), a process of technological conversion wherein newer media
forms “honor, rival, and revise” older ones (15). While transgender sup-
port groups and gay bars, for example, are still important mechanisms
for the oral transmission of transgender-related knowledge and advice,
they are now rivaled by digital culture. Trans individuals are increasingly
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turning to digital technologies to create, archive, and disseminate trans
lore. From therapists to support group leaders, individuals who work
with trans communities all commented on this digital migration toward
virtual platforms of communication and assistance.

However, the process of remediation is not simply one of replacement.
Rather, the digitalization of trans lore also supports the more traditional
in-person sources of its transmission. For instance, many of the mem-
bers at Trans Chat learned about it through online communities and
platforms. Other participants, such as Linda, found other “real world”
conveyors of trans lore using digital technology. A trans woman in her
thirties from a Midwestern suburb, Linda was searching one night for on-
line trans resources, and stumbled upon the website for “Janet’s Closet.”

Janet’s Closet is a Michigan-based retail company that has both a
“brick and mortar” and an online store offering a wide range of cross-
dressing related products and services. One of their services is called
“Queen For a Night,” in which specialists at the store perform a make-
over for clients and then organize a night out for them. The store
provides makeup, clothing, and shoes, after which the store owner ac-
companies the client to a gay club for the evening, offering interpersonal
support and guidance. Typically, pictures are taken of the outing and
uploaded onto social media. The entire occasion is a conduit for trans
lore. According to the store’s website, Queen For a Night is intended

for you girls that seek an experience out in the real world. We will work
with utmost attention geared to your comfort; and to help bring out the
woman you see within you. We keep things as relaxed as possible for
these fun evenings (outings) . . . The timing and whole evening is formed
around you and how much you would like to do and experience. (Janets
Closet.com)

Linda explained that the makeover portion taught her how to do the
kinds of everyday things such as styling one’s hair and applying makeup
she wished she had learned in adolescence. “I didn’t know where to go
to learn about things like hair, makeup, clothes, and all that. I heard
about a place, in fact I looked it up on the Internet, called Janet’s Closet.
I went down and got a makeover thing with Janet the first time. I was
really impressed”
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Janet's Closet
September 24, 2012 - @

Don't forget about our queen for a night program!!!!! If it is something your
interested in please check it out and you can give us a call for more
information! It will be a time of your life and a night you will never forget!
http:/fwww.janetscloset.com/ftransformation_services.php

Janet's Closet - A Cross Dresser's
Paradise!

| love to share my knowledge as a female
impersonator through my Detroit Michigan
crossdresser male to female transformation...

¢ Share

Figure 5.2. Janet’s Closet advertises “Queen For a Night” services on social media.

While the makeover helps with presenting the self, the critical com-
ponent of Queen for a Night is the outing, which cultivates a social self
and secures a sense of ordinariness in public with others. As the website
states, “Sometimes we need others to help share an important event.” For
Margie, who I discussed earlier in the chapter, the outing was especially
transformative. Margie also found Janet’s Closet by searching for trans-
gender resources online. She visited the site several times before visiting
the store in person. For her, the website served as a steppingstone, a safe
intermediary space where she could experiment with its services and
products from a distance. Finally, after a few weeks of becoming famil-
iar with the website, she made the long drive to the store and signed up
for Queen For a Night. The experience was a public declaration of self
that allowed Margie, for the first time, to feel relaxed in a social setting.
“Having never been to a bar before, I was afraid to go and didn’t want to
go by myself. So I went with her and I was like ‘oh my god. It was a place
where I really felt comfortable” After visiting the nightclub as a Queen
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for the Night, Margie felt comfortable to return on her own in the future.
She absorbed the trans lore that the experience is intended to offer, or as
she puts it, “I finally learned the ropes and had to go back”

Conclusion

Like a transgender breakfast cereal, the ordinary and the everyday are
elusive constructs—at once objects of desire and denial, freedom and
discipline, and closeness and distance. Yet, in critical scholarship, they
have too often been reduced to punitive and normative phenomena—
manifestations of discipline, oppression, and loss. But participant
experiences reveal that the story is far more complicated. They wanted
the simple joys of the ordinary: to have a day or a night out, engage in
small talk, secure a sense of commonality with others, and post about
it on social media. Importantly, their ability to do so in part rests out of
their hands.

Although this chapter focused primarily on the individual efforts
of my participants, the ordinary is not one-sided. Rather, it is a collec-
tive endeavor. Not only did Margie and many of the participants in my
study have to re-learn being ordinary, in many ways they had to re-earn
it as well. The ordinary is very much granted by the social, political,
economic, and—as I have been arguing throughout this book—media
structures that organize the everyday world. The ordinary requires the
active participation of third parties who are willing to offer recognition,
legitimacy, and taken-for-grantedness. Callie’s sense of ordinariness de-
pends on others to offer her the “Midwestern hi” Cameron’s sense of
ordinariness requires others to recognize his right to use the bathroom
consistent with his gender identity—a right that may have to be encoded
into law and policy. Steve’s sense of ordinariness is contingent on others
not gawking and gazing at him when he cross-dresses in public. Even
as participants remain resilient and struggle for the ordinary, their suc-
cess depends on the malleability of the social contract and on the ability
of everyday structures to stretch and expand to accommodate gender
variance. Their success also depends on the availability of transgender
care structures—in both the digital and physical worlds. Rachel’s sense of
ordinariness hinges on the semi-public nature of Pink Essence’s forums
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and the way they organize fellow users as a ready-to-hand audience for
her accomplishments.

Interestingly, for the participants in my study, even though the struc-
tures of everyday life were replete with ruthless realities and had much
expanding to do, and even as the ideology of the normal was used to dis-
parage them, they nevertheless held a profoundly nuanced view of what
it means to be ordinary. Their sophisticated understanding and their
struggle to accomplish it pose important questions: When everyday life
is such a challenge, requiring constant effort and calculation, where and
how does one deploy queer resistance? Is the desire for ordinariness an-
tithetical to queerness? Can individuals both struggle for the ordinary
and perform transformative social interventions? In other words, how
do queerness and ordinariness co-exist? The final chapter attends to
these Gordian knots and seeks to articulate a theoretical framework for
thinking through them.



A Queerly Ordinary Conclusion

We All Put Our Skirts On One Leg at a Time

“There’s an imagined boundary that exists between me and the people
at my dad’s church. They're thinking you're a tranny [sic]. You're so
weird and I don’t know how to talk to you. And I'm thinking youre an
asshole and I can't believe you voted for Bush. But really those are just
imagined boundaries. We could very easily have a conversation about
baseball and be fine!” During our interview, Alex, a trans man in his
mid-twenties, recalled the experience of walking through aisles of wor-
shippers at his father’s church. He remembered making his way to his
seat and accidentally brushing up against those standing in the pews.
Although he was physically close to the churchgoers, Alex felt a tre-
mendous distance from them. He thought to himself that even though
he must share something in common with the parishioners, they would
only ever see his otherness, his queerness, and he would only ever see
their conservatism and normality. Bumping up against an imagined
binary, the two sides were locked in opposition. Ignoring the middle
space hovering between them, they would never have that conversation
about baseball.

