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ABSTRACT
Transgender lives and identities have gained considerable popular notoriety in the
past decades. As part of this wider visibility, dominant narratives regarding the
“transgender experience” have surfaced in both the community itself and the wider
public. Perhaps the most prominent of these narratives define transgender people as those
living in the “wrong body” for their true gender identity. While a popular and powerful
story, the wrong body narrative has been criticized as limited, not representing the
experience of all transgender people, and valorized as the only legitimate identifier of
transgender status. The dominance of this narrative has been challenged through the
proliferation of alternate narratives of transgender identity, largely through transgender
people telling their own stories, which has the potential to complicate and expand the
social understanding of what it means to be transgender for both trans- and cisgender
communities. I focus on transgender literature as a point of entrance into the changing
narratives of transgender identity and experience. This work addresses two main
questions: What are the stories being told by trans lit? and What are the stories being told
about trans literature?
What follows is a series of separate, yet linked chapters exploring the contours of
transgender literature, largely through the context of the Lambda Literary Awards over
the past twenty years. Chapter 2 explores the changing definitions of transgender
literature in popular discourse over the last two decades. Drawing on a data set of 51
articles, interviews, book reviews, and blog posts published from 1997-2017, I present a
framework for defining and categorizing transgender literature. This framework lays out
the different possibilities of what transgender literature might be using the three variables
iii

of content, authorship, audience, as well as the likelihood of each iteration being included
in the definition of transgender literature as understood in the popular conversation. My
findings in this chapter suggest a changing definition of transgender literature from
“telling transgender/transition stories” to a focus on “transgender people telling stories.”
Chapter 3 moves from conversations defining trans literature to an exploration of
how texts within transgender literature have changed over time. Using the finalist and
winners in the Lambda Literary Award transgender categories, I constructed a sample of
transgender literature covering the past two decades, from 1997-2016. Using digital
textual analysis methods, I identify various “demographic” trends in transgender
literature since 1997, which mirror the trend identified in chapter 3, a shift from “telling
transgender stories” focused largely on identity and transition processes to “transgender
people telling stories” which rely much less on transition and identity as central themes.
Chapter 4 attempts to contextualize these shifts identified in chapters 2 and 3 by
situating trans literature in a broader socio-historical context. I frame transgender
literature as an intellectual movement situated in an intellectual opportunity structure that
includes the publishing industry, LGBT social activism and organizations, and the
Lambda Literary Awards themselves. Lambda Literary functions here as a primary
gatekeeper for understanding transgender literature in a broader intellectual community
around LGBT cultural production, which transitions us to thinking more critically about
the Lambda Literary Awards in chapter 5.
Chapter 5 introduces us more fully to the Lambda Literary Awards, the largest
LGBT book awards in North America, and positions them as a claim for LGBT cultural
citizenship in the United States. Using archival documents from the Lambda Literary
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Foundation, as well as published statements and articles about the Lambda Literary
Awards, I explore three conflicts and controversies within the LGBT community through
the localized claims for cultural citizenship made on the Lammys. Finally, I provide a
brief conclusion, which recaps the main findings of each chapter, sketches my tentative
hopes for the future of transgender literature, and outlines my recommendations for
future research in this area.
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For Han, my first and best editor, who is so glad it is finally finished.
And for myself, who is also so glad it’s finally done.

“Everybody is so terribly sensitive about the things they know best.”
-The Phantom Tollbooth by Norton Juster
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Books are magical things. In the most unassuming package of wood pulp and
ink, you can travel anywhere and any when—to places and times both real and more
than real, and become anyone or anything you desire. Books allow you to learn and
experience things you could never do otherwise. Books, for me, are both escape from
the world I know and the most comforting part of being at home in the world. For as
long as I can remember, I have loved books. Reading, too, of course, but more
importantly, books. I was not an unhappy child, nor a lonely one. I played outside and
had sleepovers. I was involved in school activities and loved music and sports. But
above just about everything else, I loved books. This was not some fluke; both my
parents were, and are, avid readers. My house was full of books of all sizes and kinds
and we made frequent trips to the library to stock up on new-to-us acquisitions and old
favorites. My mother usually had two questions for us before leaving the house: Did
you go to the bathroom? And did you bring a book? (Two questions I still ask myself
before leaving the house for more than 20 minutes.) It is perhaps no surprise, then, that
my dissertation revolves around books.
Books are my preferred and primary mechanism for learning about myself and
the world. If I have a question or a topic I’d like to explore, my first instinct is to reach
for a book. This is true for both passing interests about the world (I recently finished
reading a book about the rise of Tommy John surgery in baseball), but also for better
understanding who I am and who I want to become. The written word, and my reactions
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to it, become a space for me to sort out my thoughts and feelings, a space to try on
possibilities and move around in them for a bit before making a firm commitment. This
is often not an intentional seeking or auditioning of possible futures. My needs and
desires often sneak up on me in the form of my reading habits. I will notice that I’ve
been gravitating to a particular kind of book (Brené Brown’s wonderful works on
vulnerability and community, for example) and realize that I’m dissatisfied with how
I’ve been spending my time and attention, or that I’m looking for something I didn’t
realize was missing in my life.
This is true for things big and small. After reading books I’ve changed the
smallest aspects of my daily routine, like trying to walk different routes to the subway
station instead of the same path everyday or trying to say, “I love you and…” instead of
“I love you, but….” But reading books has also helped me unravel some of the messiest
and toughest stumbling blocks of my life as well. Reading books helped me realize I
needed to change my dissertation topic after I’d already defended a proposal and that I
really did want to get married. And perhaps most relevant to the work at hand, you
could say that I read myself into a transgender identity and transition. What began as a
curiosity around gender and the experiences of those who did not fit the binary sexgender system quickly turned into a desire to learn nearly everything I could about
transgender identities and transition technologies. The more I read, the more points of
affinity I identified between the people I was reading about and my own experiences.
The more books I read by transgender authors, the more I was able to move beyond the
surface level ideas I had about transgender people and what their lives looked like
(generally tragic, depressing, violent)—and how different my life was from theirs.
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Not only did reading about transgender identities and experiences help me learn
more about what it meant to be transgender, it also gave me the confidence to consider
my own transition. I am a highly risk-averse person. I don’t leap before I have looked,
and often not without reading a small library’s worth of information, advance scouting
on the location, and a detailed itinerary. One can never be 100% certain of what will
happen during transition, but I felt I had accumulated enough information to reduce the
uncertainty to a palatable level before I dove in. Books and stories by and about queer
and trans people continued to be an important touchstone throughout the first years of
my transition. A place where I would go for answers or just to hear what others had to
say about similar experiences to those I was living. As I moved further into my
transition, I felt less attached to the stories of transition that I had found so crucial to
my initial understanding of myself as a transgender person. I was less interested in the
ins and outs of transitioning and more interested in books that were not explicitly trans.
I returned to The Great Gatsby and the works of John Irving, whose depictions of
sexuality and gender were some of the first that spoke to my own sense of queerness
(though I certainly wouldn’t have called it that at the time). When I did read explicitly
trans stories, I was often disappointed. They felt flat and hackneyed. Even stories
written by trans people seemed to be more about making some point about trans-ness
than about telling a good story. I began to ask myself why trans literature was so
terrible (and terribly written) and wondered if there was anything out there that could
engage with gender and sexuality in a trans context without having to constantly be hit
over the head with polemics about the oppression of binary gender or the tragedy of
being a transgender person in a world made for cisgender people. Was I missing
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something? Did such a literature exist and I simply didn’t know where to find it? Or
was this a systemic problem for trans literature? What was preventing trans literature
from moving in new and different directions, or at least from making those new
directions visible to readers? This is where my project originated—in a selfish desire to
read better, more interesting (to me) books about trans people. What I’ve realized is
that, yes, well-written, interesting and inventive trans fiction does exist; at the same
time, many of the conventions I find dissatisfactory in trans literature are indeed
pervasive, but are also systemic.

Research Questions
Throughout this dissertation, I was guided by two questions. At the beginning of
the project, I was primarily concerned with the question: What are the stories being told
by trans lit? I wanted to know what trans literature was telling us about trans identities
and trans experiences and what trans literature had focused on in more recent years,
with the hope that it had moved beyond rehashing “wrong body” narratives and
unending stories of “my transition.” This question is covered most extensively in
chapter 3. But as I worked through the project, formulating exactly how I would come
to know what stories were being told in trans literature, a second, more engaging
question started to form: What are the stories being told about trans literature? This
second question pulled me out of the texts to the broader conversations what counted as
trans literature, who can tell trans stories, and who has the authority to determine such
things in the first place. I address these questions most directly in chapter 2, but these
threads run through each of the chapters in different ways.
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As any good research project should, I find I have ended up with more questions
than I started with and relatively few satisfactory answers to the questions I had when I
began. Once I started looking at the stories being told about trans literature, I felt I
needed to address why and how certain stories get told over others, as well as the
consequences for highlighting some stories over others. I begin to address these issues
in chapters 4 and 5, and try to do so more fully in the conclusion. What I fear is almost
wholly lacking in this work, however, is any meaningful engagement with the question
of what we do now. Now that we know, to some extent, what stories are told by and
about trans literature, how might we tell different (more inclusive? more authentic?)
stories? And perhaps more importantly, how might we tell trans stories differently?
What other understandings and engagements with trans experiences (our own and
others) might we find if we told stories differently, whatever that might look like? I
make a meek attempt to point some possible directions for answering these questions in
the conclusion, but for now I must leave the bulk of that work to future projects and
other thinkers.

Scholarly Significance
This dissertation engages the scholarly conversations happening in a number of
different areas. Most obviously, this work contributes to the growing field of
transgender studies and transgender cultural production, both as a study of transgender
literature and as a product of my own position as a trans-identified scholar. Within the
diverse field of trans studies, there are relatively few scholars working on transgender
literature specifically. Trish Salah, a transwoman scholar and poet currently at Queen’s
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University in Ontario, Canada is the most prominent voice in this area. She approaches
trans literature from a literary and psychoanalytic perspective, grounded in humanistic
methods, which dominates the current academic work on trans literature. This
dissertation adds to this conversation by focusing on a more structural analysis,
situating transgender literature in the institutions of U.S. literary awards and publishing,
among others. My focus on transgender literature as a “population” is unique from
more humanistic approaches that tend to focus more on close readings of individual
texts or themes within a small number of texts.
Within sociology, this work contributes to several sub-fields including the
sociology of culture, sociology of social movements, and organizational sociology.
What I anticipate being most significant for the sociology of culture (and what I am
most proud of) is the utility of the Transgender Literature Matrix presented in Chapter
2, which is ultimately a way to organize and categorize the diverse texts which might
be considered transgender literature. The Transgender Literature Matrix also allows us
to visualize changes over time in how transgender literature has been defined. While I
focus specifically on the matrix’s utility for understanding transgender literature, I
believe this tool could also be useful for understanding transgender cultural production
more broadly, as well as understanding the diversity of cultural production for any
marginalized group. As such, I hope a diverse array of cultural sociologists might add
this matrix to their intellectual “toolkit” as another way of classifying and
understanding the range of minority cultural production.
I see my main contribution to the sociology of cultural movements in the
positioning of transgender literature as a scientific-intellectual movement (SIM), and
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thus situated in an intellectual opportunity structure. By positioning transgender
literature as an intellectual movement, rather than simply a literary genre, I hope to
show the ways that trans literature—how we define it, as well as how we produce and
evaluate it—is deeply mired in various social institutions. These institutions and the
knowledges they produce simultaneously open up and close off various understandings
of trans literature, as well as produce or disintegrate opportunities for trans literature to
flourish. Positioning transgender literature as an intellectual movement also links it to
wider transgender and queer political movements, which also shape trans literature’s
intellectual opportunity structure over time.
Finally, what is perhaps most traditional about this dissertation is its focus on
the Lambda Literary Awards and how the structure of Lambda Literary and the awardmaking process influence both transgender literature and the wider cultural citizenship
claims of the awards. This link between organizational processes and structures and
issues of power and politics echo some of the best examples of feminist organizational
sociology.

The Lambda Literary Awards
At this point, it seems prudent to give a little more background about the
Lambda Literary Awards as primary site of this investigation of transgender literature.
Premiering in 1989, the Lambda Literary Awards, or Lammys, are the flagship project
of the Lambda Literary Foundation. The Foundation is the “only major non-profit
focused on our [LGBTQ] community’s literature. What we do comprehensively nobody
else does,” states Tony Valenzuela, the Foundation’s Executive Director since 2010
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(personal communication). The purpose of the Awards specifically is to “identify and
celebrate the best of lesbian and gay books in the year of their publication,” (Lambda
Literary 2016a). For many years, the Lammys were presented at a major book
publishing convention each year, firmly tying the Awards to mainstream publishing
circles, while also promoting work of small, independent presses through many of their
award winners. The Foundation was created in 1997 to take over the full-time
administration of the Awards from the Lambda Book Report (LBR). As an organization,
the Lambda Literary Foundation is focused, according to their 2016 mission statement,
on “preserving LGBTQ literature and culture, affirming LGBTQ lives through the
promotion of LGBTQ stories, and promoting and preserving LGBTQ literature as ‘part
of the literature of the nation’” (Lambda Literary 2016c). Many authors, editors, and
LGBT publications have spoken about the importance of the Awards. According to
Lammy winner Ariel Gore:
The Lambda Awards are so important because queer literature is so
important. Queer storytelling and publishing is powerful on a social
level–queer writers telling the truth about our lives, queer publishers
opening venues for marginalized voices–but the Lambdas remind us that
what’s important socially is also powerful artistically. (Lambda Literary
2016a)
The Lammys are a key site for understanding transgender literature because of its
unique position as the most comprehensive LGBT books awards in the United States,
and more importantly as the most prominent award, now awards, for transgender
literature in the United States, and quite possibly the world.
Though there have been some significant changes to the award-making process
since the Lammy’s conception (many of which will be discussed in later chapters), the
general structure of the awards has remained relatively constant from year to year. Like
8

most book awards, the Lammys follow a yearly cycle that consists of soliciting
nominations, selecting finalists, and announcing winners. Nominations for the various
award categories are collected from approximately August through December of each
year. In order to be eligible for an award, books must be published in print during the
calendar year that precedes the awards (e.g. books published in 2016 are eligible for the
2017 Lammys). Books must in English or English translation and available in the
United States, with content pertaining to the award category (i.e. books submitted to the
transgender categories must have transgender content). As a result, Lammy finalists and
winners overwhelmingly come from U.S. and Canadian publishers. The Lammys accept
books written by any author, regardless of sexual orientation or gender identity.
Once nominations have been submitted, an ad hoc committee narrows down the
list of nominations to a shortlist of no more than five finalists in each category. This ad
hoc committee is not made known to the public, but presumably includes Lambda
Literary staff and others in the publishing industry. While little is known about how
exactly Lammy finalists are selected or what criteria are used, this is relatively common
practice for book awards at this stage of the process. The short lists are usually released
to the public in early spring.
Once the short list of finalists is released, the judges for each category take over
the process. The names of all Lammy judges are eventually released to the public at the
Awards Gala in June, but are kept secret during the judging process in the interest of
objectivity. Category judges are selected from publishing, authors, and well-known
community members/activists and all have some expertise in the subject matter. Over
the course of the spring, each judge reads the books in their category and they select a
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winner. Over time the selection of winners has taken different forms, including
anonymous voting and consensus building processes.
The Lammy Awards cycle culminates in a lavish awards gala styled after the
Academy Awards, complete with a host committee, celebrity MCs and presenters, and
sponsored tables. For many years, the Awards Gala coincided with a major book
publishing conference, but no longer. Recent Lammy galas have been held in Los
Angeles (where the Lambda Literary Foundation is headquartered) and New York City.
Ticket prices for recent galas have started at approximately $75 for the most basic entry
ticket. Since the very first awards, the Lammys have been criticized for being too white,
too gay male, and too expensive for even those who are nominated to attend. While a
full analysis of the awards gala is beyond the scope of this dissertation, it is worth
noting that these criticisms have been consistent since the beginning of the awards in
1989 and continue through the present day.

Books and Reading Still Matter
Given the recent explosion of transgender identities in visual media such as
television and film, why focus on books? Despite the current moral panic about the
decline of reading culture and the death of the print book in the United States, empirical
data suggest that reading, including book reading, is still very much alive and well in
this country. Consistent reading practices can be found across boundaries of gender,
class, race, even education, and reading continues to be almost universally valuable. To
better understand why transgender literature is important, we should first look deeper
into who reads and why.
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The question of who reads is both a very simple and very complicated one to
answer. “The short answer to who reads is just about everyone,” (Griswold, McDonnell
& Wright 2005:128). In the United States, 86% of adults have at least basic literacy
skills (NCES 2003) and nearly everyone who can read does so on a daily basis. We
read signs, menus, emails, cereal boxes, and any number of other texts that make up our
daily lives. That said, people’s leisure reading habits vary widely and can differ greatly
across various demographic groups. Though reader demographics have remained
relatively constant over time, “[r]eading is associated above all with education,”
(Griswold, McDonnell & Wright 2005:129), with more years of formal schooling
correlating to more time spent reading outside of work or school. But education isn’t
the only characteristic that impacts how likely someone is to spend their leisure time
reading: “In addition to education level, reading is associated with affluence (affluent
people read more), race (whites read more than African Americans or Hispanics),
gender (women read more than men), and place of residence (suburbanites read more
than rural or inner city residents),” (Griswold, McDonnell & Wright 2005:129). These
statistics have many implications for a critical, democratic public, but of special note
here is the resonance between demographics of likely readers with those of the
transgender population in the U.S. Though it is difficult to accurately assess
demographics for this population, research suggests that transgender people tend to be
more highly educated than the average person in the U.S., with nearly half (47%)
holding at least a bachelor’s degree (Grant, Mottet, and Tanis 2012). Given the strong
correlation between education level and leisure reading, this would suggest that
transgender people are also more likely to be readers. However, other demographic
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indicators for reading are less clear in this population, as transgender people are more
likely to live in poverty than their cisgender counterparts (Grant, Mottet, and Tanis
2012), which may moderate the reading habits of some highly educated transgender
people. Regardless of how much people actually read, “[p]eople think they ought to
read more.… [and they] particularly intend to read more materials that are educational
or will improve their lives, such as nonfiction books, newspapers, and the Bible,”
(Griswold, McDonnell & Wright 2005:128). One could argue, though data has yet to be
collected on this topic specifically, that transgender literature is being seen by more and
more people as educational and information about transgender lives and identities as
necessary for living in our contemporary society.
Another important question to ask about the current state of reading in the U.S.
is why people choose books over other media options available to them. Studies have
shown that “…people see a big difference between reading and watching television:
60% of people think books are a better way to learn, whereas 30% think television is
better. Interestingly, people also report that reading books is ‘more rewarding’ than
watching television by a similar 2:1 ratio,” (Griswold, McDonnell & Wright 2005:136).
This data only furthers the argument that books continue to be an important part of
culture and education, even as alternate forms of media gain “market share” in people’s
leisure time decisions. Because books remain an important and valued media,
especially for continued education and learning outside of formal schooling, literature
about marginalized identities and communities—including the transgender
community—is a key site for understanding how both the general public and the
transgender community understands and engages with transgender identities.
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Reading, Narrative, and Identity
Language structures our reality and creates the social world that we live in. As
such, “[n]arrative is the primary way through which humans organize their experiences
into temporally meaningful episodes,” (Richardson 1990:118). People construct
narratives to make sense of the world and to humanize the great expanse of time. We
order events narratively to create meaning and draw connections between temporally
distinct events (Richardson 1990). Richardson identifies five sociologically significant
ways in which people access and make meaning of their experiences through narrative:
narratives of everyday life, autobiographical narratives, biographical narratives, cultural
stories, and collective stories. Of these five, autobiographical narratives, cultural
stories, and collective stories are most important for our purposes.
“[P]eople articulate how the past is related to the present” through
autobiographical narratives; “[t]elling one’s story gives meaning to the past from the
point of view of the present and the future,” (Richardson 1990:125-126).
Autobiography allows an individual to make sense of their own life by linking past
experiences together from the perspective of the present, with a mind towards the
anticipated future. The benefit of hindsight allows for past events to be connected in
ways that may have been difficult to see in the moment. For example, a transgender
man (along with many others, including his mother) may connect childhood preferences
for sports over dolls and an interest in women’s and gender studies in college to a
longer narrative of transgender identity from a post-transition perspective, but prior to
acknowledgement of a trans-identity had categorized these events as indicators of a
queer or lesbian sexual identity. Because autobiography is always constructed from the
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perspective of the present, the past is constantly in a state of revision and reorganization
as new experiences must be integrated into the narrative, but may also call for the
narrative itself to change to accommodate new experiences as in the example above.
Narratives at the autobiographical level allow us to “mark off one’s own individual
existence from all others,” our unique autobiographical constructions molding us into a
separate, integrated whole (Richardson 1990: 126). Despite their uniqueness,
autobiographies are always already established in concert with larger cultural and
collective stories.
Narratives work to create and perpetuate not only individual stories, but wider
cultural stories as well. Cultural stories provide us with “a general understanding of the
stock meanings and their relationship to each other” in our respective societies
(Richardson 1990:127-128) —the common sense background upon which interpersonal
communication makes ‘sense.’ Cultural stories are not neutral, however. Because
cultural stories reflect “the point of view of the ruling interests and the normative
order…[they] help maintain the status quo,” (Richardson 1990:128). Cultural stories
are, obviously, much broader than individual autobiographies and therefore are built
from narratives with a much wider reach and scope than one individual’s experience.
Individuals and institutions with widespread social power and influence are thus much
more likely to create and shape cultural stories, thereby reinforcing and perpetuating
traditional socio-political dynamics and power relations. For decades, the dominant
cultural story about transgender people has situated trans people as deviant or
psychologically sick, suffering through life in the “wrong body” for their “true” gender
identity. This story was developed and perpetuated by medical doctors and
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psychiatrists, the gatekeepers to medical transition technologies trans people needed to
live their lives authentically. Though this narrative did not always fit their individual
sense of identity, many trans people reframed their autobiographical narratives to fit
this cultural story in order to access transition-related care, thereby affirming the
legitimacy of the “wrong” body story, at least in the eyes of the medical establishment
and the wider culture.
Despite the hegemony of cultural stories and their allegiance to the status quo,
hope for social change is not lost. Richardson’s final category of how people construct
meaning through narratives—the collective story—provides an opening for social
change and activism through the telling of “alternative” stories. According to
Richardson, “[t]he collective story displays an individual’s story by narrativizing the
experiences of the social category to which the individual belongs, rather than by
telling the particular individual’s story or by simply retelling the cultural story,”
(1990:128). Unlike individual autobiographies, which can only share one person’s
experiences, and cultural stories, which share stories about the community from the
outside looking in, collective stories amalgamate the individual autobiographies of a
group to tell the community’s story from their own perspective. This crucial shift in
authorship from those outside the group (authors often in positions of social privilege
compared to many of those in the community being discussed) to those who constitute
the group itself shifts the locus of control over the narrative, allowing for alternate
views of not only the collective, but of society as a whole. Collective narratives often
come about through intentional, (more or less) organized social movements, but can
also arise for people who are not collectively organized in historically recognizable
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ways (Richardson 1990: 128). Today, transgender communities are socially visible and
politically organized in a variety of ways, but collective stories about transgender
communities have been around since well before a national movement arose and exist
for portions of the transgender community which are less prominent on the national
agenda, such as cross-dressing and drag communities (Valentine 2007).

Transgender Identities
The study of identity has a long history in the humanities and social sciences.
After the postmodern turn in the mid-twentieth century, and with the influence of
various social movements on the academy, more essentialist conceptions of a unified,
static identity have given way to more complex, intersectional analyses. One major
symptom of this intellectual shift has been a transition from discussions of identity, or
even identities, to identification. Stuart Hall, in his introductory essay “Who Needs
Identity?” (1996) describes identification as follows:
In common sense language, identification is constructed on the back of a
recognition of some common origin or shared characteristics with
another person or group, or with an ideal, and with the natural closure of
solidarity and allegiance established on this foundation. In contrast with
the ‘naturalism’ of this definition, the discursive approach sees
identification as a construction, a process never completed—always ‘in
process.’ (Hall 1996:2)
Here, Hall points out the key distinctions between conceptions of identity—as static,
unified, and complete—with identifications as in process, contingent and contradictory,
and open-ended. Identifications, as such, are constantly in need of performance and
maintenance, never fixed, and always taken up or shed in strategic plays of positioning
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given the social context, the social players present, and the goals of the social
interaction.
An additional component that a discussion of identification beings to identity is
how identities are constructed through discourse, rather than outside of it (Foucault
1990 [1978]). Because identity is constructed through discourse, “…we need to
understand them as produced in specific historical and institutional sites within specific
discursive formations and practices, by specific enunciative strategies,” (Hall 1996:4).
Wider cultural understandings of identity and specific identities, such as transgender,
impact the legibility of specific iterations of identification within a social group.
Individual identifications become more or less visible and “readable” based on how
closely they recreate or how severely they disrupt the dominant discourses around
identity. For example, transgender people who fit into the traditional gender binary or
man and woman after transition tend, overall, to be more accepted in society and face
fewer and less severe instances of discrimination than individuals who reside in
between or outside of the gender binary (National Center for Transgender Equality
2012). By fitting themselves more or less into the dominant cultural discourses about
gender, gender conforming trans people can mitigate their (trans)gender marginality to
some extent, while non-binary trans people continue to visibly challenge cultural
narratives of both cissexism and binary gender structures.
Moreover, these cultural discourses about identity and normalcy do not emerge
in a vacuum. These discourses “emerge within the play of specific modalities of power,
and thus are more the product of the marking of difference and exclusion, than they are
the sign of an identical, naturally-constituted unity [of identity],” (Hall 1996:4). As the
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previous example shows, within the current dominant (if not hegemonic) modalities of
power, which assert two and only two options for gender developing linearly out of two
and only two biological sexes, transgender identifications are complex and often
contradictory. While they may reinforce (at least on the surface) binary understandings
of gender, even gender-conforming trans people challenge the dominant discourse
which presumes a clear link between femaleness and woman-ness and maleness and
man-ness. Even when trans people’s outward gender expression may appear to
reinforce binary notions of gender identity, individual trans people’s experiences and
conceptions of their own identity often speaks to a much more complicated and
contradictory understanding of gender identity and expression than may initially be
visible.
Questions about what it means to be transgender, who is included in and excluded
from the category of transgender, and vehement debates regarding whether trans people
reinforce or subvert the gender binary have all been put up to the light and looked at from
a variety of angles (Raymond 1979; Devor 1989; Butler 1990; Stone 1991; Califia 1997;
Devor 1997; Cromwell 1999). David Valentine (2007), in his ethnographic exploration of
transgender as a category, provides a “relatively modest list” of the identity categories
that have, at various times and by various people, been included under the umbrella of
“transgender”:
transexuals, transvestites, cross-dressers, men or women of
transgender or transexual experience, drag queens, drag kings,
female or male impersonators, genderqueers, intersexuals,
hermaphrodites, fem queens, girls, boys, trannies, feminine gay
men, butch lesbians, male-to-female, female-to-male, female
embodied masculine persons, and even, simply, men or women.
(Valentine 2007:33)
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As one might expect, with an umbrella this diverse, the “inclusion of certain kinds of
people—and the absence of others—from lists of this sort is…a significant feature of
definitions of transgender,” (Valentine 2007:33). 1 Debates about who is included in
transgender communities rage on in both academic and activist circles. My purpose here
is not to decide, a la Heidi Klum, who is “in” and who is “out.” For the purposes of this
work, I make no determination about who is appropriately included in the category
“transgender,” but accept all those who self-identify as such as being part of the
community. Additionally, when relevant, I cite specific markings of the boundaries of
transgender identities to explore what these determinations of group belonging and
exclusion say about our understandings of who is transgender and, by extension, who is
the target or subject of transgender literature.
Throughout the text, I use the terms “transgender” and “trans” interchangeably.
Both should be taken to indicate the complex and shifting understandings of who fits
under the transgender umbrella, which is sometimes indicated by an asterisk (trans*).
Occasionally, I use the term “transsexual” to denote a more specific form of transgender
identity, indicating the use of one or more physical transition technologies, such as
hormone therapy, surgical manipulation of the body, or some combination of physical
interventions. This does not necessarily indicate a fidelity to binary gender structures by
either the person indicated or the community of transsexual-identified people more
broadly. When referring to individuals, I have done my best to use language and
pronouns they self-identify with and apologize in advance for any errors I may have
made. I have chosen to retain the language and terms used in the primary and secondary
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For a history of the term “transgender” see Williams (2014).
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literature about transgender people, which at times may mean the use of terms, such as
“transgendered” that have since fallen out of fashion or seem antiquated and may be
considered offensive to some in the current moment.

