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ABSTRACT 

This study considers the case of representation of transgender people and issues 

on American fictional television from 2004 to 2014, a period which represents a steady 

surge in transgender television characters relative to what came before, and prefigures a 

more recent burgeoning of transgender characters since 2014. The study thus positions 

the period of analysis as an historical period in the changing representation of transgender 

characters. A discourse analysis is employed that not only assesses the way that 

transgender characters have been represented, but contextualizes American fictional 

television depictions of transgender people within the broader sociopolitical landscape in 

which those depictions have emerged and which they likely inform. Television 

representations and the social milieu in which they are situated are considered as parallel, 

mutually informing discourses, including the ways in which those representations have 

been engaged discursively through reviews, news coverage and, in some cases, blogs. 
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CHAPTER 1  

INTRODUCTION  

“The Transgender Moment” 

2014 was Laverne Cox’s year. A mere ten months after the previously unknown 

actress had premiered in the Netflix dramedy Orange is the New Black, she was on the 

cover of Time, featured in an article about “the transgender tipping point.” Called 

“America’s Transition,” the article predicted that the burgeoning visibility of transgender 

Americans was “poised to challenge long-held norms and cultural beliefs” about gender 

(Steinmetz and Gray, 2014). Cox described the current cultural moment as it relates to 

transgender people: 

We are in a place now where more and more trans people want to come forward 
and say, ‘This is who I am.’ And more trans people are willing to tell their stories. 
More of us are living visibly and pursuing our dreams visibly, so people can say, 
‘Oh yeah, I know someone who is trans.’ When people have points of reference 
that are humanizing, that demystifies difference. (Steinmetz and Gray, 2014, para. 
19) 
 
Two months after appearing on the cover of Time, Cox would go on to become 

the first openly transgender person to receive an Emmy nomination (Gjorgievska, 2014). 

The following December, People put her on their “25 Most Intriguing People” list, for 

“mak[ing] history” and being a “trailblazer” in both her work on Orange is the New 

Black and as an outspoken advocate for transgender acceptance (Green, 2014). In April 

2015, she was included on the list of Time’s “100 Most Influential People” (Tanzer, 

2014). It was clear that Cox had captured the attention and respect of many in the 

American public. 

Less than a year after Cox’s Time cover, on April 24, 2015, the television news 
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magazine 20/20 aired a heavily promoted interview with Olympic medalist Caitlyn 

Jenner, who announced her gender transition to journalist Diane Sawyer after months of 

speculation by tabloid press. A perceived exemplar of stereotypically masculine 

athleticism since her 1976 gold medal for the men’s Decathlon, Jenner, the audience 

learned, had apparently struggled with her gender since childhood. She revealed herself 

to be “for all intents and purposes a woman,” and informed the audience that henceforth 

she would be known as Caitlin (Sloan, 2015).  

Sawyer’s interview of Jenner garnered over 17 million viewers, making it the 

most watched 20/20 since Barbara Walters’ March 2000 interview of the parents of 

murdered six-year old JonBenet Ramsey, and the highest Friday night ratings of any non-

sports programming since 2002 (Kissell, 2015). After the interview, comic Ellen 

DeGeneres, who had made headlines in the late 1990s when her sitcom’s main character 

came out as a lesbian on primetime television, tweeted her support for Jenner, saying that 

in coming out publicly Jenner was “saving lives and opening minds” (Bauder, 2015). 

Tonight Show host Jimmy Fallon evoked astronaut Neil Armstrong’s words, tweeting that 

Jenner’s interview represented “one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind” 

(Bauder, 2015). On a similar note, Vice described Jenner’s coming out as “the Millennial 

moon landing.” Noting that America’s biggest export is culture, the magazine argued that 

“Jenner has changed the fucking world. And he [sic] has changed it for the better” 

(Sunderland, 2015). The E! Network almost immediately began developing a reality 

show, called I am Cait, which would last two seasons and follow Jenner through her 

transition as she learned to adapt to her female presentation in the spotlight. Just two 

months after her 20/20 interview, Jenner received ESPN’s Arthur Ashe Award for 
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Courage at their annual ESPY awards show, which evoked both public applause and 

controversy (Corinthios, 2016; Moyer, 2015).  

Cox’s Hollywood success and the reception of Jenner’s announcement are part of 

a ground swell of public awareness of and dialog about transgender people and issues in 

recent years, which can be seen in increasing media coverage of transgender people and 

the issues they face, and in the increase in transgender characters on television throughout 

the period under analysis and since. In 2009, Chaz Bono, offspring of entertainers Cher 

and Sonny Bono, who had spent his early childhood in the media spotlight, announced 

that he was transitioning to present in the male gender, and in 2011 he enjoyed a much-

publicized appearance on the dance competition Dancing with the Stars. Three years 

later, Barney’s department store was applauded by the transgender advocacy community 

for its decision to feature seventeen transgender models in its Spring 2014 campaign, a 

spread photographed by well-known fashion photographer Bruce Weber and 

accompanied by interviews conducted by Vanity Fair journalist Patricia Bosworth 

(Bernstein, 2014). That same year, successful fashion model Andreja Pejic came out as 

transgender (Alter, 2014). In May, 2015, the New York Times, which with over two 

million readers had the third highest circulation of any US newspaper (Stynes, 2014), 

launched a series of articles called “Transgender Today,” further promoting public 

transgender visibility, and suggesting that transgender issues were firmly in the public 

awareness.  

Political Visibility and Controversy 

On the political front, transgender issues have also been on the public stage in 

recent years. Retired Navy SEAL Kristin Beck released a memoir in 2013 detailing her 
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experiences living and coming out as transgender in the context of a successful elite 

military career. A documentary about her transition called Lady Valor: The Kristin Beck 

Story was released in 2014. Beck said of the documentary that “having that direct 

exposure to middle America … and giving them a story that makes them a little 

uncomfortable and brings them something that they might not understand -- is always a 

good thing” (Iannaci, 2014). Navy Specialist Chelsea Manning, convicted of spying for 

releasing confidential government information to WikiLeaks, launched a controversial 

but ultimately successful petition to receive government-provided hormone treatments 

while in prison, after revealing at her 2013 trial that she was in the process of 

transitioning to a female gender presentation.  

In January of 2015, President Barack Obama bolstered his quiet support of 

transgender issues (Leff, 2014) by becoming the first U.S. president to explicitly say the 

word “transgender” in a State of the Union speech. According to Janet Mock, best-selling 

memoirist, transgender activist, and one of Time’s 2015 “Most Influential People on the 

Internet” (Macsai, 2015): 

The President’s acknowledgment helps shatter the cloak of invisibility that has 
plagued trans people and forced many to suffer in silence. By speaking our 
community’s name, the President pushes us all to recognize the existence and 
validity of trans people as Americans worthy of protection and our nation’s 
resources. (Steinmetz, 2015) 
 

 Such media exposure, in tandem with an increase in transgender characters and 

storylines in scripted and unscripted storytelling, is likely a central means of expanding 

awareness of transgender issues and setting the stage for transgender political equality. 

According to Nick Adams, Director of Programs and Transgender Media for GLAAD, an 

organization that advocates for fair and inclusive media representation of LGBTQ people, 
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as of 2015 polls had shown that 8% of respondents were acquainted with a transgender 

person. “So for 92% of Americans,” said Adams, “everything they know about a 

transgender person they are learning from the media” (Ali, 2015, para. 15). That being 

the case, television becomes a key way to access the hearts and minds of the American 

cisgender public, to education them, and to instill empathy.   

 Along with the increase in people publicly identifying as transgender, and media 

and political discussion of transgender issues, transgender emergence can be seen in the 

growing number of representations of transgender characters on American television 

shows. Prior to 2001, there had hardly been a recurring transgender character on an 

American show since the short-lived 1977 show All That Glitters. Since 2001, there have 

been more than forty-five recurring transgender characters on American fictional 

television, with that number steadily increasing in frequency in recent years. Though all 

representations have the potential to be impactful on public opinion, it is the symbolic 

landscape of fictional television and its potential impact on which this study focuses, 

while turning an eye towards the broader cultural and political landscapes of transgender 

emergence, and the interplay between those elements. 

Overview of Study 
 

Discourse Analysis of Transgender Representation on American Television 
 

This study considers the case of representation of transgender people and issues 

on American fictional television from 2004 to 2014, a period which represents a steady 

surge in transgender television characters relative to what came before, and prefigures a 

more recent burgeoning of transgender characters since 2014. The study thus positions 

the period of analysis as an historical period in the changing representation of transgender 
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characters. A discourse analysis is employed that not only assesses the way that 

transgender characters have been represented, but contextualizes American fictional 

television depictions of transgender people within the broader sociopolitical landscape in 

which those depictions have emerged and which they likely inform. Television 

representations and the social milieu in which they are situated are considered as parallel, 

mutually informing discourses, including the ways in which those representations have 

been engaged discursively through reviews, news coverage and, in some cases, blogs. 

Scholarship on Transgender Television Representation 

Though there has been a notable increase in transgender characters on American 

television in recent years, which has occurred in tandem with an increase in political and 

social visibility of transgender people, scholarly literature addressing television 

representation of transgender people and issues is growing, but still in its relative infancy. 

A body of work from within the Cultural Studies perspective addresses the representation 

of gays and lesbians on television [e.g. (Tropiano, 2002); (Becker, 2006)], but research 

specifically on transgender characters is somewhat sparser. With this dissertation, I strive 

to fill some of that space in the literature. 

Narrative Television as a Site of Inquiry 

  Throughout most of its ninety odd years, television often has been 

alternately maligned and ignored as a site of serious inquiry. Television writer Larry 

Gelbart’s well known declaration that “television is a weapon of mass distraction” 

(Wasko, 2005) is emblematic of many statements made to the effect that the medium is 

an intellectual wasteland, the enjoyment of which takes us away from more weighty 

concerns. In his frequently cited polemic, Putnam (1995) argues that the migration of 
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American leisure habits toward greater television viewing has signaled a decline in civic 

engagement, as our communities have become “wider and shallower” (p. 9) through our 

choosing to experience our world through the small screen. Television has been 

frequently positioned “as intruder, as complicator, as rogue or polluter” (Newcomb, 

2000), but less frequently as a site of political significance. Yet, as Fiske (2004) has 

argued, though television “has been accused of many … crimes … it is a familiar and 

popular experience for a large proportion of people from all sections of society” (p.2). 

Despite changes in technology, American adults still spend more time consuming 

television than any other electronic platform (Nielsen, 2017). Whatever one thinks of the 

value of television, television programming routinely occupies a large part of many 

Americans’ days, and changing technology has offered us more ways to view television 

more than it has supplanted television as our primary entertainment medium.  

 Storytelling is a central part of the human experience, and television is a “story-

delivery technology” (Gottschall, 2012, p. 183). Through fiction we can see worlds we 

would otherwise never see, meet people we would never have the opportunity to know, 

and understand things on a more intimate level than can be accessed through abstractions. 

Fiction helps us learn to empathize with others (Mar, Oatley & Peterson, 2009), and to 

understand the people around us (Gottschall, 2012a). Fictional stories “abstract social 

information so that it can be better understood, generalized to other circumstances, and 

acted upon” (Mar & Oatley, 2008, p. 173). Narrative television plays a fundamental role 

in circulating our cultural ideals, and in influencing them. It can affect our attitudes about 

minority populations (Gerbner & Signorielli, 1979; Mastro, 2003), affect the attitudes of 

minorities about their place within the dominant culture (Mullan, 1996; Halloran, 1998), 



 8 

and affect the way that minorities think about themselves (Martins & Harrison, 2011). 

Television can provoke strong emotions, and help to subvert the status quo (Newcomb, 

2005). According to Newcomb, television can be conceptualized best “not as an entity — 

economic, technological, social, psychological, or cultural — but as a site, the point at 

which numerous questions and approaches intersect and inflect one another” (Wasko, 

2005, p. 6). Indeed, many things collide on television — including our shared cultural 

history, our aspirations, and our desire to live vicariously through the stories of others. 

Television teaches “cultural citizenship” (Hartley 2004, p. xvi). 

 This project argues that television plays a role in the political realities of 

disenfranchised groups, and specifically transgender people, both through how it 

represents people in those groups, as well as how that representation informs social 

justice discourse. To that end, fourteen American television shows created between 2004 

and 2014, were evaluated, with an eye towards establishing how those shows transitional 

representations depicted transgender people and issues, how that representation likely 

added to the public conversation about transgender civil rights, and influenced future 

representations. 

Cultural Studies and Television 

 Scholars working from within the Cultural Studies perspective have been 

particularly productive in analyzing television texts, taking on the representation of 

traditionally disenfranchised groups. Cultural Studies is rooted in the viewpoint that 

categories presented to us in the media are not inevitable, but socially constructed (Berger 

& Luckmann, 1966). Cultural scholars suggest the political consequences of media 

representation. This project engages specific television texts, and foregrounds the 
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relationship between television representation and sociopolitical context, in order to make 

more explicit the assertion that representation occurs within a particular political context, 

and helps to inform that context. Ultimately the project emerges from a deceptively 

simple assertion — television representation matters.  

Defining Transgender 

The term transgender is distinctive for its liminality, encapsulating a variety of 

politically and culturally charged categories related to gender identity and expression that 

have continually evolved. It is a word variously embraced and contested even by those it 

seeks to describe. Most generally it has been used to refer to people who experience 

“conflict with or questions about their gender” (Brown & Rounsley, 2003), a problematic 

definition that suggests that a fixed sense of one’s gender is or should be the norm.  