Later in our interview, Alex’s thoughts returned to this middle space.
As we talked about transgender representation in media, he noted the
two “faces” he most often saw portrayed. “I have been largely dissatis-
fied with trans folks who have been interviewed anywhere, or anything
that I've read or seen by a trans person that gets wide attention . . . The
biggest one I've seen is T'm just like everybody else. There’s nothing dif-
ferent about me. So, they eliminate difference. Ugh! . .. It’s like I want to
erase this queerness. Others tend to be sort of isolationist, and sort of an
extremism that I don’t think is beneficial to a movement . . . you're tell-
ing people you don’'t understand this or you don’t understand that and
you're ridiculous for treating me like crap. I wouldn’t want to interact
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with someone like that” For Alex, these two representational paradigms,
the “I'm just like everybody else” and the “extremist” frame, created an-
other inflexible binary, similar to the one he felt between the churchgo-
ers at his father’s parish and himself.

Alex wondered about the middle space, a space where transgender
media figures were “not extreme but still held onto their queerness.”
He continued, “What about creating media that is just there and allows
people to interface with it? What about art that is accessible and subtle,
and underspoken so that it creates a space that is inviting and elimi-
nates imagined boundaries that exists between people; like the imagined
boundary that exists between me and the people at my dad’s church?. ..
Art that enables bringing people together is much better than art that
distances everyone.” This art occupied the same territory as that con-
versation about baseball: a middle space where seemingly oppositional
elements are brought together.

This book has tracked the consequences of technological change and
of transgender visibility’s gradual move into America’s cultural main-
stream for the participants in my study. It has explored the ways they
have engaged with media culture to construct identity, preserve self, and
bring the ordinary and everyday within reach. Underlying these prac-
tices was an essential tension, one characterized by the pull of queerness
and ordinariness, sameness and difference, closeness and distance, sta-
bility and instability, outsiderness and insiderness. The question about
how to come to terms with and resolve these contradictory forces was
ever-present throughout my fieldwork.

In this final chapter, I explore this tension and attend to the middle
space that Alex and others forged in trying to resolve it. This is a nego-
tiated space, one where queerness and ordinariness are not diametri-
cally opposed, but rather layered on top of one another, remixed and
combined in unpredictable and even contradictory ways. I call this the
“queerly ordinary,” which is a hybrid form of self- and life-making that
combines components of queerness and ordinariness.

The queerly ordinary is a “grounded” (Glaser and Strauss 1967) con-
cept that inductively emerged throughout my fieldwork and data anal-
ysis. Flashes of it appeared as participants narrated their life stories,
articulated their identities, and discussed their encounters with media
culture. I saw it in how they lived their everyday lives and navigated
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a society created without them in mind. Some had more of a choice
in combining queerness and ordinariness. Having the privileges that
come with whiteness, passing, education, and/or belonging to a higher
socioeconomic position provided them the freedom to combine the two
dynamics in ways they saw fit. Others, who were not white, could not
pass, were less educated, or belonged to a lower socioeconomic position
had less of an option in how they composed their queerly ordinary life.
Some had little choice but to inhabit a place of instability and marginal-
ity. Whereas many embraced this marginal space, finding pleasure and
empowerment there, others felt trapped, wanting to add more ordinari-
ness into the mix.

In what follows, I develop the concept of the queerly ordinary. I inter-
rogate what I call the “ideal queer subject,” a figure who embodies the
apex of queer theoretical aspiration, and then shift focus toward what I
call “lived queerness,” or how individuals mobilize and enact queerness
in ways that work for them within the limitations and structures of their
world. Finally, I theorize the queerly ordinary as an expression of lived
queerness and explore how it can help us understand trans experiences
with media and everyday life.

From the “Ideal Queer Subject” to “Lived Queerness”

One of the aims of this book is to advance an alternative and more
nuanced conceptualization of the ordinary and everyday, to understand
them as more than disciplinary operations of normalization and oppres-
sion. Clearly everyday life is, as scholars such as Foucault and Lefebvre
have argued, fundamentally circumscribed within relations of power, a
“brutally objective power” that “holds sway over all social life; according
to its different aspects, we have named it: money, fragmented division
of labour, market, capital, mystification and deprivation” (Lefebvre 1991,
166). To this list we can add patriarchy, heteronormativity, white suprem-
acy, and the gender binary system.! From its inception, queer theory
mobilized a much-needed critique of these normalizing forces that struc-
ture everyday lifes dominant order. One of its foundational texts, Michael
Warner’s (1999) The Trouble with Normal, bears this association in its
title. A trenchant polemic, the book targets normality as an assimilation-
ist aspiration, a sort of “antipolitical politics” (Warner 1999, 60).
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More recent queer scholarship has amplified the anti-normative im-
pulse by positioning queerness as “anti-social,” theorizing it as the ab-
solute rejection of collective life, identity, and cultural intelligibility
(Edelman 2004). Clarifying this idea, Halberstam (2008) wonders that if
within history and culture the queer figure “has been bound epistemolog-
ically, to negativity, to nonsense, to anti-production, to unintelligibility,”
rather than protest these linkages why not “embrace the negativity that
we anyway structurally represent?” (141). This kind of queer anti-sociality
is a controversial concept and certainly has its critics. Some scholars, such
as Jose Muioz (2009), question the anti-social turn in theory, urging us
to privilege an “understanding of queerness as collectivity” (11). Nonethe-
less, queer scholars by and large retain a view of the ordinary and the ev-
eryday as complacency with a “corrupt and bankrupt social order” (20),
and contend, “being ordinary and being married are both antiutopian
wishes, desires that automatically rein themselves in” (21).

I was an undergraduate at New York University in the late 1990s, a
time when queer theory was flourishing in certain sectors of the acad-
emy and had a significant presence in the classes I took. As a young
and newly out gay man, I was instantly drawn to its convictions, find-
ing them new and exciting. I still do. I have relied on queer theoretical
insight throughout my academic career and this book would be impos-
sible without it. Yet, I also find it problematic for the ways it harbors a
rote suspicion—sometimes warranted, sometimes not—of anything re-
lated to the ordinary and the everyday. Queer thought leaves little room
for exploring desires that involve commonality, familiarity, orderliness,
stability, and routine. It has little to say about the longing to “fit in,” to be
social, and to be seen as “an ordinary person” outside the lens of disci-
plinarity and normalization.