Transgender Literature and Identity
Transgender literature is an important site for interrogating how discourses of
transgender identity are shaped by historical and institutional influences. Though
certainly not the only social space that contributes to narratives of transgender identity,
conceptions of what it “means” to be transgender is constructed partially through
institutional discourses of transgender literature. Transgender literature not only
influences understandings of individual transgender identities, it also contributes to the
construction and understanding of a transgender community.
Sociologists have long understood communities as constructed, rather than
natural, groupings of people. Benedict Anderson first introduced the idea of “imagined
communities” to the nation-state in 1983 and other scholars quickly moved to apply this
concept to other communities. Griswold (1992) summarizes the concept as a framework
for her discussion of the African village novel. She explains, “[s]eemingly natural
communities—affinities of blood and emotion, like ‘the nation’ for Anderson or ‘the
ethnic group’ for Patterson—are now understood to be artificial constructions
responding to specific historical circumstances. Nevertheless, the concept of
community, unlike particular manifestations of the concept, persists in academic and
popular discourses,” (Griswold 1992:709). The transgender community is no exception.
In his groundbreaking work, Imagining Transgender: An Ethnography of a Category
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(2007), David Valentine explores how the category “transgender” is enacted and
struggled over by social service providers, lawmakers, and transpeople themselves.
Valentine maps the concept of transgender across various spaces in New York City in
the early 2000s. Like Griswold’s work on the African village novel, Valentine works to
understand the mechanisms through which the transgender community gets imagined as
a community.
Like Griswold’s analysis of the imagined African village community, I argue
that transgender community “was and is imagined through a fictional genre… shaped
by outsiders,” (Griswold 1992:710). Unlike the African novel, transgender community,
at least in the United States, is not necessarily subject to discourses of (neo)colonialism,
but is still very much shaped by outsiders—cisgender authors, publishers, and award
administrators. However, like the Nigerian authors Griswold studies, transgender
authors writing about transgender experiences also face institutional pressure to write in
accordance with the dominant narratives and genre conventions in order to be socially
legible and commercially successful.
While restricting the possible identity narratives available in a genre is
concerning enough, the implications of this discursive stranglehold reverberate well
beyond transgender authors attempting to write authentically about their experiences.
“[T]his fiction,” Griswold states, “which is a response to global processes, transforms
history into myth in ways that are socially and politically problematic,” (Griswold
1992:710). A corollary to Hall’s caution that identifications are not developed in a
social vacuum, discourses developed in one social institution or area are not insulated
from others; discourses that develop in literature bleed over into institutions of
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education, government, and economics, while discourses of identity in these areas
simultaneously influence the development of literature. We see this process in the
hegemony of the “wrong body” narrative. As these narratives are replicated and
reinforced across various social institutions, they take on the quality of myth,
transforming contingent stories of transgender identity rooted in a historical context
into essentialized, transcendental understandings of what trans people are, always have
been, and always will be.

The Role of Transgender Literature
Media, including literature, contribute to and disseminate cultural stories to a
public audience. As Richardson reminds us, “[a]t the individual level, people make
sense of their lives through the stories that are available to them, and the attempt to fit
their lives into the available stories. People live by stories. If the available narrative is
limiting, destructive, or at odds with the actual live, people’s lives end up being limited
and textually disenfranchised,” (Richardson 1990:129). Cultural stories become a tool
with which individuals and groups craft their own autobiographical and collective
stories. Transgender literature contributes to cultural stories about who “counts” as
transgender and what having a transgender identity means for an individual. When
these stories are limited to narratives of strife, deception, and psychological illness,
transgender people are limited in their ability to imagine their lives as fulfilling,
authentic, and well-adjusted, as I was when I first started learning about transgender
identities. Such negative stories may also warn away individuals who may feel

22

disconnected from their socially-assigned gender identity, but do not see themselves as
unhappy or sick from identifying as transgender themselves.
Simultaneously, transgender literature can contribute to collective stories of
transgender communities, which can challenge, augment, and/or amend dominant
cultural stories about transgender identities. “Collective stories which deviate from
standard cultural plots provide new narratives…new narratives offer the patterns for
new lives,” (Richardson 1990:129). Collective stories that challenge or stray from
dominant cultural stories provide live possibilities for individuals to “replot” their own
autobiographical narratives, including themselves as legitimate members of transgender
communities. Such a reploting mirrors my own experiences coming to identify as
transgender. My first experiences with transgender narratives were situated squarely in
a “wrong body” narrative. Though I shared a discomfort with certain parts of my body,
I did not feel that my body was wrong, nor that I would need a biologically male body
to feel comfortable in my own skin. This cultural story of trans-ness felt like an extreme
version of my own anatomical discomfort; an extremity that fell decidedly outside my
autobiographical understanding of self. Later on, after being exposed to collective
stories of transgender identities that focused more on feelings of social illegibility—the
femaleness of one’s body making it difficult for others to see or recognize a felt sense
of masculinity not equivalent to butch lesbianism—that a transgender narrative made
sense with my autobiographical narrative and I was able to replot my autobiography to
include trans-identification.
In addition to providing a template for questioning transgender people to
understand and name their identities, collective stories also work at the macro level, as
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the glue binding people together into imagined communities. “[W]hether in touch with
each other or not, the collective story overcomes some of the isolation and alienation of
contemporary life,” (Richardson 1990:129), particularly for those with marginalized
identities. Once a community is established through a shared collective story, collective
social action becomes a possibility and with this possibility, the potential for wider
social change. While seemingly insignificant, changes in narrative often precipitate
broader changes in politics and underlying social logics (Richardson 1990). Like the
African village novel, transgender literature contributes to a “structure of feeling, a
sentimental education” (Griswold 1992) about what it means to be transgender.
Transgender literature not only shapes and legitimates transgender identities and
communities through the narratives it presents, but also through the structure in which
the narratives are presented. Michéle Lamont (1987) argues that intellectual
legitimation is an effect of two separate, but simultaneous processes. The first is “the
process by which the producer defines himself and his theory as important, legitimizing
and instutionalizing this claim” through standard practices of the field, and secondly, by
“the process through which, first, peers and, second, the intellectual public define and
assess a theory and its producer as important,” further entrenching the idea, theory, or
narrative as legitimate and widely acceptable (Lamont 1987:586). Transgender
literature engages in the first process as authors claim space in the literary field. This
occurs in many ways, not least of which through their relationships with publishing
houses. Authors of transgender literature (whether they identify as trans- or cisgender)
also self-legitimize by penning commentaries and reviews on the state of the
transgender literature itself, but also in the broader context of minority literatures, to be
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published in literary magazines, journals, or newspapers such as the New York Times
Book Review. The second, peer-and-public-review process is perhaps seen most clearly
through literary prizing, such as the Lambda Literary Awards. Peer and public
legitimation is also seen in commercial sales figures and critical attention (even better if
reviews are favorable), such as inclusion on various “best of” and year-end review lists.
As transgender literature is more prominently represented and recognized by these
traditional institutions and metrics of literary quality and importance, transgender
narratives and identities themselves become more legitimate and recognizable in
cisgender culture as identities and people who cannot—and will not—be ignored. But
why does all this matter? The transgender population in the United States comprises a
mere 0.6% of the adult population, or 1.4 million people (Williams Institute 2017).
Why be so concerned about narratives about communities that include so few people?
The answer is that transgender narratives affect so many more than those who
openly and actively identify as part of the transgender community. As I have argued
here, the production of cultural narratives shapes (and mirrors) the production of
identities for those in-group, as it certainly did for me. These narratives also play a role
in the perception of identities for those outside the group. Because the transgender
population is so small, many people may never (knowingly) meet a transgender person
and thus be able to hear their story first hand. Because of the wider cultural reach of
these stories through institutions, transgender literature and the stories these texts tell
act as a sort of “brand management” for social groups, particularly small, marginalized
groups like transgender communities. Transgender literature provides a face and a
biography for people who do not have living examples of transgender people in their
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everyday lives. When majority group members have concrete exposure to minority
experiences, they often become more sympathetic to and supportive of political
movements for citizenship, equality, and social justice. In a democratic society numbers
matter, and minority groups need the support, or at least the complicity, of the majority
to gain access to resources, rights, and other social goods, including cultural legitimacy.
Literature provides a particularly useful venue for distributing transgender
narratives because of the historical and institutional precedent set by other social justice
struggles, including Black and Chicano literature, gay and lesbian literature, Jewish
literature, young adult literature, and literatures of immigration, as well as literatures by
and for people with disabilities to name only a few. In this vein, Ariel Levy argues that
minority literature, “[p]roduced at the margins of the culture…can challenge readers’
comfortable notions of narrative and story, and in doing so, the assumptions by which
we often live. It can radically reorient our perspective, offering insights to the reader,”
regardless of their identity (Levy 1996:2). While transgender literature may provide a
space for transgender identified or questioning individuals to gather and create a
collective story, transgender literature can be read by anyone. One could argue that it is
even more important for cisgender readers to engage with transgender literature, with
the hope that they may develop an informed, critical, political consciousness
challenging binary frameworks of gender and sexuality, thereby allying themselves
with gender justice social movements, and hopefully, opening up a space to
investigate—and possibly replot—their own gender narratives.
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Chapter Overview
More than twenty years ago, Wendy Griswold identified one of the most
pressing new topics in the sociology of literature as the link between literature and
identity. Of particular need, she argued, was to look at “how macrostructures of
language politics and regime transformation interact with microprocesses of reading
and meaning construction, with institutions of education and literary production
mediating,” (1993:464). Now, well into the second decade of the twenty-first century,
we still struggle to understand these interactions of literature and identity, micro and
macro, and the role of institutions. Concomitant with the rise of identity politics and an
explosion of theoretical frameworks of identity over the last half-century or so has been
a proliferation of cultural and literary prizes specifically focused on authors or texts
contributing to minority literatures of various sorts. Prizes of greater or lesser prestige
and notoriety can now be found for nearly every combination of marginal identity
(including race, sexual orientation, disability, and religious affiliation to name perhaps
only the most visible of these marginalized identities) and genre of text, moving beyond
simple divisions of fiction and non-fiction to cover most genre fiction (romance,
science fiction/fantasy, horror, etc.), as well as less traditional literary forms like
graphic novels and fan fiction. For this research, I attempt to answer Griswold’s call to
link the macrostructure of culture and the micro level of transgender literary texts
through the mediating institution of the Lambda Literary Awards, a major player in the
fields of LGBT literature and literary prizes.
What follows is a series of separate, yet linked chapters exploring the contours
of transgender literature, largely through the context of the Lambda Literary Awards
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over the past twenty years. Chapter 2 explores the changing definitions of transgender
literature in popular discourse over the last two decades. In conversations on the
question “what is transgender literature?” there are three main factors: content,
authorship, and (intended) audience. While some discussants may highlight only one or
two of these factors, each are present, if only implicitly, in the debates and distinctions
between transgender literature and not-transgender literature. Amid these conversations
of what counts as trans literature, there is a secondary conversation—sometimes
overlaid, sometimes distinct—about what makes good, quality, or authentic transgender
literature and what might be considered transgender literature, but is of poor quality or
less authentically so. Drawing on a data set of 51 articles, interviews, book reviews, and
blog posts published from 1997-2017, I present a framework for defining and
categorizing transgender literature. This framework lays out the different possibilities
of what transgender literature might be using the three variables of content, authorship,
audience, as well as the likelihood of each iteration being included in the definition of
transgender literature as understood in the popular conversation. My findings in this
chapter suggest a changing definition of transgender literature from “telling
transgender/transition stories” to a focus on “transgender people telling stories.”
Chapter 3 moves from conversations defining trans literature to an exploration
of how transgender literature texts have changed over time. Using the finalists and
winners in the Lambda Literary Award transgender categories, I constructed a sample
of transgender literature covering the past two decades, from 1997-2016. Using digital
textual analysis methods, I identify various “demographic” trends in transgender
literature since 1997, which mirror the trend identified in chapter 3, a shift from “telling
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transgender stories” focused largely on identity and transition processes to “transgender
people telling stories” which rely much less on transition and identity as central themes.
Chapter 4 attempts to contextualize these shifts identified in chapters 2 and 3 by
situating trans literature in a broader socio-historical context. I frame transgender
literature as an intellectual movement situated in an intellectual opportunity structure
that includes the publishing industry, LGBT social activism and organizations, and the
Lambda Literary Awards themselves. Lambda Literary functions here as a primary
gatekeeper for understanding transgender literature in a broader intellectual community
around LGBT cultural production, which transitions us to thinking more critically about
the Lambda Literary Awards in chapter 5.
Chapter 5 introduces us more fully to the Lambda Literary Awards, the largest
LGBT book awards in North America, and positions them as a claim for LGBT cultural
citizenship in the United States. Using archival documents from the Lambda Literary
Foundation, as well as published statements and articles about the Lambda Literary
Awards, I explore three conflicts and controversies within the LGBT community
through the localized claims for cultural citizenship made on the Lammys. The chapter
begins with an overview of cultural citizenship as presented by Pakulski (1997) before
moving on to a broader discussion of literary awards as effective vehicles for cultural
citizenship claims. My analysis centers on the intracommunity struggles for cultural
recognition by presenting three conflicts that have developed around the Lammys in the
past thirty years: 1) symbolic presence and visibility; 2) dignifying representations and;
3) the propagation of identity and maintenance of LGBT lifestyles. Ultimately, the
outcomes of these intracommunity struggles over cultural representation affect the
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Lambda Literary Awards’ national claim for LGBT cultural citizenship with lasting
effects on LGBT individuals and their communities.
Finally, I provide a brief conclusion, which recaps the main findings of each
chapter, sketches my tentative hopes for the future of transgender literature, and
outlines my recommendations for future research in this area.
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CHAPTER 2
DEFINING TRANSGENDER LITERATURE:
DISCUSSIONS IN POPULAR MEDIA FROM 1997-2017
“Literature, trans or not, is an ongoing conversation.” –Zoe Tuck (2014)

In conversations on the question “what is transgender literature?” there are three
main factors: content, authorship, and (intended) audience. While some discussants
may highlight one or two of these factors, each are present, if only implicitly, in the
debates and distinctions between transgender literature and not-transgender literature.
Amid these conversations of what counts as trans literature, there is a secondary
conversation—sometimes overlaid, sometimes distinct—about what makes good,
quality, or authentic transgender literature and what may be considered transgender
literature, but is of poor quality or less authentically so. In this chapter I present a
framework that lays out these different possibilities of what transgender literature might
be based on the three variables content, authorship, audience and the likelihood of each
iteration being included in the definition of transgender literature as understood in the
popular and academic conversation. After laying out the general framework, I look
closely at specific pieces of my trans literature framework in order to better understand
the different conceptions of transgender literature.
I’m concerned that by defining trans lit as by and only for trans people (as
seems to be the current trend) we cut off an important vehicle for building solidarity
across identities, especially with cis people, but also with transgender people who
identify strongly with other aspects of their identity or face multiple vectors of
oppression. By limiting the definition of trans lit we close off opportunities for
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engagement with multiple and differing perspectives, which is a fundamental task of
good literature.

Genre as Social and Historical Process
Asking “what is transgender literature?” is akin to asking how we might define
any genre of literature. But how do genres come about? How is it that we know a book
fits into a particular category, such as romance, horror, or science fiction? Often, the
way we determine a book’s genre is to compare it to a set of rules or guidelines that
define the boundaries of the genre. For example, romance has two basic criteria for
inclusion in the genre: a central love story and an emotionally satisfying and optimistic
ending (RWA 2017). Beyond these two requirements, a romance novel can take place
in any time, with varying amounts of sexual explicitness, and focus on any type of
sexuality resulting in great diversity within the genre. But what if something feels like a
romance novel, but doesn’t have an optimistic ending? Might it still be considered
romance, or must it be put under a different genre, pseudo-romance or failed romance?
And what if the guidelines for a genre are not so straightforward and settled, either
because the genre is emerging or is so diverse it is difficult to determine what, if
anything, links these books together?
Though we may be able to walk through the bookstore and see many genres that
appear fixed and stable, the boundaries between literatures are ever evolving. Genre,
like the novel itself, “must be understood as what Marx calls a ‘simple abstraction,’ a
deceptively monolithic category that encloses a complex historical process” (McKeon
qtd. in Reider 2010:202). Determining the boundaries of a genre is both a social and a

32

historical process, one that is influenced by many people positioned differently in
relation to books and publishing. According to Bould and Vint:
genres are never, as frequently perceived, objects which already exist in
the world and which are subsequently studied by genre critics, but fluid
and tenuous constructions made by the interaction of various claims and
practices by writers, producers, distributors, marketers, readers, fans,
critics, and other discursive agents. (qtd. in Reider 2010:191)
Genres are the result of social and historical conversations and debates over how
to group literature and how to describe the resulting groups of texts to distinguish them
from other groups. Because discussions around transgender literature have increased
through both mainstream visibility and participation in recent decades (alongside the
growing awareness of transgender identities), trans lit provides a useful space for
exploring the process of genre construction. Bould and Vint identify a long list of social
actors involved in drawing the boundaries of a genre, though we might add one more
“discursive agent” to their list for transgender literature: the transgender community.
Though members of the trans community most certainly also identify as writers,
producers, readers, etc. it is important to add the transgender community to the list of
participants, whether or not they are also literary producers or consumers themselves.

Who is the “We” Constructing Trans Literature as a Genre?
John Reider, in his discussion of genre and science fiction identifies two
different versions of community which act as a “collective subject” or “we” to debate
how specific genres should be categorized and defined. The first understanding of “we”
is as an “anonymous, disparate, and disunified set of people” (writers, producers,
marketers, fans, etc.) engaged in a public conversation, more akin to a group of
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individuals than a collective (Reider 2010:201). In contrast, the second understanding
of “we” limits participation to “a rather tightly knit community, a folk group who gets
to say what [the genre] is by virtue of its shared participation in the project of
publishing, reading, conversing, and otherwise interacting with one another about it”
(Reider 2010:202). The first “we” is by definition much broader and identity-neutral
allowing everyone a say in what defines the genre, in Reider’s work science fiction, in
this case transgender literature. The second understanding of “we” requires some prior
investment in a shared intellectual space before one’s opinions about the genre are
granted weight or legitimacy. For transgender literature, this may include simply being
part of the transgender community, but even that may not be sufficient investment for
some who would grant legitimacy only to those, trans or cis, who are actively involved
in the production of or conversations about transgender literature.
Depending on which “we” is speaking, the boundaries of transgender literature
as a genre may be different. In my sample of articles about transgender literature,
cisgender authors tend towards the first, more expansive understanding of the “we” that
defines transgender literature, while transgender authors tend towards the more
exclusive second understanding of “we.” Even though all of these authors could be
easily included in the more exclusive “we”—each has taken the time to write and
publish (even if only on a personal blog) about trans literature—there remains a general
divide between cis- and trans-writers regarding who has the authority to define
transgender literature, resulting in different definitions and ideas about what
transgender literature is or should be.
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Genre construction is not only a social process, the result of claims, practices, and
discussions among various groups of people, but it is also a historical process, which
Reider distills into five propositions:
1. Genre is historical and mutable;
2. Genre has no essence, no single unifying characteristics, and no point of
origin;
3. Genre is not a set of texts, but rather a way of using texts and of drawing
relationships between them;
4. A specific genre’s identity is a differentially articulated position in an
historical and mutable field of genres; and
5. The attribution of a genre identity to a text constitutes an active
intervention in its distribution and reception. (Reider 2010:193-201)
Reider’s five propositions highlight how genres are actively constructed over time,
rather than intrinsic to particular texts. To label a book as “transgender literature” (as
opposed to LGBT literature, science fiction, or some other genre category) is an
intentional, even strategic, positioning of that book in a larger socio-historical context.
By labeling a book as transgender literature, you connect that book to a specific group
of texts and disconnect it from others, highlight particular aspects of that book over
other characteristics it may have, and position it differently in the economic and
cultural market for readers, publishers, distributors, and critics. This final point is
perhaps most important for my argument. Genres work as social cues to readers
regarding what to expect from a book, what other books this one is in conversation
with, and how seriously (or not) we should regard the book (Reider 2010:201). These
determinations are linked to broader cultural valuations of different genres, which in
turn can translate into varying levels of economic valuation through contract advances
for authors, marketing and promotion budgets, and sales receipts. As such, defining the
boundaries of genre is more than just an ideological or intellectual exercise of lumping
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and splitting, but carries with it material consequences for how a book is taken up
culturally and economically.

Defining Transgender Literature
Perhaps the most striking feature of conversations about transgender literature is
the consensus that trans lit is, in many ways, undefinable. Yet despite such claims, the
conversation on how to define transgender literature has continued and proliferated
over the last twenty years, with a marked uptick in discussions since 2010. Despite the
common, almost dogmatic claim that trans lit is beyond definition, there are distinct
narratives to this definitional refusal. The first, and most consistent over the past
decade, points to the diversity, and later fragmentation, of the trans community as key
to the definitional “problem.” In a seminal article, “Is there, or Should There Be Such a
Thing as Transgender Literature?” (2010b) Cheryl Morgan, a white transgender woman
and science fiction/fantasy author argues that calls for an identity-based literature mean
“that members of the group want to read about people like themselves…But the trans
community is very diverse, and different parts of it have very different needs.” She then
goes on to posit that different sections of the trans community would only be interested
in literature about their particular gender identity: cross-dressers would only want
stories about cross-dressing, non-binary people would only want to read about nonbinary characters, and post-transition transsexuals wouldn’t want to read trans lit at all
because they now identified as simply men and women (Morgan 2010b). Morgan’s
stereotypical presumptions about not only the divisions within the trans community, but
also their self-obsessed reading preferences were quickly challenged by readers and
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authors alike. At the same time her primary contention—that the diversity of the trans
community makes it hard to generalize or succinctly define trans literature has
persisted.
In a 2015 article in the American Library Association’s GLBT Reviews, Judi
Tichacek asks, “How can trans literature even have a chance if…diversity is paramount
to the trans experience?” (Tichacek 2015). Even as commentators, trans and cis alike,
put forth tentative definitions of transgender literature, it is often done with a diversity
disclaimer. As Jos Charles, editor of THEM magazine stated in a 2014 interview, when
asked how they define ‘trans* writing’:
I use ‘trans* writing’ in quotes. It’s never more than shorthand for a
breadth of differing and contradicting experiences. There is more than
one trans* writing. If I had to sketch the limits to the phrase, which is
something I am hesitant to do, I would say writing strikes me as ‘trans*
writing’ when it’s something outside of the ‘fold’ of normative genders
(i.e. the Western binary) in the publishing world. Some identities might
be folded into acceptability in certain ways others aren’t. I can’t sketch
all those histories. (Johnson 2014)
Charles does concede at least a working definition of trans literature and writing that
they use when considering submissions for THEM, but only after acknowledging that
the diversity of trans experience makes trans writing very difficult to categorize. When
Charles does define “trans* writing” they do so in a way that mirrors a second narrative
of definitional difficulty: the postmodernity problem. Charles’s definition of trans*
writing draws on the theoretical contributions of postmodernism by making explicit the
histories of power and normativity in Western conceptions of gender and how those
histories of power and marginalization are embedded in publishing. This is one prong
of the postmodern reasoning behind the difficulty of defining trans literature.
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The other prong stems from a postmodern tradition of deconstruction, which
questions the possibility of fully defining any literature because any literature is
contextually bound. Everett Maroon provides an example of this in his opening remarks
to a conference panel on transgender literature, arguing:
Trans literature is a lie just like all literature is a lie, in that they are both
inventions presented as real, and trans literature is a retelling of the lies
we learned at a tender age and then identified as falsehoods, and then
pushed against in our search for our lowercase T truth. Trans literature is
a truth, just like all literature is a truth, and an exploration of the
devastation of relativity to truth as it is encountered by human beings in
discrete particular moments and situational contexts. (Maroon 2017)
Paradoxically, the insistence that trans literature is deeply tied to particular sociohistorical contexts or “truths” results in a definition so broad it becomes practically
useless; when trans lit is defined as literature “from the perspective of the possibility to
become” or as “writing which allows you to feel possible” (Tuck 2014). It is worth
noting that these postmodern-tinged definitions are almost exclusively put forth by
trans-identified writers and readers and their prevalence suggests we should take them
seriously, if only because they are clearly meaningful to at least a subset of transpeople.
My concern with these definitions is not that they are meaningless, but that they
are incredibly difficult to operationalize and use as a heuristic for determining what
might, or might not, be considered transgender literature, rendering them about as
useful as not being able to define the genre at all. Like this definition from Meredith
Talusan, a trans writer, who believes
Trans literature is any literature viewed through the lens of the set of
associations we’ve come to have with the word transgender.…It need not
be written by or for trans people, and I think many existing works of
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literature can be thought of as trans literature even if the authors are not
trans themselves or don’t consider the work to be trans. (Bellot 2016)
Talusan’s definition begs the question, “according to whom?” while simultaneously
opening the door for just about anything to be considered transgender literature.
I find the postmodern and diversity arguments unconvincing. Trans people and
trans stories are not the only diverse communities and stories in the world. There is
diversity within any generic category (not all literary fiction is the same; even romance
novels have diversity and distinctions within the genre), but genres do have standard
characteristics that they follow. Romances have happy endings; Westerns have
gunfights. And while these are in fact guidelines rather than hard and fast rules, there is
a set of conventions and narratives structures or devices that link diverse books together
and identify them as part of a type. As I will show below, transgender literature does
have standard conventions that link diverse texts together in an identifiable way, and
though these conventions may be less than satisfactory for some critics, they exist.
The third stated reason for not being able to define transgender literature focus
on the relative youth of transgender literature as an identifiable genre or literary
category. The assertion that trans literature is “in its infancy” (Jax 2012) does not close
off the possibility of ever being able to define transgender literature, as the first two
narratives tend to, but acknowledges the difficulty of defining for the time being a field
that is still growing and developing rapidly. Descriptions of transgender literature
infancy were most prominent in the early 2010s and nearly disappear after 2012, but the
understanding that transgender literature is rapidly changing, expanding, and
developing remains a consistent theme throughout the sample. Ultimately, though many
question our ability to adequately define transgender literature as a whole, there is near
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universal agreement that something like a transgender literature must exist, since we are
still talking arguing about it after two decades.

Data and Methods
For the rest of this chapter, I turn to the specific conversations around defining
transgender literature as taken up in the popular discourse over the past twenty years.
My discussion is based on data from 51 articles, interviews, book reviews, and blog
posts published from 1997-2017.2 I collected these pieces from a variety of sources.
The earliest (from 1997-2006) all come from issues of the Lambda Book Report in the
Lambda Literary Foundation archives.3 The others I found through internet searches for
“transgender literature” or “what is transgender literature?” Others still I came to
through links in other articles, comments on articles, or friends sending me links to
articles I had not seen before. I deemed articles fit for the data set if it touched on
transgender literature specifically or transgender narratives more broadly. Articles that
met this initial criterion were only included if they also made statements about the
qualities of transgender literature or narratives more broadly, rather than simply
reviewing a single book without reference to larger questions about the state of trans
literature. This resulted in a convenience sample spanning two decades, with articles by
trans and cisgender authors alike. The sample includes articles by men and women
(both cis and trans), non-binary authors, and people of color. There is also a range of
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A complete list of articles in the sample can be found in Appendix A.
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More detail on the Lambda Literary Foundation collection at the ONE
Archives can be found in the “Data and Methods” section of Chapter 5.
40

publication forms and types, from small online literary magazines to the New Yorker
and New York Times, from the Lambda Literary Review (formerly the Lambda Book
Report) to personal blogs and their attendant reader comments. This is in no way a
random sampling of articles published about transgender literature over the past twenty
years. However, I believe we can still draw meaningful conclusions about how
transgender literature is being defined and debated through these articles. Once I had
collected my sample of articles, I read through each in chronological order of
publication. This allowed me to see the evolution of the conversation, including writers
who were directly responding to other articles in the sample. By noting the references
to other articles in the sample, three articles emerged as common touchstones for other
authors, “classics” of the trans literature debate.
Overall, what struck me most after reading through the sample chronologically,
is how consistent the core debates around transgender literature have been over the last
twenty years. The content of these articles has remained fairly consistent, with trans
authors bringing up largely the same points about the poor quality of writing by
cisgender authors writing about trans lives and structural discrimination in publishing,
while cisgender writers (often not authors of trans literature themselves) remain
fascinated by trans stories. What has changed is the social world and our ability to hear
(or perhaps a willingness to listen to) the voices and views of transgender people, not
only in the context of transgender literature. This is partially due to an increase in
platforms available for trans people to write and publish, 4 but also a greater willingness
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See Chapter 4 for a broader discussion of how publishing has changed over the
past two decades and how those changes have impacted transgender literature.
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on the part of cisgender writers to highlight trans voices in their own discussions of
transgender literature, to acknowledge their privileged position and advocate for
transgender literature by transgender people. None of these developments are simple in
how they came about or in their implications. Finally, there is a consistent oscillation
between the ideal or preferred definitions of transgender literature in the minds of
authors, readers, and critics and the working definition of transgender literature in
publishing and literary circles, which are sometimes at odds with one another. What I
hope to provide here is an overview of the attempts to define transgender literature over
the past twenty years and illuminate some of the main debates and concerns put forth in
these conversations. I start with a discussion of form and the three main variables used
to define transgender literature—content, authorship, audience—before moving on to
my taxonomy of transgender literature which emerged as I was trying to make sense of
the multiple strands of discussion and concern around defining and evaluating
transgender literature.