 Many people consider themselves to fall somewhere on a gender continuum, and 

identify as neither explicitly male nor female. This fluid identity is often referred to as 

genderqueer, though people may identify by different terms, such as pangender, gender 

fluid, or simply as non-binary. Writer and activist Kate Bornstein has called those who 

refuse to conform to typical binary gender roles “gender outlaws,” highlighting the 

perceived subversiveness of questioning a gender binary that is deeply entrenched in 

Eurocentric Western culture (Bornstein, 2013).  

In the past three decades the term transgender has become a unifying concept 

applied to diverse gender expression, implying “a political alliance between all gender-

variant people who do not conform to social [gender] norms … and who suffer political 

oppression as a result” (Stryker, 2008). Arguably the construct of transgender as a 

category does not exist outside of the context of political oppression, since the term itself 
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was coined to catalyze political action. In its broadest sense, the transgender identity 

itself encompasses a diverse array of gender expression, from drag queens, to weekend 

cross-dressers, to pre-, post-, or non-operative transsexuals seeking to assimilate into 

more conventionally gendered society, as well as those who consider themselves to have 

a fluid gender. One’s gender expression may differ from their gender identity, since 

gender identity refers to one’s core psychological predisposition to gender, whereas 

gender expression refers to how one overtly acts that out. A person could identify as male 

but sometimes present outwardly a more stereotypically female appearance, or they could 

identify as a gender that they rarely or never express overtly. In other words, gender 

identity is internal; gender expression is external. As Valentine (2007) notes, the term 

“‘transgender’ contracts and expands in particular situated contexts” (p. 14). In recent 

years, the term cisgender has become the standard in describing those whose gender 

identity matches the sex they were assigned at birth, a development that itself suggests 

increasing awareness of transgender issues and helps bridge the gap between the two 

identities in negating the privileging of a conventional understanding of one’s gender 

(Blank, 2014).  

For the purposes of this project, the term transgender generally refers to those 

whose gender identity and/or expression differs from the conventions of the sex they 

were assigned at birth, to the extent that they identify with the opposite of the two 

traditionally understood binary genders, or, to echo Lester (2015), those “who were 

swaddled as babies with a blanket that should have been a different color” (p. 143). The 

notion of having been “assigned” a gender at birth is central to these identities, and 

implies an arbitrary designation of future gender roles imposed upon infants based upon 
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the appearance of their external genitalia.  

This operationalization of the term may include both those characters who have 

had and those who have not had gender confirmation surgery or hormonally altered their 

bodies to conform with their self-identified gender. The decision to seek medical 

intervention to transition to a different gender is complex, and owing to a variety of 

factors, including economics, the likely effectiveness of existing medical interventions, 

the safety of those interventions, and personal preference. Thus, someone can be 

transgender in the sense that I have defined it here, without having undergone or 

intending to undergo medical intervention. 

It should be noted that during the life of this project public articulations of gender 

have become more complex, in that it is now much more common in mainstream society 

to hear of someone who identifies as non-binary in gender rather than the way that I have 

defined transgender for this study. A survey of Millennials, those between ages 18 and 

34, discovered that half of respondents perceived gender as existing on a spectrum rather 

than in a binary sense (Rivas, 2015). Though people with a complex relationship to 

gender have always existed, and feminists and queer theorists have long interrogated the 

gender binary, it is more recently that television has tended to articulate gender fluidity in 

a substantive, non-pejorative way.  

The relatively binary conception of the term transgender that is utilized in this 

study reflects the intention of the author to historicize transgender representations during 

a time when cultural awareness of the mutability of gender was shifting. During much of 

the timeline in question, transgender representations tended to reflect a binary conception 

of gender, and the decision was made to limit the scope of representations under analysis 
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to this binary notion in the interest of precision, with the exception of the two gender 

fluid teen characters analyzed herein. Furthermore, greater public awareness of non-

binary gender has partly emerged from an acceptance of the possibility of transgressing 

gender norms through reclassifying oneself as the opposite gender from the one assigned 

at birth. Television depictions during the timeline under analysis of those who identify 

with the opposite gender than that which they were assigned at birth have paved the way 

for future depictions of gender fluid characters, as more nuanced transgender characters 

emerge in television that push against the cultural boundaries of gender. 

A Word about Personal Perspective and Pronouns 

 Though attempting at all times to maintain a balance between the objectivity of 

social science and personal empathy in my treatment of transgender representation, my 

ability to do so is necessarily situated in my identity as a white, cisgender, heterosexual 

female. Despite my attempts at taking in the whole picture, I am someone who is situated 

outside of the communities about which I’m writing. Therefore, as Bettcher (2007) noted 

of her own work, “my perspective is culturally located in ways that allow for insight as 

well as obliviousness” (p. 45).  

 Throughout this study, I have taken pains to use terminology that is both 

respectful of transgender and non-binary people, and is as legible to the reader as 

possible. The landscape of this work is full of contested terms, and I was required to 

make decisions as to which terms I would use. In some cases, those judgment calls were 

arbitrary, and for the sake of consistency. For instance, the acronym “LGBTQ” is more 

limiting in its inclusion than other, more expansive acronyms, but LGBTQ is much more 

widely used in the common lexicon, in the press, and in the world of public advocacy 
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groups like GLAAD.  

 Also, throughout the work, I have attempted to use pronouns and identifiers that 

align with the portrayed personal identification of the character being described. If a 

character or source is presenting as male at a certain point in time but clearly identifies as 

a female, the female pronoun is used, and vice versa. At times when it was difficult to 

discern the character’s gender identity, or the identity was non-binary in nature, I reverted 

to the pronoun attached to the character’s biological gender if it seemed that that was 

typically used to describe the character and that this did not appear at odds with the core 

identity of the character. At other times, particularly as it relates to secondary sources, it 

was unclear what would be the preferred pronoun, and I settled on the plural pronouns 

“they,” “them” or “their” rather than using gendered pronouns. Sometimes these gender-

neutral pronouns were the preferred pronouns of particular people, and those pronouns 

were used here accordingly.  

Looking Ahead to Subsequent Chapters 

Considering the many intersecting factors related to transgender television 

representation — the relative dearth of scholarly literature; the more recent proliferation 

of transgender characters and stories on American television programming; the political 

emergence of a distinct transgender advocacy community; and the dire economic and 

social conditions in which many transgender Americans still live — transgender 

representation provides a useful lens through which to observe the potential interplay 

between the sociopolitical struggles of disenfranchised groups and television, ideas which 

will be developed in subsequent chapters. Chapter Two situates the representations within 

the historical and political context of transgender visibility in the U.S. Chapter Three 
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reviews the relevant literatures emerging mostly from Cultural and Critical Studies 

perspectives that speak to how television representation relates to power, laying forth the 

theoretical orientation of the study. Chapter Four will describe the method used in the 

study, including the research questions explored. Chapters Five through Ten will consist 

of data analysis, broken down thematically by type of representations seen across genres. 

Chapter Five will examine the earliest of the representations considered herein, looking at 

how it ties into previous stereotypes of transgender people advanced in film and 

television. In Chapter Six, I look at coming out stories as represented on television. 

Chapter Seven will examine the construction of the transgender love interest, and how 

transgender characters are positioned with respect to sexuality and romance. Chapters 

Eight and Nine will examine representations of transgender adolescents, with both 

identities on the gender binary (Chapter Eight) and identities that are more fluid (Chapter 

Nine). Chapter Ten will discuss the representations of Orange is the New Black and 

Transparent, articulating a conception of the new transgender character we have seen on 

television. Finally, Chapter Eleven will conclude with a discussion of findings as they 

relate to Cultural and Critical Theory, consider the lessons learned during this study, and 

look ahead to new avenues of research. It will also anticipate where transgender 

representation may be going in American television in light of more recent 

representations than are analyzed herein. 

Walter Lippmann’s (1922) adage that the mass media provide the link between 

“the world outside and the pictures in our heads” is even truer today than it was when 

Lippmann wrote Public Opinion, given the degree to which the mass media have 

saturated our lives. The extent to which we view people as aberrant or inferior to others 
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may have real consequences in terms of our willingness to allow them the full rights of 

citizenship that many Americans enjoy without question. For people who differ from 

societal norms as portrayed in the media, the extent to which they may view themselves 

as aberrant or inferior based on limited media representations of people like themselves 

has even more profound implications. Analysis of emergent television depictions of 

transgender people and issues may help illuminate the position transgender people hold in 

American society, and conversely, the role television plays in helping disenfranchised 

groups position themselves in American society. Though much has changed since 2014, 

in both the political and media landscapes of transgender visibility, the early 

representations considered herein offer a foundational view on more current 

representations, and what they say about transgender visibility today and into the future. 
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CHAPTER 2  

THE HISTORICAL/POLITICAL CONTEXT 

Diverse Identities and Political Realities within the LGBTQ Civil Rights Movement 
 

The term transgender speaks to gender identity rather than sexual preference, but 

the two concepts are often conflated in public perception (Valentine, 2007) and in the 

ways in which transgender characters are represented on television. LGBTQ activists 

have argued that much of the discrimination faced by gays and lesbians is related to their 

perceived variance from accepted gender norms, which often is expressed overtly, rather 

than their sexual preference, which may or may not be open to public scrutiny. Because 

of the stigma associated with being transgender, the diversity of expression of 

transgender people presents particular challenges to those who would advance legislative 

and social agendas on behalf of transgender Americans. Though there has been a 

tendency in the public sphere to discuss those within the purview of the LGBTQ 

advocacy community as though their advocates represent the interests of homogeneous 

individuals, the reality is far more complex. So diverse are the identity expressions and 

political agendas of those within the LGBTQ community as a whole that it has been 

argued that all of these identities cannot accurately be viewed as existing within a single 

LGBTQ movement (Epstein, 1999). Until fairly recently, transgender people have been 

included by many gay activists only grudgingly under the LGBTQ label, which, 

according to Stryker (2007) have embraced each identity “in descending order of 

importance,” such that, historically, many working for gay rights have meant rights for 

gay men, followed by rights for lesbians, bisexuals, and, finally, transgender people. As 

recently as the year 2000, the Human Rights Campaign (HRC), one of the oldest and 
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most influential national advocacy groups within the LGBTQ movement, had yet to 

explicitly include transgender Americans in its mission, overlooking transgender people 

in their slogan, “Working for lesbian and gay equal rights” (Cada, 2000). HRC was 

similarly slow to support transgender-inclusive language in job discrimination bills, 

taking a strong stand against legislation that overlooked its transgender constituents only 

after transgender advocates protested outside of the HRC’s Washington DC headquarters 

(Brune, 2004). Chris Daley, the former director of the National Transgender Law Center, 

has noted that “the history of transgender civil rights and Pride was that it was OK as 

long as it was gay men in dresses and it was about spectacle” (Leff, 2006), but it was less 

acceptable to identify openly as transsexual. Until fairly recently, gay and lesbian 

activists were reluctant to include transgender people or their issues in discussions with 

legislators (Leff, 2006), and transgender activists still at times face resistance from within 

the LGBTQ movement in presenting a unified front to legislators in passing transgender-

friendly legislation. In 2005, the executive editor of the Washington Blade, a Washington 

DC newspaper catering to an LGBTQ readership, accused transgender activists of “trans-

jacking” the gay rights movement in their fight for inclusion in employment protection 

legislation (Crain, 2005), the implication being that if transgender people just stepped 

aside then the less culturally subversive gay people would have a chance to assimilate 

into mainstream society. It is from this article that this study takes its name, as a tongue-

in-cheek acknowledgement of transgender characters beginning to proliferate on 

television, in tandem with increasing political visibility, during the time period under 

analysis and since.  
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A Parallel Political History 

 Despite the aforementioned territorial battles, to a great degree transgender 

Americans share a parallel political history with gays and lesbians. Though openly gay 

organizations have existed in the US since at least the 1920’s, scholars tend to identify 

the post-World War Two era as the start of the contemporary LGBTQ movement, noting 

that after the war many gays, lesbians and non-binary gendered people migrated to large 

cities and connected with growing gay subcultures, suddenly finding themselves among 

people like themselves (McGarry & Wasserman, 1998; Tropiano, 2002). As gay 

communities grew in numbers, many gays and lesbians began to conceptualize their 

minority status, viewing some of their own struggles in light of the increasingly visible 

concerns of racial and religious minorities (McGarry & Wasserman, 1998).  

The publishing of Dr. Alfred Kinsey’s Sexual Behavior in the Human Male 

(1948/1998) caused a stir, and called into question many people’s assumptions about the 

prevalence of homosexuality. Since the late 19th century, homosexuality had been 

considered by the mainstream medical community as a pathology and an aberration. Yet 

Kinsey’s statistics suggested that it was far more common than had been thought to be 

gay or bisexual (Tropiano, 2002). By the 1950s, television talk shows were the once 

taboo subject of homosexuality and framing it as a social problem that needed to be 

understood and solved (Tropiano, 2002).  

Pathologizing Homosexuality and Transsexuality 

With new visibility came increased suspicion and hostility from the heterosexual 

general public. Beginning in the early 1950s, the US government positioned LGBTQ 

people as “subversives” and a threat to national security. In 1952, gay and lesbian foreign 
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nationals were forbidden from entering the US, and soon after a presidential executive 

order prohibited homosexuals from working in the federal government (Tropiano, 2002). 