Even though queer theory is a moving target—an interdisciplinary
and multivocal enterprise—it nevertheless conjures the specter of an
“ideal queer subject,” a figure who embodies the ultimate fulfillment of
the queer project. The ideal queer subject harbors queer theory’s canoni-
cal stances: ideological opposition, political resistance, anti-normativity,
identity transgression, and cultural disruption. Perhaps most clearly ar-
ticulated in Sycamore’s (2004) book, That’s Revolting: Queer Strategies for
Resisting Assimilation, the ideal queer subject works against the “monster
of assimilation” (7), pledges allegiance to “freaks, fruits, perverts, and
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whores” (7), and champions “queers striving to live outside conven-
tional norms” (5). Above all, ideal queer subjects are characterized by
and manifested in resistance: resistance to established political, cultural,
and social orders. They are against domestication, marriage, ideological
moderation, and white, middle-class values. Ideal queer subjects strate-
gically position themselves against the “normal” because normality cre-
ates a hierarchy that awards conformity and generates a “betrayal of the
abject and the queer in favor of a banalized respectability” (Warner 1999,
66). Profoundly political and eager to confront injustice, the ideal queer
subject wages “an ongoing engagement with contentious, cantankerous
queer politics” (Duggan 2002, 189). They repudiate capitalist, heteronor-
mative models of success and embrace failure as liberation (Halberstam
2011). They are engaged with the present (but not occupied by “pre-
sentism”), understand the past (and refuse to recreate its mistakes), and
are continually gazing toward the future (excited about its indeterminacy
and potentiality) (Mufioz 2009).

The transgender figure in particular is often held up as the quintes-
sential ideal queer subject, one that is situated at the vanguard of the
movement. As Crawley (2002) maintains, “the existence of transgender
people creates a purposeful critique to the rigidity of the binary gender
paradigm” (19). Celebrated for harboring a “dangerous magic” (Paglia, as
cited in Phillips 2006, 4), transgender people are heralded for challeng-
ing the gender binary and for resisting all that is normative. Transgender
writer and cultural critic, Julia Serano (2007), calls this “subversivism,” or
“the practice of extolling certain gender and sexual expressions and iden-
tities simply because they are unconventional or nonconforming” (346).

Ideal queer subjects are not only discursive formations of queer
theory, but also media studies where they are rearticulated as “ideal
queer viewers.” As with queer theory, critical media studies have also
made significant investments in the concept of resistance (Hall 1980;
Fiske 1987; Sholle 1991). In particular, queer subcultures have often
been conceptualized as paragons of resistance (Doty 1993). Within
these subcultures, the ideal queer viewer challenges, troubles, and
“queers” encounters with media. For example, in Munoz’s (1999) anal-
ysis of queer cultural production and reception, he highlights the ways
in which queer audiences of color “disidentify;” a practice of investing
“new life” into cultural products not intended for them and of con-
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structing “oppositional counter publics” thereby engaging in what he
calls “queer worldmaking” (195-196).

Ideal queer subjects and viewers, like the ones Mufioz analyzed, are
compelling figures because they promote a model of active citizenship
and critical media literacy. They recognize queer and trans authority,
and open space for talking back to and reclaiming power. Neverthe-
less, these figures are in many ways ideal types. They ultimately lie be-
yond the bounds of full realization. As Puar (2007) argues, queer liberal
thought creates “an impossible transcendent subject who is always al-
ready conscious of the normativizing forces of power and always ready
and able to subvert, resist, or transgress them” (24). This is not to sug-
gest we do away with ideal queer subjects—I love them for being so
badass—but rather that we understand them as aspirational, as muses
that guide and animate us but are essentially unattainable. “We may
never touch queerness,” Munoz (2009) argues, for it is “an ideality” (1).
Similarly, Berlant and Warner (1995) suggest that queerness is “more a
matter of aspiration than it is the expression of an identity or a history”
(344). Any attempt to fully embody it will ultimately fall short, for the
best anyone can do is to “live” queerness within the parameters of their
everyday life. This is what I call “lived queerness,” and it is exactly the
kind of queerness that the participants in my study embodied.

“Lived queerness” refers to how the principles of queer theory are
enacted, negotiated, undermined, and/or ignored within daily experi-
ences of self, work, family, home, leisure, friendship, community, and
politics. Within these domains, a life defined by radical queer resis-
tance, an anti-social politics that enacts “the primacy of a constant no”
(Edelman 2004, 5), or an outlook forever gazing into a utopian future
(Muifioz 2009), is essentially unlivable in its purest form. “Lived queer-
ness” is informed by McGuire’s (2008) conceptualization of “lived
religion” According to McGuire, the term “lived religion” intends to
capture how religiosity is performed by actual practitioners—apart
from the idealized and prescribed versions advanced by official reli-
gious institutions and structures. Lived religion shifts attention from
institutional logics to social practices; from the need for ideological
consistency to the embrace of inconsistency and the paradoxical; and
from a clear sacred/secular divide toward more boundary blurring and
porousness. Lived religion speaks to experiences that are “subjectively
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grounded” (12) and embodied, and affirms imperfect and improvised
expressions of holy doctrine.

Lived queerness accomplishes much of the same. Crucially, it chal-
lenges the queer/normal binary, blurring the boundaries between the
two. There is ordinariness in queerness, and queerness in ordinariness.
Neither concept is hermetically sealed and safe from incursion by the
other. As Raymond Williams (1989) argues, the ordinary “is always both
traditional and creative” (4), and it has the capacity to fill, expand, and
stretch. To speak about the ordinary and the queer in these ways is to
advance a more capacious and nuanced understanding of each concept.
It is to preserve queerness as “an open and flexible space,” one that may
risk seeming “blandly democratic” (Doty 1993, xv) but can accommo-
date processes of “intersecting or combining” (xvi).

Lived queerness is also subjectively grounded and embodied, what
Johnson (2005) has called a “theory in the flesh” (144). In his formula-
tion of “quare theory,” Johnson has called on queer thinkers to more
rigorously interrogate the material realities of race and to have a deeper
understanding of the queer black experience in everyday life. Accord-
ing to Johnson, quare theory is “a theory of and for gays and lesbians of
color,” one that foregrounds “the ways in which lesbians, bisexuals, gays,
and transgendered people of color come to sexual and racial knowl-
edge” (127). This kind of situated and embodied theorizing must be “bi-
directional,” facilitating a meeting of the “ivory tower and front porch”
(148). At one and the same time, it gazes upward toward the insights of
theory and the academic imagination, but also downward toward the
practice of everyday life.

Lived queerness shares the bidirectional orientation of “quare stud-
ies” It is both informed by the vision of queer theory and deeply con-
cerned with how people actually (rather than should) live. As a result,
lived queerness is neither inherently progressive nor regressive, but an
imperfect, improvised, and ideologically impure expression of the ideal
queer subject.