Form
Transgender cultural production utilizes many forms from performance art to
literature to manifesto. Trish Salah, a transwoman poet and academic who studies trans
cultural production has tracked the emergence of transgender people’s cultural
expression. In the 1990s, trans cultural production tended towards heavily politicized
art, generally visual art in the form of film, video, and performance art, which helped
build community and share trans stories among trans people (Rollman 2015).
The two forms which were really privileged until the end of the late ‘90s
were memoir and various types of performance art. Certainly trans
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people wrote poetry and wrote fiction [and] in the early ‘00s there were
anthologies, but they mixed up first person narrative with creative work
and polemic. There wasn’t an idea that you’d have a literary collection of
poetry by trans people. (Salah, qtd. in Rollman 2015)
At the same time, the early 2000s saw a marked increase in the number of
novels and stories written by cisgender people coming from major publishing houses.
Not until the last decade (since the late 2000s) have we seen the breadth of literary
production by transgender people themselves through both independent and selfpublishing, and from major publishing houses.
As one might expect, not all literary forms and genres have been equally
amenable to including transgender characters and/or authors. Trans readers and writers
often saw genre fiction, including erotica (Morgan 2010b in comments) and science
fiction/fantasy (Morgan 2010a), as more amenable than mainstream literary fiction,
while comics—a notorious boys club—has remained resistant to trans writers and
artists, despite the tentative inclusion of trans characters (Castle 2016). Young adult
fiction has in many ways been ahead of the curve, including trans stories early on
(Morgan 2010b) and is proving to be a fertile space for trans authors as well (Carter
2017). Anthology has been a mixed bag, with a tradition of including minority authors,
but also reducing them to tokens (Moore 1999).
The Internet has proven a bountiful space for transgender cultural production,
including transgender writing. Specifically, the Internet has been a democratizing force
in cultural production and a particular boon to minority communities that can now
connect with one another despite vast geographic and social distances. In addition to
the vast democratizing of cultural production, the Internet also functions as a medium
for further entrenching and isolating communities, allowing us to find like-minded
43

people and content, and never needing to engage with other ideas or ways of being in
the world. This dual tendency has allowed transgender cultural production to both push
the boundaries of convention as well as reproduce and incubate outmoded ways of
understanding and representing transgender identities, a topic I will return to later in
this chapter.
One difficulty trans people have in getting their work published is that their
work is often read as “experimental” due to the content and their identities outside the
gender binary (Morgan 2010b; Johnson 2014). While the perception of all trans
literature as experimental in form is overgeneralized, many trans people see transgender
literature as something that necessarily breaks from traditional forms to adequately
express the realities of transgender lives and experiences. From Leslie Fienberg’s
decision to use fiction “because it was a flexible vehicle” for telling the stories of
genderqueer and transgender people in the early nineties to contemporary reviews and
discussions of transgender literature (Bellot 2016; Maroon 2017), part of the politics of
transgender literature includes questioning, if not outright disregarding, conventional
literary forms as an expression of the way trans identities question and sometimes
disregard conventional boundaries of gendered identity.
Language also presents itself as both a difficulty and a marker for transgender
literature. Elliott DeLine, a transmasculine writer and co-founder of Trans Genre Press,
argued in 2012 that language was the biggest challenge for transgender lit, because
“Not every reader knows what terms mean. You could have a reader well into a story
thinking a trans man is a MTF because the larger society doesn’t know the proper way to
speak about us.” (Jax 2012). While mainstream knowledge about transgender
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terminology is certainly advancing at a rapid pace, there is still a long way to go until
many identity specific terms and gender neutral pronouns aren’t stumbling blocks for
many readers. But perhaps even more striking is the possibility, as Leslie Feinberg
argued in 1997, that transgender literature “explodes the confounds of pronouns in
English, transforms narratives, and contributes to the fight for more complex and
layered choices of sex and gender for each human being” largely through reshaping and
reworking the language that we use (Walsh 1997). Transgender writers, especially nonbinary writers like Jos Charles, are made invisible in proper English grammar (Charles
2014). Of course, the cost of reworking or disregarding literary forms or language itself
often comes at a high cost, despite the rewards of writing something that feels true to
oneself. When writers of any stripe, but especially minority writers, move outside the
bounds of form and language they risk unintelligibility, certainly to the people and
processes that make up mainstream publishing, but also to other members of the trans
community. If we rework form and language so that it expresses our unique experiences
so perfectly, we risk inventing a language that only we speak.

Content
For many people the first, and arguably most important, factor in defining
transgender literature is content. Does the work touch on transgender themes or feature
transgender characters? Topside Press, one of the first transgender operated publishers
in the United States, defines transgender literature as distinctly focused on transgender
content, specifically work with a transgender protagonist, as trans people have often
been relegated to secondary roles or positioned as villains (Jax 2012). Beginning with
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the earliest discussions of transgender literature in my sample up though the present,
there is a consistent criticism of the type and quality of transgender content, though
evidence suggests that this is beginning to improve.
Riki Ann Wilchins, a prominent transgender activist and author in the 1990s,
described the history of transgender people in literature as follows:
The earliest [books] were usually about 16 people in rehab
somewhere…We were ‘patients.’ Then there was the advent of feminist
theorists, who—while carefully erasing our own authentic voices, and
without soiling the pages with the messy complexities of our lives—
appropriated us as illustrations for their latest theory or insight…We had
become ‘examples.’ Now upon us is the ‘transgender studies’ anthology,
a ticket to an academic grant and a book…We have become the
‘natives.’ (Wilchins 1997a)
Though Wilchins penned this history twenty years ago, the same concerns
remain, with more contemporary critics lamenting the continued representation of trans
people as sick, insane, or dangerous (Smith 2017; Maroon 2014; Burt 2014); as useful
examples for exploring the vagaries of gender and gender theory (Morgan 2010a; Plett
2015); or as pathetic, broken, victims of our own identities (Wilchins 1997b; Bellot
2016).
In the early 2000s (and continuing into the present), there was an abundance of
online writing sometimes known as “stroke fic” (Morgan 2010b in comments). These
stories, often labeled as trans fiction, most often depicted “men who are somehow
forced or coerced into becoming women” usually through some sort of magical or
technological intervention. These men, now women, initially resist the transformation,
but usually “come to enjoy the experience by the end of the story,” (Kling 2008a).
Frequently, these transformations also serve some sort of erotic purpose, either for the
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reader or the character. 5 Most trans-identified critics who commented on these types of
stories specifically drew a distinction between stroke fic with characters “thrust into a
trans-themed universe for the purposes of the plot,” and fiction depicting “actually
trans” people who feel some level of gender dysphoria (Kling 2009a). Involuntary
gender transition, thankfully, has not been a prominent theme in professionally
published literature in the last two decades. Much more common are transition stories,
often modeled on the “wrong body” narrative. Or, as Wilchins puts it, “‘how I was
really a [fill in gender here] and had an awful time of it and finally got my surgery’
story” (Wilchins 1997b).
By now the idea that trans people are “trapped in the wrong body” and “reborn
through surgery” has become cliché and thoroughly derided as everything from
oversimplified to outright inaccurate for many transpeople. The problem with such a
narrative is not that no trans person identified with being in the “wrong body” (many
have and still do), nor that surgery is not an important part of many people’s transition
process (it has been for many, including my own). Rather, the problem is that memoirs
and stories that depicted trans people as trapped in bodies that were not authentically
their own became the only way to express a trans identity, in literature and in claims for
transition technologies like hormone therapy and other medical interventions.
Transwomen, in particular, were subject to the symbolic dismembering into body parts
and surgeries, leaving them effectively unable in many cases “to mine [their]
experiences to tell stories that weren’t about transition, or, for that matter, stories that
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Stroke fic plots mirror somewhat the controversial psychological diagnosis of
autogynephilia, which was at the center of The Man Who Would be Queen (2003)
controversy discussed in chapter 5.
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went above and beyond being trans at all” (Cross 2014). As a result, many trans
protagonists were pigeonholed into roles as “tortured heroes” without complexity or
nuance (Plett 2015).
As transgender people have become more visible in society, a wider variety of
transgender characters and stories have also become more visible, particularly since
2010 and the emergence of transgender focused presses. 6 More recent transgender
literature has seen an explosion of trans characters as agentic protagonists; depictions of
trans people as messy and complex just like everyone else; and more nuanced,
depictions of the violence and oppression that many transgender people face. The
Collection: Stories from the Transgender Vanguard (2013), published by Topside
Press, is often cited as a watershed moment in transgender literature. The Collection is
the first book of its kind where “each story has a trans character growing, changing, and
making a difference in the world, rather than letting the world happen to them,”
(MacLeod and Léger 2013:2). A growing number of trans-focused literary magazines,
such as THEM, also feature writing that “cannily and effortlessly deconstructs the way
traditional narratives are often told, but all with a real sense of control and genuine
emotion” (Johnson 2014), rather than positioning trans people as victims.
A second shift in transgender content has been towards positioning trans people
as people who just happen to be transgender, living “ordinary if complicated” lives
(Rollman 2015) like anyone else. Moving beyond the transition tale, these stories
engage more universal themes like overcoming prejudice and adversity, dealing with
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fear, major life changes, and social inequality (Kling 2009b in comments). Transgender
characters in these stories “are given concerns and goals beyond those of being
transgender” and though “the transgender aspect of the characters, of the writing,” may
be central, it “is not the reason for the story being told,” (Abrahams 2016).
Finally, when transition or other experiences specific to being trans do appear,
they are written with more nuance and a realism that resonates with transgender
readers. Katherine Cross, a transwoman writing for Bitch Media, argues this new
literature “speaks the truth about violence, both within and outside the queer community,
as well as the way racism and classism have inflected the experiences of so many among
our number” (Cross 2014). Violence, discrimination, and fear are part of many
transgender people’s lives, and therefore should be part of what we mean by transgender
content. But these are not the only aspects of trans lives worth writing about, and this new
wave of transgender literature reflects that.
Trans literature that pushes beyond the “wrong body” narrative has not,
however, created a utopic world where every type of transgender identity and
expression is represented and valorized. Aaron Raz Link, reviewing The Collection
(2013), suggests “society has given trans people a new stereotype, as a sort of political
radical eco-feminist auxiliary youth brigade (PREFAYB)” (Link 2015:510) which The
Collection and much recent trans literature does little to dispel. He also notes a
tendency to portray male sexuality as a silent movie villain that “wears a black cloak
and a slender moustache; if it is not draped in the corner sighing helplessly, it is almost
certainly tying a victim to the railroad tracks.” (Link 2015:510). As trans content
evolves beyond the limiting images of trans people as psychopaths and victims of
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society, we need to also resist the urge to stereotype and vilify those who feel
comfortable in the gender binary and sit atop the privilege ladder, for they are also
human with messy, complicated lives just like everyone else.
Defining trans literature as that which has transgender content, specifically a
transgender protagonist, highlights the importance of representation in literature.
Defining trans literature as literature with transgender content
has major virtues: it is clear and specific, and it defines the work
according to the work’s identity rather than the writer’s. The idea of
defining a literature by its protagonist is clearly a response to the way
minority characters appear as sidekicks of love interests in too many
stories whose only real interest is the fate of the hero, who represents the
demographics of a majority writer and target audience. But such stories
are only one way of shaping a narrative. (Link 2015:514)
However, limiting the definition of trans literature to trans content only pushes us
towards stories that are “about transness” in different ways, rather than allowing trans
authors to shift focus away from transness (often transition) to other aspects of life for
people who also happen to be transgender. A focus on content also does little to address
and engage the historical exclusion of transgender people from publishing as authors, or
the tendencies for cis and trans authors to write about transgender people in very
different ways. With that in mind, I turn now to the discussion of authorship as a,
possibly the, key criterion for defining transgender literature.

Authorship
In addition to content, authorship is a second factor to consider when defining
transgender literature. The push for authorship as the main criteria in defining trans lit
has largely come from trans spaces, though cis people are also becoming more vocal
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about the importance of trans authorship (and minority authorship more generally).
Mey Rude, a trans Latina, privileges authorship over content in her discussion of trans
comics, arguing, if “we’re not involved, I don’t think it gets to be called trans
literature” (Bellot 2016). Similarly, Morty Diamond, also a trans writer, sees trans lit
“being written by those who are trans/genderqueer/intersex/gender variant in some way,”
(Jax 2012). Writers and critics who call for an author-based definition of transgender
literature generally use three main reasons to support their claims: the importance of trans
people speaking for themselves, a need to address structural inequalities, and that trans
people provide a different perspective than cisgender people on trans experiences.
The importance of trans people speaking for themselves encompasses a variety of
more specific reasons why trans authorship is an important arbiter of trans literature.
Some cite a need “to fill an empty page in the history of trans literature” (Abrahams
2016) or to allow people, such as transwomen, to speak for themselves after many
decades of others speaking for them (Cross 2014). Still others highlight the importance
of role modeling, which allows other trans and proto-trans people to see that trans
writers and artists are not merely a subculture at the margins of literary production, but
are part of the overall culture of artistic creation (Castle 2016). In this vein, Ryka Aoki,
suggests that discounting the identity of an author “ignores how a community-based
literature serves the community. Writers who write from marginalized identities inspire
others in their communities to think and abstract and imagine,” 7 (Jax 2012). Each of these
reasons may be considered valid in their own right, building on Western ideals of
autonomy, individualism, and self-representation. But this becomes even more important
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for a community that has been historically marginalized in publishing and
(mis)represented for many years by cisgender authors who may or may not have direct
experience with transgender people.
As such, calls for trans authorship of transgender literature often seek to address
structural inequalities in publishing and the wider culture. Alice W. Castle highlights the
lack of diversity in literary production arguing, “No amount of diversity in the characters
of the story can overcome a writing staff that is made up primarily of the same old
guard that has taken up the comics industry for years,” (Castle 2016). Additionally,
when cisgender people do write about transgender topics, they are often lauded as edgy
or ahead of the curve, “yet trans people have been having conversations—both general
and specific, fictional and nonfictional—on trans issues for years” without similar
recognition (Abrahams 2016). There is also a general perception that transgender
authors, including those writing about transgender topics, are often passed over in favor
of more well-known cisgender authors.
Publishing is a risky venture and it is difficult to predict which books will sell
and which will flop. Authors with a proven track record of sales, like Jeffrey Eugenides
and Haruki Murakami who have both written books with trans characters, will be seen
as a safer bet for publishers than an unknown transgender author, even if both are
writing about transgender issues. “Complicating this issue is the fact that work by
transgender people about transgender people is often unpublished,” partially due to a
history of overt discrimination in publishing. As a result, trans authors’ work is often
“overlooked for the more effective gender-drama that cisgender authors write in a
formulaic, near-operatic manner, relying upon violence and stereotypical portrayals of
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transgender lives and lifestyles,” (Abrahams 2016). This is a common refrain in
discussions about trans literature: trans authors are losing out to cisgender authors, even
when cisgender authors write “bad” trans characters, due to structural inequality in
publishing.
A third reason for defining trans literature based on transgender authorship is
that transpeople provide a different perspective on transgender issues and experiences
than cisgender people. Sometimes this reasoning is framed in very neutral terms, like
Jos Charles did in a 2014 interview for the Lambda Literary Review:
The ‘death of the author’ model has made folks hesitant, I feel, to
acknowledge the social relation of the author’s identity to the production
of a text. It’s very different though for a trans* person to come to write
than it is for a cis person. The world treats us differently; we experience
the world differently. The individual is not beyond the text, but
embedded, alongside, in the world that has produced the text. Our bodies
are contextual. The short answer is if someone identifies as trans*, I’d be
comfortable identifying their writing as trans* unless they asked me not
to. (Johnson 2014)
Charles argues that, because the world treats trans and cisgender people differently,
they experience the world differently and that comes through in their writing. This is
not necessarily something unique to trans authors, but speaks to the wider importance
of reading works by people with diverse backgrounds and experiences. Katherine Cross
takes this a step further, arguing that, because of their experiences, transwomen writers
have an enhanced ability to “make the familiar strange,” which is important for all
fiction writers (Cross 2014). Much more often, though, is the assertion that trans
people’s different perspective is also a more genuine, authentic, or realistic one than
any cisgender person might hope to attain. Time and again, proponents of trans
authorship as the main criterion for transgender literature because trans writers can

53

“recognize what is realistic and what is not, and they can take a more critical stance on
[clichéd or stereotypical] narratives, supported by their own lived experiences.”
(Abrahams 2016).
Additionally, trans writers’ experiences allow their characters to be flawed (Plett
2015), rather than “fall back on lazy methods to relay what [cisgender authors] believe
to be an accurate depiction of a trans people” (Abrahams 2016). According to these
critics, cisgender authors needing to write “solely from empathy and research” on trans
issues do not, and perhaps cannot, ever reach the level of realism or authenticity that a
trans person writing from their own experiences. Though some such critics do take the
time to point out that “cis writers can write good trans characters, too” (Plett 2015), this
is often one short sentence without any specific examples in a sea of criticism that ends
up feeling like a throwaway to appease editors, rather than a genuine acknowledgement
of possibility. To be fair, many proponents of trans authorship as the criterion for trans
literature acknowledge that this might be different in a world where trans people were
not systematically marginalized and excluded from publishing and other social
institutions. “In a perfect world,” as Castle says, “any writer would be able to write any
character, but that’s not our world,” (Castle 2016).
Despite a widespread consensus, particularly among trans commentators, that
authorship should be the primary determinant of transgender literature, some are still
hesitant to committing fully to authorship as the sole criterion. Elliot DeLine is
“cautious about adopting the label ‘transgender writer’…it can be all-consuming, causing
people to overlook other things I do in my writing,” (Jax 2012). Particularly in the early
years of transgender literature, there was an expectation that one would be pigeonholed,
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and subsequently ghettoized, as a “trans writer” which could inhibit any future career
writing about topics that weren’t explicitly trans-related (Bigelow 2016). This
pigeonholing is part of a longer history of expecting minority groups to write solely about
their own experiences or focus on topics appropriate to marginalized communities, such
as women being expected to write only about “women’s issues” or domestic life and
pressured into “appropriate” literary forms like memoir and self-help.
The push for trans authorship of transgender literature is augmented by a broader
movement in some literary cycles to read more diversely, privileging authors writing
about topics related to their own experiences as part of marginalized groups. Social media
campaigns such as #weneeddiversebooks and #ownvoices have raised awareness of
structural inequalities in publishing and amplified voices of authors who are people of
color, LGBTQ, persons with disabilities, and more. While these are certainly important
discussions about power, privilege, and access to stories that don’t simply reproduce
existing social inequalities, we should be cautious about the consequences of such
campaigns for #ownvoices authors of #diversebooks, as well as the equation of minority
authorship with minority literatures. Challenges like Diversity Bingo, which encourages
readers to seek out authors who write about their own communities (often using the
hastag #ownvoices), can pressure trans and queer authors to be publically out and visible
to readers as trans or queer (Ellis 2017). This can cause stress or overt harm to authors
who feel they need to come out or are being contacted by readers inquiring about their
identities to see if they fit within the #ownvoices umbrella (Ellis 2017). This could also
have the unintended effect of further marginalizing trans authors who choose to remain
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quiet about their identities, as well as trans writers who are not writing about trans
identities.
Throughout all discussions of authorship, the driving questions are 1) must
transgender literature be written by transgender-identified people? and 2) can cisgender
people write transgender literature? In the abstract, these might appear as two versions
of the same question. In practice, however, these questions point to two distinct, but
related concerns.
The first question (must trans literature be written by trans authors), implicitly
prioritizes authorship over content. If we answer yes, asserting that trans literature
needs to be written by trans people, we imply that literature by transgender authors may
be counted as trans lit, even if they are not writing about explicitly transgender content.
In popular discussion, there is some pushback to the broadest interpretation of this
definition. Many question whether a book about how to fix a car engine written by a
trans author would count, especially if there was no discussion of anything
gender/identity related. Even in a strictly authorship based definition, there is an
awareness that content does matter, even if to a lesser degree than authorship. 8
At its most expansive, equating trans authorship with trans literature rests on the
premise that anything trans people write is trans by extension, because trans is a way of
being and moving in the world that impacts everything you do (though the full
extension of this reasoning is usually unstated, simply implied). This may be the crux
of why some folks are resistant to the idea that trans lit must be written by trans

8

There are a small number of writers, such as Morty Diamond, who have said
that they would still consider such a book transgender literature, despite the general
consensus to the contrary (Jax 2012).
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people—the assumption that everything I do is a reflection of my trans-ness, which is
something I both agree with (on some level, everything I do is a product of my
experiences in the world and therefore of all my identities), but also find deeply
problematic. Such thinking leads too easily to a reductionist idea that trans people can
only be trans people and can only do trans things as discussed above.
Defining trans literature as trans authorship also removes the possibility that cis
gender people could write trans literature. By implication, this suggests authors should
only write about what they have experienced directly, which seems to deeply
impoverish literature and literary production, if not kill the possibility of fiction
altogether. Additionally, we should not overlook the benefits that would (potentially)
accrue to many of the critics making such claims for trans authorship. By privileging
trans authors as the sole arbiters of a genre, you eliminate competition from cis authors
making it (theoretically) easier for trans writers (and their friends who are also often
trans writers) to be published and noticed as authors. Trans authors arguing for this
definition of trans lit are making a self-interested claim, which is not necessarily wrong,
but is also never mentioned explicitly in discussions of what trans literature is. There is
talk about cis authors getting noticed over trans authors (as there should be), but there
never seems to be the acknowledgement that this definition clearly benefits trans
authors more than definitions allowing anyone to write transgender literature.
Despite the bevvy of commentators calling for transgender authorship as the
defining feature of transgender literature, particularly since 2010, there also seems to be
a growing perception of transgender literature beyond authorship to considerations of
transgender communities as audience. Such claims suggest that it is not enough for
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transgender literature to be written by a transgender person, but trans literature should
instead “grappl[e] with things that matter” to trans communities (Bellot 2016).

Audience
One of the most important shifts in transgender literature over the past twenty
years has arguably been the recognition of transgender people as readers, as an
audience, and not just characters or writers. The conception of a transgender reading
public has shifted the way transgender literature is written and introduced a third
variable for defining transgender literature. Trish Salah explains this shift in a 2015
interview:
A lot of the time trans people’s writing is written as if for a non-trans
audience. It runs in an explanatory direction and can entail some selfothering. I would distinguish trans literature from that, as literature that
imagines trans people as audience. I think about it as literature which
engages the idea of trans people as a reading public. Literature is often
thought of as a way of expressing the values or history of a community
and in order to do that in a way that is not reductive, one needs to be
writing towards other trans people. (Rollman 2015)
Recently, many trans authors have explicitly stated that they write for transidentified audiences. They (usually, through not always) don’t mind if cisgender people
read their work, but that the work is not necessarily “for” cisgender people. Sassafras
Lowrey speaks about her fiction as “explicitly for a trans and queer audience” and that
she writes “intentionally to be legible in those worlds” which means refusing to spend
time explaining basic transgender terminology or non-binary pronouns (Jax 2012).
Lowrey’s comments mirror what other trans authors have said about their own work. It is
clear the intended audience of many trans writers in the contemporary moment is other
trans-identified people.
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Many trans writers also acknowledge that their work may be valuable and
accessible to non-trans readers as well. Tom Léger makes the analogy to African
American literature, saying:
I write for a queer audience, primarily, but I also know for a fact that the
audiences for whom the content is ostensibly foreign too have no trouble
‘getting’ it. Lorraine Hansberry didn’t pander to white audiences but we
all still ‘get’ A Raisin in the Sun. I get very sad when I see trans writers
make assumptions that their audiences aren’t trans and aren’t going to get
it, it is very alienating to me. (Jax 2012)
Unlike content and authorship, which have (theoretically) distinct categories
(transgender content is either present or absent, authors are either cisgender or
transgender), audience categories are not mutually exclusive. Though authors may
intend their books for transgender readers, this does not prevent cisgender readers from
accessing them. Though readers outside the intended audience may not (and probably
will not) understand and experience with the book in the same way, they are not barred
from engaging with the material. As a white person, I know African American literature
is not written for me—is not written with my needs or experiences of the world in
mind—but I can still read Lorraine Hansberry, be moved by the experience and draw
value from the work. However, I also know that my understanding of the A Raisin in
the Sun is limited because I do not share the experience of moving through the world as
a Black person in a Black body.
Of course, as Salah hints at above, trans and cisgender audiences often have
different expectations of a work, as well as different levels of experience with the
content. “Transgender individuals have long exerted a fascination for non-transgender
people…The tendency to see gender-variant individuals as freaks, while perhaps most
fully realized in the infamous Jerry Springer Show, runs through more sober and
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sympathetic representations as well.” (Love 2011:150-1). When writing for a cisgender
audience or, more often in the case of cisgender authors, “just writing” for a nonspecified audience, texts with trans content become didactic, educationally bent.
Because many cisgender readers are unfamiliar with transgender identities, the
questions they bring with them to transgender literature have often been from the
position of those “who wish to be ‘educated,’ often at the expense of one’s dignity
(‘Have you had the surgery?,’ ‘How do you have sex?, etc.),” (Cross 2014). 9 Early on,
books written by trans people for a cisgender audience aimed to engage the reader’s
sympathy, to open oneself up for inspection and plead for the bestowal of full humanity
(Wilchins 1997b). While these tendencies in cisgender audiences are still alive and
well, there is also a growing call for trans literature that does not fall into these tropes,
regardless of the author’s identity.
Perceptions of queer and trans audiences have also evolved enough in the last
decade (remember Cheryl Morgan’s “crossdressers only want to read books about
crossdressers” line?10) to understand trans readers as savvy and sophisticated, looking
for more than surface level identification with a character’s identity. One transwoman
reader went so far as to frame the reasons why trans people read transgender literature
as the “7 E’s:” Explore, Experience, Expand, Erotic, Escape, Evolve, Excuse (Kling

9

This desire of cisgender audiences to be “educated” about trans experiences
and identities remains a powerful force behind the continued prominence and success of
transgender, specifically transition, memoirs often at the expense of other types of
transgender literature.
10

Morgan’s reductive fragmenting of the transgender reading public into selfobsessed factions was challenged immediately in the comments after the article was
first published and in comments on a blog post responding to Morgan’s article which
labeled the “crossover problem…largely a myth” (Kling 2010, see also Morgan 2010b)
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2009b). This reader, Rebecca Kling, comments mostly on fiction posted on various
websites, rather than more formally published works, but she speaks to the variety of
needs and desires that transgender readers bring to transgender literature (and which,
arguably all readers bring to literature more broadly). Of course, transgender and
proto-trans audiences were stuck for many years with whatever transgender content
they could get their hands on, often works by cisgender authors writing without a sense
of a distinct transgender audience and missing a realistic understanding of transgender
experiences. As one reader put it, “As a trans person who spent my formative years
reading trans literature written by (and for) cis people, I…am left wondering: if cis
people are so bad at writing trans narratives, why do they continue to do so?”
(Abrahams 2016). It is this history of cisgender authors so clearly missing the mark for
transgender audiences that fuels a desire for transgender authors writing for transgender
audiences. But this history of invisibility as a reading public also fuels a desire on the
part of transgender writers to write for their own community—a term that surfaced
again and again in writer’s descriptions of their intended audience.
Of course, like definitions based on content and authorship, defining
transgender literature by its audience has its shortcomings. Ryka Aoki, a transwoman
writer, believes focusing too strongly on satisfying audience expectations, even for a
trans audience, can get in the way of telling a good story (Jax 2012). And, as always,
structural constraints informed by cultural misperceptions about transgender
communities stand in the way as well. “Rarely do [trans] writers reach the readership
afforded to cis authors who fancy themselves our chroniclers. That transgender people
are readers, as well as characters, generally escapes literary discourse” (Plett 2015)
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despite plentiful evidence to the contrary. The sense the trans literature has become a
literature for transgender people is often used as an excuse for not publishing trans
literature due to its limited appeal. But, as Tom Léger argues, all writers write for their
own communities, not just minority authors. “Jonathan Franzen’s writing for his
community, too, but his community is white liberal straight people,” (Jax 2012).

Changing Definitions of Transgender Literature
When we put the three variables of content, authorship, and audience together
into a matrix, we get a fuller picture of what might possibly be considered transgender
literature. In Figure 2-1, each of the eight definitional possibilities is labeled based on
an analysis of interviews, popular press articles, conference presentations, and other
public discussions of transgender literature as genre. In the next section I will touch on
the more pertinent categories in more detail, while trying to dial in more closely on how
transgender literature has been defined in popular discussions over the last twenty
years.