The Mattachine Society, formed by gay men in New York City in 1950, was the first of 

the visible homophile organizations, which tried to instill in its members an awareness of 

their oppressed status. Yet as membership in the organization grew, so did McCarthyism, 

and those leaders who were perceived as political agitators were cast out for the sake of 

self-preservation of the more conservative members. The group adopted a more cautious, 

assimilationist strategy, taking great pains to emphasize their ordinariness in opposition 

to psychiatric models that pathologized homosexuality (Epstein, 1999; Tropiano, 2002).  

Stonewall and Beyond 

The Stonewall Rebellion is central to the collective memory of gay emancipation 

in America, and a frequently cited event that serves to fuel the identity conflicts between 

more assimilationist gay advocates and the transgender community, conflicts that have 

played out politically in recent decades. In June of 1969, the New York police raided the 

Stonewall Inn for the ostensible purpose of cracking down on clubs affiliated with 

organized crime, though the raid was typical of police activity against LGBTQ 

establishments at the time. Influenced by the political upheaval of the late 1960s 

(McGarry & Wasserman, 1998), several days of protests and uprising commenced, often 

led by transgender people. In the aftermath of Stonewall, a more identity-based Gay 

Liberation movement began to emerge (Epstein, 1999), drawing upon the Black civil 

rights movement and the women’s liberation movement in both philosophy and strategy 

(Rosen & Chauncy, 2013). Curiously, though many involved in and leading the 

Stonewall Rebellion were gender non-conforming or transgender (McGarry & 
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Wasserman, 1998), this fact was often downplayed by those with more assimilationist 

strategies, who have been frequently accused of alternately appropriating the martyrs and 

political victories of the more gender-diverse members of their cohort, and abandoning 

them when to do so was politically expedient. 

Though the Stonewall Rebellion has long been lauded as the start of a new 

generation of LGBTQ activism, more recent historical accounts foreground the role of 

transgender people in catalyzing the movement. Historian and activist Susan Stryker has 

described a history of transgender activism that paralleled and in some cases predated gay 

and lesbian activism. For instance, transgender people in New York founded a group 

called Cercle Hermaphroditos in 1895 to “unite for defense against the world’s 

persecution” (Stryker, 2008). In 1952, around the time that gays and lesbians respectively 

formed the Mattachine Society (1950) and Daughters of Bilitis (1955), transgender 

people started the Society for Equality in Dress. Furthermore, according to Stryker, it was 

not the Stonewall Rebellion of 1969, but the Compton’s Cafeteria riot three years earlier 

that set the stage for a more confrontational activism among LGBTQ people. The 

rebellion started in San Francisco’s Tenderloin district sparked by the attempted arrest of 

a drag queen in what had generally been a transgender-friendly diner. Rioting ensued as 

the drag queens fought back against police reinforcements and spilled onto the streets. 

“For the first time” declares a website commemorating the riot, “drag queens band[ed] 

together to fight back” in an “act of resistance” that represents a “dramatic turning point 

for the transgender community, and the beginning of a new human rights struggle” that 

continues today (Gene Compton’s Cafeteria Riot, 2006). Stryker (2008) credits the riots 

with advancing a “new style of gay liberation politics” as well as inspiring the creation of 
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a web of San Francisco social service organizations for transgender people in the late 

1960s. 

Rise of Gay Advocacy Groups 

The 1970s saw the emergence of an active political presence for gay Americans, 

with the founding of several national advocacy organizations, including the National 

Lesbian and Gay Task Force and Lambda Legal in 1973, the National Center for Lesbian 

Rights in 1977, and the Human Rights Campaign in 1980. The late 1970s and early 1980s 

also witnessed the arrival of a lesbian feminist sensibility in reaction to both gay 

liberation and second wave feminism. In the 1980s, AIDS brought about a renewed 

homophobia that derailed gay civil rights initiatives at the same time it galvanized the 

movement. In the 1990s, Queer Theory and the rhetoric of multiculturalism converged in 

an identity politics based on inclusion. The concerns of the transgender community, long 

de facto members of the gay community, began to emerge, as increasing media exposure 

of seemingly typical Americans seeking gender confirmation surgeries required that 

everyone, including the LBGTQ community, rethink the place of gender in the 

movement.  

Transgender Rising 
 

The first male-to-female gender confirmation surgery was performed in Germany 

in the early 1930s. Female-to-male gender confirmation surgery followed in Great Britain 

in the late 1940s. In 1952, Christine Jorgensen, a World War Two veteran from the 

Bronx, became the first American to go public about her gender confirmation surgery in 

Europe, returning from Copenhagen in 1953 presenting as a woman. Jorgensen’s 

transition was highly publicized in the US as the first “sex change,” and the American 
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media followed Jorgensen’s life closely for several years. Jorgensen is said to have 

inspired the 1953 film Glen or Glenda, a cult classic directed by cross-dresser Ed Wood, 

which argues for acceptance of transsexuals.  

When, in 1976, ophthalmologist Renee Richards, who was a highly ranked tennis 

player on the women’s amateur circuit, was revealed to have been assigned the male 

gender at birth, a similar “media frenzy” ensued (Wadler, 2007). The U.S. Tennis 

Association moved to prohibit Richards from playing in the 1977 U.S. Open, though the 

New York Supreme Court overruled the decision. Partly in response to Richards’ highly 

publicized gender transition, and emerging from a radical lesbian sensibility that 

eschewed what it viewed as a male-dominated culture inherently oppressive to women, 

Janice Raymond (1979) released the book Transsexual Empire. Raymond’s book was a 

polemic against male-to-female transsexuals, who she referred to pejoratively as “she-

males.” Raymond believed they represented the ultimate colonization of women’s bodies 

and identities. Female-to-male transsexuals were, in contrast, positioned by Raymond to 

have opted out of the battle for equality in choosing to join the patriarchy rather than fight 

it. Though Raymond’s book has been repudiated widely as methodologically unsound as 

well as “ideological” and “dogmatic” (Riddell, 2006, p. 157), and to many, tantamount to 

hate speech, such a missile launched from within the feminist movement itself 

represented a setback to transgender people, who already had a much larger war to fight 

in achieving acceptance within the dominant heteronormative, cisnormative culture.  

In 1980 the American Psychiatric Association declared that transgender people 

suffered from “gender identity disorder” (Stryker, 2008), a classification that remained in 

the APA’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders until 2013, to the 
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chagrin of many transgender advocates who viewed the classification as reactionary and 

defamatory. The description in the new version, the DSM-V, reads as “gender 

dysphoria,” a less loaded term, though still controversial.  

In the 1980s and 90s, a renewed homophobia induced by fear surrounding the 

AIDS epidemic pushed the diverse interests within the current LGBTQ movement to 

work together (Stryker, 2008). In tandem, transgender activists continued to pursue both 

widespread recognition of transgender people and full recognition within the LGBTQ 

movement. A variety of transgender advocacy organizations emerged, beginning with the 

International Foundation for Gender Education in 1987 and culminating with the opening 

of the Transgender Law Center in 2002, a civil rights advocacy organization based in San 

Francisco, and the National Center for Transgender Equality in 2003, which was the first 

Washington D.C.-based transgender advocacy organization with the explicit goal of 

lobbying for legislative recognition of transgender Americans and policy changes 

hospitable to the transgender community.  

Along with organizations seeking to challenge the status quo through political 

initiatives, GLAAD (formerly the Gay and Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation), 

founded in 1985, has sought to affect change in the symbolic realm, by influencing the 

scope and nature of media representations of LGBTQ people, which at the time they 

began tended to be either disparaging or missing completely. GLAAD was started in 

response to what its founders considered “grossly defamatory and sensationalized” 

coverage of the AIDS epidemic by the New York Post, but it evolved into a national 

organization that monitors media portrayals, works with news media to promote LGBTQ-

friendly editorial policies, and “educate [s] Hollywood's entertainment industry on the 
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importance of more accurate and realistic portrayals on the screen” (“GLAAD History”). 

Much like other advocacy organizations within the LGBTQ movement, GLAAD has only 

fairly recently come to explicitly engage transgender representations as part of its 

mission, likely through the direct lobbying of those within the transgender advocacy 

community. Nonetheless, GLAAD, even in its early years, has been clearly instrumental 

in building awareness and advancing positive representations of gays and lesbians, which 

has by extension paved the way for more complex representations of transgender people 

in the mass media, and GLAAD emerged repeatedly in press coverage of the shows 

analyzed here as a force for advancing and encouraging positive transgender 

representations. 

Current Political Status of Transgender Americans 
 

In addition to the historical context of changing transgender visibility, a 

discussion of the current political landscape for transgender Americans is relevant, as 

some of this context will be considered as part of the discourse in this study surrounding 

transgender visibility. It is presumed that this broader political discourse informs and is 

likely informed by television representations.  

Despite the emergence in the past two decades of transgender people and issues in 

both American political life and in the media, the practical realities of life for transgender 

Americans have often been quite grim, particularly for people of color. In the first large 

scale study of its kind, in 2009 the National Center for Transgender Equality and the 

National Gay and Lesbian Task Force completed a survey of over 6000 transgender 

Americans on a variety of topics related to economic status and quality of life issues 

(Grant et al., 2011). Respondents reported unemployment at twice the rate of the general 
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U.S. population, and nearly half reported having experienced job loss, denial of 

promotion, or hiring discrimination based on their transgender status. Black, Latino and 

multiracial respondents were significantly more likely than whites to have experienced 

employment reversals. Nearly all respondents reported some degree of perceived 

mistreatment or harassment at work, ranging from invasion of privacy to verbal, physical 

or sexual assaults. More than a quarter of respondents reported yearly incomes equal to or 

less than $20,000. Furthermore, fifteen percent of respondents reported yearly incomes of 

$10,000 or lower, which was below the poverty line ¾ more than twice the number of 

the non-transgender U.S. population earning incomes that low. Lack of employer-based 

health insurance and housing instability was also widespread among respondents, with 

nineteen percent of respondents having experienced homelessness due to their 

transgender status. Almost a fifth of respondents reported needing at some point to earn 

money from the underground economy, including through sex work (Grant et al., 2011). 

A second iteration of the survey, released in 2015 (James et al 2015), surveyed nearly 

28,000 transgender and gender non-conforming respondents with largely similar findings. 

These statistics underscore the vulnerability of a group who has routinely been subject to 

adversity and privation as a result of their low status in American public life. 

Transgender advocacy groups have actively lobbied for inclusion in state and 

federal hate crimes legislation, equal access to gender appropriate public and educational 

facilities, federal jobs discrimination protection, and family and partner recognition, 

among other issues. They have also lobbied for healthcare parity and revision of post-

9/11 documentation laws that have impeded the ability of transgender people to obtain 

passports, social security cards and other identification supporting their self-identified 
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gender, documentation that is important for employment and full participation in 

American life.  

Where a transgender person lives in the U.S. has had a large bearing on the civil 

rights they will enjoy. As of 2014, only nineteen states had employment and housing non-

discrimination laws protecting transgender people. Only seventeen states had public 

accommodations non-discrimination laws prohibiting transgender exclusion from 

businesses and institutions accessible to the general public. Only nineteen states had 

transgender-inclusive Safe Schools laws to protect transgender children from bullying 

based on their gender identity or sexual preference. 2017 and 2018 saw a surge of 

proposed state bills hostile to transgender civil rights, as part of the backlash of anti-

transgender sentiment that came with transgender people’s increased visibility and 

legislative gains, as well as the advent of the Trump Administration. 

The Controversy over Bathroom Bills 

Despite earlier gains in civil rights, the past few years have seen the proliferation 

of so called “bathroom bills” in a number of states, which would determine a transgender 

person’s right to use restrooms and locker rooms that align with their identified gender 

rather than their birth sex. These bathroom bills have been called “one of the most 

contentious remaining battlegrounds over LGBT[Q] rights” (Steinmetz, 2015b, para. 2). 

Opponents to these bills position transgender people, particularly transgender women, as 

potentially predatory and a threat to the safety of others who use the gender-designated 

facilities, especially cisgender women and children. Yet, Maryland State Senator Richard 

Mandaleno argues that, despite public fear of opening up rest rooms to transgender 

people, “It’s always a transgender person who is at far greater risk of being attacked in a 
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bathroom” (Steinmetz, 2015b, para. 4). Transgender activists echo this point that the bills 

are a safety issue for transgender people, who are frequently harassed in public 

restrooms. A 2013 survey conducted by The Williams Institute found that seventy 

percent of respondents reported experiencing problems in using rest rooms, including 

“denial of access to facilities, verbal harassment, and physical assault” (p. 71). A sizable 

number of transgender respondents had been turned away from rest rooms entirely. 

In response to conservative backlash over a proposed bathroom bill, a Canadian 

transgender woman named Brae Carnes began posting to Facebook a series of pictures of 

herself in men’s restrooms, highlighting how little she fit in there in light of her female 

gender presentation. Minnesota transgender man Michael C. Hughes began tweeting 

parallel images of himself in women’s’ restrooms, adding the hashtag #wejustneedtopee. 

Hughes tweeted: 

Do I look like I belong in women's facilities? Republicans are trying to get 
legislation passed that will put me there, based on my gender at birth. Trans 
people aren't going to the bathroom to spy on you, or otherwise cause you harm. 
#Wejustneedtopee (Kellaway, 2015). 
 

The hashtag went viral, and the posts the campaign has engendered highlight the 

problematic nature of requiring people to use restrooms not aligned with their presenting 

gender. Such grass roots campaigns have proven useful, along with more formal policy 

campaigns launched by advocacy organizations, in disarming “transphobic scare tactics” 

(Brydum, 2015b) that position transgender people as a “bogeyman” to be feared 

(Hanssen 2016). 