The Queerly Ordinary

Throughout my research process—from data collection to analysis—I
have tried not to impose a set of preferred, a priori theoretical
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paradigms and interpretations onto data. Letting the data speak on
their own terms led me into complicated territory. I encountered an
entanglement of divergent life events, attitudes, opinions, and politi-
cal points of view. This at times made my research journey difficult
and frustrating. But the blessing and the curse of qualitative inquiry is
that it rarely generates a neat and orderly picture. In trying to under-
stand the wide field of audience discourses, practices, and strategies
deployed by the participants in my study, the classic queer/normal
frame seemed inadequate. The analytical optics of normalization and
discipline—so central to queer and cultural critique—failed to fully
capture the ontological or experiential nature of my participants’
engagements with media in everyday life.

The binary opposition that set queerness against the normal seemed
too finite and left little room for mixture, for the ways I saw people vari-
ably and creatively compose their subjectivities and realities. It also
devalued desires for commonality, order, and everydayness that the par-
ticipants in my study expressed. As Biddy Martin (1997) suggests, queer
theory unnecessarily circulates an “enormous fear of ordinariness” and
pays “too little attention to the dilemmas of the average people that we
also are” (133).

In trying to balance the scale, I argue that the “queerly ordinary”—a
state of being a little bit queer and a little bit ordinary—can offer a nu-
anced and grounded way to understand transgender people, and queer
people more generally. It positions them as unique—defined by a dif-
ference that warrants recognition and affirmation, and fully average—
defined by everyday concerns and mundane experiences. As Alex
exclaimed, “I never wanted to look like I was trans. I don’t want to be
another kind of different. It doesn’t mean I want to eliminate my differ-
ence! I just want to be ‘me’. .. I mean, yes I'm trans, queer, anti-capitalist,
but 'm also a person and not insanely different from the people at my
father’s church”

As Alex’s statements illustrate, the queerly ordinary is a form of “lived
queerness” that is fully anchored in “hybridity” (Bhabha 1994) and blurs
the queer/normal divide. It is located at “the interstices—the overlap and
displacement of domains of difference” and resolves “complex figures of
difference and identity, past and present, inside and outside, inclusion
and exclusion” (2). As a hybrid form, the queerly ordinary “entertains
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difference without an assumed or imposed hierarchy” (5). Being queer
and ordinary are equally worthy, and the extent to which a person can
be one or the other, or a mixture of both, depends on the context within
which they find themselves.

Although they did not use the term “queerly ordinary;” the partici-
pants in my study spoke about their experiences and practiced everyday
life in line with its hybridity. Online and in the “real world,” they social-
ized and built coalitions across queer and non-queer communities. They
both resisted and complied with media power. When they could not
queerly resist, they remained ordinarily resilient. They desired represen-
tations of transgender everydayness and of people who “happen to be
transgender;” but simultaneously wanted these representations to retain
a queer difference. They spoke of transgender breakfast cereal. They ar-
ticulated a desire for ordinary life to only moments later critique one.
For example, during our interview Callie said she wanted an “ordinary
life” and clarified: “The American picture of ordinary is married with
kids and the white picket fence. And I would very much like to just have
that, although not necessarily the white picket fence, five children, and a
dog” At the same time, later in our discussion she renounced a “normal
life,” maintaining, “I think I've become more or less disenchanted with
the idea of a normal life” She called such a life “boring” and “empty”

In this way, participants longed for the predictability of the mundane
and were simultaneously suspicious of its normative leanings. They rel-
ished in fucking with gender while simultaneously sitting at the bar at
Applebees, having a cocktail and chatting with others. They used com-
munications technologies to cultivate their differences and wage gender
trouble but to also create legible identities and participate in the com-
mon rhythms of everyday life.

Upon first glance, this may appear to be a confusing and contradic-
tory matrix, but the queerly ordinary life participants weaved made
sense to them within the specific contexts of their life situations. They
mixed and matched the incongruous, composing life and subjectivity in
ways that recombined and integrated seemingly opposed cultural ele-
ments. Moreover, they looked for this hybrid dynamic in media culture.

In considering media representations of transgender identity, Josh ex-
pressed a desire to see simultaneous expressions of sameness and differ-
ence: “I don’t agree with media just pointing out the difference and how
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we're different from everyone else. I don't think we're all the same and
we have all the same pressures, but I do think that it does help for people
to feel more comfortable with difference when they think we're not that
different. Like, I don't want people to think they can't relate to me at all
because I'm so different. You don’t have to show me any kind of sym-
pathy and respect.” For Josh, media representations of sameness served
as a sort of social thread. They allowed others to grow comfortable with
transgender difference. They humanized transgender subjectivity and
had the potential to generate empathy and respect. But at the same time,
Josh insisted on the queerly ordinary, noting that people are not all the
same and that they do experience different “pressures.”

Linda also endorsed the queerly ordinary, locating it in transgender-
themed teledocumentaries. She explained, “Whenever I get a chance
to, I watch them. They show the good, the bad, the whole picture. And
I think that’s the way it should be. It should make us seem like ordi-
nary people . . . They show daily life, which is what I think we need
to see more of to prove we're no different than anybody else. We feed,
we bathe, we clothe, just like everybody else does. They also show the
different things we have to deal with on an everyday basis. I mean we
are different, we dress differently, we have different needs sometimes.. . .
but we all put our skirts on one leg at a time.” Linda’s understanding of
herself and of transgender life more generally involved “the good” and
“the bad,” sameness and difference coexisting in a “middle space.” It was
a place where common everyday rituals met the specificities of living as
a transgender person. Putting a skirt on “one leg at a time” certainly is a
common and mundane act, but for Linda, a person who defies gender
expectations and encounters the pleasures and risks of doing so, it is a
queerly ordinary act. It is private, occurring in the secluded space of her
bedroom, but also public, for she wears the skirt outside the confines
of the home. It is conforming, in that the goal is to “pass” as a woman,
but also transgressive, for she challenges the gender binary and runs a
real risk for doing so. It comes from a place of privilege, in that Linda is
a white woman with a full-time job, but also marginality, as she is a big
person who does not always pass successfully and lives in a small, rural
working-class community.

The queerly ordinary always involves this kind of patchwork, this give
and take. For some, living a queerly ordinary life means leaning heavily
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toward one side over the other, or even having to flat out choose a side.
For Blake, a transgender man in his twenties, leading a queerly ordinary
life meant forgoing a more fluid gender identity. He explained, “There is
all this gender in society. I mean even just walking around, “excuse me
sir, excuse me maam’ . .. The people you see on television who are trans-
gender, on talk shows for example, the most successful people are not
in the middle. Those who are in the middle are ridiculed. It never ends
well for them. I really don’t want to make my life harder” Considering
the challenges of securing employment, he conceded, “There is no point
in me doing something that is only going to make life harder for me.. . .
I was trying to think about where I fit in to the professional world as an
adult in society. That’s really where it changed, once I started thinking
about my professional future. People address you as male or female. You
have to at least conform to one or the other in some aspects of life . . . In
college, I could be in the middle and I could be fine. In the real world,
when you're applying for jobs it’s not that easy”

Blake’s queer ordinariness shifted in response to the changing circum-
stances of his life and as he set new goals. To live in what he called “the
adult world,” he had to make painful compromises and his gender iden-
tity had to become more (although not fully) readable. Yet Blake never
completely abandoned his queerness. He volunteers for multiple trans-
gender advocacy groups. He uses his Facebook page as a forum to post
about and debate queer and transgender politics. He is neither fully “out”
nor “in,” but rather, depending on the social context within which he
finds himself, decides when and where to disclose his trans identity. As
Blake’s story makes clear, even as participants crafted queerly ordinary
lives and identities, they had to make continual adjustments to the mix.