By Cisgender Authors

Trans
Content
No
Trans
Content

By Transgender Authors

Cisgender/Open
Audience

Transgender
Audience

Cisgender/Open
Audience

Transgender
Audience

“bad” trans lit
[past]

“how to
pass”

Trans 101
[past]

“most
authentic”
[present/future]

“just so
happens”
[future]

“for us, by us”
[future]

“reading trans-ly”

Figure 2-1. Matrix of Transgender Literature Definitions by Content, Authorship,
and Audience
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Historically, the definition of trans literature centered on transgender content
without regard for authorship or audience. This appears partially due to the small
number of books available on transgender topics, particularly up until the mid-1990s,
by any author cis or trans. Though the present, cisgender critics tend to be satisfied with
content for putting a work in the category of trans lit (though they often get excited
about trans authors, content seems to be the only necessary requirement). As
transgender writers and critics have entered conversations about transgender literature
in greater numbers, the definitional parameters of trans literature has shifted. Generally,
the more trans factors, the more likely it is that a work will be considered transgender
literature according to contemporary trans critics. As shown in Figure 2-1, the only
works which are considered the “most authentic” examples of transgender literature are
those with explicitly transgender content, written by trans-identified authors, intended
for trans-identified audiences. Conversely, literature with no explicit trans content,
authorship or intended audience usually not considered transgender literature. All other
spaces on the matrix are contested by a portion of trans commentators. Below, I situate
the various sub-categories in the context of the larger discussions about content,
authorship and audience, with the hopes of clarifying how transgender literature is
currently being defined in popular and academic discussions.
Reading Trans-ly
Though generally not considered transgender literature due to a lack of trans
indicators in content, authorship, or audience, it is important to include and make note
of this part of the trans literature matrix. Because the vast majority of cultural
production is not meant to represent or speak to trans identities, many trans people have
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had to read transness into mainstream culture. Drawing on the inherent multiplicity of
signification, queer communities have a long-documented history of reading straight
culture through the lens of their own experiences and reading queerness into a text
where it was not initially intended. David Halperin documents this process in his
expansive and controversial book, How To Be Gay (2012). Halperin explores cultural
artifacts like Broadway musicals and Joan Crawford films that spoke to a generation of
(white) gay men who were often isolated from one another as nascent gay communities
were just beginning to form in the United States. He argues that these films and shows
provided opportunities for gay men to read queerly, envisioning themselves as part of
the action and find community with others who also enjoyed the films.
Trans people have engaged in an analogous process, which I call reading transly, reading gender ambiguity into mainstream cultural objects where it may not have
been intended. Imogen Binnie’s short story “If You Leave” (2017) is a witty and
poignant example of reading trans-ly. The story, a retelling of John Hughes’ film Pretty
in Pink (1986), is told from the first-person perspective of protagonist Andie Walsh,
played by Mollie Ringwald in the original. Binnie’s retelling hinges on the reimagining
of Andie as a punk rock transgirl, who ultimately finds a way to transcend class
prejudices and find true love, while refusing to put up with any masculinist bullshit
from her best friend Duckie or anyone else. The story, like much of Binnie’s work, does
not hinge on an upfront explication of her protagonist as trans (it is only mentioned
once, in passing, about two-thirds of the way through the story), but on a broader
engagement with how we take up cultural objects and make them our own by reading
them through our experiences of the world.
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I argue that reading trans-ly, as exemplified by Binnie’s retelling of Pretty in
Pink, is distinct from historical resuscitation projects like Leslie Feinberg’s
Transgender Warriors: Making History from Joan of Arc to Dennis Rodman (1997),
which seeks to reclaim historical figures with characteristics we might now identify
under the transgender umbrella that have been previously understood as lesbian or gay,
or re-readings of Virginia Woolf’s Orlando (1994 [1928]) as a “transgender novel.” In
these cases, gender ambiguity is overtly present in the historical or literary record, but
was minimized or interpreted as something other than transgender given the ideological
options of the time. Reading trans-ly, on the other hand, requires a reinterpretation of
gender ambiguity into seemingly gender unambiguous material. These readings require
looking askance at an object; a flash of color on the periphery, which leads to an
entirely new meaning coming into focus, like Dorothy stepping into the Technicolor
world of Oz.
While reading trans-ly, does suggest the need for a transgender audience, it is
not something that is exclusive to transgender readers nor that fits neatly into the idea
of an intended transgender audience. Such readings did not come up directly in the
discussions around transgender literature in my sample, but were hinted at occasionally,
and deserve more systematic inquiry and attention than I can devote to them here. 11

11

There are few, if any, examples of non-trans content by cisgender authors
intended for a transgender audience. One possible example here would be Maggie
Nelson’s The Argonauts (2015). Nelson is a cisgender, queer, white woman whose
partner transitioned from female to male while Maggie was pregnant. The Argonauts is
a memoir-type book (it does some genre-bending) that talks about her partner’s
transition some, particularly in relation to her own pregnant body in transition. The
award was nominated for the transgender non-fiction Lammy category, but did not
make the finalist lists, though it was selected as a finalist in the inaugural
transgender/gender variant category for the Triangle Publishing Awards. There has
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Past Definitions
Trans 101: Transgender Content by Transgender Authors Intended for a
Cisgender/Open Audience
When most (cisgender) people think of transgender literature, this is likely the
category that comes to mind. Indeed, for many years, this was the only type of
transgender literature widely available, beginning with Christine Jorgenson’s memoir in
1967, through much of the 20th century, non-academic transgender literature was
largely contained to transition memoirs meant to educate the public about the transition
process—physical, mental, social, and emotional. Memoirs by, mostly white,
transwomen like professional tennis player Renee Richards, trans-activist Jennifer
Finney Boylan, and university professor Deidre McCloskey are standards of this type.
These are supplemented by transition memoirs and autobiographical essays by, mostly
white, transmen such as Jamison Green and S. Bear Bergman. While not all books in
this category are memoirs, nor are they all specifically stories of medical transition.
Most are written with an educational or didactic tone and intention. These books are
transgender people telling their (transition) stories to cisgender (and often proto-trans)
audiences to educate people about what it means to be transgender, help readers

been some discussion within trans communities about Nelson’s work on gender more
broadly (much of it critical) and on whether her work should be considered part of trans
lit (often the answer is no). I don’t know that Nelson sees herself as writing to a trans
audience, or to a more-broadly defined queer audience. Her work is the closest I can
think of to fitting in this category, and that is with some strong caveats and much
debate. I think those who would put her in this category would argue that her work is
not trans literature, and conversely those who would argue that her work is trans
literature would not put her in this category. Either way, that seems to support the
supposition that work in this category is probably not trans literature. Nelson’s work
does, however, raise the question of where SOFFA (Significant Others, Families,
Friends, and Allies) stories fit in context of trans literature. Special thanks to Han
Meadway for bringing the SOFFA issue to my attention.
66

understand that transgender people are not mentally ill nor deranged, showcase
transgender identities and the decision to transition as a form of self-care and
preservation, or to highlight social injustices and structural inequalities that
disadvantage transgender people as citizens and social beings. Some (S. Bear
Bergman’s essay collections come to mind) seek to portray trans and queer families as
normal and to engage audiences in the magic of trans childbirth and parenting.
For decades, transgender authors writing about transition for a general audience
was the primary definition of transgender literature. Some critics rightly point out that
this was largely due to discrimination and marginalization within publishing—that the
only stories by trans authors that publishers would buy were stories of transition,
titillating exposes of gender transgression and body modification. Critics place these
stories as the literary equivalent of telling doctors that you felt you were “trapped in the
wrong body” and that you needed to transition to lead a well-adjusted (read:
heterosexual), happy life—and indeed, many memoirs in this category say just that.
Contemporary examples of this category (such as transwoman of color Janet Mock’s
2014 memoir Redefining Realness) have shown that books in this category can educate
audiences about transgender experiences without dumbing down or simplifying transidentities, packaging them for easy cisgender consumption. It seems clear that
educational content about trans identities by trans authors is here to stay, but the
perception of this type of trans literature as the only trans literature is certainly a thing
of the past.
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“Bad Trans Lit”: Transgender Content by Cisgender Authors Intended for a
Cisgender/Open Audience
In addition to memoirs and other educational books by transgender people about
transgender identities, books by cisgender authors “educating” readers about
transgender identities have also predominated past understandings of transgender
literature, either because they were all that was available or because cisgender critics
dominated conversation around transgender literature. Once trans people entered into
conversations around transgender literature (and they have long been part of these
conversations, if not taken seriously as critics), the consensus has been that cisgender
authored books for cisgender/open audiences are terrible. Some critics, as mentioned
above, remain open to the possibility that cisgender people could write quality books
about transgender people, but maintain that most have not done so in practice. And
while each of these subcategories in the matrix could, and do, include both fiction and
non-fiction works, the bulk of criticism against books in this category have been around
“sympathetic novels about transition by people who haven’t transitioned,” what Casey
Plett calls “Gender Novels—books about Gender with a capital G” (Plett 2015).
In a book review cum essay for Canada’s The Walrus magazine, Plett, a white
transwoman and author, lays out her objections to Gender Novels, mostly that “these
novels aren’t just clichéd by the standards of transgender literature—they’re clichéd by
any standard,” (2015). Plett argues Gender Novels “are well positioned to yank at
liberal heartstrings, promising both uplifting narratives and the safe nudging of comfort
zones,” but do not reflect the reality of trans lives (Plett 2015). Terrence Abrahams, a
transmasculine author, argues the questions asked by these books “are not those
familiar to transgender people” and wonders “why must cisgender authors use
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narratives of transgender people to explore their relation to gender and gender
nonconformity?” (Abrahams 2016). In reading through the discussions of transgender
literature, there is seemingly no end to the criticisms of cisgender authors writing about
transgender characters or themes: trans characters are always alone (Rollman 2015),
often a token character used to make a point (Abrahams 2016); they are flat, onedimensional characters that all end up the same (Plett 2015), with limited interests in
transition or questioning the boundaries of binary gender (Plett 2015); the authors are
lazy and rely on hackneyed stereotypes (Plett 2015); and on and on.
Some critics acknowledge that Gender Novels are only a subset of books with
transgender content written by cisgender authors for a broad audience and try to refocus
their critique only on those authors who “write about those experiences poorly and
reductively” (Abrahams 2016), but as mentioned above this caveat is often lost in the
overwhelming tide of criticism or feels disingenuous. Unsurprisingly, not all critics (or
even all trans-identified critics) agree on which books should be labeled as “Gender
Novels.” Kim Fu’s For Today I Am a Boy (2014) fits clearly into this segment of the
trans literature matrix; Fu is a cisgender woman who has written a novel with a
transgender (or proto-trans) character for a general audience. For Today I Am a Boy
was a finalist for the 2015 Lambda Literary Awards in Transgender Fiction and
reviewed widely and positively in the mainstream literary press. Fu’s novel is also
specifically called out in multiple reviews and essays by trans critics as an exemplar of
the Gender Novel, including Plett’s original essay that popularized the term (Plett 2015;
Abrahams 2016). At the same time, transmasculine author Aaron Raz Link reviewed
For Today I Am a Boy for an issue of the journal TSQ: Trans Studies Quarterly, stating
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explicitly that it was “a book too busy being a good novel to be ‘about gender’” (Link
2014:650).
By labeling this section “bad trans lit” I do not mean to suggest that all books in
this subcategory are, in fact, bad or poor quality examples of transgender literature, but
to point to the general presumption—the prevailing wisdom—that this is the case. Such
evaluations center around cis people writing “bad” trans characters on two levels: bad
in a literary sense and bad in a social authenticity sense. It is often difficult to tell which
of these arguments is more pressing for the critic as they are often used interchangeably
without comment about the relationship between the two. 12

Present Definitions
“Most Authentic”: Transgender Content by Transgender Authors Intended for a
Transgender Audience
The two categories that dominated past definitions of transgender literature are
still often considered trans lit in the present by cisgender commentators and certainly by
publishers. In the past decade, as trans commentators have gained visibility and
authority in conversations about trans literature, they put forth a new definition or
standard for trans lit as literature, which many cis commentators have also adopted in
recent years, one largely centered on transgender authorship, but with clear preferences
for books that also engage transgender content for transgender audiences. This is
currently the gold standard of transgender literature. Books that fit into this category are

12

I expand on discussions of quality in trans literature in the conclusion of this

chapter.
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often lauded (overwhelmingly, by trans critics) as the best and “purest” examples of
transgender literature (Jax 2012).
Especially visible within this category are a spate of books by transwomen
authors, speaking to transwomen, on issues important to their lives. Katherine Cross has
called the early 2010s as the “literary renaissance of trans women writers” (Cross 2014)
pointing to authors like Casey Plett, Imogen Binnie, Janet Mock, Ryka Aoki and others
as key players in this “insurgent tradition of unapologetic writing” (Cross 2014). What
makes these works special, according to Cross, is that they are “dark and occasionally
depressing,” but also “refuse the easy tragedy beloved of so many pseudosympathetic
and ciscentric narratives,” and in the process “reveal the reality behind the theory of
concepts like transmisogyny” (Cross 2015). In short, these books do everything that
cis-authored narratives allegedly cannot, providing a sense of authenticity and a lived
experience of what it means to be a trans person, while speaking to transwomen as
thoughtful, knowledgeable consumers of literature, especially when it depicts their own
lives.
Of course, the conversation around how to define transgender literature
continues to evolve and predicting the future is a risky venture. But based on
descriptions of ideal or desired iterations of transgender literature from my sample, I
suggest the following trajectory for future understandings of where transgender
literature might be headed in the next decade.
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The Future of Transgender Literature: A Focus on Quality
In 2012, a handful of trans authors and publishers were asked where they would
like to see transgender literature in the next 5-10 years (Jax 2012). The overwhelming
response? We want quality literature over everything else. TT Jax, the interviewer for
that piece, admits that he worries he “will become the (far less talented) Edward Albee
of the trans community. ‘I am not a trans writer, I am a writer who is trans! Now stop
whining about your oppression and write something that isn’t crap!’” (Jax 2012) and he is
certainly not alone. In other articles by other trans writers, the response has been much
the same. Jos Charles hopes that readers will enjoy THEM, a trans literary magazine,
“because we publish good writing” (Johnson 2014). Aaron Raz Link argues, “the
primary goal…should be good writing. Setting the bar lower for trans writers suggests
we do not deserve consideration as authors, only as subjects” (Link 2015:512-513),
suggesting a focus on quality is paramount to taking trans literature being taken
seriously as a genre.
While there has been plenty written about the understanding that cisgender
authors write bad trans literature (I promise I won’t rehash that debate yet again), there
is less discussion about the corollary to that dogma: the assumption that trans authors
write good trans literature. There are significantly fewer voices questioning the ability
of trans people as a group to write complex, non-clichéd narratives of transgender
identity. Instead, most authors call on a small number of trans writers as examples of
excellent (or at least better than cisgender) writing about trans identities and
experiences, which they then extrapolate into a broader argument about the abilities of
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transgender versus cisgender authors and appropriateness of authorship for one group
or the other.
While it may be true that there are more trans people capable of writing “good”
transgender literature than there are cisgender people (this is not a claim I’m prepared
to weigh in on either way), overgeneralizing author abilities based on their gender
identity is equally reductive in either direction. Trans writers need to be held to the
same standards of quality writing that is being called for with cis writers (which is not
necessarily the same as the standard of quality currently required of cis authors by
mainstream publishers, though that should also be given consideration). This means we
need more discussions of trans literature authored by trans people that is considered the
gold standard of trans lit, as well as that which is dross. As Aaron Raz Link argues in
his review of The Collection, “Like any minority literature, trans writing faces a
challenge: to recover our freedom as writers, we must be rigorous about craft. To
recover our faith in diverse voices, we must look beyond the ghettos we have built for
ourselves.” (Link 2015:509-510). We cannot, as trans readers and cultural critics, be
content with criticizing mainstream publishing to do better by transgender literature, we
must also push ourselves to do better by exploring the dominant ideas of what
constitutes quality transgender writing. We need to push past our current obsession with
authorship to focus on quality of writing trans characters and content (not simply
present or absent) more so than author identity. This is not to say author identity is not
important or that trans people don’t have a unique engagement with trans experiences
that cis people do not, but to blindly decree that trans people write better trans
characters is overconfident at best and, at worst, provides opponents of trans literature

73

with a full magazine of ammunition in the form of trans characters poorly written by
trans authors.
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CHAPTER 3
TELLING TRANSGENDER STORIES: TWO DECADES OF CHANGE IN
TRANSGENDER LITERATURE
In this chapter I ask: How has transgender literature as a genre changed over the
past twenty years? Using the finalists and winners in the Lambda Literary Award
transgender categories, I constructed a sample of transgender literature covering the
past two decades, from 1997-2016. Through digital textual analysis, I identify various
“population-level” trends in transgender literature (vocabulary density, word
frequencies, and phrase frequencies) to tell a story about how trans literature has
changed since 1997. I argue that trans literature has undergone a shift from “telling
transgender stories” focused largely on identity and transition processes to “transgender
people telling stories” which rely much less on transition and identity as central themes.

Data and Methods 13
My sample consists of 51 books listed as finalists or winners from the Lambda
Literary Awards’ transgender categories. 14 The first such categories appeared in 1997
and have been part of every award year since then. My sample draws on texts from
1997-2016 in the transgender (including separate categories for fiction, non-fiction, and
poetry when present), transgender/bisexual 15, transgender/genderqueer categories which

13

Additional methodological details are provided in Appendix B.

14

For a complete list of texts included in the sample see Appendix C.

15

Only transgender-related books from the joint transgender/bisexual categories
were counted.
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yielded a list of 116 books. From this larger list, I removed books of poetry and texts
for a primarily academic audience, as I am mostly interested in prose directed at the
mainstream prose-reading public. I also removed books not available in electronic
format and those whose publishers refused permission to transform the electronic text
files.16 This resulted in a sample of 51 books covering 44% of the original list of
finalists and winners in transgender categories, composed primarily of fiction, memoir,
and narrative non-fiction books. In order to look at changes in transgender literature
over time, I split books into four chronological groups of five years each: 1997-2001,
2002-2006, 2007-2011, and 2012-2016. These dates indicate the award years for texts,
which are one year later than their publication date (i.e. books in the 2002-2006 group
were published between 2001 and 2005 and thereby eligible for awards in the year
following their publication). Table 3-1 provides information about the number of books
in each sample group as compared to the total number of finalists and winners in those
award years. As we can see, the sample is heavily skewed towards the most recent
awards years. Reasons for this phenomenon will be discussed in more detail below.
Due to the limitations of the sampling process as indicated above, this is by no means a
complete or representative sample of all transgender literature, even within the United
States.

16

I sent a letter to each publisher/copyright holder in the final sample asking
permission to transform the digital file formats, which included removing the digital
rights. A small number of publishers denied permission, which resulted in me removing
those books from my sample. For more detail on why books only available in print
editions were excluded from the sample, please see the limitations section of this
chapter and Appendix B.
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Table 3-1. Percentage of Total Books in Final Sample, by Year
Award Years
1997-2001
2002-2006
2007-2011
2012-2016
Total

Total Books in
Group Transgender
Categories
25
22
23
41
116

Number of Books
in Final Group
Sample
8
5
11
27
51

Percentage of
Books in Final
Group Sample
32%
22%
47.8%
65.9%
44%

Of the 51 books in the corpus, 32 (62.7%) are by transgender authors, 19
(37.3%) are by cisgender authors or authors who are not openly transgender. 17
Transgender authors outnumbered cisgender authors in each chronological group except
1997-2001 (see Table 3-2 for more detail). Additionally, transgender authors where
much more likely to be selected as award winners (73.3%) over the entire history of the
award as represented by this sample.

Table 3-2. Author Identity of Sample Books, by Year
Award Years
1997-2001
2002-2006
2007-2011
2012-2016
Total

Books by
Transgender
Authors
3 (37.5%)
3 (60%)
8 (72.7%)
18 (66.7%)
32 (62.7%)

17

Books by
Cisgender Authors

Total Books in
Sample

5 (62.5%)
2 (40%)
3 (27.3%)
9 (33.3%)
19 (37.3%)

8 (100%)
5 (100%)
11 (100%)
27 (100%)
51 (100%)

Author’s gender status was determined by a basic internet search. I looked for
biographical statements, interviews, or other texts which identified the author as
transgender. If I could not find an explicit statement of transgender or
genderqueer/gender non-binary status, I coded the author as cisgender. This may have
led to an underrepresentation of trans authors in the sample, as some may identify as
transgender, but do not state so explicitly in their author materials.
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The primary goal of this chapter is to provide “population level” information
about the sample and to explore changes in the corpus of transgender literature over
time. In order to do a distant (as opposed to close) reading of the corpus, I used a
variety digital textual analysis methods available from Voyant Tools to compare
vocabulary densities, word frequencies, and phrase frequencies. The digital methods
used in this chapter are not particularly complex in their calculations (similar to basic
demographic statistics for a population); rather their value comes in accurately tallying
the numbers used in these calculations which would be practically impossible without
the aid of a computer (counting the number of words in a novel, for example). Thus,
digital analysis methods allowed me to better understand the corpus of books as a
whole (or population) rather than relying only on an intuitive sense or thematic coding
of all 51 texts.
Voyant is a web-based platform of multiple digital textual analysis tools. Users
upload a group of texts, which are fed into the various programs in the Voyant Tools
package. To use Voyant, I combined the cleaned text from each book in the five-year
period into a single file, resulting in four text files, one for each chronological group. I
then used Voyant to calculate the vocabulary density for each group of texts. I also
collected the relative word frequencies (how many times a word appears in a text) for
key identity words such as transgender and transsexual and used Voyant to graph
multiple terms for each of the four chronological groups. Finally, I collected phrase
frequencies (how many times a particular phrase of two or more words appears in a
text) from each chronological group for phrases including the word transgender or
transsexual. Collectively, these results (detailed below) provide a broad understanding
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of the books in the sample, as well as how the literary “demographics” of transgender
literature have changed over the last twenty years.

Limitations of the Study
The results from my population level analysis of finalists and winners from the
Lambda Literary Award transgender categories provide an intriguing start to
understanding transgender literature as a whole, in addition to more traditional content
or literary analysis methods. However, there are important limitations to my sample
which restrict the generalizability and validity of my findings. Most importantly, this
study draws only on finalists and winners from the Lambda Literary Awards, which are
selected through a particular institutional process which values particular types of texts
over others.18 Additionally, my corpus only represents a subset of the texts from
transgender categories and no transgender-related books from other award categories
(such as small press, science fiction/fantasy/horror, or children’s/young adult
categories). Finally, the elimination of books that were not available in electronic
format has heavily skewed the corpus to more recent publications (particularly those
from the last decade). To provide more generalizable results, even if only for those
texts selected by the Lammys, the analysis would need to be repeated with a more
comprehensive sample. For true generalizability, books that were not selected as
Lammy finalists or winners would also need to be included. The small sample size of
the first ten years in particular (1997-2006) require caution when interpreting the results

18

See chapters 4 and 5.
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and findings from these years would benefit greatly from confirmation with a larger
sample of texts.
For the purpose of this research, the task of finding, cataloging and sampling
from a comprehensive list of transgender-related titles proved too daunting. Even
among Lammy finalist and winners, the time and labor required to scan and reformat
print books into viable digital files seemed inadvisable, given the exploratory nature of
this work. I see, as I hope others will, these findings as an attempt to use digital
methods to analyze a larger sample of text and in different ways than would be possible
with traditional textual analysis methods and see what new ways of understanding how
genres change over time could be gleaned from these methods, which can then be
situated in broader social-cultural contexts. In this, I believe I have been successful, as
the digital methods provide population level data about the sample that can be put in
conversation with cotemporaneous structural shifts in the institutional contexts that
produced these books. I hope this work will encourage other scholars to engage digital
methods alongside more traditional textual analysis methods as another way of
engaging literature in social scientific inquiry, thus taking seriously literature as an
epistemology, as a way of knowing and engaging in the world, that is valuable to both
humanities and social science research.

Findings
The most striking result of the population level analysis of the corpus is the
distinctiveness of the second decade from the first, particularly when comparing the
2012-2016 group of texts to the three groups from the previous years. While there is
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some variety among the texts from 1997-2001, 2002-2006, and 2007-2011, the final
texts from 2012-2016 appear to show a dramatic shift in transgender literature from the
earlier periods, with 2007-2011 as a transitional period between the first ten years of the
award and the most recent five. This shift is visible in the vocabulary density, word
frequencies, and phrase frequencies for each of the groups. These data suggest an
empirical basis for what many contemporary discussions of transgender literature have
already suggested: that the past five years has seen an explosion in both the availability
and variety of transgender literature and transgender narratives which started appearing
around 2007. More than just an increase in the number of transgender texts available to
readers, this shift also seems to indicate a diversification of the types of stories about
transgender people that are presented to readers. Connecting the data from my
population level analysis to wider structural developments in publishing and
transgender social movements, I understand this as a shift from “telling transgender
stories” focused on narrow definitions of identity and transition, to “transgender people
telling stories” about the world and their lives, which may or may not feature their
transgender experience as a focal point.

Vocabulary Density
Vocabulary density compares the number of unique words in a text to the total
number of words, resulting in a ratio of 0 to 1, with lower numbers indicating a larger
variety of unique words, a more diverse vocabulary, in the text. Each of the first three
chronological groups show a moderate vocabulary density, 0.040 from 1997-2001,
0.051 from 2002-2006, and 0.047 from 2007-2011. In contrast, the texts from 2012-
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2016 have a vocabulary density of just 0.023, indicating a much more diverse
vocabulary in this group than in the other three. A more diverse vocabulary in texts
from the last five years seems to support the theory that transgender literature now
focuses on more diverse topics (beyond just telling transition stories), which would
potentially require a larger vocabulary and/or a broader, more diverse conception of
how we describe and understand transgender identities in literature. However, looking
at the vocabulary density of each group of texts does not tell us which words are being
used, but simply that more unique words are present in the 2012-2016 group. To better
understand how the texts and vocabularies have changed over time, we need to look
more closely at word and phrase frequencies in the corpus.

Word Frequencies
Figures 3-1 and 3-2 below show the relative word frequencies in each
chronological group of texts for some key words related to identity. Figure 3-1 focuses
on the relative frequency of various terms under the trans umbrella. Using Boolean
search protocols, Voyant calculated and graphed the frequencies of all words in the
texts beginning with trans*, 19 as well as subsets of this broader category for transgen*
transsex*, and transex*. We see a number of interesting trends in this graph, first being
the relative dominance of trans* terms in 2002-2006 and a decline of trans* terms,
particularly those related to transsexuality through 2016. This graph also shows the rise

19

Adding a * to the end of a search term indicates the computer should locate
not only words that directly match (in this case “trans”), but also any words that begin
with the search word (for example transgender and transsexual, but possibly also
transportation and transcription).
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of transgender terms from near zero in 1997-2001 to its overtaking of transsexual terms
in 2007-2011 and slight decline again in 2012-2016. In contrast, transsexual terms
clearly peak in 2002-2006 with declining frequency in the decade since 2006. Perhaps
the most intriguing aspect of the results in Figure 3-1 is the relative frequency of trans*
terms across all chronological groups not covered by transgen*, transsex*, or transex*
terms. Further investigation of the data is needed to better understand the diversity of
vocabulary with a trans prefix and the implications for transgender literature.
Figure 3-2 shows the results of word frequencies for identity words linked to
transgender, transsexual, and other LGBT identities. In comparison to the historical
frequencies of transsex* and transgen* identity terms, we can also see the decline of
both “gay” and “lesbian” over the past decade from their most frequent usage in 20022006. In contrast, “queer” does not peak until the 2007-2011 group of texts before it
also declines in the 2012-2016 group. Overall, both graphs appear to show a decline in
relative frequencies of identity terms in transgender literature in the past ten years.
Despite this decline, many identity terms still appear more frequently in the 2012-2016
sample of texts than the earliest sample from 1997-2001. Additionally, these figures
appear to show a consolidation or homogenization of frequencies for identity words in
transgender literature, which would lend support to perceived changes in trans literature
positing a wider variety of topics in recent years, as well as a move away from
transition-centric narratives towards depictions of trans people as more than just their
trans identity.
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Figure 3-1. Trans-Identity Word Frequencies
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Figure 3-2. LGBTQ-Identity Word Frequencies
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Phrase Frequencies
Phrase frequencies offer another mechanism for understanding how transgender
texts in the Lambda Literary Awards have changed over time. Using Voyant, I
collected phrases of two or more words which appeared at least twice in the texts and
contained either transsex*, transex*, or transgen* as part of the phrase. This resulted in
a list of 315 unique phrases, of which 160 contained meaningful information 20 about the
understanding and depiction of trans people in the corpus. Transgen* phrases accounted
for 71.3% of the total phrases analyzed, which is likely due to the weighting of the
sample towards more recent years. Table 3-3 provides more information about phrase
frequencies by both category (transsex* or transgen*) and year.