Perhaps the most pernicious and well-known bathroom bill in the U.S. came from 

the state of North Carolina. In February of 2016, the city of Charlotte, North Carolina 
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passed a nondiscrimination ordinance that would prohibit discrimination in public 

accommodations and in city contracts based on sexual orientation and gender identity. 

Among other things, the ordinance provided that transpeople in Charlotte must be 

allowed to use the restroom or locker room that conformed with their gender identities. 

The ordinance was but one of a growing number of such trans-inclusive ordinances that 

have been passed in municipalities around the country in prior years protecting the rights 

of LGBTQ people. Before the ordinance could take effect, the politically conservative 

state legislature called an emergency session to push through legislation that would make 

such ordinances illegal in North Carolina, and also strip LGBTQ people and other 

minorities of additional legal protections. North Carolina House Bill 2, the Public 

Facilities Privacy & Security Act, was quickly signed into law by the state’s Governor, 

Pat McCrory, who tweeted that Charlotte’s “[o]rdinance defied common sense, allowing 

men to use women's bathroom/locker room” (Kopan & Scott, 2016). Charlotte mayor 

Jennifer Roberts excoriated the new law for codifying discrimination, calling it “literally 

the most anti-LGBT[Q] legislation in the country” (King, 2016). 

 A public kerfuffle quickly ensued. LGBTQ advocacy groups scrambled to find 

legal remedy for the law, and the ACLU promised to explore a court challenge. 

Mainstream media portrayed a groundswell of antagonism for the law, reflecting the 

visibility of transgender people. Celebrities came forward to denounce the law, and in 

some cases to boycott the state of North Carolina for passing it. Musician Bruce 

Springsteen Cancelled a planned concert in Greensboro, NC, arguing that: 

Some things are more important than a rock show and this fight against prejudice 
and bigotry — which is happening as I write — is one of them. It is the strongest 
means I have for raising my voice in opposition to those who continue to push us 



 29 

backwards instead of forwards. (Bramesco, 2016) 
 

Springsteen’s statement reflects an evolution in understanding of transgender people and 

issues by much of the cisgender public. In sympathy with transgender people, a number 

of prominent companies, including PayPal and the German Deutsche Bank, announced 

that they would halt planned expansions to North Carolina because of the bill. The 

PayPal decision alone had a potential economic impact on the Charlotte area of between 

$109 million and $286 million (Harrison, 2016). In May of 2016, the U.S. Department of 

Justice sued Pat McCrory, the North Carolina Department of Public Safety, and the 

University of North Carolina system, whose president had agreed to comply with the law, 

on the grounds that HB2 violated a number of federal civil rights laws. In a press 

conference announcing the complaint, U.S. Attorney General Loretta E. Lynch gave a 

statement which called HB 2 “state-sponsored discrimination” (Lynch, 2016, para. 2). 

She addressed some of her comments to the transgender community, momentously 

affirming the Obama administration’s support for transgender Americans: 

 
Some of you have lived freely for decades. Others of you are still wondering how 
you can possibly live the lives you were born to lead. But no matter how isolated 
or scared you may feel today, the Department of Justice and the entire Obama 
Administration wants you to know that we see you; we stand with you; and we 
will do everything we can to protect you going forward. Please know that history 
is on your side. This country was founded on a promise of equal rights for all, and 
we have always managed to move closer to that promise, little by little, one day at 
a time. It may not be easy – but we’ll get there together. (para.9) 
 

 In November 2016, Governor Pat McCrory was voted out in an election close 

enough for him to demand a recount. During the campaign, poll numbers suggested that 

having signed HB2 was damaging to McCrory’s campaign, and a large majority of voters 

believed that it had harmed North Carolina’s reputation with the rest of the country 
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(Stern, 2016). Nonetheless, supporters of the bill argued that the progressive backlash to 

HB2 was overblown, and that preventing municipalities from codifying protections for 

transgender bathroom use preserved the privacy of those who are uncomfortable with 

sharing bathrooms with transgender people, and was thus “common sense” (Scharl, 

2016). The bathroom issue highlights the legislative and rhetorical struggle involving 

transgender rights and visibility that has happened since the early 2000s, but especially in 

the last ten years, during and after the time of the fictional television portrayals under 

analysis here. 

Federal Legislative Successes During the Time of This Study 

Though the transgender advocacy community continues to work to advance civil 

rights for transgender people in the U.S., there have been a number of notable political 

successes at the federal level that are indicative of a surge in political, and general, 

visibility. In 2009, President Obama signed into law the first federal LGBTQ-inclusive 

hate crimes law, making it a federal crime to commit an act of violence against somebody 

because of his or her sexual preference or gender identity (Jackson, 2009). Joe 

Solmonese, president of the Human Rights Campaign, called the bill "our nation's first 

major piece of civil rights legislation for lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender 

people"(Pershing, 2009). The same year, the Obama administration announced guidelines 

prohibiting workplace discrimination against transgender federal employees (Hensley, 

2015). 2014 saw the overturning of Department of Human Services rules preventing 

Medicare coverage of gender confirmation surgeries (Cha, 2014), an executive order 

preventing federal contractors from practicing workplace discrimination against 

transgender people (Hudson, 2014), and a Department of Education directive that Title 
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IX educational protections against sex discrimination must apply to transgender students 

(Liebelson, 2014), after several circuit court rulings supported that position. Yet within a 

month of taking office in January, 2017, the Trump administration had rescinded that 

directive, telegraphing a lack of support from the new administration on transgender 

federal civil rights initiatives. Speaking on Hardball with Chris Matthews, Laverne Cox 

condemned the reversal: 

… the current administration’s revoking of these guidelines yesterday feels like 
we’re moving backwards. And I think it sends a message to transgender people all 
over this country that we are not safe in this country. It shames us, it stigmatizes 
us, it forces us to sort of not be visible, and not be who we are. And that’s a really 
horrible place to be in. (Cox, 2017) 
 

 President Trump’s controversial tweet saying that transgender soldiers would be 

banned from the U.S. military further broadcast the aggressively anti-transgender stance 

of the Trump administration, in contrast with the previous presidential administration. 

Yet both their overt hostility towards transgender people and the public backlash as a 

result underscore the increased visibility of transgender people in contemporary 

American culture and political life. With that visibility has come pushback from the more 

conservative members of American society, who have been striving for the first time to 

codify discrimination against transgender people into law and policy. Such debates about 

transgender civil rights reflect a profound reimagining of what gender and sex mean and 

a growing societal anxiety about the role of gender identity in our lives. Where once 

gender roles were prescribed in the context of heteronormative social relations, increasing 

visibility of gay and transgender people have forced American society to publicly grabble 

with alternative sexual preferences and gender identities. Civil rights advances for 

LGTBQ people have been a double-edged sword, stoking a reaction among those who 
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would revert to earlier social relations. As Green (2016) notes, objections to transgender 

people using the gendered bathroom with which they identify are not based primarily on 

“what people do,” but “what people are.” According to Laverne Cox (2017), “these anti-

trans bathroom bills are not really about bathrooms, they’re about whether or not we want 

and believe that trans people have a right to exist in public space… it’s really about us 

not existing, about erasing transpeople.” Though some quarters have sought to render 

transgender people invisible in the American public sphere, their visibility has increased, 

in part through fictional television programming. Given that many people don’t 

personally know a transperson, or at least are not aware that they know a transperson, 

many people’s perceptions of transgender people are influenced by their treatment in 

various media, which has changed considerably in the past two decades. In examining 

these early representations of transgender characters created as transgender visibility has 

increased, this dissertation is intended to serve as a foundation for consideration of more 

recent representations and their implications on transgender people in American society.  
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CHAPTER 3 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 Television tells stories, and those stories occur within a complex web of discourse. 

This dissertation is rooted in the view that television tells us stories that both reflect and 

shape our understanding of the people in our world. Furthermore, television exists within 

a larger context of social struggle, in which certain groups endeavor to achieve political 

and social recognition. As such, television can be a tool for change, or a tool for 

maintaining the status quo. In the case of transgender representation, it has been both, but 

continues to offer the promise of visibility to a group that has been so frequently 

invisible, and when visible, portrayed in problematic ways. 

Critical and Cultural Theory 

This study will be informed primarily by the assumptions of the Cultural Studies 

perspective, which asserts that there is a relationship between power and media 

representation. Since its beginning Cultural Studies has grown both vast and diffuse, 

influencing a range of work that shares the common goal of unpacking the ways that 

power is articulated and perpetuated through culture. Rodman’s (2014) definition of 

Cultural Studies is useful and concise: 

Cultural studies is an interlocking set of leftist intellectual and political practices. 
Its central purpose is twofold: (1) to produce detailed, contextualized analyses of 
the ways that power and social relations are created, structured, and maintained 
through culture; and (2) to circulate those analyses in public forums suitable to the 
tasks of pedagogy, provocation, and political intervention. (p. 39) 
 

British Cultural Studies, in particular, is inherently activist in its orientation, seeking to 

intervene in political realities associated with representations through analyzing them and 

disseminating that analysis.  
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The Cultural Studies perspective, as it has evolved over the last fifty years, 

represents the convergence of multiple theoretical perspectives, appropriated and adapted 

in the context of a variety of cultural and historical moments. The perspective is relevant 

to this project both because of its understanding of popular culture as a site of scholarly 

analysis and the position its scholars have advanced on the importance of media 

representation of marginalized groups. Several concepts often engaged within Cultural 

Studies are particularly relevant to this project, and shall be discussed herein, including 

representation, discourse, ideology, power, and polysemy. Additionally, in this chapter, 

scholarly consideration of the representation of transgender and gay and lesbian people 

will be considered, along with ideological critiques of gender essentialism, 

heteronormativity and cisnormativity offered by Feminist theorists and Queer theorists, 

under the larger umbrella of Cultural Studies. 

Representation 

 The notion of representation has been central to the Cultural Studies project since 

its inception. Hall (1997b) articulates the relationship between language, culture and 

representation, arguing that culture is about “shared meanings” which are “produced and 

exchanged” through language. Language “operates as a representational system” (p. 1). 

Generally, when we take in cultural information, we are taking in representations, signs 

and symbols that “stand for or represent to other people our concepts, ideas and feelings” 

(p. 1). The word tree, or a drawing or photograph of a tree, is a symbol for a tall leafy 

bark-covered plant; it is not the plant itself. Hall’s conception of the “circuit of culture” 

suggests that representation is one of five moments at which culture is inscribed with 

meaning, and meaning is derived from our cultural practices. Meaning is elastic, and can 
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shift contextually and through our practices. According to Hall, “it is by our use of things, 

and what we say, think and feel about them — how we represent them — that we give 

them a meaning.” Representation of things lies in “the words we use about them, the 

stories we tell about them, the images of them we reproduce, the emotions we associate 

with them, the ways we classify and conceptualize them, the values we place on them” 

(p. 3).  

 According to Hall, we understand things through two “systems of representation” 

(p. 17). The first system helps us organize and classify things into “mental 

representations” (p. 17) that help us interpret the world, and form “complex relations with 

one another” (p. 18). We all carry different “conceptual maps” (p. 18) that allow us to 

interpret the world differently, but to the extent that we have shared conceptual meanings 

we share a culture. The second system of representation lies in the language that allows 

us to exchange meanings with one another and to associate our concepts of things with 

words, sounds, and images, which function as signs, that represent our concepts.    

 Hall draws upon Saussure’s (2011) theory of signs. For Saussure, meaning 

depends upon language. When words and images convey concepts they function as signs, 

which consist of the signifier — the literal word or image, and the signified — the idea 

that comes to one’s head when he or she sees the signifier. Meaning is produced by the 

combination of the signifier and signified, acting together through language. Signs have 

meaning only in relation to other signs. For instance, the sign man only has meaning in 

relation to other signs in the same system which mean something else, such as woman, or 

boy. The meaning of transgender is only established in opposition to that which is 

cisgender. As Hall notes, “it is the difference between signifiers that signify” (p. 32). 
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Saussure argues that because all cultural artifacts have meaning, they must be constituted 

by signs which can be analyzed (Hall, 1997). 

 Both Saussure and Hall underscore that we communicate within a system of 

representations, in which words or images stand in for concepts and ideas. So it is that 

people and things are represented on television, in this indirect way through which we see 

a depiction of the thing, rather than the thing itself. We see representations encoded 

through language in particular ways, carrying the baggage of that language, our cultural 

assumptions, our ideologies, and the ideologies embedded in the representations. As Hall 

argues, representation is not a mere after-the-fact phenomenon; representations “ente[r] 

into the very constitution of things” that they describe (Hall, 1997, p. 5). Representations 

become part of the thing itself, the way that we who view the representations understand 

the things or people being depicted. Thus, transgender people carry the weight of the 

ways in which they are represented on television.  

Representation of Transgender People in the Media 

News Coverage 

Problematic images of transgender people have been somewhat the norm in the 

news media until relatively recently. There was the salacious coverage of the 1997 

scandal surrounding married comedian Eddie Murphy’s arrest in the company of a 

transgender sex worker, an event that Murphy claimed was a misunderstanding (Smith, 

1997), but which quickly became a punch line that has followed Murphy for years. That 

same year, Leslie Nelson, a mentally ill transgender woman from New Jersey, received a 

death penalty sentence following a highly publicized shooting of two police officers who 

had been executing a search warrant (Skoufalos, 2015). News coverage of the case 
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tended to highlight Nelson’s physicality and emotional turmoil, painting an image of a 

“cop-killing transsexual” who was known to “lurk on the streets … in tight jeans and a 

hot pink windbreaker,” who “avert[ed] her eyes rather than look a neighbor in the face” 

(Latty and Weisensee, 1995). The composite image provided by such media 

representations suggested that transgender people were either victims or victimizers, 

psychologically unstable and sexually promiscuous, or, at best, ridiculous. 