It is also important to note that there are boiling points, lines of de-
marcation, and risks to the queerly ordinary. Queerness can only ac-
commodate so much ordinariness before it loses its character and bite.
At a time when gender play and queerness have become increasingly
visible and common in popular culture, Jenna Wortham (2016) of the
New York Times recently asked: “When everyone can be ‘queer; is any-
one?” At stake here is queer erasure—the total absorption of queerness
into some watered-down mainstream aesthetic. Similarly, the ordinary
can only stretch so far, can only be queered so much before it begins to
retract or break. House Bill 2 in North Carolina, forcing transgender
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people to use the bathroom that aligns with their birth sex, represents
just one of many reactions against the queering of the center.

These risks in part account for why there is so much resistance to
the hybridity of queerness and ordinariness. More radical queers lament
the increasingly “assimilationist” thrust of LGBTQ people and politics,
whereas social conservatives warn about the perilous queering of Amer-
ican values. Indeed, when queerness and ordinariness collide, each does
in fact change. As McKee (1999) argues,

How believable is a model of cultural interaction which posits a complete
transfer of power in one direction, and suggests a dominant culture so
static, so powerful and yet so absorbent, that it can completely soak up
another without making any changes to itself? (243)

The stories of the participants in my study are hinting at exactly this
dynamic, one where there is a queering of the center and a centering of
the queer. Of course, this process will be uneven and favor the powerful.
But if we look at our contemporary media environment, our political
landscape, and our social discourse, we see a culture coming to terms
with transgender individuals, communities, and movements. We see
the “dominant culture” itself changing—albeit gradually and unevenly.
Facebook’s nearly 6o gender options. The rise of gender-neutral lan-
guage and the singular pronoun “they” The fight over access to public
restrooms. Trans people demanding the rights of full citizenship and
gaining access to the taken-for-granted rhythms and affordances of
everyday life. As trans individuals continue to elbow their way into the
center, they will change its composition. As they struggle for it, they
will ask us to rethink the ordinary—what it is, why it is important, and
who should have access to its gifts. In this way, the struggle for the ordi-
nary is not mindlessly defeatist, assimilationist, or a form of “selling
out” Rather, it takes on the ideology of impossibility and requires the
strength, resilience, and creativity to move into the cultural center while
retaining one’s queerness, and to endure and fight the backlash for doing
so0. And, as people like Linda continue to put their skirts on “one leg at a
time,” the struggle for the ordinary will carry on . . . queerly.
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The following work represents some of the first steps in scholarship examining
the relationship between media and transgender life. See Gagné and Tewksbury
(1999); Hegland and Nelson (2002); Ringo (2002); Hill (2005); Shapiro (2004);
Gray (2009).

For more on audience research traditions, see Grossberg and Wartella (1996);
Moores (1993); Brooker and Jermyn (2003); Nightingale (2014); Morley (1992).
According to Lefebvre (1991, 2002), it is only with the diffusion of capitalist modes
of production, the acceleration of urban migration, and the rise of middle-class
societies that the everyday became a historic reality. Under capitalism, the every-
day was “upside-down?” Individuals feel free, but are ultimately shackled to their
job and to a world they did not create.

For a discussion of media environments, see Press and Williams (2010).

This approach widens the book’s analytic optic and avoids lapsing into “media
centrism,” which artificially centers and exaggerates media influence and power.
For a more in-depth exploration of media centrism, see Couldry (2012); Morley
(2009, 2007); Moores (2012).

For more information on transgender taxonomies, see Stryker (2008). For an
ethnography of the category “transgender;” see Valentine (2007). Notably, the
language of transgender and the development of non-binary identities are always
changing and in constant negotiation. Much of this activity is currently happen-
ing online, particularly among youth on queer and transgender-themed Tumblr
pages.

For a comprehensive analysis of the politics of transgender erasure, see Namaste
(2000).

See National Center for Transgender Equality and the National Gay and Lesbian
Task Force (2009).

See National Coalition of Anti-Violence Programs (2014).

Bonner (2003) argues that television specifically offers “an illusion of normality”
(32).

For an interesting discussion of this process, see Doty (1993) and Lugowski (1999).
For example, see the foundational work of Laura Mulvey (1975). Also consult
Dyer (1993) and Straayer (1990).

Practices of media use and consumption are complex, and can function in cre-
ative and transformative ways. De Certeau identifies media reception as an active
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practice, a “silent production” where “a different world (the reader’s) slips into the
author’s place,” transforming the media text into an “inhabitable” and “rented”
space (1984, xxi). For de Certeau, the dynamics of everyday life mirror ordinary
language usage. The creativity that individuals express in constructing sentences
and words from a predetermined language structure is akin to the creative and
agentic moves and practices performed in daily life. In both instances individuals
create their own collages and montages from materials already fixed in the world.
With respect to media, it is the reappropriation, the ability to combine elements
in new and unexpected ways, a form of drawing outside the lines while still
remaining on the page, that bears witness to tactical assertions of power, agency,
and creativity.

For an excellent description of queerness as a strategic position, see Halperin
(1995). He argues that queerness is a “positionality vis-a-vis the normative . . .
available to anyone who is or feels marginalized because of his or her sexual
practices” (62). Queerness turns against the normal because on the macro-
level, the regime of the normal serves the interests of larger formations of
power, such as the modern neoliberal state and global capitalist institutions,
which require stability and predictability to survive. On the micro-level, the
normal encourages individuals to, in the name of conformity, “freely and
spontaneously police both their own conduct and the conduct of others”

(19; emphasis in original).

For more scholarship about the notion of queer anti-sociality, see Bersani (1996)
and Edelman (2004).

As Ashley Love, a transgender blogger, explains, “so many ‘transsexual’ women
selectively choose when to stay ‘in the closet’ ... And I don't think they should be
called cowards or sell outs” (Love 2010). Love (2010) takes issue with critics “who
disagree with the group of trans people who just live their lives as the gender they
are, with out using every chance they get to say how ‘different’ they are” Love’s
comments highlight an unnecessary and ethically loaded opposition between “the
normal” (a harmful, “sellout” position) and “the queer” (a worthy celebrated one)
erected in much critical and politically minded thought.