Table 3-3. Transsex* and Transgen* Phrase Frequencies, by Year
Category
Transsex*

Number
1997200220072012Total
of
2001
2006
2011
2016
Frequency
Phrases
Frequency Frequency Frequency Frequency

21

46

165

18

54

48

45

Transgen*
Total

114
160

378
543

6
24

55
109

134
182

183
228

Most striking about these overall phrase frequencies is the relative consistency
of phrases about transsexuality compared with the drastic increase in frequency for
phrases about transgenderism. These numbers parallel what we see in the word

20

Phrases such as “transgender the” and “transsexual but” were eliminated from
the list before analysis.
21

This category includes both transsex* and transex* phrases. Only two phrases
included transexual (with one “s”): “transexual surgery” and “transexual surgeries”
with four occurrences each.
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frequency data, suggesting a declining discussion of transsexuality after a peak in 20022006, coupled with a later peak for transgender-related terms. Additionally, transgender
remains the more common term (over transsexual) even as the use of both terms decline
in the 2012-2016 period, relative to the total number of words in the texts. As we will
see below, the increase in transgender phrase frequency correlates with increased
diversity in phrases and identity markers for transgender people, shifting from
transgender as the main identifier (e.g. transgender person) to transgender as a modifier
of other identities (e.g. transgender parent, transgender activist). Again, we see a broad
shift from a focus on “telling transgender or transition stories” in the years from 19972006 to a focus on “transgender people telling stories” from 2007-2016.
Figure 3-3 depicts the raw phrase frequencies, by chronological group, of
gendered and non-gendered uses of transsexual and transgender phrases. Gendered
phrases are those that explicitly include terms like male, man/men, female,
woman/women, daughter, sister, etc. Non-gendered phrases are those that explicitly
include the term person/persons, people, individual, or other gender neutral words like
child or patient. Breaking the phrases up in this way allow us to see the prominence of
transwomen and transmen over time, as well as the tendencies to refer to specifically
gendered trans people or to focus on trans people more broadly, regardless of gender
identity. These data suggest that transwomen/transfeminine identities figure more
prominently in the texts than transmen/transmasculine identities for both transsexual
and transgender phrases. Transmaculine-specific phrases appear most frequently in
texts from 2007-2011, while transfeminine-specific phrases show spikes in both 20022006 and 2012-2016, though the frequency shifts from phrases about transsexual
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women in 2002-2006 to phrases about transgender women in 2012-2016. Most striking,
however, is the overwhelming frequency of non-gender specific transgender phrases in
the second decade of texts. Non-gender specific transgender phrases from 2007-2016
account for nearly a quarter (24.7%) of the total phrase frequencies, and more than a
third (35.4%) of transgender phrase frequencies.
Another important contrast between transsexual and transgender phrase
frequencies highlights the shift from transition narratives to broader narratives in the
texts. Figure 3-4 shows transsexual and transgender phrase frequencies concerning
bodies or transition and those concerning community, politics, or activism by year.
These data show a profound drop off in body and transition related phrases in 20122016, with most body or transition phrases associated with transsexuality rather than
transgenderism. 22 In stark contrast to phrases about bodies or transition, there is a clear
upward trend in transgender phrases related to community, politics, or activism over
time, while transsexual community phrases remain almost non-existent. The lack of
communal or political discussion within transsexual identities becomes even clearer if
we eliminate the phrase “transsexual empire” (two iterations in 1997-2001 and two
more in 2007-2011), which almost certainly refers to Janice G. Raymond’s The
Transsexual Empire: The Making of the She-Male (1979). Raymond’s text has been
extensively criticized since its publication as transphobic, possibly even hate-speech.

22

This distinction becomes even greater if we consider the two occurrences of
the phrase “transgendered portrait without representing a body” in 2007-2011, which
arguably is not foregrounding bodies, but moving away from bodily narratives.
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Figure 3-3. Gendered Phrase Frequencies, by Year
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Figure 3-4. Transition and Activism Phrase Frequencies, by Year
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Taken together, the vocabulary densities, word frequencies, and phrase
frequencies provide the beginning sketches of a population-level analysis for
transgender literature as suggested by the Lambda Literary Awards from 1997-2016.
These data show a contrast between the first and second decades of the awards, with the
years showing 2012-2016 showing even greater distinction from the earlier decade.
Each of these metrics provide evidence supporting a shift in transgender literature from
a literature of transition and identity narratives to a broader literature produced largely
by transgender identified people. This shift from “telling transgender/transition stories”
to “transgender people telling stories” mirrors the broader conversations attempting to
define transgender literature and suggests there is evidence for this characterization of
transgender literature present in the texts themselves.
Although these data give us some insight into how transgender literature has
changed over the last twenty years, the findings beg the question: why did such changes
occur? In the next chapter, I focus on the intellectual opportunity structure surrounding
the production of transgender literature and how shifts in this structure may have
influenced the changes in transgender literature found in this chapter.
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CHAPTER 4
TRANSGENDER LITERATURE’S SHIFTING
INTELLECTUAL OPPORTUNITY STRUCTURE
Chapters 2 and 3 detailed the movement in transgender literature from “telling
transgender/transition stories” to “transgender people telling stories” in how we have
defied trans lit and in the texts themselves. This chapter asks: what influenced these
changes in transgender literature? To answer this question, I frame transgender
literature as an intellectual movement situated in an intellectual opportunity structure
(IOS) that includes the publishing industry, LGBT social activism and organizations,
and the Lambda Literary Awards themselves. Finally, I look to the Lambda Literary
Awards eligibility and nomination policies as key factors influencing the understanding
of transgender literature and how it has changed over the past two decades. Though I
do not have enough data to link these shifts in the broader intellectual opportunity
structure directly to the changes described in chapters 2 and 3, I believe situating
transgender literature as an intellectual movement (and therefore linked to an
intellectual opportunity structure) can contextualize the shifts in transgender literature
until additional empirical work can be done.
The intellectual opportunity structure (IOS) concept comes from Scott Frickel
and Neil Gross’s work on scientific and intellectual movements (SIMs). Frickel and
Gross define SIMs as “collective efforts to pursue research programs or projects for
thought in the face of resistance from others in the scientific or intellectual
community,” with a central goal of producing and disseminating new ideas and
knowledge to a particular field (2005:206). Analogous in many ways to a larger social
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movement, SIMs tend to be smaller in both scale and scope and are often internal to a
particular scientific or intellectual field, such as biology or post-structural theory
(Frickel and Gross 2005). For Frickel and Gross, the success or failure of a SIM is
predicated on the broader intellectual opportunity structure or context the SIM is trying
to influence. By positioning transgender literature as a coherent intellectual
movement—one trying to produce and disseminate literary knowledge about
transgender people, we begin to see the ways in which trans literature as a genre has
been influenced by the changing intellectual and organizational climate of the last
twenty to thirty years.
According to Tom Waidzunas, “Frickel and Gross’s theory is designed to
explain social conditions underlying the emergence and institutionalization of new
ideas and new ways of thinking among academics” (2013:3). While understanding the
social conditions that influence new ways of thinking among academics is an important
project, Waidzunas rightly suggests that Frickel and Gross’s conception of both
intellectual movements and opportunity structures remain limited by its focus on the
academy as an autonomous intellectual space. Waidzunas argues that “a tradition of
scholarship in sociology and science studies examines how social movements,
including those made up of lay actors, have shaped knowledge practices often through
the development and deployment of ‘lay expertise’” (Waidzunas 2013:4), which is
excluded from Frickel and Gross’s original conception of SIMs. Situating the ex-gay
movement and reparative therapy advocates within a broader field of “therapeutics”
which includes organizations such as the American Psychological Association as well
as community activist organizations, Waidzunas expands Frickel and Gross’s
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conception of an IOS to include “not only the particular vulnerability of individual
institutions, but also the relationship between institutions and the professions and
organizations within them” (Waidzunas 2013:4). This is a particularly important
expansion for discussing transgender literature as a SIM, which intentionally and
explicitly engages audiences outside of the academy.
Waidzunas defines an intellectual opportunity structure as “those aspects of a
multi-institutional field of knowledge production that render it more or less vulnerable
to the activity of social movements and SIMs,” (Waidzunas 2013:4). In terms of
transgender literature, this would include not only Lambda Literary, but also publishing
houses, authors, and other aspects of literary production; medical and psychiatric
associations, hospitals, mental health practitioners, and other professionals working
with transgender clients and shaping standards of care for transgender patients; as well
as media corporations representing transgender characters or storylines in mass media
such as television and film; academic institutions and scholars who produce research on
transgender identities and experiences; and non-profit organizations addressing LGBT
issues. Under Waidzunas’s broader definition an IOS can also include so-called
“hybrid movements that bring together lay and professional forms of expertise”
(Waidzunas 2013:4), as well as “shadow mobilizations, in which expert activists join
forces with social movements within boundary-spanning structures” (Waidzunas
2013:4). This is a crucial addition for understanding the IOS for trans literature, as it
also includes grassroots transgender activism and individual transgender people among
those who shape the production of knowledge around transgender identities and what
constitutes good transgender literature, rather than just academics. Expanding the
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definition to include lay organizations in the intellectual opportunity structures for
intellectual movements highlights the way dialogue between more traditional/canonical
ideas and structures and the emergent/challenging discourses and organizations does
not always remain cloistered in the Ivory Tower. This is especially true for trans
identities and narratives, given the clear intervention of trans people into the medical
and academic discourses of trans bodies and identities—both as activists and as
professionals (and often as activist professionals and professional activists).
Waidzunas offers five components of intellectual opportunity structures: 1)
boundaries of valid knowledge production, 2) organizational form and characteristics,
3) relationships across knowledge producing institutions and other institutions in the
larger field, 4) the relationship between intellectual institutions and the public, and 5)
opposing social movements (2013). Using Waidzunas’s expanded definition of an
intellectual opportunity structure, I link the shift from “telling transgender/transition
stories” to “transgender people telling stories” in transgender literature, evident in the
Lammy finalists and winners, with the wider social-structural changes in the LGBT
movement, the U.S. publishing industry, and the corporatization of LGBT non-profits,
with a specific focus on the Lambda Literary Foundation.

Mainstreaming of LGBT Identities
Transgender and transsexual people have been involved in gay political and
social movements in the United States since the very beginning. From the presence of
transgender sex workers at the Stonewall Riots to contemporary discussions of
marriage equality and military service, transsexual and transgender people have been
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active members of social movements aimed at increasing the standing and inclusion of
queer people. However, it wasn’t until the 1990s that a transgender movement, distinct
from the wider gay and lesbian movement, began to coalesce in the United States. In
the early 1990s, transgender “gained a new meaning as the ‘radical edge’ of gender
variance” (Valentine 2007:32) as it was linked to androgynous style and identification,
as opposed to the binary-reinforcing perception of transsexuality. Understandings of
“transgender” as a collective or umbrella term quickly took hold, which “politicized
transgender identification beyond individual radical acts and called for a social
movement organized around its terms,” (Valentine 2007:33). The boundaries of the
term “transgender” were, and continue to be, deeply contested. And while the term has
since gained near universal recognition (if not identification), it caught on unevenly in
the 1990s, more quickly taking hold in white, middle-class, and bi-coastal areas
(Valentine 2007). In contrast to “transsexual”—a term coined by sexologists and
medical professionals—“transgender” was seen as “wresting control over the meanings
and definitions of gender variance from medical and mental health professionals 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). We can see the historical traces of the term “transgender” in the changing
face of transgender literature. While “transsexual” finds its peak in the sample in the
earlier years of the award, “transgender” begins its ascent and eventually overtakes
transsexual as the identity label more often used. We can also see the rise of
“transgender” in the texts alongside an increased focus on community, politics, and
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activism (particularly in phrase frequencies) compared to the less overtly political,
more individualized uses of “transsexual.”
As David Valentine’s historical and anthropological work on the category of
transgender shows us, the contemporary distinctions between transgender and gay, and
more broadly between gender and sexuality, is a relatively new intellectual and social
phenomenon. It is only since the mid-to-late nineties that transgender has been
distinguished as a signature of gender-variance and gender transgression, thereby lifting
the burden of abnormality from gayness, which for many has come to signify gendernormativity and a similarity to “normal” heterosexuals in all aspects except for whom
they love. We can link this to the historical trends in transgender literature on a few
counts. First, the predominance of identity terms in early 2000s could be a reflection of
ongoing discussions regarding the differences and similarities between transsexual and
transgender, transgender and gay, and gender and sexuality more broadly through
literature, in addition to social service and activist spaces. Second, the shift away from
identity-terms towards a wider variety of topics in the late 2000s and early 2010s may
indicate an opening up of transgender literature to both transgender and transsexual
stories, which may or may not indicate a broader commitment to gender essentialism or
gender fluidity. Finally, we might read this shift as a pushback against narrow
understandings of transgender as a catch-all space for gender-variance intent on
dismantling normative gender binaries. The move away from identity-focused books,
particularly in 2012-2016 may indicate a desire to move away from these same debates
about transgender people reinforcing or deconstructing gender binaries altogether.
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LGBT movement historian John D’Emilio sees the lesbian and gay movement
bringing social change in “alternating cycles of what we might colloquially describe as
‘leaping’ and ‘creeping,’” (2002:89). Periods of often chaotic social upheaval and
change (leaping forward) have been followed by periods where social progress creeps
slowly or even backslides. For D’Emilio, these periods cannot be primarily explained
by the will of individuals, but are often provoked by “social or political turmoil that
creates new openings for change or new motivations to act,” (2002:91). These cycles
are also associated with different approaches to change where “moments of leaping
seem tailored to radical visionaries willing to use bold, often militant, methods,”
(D’Emilio 2002:91). In contrast, militancy becomes less effective as an overall strategy
when the movement is only creeping along. In these times, “the arts of dialogue and
negotiation seem to dominate,” (D’Emilio 2002:91). It’s important to recognize that
both leaping and creeping accomplish something essential. While this may be more
easily seen in periods of leaping forward, the incremental change of creeping periods
solidifies past victories and prepare the way for new endeavors in the future (D’Emilio
2002).
Since 1990, we can identify two cycles of leaping and creeping for the U.S.
transgender movement, which roughly map on to the shifts identified in transgender
literature above. The first leap, from about 1992-1998, being marked by a shift from
transsexual to transgender narratives and a high focus on trans identities as distinct
from gay and lesbian ones. This period is marked by growing visibility of trans people
within the queer community, particularly through social activism and conflict, both
within LGBT and heterosexual spaces. This was followed by a period of creeping from
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1998-2010, as more mainstream gay and lesbian organizations add “bisexual and
transgender” to their names and mission statements, and professional healthcare
organizations revise standards of care for transgender people to reduce barriers to
medical transition. In 2010, transgender activism and visibility enters another leaping
moment which arguably continues to this day. Janet Mock, a well-known magazine
editor, came out as transgender in a 2011 issue of Marie Claire magazine (Mock and
Mayo 2011). Two years later Netflix’s show Orange is the New Black (2013) became a
cultural phenomenon in no small part due to Laverne Cox’s portrayal of a transgender
inmate—Cox was the first trans person to play a transgender character in a major
television show, and in 2014 a TIME Magazine cover story featured Cox, proclaiming
the “transgender tipping point” had arrived (Steinmetz 2014). Additional media
visibility and celebrity transitions (notably Chaz Bono in 2009 and Caitlyn Jenner in
2015) have only fueled the wildfire of transgender visibility in the United States. While
mainstream and national media have consistently relied on familiar tropes of transition,
more diverse stories of transgender identity and experience have also gained
prominence. Such leaps forward in transgender visibility for the wider culture have
made their way into publishing as well, opening space for transgender stories and
transgender authors to consideration by corporate presses and mainstream reading
audiences, in addition to small independent presses. Widespread cultural visibility, in
turn, influences (and likely responds to) the changes in transgender literature described
above.
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Changes in U.S. Publishing Since 1980
We cannot understand the development of transgender literature since 1997 if
we do not also take into account the seismic shifts in the publishing industry since the
1980s, particularly in how books are acquired, produced, and distributed in the United
States. John B. Thompson’s masterful work on the changing field of publishing
Merchants of Culture (2012) details how publishing has changed in the last forty years,
allowing for a more diverse group of authors and stories to enter the cultural commons.
Thompson details a number of changes in publishing, three of which are most relevant
to our discussion of transgender literature and the Lambda Literary Awards: the
corporate consolidation of publishing houses, the rise of Amazon and online
bookselling, and the digital revolution of publishing and self-publishing.
For much of publishing’s history in the United States, publishing houses were
independent entities that bought, printed, and distributed books for sale in brick-andmortal bookshops. Publishing houses ranged in size from small and mid-sized to large,
depending on their level of success, specialization, and financial backing. Mergers and
buyouts were not uncommon, but tended to be limited to the relatively small world of
publishing. In the 1980s, media and other corporate entities began buying up publishing
houses and adding them to their portfolio of companies. Publishing is a historically
low-margin business, but houses were now under pressure to improve the bottom line,
increase profits, and generally perform under the same corporate logics of their parent
organizations. This led to more mergers and acquisitions as publishers attempted to
build economies of scale that would counteract the low profit margins of traditional
publishing, eventually resulting in a small number of very large corporate presses as
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mid-size presses were gobbled up. Larges houses tend to focus on “big books,”
potential bestsellers, which will make enough profit to cover their losses on the many
other books that don’t sell enough to cover their production costs. Corporatization has
also led to an increase in bureaucracy and red tape for many publishers, who now need
to convince marketing and sales departments of a book’s market potential, in addition
to its literary merit.
At the same time, there has been an increase in independent small and micro
presses, some of which may produce only one or two books each year. As the costs of
publishing have declined due to technological advances in printing and distribution
(including online publishing and sales which I will discuss shortly), individuals or small
collectives have been able to enter publishing at a lower cost than in decades past.
Though small publishers often struggle to sell large numbers of books and return any
sort of profit, there are advantages to being a small fish in a very large pond.
Independent publishers have more leeway to focus on books that matter to them due to
the absence of corporate bureaucracy. This allows them to focus more exclusively on
specific audiences or topics, cornering a (very small) market and creating a niche for
themselves in the broader industry. This has often been the story for LGBT literature,
which was historically excluded from mainstream and corporate publishers due to
homophobia and/or the perception that LGBT literature would not sell. Even as
transgender literature has crept into mainstream publishing (several transgender Lammy
winners have come from major publishing houses), small queer and transgender
focused presses have built reputations for publishing high quality books with
transgender experiences and stories. Increasingly, these presses are created and
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maintained by people within the transgender community, lending both credibility to the
work, as well as a deep understanding of the importance to tell more diverse stories of
trans identity.
In addition to the corporatization of publishing and the resulting bifurcation into
large and small publishing houses, new technologies—including the internet—have
changed the way books are published and distributed. In 1995, Jeff Bezos started an
online bookstore that would eventually become known worldwide as Amazon.com. In
1997, the same year the transgender category first appeared in the Lammys, Amazon
became a publicly traded company. It would not turn a profit until 2001, but since then
Amazon has become a dominant force in the publishing industry and changed the way
people relate to retail. Amazon provides customers easy access to millions of titles,
including many small press and self-published volumes which do not get prime shelf
space (or often any shelf space at all) at major book retailers like Barnes and Noble,
supermarkets and discount clubs, or even small independent bookshops. Amazon
opened up market space for small presses to reach their audiences more effectively,
especially as recommendation algorithms became more advanced, breathed life into the
used book trade, and provided access to many books that are out of print. LGBT
authors and titles (along with other niche markets) benefit greatly from Amazon’s near
comprehensive stock, the ability to search by general topic, and suggestion algorithms.
Each of these provide opportunities for readers to come into contact with books that are
less likely to be carried in mainstream stores. Though Amazon certainly has its share of
critiques—chief among them that Amazon is actively putting independent, community
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booksellers out of business—there is no denying that it has fundamentally changed the
way we access and consume literature in the twenty-first century.
While Amazon was digitizing book selling, others were developing digital
technologies for book publishing. Some of the same technologies—personal computers,
the internet, smart phones—which have driven online commerce have also
revolutionized how we produce books as material objects. Amazon first introduced its
Kindle e-reader in 2007, with competitors soon following suit. Reading a book no
longer requires a block of wood pulp and ink. Digital publishing now allows us to take
an entire library with us in our pocket or on a lightweight e-reader or tablet. E-book
technologies have also significantly reduced both financial and access barriers to
publishing. Digital publishing allows small presses and individual authors to selfpublish more cheaply and easily than to traditional printing and distribution methods.
Of course, self-publishing also means that authors are often working without the
support of an editor, typesetter, or other industry professionals, causing the quality of
self-published works to vary widely. Theoretically, digital publishing could lead to the
democratization of publishing and the proliferation of different stories being told.
However, simply having more books available does not eliminate the problem of
building an audience for those stories. Simply putting a book out into the world does
not mean it will be read, often leaving authors just as beholden to traditional
mechanisms for building visibility such as literary awards, assuming mainstream
recognition is the goal.
The meteoric rise of digital technologies beginning in the mid-nineties and of
Amazon since 2001 coincide with many shifts in transgender literature over that time.
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The data show a large increase in the frequency of identity words and phrases between
the first two chronological blocks (1997-2001 and 2002-2006), possibly a result of
shared language and identification made possible by increasing internet access across
the country, as well as access to other transgender texts through online booksellers like
Amazon. The democratizing forces of digital and self-publishing coincide with the
second decade of the sample (2007-2016). In response to the increase in transgender
books being published, Lambda Literary split the single transgender category into two
(fiction and non-fiction) in 2011. The rise of digital and self-publishing may have also
had an impact on the diversity of stories being told in transgender literature. Now that
barriers to publishing were lower, small presses and individuals could focus on
publishing works they felt passionate about, rather than just what would sell.
Transgender focused presses began popping up around the country. (For example,
Topside Press in New York City was founded in 2010 and released its first book The
Collection: Short Fiction from the Transgender Vanguard (2012), which won the
Lammy for transgender fiction in 2013). These presses are often run by trans-identified
people, with the explicit purpose of telling trans stories not previously recognized by
publishers caught in the habit of telling transition stories, rather than allowing trans
people to tell the stories they thought worth telling.

Corporatization of LGBT Non-Profits
In the past 50 years, LGBT activism in the United States has shifted from a
fringe social movement to the mainstream of American politics. Despite these historic
advances in public policy and law, many have criticized the mainstream LGBT rights
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movement for its near exclusive focus on public policy and legal protections over
broader social justice work (Duggan 2003; Spade 2011; Sycamore 2004; Vaid 1995;
Vaid 2012).
Both scholarly and activist critiques of the LGBT movement situate national, or
mainstream, gay and lesbian activism in the political economy of neoliberalism.
Neoliberalism is a late twentieth-century incarnation of Liberalism, focused on
reducing government oversight of the economy through privatization while promoting
an ethic of personal responsibility to fill the void created by the reduction of public
services (Duggan 2003). Neoliberal reductions in government support services have
prompted a rise of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and non-profit
organizations, both to supplement services once provided by the public sector and to
lobby for expanded legal rights and protections of identity groups such as LGBT
people.
In this neoliberal environment, Urvashi Vaid, former Executive Director of the
National Gay and Lesbian Task Force (now known as the National LGBTQ Task Force
or The Task Force), sees the national LGBT movement’s priorities as a shrunken shell
of previous decades’ work for gay and lesbian equality. “From a demand that LGBT
people be able to live a public life in a world in which queer sexualities were not only
tolerated but also celebrated [in the 1970s and 1980s], the LGBT movement now seeks
the much narrower right to live an undisturbed private life,” (Vaid 2012:4). As part of
this mission-narrowing, LGBT advocacy organizations tend to focus on a small number
of so-called “single-identity issues,” including marriage equality, gay parenting rights,
and open military service, at the expense of broader policy objectives such as national
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healthcare and social welfare supports which would impact a larger number of people
in and out of the LGBT community.
This narrower focus is also more conservative in orientation than previous
iterations of gay liberation work. Duggan has dubbed these neoliberal sexual politics as
“the new homonormativity” or “a politics that does not contest dominant
heteronormative assumptions and institutions,” such as marriage and the nuclear family
structure, “but upholds and sustains them,” (2003:50). In a similar vein, Jane Ward
focuses on the influx of corporate language and jargon to LGBT politics, particularly
surrounding the instrumental usage of “diversity” and “inclusion.” Ward argues these
concepts have been co-opted and de-politicized from their more expansive usage in
social justice movements that call for a downward redistribution of power and
resources, rather than mere tolerance or celebration of difference without structural
change (Ward 2008:16).
In addition to a homonormative policy focus, Duggan also argues “[n]ational
gay and lesbian civil rights, lobbying and litigation organizations have nearly all moved
away from constituency mobilization and community-based consultation” since the
1990s (Duggan 2003:45). According to Duggan and others, the shift in national LGBT
organizations from conceiving of gay rights as part of a broader social justice
movement to a more narrow focus on identity-specific concerns like gay marriage have
also meant that grassroots constituencies of LGBT people are now largely reduced to
“checkbook activists” rather than full participants in determining the direction of the
movement (Vaid 2012:193).
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Scholar-activists such as Rickke Mananzala and Dean Spade voice similar
critiques of the growing transgender rights movement (Mananzala and Spade 2008).
Both intimately tied to and deeply distinct from the gay and lesbian movement,
transgender politics gained wider visibility beginning in the 1990s and has seen an
explosion of recognition by the wider public in recent years. Currently, much, if not
most, paid transgender political work is being done as part of large gay and lesbian
rights organizations. The few trans-specific organizations often grapple with small
budgets and a lack of infrastructure and other resources. Despite being largely underresourced, there are a small number of transgender organizations building a national
movement for transgender equality. Like gay and lesbian organizations, these transspecific organizations must fight for political legibility and material resources in a
neoliberal political economy (Mananzala and Spade 2008). However, as often as transorganizations are held up as grassroots foils to corporatized gay and lesbian
organizations, it is unclear if trans-organizations actually live up to this comparison.
Many of the same scholars and activists who have critiqued neoliberal identity
politics have also spoken out against corporatized structures and processes in social
movement organizations, particularly in what has come to be known as the non-profit
industrial complex. The non-profit industrial complex (NPIC) is the “set of symbiotic
relationships that link together political and financial technologies of state and owningclass proctorship and surveillance over public political intercourse, including and
especially emergent progressive and leftist social movements, since about the mid1970s,” (Rodriguez 2007:21-2). In the NPIC, non-profit organizations fill the void left
by receding State and Federal governments and provide much needed social support
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and services to communities. Due to financial constraints and limited funding sources,
non-profit organizations must often conform to strict guidelines set by funders (often
private foundations or government agencies) that dictate, directly or indirectly, how the
organization is structured. The “bureaucratic formality and hierarchical (frequently
elitist) structuring of the NPIC” now serves to “dictate the political vistas of NPIC
organizations themselves,” curtailing the possibility of certain types of social change
focused on broader social justice goals (Rodriguez 2007:29).
One example of how the bureaucratic structure favored by the NPIC influences
social movement work comes Amara H. Pérez from Sisters in Action for Power based
in Portland, Oregon. Pérez describes the mission drift and staff burnout resulting from
endless hours spent writing and rewriting funding proposals as Sisters in Action for
Power attempted to sustain themselves as an independent non-profit organization. She
writes:
Often applying for grants from foundations resulted in our taking on
additional work as required by guidelines that were not always reflective
of our own internal priorities. The decision to pursue funding despite the
less-than-perfect match was a necessary means of “staying open” to
continue our work. Unfortunately, it also required us to overextend
ourselves to do both the work we had envisioned and the work we had
assumed now as grantees. (Pérez 2007:92)
As Sisters in Action for Power and many other grassroots organizations have
discovered, the benefits of a non-profit status—including funding—often come at the
price of adjusting organizational structure and priorities to better meet the requirements
that come with much needed funding. This is a pressing concern for grassroots
transgender organizations as well, who have limited access to foundations or grants that
focus on, or even understands, the needs of transgender communities.
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Lambda Literary as Gatekeeper
The Lambda Literary Foundation, which runs the Lammys, is a prime example
of the corporatization of the LGBT movement over the past thirty years. The Lambda
Literary Awards were initially a program of the Lambda Book Report (LBR), run out of
Washington, DC’s gay bookstore Lambda Rising. As LBR grew, the small staff
managed the awards process and put together an awards gala each year in addition to
the day-to-day tasks of running a book review publication. In 1997, nearly ten years
after the initial awards in 1989 and the first year for the transgender category, the
Lambda Literary Foundation was incorporated as a 501(c)3 non-profit organization to
officially separate the Lammys from the Lambda Book Report.
According to Tony Valenzuela, the organization initiated a process of
“intentional professionalization” in 2010, which coincided with Valenzuela’s tenure as
Executive Director of the Foundation. Under Valenzuela’s leadership, the organization
has undergone some dramatic transformations in the past seven years, including
incorporating the Lambda Book Report into the Foundation as an online publication
(renamed the Lambda Literary Review) after Lambda Rising closed its doors in 2010.
In an interview, Valenzuela told me Lambda didn’t used to seek out grant funding or
financial partners and sponsors for their events as they now do. He remarked that
Lambda had “grown up as a non-profit in the last few years,” and much of his job
involved “making sure the organization is sustainable for the next 25 years”
(Valenzuela 2016, personal communication). Lambda Literary has grown from a
grassroots organization “depending on the passion of volunteers and a tiny staff” to
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“really strengthening the foundation of the non-profit so it can weather economic down
turns and whatever else comes,” (Valenzuela 2016, personal communication).
Even before Valenzuela arrived as executive director, Lambda Literary’s status
as a non-profit organization was making an impact on the awards and, indirectly, on
transgender literature. This impact can be seen most clearly through eligibility
restrictions and changing nomination policies for the Lambda Literary Awards.