Film 

Transgender characters have had a complex history in American films. Though 

cross-dressing for comic effect, in film, and later television, has a long tradition dating 

back to silent pictures, with performers including Fatty Arbuckle, Charlie Chaplin and 

Stan Laurel donning wigs or dresses for a laugh, Glen or Glenda (1953) was the first to 

bring the personal trials of transgender people into public view, in a low budget Ed Wood 

film that’s become a cult classic. The Christine Jorgensen Story (1970) offered a 

biographical look at the eponymous Jorgensen, who became famous in the 1950s as the 

first American transwoman who had gone public about undergoing gender confirmation 

surgery. The late 1960s and early 1970s saw a proliferation of transsexual actors in 

successful art house films, as director Paul Morrissey featured transgender Andy Warhol 

associates Candy Darling, Holly Woodlawn and Jackie Curtis in various films as 

“subversive heroines” including the exploitation film Flesh and the satirical send-up of 

the women’s movement Women in Revolt (Piepenburg, 2011, para. 6).  

For a long time, transgender film characters have tended towards the extremes, 

from the malevolent transsexual featured in The Rocky Horror Picture Show (1975), to 

the tragic figure whose lover robs a bank to pay for her surgery in Dog Day Afternoon 
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(1975), to the laughable but essentially harmless drag queens portrayed in the upbeat road 

movie To Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything! Julia Newmar (1995). Into this milieu, in 

1999, the film Boys Don’t Cry was released to wide critical acclaim, garnering a Best 

Supporting Actress nomination for one of its cast members and a Best Actress Oscar for 

the film’s lead. Boys Don’t Cry was a fictionalized account of the final days of a young 

transgender man named Brandon Teena, who was raped and murdered in 1993 after his 

anatomical sex became known to new friends. Critics hailed the film for its gritty 

emotional authenticity, and for its portrayal of Teena’s “agonized longings to be free of 

femaleness” (Stack, 1999). Hilary Swank, a cisgender actress who played Teena in the 

film, gave an emotional acceptance speech at the 2000 Academy Awards ceremony, in 

which she thanked Teena for “remind[ing] us to always be ourselves” (Noble, 2004, p. 

173). The film placed transgender people and the struggles they faced in assimilating into 

American society squarely in the public eye in a relatively sympathetic manner. Within a 

few years, likely through a variety of factors, transgender characters would emerge in 

television shows with increased frequency relative to what came before, and transgender 

people would be featured more frequently and often more thoughtfully in newspaper and 

broadcast news coverage. 

Television 

Fictional and news representations of LGBTQ people and issues in American 

mass media are still quite limited, and gay males have accounted for the vast majority of 

those representations, particularly on television. Often transgender people, an 

increasingly visible segment of the LGBTQ community, have been relegated to 

sensationalist guest spots on American fictional and non-fictional television, which has 
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until relatively recently presented not much besides “a steady stream of ‘transsexual’ 

prostitutes, murder victims, and other assorted minor characters …that were portrayed as 

little more than a collection of stereotypes to advance the plot or get a cheap laugh” 

(Jensen, 2007).  

In their 2007 report on American mass media representation of LGBTQ people, 

GLAAD lamented the continuing absence of gay and transgender people in the mass 

media, noting that the absence of LGBTQ people from both the “storytelling and 

unscripted programming” we see every day (Gay and Lesbian Alliance Against 

Defamation, 2007, p. 3.) Yet the number of transgender characters on television, in both 

fictional and reality-based television, has grown steadily since 2004, and though the 

depictions sometimes have been problematic and have still been relatively scarce, they 

have provided some visibility that was previously absent. Furthermore, these depictions 

considered herein have set the stage for more nuanced, less stereotypical representations 

since 2015. 

As recently as the late 1990s, one would have had to look far and wide to find a 

nuanced television representation of a transgender person. Beginning in the 1960s, a 

variety of shows have featured transgender characters in single episodes in both comedic 

and dramatic contexts. Often these shows, including The Jeffersons (1977), The Love 

Boat (1982), St. Elsewhere (1983) and Gimme a Break (1983), featured episodes with the 

conceit of a male character’s reunion with a long-lost originally male-presenting friend 

who had transitioned to female presentation. Though trite, these portrayals were a 

relatively benign departure from the earlier murderous transgender people featured in The 

Alfred Hitchcock Hour (1965) and The Wild Wild West (1967). Transgender television 
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episodes in the 1990s offered a marginally more diverse set of scenarios, representing 

transgender characters as victims of violence (Diagnosis Murder, 1996), murderous 

aliens (The X-Files, 1994), or potential love interests (Evening Shade, 1994). The short-

lived 1977 situation comedy All That Glitters offered America its first transgender series 

regular character in transsexual fashion model Linda Murkland, played by cisgender 

female Linda Gray. The show portrayed a corporate world where women were in charge, 

made seemingly ironic by the presence of a male-to-female transgender character 

(Tropiano, 2002, p. 114).  

Thirteen years later, there was another recurring transgender character in an 

American television show, the offbeat Twin Peaks. David Duchovny starred as flirtatious 

transgender FBI agent Denise Bryson, who announced that she had decided to transition 

after she found an undercover assignment as a woman “relaxing.” In 1993, cisgender 

actress Olympia Dukakis played transgender landlady Anna Madrigal in the miniseries 

Tales of the City, a role that she would reprise several times. Eight years later, American 

viewers were given another recurring transgender character, on CBS’s short-lived The 

Education of Max Bickford (2001), a drama in which the protagonist’s best friend returns 

to work at the university where they both teach after a gender transition. On the heels of 

Max Bickford, television programming increasingly offered comparatively substantive, if 

imperfect, transgender characters.  

Between 2004 and 2015, producers have offered the viewing public transgender 

teenagers (Glee, The Fosters, House of Lies and The Riches), a publishing executive 

(Ugly Betty), a retired professor (Transparent), and less blithely, a sociopathic life coach 

(Nip/Tuck), among others. Despite the culture wars that continue to make transgender 
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people a source of controversy, or because of them, fictional television continues to 

affirm that transpeople exist. During the time period under analysis, seventeen shows had 

recurring transgender characters, significantly more characters than the previous sixty 

years of television combined. I examine fourteen of those shows herein, along with press 

coverage and discourse surrounding the transgender characters and relevant political 

issues, in order to look at the ways those depictions represent transgender characters and 

have thus impacted more recent representations, and how the representations may relate 

to the social and political landscape for transgender people in the U.S. It was 

hypothesized that over the timeline under analysis, representations would have evolved to 

become more nuanced and less reliant on media stereotypes of transgender people. This 

hypothesis, for the most part, was confirmed. 

Scholarship on LGBTQ in the Media 

 Cultural Studies scholarship has frequently concerned itself with how various 

groups, particularly those with relatively less social and political power, have been 

represented in mass media, and how that representation supports or subverts power 

differentials. Media scholarship on LGBTQ people has tended to fall within two 

categories — that which addresses the representation of LGBTQ people by mainstream 

media, and that which interrogates the gender categories which inform those 

representations. The interrogation of gender categories comes especially into play when 

the “T” in LGBTQ is considered, though because of the conflation of gender and 

sexuality in the popular imagination and in Hollywood, it is also a factor in analyzing 

depictions of gays and lesbians.  
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Transgender Representation in the Media.  

 Overtly transgender representations in film and television have inspired a 

burgeoning engagement from academics, likely owing to the increase in the 

representations themselves. Less scholarship was uncovered that specifically engaged the 

earlier shows or other media depictions in the timeline under analysis.  

 Among the earlier analyses, Halberstam (1991) has considered the psychopathic 

transgender antagonist in The Silence of the Lambs, arguing that Buffalo Bill’s complex 

relationship to gender makes the film resistant to easy claims of homophobia. Bill exists 

in the gothic tradition of Dr. Frankenstein, as he “search[es] abroad for the body parts he 

needs and brings them back to the laboratory” (p. 46). Bill embodies a “posthuman 

gender” and takes his victims’ skins as signifiers of femaleness (p. 50).  

 Halberstam (2005) has also examined the media construction of murdered 

transgender man Brandon Teena, the subject of the 1999 film Boys Don’t Cry, and 

various other mediated transgender figures, which they situate within an argument of 

what they call “queer temporality,” a time and space not dictated by heteronormative 

imperatives. Halberstam’s body of work on gender also includes treatment of female 

masculinity (Halberstam, 1998), including that expressed by drag kings, women who don 

masculine clothing for conscious performance.  

 Drawing upon Butler’s (1990; 1993) positioning of gender as “performed” rather 

than natural, Phillips (2006) has considered at length the representation of transgender 

people on film from a psychoanalytic perspective, contextualizing it through discussion 

of the historical understanding of transgender. Phillips traces the tradition of cross-

dressing in comic films, psychotic male killers presenting as women, and the evolution of 
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more recent sympathetic dramatic accounts of transgender characters.  

 Several writers have identified common tropes associated with transgender 

characters. Serano (2007) has touched upon representation of transgender people in her 

book, Whipping Girl. She argues that the media tends to assume all transpeople are 

transwomen who strive for “stereotypical femininity” (p. 35), and that most transwomen 

exist within the two archetypes of “deceptive transsexual” or “pathetic transsexual” (p. 

36). The deceptive transsexual ostensibly tricks people into believing that she is a 

woman, when the underlying message is that she’s more authentically a man. We see the 

pathetic transsexual in characters whose more masculine physical attributes are 

highlighted, seeming to bely their female gender identity. In contrast to the danger 

associated with the deceptive transsexual, the pathetic transsexual is harmless and 

unhappy, and often played for humor.  

 Bettcher (2007) has highlighted the positioning of transgender women as “evil 

deceivers.” She discusses the ways that this rhetoric of deception has been a prominent 

feature of defending attacks on transgender women, frequently used as a legal defense by 

transphobic victimizers.  

 More recently, Lester (2015) has discussed visual stereotypes of transgender 

people, arguing that visuals have often been used to evoke disgust towards transgender 

characters, especially with respect to how poorly a transgender character presumably 

passes as their identified gender. This disgust of transgender people, in Lester’s view, 

constitutes “disgust as entertainment — or perhaps more succinctly — disgust as 

pornography” (p 148) in walking a fine line between disgust and enjoyment by the 

viewer, and carries over into how transgender people are viewed off screen and how they 



 44 

view themselves. Lester argues that web-based series have been less likely to position 

transgender characters with disgust, “because they are produced by entities run by 

executives who can afford to take chances” (p. 151).  

 Miller (2015) has analyzed the depiction of comedic cross-dressing characters in 

film, arguing that though the characters themselves do not identify as transgender they 

serve to designate transgender for the audience and promote a cisnormative viewpoint. 

According to Miller, positioning these characters within farcical situations serves to 

distance the audience from them, emphasizing transgender people’s otherness, and 

promoting a position of ridicule that cements some cisgender viewers’ feelings of 

superiority.  

 Abbott (2013) describes the “trans/romance dilemma” in the film Transamerica, 

in which she argues that the director attempts to resolve the presumed subversiveness of 

transgender romance by undercutting the femininity of the transwoman character, and 

thus making the romance less threatening for cisgender audiences. This dynamic, Abbott 

argues, happens because of pervasive perceptions that both transgender identity and 

passing as a gender different from the one assigned at birth relate to “sexual 

transgression” (p. 32), and a view by those producing the text that this transgression must 

be neutralized for the audience. This is done by highlighting the ways in which the 

character is supposedly more authentically their gender identified at birth, and in 

Transamerica’s case, by casting a cisgender woman to play the transgender part. 

Moreover, Abbott highlights the stereotype noted by Serano of transgender people as 

exclusively female-presenting, who have transitioned in order to capture male sexual 

attention.  
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In some ways similar to this project, a qualitative content analysis of transgender 

television characters from 2008 to 2014 was conducted by Capuzza & Spencer (2017), 

which covered many of the shows discussed herein, though with less emphasis on 

grounding the shows in a political and historical context. The authors noted an absence of 

transmen and gender queer characters, as well as a tendency to physically characterize 

transwomen within a “Barbie aesthetic” (Siebler, 2012). They also note, significantly, 

that transgender characters have been “depoliticized” in their representation, ignoring 

how “structural and systemic” factors “reif[y] hegemonic heteronormativity” (p. 225).  

Various recent analyses engage particular shows considered herein from the lens 

of examining queer or transgender representation. Graf (2015) positions Ugly Betty as a 

“queer telenovela” (p. 328) in which various characters “challenge compulsory 

heterosexuality and heteronormativity” and help to “reconfigure gender norms” (p. 328). 

Sandercock (2015) considers the transgender storylines in Glee, finding that though 

stereotypes are reinforced and “certain modes of trans personhood and embodiment” are 

privileged (p. 436), the show offers the possibility of considering gender embodiment in a 

program oriented towards adolescents. Thomas (2019) offers an intersectional look at the 

Sophia character in Orange is the New Black, approaching the analysis from a Black 

feminist and transgender media studies perspective. The author argues that Sophia is 

constructed in such a way as to render her race invisible and make Sophia seem to the 

audience like an innocuous transwoman meant to diminish transphobia. A number of 

analyses of the show Transparent have been conducted since the show premiered, 

variously critiquing the show’s coming out narrative (Funk & Funk, 2016; Seymour, 

2019), engaging in intersectional analysis of Jewishness and transness in the show (Moss, 
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2017), and considering the way that transgender memory is conveyed across generations 

within the show (Horvat, 2019). 