Rosen continues, “A life devoted to getting things wrong is inconceivable, since if
it succeeded, it would destroy itself” (2002, 263). Rosen also argues that ordinari-
ness is defined by a dynamic of regularity and predictability, which allows us to
thrive and connects us with natural rhythms. Defined by cyclical phenomenon
and routine, like day turning into night turning into day, and so on, Rosen

argues that “the unity and regularity of praxis, the domain of intentional human
activity . . . is itself dependent upon the unity and regularity of existence, to which
we sometimes refer, not with complete accuracy, as the order of nature” (266).
The affordances of everyday life are not given or equally available. Rather, they
are, in the words of sociologist Harold Garfinkel (1984), “an endless, ongoing,
contingent accomplishment” (1). Garfinkel (1996) was one of the founders of

a subfield in sociology called ethnomethodology that studied everyday life as
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an “achieved phenomena of order” made possible by the perpetual work of its
members (11). Although everyone is involved in the work of achieving every-
day life, Garfinkel noted that for some it is a harder struggle and the stakes are
higher.

CHAPTER 1. WE CAN NO LONGER HIDE IN PLAIN SIGHT

1

10

11

For more about the history of transgender media representations and com-
munication networks, see Stryker (2008); Meyerowitz (2002); and Phillips
(2006).

For a detailed analysis of this, see Downing, Morland, and Sullivan (2014).

For a great documentary about this event, see Susan Stryker and Victor Silver-
man’s film Screaming Queens (2005, Frameline).

Martin Duberman’s (1994) Stonewall does an excellent job covering the pre-and
post-Stonewall moment.

There is a great publication about Rivera and Johnson worth reading titled Street
Transvestite Action Revolutionaries: Survival, Revolt and Queer Antagonist Struggle
(Untorelli Press) at www.untorellipress.noblogs.org/catalog/.

Information about the Tiffany Club of New England and the magazine Transgen-
der Tapestry can be found at www.tcne.org/club-history.

This tension had always been brewing. In their case study of the alliance between
the “ONE Institute for Homophile Studies” in Los Angeles, a gay rights group, and
the “Erikson Educational Foundation” that championed transgender advocacy,
Devor and Matte (2006) testify to the historically rooted challenges of this uneasy
collaboration. Although the collaboration successfully advanced the acceptance
of LGBT individuals, it suffered “partly from longstanding concerns about the
relationship between trans and gay politics” and from vexing decisions about
who deserves inclusion within an organization’s mission and the allocation of its
limited resources (399).

For a discussion of the issues at stake in the “transgender umbrella,” see Davidson
(2007).

Importantly, transgender life-writing provides a narrative framework for indi-
viduals looking to articulate their identities. It helps transgender individuals
transform gender transformation “from private fantasy to realizable identity”
(Prosser 1998, 124), allowing them to understand their own journey as a story
with a beginning, middle, and end.

This history came to a head in a bizarre moment during the 1993 MTV Video Mu-
sic Awards. RuPaul and Milton Berle were paired to present an award, but before
doing so apparently had an off-stage squabble. The conflict spilled over on-stage
during the live telecast of the show: RuPaul called Berle a “queen,” Berle groped
RuPaul’s breasts, to which she responded, “So you used to wear gowns and now
you're wearing diapers.” In that moment, televisions cross-dressing past met its
present and the two worlds clashed.

In 2005, Rent is released as a movie.
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Indeed, the logic of the long tail changed the economics of the entertainment
and media industries. Whereas an older business model relied upon blockbuster
hits and mass appeal products for attracting a large audience, Anderson (2006)
contends that, “the hits now compete with an infinite number of niche markets,
of any size” (5). Within this new formation of media economics, it became not
only possible, but also commercially advantageous for media producers to cater to
increasingly segmented markets. This changed the relative size and availability of
transgender-themed media content.

For example, in their study, McKenna and Bargh (1998) concluded that individuals
with marginalized and concealable identities want to belong to groups of like-
minded others in the “actual” world, but struggle to do so because they hide their
true selves out of embarrassment. As a result, these individuals rely on the Internet
and its virtual communities more than those without marginalized and concealable
identities. The researchers also found that the longer someone participated in an
online group, the more important and meaningful their marginalized identity
became for them, which was associated with higher levels of self-acceptance and an
increased likelihood of coming out to important others. In an oral history proj-

ect with Toronto’s trans community, Hill (2005) finds that the Internet and more
traditional communications technologies offered transgender participants a feeling
of connectedness with others and worked to alleviate loneliness and social isolation.
Crucially, media depictions showed that a transgender life was possible and offered
“new perspectives and options for living a trans life” (Hill 2005, 43). At the same
time, respondents were critical of problematic media portrayals of transgender and
took issue with the limitations of computer-mediated communications in social
interaction. Shapiro (2004) notes that the Internet has been a crucial asset in ad-
vancing the transgender rights movement by facilitating education, and easing the
distribution of information and collective social and political action.

The more recent (and now canceled) VHu reality makeover TV series Transform
Me is also emblematic of this. The show’s website frames the trans women as a
trio of magical saviors:

TRANSform Me is a makeover show in which a team of three transgender
women . . . rescues women from personal style purgatory. Laverne and her
ultra-glam partners in crime have undergone the ultimate transformation,
so they’re the perfect women for the job. . . . They’ll travel the country in
their tricked out fashion ambulance, siren blaring, and swoop into scenes of
fashion disaster. They’ll not only make women look better but feel a whole
lot better about themselves . . . Then they hop in their fashion ambulance,
and it’s on to the next style crisis”” (Transform Me)

This promotional text illustrates Brookey and Westerfelhaus’s (2001) argu-
ment that popular film often achieves acceptance of queer characters through a
“discourse of deification,” portraying characters as morally and “unrealistically
superior; as selflessly superhuman who harbor magic-like qualities (143-144).
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CHAPTER 2. 1 SORT OF REFUSED TO TAKE MYSELF SERIOUSLY

1

In 2010, the non-discrimination legislation was attached to a budget bill as an
amendment, yet failed to pass.

You can find the full text of the “Transmissions classic: The transgender docu-
mentary drinking game” in an article that appeared in the online version of the
Bay Area Reporter. The article was written by Gwendolyn Ann Smith and can be
found at Bay Area Reporter, www.ebar.com.

As I explained in chapter 1, we can also locate associations of gender variance
with pathology in a science of sexuality that emerged at the turn of the twentieth
century. At this time, the field of sexology and its practitioners characterized
same-sex attraction and cross-gendered desires as sick and deviant, grouping
them together in a strange brew of perversion. These associations were simultane-
ously alive and well in the popular culture of the time and have endured.