Eligibility Restrictions
Since the first award cycle, books must be published in print form to be eligible
for a Lambda Literary Award. In our current age, we are familiar with debates about the
merits of print versus digital books, but the concern about Lambda requiring printed
books goes back to almost the very beginning. In a letter sent to the Lambda Literary
Awards dated January 22, 1990, a community member writes, “…I am disappointed to
see that awards are only given for published books. This means that a great number of
writers who are important to the gay community will not be recognized by that
community because the publishing industry—and small presses are increasingly a part
of it—can not [sic] find a way to ‘package’ them,” (Brass 1990). Brass’ concern
highlights the deep discrimination within the publishing industry that sparked the very
creation of the Lammys in 1988. However, this widespread discrimination also likely
meant that many talented authors and nuanced depictions of queer experiences
remained unpublished, and those that were being published were also much more likely
to be white, cisgender, gay men and lesbians.
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Despite the rise of digital publishing in the years since Brass wrote to the
Lammys, print remains a requirement for award consideration. Print editions are often
significantly more expensive to produce, so many self-published books don’t ever
appear in print form, thus excluding them from consideration for a Lammy. Given what
we know about socio-economic status trends within the LGBT community, one might
expect that transgender and gender non-conforming people and people of color would
be less likely to publish print versions than their white or cisgender counterparts.
Regardless of the changing trends in publishing and the increase in digital only
publishing, Lambda has not amended their requirement for eligible books to be
published in print. This constructs a boundary for valid knowledge production that
extends only to the printed page and suggests that, for Lambda, credible authors (as
producers of knowledge) are those who can secure a contract with a print publishing
house or who have the material resources to self-publish in print.

The Lammy Nomination Process
Looking back over the thirty-year history of the Lammys, there has been a
significant shift in how Lambda solicits nominations for the Awards. Initially, as
evidenced by archival documents from 1989 to 2002, nominations could be made by
anyone at no cost to the nominator. Nomination forms were distributed though gay and
feminist book stores to their customers, publishers sent out nomination forms to their
mailing lists, and the Lambda Book Report printed nomination forms as part of their
print issues. Readers, authors, and publishers alike could write in their nominations for
the various categories and mail or fax them to the Lambda Book Report, which was
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initially in charge of putting on the awards. According to one letter in the Lambda
Literary Foundation archives, Jim Marks, one of the Lammy administrators, supposedly
told a publisher that 500,000 nomination forms were distributed in 1993 to various
outlets, with a return response of about 5,000 (Lyons 1994).
Though an open nomination process certainly allowed the average reader of gay
and lesbian literature to voice their opinions about the best books of the year, this did
not mean that the process was objective. Accusations of “stuffing the ballot box” and
weighting the nominations towards the tastes of literary critics and the gay and lesbian
literary elite still surfaced. Some readers and publishers felt the open call for
nominations favored particular segments of the LGBT community. After naming two
prominent gay literary critics who they felt figured too prominently in the Lammy
nomination and selection process, one letter-writer went on to say,
I’ll have more respect for the Lambda Literary Awards when I don’t feel
the original nominations come from letter-writing campaigns of author’s
friends and the final awards come because of gender parity, race, East
Coast prejudices, or any other political, social, and non-literary criteria.
(Curza 1990)
Others were concerned about advantages this nomination process provided to
the more established independent presses, particularly in the 1990s before corporate
presses had begun publishing LGBT books in any meaningful quantity. Naiad, a longstanding feminist press, was singled out as having particular advantage over other small
publishers. Jennifer Lyons, a publisher at Crown who cited the 500,000 ballots
mentioned above, states Jim Marks also told her that “certain small publishers make
copies of the ballots and send them to their readers,” presumably weighing the
nominations and awards in their favor. Two years earlier, Deanna Leach of the quite
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small Paradigm Publishing, wrote to Lambda to inquire how the number of nominations
received for different books were balanced out by the nomination committee (Leach
1992). Jim Marks’s response was apparently not enough to assuage Paradigm’s
concerns that small presses were disadvantaged by the process. “Our objection is that
we feel the books awarded a Lammy deserve better than a popularity contest from the
general public, and this takes away from the prestige of the Lambda Literary Awards,”
(Leach 1992).
Though the open call for nominations indicates a broader understanding of who
is a valid producer of knowledge about gay and lesbian literature (including not only
critics and publishing professionals, but general readers as well) evidence shows not
everyone was comfortable with such a low barrier to entry for credibility. Wrapped up
in these concerns about “popularity contests” were also questions about the validity of
the process through which knowledge about quality literature was produced. As the
archives show, concerns about the valid production of knowledge suggested that
allowing everyone to nominate texts advantaged better known presses and more recent
book releases over smaller publishers and books published earlier in the year, and the
judging process was not equipped to mitigate these inherent biases in the nomination
process.
After nearly fifteen years of open nominations, the Lammys implemented a new
procedure, which drastically curtailed who would be considered credible actors in the
production of knowledge around quality LGBT literature. Beginning with the 2003
awards, Lambda would no longer accept nominations from the general public or
independent bookstores. With this new system, still in place for the 2017 nomination
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process, Lammy nominations could only be submitted by publishers, authors, or other
“representatives” (presumably literary agents, though the parameters here remain
unstated). The new process also added a $15 nomination fee per book ($19.88 in 2017
dollars) and required nominators to submit multiple review copies of the book for
judging. It is clear from archived Lambda correspondence that fee waivers were
available to publishers, but it is unclear how much the waiver was advertised. In 2004,
the nomination fee increased to $20 per book ($25.81 in 2017 dollars) and continued to
climb periodically over the next decade. For the 2017 awards, nominations carried a fee
of $45 per book or $40 per book if nominating 11 or more titles (Lambdaliterary.org
2016).
The change in nomination policy suggests a dramatic shift in how Lambda
measured credibility and validity in discussions of quality LGBT literature. Most
significantly, this indicates a move from grassroots, popular selection of books to a
focus on professional opinion and a greater influence from publishers and literary
insiders. Nothing in the archives explicitly discusses the reason for the change in
nomination procedures. With the addition of the nomination fee, we might infer that the
change was an attempt (at least in part) to monetize the awards process, offsetting the
costs of running the Awards and increasing the fundraising capacity of the Lammys for
the Lambda Literary Foundation. It is also possible that this was an attempt to build
prestige for the Lammys as a serious literary award on par with the American Library
Association awards or the National Book Award, neither of which take nominations
from the public. We might also infer that this shift was part of a larger strategy to grow
the Lambda Literary Foundation into a professional, nationally-recognized organization
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and appeal more to mainstream publishers, literary markets, and funders—a strategy we
see replicated in the early 2000s by a number of other LGBT organizations including
GLAAD (Doyle 2016) and The Task Force (Vaid 1995).

Conclusion
Transgender literature, especially as understood through the Lambda Literary
Award finalists and winners, is situated as part of a complicated web of institutions and
must navigate an ever-evolving intellectual opportunity structure, enmeshed in the both
LGBT social movements and the U.S. publishing industry, as well as the structure of
the Lambda Literary Awards themselves. It is difficult, if not impossible, to draw direct
causal lines between various changes in the LGBT social activism, the U.S. publishing
industry, or the corporatization of Lambda Literary and other LGBT non-profits and the
shift in transgender literature from “telling transgender and transition stories” to
“transgender people telling stories.” However, by situating transgender literature as an
intellectual movement in a wider intellectual opportunity structure that encompasses
each of these factors, we may better understand the context surrounding the shifts in
transgender literature over the last two decades and the temporal logic of these changes.

115

CHAPTER 5
“PART OF THE LITERATURE OF THE NATION”
THE LAMBDA LITERARY AWARDS AND INTRACOMMUNITY
CLAIMS FOR CULTURAL CITIZENSHIP
From military service to marriage, the national LGBT movement in the United
States has been dominated for the past thirty years by rights-based claims to equality
and full citizenship (Warner 1999, Vaid 1995). National LGBT organizations and the
mainstream news media have paid less attention to simultaneous and ongoing claims
for the full cultural citizenship of LGBT people beginning in the mid-twentieth century.
Using Jan Pakulski’s (1997) framework of cultural citizenship, I argue that the Lambda
Literary Awards function as a claim for cultural citizenship on a national level and this
national claim is shaped by smaller, intracommunity claims for cultural citizenship in
discussions and controversies surrounding the award process beginning with the awards
inception in 1989 and continuing to the present day. Though less immediately tied to
transgender literature than previous chapters, understanding the Lammys as laying
claim to cultural citizenship for LGBT people (and the visibility of the trans community
as part of this claim) speaks to the broader political implications of transgender
literature as a genre.
Using archival documents from the Lambda Literary Foundation, as well as
published statements and articles about the Lambda Literary Awards, I explore the
conflicts and controversies within the LGBT community and the localized claims for
cultural citizenship made on the Lammys. This chapter begins with an overview of
cultural citizenship as presented by Pakulski (1997) before moving on to a broader
discussion of literary awards as effective vehicles for cultural citizenship claims. My
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analysis centers on the intracommunity struggles for cultural recognition by presenting
three conflicts that have developed around the Lammys in the past thirty years: 1)
symbolic presence and visibility; 2) dignifying representations and; 3) the propagation
of identity and maintenance of LGBT lifestyles. Ultimately, the outcomes of these
intracommunity struggles over cultural representation impact the Lambda Literary
Awards’ national claim for LGBT cultural citizenship with lasting effects on LGBT
individuals and their communities.
.
Cultural Citizenship
Cultural citizenship is a concept that refers to contemporary demands in the
western world for the extension of citizenship beyond the acquisition of formal legal
equality and political rights. Most basically, “citizenship refers to a status entailing a set
of rights both claimed by and bestowed upon all members of a political community,”
(Pakulski 1997:73). Individuals or groups act as claimants, requesting rights from the
State due to them as part of a social or political community. In his classic book,
Citizenship and Social Class (1950), T.H. Marshall theorized an evolutionary model of
citizenship, beginning with civil rights, moving on to political, and later social rights.
Pakulski describes Marshall’s evolutionary model of citizenship as follows:
The civil component of citizenship, including ‘liberty of the person,
freedom of speech, thought and faith, the right to own property and to
conclude valid contracts, and the right to justice’ was instituted in the
eighteenth century…The political component, involving ‘the right to
participate in the exercise of political power’ that is, to vote and stand for
political office, developed throughout the nineteenth century.…Finally,
the first half of the twentieth century saw the extension of citizenship
into the ‘social sphere’ of welfare and security rights which entitled
citizens ‘to live the life of a civilized being according to the standards
prevailing in society.’ (1997:74-5)
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Citizenship is an iterative process, one that can be charted along two major dimensions:
scope and domain. Scope refers to “social categories included in the full participation
[of citizenship] (upon whom rights are bestowed)” (Pakulski 1997:77). The expansion
of voting rights to non-propertied white men, women, and people of color is an example
of the expanding scope of political rights in Western nations. On the other hand,
domain indicates the “aspects of rights marking this ‘full inclusion’ or ‘participation’ in
the social community,” (Ibid.). Claims to cultural citizenship expand the domain of
citizenship beyond its historical understandings to include fair cultural representation as
part of the “package” of rights included with full citizenship.
Following this logic, the notion of “cultural citizenship” expands the domains of
full citizenship beyond the civil and political spheres to include the cultural realm. It is
“a new set of citizenship claims that involve the right to unhindered and legitimate
representation, and propagation of identities and lifestyles through the information
systems and in public fora,” (Pakulski 1997:80). Pakulski further describes three substreams of cultural citizenship claims: “the right to symbolic presence and visibility (vs
marginalization); the right to dignifying representation (vs stigmatization); and the right
to propagation of identity and maintenance of lifestyles (vs assimilation),” (1997:80).
With cultural citizenship claims, explicit recognition or intervention by the State is not
always necessary (beyond assurances of basic civil rights, such as a free press and
independent public fora). Instead, these new citizenship claims are more concerned
with representation within civil society, particularly in mass media. These claims place
an “emphasis on the symbolic and ideational sphere, as well as the sensitivity to the
way in which symbolic representations—and the activities of marking presence and
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signaling identities (describing, depicting)—affect social relations,” (Pakulski
1997:80). Furthermore, “full cultural citizenship is seen primarily as not a matter of
legal, political and socioeconomic locations, but as a matter of symbolic representation,
cultural-status recognition and cultural promotion,” (Ibid.). While claims for cultural
citizenship are often linked to more traditional claims for state recognition and
sanctioning as legitimate social actors, state intervention is not always necessary or
desirable for those making claims to cultural citizenship.

Literary Awards as Cultural Citizenship Claims
One important aspect of citizenship claims, rarely discussed in the historical and
political literature, is the form that claims for citizenship take. A claim’s form can also
contribute to its success or failure. Lambda Literary’s decision to use an established
cultural mechanism (the literary award) adds legitimacy to their claim for LGBT
cultural citizenship, while also providing a potent means for cultural dispersion and
promotion of their content (LGBT identity narratives) (DiMaggio and Powell 1983).
Literature provides as an especially effective medium for cultural citizenship
claims. Long associated with “high culture,” literature is understood as a more
“serious” and “important” cultural form when compared with film or television.
Literature also holds a privileged cultural position as an arbiter and legitimator of
national culture and character through literary canons. “Canonical texts…present a
legitimated version of the national experience. The canon, however, is both
representation and constructor of what it means to be American…” (Corse 1997:103).
The “literature of the nation” is not a mere reflection of the national character, but
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rather the result of political struggle over the meaning of the nation. One way to
intervene in this process of canonization is through literary awards. “Designating
novels detailing marginal experiences as literary prize winners is one way of
incorporating changes into the legitimated version of the national experience,” (Ibid.).
According to English (2005), the establishment of the first Nobel Prizes in 1895
marks the beginning of modern prize culture. Since that time, the number and variety of
prizes have proliferated rapidly, many modeling themselves on the initial Nobel Prize
model meant to honor outstanding achievements in a field. Others, including the
Lammys, use the now dominant Academy Awards (Oscars) format honoring the best of
an industry.
Prizes gained greater cultural prominence beginning in the 1960s with a
transition to what English calls a “weightless economy,” an economy “in which a
preponderance of activity concerns trade in such intangible forms of property as
knowledge or information, news or entertainment, numbers or options, or predictions,”
which expanded the market for “symbolic goods,” including cultural or literary
prestige, and the various events and processes through which such symbolic capital gets
distributed and circulated (English 2005:77). Awards play a unique role in the
“weightless economy” in that they provide entertainment, but also have economic value
as potentially predictive measures of future sales and publishing industry trends.
“Success on this double register is something that virtually all contemporary prize
administrators aspire to in some form; they want to amuse and delight their audience,
and they want to be recognized as leading rather than trailing indicators of value,”
(2005:91-92).
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Prizes are much more socially influential than one might expect at first glance,
providing the mechanisms through which cultural capital (writing a good book) can be
converted into other, more lucrative forms of social and economic capital (English
2002). English argues that being trend leaders rather than trend followers is important
to prize administrators because it increases the capital of the prize itself, while also
situating the prize as a key site for an “intraconversion of capital” from one form to
another in “‘circuits of legitimation,’ systems of sponsorship, evaluation, and
consecration” through which power itself becomes masked as merit, as something
internal to the prize or prize winners rather than arbitrarily bestowed upon them by
committee (English 2002:111. See also Bourdieu 2010 [1984]). Prizes like the Lambda
Literary Awards provide a space and a mechanism for sponsors, major publishing
houses, and celebrities to convert their economic and social capital into cultural prestige
by their association with a literary prize. At the same time, book awards allow authors
and presses who become finalists and winners to convert their cultural capital into
wider social visibility and economic gain. This boost in visibility can be especially
lucrative for small, independent presses who do not otherwise have the financial
resources to advertise and market books to the extent that larger publishing houses do.
By utilizing a well-known cultural form, the literary prize, the Lambda Literary
Awards situate themselves as sufficiently like organizations which already have full
cultural citizenship (the Nobel Prize, the National Book Award, the Newbery Honor
Medal). Such “institutional isomorphism” (DiMaggio and Powell 1983) normalizes the
Lambda Literary Awards, allowing them to “borrow” cultural capital on the reputation
of established literary awards as legitimate cultural authorities. Institutional
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isomorphism also tames the potentially controversial content of their request—the
expansion of cultural citizenship to LGBT narratives and identities—with the
established mechanism of the literary award. The structure of a literary award increases
the economic and cultural impact of the Lammys, thereby shifting Lambda Literary’s
claim (the radical idea that queers should be full cultural citizens) from the margins of
the political sphere into the adjacent possible by expanding the group of people with an
interest in and respect for queer literature.
For literary awards that do achieve cultural prominence, prizes perform another
major social function: canon formation. Sara M. Corse and Saundra Davis Westervelt
(2002) discuss the role in which changing social values and ideologies influence canon
creation and revision. They argue the cultural reception of Kate Chopin’s The
Awakening hinged largely on wider social understandings of women’s roles and the
inclusion of feminist ideas into mainstream cultural consciousness. It was not until
feminist literary critiques could re-evaluate Chopin’s novel that The Awakening became
part of the American Literature canon. Because literary prizes often serve as
bellweathers for emerging trends in publishing and are often judged by respected and
credentialed professionals in the field, prizes have an influential role in creating literary
“classics” and canonical texts across genres. These canons, established under the
influence of literary prizes, then become evidence supporting the inclusion of
represented groups in full cultural citizenship of the nation.
Kidd (2007) discusses this process in regards to the Newbery Medal, the
premier prize for children’s literature in the United States. Kidd asserts the Newbery
Medal “helped establish the modern awards system for children’s literature, in the
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process ensuring that ALA librarians would continue to serve as tastemakers,”
(2007:168-9). He also argues that [Medal books] are
‘minor’ classics in at least two senses of the phrase: classics for kids, and
respectable if not remarkable achievements in their own right. If not
exactly a canon, the Medal is part of the canonical architecture of
children’s literature. At the same time, the Medal stands for a good
education, for what we might call ‘edubrow’ culture—the middlebrow
culture of public schools and libraries. (Kidd 2007:169)
Here, Kidd identifies the Newbery as a site for capital conversion by establishing ALA
librarians as “tastemakers” in children’s literature (identifying trends) and links this to
canon formation by making the Newberry synonymous with “good education.” As
such, Newbery Medal books are now found in schools and libraries across the country,
as well as in homes of middle class parents who want their children to be reading the
“right” books for cultural and economic success.
The Lammys play a crucial role in promoting LGBT literature as part of the
American literary tradition, since few other outlets do so consistently. Other than the
American Library Association’s Stonewall Book Award, created in 1971, there are no
general awards for LGBT publishing in the United States. Though there are some
smaller, genre-based awards and organizations for LGBT books, Lambda Literary
stands alone as the only organization and award that is focused broadly and exclusively
on LGBT writing. This focus on LGBT literature is particularly important since few
LGBT titles win major mainstream publishing awards (Kidd 2007). Though the ALA’s
Stonewall Awards pre-date the Lammys by almost two decades, the Lammys are far
more comprehensive—giving out many more awards each year than Stonewall—and
more intimately connected to both the publishing world and the LGBT reading public.
Additionally, Lambda Literary’s prestige and social visibility as an LGBT literary
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organization and its ability to promote LGBT authors and books puts pressure on more
conservative, mainstream prizes to expand their understanding of “quality literature” to
include a greater consideration of social identity in their selections—if not in the
winning titles, then at least in the individuals who serve as judges (Kidd 2007)—as a
way to challenge the long-standing straight, white, maleness of “great literature.”
Finally, book awards have become “powerful marketing instruments” (English
2005: 153), in a more strictly economic sense. The Lammys are no exception, driving
book promotion and sales in LGBT literature. Books and authors that have been
shortlisted or won Lammys advertise this achievement on their covers and websites,
while subsequent reviews and product descriptions almost always note the
achievement. Presumably, the Awards are also used by the general public to guide their
literature purchases and expose them to quality literature on LGBT topics they might
not otherwise have come across given the relative paucity of LGBT representation in
mainstream publishing and literary awards. The importance of the Lammys for raising
the visibility of LGBT literature is further evidenced by the Awards use outside the
publishing world. Many academic studies of LGBT literature rely on the LLA winners
to compile data sets (Mason 2010; Shimanoff, Elia, & Yep 2012; Jiménez 2015) and
librarians, both academic and public, rely on Lammy shortlists to assess and drive title
acquisitions (Sweetland & Christensen 1995; Moss 2008; Lee & Freedman 2010). The
Lammys’ wide reach across diverse groups of “cultural workers” (Giroux 1992)
positions them as a powerful vehicle for making cultural citizenship claims.
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Intracommunity Conflict in the Lambda Literary Awards’ Claim
Sociologists have long understood communities as constructed, rather than
natural, groupings of people. Benedict Anderson (2000 [1983]) first introduced the idea
of “imagined communities” to the nation-state and other scholars quickly moved to
apply this concept to other communities. Wendy Griswold (1992) summarizes the
concept as a framework for her discussion of the African village novel. She explains,
“[s]eemingly natural communities…are now understood to be artificial constructions
responding to specific historical circumstances. Nevertheless, the concept of
community, unlike particular manifestations of the concept, persists in academic and
popular discourse” (Griswold 1992:709). It follows, then, that the answer to the
question “who is part of the LGBT community?” is neither natural, nor obvious. As
with all things socially constructed, the boundaries and definitions of the “LGBTQ
community” are constantly in flux. This is particularly true given the emerging
awareness and development of a gay and lesbian movement beginning in the mid-20th
century, the rapidly growing transgender rights movement over the past 25 years, and
the explosion of mainstream media attention to LGBTQ issues and people in the past 20
years or so.
Discussions of who is “in” and who is “out” of the queer community can be
understood as local, intracommunity claims for cultural citizenship taking place within
the national bid for cultural citizenship for queer people. As more of these
intracommunity claims expanding the scope of cultural citizenship are successful (for
example, the claim of lesbians to be seen as distinct from gay men), they breed claims
for recognition from other groups within the queer community (such as bisexual and
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transgender people). “Accommodation of these proliferating claims requires cultural
interventions that will inevitably generate socio-cultural conflicts,” (Pakulski 1997:84).
Conflict between groups vying for recognition within the LGBT community can be
seen clearly in the history of the Lammys. The conflict generated by intracommunity
claims for cultural citizenship and the way they are settled by the Lambda Literary
Awards subsequently shapes how LGBT cultural citizenship is understood by the
Awards, and subsequently, how it is presented to the public. In what follows, I explore
three points of conflict (one relating to each of the three sub-streams of cultural
citizenship) within the community before exploring how these localized conflicts shape
the Lambda Literary Awards’ claim for LGBT cultural citizenship.

Methods
Information about each of these local claims on the Lammys come from a
variety of sources. In 2010, Lambda donated organizational records and materials from
1987-2009 to the ONE Archives in Los Angeles, now associated with the University of
Southern California Libraries. This collection encompasses planning documents, event
programs, and correspondence from the very first Lambda Literary Awards cycle in
1989 up through the 21 st annual awards in 2009, as well as an entire print run of the
Lambda Book Report, financial records, other LBR organizational documents, and a
variety of press clippings from LGBT and publishing industry outlets.
I read through all correspondence and administrative documents related to
Lammy award categories, eligibility, and judging. I recorded names and dates (when
possible) for each request for new award categories. I also noted any responses from
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Lambda Literary officials to these requests and what action, if any, was taken as a result
of the request (based on the available documents). For changes in award policy or
particularly contentious debates over what should be done regarding award policy, I
also consulted secondary sources (including, but not limited to, the articles and other
press available in the collection) in an attempt to understand how these controversies
were presented and framed to the public, if at all. In this way, I have tried to reconstruct
some of the thought processes and organizational mechanisms through which Lambda
Literary Award categories have changed over time, particularly in regards to the
inclusion of new, identity-based award categories such as transgender and bisexual
literature.

Symbolic Presence and Visibility
The Lambda Literary Awards make their claim to cultural citizenship explicit in
their mission statement. Their mission statement lays out one of their organizational
goals as “preserving LGBTQ literature as ‘part of the literature of the nation’” (Lambda
Literary 2016c). Literature’s structure allows space to tell complex, nuanced stories,
making it an appropriate medium for exploring sexual identity and experiences of
marginalization. Choosing literature as vehicle for cultural citizenship claims also
builds on the historical and institutional precedent set by other social justice struggles,
including Black and Chicano literature, Jewish literature, young adult literature, and
literatures of immigration, as well as emerging literatures by and for people with
disabilities to name several. Some have even argued that books provide a “portrait of a
queer humanity that is more diverse than any other medium” (T. Valenzuela, personal
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communication, September 29, 2016), allowing for a greater variety of voices to be
heard.
One of the first decisions any institution giving out awards must make is who or
what will be will be eligible for the award. In the case of the Lammys, one must first
answer the vexing question “what counts as LGBT literature?” Generally, there are two
main criteria which surface in discussions both in the archived correspondence and
secondary media about the awards: content and author identity. For both independent
and mainstream publishers, content is the determining criterion to identify a book as
“LGBT.” Queer storylines and characters figure predominantly in determining whether
to market the book to general or special interest audiences. Generally, this is also the
stance the Lambda Literary Foundation takes when determining eligibility for the
Lammys, though other LLF programs focus more on author identity. Focusing on
content as the determining factor for LGBT literature opens the possibility for authors
of all genders and sexual orientations to write queer literature. Ignoring author identity
has the potential to expand the types of narratives represented in LGBT literature, since
there is a wider variety of experiences authors may pull from (i.e. not just queer
experiences). 23
Not everyone is content with defining queer literature based on content alone.
Levy argues defining lesbian fiction by content, rather than authorship “has been nearly
as damaging to lesbian letters as the straight publishing world’s demand that sapphic
[sic] elements be excised. Too often in the past lesbian fiction has been defined as
fiction about lesbians, rather than fiction by them,” (Levy 1996:13). Levy’s concerns
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Chapter 2 engages this debate within transgender literature more fully.
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highlight broader epistemological questions of whether we can truly understand the
experience of “the Other” and whether one can actually separate their identities from
their work. She also draws on histories of discrimination within mainstream publishing,
which have valued “straight” narratives over “queer” ones, and “queer” narratives by
straight authors, rather than those by queer authors (a charge that has been leveled
against the Lammys as well). Levy goes on to address restrictions within LGBT
publishing as a response to the invisibility of queer voices in mainstream presses:
In place of artistic standards has been the expectation that lesbian fiction
reflect positive images of lesbian lives, address itself to ‘lesbian themes,’
and eschew attitudes considered inappropriate or distasteful to the
‘lesbian community.’ In an effort to create and legitimize a lesbian
vision of the world, to define and affirm values and relationships in
contrast to the heterosexual mainstream, all too often writers, readers,
and publishers have shied away from fiction that expresses the
ambivalent and complicated nature of lesbian lives or which addresses
itself to the whole spectrum of human experience. (Levy 1996:13)
Levy argues that lesbian writing has become “bad writing” because ideas of
“respectable” or “positive” images of lesbian life (in other words, content) takes
precedence over quality writing by lesbians (authorship), regardless of topic. 24
Though arguments for using authorship as the main criteria defining LGBT
literature are persuasive to many, in practice, there has been little support for the
Lammys to restrict the Awards to LGBT-identified authors only. In the early years of
the Awards, administrator Jim Marks wrote many letters defending the choice to focus
on content, rather than authorship as the primary marker of (then) gay and lesbian
literature, for both ideological and practical reasons.
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See chapter 2 for a more robust discussion of this topic in regards to
transgender literature specifically.
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Our attitude is that categories are primarily utilitarian and secondarily
descriptive. These have seemed in the past to be useful ways to divide up
the gay and lesbian book pie for the purpose of recognizing literary
excellence. The sex—or even sexual orientation—of the author or editor
has never been the determining factor; we’ve had many books by women
nominated in gay male science fiction, for instance. What we have tried
to focus on is the content of the work—is the book one that speaks to and
about the gay and lesbian condition? (Marks 1995a:1)
More than a decade later, in response to criticism that too many straight-identified
authors were winning Lambda Literary Awards (at the perceived expense of LGBTidentified authors), the Lambda Literary Foundation Board of Directors voted to amend
the eligibility requirements for the 2009 Awards, only allowing books with LGBT
content written by LGBT authors. Some supported the change arguing for the
importance of “strategic essentialism” to ensure LGBT-identified authors were being
recognized given their “continued exclusion…from heterosexual society” (Lambda
Literary Foundation, quoted in Crisp 2011:94). Despite a few voices of support, the
decision “backfired” (T. Valenzuela, personal communication, September 29, 2016)
and was widely denounced.
Ellen Wittlinger is a straight-identified author who writes young adult novels
with LGBT content and was nominated for a Lammy in 2007 for her book Parrotfish
about a transgender teen’s search for acceptance after transitioning. In 2010, she wrote
an article criticizing the Lammys for their decision to exclude straight authors. After
recounting an experience at a book festival in South Carolina where she was perceived
as “too gay” for the audience’s taste, she quips that she is “apparently no longer gay
enough for the Lambda Literary Foundation,” (Wittlinger 2010:147). She argues that
“by focusing on an author’s sexual identity, the [Lambda Literary Foundation] is stating
that LGBT people are different from heterosexual people” which she disagrees with
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(Crisp 2011:95). In the wave of criticism that followed the decision, the guidelines were
reversed after only two years. The Awards remain open to “all authors regardless of
their sexual orientation or gender identity” (Lambda Literary 2016b), except for a few
awards specifically for LGBT-identified authors at various points in their career.
The question of who or what “counts” is always a contested one. Lambda
Literary Award eligibility guidelines are explicitly Anglophile and U.S.-centric (books
must be published in English and distributed in the United States), yet neutral in regards
to the author’s gender identity or sexual orientation. The question of what counts as
LGBT literature is even more salient at the level of the award categories (as discussed
in more detail below), where different groups become visible as distinct members of the
community. The conversations over inclusion in Lambda Literary Award categories are
themselves claims to cultural citizenship within the LGBT community. In turn, as I
hope to show, these intracommunity claims for citizenship shape the Foundation’s
national claim to cultural citizenship.