Though this does not represent a comprehensive list of scholarly treatment of 

transgender television representations, overall, work on transgender media representation 

is growing but still in a nascent stage given the relatively recent expansion of transgender 

and gender fluid characters. Much of the work has tended to conclude that the existing 

representations have promoted stereotypes of transgender people, and/or strong 

cisnormative viewpoints. Identified stereotypes include the notion that transgender people 

are always transgender women, especially conventionally attractive women, are 

deceptive or pitiable, and unacceptable as romantic partners. These stereotypes and other 

negative representation, in addition to the historical lack of media visibility of 

transgender people, have contributed to a landscape in which transgender Americans 

have been both culturally and politically disenfranchised. This study analyzes more 

recent depictions of transgender people, which in many cases have evolved in some ways 

over earlier representations, and thus offer the potential to improve the social and 

political standing of transgender Americans through introducing cisgender audiences to 

transgender people they may not be aware of knowing in real life. 

Gay and Lesbian Representation in the media.  

 Though there has been relatively little scholarship on the representation of 

transgender people in the mass media, a significant amount of scholarship has addressed 

the issue of gay and lesbian representation in mainstream film, and to a lesser degree, 

television. Generally, that scholarship has emerged from the Cultural Studies perspective, 

or from its descendant, Queer Theory. 
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 Homosexuality has often been gendered in both the popular imagination and in 

the media. Representations of gays and lesbians have frequently been coded in terms of a 

character’s perceived deviance from gender norms rather than an overt sexual inclination 

toward the same gender. This was especially true in the past, when taboos against sexual 

content meant that homosexual proclivity was only alluded to through how a character 

presented him or herself. Though there has been significantly less scholarship on 

representation of transgender people than on gay men and lesbians, literature on 

Hollywood gendering of homosexuality is particularly relevant to transgender 

representation because of its engagement with gender norms and deviance from those 

norms. Several authors are considered pioneers in this field, and their work part of the 

canon on LGBTQ media representation (Gudelunas, 2012), including Dyer (1984); Russo 

(1987); and Gross (2001).  

 Dyer’s (1984) essay on stereotyping considers the cultural function of 

stereotyping and its impact on representation of gays and lesbians. Dyer notes that 

common gay stereotypes are problematic not just because they are noxious, but because 

they are “widely agreed upon and believed to be right” (p 353). Dyer argues that the 

danger of stereotypes is not only that the heterosexual general public tends to believe 

them, but that homosexuals internalize the stereotypes and believe them about 

themselves. Stereotypes are intended to enforce the boundaries between “those who live 

by the rules of society” and “those whom the rules are designed to exclude” (p. 355). 

 Russo (1987) examines the representation of gays and lesbians from the early 

days of Hollywood films through the mid-1980s, concluding that for many years, where 

they were visible at all, portrayals were generally coded rather than explicit, and tended 
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to promote either condescension or fear among audiences. Russo argues that gays and 

lesbians “were reflected, onscreen and off, as dirty secrets” (p. xii), and that “the big lie 

about lesbians and gay men is that [they] do not exist” (p. xii). Russo identifies the male 

“sissy” stereotype, which he observes is “rooted in sexism” (p. 4) and tied in with the 

myth of American ruggedness. Unlike the tomboy stereotype, which was not a marker of 

female sexuality according to Russo, the sissy was a marker of male homosexuality, 

because homosexuality was constructed in relation to male masculinity. An effeminate 

male character is understood to be homosexual because he deviates from ideal maleness 

and is seemingly more female, and thus inferior, a viewpoint rooted in misogyny. 

Depictions of the sissy later took on a sinister cast, and they were shown as either the 

subjects of male intolerance or victimizers, though they still served as the “yardstick” 

which measured masculinity (p. 66).  

 Gross (2001) studied the evolution of lesbian and gay visibility in the American 

mass media from the 1950s through 2000, arguing that the media have consistently failed 

to express the full range of gay and lesbian life, in large part because decisions about 

whose stories to tell have traditionally been made by homogeneous groups of mostly 

white, affluent heterosexual men who have reverted to proven formulas. With the 

advertising industry awakening to the potential buying power of gay audiences, however, 

and other social changes, gay characters were appearing with more regularity at the time 

Gross was writing, though not necessarily always in nuanced ways.  

 Numerous other scholars have engaged the representation of gays and lesbians. In 

the realm of television studies, Tropiano (2002) has offered a history of the television 

depictions of gays and lesbians from the 1950s through the 1990s, considering those 
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representations in terms of various genres, including comedies, medical and legal dramas, 

and dramatic miniseries and movies of the week. Becker (2006) examines the emergence 

of gay-themed television in the 1990s in the context of broader cultural and political 

discourse of the time, as well as in the context of network appeals to attract gay 

audiences. More specifically, Gamson (1998) has analyzed the ways that LGBTQ people 

have been depicted on television talk shows, arguing that though much of the 

representation has been salacious, it has afforded LGBTQ people opportunities for an 

imperfect visibility that they have often been denied elsewhere in the media.  

 Streitmatter (2008) has considered the representation of gays and lesbians across 

media, keying his analysis to major political and media milestones. He traces news 

coverage from the 1950s emergence and subsequent demonizing of gay men in news 

coverage through what he called the “journalistic love fest” of same-sex marriage 

coverage. He discusses television from the groundbreaking, if problematic, representation 

of TV’s first gay character on the TV comedy Soap through Ellen’s first lesbian kiss, 

which paved the way not only for subsequent gay representation but constitutes a turning 

point in the visibility of lesbians.  

 In general, these studies on representation of gay and lesbian people have 

considered the problematic depiction of gay and lesbians in the media over time. Yet 

more recent depictions have often suggested an evolving understanding with respect to 

LGBTQ people, that has translated into more nuanced representations. Both of these 

types of depictions inform much of the discourse surrounding gay people, which impacts 

how straight audiences view those who are gay. Changing representations of gays and 

lesbians have set the stage for later changing representations of transgender people. 
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Similarly, scholarship on the representation of gays and lesbians has informed this study. 

Discourse 

Discourse is something we’re always immersed in, whether or not we are 

conscious of it. Discourse as it applies to the research method of discourse analysis used 

in this project will be elaborated upon in Chapter Three, the methods chapter, but 

theoretically the concept of discourse describes larger structures of knowledge within 

which the meanings of individual acts of communication circulate. As Hall (2006) 

explains, “a discourse is a group of statements which provide a language for talking about 

— i.e. a way of representing — a particular kind of knowledge about a topic” (p. 165). 

One can speak of the discourse surrounding the medicalization of being transgender, or 

the discourse surrounding masculinity, for instance. And most things that many of us 

know of those subjects are situated within those discourses. 

Van Dijk (1998) describes discourses as “forms of social action and interaction, 

situated in social contexts of which the participants are not merely speakers/ writers and 

hearers/readers, but also social actors who are members of groups and cultures” (p. 6). In 

a similar vein, Fairclough (1989) describes discourse as “language as social practice 

determined by social structures” (p. 17). Discourse, he argues, both determines and is 

determined by social structures. Fairclough uses the example of a witness to a crime 

being questioned by police. In order to understand the event, one has to look beyond the 

surface-level exchange of words to the power relationships involved, and the assumptions 

embedded in the exchange. Any changes to the context of the questioning or the 

relationship between the officer and the witness would change the meaning of the 

interaction. So, too, are the meanings of media texts altered in relation to the political and 
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social contexts in which those texts are produced and received, and so, too, do those 

texts, in turn, alter those contexts. 

Foucault (1978) argues that power is articulated through discourse. He asserts that 

the discourse surrounding a subject limits the ways that we are able to think about that 

subject, limits the possibilities of language, and thus serves as an instrument of control. 

According to Foucault, “power has its principle not so much in a person as in a certain 

concerted distribution of bodies, surfaces, lights, gazes; in an arrangement whose internal 

mechanisms produce the relation in which individuals are caught up.” Discourse is part of 

the relation in which individuals are caught up. Advancing a similar position, Van Dijk, 

Schiffrin, Tannen, & Hamilton (2001) argue that groups that control powerful discourses 

have the ability to “control the minds and actions of others” (p. 355). Transgender people 

and issues are situated within particular discourses, including television discourses, that 

have tended to limit what it means to be transgender for the cisgender public, and likely 

even for the transgender public. Cultural and Critical Theory suggest that discourse 

impacts power. Much of how that power is articulated happens through ideology, which 

shapes discourse (Fairclough, 1989), as described below. 

Ideology 

Ideologies are social codes so embedded in society that they seem like common 

sense. They are ideas about how things are supposed to work that are inscribed upon the 

dominant culture to the degree that it is difficult to break their hold. Ideologies speak to 

our roles in society and the relative ease with which we are allowed to transcend those 

roles.  

The term, as used in Critical and Cultural Theory, emerges from the Marxist ideas 
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of base and superstructure and the relations between the two concepts (Marx, 

1859/1976). Antonio Gramsci brought the notion of ideology into the cultural arena, in 

advancing the idea of cultural hegemony (Hoare & Smith, 1971). Cultural hegemony is a 

system of class dominance in which the dominant in society advance a worldview in 

support of their dominant position through ideologies that dictate society’s norms and 

belief systems, such that the dominant view of things seems natural and nearly 

unquestionable. If, for instance, an ideology is propagated that gender is binary and 

human sexual relationships rightfully occur in the context of heterosexuality, and those 

who ascribe to binary gender and heterosexuality are dominant in society, then that 

ideological position will tend to be advanced through cultural hegemony.  

Althusser (1971) was responsible for offering a post-structuralist reading of 

Marx’s take on ideology, drawing upon the work of Jacques Lacan. For Althusser, 

ideology is central to what we learn in society to prepare us for supporting the labor 

force, and includes both concrete knowledge and less tangible knowledge such as 

morality and “civic and professional conscience” (p. 132). Children must learn to submit 

to the “rules of the established order” (p. 132) transmitted through ideology, and to learn 

to “manipulate the ruling ideology correctly for the agents of exploitation and repression, 

so that they, too, will provide for the domination of the ruling class ‘in words’” (p. 133). 

Schools, churches and mass media all function as part of Althusser’s “ideological state 

apparatuses,” which supplement the repressive power of the state by conditioning people 

to operate from within ideologies that support the status quo. Ideologies can be more or 

less innocuous, representing everything from the knowledge that one must say hello 

when passing an acquaintance on the street, to the more value-laden knowledge that real 
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men don’t cry. It is in language where ideologies move from being mere thoughts and 

ideas to being practices (Hall, 1985).  

Hall (1996a) describes ideology as “the mental frameworks — the languages, the 

concepts, categories, imagery of thought, and the systems of representation — which 

different classes and social groups deploy in order to make sense of, figure out and render 

intelligible the way society works” (p. 26). Hall largely ascribes to Althusser’s take on 

ideology, but critiques it partly on the basis that it accounts only for the ideology of the 

dominant class, but not for that of the dominated classes, or for “ideologies of resistance, 

of exclusion, of deviation” (p. 99). Hall is also interested in how it comes to be that, as he 

views it, journalists in a free society tend to reproduce the ideologies of the dominant 

class without being compelled to do so. Like Althusser, Hall critiques the Marxist notion 

of ideology as false consciousness, and proceeds from the idea that “it is not the subject 

that produces ideology as ideas but it is ideology, conceived as a material instance of 

practices and rituals, that constitutes the subject” (Larrain, 1991, p. 2). Hall (1995) argues 

that the media function primarily for the “production and transformation of ideologies” 

(p. 18). He emphasizes that ideologies are not individual in nature, but constitute a “chain 

of meanings” (p. 18) situated in discourse. For Hall, ideologies allow us to understand the 

social world in which we live.  

Van Dijk shares Hall’s emphasis on the “mental frameworks” of ideology. Van 

Dijk (1998) notes that the term ideology has often been used in the pejorative, and tends 

to describe something that other people hold as opposed to oneself. Ideologies are 

frequently conceived of as “false beliefs” used to “conceal” and to “deceive” (p. 2). In the 

late 20th century, he argues, the term began to lose its pejorative sense, coming to mean 
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“political or social systems of ideas, values or prescriptions of groups or other 

collectivities,” which have the “function of organizing or legitimating the actions of the 

group” (p. 3). He defines ideology as “the basis of the social representations shared by 

members of a group” which “allow people, as group members, to organize the multitudes 

of social beliefs about what is the base, good or bad, right or wrong, for them, and to act 

accordingly” (p. 8). They are the “principles which form the basis” of a worldview (p.8). 

Commanding power over other groups may be a primary purpose for deploying 

ideologies. Ideologies are “expressed and reproduced in society” partly through discourse 

(Van Dijk, 1998, p. 5). 

In the case of transgender people, their representation on television and in films 

has often been a product of ideologies surrounding gender that have been entrenched in 

Western culture, which have been, to varying degrees, challenged by some newer 

representations that reflect various ideological critiques. Several ideological critiques are 

relevant to this project, each of which interrogates a dominant ideology or ideologies. 

Critiques based in the social construction of gender challenge gender essentialism, which 

encompasses the view that gender differences are innate, and happen in a binary 

separation of male and female. Queer Theory emerged in part from critiques of gender 

essentialism, and has led to further critiques of heteronormativity and cisnormativity. 