Butler (1990) further argues that “the very notion of ‘the person’ is called into
question by the cultural emergence of those ‘incoherent’ or ‘discontinuous’ gen-
dered beings who appear to be persons but who fail to conform to the gendered
norms of cultural intelligibility” (17).

Transgender delegitimization and dehumanization are what Blumer (1954) refers
to as “sensitizing concepts” (7), interpretive devices that help individuals make
sense of the world. They were meaningful starting points to my participants that
offered ways of seeing the world.

The cultural association of transgender women and sex work—particularly
transgender women of color and sex work—is endemic. Recently, the ACLU
took on the case of Meagan Taylor, who was arrested in Iowa under suspicion of
being a sex worker. She was not a sex worker. She was visiting Iowa with a friend
to attend a funeral. The full story, Meagan Taylor, “I Was Arrested Just for Being
Who I Am,” American Civil Liberties Union, November 10, 2015, can be found at
www.aclu.org.

For example, in the popular film The Crying Game, the main transgender charac-
ter’s performance harkens a “transgender deceiver” (Ryan 2009) stereotype, one
that positions trans folks as perpetrators of deceit and duplicity. The character’s
gender identity is not revealed to her lover (and subsequently to the viewing audi-
ence) until the middle of the movie. During the moment of revelation, the film is
shot so the audience joins in feelings of shock and betrayal with Dil’s lover, who
reacts by vomiting.

Crucially, possible selves motivate individuals to perform the work of identity.

In this way, the formation of self is a process of attaining, accomplishing, and/

or rejecting specific possible selves, which suggests that individuals are “active
producers of their own development” (Markus and Nurius 1986, 955). In addition
to incentivizing, possible selves offer “an evaluative and interpretive context for
the now self,” a frame of reference for understanding and giving meaning to one’s
identity, value, and potential at the current moment (962). Possible selves are
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“distinctly social,” in that they emerge through both mediated and unmediated
interpersonal interaction and communication. The possible self is often the result
of social comparison (954). Social comparisons allow individuals to engage in and
develop self-understanding and knowledge, in that, through comparing ourselves
with others, we learn about our own skills, abilities, feelings, and subjectivities
(Festinger 1954). In contemporary society, social comparison has increasingly
been done with mediated images.

CHAPTER 3. 1 WANT TO BE LIKE A REALLY BADASS LADY
1 Weibel (1996) also notes, “The primacy of the eye . . . as the dominant sense organ

of the twentieth century is the consequence of a technical revolution that put an
enormous apparatus to the service of vision. The rise of the eye is rooted in the
fact that all of its aspects (creation, transmission, reception) were supported by
analog and digital machines” (339).

That Jen came across transgender visibility on daytime television talk shows is not
surprising. They have long offered a very public platform for non-normative dis-
plays of sexuality and gender, particularly “trash” and “tabloid™ varieties (Gamson
1999). The Jerry Springer Show is the most notorious exemplar of this genre. Many
participants in my study mentioned the show by name, referring to it as a highly
visible and potent symbol of transgender representation—if not blatant and inten-
tional misrepresentation. Talk shows are, according to Gamson (1999), a “monster
with two heads” (29-65). Capable of offering minorities visibility and a platform
for raising sociopolitical topics, talk shows can also further marginalize the disen-
franchised and reinscribe dominant social values (Gamson 1999; Grindstaff 2002;
Manga 2003; Shattuc 1997).

Given the trends in social media, XX Boys has since migrated to Facebook and
Tumblr. It does not seem to be active or renewing content today.

Cis gender refers to non-transgender identities and describes individuals that
accept and have an affinity with the gender to which they were assigned at birth.
A prefix from Latin that means “on this side of]” cis emerged out of queer and
transgender activist circles and academic communities. Within the past few years
it has gained widespread popularity—so much so that Comedy Central’s ani-
mated TV comedy series South Park parodied the concept (“The Cissy,” Season 18,
episode 3). The success of the word is related to transgender-themed websites and
online, social networking platforms such as Tumblr, Facebook, and Reddit. It has
made its way onto the online version of the Oxford English Dictionary and stands
as one of the many gender identifications now available on Facebook.

I see this firsthand teaching the language of gender variance to undergraduates
unfamiliar with it. At the beginning of the semester, many struggle with the lan-
guage, stumbling over pronouns, and have difficulty thinking beyond the gender
binary. Yet, as the semester advances, they become increasingly articulate and
appreciate the ways their newly acquired vocabulary enriches their awareness
and understanding of the world.
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6 Although Sebastian includes intersex under the transgender umbrella, this is not
a universal designation. These categorizations of “transgender” and “intersex” are
contested and highly personal matters. Nonetheless, for Sebastian this film was a
transgender representation.

CHAPTER 4. YOU HAVE TO BE REALLY STRONG

1 See the work of the following scholars: Hall (1980); Morley (1980); Ang (1985);
Radway (1991); Press (1991); Coleman (2000).

2 See Ekman (1972); Shouse (2005). Brian Massumi (2002) specifies an emotion is
“the conventional, consensual point of insertion of intensity into semantically and
semiotically formed progressions” (28).

3 Stewart (2007) continues about “ordinary affects”: “The question they beg s . ..
what potential modes of knowing, relating, and attending to things are already
somehow present in them in a state of potentiality and resonance” (3).

4 Hochschild further states, “Beneath the difference between physical and emo-
tional labor there lies a similarity in the possible cost of doing the work: the
worker can become estranged or alienated from an aspect of self—either the body
or the margins of the soul—that is used to do the work” ([1983] 2003, 7).

5 Similarly, discussing resilience in the context of global communities and interna-
tional politics, Carnes (2011) conceptualizes resilience as “an arc that runs from
destruction and devastation, from diminishment in all its forms, to restoration and
renewal and rebirth” (3). More pointedly, it entails “the capacity of individuals and
communities to react, respond, rebuild, and begin again on firmer foundations” (3).

Confronting current and impending global climate change and energy defi-
ciencies, ecological scholars are researching how natural environments can ab-
sorb shocks without collapsing. In characterizing environmental resilience, Cox
(2008) notes it is “the capacity of an ecosystem to tolerate disturbance without
collapsing into a qualitatively different state that is controlled by a different set
of processes” (6a). In other words, it is about sustaining and upgrading funda-
mental ecological principles and networks in order to rebuild when needed.
This practice of rebuilding is also relevant in urban studies and urban planning,
which have emphasized the necessity of resilience for the sustainability of the
world’s growing cities. For example, cities as complex systems must be flexible
in order to effectively respond to external forces and threats. When faced with
any adverse situation, the desirable outcome is the retention and integrity of
vital social, governmental, and physical structures and organizations. As Dud-
ley (2011) contends, urban resiliency is not dependent on a single element in a
city—such as police, fire departments, or transportation networks. Rather, it is
“the nature of the relationship between the elements. These elements need to
be connected to others, but not so rigidly that they can't also operate indepen-
dently” (376-380).