Dignifying Representations
In 2004, the Awards faced what was the most controversial challenge to their
claim to represent “LGBTQ culture” in the struggle for cultural inclusion and
citizenship. That year, The Man Who Would Be Queen (2003) by J. Michael Bailey was
made a finalist in the transgender category. The book, purportedly grounded in original
scientific research (Bailey was chair of the Psychology Department at Northwestern
University at the time the book was published), attempts to answer questions such as:
Are gay men genuinely more feminine than other men? And do they
really prefer to be hairdressers rather than lumberjacks? Are all male
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transsexuals women trapped in men’s bodies – or are some of them men
who are just plain turned on by the idea of becoming a woman? And how
much of a role do biology and genetics play in sexual orientation?
(Bailey 2003:back cover)
As soon as the list of finalists was released, emails and calls flooded in from
people “alternately anguished and outraged” by the book’s selection as a Lammy
finalist (Marks 2004a). The Man Who Would Be Queen “represents the worst of
stereotyping, outdated scientific opinion and misrepresentation,” wrote one Lambda
Book Report reader (Caitlyn Antrim qtd. in Marks 2004a). Authors Lynn Conway and
Deirdre McCloskey, both transwomen who had previously been nominated in the
Lammys’ transgender category also expressed their concerns. Conway wrote to say,
the prestigious Southern Poverty Law Center has just published an
expose of Bailey’s ‘Queer Science’ in which they link him directly with
an elite clique of right-wing racist, white superiorist and homophobic
academics, journalists and ‘pundits’—making a link with work like his
with the escalating wave of violence against trans women. (Lynn
Conway qtd. in Marks 2004a)
There were also many notes in support of the book, urging Marks to keep the
book as a finalist. In response, Jim Marks penned an editorial for the February 2004
issue of the Lambda Book Report outlining the controversy and four aspects to be
considered in light of calls to remove the book from the finalist list: the integrity of the
awards process, censorship, the organization’s mission, and ethics (Marks 2004a).
Marks later described steps the Lammys took to address the issue:
A request came from the panel of judges in the category to remove the
book from the list. There are four judges in the transgender category, but
they are not identified to the public or each other until the Lambda
Literary Awards banquet. So there was no internal discussion within the
panel of judges on the issue. We did contact each judge individually and
ask if they would object to having the Finalist Committee review the
request. The Finalist Committee did discuss the issues raised by The Man
Who Would Be Queen. By a majority vote, they agreed to honor the
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request to remove the book. The book certainly falls within the category
in that a third of it is devoted to an exposition of one theory explaining
transgender behavior. They found the book inconsistent with the Lambda
Literary Foundation mission of advancing LGBT rights and cultural
literacy…All my experience with this process indicated to me that the
finalist committee was making a good faith effort to wrestle with
genuinely difficult issues. (Marks 2004b:1)
Controversy continued even after the book was removed. Many expressed concerns
over censorship by the Lammys, including Victoria Brownworth, who frequently
contributed to the Lambda Book Report (Dreger 2016). Those defending Bailey’s book
accused his critics (most prominently Conway, McCloskey, and Andrea James) of
denouncing the book without having actually read it first and of growing a “tempest in
a teapot” into a “teapot…the size of a battleship” (Dreger 2008:384). In her overview of
the controversy, Alice Dreger (2008) notes that the LGBT community did not
universally condemn the book and gay reviewers were more likely to be positive about
the book than transgender reviewers.
The question of whether or not Bailey’s book is a dignifying representation of
transwomen and transgender identities is not my concern here. My concern is Lambda
Literary’s response to complaints about a book nominated for an award that was
perceived to be at odds with the Lammys’ claim to cultural citizenship by promoting
dignifying representations of the whole LGBT community. Their response can be read
in one of two ways: From one perspective, the Lammys followed an improvised
grievance procedure, which asked judges knowledgeable about transgender issues and
identities (as opposed to the “most knowledgeable GLBT book industry professionals”
[Marks 2004a] who had selected the finalists from the list of nominations) to reassess
the book in light of the organizational mission. The judges found the book to be at odds
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with the mission and so removed it from consideration. Seen from another perspective,
the Lammys caved to a publicity campaign waged by a small number of transwomen
who wanted to suppress ideas about transpeople that did not fit their “born in the wrong
body” orthodoxy (Dreger 2008). Perhaps more than either of the other controversies
discussed in this paper, the kerfuffle over The Man Who Would Be Queen illustrates the
way cultural citizenship claims are “negotiated and re-negotiated by elites and through
public fora” (Pakulski 1997:73). Ultimately, the Lammys’ decision to remove the book,
and thereby tacitly agreeing that the book was not a dignifying representation of the
LGBT community, is a concrete example of the intracommunity claims for cultural
citizenship that impact the Lammys’ claim for cultural citizenship. By removing the
book from the award finalists based on its depiction of particular expressions of
transgender identity, rather than simply not selecting the book as the winner, the
Lambda Literary Award administrators symbolically removed people who understand
their gender identities in a particular way from their understanding of the LGBT
community. This successful attempt to exclude particular types of transgender
experience from intracommunity representations has the ripple effect of delegitimizing
and possibly excluding such identities from “authentic” or “legitimate” inclusion in
LGBT cultural citizenship more broadly. If those within the LGBT community go so
far as to eliminate such a representation from their own cultural and literary spaces,
why shouldn’t the general public do so as well?
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Propagation of Identity and Maintenance of (Distinct) Lifestyles
The Lambda Literary Awards acknowledge and mark distinct areas of LGBT
literature and experience through their award categories. These categories are intended
to mirror distinct sub-groups of the LGBT community, but as we have seen, this is
hardly straightforward. As long-time Award administrator Jim Marks has written, the
“whole issue of categories [is] a difficult and on some level a metaphysical problem”
(Marks 1994:1) Concerns over the visibility of distinct identities within the queer
community are at the heart of intracommunity claims for cultural citizenship through
the Awards. Like national literatures, claims for inclusion and visibility within LGBT
literature are “mediated through the interests and the concerns of those who select and
validate texts,” (Corse 1997:16-17). For the Lammys, intracommunity claims for
visibility are largely mediated by Award administrators through the award nomination
and selection process.
For the Lammys, all books must be nominated in a specific category, selected at
the time of nomination. The Award categories on the nomination form are not
guaranteed. If fewer than ten books are nominated in any one category, that category
will be suspended and the books reassigned to other categories, when appropriate.
Newer categories, such as those for Bisexual and Transgender Literature may be split
into multiple categories (for example, Transgender Fiction and Transgender Nonfiction), only if enough books are nominated (Lambda Literary 2016d). Once the
nomination period closes, an ad-hoc committee whittles down the nominations to a
finalist short-list, usually of three-to-five books per category, which is released in
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March of the award year. Each category has three-to-five judges which read the finalist
books and decide on a winner.
This is one of the more interesting and unique aspects of the Lambda Literary
Awards, compared to other literary prizes: the award categories evolve from year to
year. Category options are based loosely on the availability of enough quality titles
each year. Lambda Literary Executive Director Tony Valenzuela says they add
categories when a “critical mass of books [are] being published,” and categories
therefore reflect “genres that are emergent.” Valenzuela also notes, “if there’s a case to
be made for [a new category], we’ll consider it. If there’s a strong case for it, we’ll
probably add it” to the list (T. Valenzuela, personal communication, September 29,
2016). Lambda Literary Award “categories are these living breathing things that
sometimes die” (T. Valenzuela, personal communication, September 29, 2016).
The first awards in 1989 had just twelve categories, the fewest of any year. An
Editor’s Choice Award and a Publisher’s Service Award were also awarded that year,
but were selected by committee, rather than by a full judging process. The number of
awards changes from year to year, but has doubled over time to twenty-four categories
in 2011 (the 23rd annual Awards) and has remained relatively steady since then. There
are currently 22 available submission categories for the 29 th Annual awards in 2017,
though that number may grow as categories are split based on the number of
nominations received (for example, dividing “Bisexual Fiction and Nonfiction” into
separate “Bisexual Fiction” and “Bisexual Nonfiction” categories).
Despite the flexibility of award categories from year to year, the number and
type of award categories has consistently been a point of great controversy since the
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awards’ very first year. The earliest category concern in the Lambda Literary
Foundation archives (requesting a humor category) is dated December 12, 1988,
approximately six months before the first award ceremony had even taken place
(Dunlap 1998:1). In the available archival documents from 1988 to 2009, concerns and
complaints from readers and judges about categories are by far the most frequent and
often the most passionate.
Beginning with the first awards in 1989, categories were available for books
with specific subjects (AIDS literature, which only lasted through 1991), genres
(including mystery and science fiction), structures (fiction, non-fiction, and poetry),
size or prestige (debut fiction, small press), and/or a focus on particular identities (for
example, gay men’s fiction, lesbian fiction). Readers and judges have expressed
opinions on each of these aspects throughout the history of the awards, though were
concerned primarily with issues of genre and identity.
Every award cycle has had at least one category for general fiction and one for
general non-fiction books. These were also subject to adjustment, sometimes earmarked
for specific identities (such as gay men’s fiction and lesbian fiction) or subdivided into
various combinations (debut fiction, autobiography/memoir, biography, LGBT studies,
etc.). Children’s and Young Adult literature also has a long history in the Lammys,
having been recognized every year except 1989 and 1991. Each category change has
had its supporters and critics, though rarely did the discussion for general fiction and
non-fiction exude the passion of letters discussing genre fiction.
Even more specific to our discussion of cultural citizenship is the evolution of
various identity-based award categories. Specific categories for books dealing with gay
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men’s experience versus lesbian experience are a mainstay of the Lambda Literary
Awards. From the very first Awards, there were specific Awards for literature focused
on lesbians and gay men (i.e. lesbian mystery, gay fiction). Though over time there
seems to be a growing preference for identity-neutral LGBT categories, gay and lesbian
specific categories maintain a strong presence in the Awards. As one might expect, the
appearance of specific identity based categories is linked to identity politics in the
broader culture. Because categories are based, at least in part, on the availability of
enough books on a particular topic we would expect Award categories would mimic
cultural visibility trends, perhaps with a lag time to account for the practical
requirements of publishing. While this hypothesis is somewhat supported by the
historical evolution of award categories, most significantly for books with transgender
themes, it is countered by the relatively late appearance of standalone bisexual
categories.

Lesbians and Gay Men
By 1989, “lesbian” was already firmly established as an identity (along with gay
men), but the issue of lesbian sexuality being distinct from gay male sexuality was an
ongoing concern. Throughout the 1970s, lesbians had, according to Ghaziani,
advocated for the inclusion of “lesbian” in gay organization names for a variety of
reasons:
1) women’s experiences of being gay were not identical to those of men;
2) women’s experiences were equally universal and specific as those of
men; 3) lesbian issues mattered just as much as men’s issues; 4) an
organization could not claim to adequately represent lesbians without
including the word lesbian in its name; and 5) organizations that
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purported to represent lesbian interests had to have them as members and
leaders. (Ghaziani 2008:107)
By 1980, most of the major gay rights organizations had elected to explicitly include
lesbians in their organizations (or at least had added lesbian their organizational name
and letterhead).
Beginning in the early 1990s, award administrators and judges, as well as others
invested in gay and lesbian literature (including bookstore owners and general readers),
weighed the importance of having separate gay and lesbian categories for genres like
science fiction and mystery against the possibility of single, gender-neutral genre
categories. Proponents of separate lesbian categories recycled many of the same
arguments for lesbian visibility made in earlier decades. One advocate for retaining
separate gay and lesbian science fiction categories argued:
The difference between male and female experiences is at least as
important as the difference between science fiction and mysteries. If we
are going to have categories at all, why not keep the distinction between
gay and lesbian science fiction? If the two awards are combined,
someone’s experience is going to be neglected. Like [science fiction
author Melissa] Scott, I am concerned that Lesbian science fiction and
fantasy is going to lose out, either to men writing about men or women
writing about men. Certainly, after centuries of fiction by men about
men, by men about women and by women about men, it is time for
women-identified women to get (and keep) a bit of attention. (Arnason
1993:1)
Here, Arnason echoes nearly verbatim the claims of lesbians for inclusion in gay
organizations in the 1970s. Such claims retained their importance, particularly in the
context of the Lammys, since award categories remained in flux from year to year,
unlike the more permanent inclusion (at least nominally) in lesbian and gay
organizations and political activism.
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This is not to say that proponents of gender neutral genre categories dismissed
the importance of lesbian literature as distinct from gay men’s literature. Jim Marks, an
editor of the Lambda Book Review and Lambda Literary Awards administrator
throughout the 1990s, expressed measured support for gender neutral categories in his
response to a concern over lesbian invisibility in the Awards in 1995:
We’re constantly reevaluating categories, and making minor adjustments
from year to year. The trend I’ve found myself following for the past two
or three years is to have more categories where both gay male and
lesbian books are considered together. In general, I think that such
categories have worked fairly well. However, I want to proceed with
caution and deliberate speed along this path. It is very important, I think,
that both lesbian and gay male books get recognized, and it is probably
not a good idea to completely do away with separate categories. (Marks
1995a:1)
More recently, the Awards appear to take both positions seriously, including gay and
lesbian specific genre categories (for the 2017 nominations these included fiction,
memoir/biography, mystery, poetry, and romance), as well as many all-inclusive
LGBTQ categories (anthology, children’s/young adult, drama, erotica, graphic novels,
non-fiction, science fiction/fantasy/horror, and LGBTQ studies).

Transgender Identities
An award for transgender literature (fiction or non-fiction) first appeared with
the 9th Annual Awards in 1997, though there are documented requests for a transgender
category at least as early as 1994 (Nagle 1994:1). At least one transgender specific
award appears in some form from 1997 through the current awards cycle (2017). In
2002 (14th) and 2004 (16th) the category was modified slightly to Transgender/Bisexual
and Transgender/Genderqueer, respectively.
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The trajectory of transgender-specific categories in the Lammys roughly mirrors
the growing visibility of transgender people and identities in LGBT communities,
academic scholarship, and popular culture. In preparations for the 1993 March on
Washington for Lesbian, Gay, and Bi Equal Rights and Liberation, march organizers
proposed 21 different titles, three of which (14 percent) included specific reference to
transgender people, compared to six (29 percent) which referenced bisexuals (Ghaziani
2008:174). In the early 1990s “transgender groups were gaining voice, [but] they had
neither acquired equal prominence with bisexuals nor disabused confusion, reflected in
inconsistent word choices—for example, transgenderal, transsexual, transvestite, trans,
and other gender persons,” (Ibid.). Throughout the 1990s and into the 2000s,
transgender people gained visibility both within the queer community and in the
mainstream culture. As the last decade of the twentieth century came to a close, many
national organizations had added transgender to their names (in addition to bisexual,
which had been added earlier in the decade). By the fourth march on Washington in
2000, transgender people were firmly established in the nomenclature of the LGBT
equality movement and other claims for political and social rights (Ghaziani 2008).
Greater transgender visibility in culture has led to an explosion of scholarship and other
writing about transgender people and identities. For the past two decades, transgender
struggles for political and social rights have taken prominence alongside claims of
lesbians and gay men.
Lambda Literary’s Executive Director Tony Valenzuela acknowledges that
these larger political struggles have an impact on the Lammys as well. “Many people
are telling trans stories and in the civil rights realm; it’s really central right now,”
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according to Valenzuela, and “we are paralleling the national civil rights conversation”
on some issues and transgender categories are an example of that parallel (T.
Valenzuela, personal communication, September 29, 2016). In 2011, the single
transgender category was split into separate Transgender Fiction and Transgender Nonfiction categories, with an additional Transgender Poetry category appearing in 2016.
All three transgender categories are accepting nominations for the 2017 awards; and
though it remains to be seen which categories will receive enough submissions to be
included on the final program, there is a good chance that all three will remain given
the number of books—poetry and prose—on transgender identity being published
currently.25 Despite concerns about the quality of transgender representation and
inclusion in the Lambda Book Review and the Lammys, transgender people have been
represented with at least one identity specific category for nearly twenty years.

Bisexuality
Bisexuality, on the other hand, has a much more complicated history with
Lammy categories. As early as 1992 there are recorded concerns about what to do with
books about bisexuality, but it wasn’t until 2002 that bisexuality was listed as a
category. Even then, bisexuality only made an appearance as part of a joint
Transgender/Bisexual Award (two of the five finalists covered bisexuality, the winner
that year was a book focused on transgender spirituality). It would not be until 2007,
the 19th awards cycle, that a standalone category for bisexual books appeared. Since
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All three categories were, in fact, retained in the final list of award categories.
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2007, the category has been split into separate fiction and non-fiction categories, then
recombined into a single category multiple times. The 2017 nominations have just one
category for “Bisexual Fiction and Non-fiction” though it is possible this will yield
multiple award categories with enough submissions. 26
As mentioned above, there was clear support for including bisexuals in the 1993
March on Washington, and bi was ultimately included in the official march title. Why
bi instead of bisexual? “According to lesbian activist Shirley Lesser, ‘The committee
decided to use “bi” instead of “bisexual”…because a number of delegates felt
“bisexual” had a sexual connotation,’” (Ghaziani 2008:177). In other words, bisexual,
unlike gay or lesbian, explicitly referred to the sexual activities of queer people— “the
proverbial ‘ick factor’” (Ghaziani 2008:177)—for straight people whose support as
allies was needed to pass legislation. Despite widespread inclusion of bi or bisexual in
organization names and activist circles, bisexuality remains a largely invisible part of
the LGBT community. “What to do with bisexuals?” was a question the Lammys
struggled with as well, starting as early as 1992, when the lack of a specific category
for bisexual books sparked fierce controversy.
In 1992 (4th annual awards), the now classic Bi Any Other Name anthology,
edited by Loraine Hutchins and Lani Kaahumani (1991) was short-listed for the
Lesbian Anthology category. Many readers wrote in with their concerns for listing a
book clearly about bisexuality “‘taking’…lesbian space” (Ochs 1994). Lesléa Newman,
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The nominations process ultimately yielded enough entries for two separate
categories: Bisexual Fiction and Bisexual Non-fiction.
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nominated in the Children’s/Young Adult category that year, echoed the sentiments of
article published in Feminist Bookstore News by another nominee, Alice Molloy:
I too strongly protest having a book by bisexual men and women
considered a lesbian anthology. This simply makes no sense at all to me.
The book does not have one lesbian in it, so how can it possibly be
considered a lesbian anthology? The men in the book are certainly not
lesbians, and the women in the book consciously and deliberately choose
not to call themselves lesbians; they call themselves bisexuals. That is
the point. In fact, I wonder if some of the book’s contributors might feel
insulted that the book has fallen into a lesbian category, thus making
bisexuals invisible once again. And why wasn’t the book a finalist in the
Gay Men’s anthology category as well? (Newman 1992:1)
Newman deftly acknowledges both the incorrect conflation of bisexual identities with
lesbian identities, but also questions the implicit reification of gendered stereotypes
about bisexuality (i.e. men are not bisexual).
Robyn Ochs, a bisexual activist who wrote to Lambda in 1994 advocating for a
bisexual category, has written extensively about the invisibility of bisexuals and
bisexuality. “Most bi people I have met come laden with painful stories of rejection by
both heterosexuals and lesbians and gay men,” writes Ochs (2005:207). Bisexuals face
discrimination from heterosexuals as part of the LGBT community similarly to gays
and lesbians, particularly when they are in a same-gender relationship. Discrimination
can also come from the queer community in accusations of “straight privilege” or the
ability to hide or erase one’s sexual orientation by dating someone of the opposite sex
(Ochs 2005:208). The erasure of bisexuality can be seen in the ways books about
bisexuality were categorized by the Lammys before 2007. Like Bi Any Other Name,
books about bisexuality were either placed in specifically gay or lesbian categories,
unless there was an identity-neutral category for the book’s genre or structure (science
fiction, anthology, biography, etc.). Another possibility is that books about bisexuals in
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opposite-sex relationships may have been eliminated from consideration because it
dealt with “heterosexual relationships” and therefore did not meet the criteria for entry.
Given the difficulties of finding an appropriate place for books dealing with bisexuality
before 2007, it seems likely that excellent bisexual books published may have gone unnominated in the first place, reinforcing perceptions that bisexuals (or at least books
about bisexuals) did not actually exist.

Practical Concerns
Not every claim for cultural citizenship in a community will succeed. As
Pakulski reminds us, “Claims and actual recognition…are two different things. Claims
for rights are recognized through the processes of negotiation and institutionalization”
(Pakulski 1997:82). With the Lambda Literary Awards, there are constraints placed on
the total number of award categories to ensure the continued relevance and prestige of
the Awards themselves. Executive Director Tony Valenzuela believes the “public
doesn’t like a million categories…[we] can’t have too many categories because we
have an awards show and need to give out x-amount of categories in two hours or no
one will come” (T. Valenzuela, personal communication, September 29, 2016). The
public presentation of the Lammys at a black-tie gala each year builds revenue for the
Awards through sponsorships and ticket sales, serves as a gathering place for LGBT
authors, publishers, and celebrities, and is a place where the social capital of the
Awards is displayed and enhanced. If the number of award categories exceeds the
attendee’s willingness to participate, the cultural authority of the Lammys are
diminished, which imperils their larger claim for cultural citizenship.
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The Awards’ cultural prestige would also be diminished if the number of
categories expands to the point where the quality (or perception of quality) of the works
being honored is reduced. Lammy administrator Jim Marks addressed this in response
to an article suggesting the addition of an erotica category in 1995: “We don’t want to
have an excessive number of awards, and the significance of any award is diluted if it
looks like practically every book can get an award,” (Marks 1995b:1). Literary Awards
are meant to honor the best books; if too many books receive an award, it appears the
award’s standards are not discriminating enough and the prestige of the award (and its
cultural authority) will suffer.

What is Missing?
This evolution of categories based on sexual and gender identities provides a
fascinating lens through which to explore the localized claims for cultural citizenship in
the Lambda Literary Awards. However, what may be more interesting is what is
missing from these discussions of identity politics. While race appeared in discussions
about the Lambda Literary Awards Banquet, the politics of LGBT publishing, and the
politics of the Lambda Book Report’s review process, I could find no discussion of race
in the context of Lambda Literary Award categories. Race specific categories do not
appear at any point in the history of the awards, nor does there seem to be any record of
interest in creating them from award administrators, judges, or readers. In fact, the only
interest in any intersectional categories beyond gender and sexuality is in spirituality,
which makes an appearance in reader correspondence in 1990 and debuts as a category
in 1996.
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Conclusion
Media, including literature, contribute to and disseminate cultural stories to a
public audience. As Laurel Richardson (1990) reminds us, “people…attempt to fit their
lives into the available stories. People live by stories. If the available narrative is
limiting, destructive, or at odds with the actual live, people’s lives end up being limited
and textually disenfranchised,” (129). As the “only major non-profit focused on [the
LGBT] community’s literature” (T. Valenzuela, personal communication, September
29, 2016), the Lambda Literary Awards serve as a gatekeeper for representations of
queer identities to LGBT and straight communities alike. As such, the awards put forth
a major claim for the cultural citizenship of LGBT on a national level. Although bids
for cultural citizenship are not necessarily linked to State intervention or more
traditional citizenship claims, cultural recognition does matter. “Full citizenship
involves a right to full cultural participation and undistorted representation,” (Pakulski
1997: 83) and such participation can bolster claims for political and social rights by
expanding the scope of who is sufficiently worthy of more traditional rights. When
majority group members have concrete exposure to minority experiences, they often
become more sympathetic to and supportive of minority movements for citizenship,
equality, and social justice. And because in a (nominally) democratic society numbers
matter; minority groups need the support, or at least the complicity, of a majority to
gain access to resources, rights, and other social goods including cultural legitimacy.
This link between cultural visibility and political recognition is key for claims to
cultural citizenship and is particularly important for “emerging” political communities
like the transgender rights movement.
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Intracommunity debates in the Lambda Literary Awards about what counts as
LGBT literature, what constitutes a dignifying representation of LGBT people, and
which identities are distinct and visible enough to merit their own award categories
deeply impact the organization’s national cultural citizenship claim. The “winners” of
these intracommunity claims for cultural citizenship become synecdoche for the LGBT
community in Lambda’s national bid for cultural citizenship, while “losing” positions
are overshadowed or discarded leaving many queer people disenfranchised by both the
nation and their own community.
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CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSION

Transgender lives and identities have gained considerable popular notoriety in
the past decades, in no small part due to the presence of a few highly visible
transgender-identified celebrities and activists speaking out in public venues about the
struggles and challenges of being transgender in a cisgender world. Transgender
representation in films, television shows, and books has contributed to both the lay
understanding of transgender lives, as well as the growing importance of an (imagined)
transgender community. The production of cultural artifacts, such as books and
television shows, both shapes and mirrors the production of identity for members of
social groups, while also playing a key role in the perception of that identity for those
outside the group. As such, texts featuring transgender characters participate in a sort of
“brand management” for the transgender community, while also increasing the
visibility and legitimacy of transgender identities among cisgender consumers. As part
of this wider visibility, dominant narratives regarding the “transgender experience”
have surfaced in both the community itself and the wider public. Perhaps the most
prominent of these narratives define transgender people as those living in the “wrong
body” for their true gender identity. While a popular and powerful story, the wrong
body narrative has been criticized as limited, not representing the experience of all
transgender people, and valorized as the only legitimate identifier of transgender status.
The dominance of this narrative has been challenged through the proliferation of
alternate narratives of transgender identity, largely through transgender people telling
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their own stories, which has the potential to complicate and expand the social
understanding of what it means to be transgender for both trans- and cisgender
communities.
“Writing is inherently a political act,” (Levy 1996:1) and as with any political
act we cannot fully determine its effects beforehand. The ability of collective stories to
challenge or amend broader cultural stories depends on many factors: the content of the
narratives themselves, the authors who compose such narratives, and how the narratives
are taken up and proliferated by social institutions and the general public. This work
explores how collective stories of transgender literature are determined and how those
stories have changed over time, how these stories are impacted by the intellectual
opportunity structure around trans literature, and how the Lambda Literary Awards are
a key player in this process. In closing, I’d like to touch on three issues that have
haunted this entire project: the importance of process, the influence of gatekeeping and
gatekeepers, and a clear need for additional research.