Critiques of heteronormativity expand on this idea of problematizing binary gender, and 

the privileging of heterosexual reproductive sex above alternate sexualities. Critiques of 

cisnormativity expand on the problematics of heteronormativity in specifically calling 

into question assumptions of binary gender that privilege those always embodied as they 

were assigned at birth over those who must transition so that their physicality and gender 
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identity align. Each of these will be considered in turn.  

Gender essentialism vs. the social construction of gender 

 Views about gender roles and the relationship between sex and gender are 

culturally situated. Gender essentialist views, which have been a prevalent mode of 

thinking in the Western world for hundreds, or even thousands of years until the latter 

half of the twentieth century, have advanced the perspective that men and women are 

inherently different in predetermined ways, not only physically, but also psychologically. 

This essentialist view was often defended on religious grounds, “as part of God’s grand 

creation” (Bem, 1993, p. 1). Darwin’s (1859) Origin of Species changed the nature of the 

rationale of defined gender roles from religious to evolutionary, but the prescribed roles 

remained, and were even more stridently argued in the face of early women’s rights 

movements (Bem, 1993).   

 French Feminist writer Simone De Beauvoir, in her seminal book The Second Sex 

(1953), offered a challenge to gender essentialism, writing of the socialization of girls 

compared to boys, and how that socialization establishes a girl’s feminine identity. She 

argues: 

One is not born, but rather becomes, woman. No biologic, psychic, or 
economic destiny defines the figure that the human female takes on in 
society; it is civilization as a whole that elaborates this intermediary 
between the male and the eunuch that is called feminine. Only the 
mediation of another can constitute an individual as an Other. Inasmuch as 
he exists for himself, the child would not grasp himself as sexually 
differentiated. (p. 330) 
 

Though revolutionary at the time, the notion of the social construction of gender has 

come to seem like common sense to many in the decades since De Beauvoir wrote. Those 

who adhere to social constructionist views of gender like De Beauvoir did believe that 
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gender is not innate, but socially constructed through a variety of mechanisms that 

influence how we enact our genders. The social construction of gender has been 

articulated in a variety of ways.  

 Goffman (1976) views gender as a ritualized act of communication. Gender 

“displays,” as he calls them, “establish the terms of the contact, the mode or style or 

formula for the dealings that are to ensue between the persons providing the display and 

the persons perceiving” (p. 69). The gender display signals to other people that we are 

presenting ourselves in accordance with “conventionalized portrayals” (p. 69) of sex roles 

that are either biologically or socially determined. 

 West and Zimmerman (1987) conceptualize gender as a “routine, methodical, and 

recurring accomplishment” that is “undertaken by women and men whose competence as 

members of society is hostage to its production” (p. 126). Gender is something we “do” 

in the context of being surrounded by other presumably binary people who also do 

gender, and our social arrangements are organized to encourage this acting on gender.  

 Beyond the implications for women’s empowerment, these interrogations of 

gender essentialism have been crucial to the evolving ways we tend to look at gender that 

speak to transgender lives. Transgender as a social category does not exist without the 

ability to conceive of gender as mutable and socially constructed. This conception saw 

further development with the advent of Queer Theory.  

Queer Theory and gender performance 

 While drawing upon work that came before it, Queer Theory, which emerged in 

the 1990s, took the question of gender further, and was a significant departure from 

earlier cultural work. Queer Theory evolved from the intersection of feminist theory, 
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post-structuralism, and Cultural Studies as applied to notions of LGBTQ identity. 

Heavily influenced by Foucault’s (1978) analysis of the social construction of 

homosexuality in Western culture, gender theorists (e.g. Butler, 2006; De Lauretis, 1987; 

Sedgwick, 1999) have asserted that not just gender, but also sex is socially constructed, 

and that essentialist notions of sex and gender have operated within a hegemonic system 

that seeks to suppress difference. Gender, they argue, is not natural, but performed 

(Butler, 2006). Drawing from Postmodern Theory, Queer Theory has questioned 

traditional gender categories and embraced the notion that as “every sphere of social life 

becomes subject to questioning and contestation…the sites of struggle multiply” (Best 

and Kellner, 1997, p. 276).  

Butler’s (1988) notion of performed gender depends upon the idea of humans as 

social actors engaged in repetitious acts, including “bodily gestures, movements, and 

enactments…[that] constitute the illusion of an abiding gendered self” (p. 519). What we 

wear, how we move, how we speak are all part of constructing that illusion. Over time, 

the repetition of such enactments imply a “constructed identity, a performative 

accomplishment” which people come to believe about the actor, and the actor believes 

about themselves. Binary gender, in this view, is a construct. Following French 

philosopher Merleau-Ponty (1962), Butler (1988) articulates the body as a “set of 

possibilities” which is not predetermined by any innate “essence,” but is “embodying of 

possibilities both conditioned and circumscribed by historical convention” (p. 521). 

Transgender and gender fluid people are not absolved from performing gender like the 

rest of us, and in fact may perform multiple genders throughout their lives more overtly 

than those who identify as cisgender, though they may be less inclined to believe in a 
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gender role with which they do not identify, no matter how persuasively they play the 

role.  

While this construction of gender has been integral in interrogating the gender 

binary, and thus influential on our growing conception of the fluid nature of gender, the 

medical rhetoric surrounding transgender transition, the accounts of many transgender 

people, and the “wrong body” discourse that has been prevalent in the depiction of 

transgender characters suggest that gender is perhaps multifactorial, layered, and 

experienced by many psychologically as being tied to their biological selves. This 

represents a tension between notions of embodiment versus enactment. Though many 

people are choosing to live outside of a binary gender, many other people who identify as 

transgender are not, and embrace a binary notion of gender that is rooted in a conception 

of an innate gender, biological or not. Though still in its early stages, and somewhat 

controversial, some research has suggested that the brain structures of transgender people 

more closely represent their identified gender than their gender assigned at birth 

(Lindberg, 2019). Whether or not the answer is in our brain structures, what accounts for 

someone’s comfort in a binary gender, and discomfort in the alternate binary gender? 

What accounts for someone’s comfort in multiple genders?  

The question of the gender binary sees further tension in the diverse 

constituencies of transgender and queer activist organizations, which makes it difficult to 

concretely define what it is to be transgender. As described previously, the word 

“transgender” is an umbrella term that includes within its purview an array of identities 

that may be seen as differing as much as they share commonality. Essentialism assumes 

that all members of a given group share common features of that group (Eide, 2016). In 
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an essentialist viewpoint, it might be assumed that all women share similar characteristics 

by virtue of being women, or all transpeople share characteristics by virtue of being 

transpeople.  Spivak (1988; 1996) coined the term “strategic essentialism” to describe the 

process through which a diverse group hoping to achieve political goals downplays the 

differences of those within the group, in order to bolster their access to power through 

unification. In such a case, they are activating essentialism in the service of their own 

goals. In the case of transgender advocacy, constituents with diverse gender identities and 

expression are often included in the fold, including those who prefer to live in the gender 

binary. This makes it challenging to assert a clear position with regard to how gender 

should be conceived of among transgender people, whether as binary or fluid, when there 

are so many individual people with differently enacted genders.    

Heteronormativity, and Its Interrogation by Queer Theorists  

In addition to interrogation of gender categories, one of the subjects most 

frequently engaged by Queer Theorists is the ideology of heteronormativity. 

Heteronormativity holds a central place among ideologies of Western modernity. It 

describes the pervasive belief system that people fit into one of two binary genders, and 

that sexual attraction, sexual relations and romantic relationships should occur between 

people of the opposite sex, who mostly conform to prescribed gender roles. In a 

heteronormative perspective, those who live clearly within the framework of the gender 

they were assigned at birth and who are heterosexual are privileged, and most things in 

society are set up to reward their heteronormative position. Michael Warner popularized 

the term heteronormativity in what is considered to be one of the founding works of 

Queer Theory, in his essay “Introduction: Fear of a Queer Planet” (Warner, 1991). 
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Writing from the perspective of the early 1990s, Warner argued that sexuality had been 

frequently ignored by social theory, and when engaged, any discussion of queer sexuality 

was often overlooked or repressed. Questioning the heteronormative assumptions on 

which much of that social theory is based is, for Warner, necessary to understanding new 

social movements led by gays and lesbians, for conceptualizing lesbian and gay politics, 

and for understanding “social crises that can only be understood from a position critical 

of the sexual order” (p. 6). Existing as a queer-identified person, Warner argues, means: 

Being able, more or less articulately, to challenge the common understanding of 
what gender difference means, or what the state is for, or what ‘health’ entails, or 
what would define fairness, or what a good relation to the planet’s environment 
would be. Queers do a kind of practical social reflection just in finding ways of 
being queer.” (p. 6) 
 

Just as feminist social theory has called our attention to the ways in which our social 

worlds are ordered from a male perspective, heteronormativity, is “embedded in the most 

standard accounts of the world” and its institutions, which leaves the queer-identified 

“perpetually at a disadvantage” (p. 6). The logic of reproduction, and the social identity 

engendered by the reproductive imperative, dominate the social order. Warner calls this 

social imperative “reprosexuality,” and the social scripts it generates “repro dogma” (p. 

10). He argues that a dichotomy between heterosexuality and homosexuality is among the 

defining characteristics of modernity, and that sexuality has been colonized by a “new 

and exacting sexual order” (p. 7).  

 Feminism made queer social theory intellectually possible (Warner, 1991). In 

calling into question the assumptions of patriarchal culture, some feminist theorists 

writing prior to the advent of Queer Theory interrogated the heteronormative assumptions 

that supported it and prefigure later Queer Theory work on heteronormativity. Rich 
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(1980) wrote of a “compulsory heterosexuality” which marginalizes lesbian impulses and 

voices, or renders them invisible. For Rich, this occurs by virtue of patriarchal forces that 

seek to neutralize and control women’s sexuality or position it as subservient to men’s 

heterosexual desires. She calls for a feminist critique that questions the “institution” of 

heterosexuality (p. 633), and allows for the possibility of female homosexuality as a 

“source of knowledge and power available to women” (p. 633). Often, she argues, the 

basic premise of heterosexuality is assumed in feminist analyses of history and culture. 

 Cultural anthropologist Gayle Rubin (1975) describes gender inequity as taking 

place from within a “sex/gender system” which is the “locus of oppression of women, of 

sexual minorities, and of certain aspects of human personality within individuals.” The 

sex/gender system is subject to social relations, and is not a natural or inevitable state, 

according to Rubin. In a 1984 essay, Rubin argues that both gender and sexuality are 

social constructs as opposed to biologically situated. Sexuality has been subject to a 

“punitive social framework” that has limited what is deemed acceptable in Western 

society (p. 150) because sex has been held to be destructive outside the procreative 

bounds of heterosexual marriage. The advent of psychiatry has only increased the 

censuring of certain kinds of sexualities. Rubin describes what she calls the “charmed 

circle” of sex, a cultural hierarchy of sexual practices that privileges procreative 

heterosexual sex over other forms of sex. This hierarchy “rationalize[s] the well-being of 

the sexually privileged and the adversity of the sexual rabble.” Promiscuous 

homosexuality, she argues, along with transsexuality, are still, at the time she is writing, 

“viewed as unmodulated horrors incapable of involving affection, love, free choice, 

kindness, or transcendence” (p. 152).  
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Butler (1990) criticizes Levi-Strauss and anthropologists who follow his logic of 

stratified gender roles actualized through the kinship system, saying that their arguments 

are premised on an assumption of native difference between the genders and a 

“presumed” heterosexuality (p. 42). Butler instead calls both sex and gender a “complex 

cultural construction” (p. 36). Butler also describes what she calls the “heterosexual 

matrix” — the structuring forces of language and culture that presuppose many cultural 

assumptions and determine how we are allowed to enact gender. In her view, the way we 

are compelled to perform gender determines gender itself. One’s gender identity is 

articulated “along the culturally intelligible grids of an idealized and compulsory 

heterosexuality” (p. 135).  

 Most of those writing on heteronormativity and within the Queer Theory 

framework owe a debt to Michel Foucault, whose History of Sexuality (Foucault, 1978) 

traced the evolution of modern Western conceptions of sexuality. Foucault was among 

the first to articulate sexuality as socially constructed and subject to change throughout 

history. Following Foucault (1978), Sedgwick (1990) offers that the category of 

“homosexual” arose in the West in the 19th century, and that since that time everyone has 

been subject to delineation as to whether they are homosexual or heterosexual, much as 

they have been assigned one of two genders at birth. Because this delineated sexual 

identity has been positioned as central to one’s core identity, “it becomes truer and truer 

that the language of sexuality not only intersects with but transforms the other languages 

and relations by which we know” (p. 3). Members of the privileged group (i.e. 

heterosexuals, particularly male heterosexuals who are the more privileged) tend to 

dictate the language through which society communicates, meaning that nearly 
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everything in the dominant culture is steeped in the assumptions of heteronormativity. In 

other words, heterosexuality has much more “discursive power” (p. 6). than 

homosexuality in the dominant culture. 

 Berlant and Warner (1998) elaborate on some of these assumptions of 

heteronormativity that have happened with the privatization of sex. In “heterosexual 

culture,” (p. 552) being a member of society is associated with heterosexual notions of 

“intimacy and familialism” (p. 554). The sexual practices associated with heterosexuality 

are imbued with a “tacit sense of rightness and normalcy” which are “embedded in things 

that are not just sex” (p. 554). Berlant and Warner argue that heteronormativity is so 

pervasive, that it is more than just an ideology, because it is “produced in almost every 

aspect of the forms and arrangements of social life” (p. 554). A similar reproduction of 

“rightness and normalcy” (p. 554) happens with cisnormativity, which has put 

transgender people at odds with dominant Western ideologies about gender, leading to 

resistance against transgender visibility and civil rights. 