6 Masten (2001) maintains that resilience is in play when a phenomenon threatens
to undermine the development of one€’s self and potential, and on€’s process of
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adaptation is successful in sustaining continued personal growth and maturation.
Notably, in coming to terms with distress, resilience is a dynamic process that
manifests over time.

7 For an excellent discussion of queer representation on talk shows, see Gamson
(1999).

8 For an interesting examination of parasocial relationships, media, and queer
characters, see Schiappa, Gregg, and Hewes (2006). Their work shows that our
relationships to media characters produce similar kinds of learning and affect as
relationships with “real” people and groups.

9 According to Henri Lefebvre (1991), the everyday is a historically contingent phe-
nomenon made possible by the diffusion of capitalist modes of production, the
acceleration of urban migration, and the rise of the middle class and bourgeois
society.

CHAPTER 5. WE'RE JUST LIVING LIFE

1 In further theorizing the everyday, Felski (1999) affirms: “Everyday life simply is
the process of becoming acclimatised to assumptions, behaviours, and practices
which come to seem self-evident and taken for granted . . . it is a lived process of
routinisation . . . the quotidian is not an objectively given quality but a lived rela-
tionship” (31). Felski (1999) makes sure to underscore that although the everyday’s
process of routine may be politically problematic or hazardous, it fails to embody
“an intrinsic political content” and its ideological orientation is not “intrinsically
reactionary” (31).

2 Ontological security is a cognitive modality defined by a sense of security and con-
tinuity with respect to one’s life and life course. See Anthony Giddens (1991, 1990).

3 Along these lines, the philosopher Stanley Rosen (2002) has argued that elusive-
ness is one of the primary features of the ordinary and everyday. It has become
this way, he contends, because scholars and laymen alike have lost sight of it and
have used the wrong tools to understand it. Rosen (2002) faults the dominance of
an overtly rational, scientific, and quantitative paradigm in contemporary thought
for marshaling the everyday under an “elaborate technical machinery” (1). As a
result, ordinary life has become overdetermined, reduced to formulas and laws,
and transformed into a theoretical relic. Rosen also suggests that the ordinary is
elusive not only because we have made it that way, but because to some degree it
has always been that way. Deeply complex and contradictory, ordinary life is often
experienced as a bewildering heterogeneity. As Lefebvre (1991) argues, it is a dia-
lectic that can only come to light through “an opposition and ‘contrast’ between a
certain number of terms” (251).

Rosen’s notion of “elusiveness” is particularly useful to work through the

way participants in this study articulate their relationship to the ordinary and
the everyday. However, whereas Rosen is primarily concerned with how the
ordinary is epistemologically elusive, I focus on its experiential elusiveness as
articulated by participants.
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4 According to de Certeau (1984), everyday life is defined by a human agency that
works within the limits of social, political, and economic power structures; it is
an act of improvisation with the found materials and preexisting conditions of
modern life. He identifies these practices of “agency within limits” as “tactics.”
Tactics work on and against power. To maintain and reinforce a dominant order,
the powerful impose “strategies” or “actions which, thanks to the establishment of
a place of power (the property of a proper), elaborate theoretical places (systems
and totalizing discourses) capable of articulating an ensemble of physical places in
which forces are distributed” (38). Strategies control, measure, delimit, transform,
and define via the purposeful deployment of knowledge, in which “a certain
power is the precondition of this knowledge and not merely its effect or its attribute”
(36). Strategies are characteristically visible, spectacular, and totalizing. In many
ways, mainstream American media may be considered “strategic.” As instruments
of power, they author a discursively spectacular space, a “totalizing discourse,” via
the encoding and marketing of media texts. They define domains of their own, as
well as those that comprise an exterior (audiences) or those “targets or threats”
that must be “managed” (36).

In negotiating and resisting the disciplinary logic of strategies, individuals
employ an ensemble of “tactics,” which “use, manipulate, and divert” the im-
posed order (de Certeau 1984, 30). As “an art of the weak” (37), a tactic “creates
surprises” within “cracks that particular conjunctions open in the surveillance
of the proprietary powers” (ibid.). Tactics are creative, local, and surreptitious
“ways of making do” (29) within structures. When compared to the spectacle
of the strategy, tactics represent “silent itineraries” (47), everyday practices and
discourses unrecorded by history and authority. As a result, scholars are tasked
with unearthing these silent itineraries, providing the backlighting for the tacti-
cal in everyday life.

5 The bathroom problem and the website “Safe2Pee” evidence what Garfinkel
(1996) calls everyday society’s “achieved phenomena of order;” a continuous
accomplishment made possible by the perpetual work of its members in locally
defined contexts (11).

6 Atanother Trans Chat meeting, one participant talked about tapping into trans
lore to learn about applying makeup. She routinely watched makeup tutorials
posted by younger transgender women on YouTube to learn how to buy cosmet-
ics and best practices for applying them. YouTube houses an immense archive of
makeup tutorials made by and for transgender people.

7 Queerness as anti-sociality opposes the future-oriented, reproductive, and
utopian politics of a heteronormative mainstream. As an example of the ultimate
fulfillment of these politics, Edelman (2004) references mainstream cultural
discourses surrounding the child. When employed in popular, political, and social
conversation, the child is routinely portrayed as the pristine symbol of a future
temporality, and a vulnerable, impressionable, and “pure” figure worth defending.
Protecting the child and her innocence is then used as a justification to suppress
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the “corrupting” and “troubling” force of queer life, desire, and otherness: “on
every side, our enjoyment of liberty is eclipsed by the lengthening shadow of a
Child whose freedom to develop undisturbed by encounters, or even by the threat
of potential encounters, with an ‘otherness’ of which its parents, its church, or the
state do not approve, uncompromised by any possible access to what is painted
as alien desire, terroristically holds us all in check” (2004, 21). In opposition to a
heteronormative futurity represented by the image of the child, to whom queer
adults are in constant service, Edelman suggests queerness embrace the perversity
of the “death drive,” “the negativity opposed to every form of social viability” (9).
Edelman offers a radical, compelling, and trenchant polemic (much of which
I am sympathetic toward). His critique of heteronormative futurity and the
utopian politics in the name of the child is theoretically daring and necessary.
Yet, as Halberstam (2008) notes, this theorization of queerness essentially
promotes “a nihilism which always lines up against women, domesticity and
reproduction” (154).

A QUEERLY ORDINARY CONCLUSION
1 To witness subversivism in action, see Bolin (1998); Hale (1996); Stone (1991).

Stone’s (1991) “The Empire Strikes Back,” a seminal text that authenticates and
legitimizes transgender subjectivity, argues for the expression of gender ambi-
guity as a political strategy. She advocates that transgender individuals refuse to
pass, urging them to employ their bodies and identities in a radical, transfor-
mative politics. Moreover, she critiques those “normal” transgender folks who
want to remain invisible.
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