The Importance of Process
I think what has been most striking to me throughout the course of my research
is the consistent queer impulse to think about things that appear fixed as fluid and
always in process. To think about genre and literature, especially trans literature as a
process, a happening, a performance, rather than a static, descriptive category. To focus
on the process, rather than the policies, of publishing and literary award-making as the
space where opportunity is opened up or closed off for certain types of people or certain
types of work.
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In chapters 2 and 3, I explored different definitions of transgender literature by
following the debates and discussions around what can be appropriately included in the
genre. The processes for how we make determinations about who can produce such
literature, who has the social capacity to ascribe value or legitimacy to certain
narratives over others, and which narratives and identity formations are worthy of
inclusion matter just as much as the ultimate answers to those questions. Through these
machinations, we see genre itself is a process, a thing constantly under discussion and
evolving. These conversations also position genre as more than a simple category for
content, as guidelines for how to appropriately interact with a text, and as something to
help us through the process of understanding and developing our own identities.
In chapters 3 and 4, I presented how the award process and wider shifts in
publishing process have impacted the content of transgender literature. In this chapter I
presented trans literature itself as a process, something that changes and responds to the
world around it, but also influences future changes in the social world. In the context of
a changing intellectual opportunity structure, certain representations of trans identity
are able to survive the publishing process to become books and a subset of those
survivors become exceptional, award-worthy books. Books seen as representative of the
current moment and perhaps, pointing the way to the next step in the process of identity
development as a community.
Finally, in chapter 5 I described the iteration and reiteration of the award
process and categories from year to year. It is in this cyclical re-making of the awards
each year that change happens and conversations about what categories and identities
are appropriate for an LGBT book award, what sort of books and messages add value to
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the community and are worthy of recognition, that we begin to see the processes of
marginalization for certain people and communities. It is through the space of the book
award that we are able to have proxy conversations for the more difficult conversations
about who is appropriately considered part of the LGBT community and what sort of
narratives of LGBT are acceptable and appropriate.

Influence of Gatekeeping and Gatekeepers
Throughout each chapter I also explore, if sometimes only implicitly, the
influence of gatekeeping and gatekeepers. What strikes me most after working through
this data, is that—at least in literature and literary awards—exclusion is rarely set out
explicitly in policy. Rather, exclusion functions through the differential impact of a
system based in wider structural inequalities. The publishing industry has no rule
against publishing transgender authors or even transgender books. But the process
through which books are acquired and the low-margin/high-risk structuring of the
industry means that editors lean toward proven authors (almost always cisgender) and
proven narratives (often didactic, trans 101 narratives and stories of transition). And
while the Lammys have no policy whatsoever about author identity, but they do insist
that books be published in print, which means those without access to traditional forms
of publishing or the capital to self-publish in print are sorted out by the awards
nomination process. In both instances, gatekeeping is a result of process and an
unwillingness (perhaps ignorance?) from key individuals and organizations to “open the
gates” by altering the workings of business as usual. We also need to work towards
changing the culture of publishing to encourage more diversity in authorship and the
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types of stories that make it through the editorial process all the way to publication. We
also need to encourage literary awards like the Lammys to engage digital publishing
platforms in addition to traditional print formats.
Gatekeeping is also found within the trans literary community. My analysis of
popular discussions of transgender literature suggest that the boundaries of what counts
as acceptable or preferred trans literature are shrinking to include only works by
transgender authors, preferably for a trans audience with some sort of transgender
content—a charge led most vocally by trans-identified authors. One of most troubling
findings of my research is the current tendency towards exclusion and fragmentation in
discussions categorizing and defining transgender literature within the trans
community. If transgender literature is going to continue to thrive and proliferate, we
need to open the gates wider, rather than close them to all but trans writers writing for
trans audiences.
Contrary to many in my sample, I believe trans literature can, and should,
include texts from all spaces in the trans literature matrix I introduced in Chapter 2.
This does not mean that every text that fits into the matrix will be a high-quality
example of trans literature or of good writing in general, nor does it mean that all boxes
in the matrix will be represented in trans literature in equal proportion. It does suggest
there is ample space to explore trans experiences and identities through many
perspectives, formats, and genres.
Transgender literature should not be limited to books written by transgender
people. Yes, it is true, many cisgender authors have written mediocre or downright bad
books with transgender characters, but so have many trans authors. And I fully support
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the critical assessment of trans-focused stories by cisgender authors, but I strongly
disagree with any claim that cisgender authors cannot or should not write such stories.
There are also cisgender authors who have written wonderful books about trans
characters, as have many transgender authors (and I’d wager the ratio of good to bad
writing is not as high in the trans community as many would have you think).
Yes, cisgender people can (and should) read transgender literature, as should
trans people. Reading builds and encourages empathy and the ability to identify with
others across difference. If there is one thing we need more of in this world, it is the
ability to understand and take seriously the perspectives of others. Literature provides a
vehicle to learn about the world and engage with other perspectives that is sorely
needed in our society. If transgender people insist trans literature is only for trans
people, then we are shooting ourselves in the foot. In a world where systemic
discrimination permeates nearly every aspect of many trans people’s lives, we should
be doing our utmost to open ourselves and our stories up to the world, rather than
retreat in on ourselves and those who think and move through the world just like us.
While it is important for trans people to tell trans stories, transgender-identified
authors should be free and encouraged to write about things beyond “here is how I feel
about being a trans person.” Telling transition stories and sharing what it means to
move through the world as a transgender person are honorable projects, but they cannot
be our only projects. This means being able to write about one’s engagement and
understanding with the world without having to reference being a trans person at all,
should you so choose. This means being able to write about beauty or globalization or
truth or garbage disposals as abstractly or concretely as you desire, without having to
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make a statement about gender or sex or desire or structural inequality or the everyday
inanities of being a person outside the binary gender system if you so choose. And as a
trans-identified person, that work about butterflies or dark matter should still be
included in the possible universe of transgender literature if you want it to be, even if
only on the periphery.
But most importantly, any work that falls on the trans literature matrix should
not be considered as just transgender literature. Trans literature can be both transgender
and historical fiction or romance or self-help or whatever many other things trans
literature can be. However expansive the definition of transgender literature is, it should
not be a proprietary categorization. Transgender literature should always be one of
many ways to understand and categorize a work, never the only way we engage or
evaluate its place and worth as a literary object.

Need for Additional Research
To support changes and expansion in the production of trans literature, we need
more systematic information about how trans authors are disadvantaged by the current
processes for teaching and publishing writing. Trans writers have described the
inefficacy of the writing workshop model for trans stories (Jax 2012). With so few
people in these spaces who are knowledgeable about trans experiences or are willing to
critique poor writing for fear of being seen as critiquing trans identities, aspiring trans
authors are deprived of a rigorous learning environment and the ability to improve their
craft. We need systematic data about trans people’s place and experiences in writing
programs.
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Compounding, and perhaps enabling, the continued reliance on publishing “folk
wisdom” about what does and does not sell and the isomorphism of “the way things
have always been done” is a lack of empirical data about what types of books and
stories are being produced outside of traditional publishing processes and what readers
actually read (not just what they buy), or are looking to read and why.
We also need to know more about trans literature’s audience. Who is reading
trans lit and what kinds? Why do people, cis or trans, engage with trans stories or
stories by trans people? What do trans-identified readers want from the books they
read? Such information is necessary on a practical level, as market research which may
help convince publishers there is a market for trans literature (perhaps even a larger
market than they assumed). But this information might also help us understand more
broadly how readers use literature to construct and enact their own identities. Or why,
despite numerous predictions to the contrary, books and reading are still important to
people. This seems an obvious space for social scientists, particularly sociologists of
literature and culture, to intervene.
Digital methods would be useful for answering many of these questions. On a
small scale, the analysis in chapter 3 is meant to chart the change in trans literature over
time, to illustrate trans literature as a process, rather than a fixed commodity. This
could be easily replicated in any number of genre spaces, to give support to the
understanding that “the way we’ve always done things” is a myth. And frankly, digital
methods of text analysis may help overcome some of the misguided, but widespread,
concerns that qualitative methods are not as objective or empirically sound as
quantitative methods, to overcome the prejudice for numbers as the epitome of
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compelling evidence in our culture. This, of course, is not necessarily true, but
sometimes you have to tell people what they want to hear first, in order for them to hear
what you want to say.
Ultimately, I hope the overwhelming message of this work is that transgender
literature is alive, vibrant, and growing as a genre, both quantitatively and qualitatively.
We can see the growth from the introduction of a single transgender Lammy category
in 1997 to three separate categories for transgender fiction, non-fiction, and poetry in
2017. We can see the increased diversity in theme and content in the books themselves
over the last twenty years and the creation of smaller presses focused entirely on
transgender literature. And we can see the vibrancy of debate over what counts as
transgender literature, who should be writing it, and who it is for over this same period
with an increasing focus on quality rather than simple content or authorship. Looking
back to the origins of this project and my desire to find transgender literature that did
not feel hackneyed and poorly written, I now feel confident that there is, and will
continue to be, high-quality, nuanced engagements with trans identities and the
experiences of transgender people in literature. I am sure that transgender literature will
continue to tell transgender stories as stories of transition, as it should. But I am also
sure that there is now space and growing institutional support for transgender people to
tell stories outside those narrow boundaries, and for that we are all the richer.
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APPENDIX A
LIST OF ARTICLES IN DEFINING TRANS LITERATURE SAMPLE
What follows is a list of all articles (title, author(s), publication, and publication date)
that were ultimately included in the sample used in chapter 2 for an analysis of the
changing definitions of transgender literature. Articles are presented in chronological
order.

“Lammy List: Transgender Titles Added” by Sheila Walsh, Lambda Book Report, Jan.
1997
“Out of the Binary Zoo” by Riki Anne Wilchins, Lambda Book Report, April 1997
“Accept Me, I Hurt” by Riki Anne Wilchins, Lambda Book Report, Sept. 1997
“Transgendered Warriors: An Interview with Leslie Feinberg” by Gary Bowen,
Lambda Book Report, Jan. 1998
“Communities” by Lisa C. Moore, Lambda Book Report, Feb. 1999
“The Author Formerly Known as Pat: An Interview with Patrick Califia” by Greg
Herren, Lambda Book Report, June 2000
“The End of Butch?” by Joy Parks, Lambda Book Report, April 2003
“Q&A: Lisa Moore” by Julia Bloch, Lambda Book Report, May 2004
“Leslie Feinberg” by Michele Spring-Moore, Lambda Book Report, July 2006
“Kate Bornstein” by Matt Bernstein Sycamore aka Mattilda, Lambda Book Report, Oct.
2006
“Trans Fiction” by Rebecca Kling, fridaythang.com, April 28, 2008
“How do you transition?” by Rebecca Kling, fridaythang.com, April 30, 2008
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“How do you transition? (a followup)” by Rebecca Kling, fridaythang.com, May 7,
2008
“Even more trans fiction” by Rebecca Kling, fridaythang.com, Sept. 8, 2008
“Ruminations on Trans fiction” by Rebecca Kling, fridaythang.com, Feb. 23, 2009
“Why do we read trans fiction?” by Rebecca Kling, fridaythang.com, May 7, 2009
“Changing Images of Trans People in Science Fiction and Fantasy Literature” by
Cheryl Morgan, Cheryl’s Mewings blog, 2010
“Is There, or Should There Be, Such a Thing as ‘Trans Lit’” by Cheryl Morgan,
LambdaLiterary.org, Feb. 25, 2010
“Trans Lit—Searching for our reflections” by Rebecca Kling, fridaythang.com, Mar.
25, 2010
“Transgender Fiction and Politics” by Heather Love, Cambridge Companion to Gay
and Lesbian Writing, 2011
“Genderqueer and Trans Poetics: An Interview with Trish Salah” by Matthew Hall,
Cordite.org, Aug. 1, 2012
“Three Umpires Walk into a Bar: Transgender Authors and Editors on Transgender
Literature” by TT Jax, LambdaLiterary.org, Sept. 17, 2012
“Introduction” to The Collection, by Riley MacLeod and Tom Leger, Topside Press,
2013
“Jos Charles: Making a Space for Trans* Writers” by William Johnson,
LambdaLiterary.org, Jan. 26, 2014
“Not in a Vacuum: On the Necessity of Trans* Literature” by Jos Charles, The Quietus,
Jan 26, 2014
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“The Rhetoric of Trans According to Popular Culture” by Everett Maroon,
Trans/plant/portation blog, Jan. 31, 2014
“What is Trans Literature?” by Zoe Tuck, Michigan Quarterly Review, June 17, 2014
“Trans Literature for the Masses” by Stephen Burt, The New Yorker, July 16, 2014
“For Today I am A Trans Writer” by Aaron Raz Link, TSQ: Transgender Studies
Quarterly, Nov. 2014
“Introduction to Trans Cultural Production” by Julian B. Carter, David J. Getsy, and
Trish Salah, TSQ: Transgender Studies Quarterly, Nov. 2014
“How, Then, Might a Transsexual Read? Notes Toward a Trans Literary History” by
Alexander Eastwood, TSQ: Transgender Studies Quarterly, Nov. 2014
“The Literary Renaissance of Trans Women Writers” by Katherine Cross, Bitch Media,
Nov. 21, 2014
“Rise of the Gender Novel” by Casey Plett, The Walrus, Mar. 18, 2015
“What Trans Movement?” by Jen Richards, The Advocate, July 14, 2015
“What Makes a Teaching Anthology in Minority Literature?” Aaron Raz Link, TSQ:
Transgender Studies Quarterly, Aug. 2015
“Can Trans Literature Stand on its Own?” by Judi Tichacek, LGBT Reviews, Sept. 16,
2015
“How Do You Define the Genre of Trans Literature?” by Hans Rollman,
PopMatters.com, Sept. 28, 2015
“Reading the Unwritten: Rethinking Transgender Narratives” by Terrence Abrahams,
Puritan Magazine, Mar. 2016
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“Redefining Required Reading: Where are the Trans Women Writers in the
Classroom?” by Ana Valens, Bitch Media, May 2, 2016
“The PEN Ten with Trish Salah” by Randa Jarrar, PEN America, May 3, 2016
“An Interview with Vetch: A Magazine of Trans Poetry and Poetics” by Emily B.
Brown, The Blog (Huffington Post), May 12, 2016
“A Trans Author on Writing a Trans Character” by Susan Jane Bigelow,
BookRiot.com, June 28, 2016
“‘Kim & Kim’ & Transgender Narratives in Comic Books” by Alice W. Castle,
BookRiot.com, Aug. 8, 2016
“The First Trans Woman in Western Fiction” by Timothy Beck Werth, TheAwl.com,
Aug. 10, 2016
“Language is So Queer” by Marcy Cook, BookRiot.com, Oct. 18, 2016
“What Counts as Transgender Literature? On the Writing(s) of Kai Cheng Thom and
the Elusiveness of Categories” by Gabrielle Bellot, LitHub.com, Dec. 9, 2016
“These Young Adult Novels Come with Back Stories: The Authors’ Own” by Ruth La
Ferla, The New York Times, Jan. 21, 2017
“The Evolution of Transgenderism in Film and Literature” by Michelle Smith, The
Conversation, Jan. 27, 2017
“Trans & Gender Nonconforming Reading: Moderator Notes on Trans Literature” by
Everett Maroon, Trans/plant/portation blog, Feb. 11, 2017
“Alex Gino on Writing Trans Middle Grade Fiction” by Monica Carter,
LambdaLiterary.org, Mar. 9, 2017
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“Highlighting the Trans Writers Nominated for the 2016 Lambda Literary Awards” by
Constance Augusta Zaber, BookRiot.com, Mar. 31, 2017
“The Problem with #ownvoices LGBTQ Lit” by Danika Ellis, BookRiot.com, April 21,
2017

171

APPENDIX B
METHODOLOGICAL NOTE: DIGITAL TEXT ANALYSIS
A key aspect of this dissertation was my ability to analyze large quantities of
qualitative data from two decades of transgender literature. My initial impulse was to
do this the “old fashioned way,” by reading each of the books myself, in chronological
order, and coding them for various themes in order to make claims about how trans
literature had changed since 1997. Thankfully, early on in the project a graduate student
in English was reading through my proposal and suggested I look into topic modeling, a
form a digital textual analysis. While topic modeling turned out to be too complex for
the type of information I was looking for (and frankly too advanced for my limited
coding and computer skills), this suggestion led me to Temple University’s Digital
Scholarship Center (DSC). As a DSC Digital Scholar, I learned about a variety of
digital methods for the humanities and humanistic social sciences and determined
which digital text analysis tools were best suited to my project.
First, I needed to determine what my sample, or corpus of data, would be. I had
already decided to work with the Lambda Literary finalists and winners in the
transgender categories, but not all of these books were available in digital formats.
After determining which titles were readily available in digital format, I determined that
this would be enough of a sample to pilot this method for my dissertation. The time
needed to digitize all the print-only titles was too great and would have added at least a
year to the dissertation process. Though this would have been worthy work, I was more
interested in using the digital tools to see what insights they might afford me as a social
scientist and in concert with my other analyses, however limited the generalizability of
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the results. Another complicating factor, especially for those of us working with
contemporary literature, was copyright. Though my analysis of the works falls squarely
into Fair Use guidelines, I would need to unlock the digital files to transform them into
a usable format for the analysis. This transformation falls into a grey area of intellectual
property law, with no clear precedent. After consulting with an intellectual property
lawyer, I sent emails to the publishers of each title I intended to include in my sample,
asking for permission to transform the digital files and use the work in my research.
The overwhelming response was positive, especially from the smaller and independent
publishers, who were very excited their titles were being used. I did receive a few
refusals, mostly from the large, corporate presses, and omitted those titles from the
sample. This left me with the 51 book sample described in chapter 3 and listed in full in
Appendix C.
Once the final sample was in place, I purchased digital copies of all the books
and converted them into plain text files (.txt) so the digital text analysis tools would be
able to “read” them. I then cleaned each text files using TextEdit. This consisted, first,
of converting all text to lower case and removing any punctuation or other non-alphanumeric symbols. I also broke the texts into smaller chapter or chapter-sized chunks, in
case I wanted to do any analyses that looked at different parts of a text more
specifically. I saved the cleaned files both as entire texts and in these smaller chunks. I
did all of this “by hand,” working on each file individually and repeating the process 50
more times with each text. There are ways to program applications such as R (a
statistical software that can also be used to analyze qualitative data) to do this work. I
did participate in a workshop at the DSC to learn how to do so, but it proved to be
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quicker for me to do everything in TextEdit than to learn to program enough for R to
complete the task. Transforming everything by hand also allowed me to get a sense of
how the texts were structured, as well as a glimpse into their content, which I skimmed
as I searched for punctuation and broke the texts into their chunks. Now that the files
had been cleaned, they were ready for analysis.
Voyant Tools is an open source resource for digital text reading and analysis.
Voyant provides a user-friendly interface for a variety of digital text analysis functions
all on one dashboard (more information on Voyant and the supported tools is available
at voyant-tools.org). Users can upload text files or link text from a website for analysis.
Voyant also provides a host of data visualization tools to complement the various
analyses, which can be downloaded or embedded in a digital publication. Voyant Tools
can also be used to compare multiple text files (as I did).
Because I wanted to see how transgender literature had changed over time, I
split the books into four chronological groups of five years each: 1997-2001, 20022006, 2007-2011, and 2012-2016. These dates indicate the award years for texts, which
are one year later than their publication date (i.e. books in the 2002-2006 group were
published between 2001 and 2005 and thereby eligible for awards in the year following
their publication). To maintain these groupings in the analysis, I merged all the texts
files into a single file, resulting in four distinct files to be uploaded for analysis, one for
each chronological group. This way, Voyant’s analysis would provide four data points,
one for each chronological group, rather than 51 data points which would then need to
be sorted and amalgamated. I chose four groups (rather than 5 or 10 or 20) because they
would provide enough data points to do some comparison and roughly coincided with
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some key turning points for transgender rights and visibility in the United States (as
discussed in depth in chapter 3). I also wanted to have few enough categories that the
analysis and interpretation of the Voyant data would not be overwhelming or take an
inordinate amount of time, as I was focused more on “proof of concept” rather than the
most precise rendering I could accomplish with the technology.
Then came the magic. I uploaded the four group files to Voyant and clicked
“Reveal.” Within seconds I had more data than I would need for three dissertations. I
spent some time playing with the data, searching for specific terms and making some
test visualizations. After acquainting myself with the various tools and my results, I
focused on three tools: vocabulary density, word frequencies, and phrase frequencies. I
chose these metrics because they are all simple calculations (if I had the numbers I
could calculate these myself using just a calculator), but took advantage of the
computer’s ability to accurately capture large quantities of data more efficiently and
accurately than I ever could. I also chose these tools because they are roughly the
equivalent to demographic statistics about a population. Since such an analysis had
never been done before with transgender literature, I thought it best to start with the
more basic descriptive statistics rather than jumping into the textual equivalent of fancy
regression models.
To calculate vocabulary density, the computer “reads” the provided text and
counts the total number words (or tokens in the parlance of digital humanities) as well
as the number of distinct words used throughout. For example: the corpus “i see a cat i
see a dog” has eight total words, but only five distinct words, since “i,” “see,” and “a”
are each used twice. The computer then divides the number of distinct words by the
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number of total words, which results in a density score from 0 to 1, with scores closer
to 0 indicating less diversity (fewer distinct words used) and a scores closer to 1
indicating a greater diversity (a score of 1 would mean no words in the corpus were
repeated). For our example, the vocabulary density is 0.625 (5/8 = 0.625). With an
eight-word corpus, this number is not very useful. However, vocabulary density allows
us to compare the variety of language in a corpus to others, whether that is a single
book or a group of books, as is the case in my work.
Word frequencies are equally simple to calculate, but, again, without the power
of the computer, would suffer greatly in terms of accuracy (and time required) at such a
large scale. Word frequencies are simple percentages. The computer counts the number
of times a particular word (or word stem, as is the case in chapter 3 with transgen* and
transsex*) appears in a corpus and divides that count by the total number of words in
the corpus. In our example above, “see” appears twice in eight words, for a word
frequency of 0.25 or 25%. Voyant is also able to take these raw frequencies and convert
them to relative frequencies (each is normalized to a count of one million words) for
more accurate comparison across different sized corpuses. The line graph visualizations
of word frequencies in chapter 3 show the relative frequencies for each term across the
four chronological groups.
Phrase frequencies are even more simple. Phrase frequencies are presented as a
basic count. How many times does this two-or-more-word phrase appear in a text? In
our example above, the phrase frequency for “i see a” is two, since those three words
appear twice in that exact order. In this sense, phrase frequencies are roughly equivalent
to the “find” function in Microsoft Word. As simple as this may sound, the power of
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this tool comes from the ability to find and compare phrases across different documents
in the corpus in almost no time at all, which then allows for more analytic possibilities.
Though these are all simple calculations, the advantage of using digital tools for
even these basic functions is speed and accuracy. Imagine how long it would take to
count each word in just this appendix, much less to count how many distinct words I
have used, without the help of a computer. And I have no doubt that a computer’s count
of word and phrase frequencies is substantially more accurate than my own for short
pieces such as this appendix, much less a sample of 51 full-length books. Of course,
this is only the very tip of the iceberg for digital textual analysis. Many humanists are
using digital tools to do much more sophisticated analyses of texts and bodies of work
than this.
Digital textual analysis, though, is not a short cut for qualitative scholars
looking to analyze large data sets in no time at all. Though the computer is able to
process large amounts of linguistic data very quickly, it does not actually read the work.
The computer is only as good as the data we give it. While the actual calculations
happen very quickly (sometimes in mere fractions of a second), you make up for that
speed in the time it often takes to acquire, re-format, and clean the data so the computer
can work with it accurately. Additionally, digital methods still require time to analyze
and interpret the results. The computer may tell you the vocabulary density of a text is
0.253, but you still need to figure out what that means. And with more advanced
modeling, like advanced statistical models, the algorithms the computer uses can
impact the results it provides. This was one reason I chose not to use more complicated
probability models to look for themes within the work (a process called “topic
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modeling”). I did not have the background in necessary to fully understand how the
models worked and how different approaches to topic modeling would impact the
results I received. Instead, I opted for more basic, demographic data about the corpus as
a starting point, leaving the more complicated analyses of these texts for future research
or other researchers.
There are also distinct limitations to what digital analyses can do and digital
methods are not a one-to-one substitute for traditional methods of textual analysis.
Digital technologies provide us with tools that give us different ways to understand
texts that were not available using more traditional methods. For me, this meant getting
a population-level or “forest” view of my sample and how it has changed over time,
which would be difficult to see on the ground amid the “trees” as I read through each
text individually. However, by choosing the forest view over that of the individual
trees, I have missed much of the nuance and differentiation within each group of texts.
Had I read each text myself, I may have chosen to group the texts differently (by theme
or affect, perhaps, or tracing references and influences from one text to another in a
Foucaultian genealogy). Such approaches remain important to both literary analysis and
the sociology of literature. What I have hoped to do here is explore an additional set of
tools that may be of use to social scientists working in the study of literature or with
large qualitative data sets, as a complement to more traditional qualitative analysis
methods.
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APPENDIX C
LIST OF TITLES INCLUDED IN DIGITAL SAMPLE
What follows is a list of all titles, with author and publisher, that were included in the
final sample used in chapter 3 for digital analysis. Titles have been arranged by Lambda
Literary Award Year (and therefore appear one year after their publication date). For
information on how these titles were selected, see chapter 3.

1997
Honey, Honey Miss Thang by Leon E. Pettiway (Temple University)
Lieutenant Nun by Catalina de Erauso (Beacon)

1998
Read My Lips: Sexual Subversions and the End of Gender by Riki Anne Wilchins
(Firebrand)

2000
Trumpet by Jackie Kay (Pantheon)
Crossing by Deirdre McCloskey (University of Chicago)

2001
The Danish Girl by David Ebershoff (Viking)
As Nature Made Him by John Colapinto (HarperCollins)
Trans-Sister Radio by Chris Bohjalian (Harmony)
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2004
She’s Not There by Jennifer Finney Boylan (Broadway)

2005
From the Inside Out: Radical Gender Transformation, FTM and Beyond edited by
Morty Diamond (Manic D)
Luna by Julie Anne Peters (Little, Brown Books for Young Readers)
My Husband Betty: Love, Sex and Life with a Crossdresser by Helen Boyd (Thunder’s
Mouth)

2006
Just Add Hormones by Matt Kailey (Beacon)

2008
What Becomes You by Aaron Raz Link & Hilda Raz (University of Nebraska)
Nobody Passes edited by Mattilda aka Matt Bernstein Sycamore (Seal)

2009
Intersex (For Lack of a Better Word) by Thea Hillman (Manic D)
10,000 Dresses by Marcus Ewert & Rex Ray (Seven Stories)
Two Truths and a Lie by Scott Schofield (Homofactus)
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2010
Lynnee Breedlove’s One Freak Show by Lynn Breedlove (Manic D)
The Nearest Exit May Be Behind You by S. Bear Bergman (Arsenal Pulp)

2011
Holding Still for As Long As Possible by Zoe Whittall (House of Anansi)
Jumpstart the World by Catherine Ryan Hyde (Random House Children’s Books)
Balancing on the Mechitza: Transgender in Jewish Community edited by Noach
Dzmura (North Atlantic Books)
Gender Outlaws: The Next Generation edited by Kate Bornstein & S. Bear
Bergman (Seal)

2012
The Book of Broken Hymns by Rafe Posey (Flying Rabbit)
The Butterfly and the Flame by Dana De Young (iUniverse)
I am J by Cris Beam (Little, Brown Books for Children)
Static by L.A. Witt (Amber Allure/Amber Quill)
Take Me There: Trans and Genderqueer Erotica edited by Tristan Taormino (Cleis)
Letters for My Brothers: Transitional Wisdom in Retrospect edited by Megan M.
Rohrer & Zander Keig (Wilgefortis)
Tango: My Childhood, Backwards and in High Heels by Justin Vivian Bond (The
Feminist Press at CUNY)
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2013
Being Emily by Rachel Gold (Bella Books)
The Collection: Short Fiction from The Transgender Vanguard edited by Tom Léger &
Riley MacLeod (Topside)
First Spring Grass Fire by Rae Spoon (Arsenal Pulp)
Offspring by Michael Quadland (Red Hen)
Seasonal Velocities by Ryka Aoki (Trans-Genre)
Teeny Weenies and Other Short Subjects by Matt Kailey (Outskirts)

2014
Nevada, a novel by Imogen Binnie (Topside)
Blood, Marriage, Wine & Glitter by S. Bear Bergman (Arsenal Pulp)
The End of San Francisco by Mattilda Bernstein Sycamore (City Lights Publishers)
Testo Junkie by Beatriz Preciado (The Feminist Press at CUNY)

2015
Everything Must Go by La JohnJoseph (ITNA)
For Today I Am a Boy by Kim Fu (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt)
A Safe Girl To Love by Casey Plett (Topside)
Man Alive: A True Story of Violence, Forgiveness and Becoming a Man by Thomas
Page McBee (City Lights/Sister Spit)
Redefining Realness: My Path to Womanhood, Identity, Love and So Much More by
Janet Mock (Atria Books)
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2016
Defiant by Michael Scott Monje, Jr. (Autonomous)
Lost Boi by Sassafras Lowrey (Arsenal Pulp)
Tiny Pieces of Skull, or a Lesson in Manners by Roz Kaveney (Team Angelica)
Becoming Nicole: The Transformation of an American Family by Amy Ellis Nutt
(Random House)
Born on the Edge of Race and Gender: A Voice for Cultural Competency by Willy
Wilkinson (Hapa Papa)
Hiding in Plain Sight by Zane Thimmesch-Gill (Riverdale Avenue Books)
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