Cisnormativity  

Though much of what has been written about heteronormativity centers around 

the privileging of heterosexuality versus homosexuality, prescribed binary gender roles 

are part of the logic of heteronormativity. Nonetheless, the term cisnormativity has 

emerged in recent years specifically as a descriptor of the privileging of the perspectives 

of those whose gender assigned at birth aligns with their gender identity over transgender 

perspectives, irrespective of sexual preference.  

 The term cisgender has been in use in some circles since the 1990s, likely 

emerging from German sexologist Volkmar Sigusch’s descriptions of “cissexuals” in a 
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1991 paper (Ginelle, 2015). Biologist Dana Leland Defosse used the term cisgender in 

1994, most likely after increasing vernacular use of the term in the preceding few years 

(Brydum, 2015a). Serano’s (2007) book Whipping Girl may have popularized the “cis” 

prefix among transgender activists, and the word cisgender has fairly quickly emerged as 

a common descriptor of those whose binary gender conforms to that which they were 

assigned at birth — the opposite of transgender. Serano notes that the opposing terms 

offer the equivalent of the “heterosexual” and “homosexual” dichotomy, and are meant to 

destigmatize the transgender identity. “There was a time when there were homosexual 

people and everyone else was considered to be the ‘normal’ people,” Serano says. “Now 

people think of themselves as straight or heterosexual.” She further argues that the word 

cisgender is important, since though “the vast majority of people are not transgender, 

they too have a gender identity; it’s just not one that is challenged or questioned.” Serano 

describes a “cissexual privilege” enjoyed by cisgender people, who may represent as 

much as 99.4% of the population (Flores, Herman, Gates, & Brown, 2016), and thus far 

outnumber their transgender peers. According to Serano, transgender people have been 

frequently objectified by academics and the medical profession, and thus “transsexual 

bodies, identities, perspectives, and experiences are continuously required to be explained 

and inevitably remain open to interpretation” (Serano, 2007, p. 161). In contrast, Serano 

writes, “corresponding cissexual attributes are simply taken for granted — they are 

assumed to be ‘natural’ and ‘normal’ and therefore escape reciprocal critique” (p. 161). 

Cisgender people enjoy the privilege of being the gender default, around which many 

societal assumptions are based.  

 Though the term cisnormative has been in use since the early 2000s, Bauer et al. 
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(2009) are likely among the first to use the term in a scholarly context, in discussing 

healthcare realities for transgender people. The authors define the concept of 

cisnormativity in terms of the invisibility it perpetuates for transpeople: 

 Cisnormativity describes the expectation that all people are cissexual, that those 
assigned male at birth always grow up to be men and those assigned female at 
birth always grow up to be women. This assumption is so pervasive that it 
otherwise has not yet been named. Cisnormative assumptions are so prevalent that 
they are difficult at first to even recognize. Cisnormativity shapes social activity 
such as child rearing, the policies and practices of individuals and institutions, and 
the organization of the broader social world through the ways in which people are 
counted and health care is organized. Cisnormativity disallows the possibility of 
trans existence or trans visibility. (p. 356) 
 
Together, the critiques of heteronormativity and cisnormativity represent 

interrogations of common ideologies, and seek to question traditional gender and sexual 

categories. In the case of transgender television representation, I will argue that some 

texts under consideration herein have promoted heteronormative and cisnormative 

ideologies, while others have to varying degrees interrogated those ideologies or 

otherwise pushed back against them. To the extent that they have interrogated these 

ideologies they have helped to change for the better discourse about transgender people. 

Cultural Studies suggests that discourse and ideology impact power, thus, the kinds of 

discourses circulating through television and other mass media likely impact, on some 

level, the degree of power transgender people hold in society. 

Cultural Studies and Power 

 Power has been a central concern of Cultural Studies throughout much of its life. 

The issue of power has also been a central point of critique by Cultural Studies’ 

detractors, who have accused the discipline of promoting “political correctness” through 

its engagement with power (Gibson, 2007, p. vii). Though power has been frequently a 
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theme in Cultural Studies work, it has rarely been explained as a concept, in the sense of 

“what we mean by power, where the concept comes from, why we should use it, what its 

limitations might be” (p. 2). As Gibson notes, Cultural Studies has been ambivalent about 

embracing the concept of power, and “has sought not so much to promote the use of the 

concept as to moderate a use that has been promoted by others” (p. 8).  

 Cultural Studies since the 1960s owes much to Foucauldian notions of power. For 

Foucault (2000), power is historically specific, situated in particular contexts which must 

be understood in order to unpack power. Foucault was less concerned with power than he 

was with the subjectivity of man, that is, the ways in which humans are made subject to 

the control of others, and the ways in which they allow themselves to become subjects. 

Power exists in controlling the discourse on a given subject, having the ability to separate 

discursively the sane from the insane, the criminal from the righteous, or the heterosexual 

from the homosexual for example. For Foucault, understanding power requires studying 

the points of resistance to that power, which are often, in part, “struggles against the 

privileges of knowledge” ( p. 330), that is, “the way in which knowledge circulates and 

functions, its relations to power….the regime of knowledge” (p. 331). Foucault notes that 

“power relations are exercised…through the production and exchange of signs” (p. 338), 

suggesting that communication is important to the exercise of power. Power “exists only 

as exercised by some on others, only when it is put into action” (p. 340), and it must be 

enacted on people who are free to act in return, constituting a “permanent provocation” 

between actors (p. 342). 

 Hall (2006b) has analyzed how power relations between the West and the rest of 

the world have been negotiated through discourse. Following Foucault, Hall argues that 
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competing discourses about a subject, such as positioning Palestinians as “freedom-

fighters” versus “terrorists,” happen because of a “contestation over power” (p. 167). The 

side with more power usually gets to dictate the dominant discourse about a given subject 

because power “makes things ‘true’ (p. 167). Since the “knowledge a discourse produces 

constitutes a kind of power” over those the discourse describes (p. 169), “this knowledge 

influences social practices” and “has real consequences and effects” (p. 169). In other 

words, those who produce a dominant discourse about a group that is “othered” exercise 

power over the subjects of that discourse (Hall, 2003; Said 1978), and that power can 

materially impact those people and the ways that they are perceived and treated in 

society. Power, Hall notes, “always operates in conditions of unequal relations” (p. 261). 

It does not just operate through “force or coercion,” it also “seduces, solicits, induces” 

and “wins consent” (Hall, p. 261).  

 This study argues that the discourses produced by television representations 

constitutes a kind of power, and as such can disempower or empower transgender people, 

and affect their material reality in society. Representations that perpetuate stereotypes or 

encourage negative perceptions of transgender characters can disempower transgender 

people, whereas representations that encourage acceptance, empathy, or positive 

perceptions of transgender characters can empower transgender people, and increase the 

likelihood of public acceptance, and by extension, civil rights victories. Yet, as Foucault 

(2000) argues, power is a “permanent provocation” between actors (p. 342), as opposed 

to a stagnant force moving in a single direction. To the degree that a television text has 

polysemy it offers the possibility of multiple interpretations that may be more or less 

empowering. 
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Television and Polysemy 

 When considering representation and ideology in media texts, it is useful to 

consider the degree to which audiences can resist ideas that television texts advance. A 

television text can promote particular ideologies, or it can offer the possibility of readings 

in opposition to those ideologies. The potential for oppositional or multiple readings 

speaks to the polysemy of the text. An “open” text has a high degree of polysemy, 

whereas a “closed” text has a low degree of polysemy, and thus does not lend itself well 

to an array of interpretations (Eco, 1984). Scholars differ as to their positions on the 

degree of polysemy commonly found in media texts.  

 Stuart Hall’s (2006a) conception of “encoding” and “decoding” is representative 

of the tendency in British Cultural studies to ascribe significant power to media 

messages, which Hall views as often supporting a “complex structure in dominance” (p. 

163). According to Hall, television messages are encoded with meaning at the site of 

production, and subsequently decoded at the site of consumption. At each of these points 

the message is “transformed,” (p. 164) and subject to the social relations at work during 

this moment of transformation. Though the audience, in theory, has the power to decode 

messages in such a way as to take oppositional readings from the text, in reality the coded 

messages we receive through the media “have been profoundly naturalized,” (p. 167) 

such that most people, according to Hall, will tend to take away the preferred 

interpretation without awareness of the connotations embedded in the message.  

 In contrast, Newcomb (1984) draws upon Volosinov’s (1973) position that 

language is “fundamentally ideological” (Newcomb, 1984, p. 37) and constituted by 

social practice. Newcomb argues that while hegemonic processes are always at play in 
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texts, the audience always has the power to “do things with communication that are 

unintended, unplanned for, indeed, unwished for” (p. 39). He calls for a model of 

communication “grounded in change” (p. 39) that acknowledges the mutability of 

meaning in the hands of individual audience members. Newcomb also draws upon 

Bakhtin’s (1981) notion of dialogism, which emerged in the context of literary criticism, 

though Bakhtin extends the idea to all language. Bakhtin believed that an individual work 

or communicative act was always in dialogue with those that came before and would 

follow, and they are all mutually informing. In Newcomb’s words, “every utterance that 

goes from speaker to listener, from writer to reader, from creators to audience is bound 

into a system of multiple meanings” (p. 39). Newcomb notes that, in Bakhtin’s model, 

whatever hegemonic content the message creator intends is “refracted by the contexts of 

reception” which always happens at a specific point in time whose contexts would be 

different in a different moment (p. 40). This is why, for Newcomb, we cannot predict an 

individual audience or audience member’s takeaway from a media text, regardless of the 

dominant meanings with which the text’s creator has encoded it. 

 Fiske (1986) argues that television audiences are diverse and thus in order for a 

television program to be popular it must have a high degree of polysemy, so that different 

audiences can interact with the text in a satisfying way. Though television texts are 

encoded with the dominant ideology and texts don’t offer unlimited readings, they offer 

different audiences opportunities to resist the dominant message and take away alternate 

meanings. Fiske contends that theorists who have supported the view of dominant 

ideologies received passively by audiences are conceptualizing an “unthinking mass,” (p. 

392), when in reality television is enjoyed by diverse social groups and subcultures with 
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different relations to power. Popular television texts, in Fiske’s view, must contain 

“unresolved contradictions that the viewer can exploit in order to find within them 

structural similarities to his or her own social relations and identity” (p. 392).  

 Other theorists have foregrounded the audience’s interaction with media texts to 

derive meanings not anticipated by the texts’ producers. De Certeau (1984), argues that 

consumers of media are not passively subject to the messages in that media, but have the 

power to interpret and resist through reinterpretation. Drawing upon De Certeau, Jenkins 

(1988; 1992) focuses on the extent to which audience members engage in “textual 

poaching” in repurposing and reconfiguring media texts to create new forms of media, 

such as fan fiction.  

 This project proceeds from the point of view that dominant ideologies may be 

affirmed in television representations of transgender people, but can often be challenged 

as well, to the degree that a text is open to a variety of interpretations. In some texts, the 

meaning is more fixed and more clearly embedded with ideologies at odds with a 

transgender identity. This study presumes that ideologies embedded in texts can influence 

viewers’ opinions on transgender people and issues, and thus can have ramifications for 

the practical and political realities of transgender people. It also assumes, though, that 

audiences have the power to interpret media representations in complex ways, in some 

genres more than others, and that representations can frequently be understood on a 

variety of levels. Despite this, the study makes no claims to account for all possible 

interpretations of a given text.  

Gaps in the Literature 

 Though there is a growing body of literature pertaining to the position of 
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transgender people and issues in both American society at large and in the mass media, 

there is relatively little that deals explicitly with mass media representation, and much of 

that pertains specifically to film representations. There is a particular lack of scholarship 

related to recent representations of transgender people on television, in either fiction or 

nonfiction genres. This lack of scholarship is likely in part because until quite recently 

transgender people were all but invisible in mass media, and when visible have by and 

large been represented as minor characters or featured salaciously in news accounts. It is 

intended that this dissertation will begin to fill these gaps in the literature by setting out a 

road map of recent transgender television representations, contextualizing them in terms 

of the ideologies the representations reaffirm or subvert, and discussing them in terms of 

their potential to empower or disempower transgender people. In order to underscore that 

there are real world political ramifications of transgender visibility, television narratives 

will also be contextualized in terms of political and practical realities for transgender 

people in the U.S. It is hoped that a picture will emerge of some of the television and 

political discourses in which a contemporary transgender American identity might 

circulate, and the role television has played in that circulation. 
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CHAPTER 4 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Questions 

This project proceeds from an overarching question — why does television 

representation matter? To investigate this question, an analysis was conducted of 

television representations of transgender people through fictional narrative television 

programming. To develop this case study, I asked the following questions of the 

television texts themselves:  

RQ 1: What is the nature of representation of transgender fictional characters and issues 

on American narrative television within the given time period?  

RQ 1.1: In what ways have these fictional representations reinforced, created or 

subverted stereotypes of transgender people?  

RQ 1.2: What narrative themes emerge in telling stories with or about transgender 

characters or people?  

RQ 1.3: How have these representations changed over time? 

RQ 2: How are these shows situated within the broader landscape of a transgender 

political emergence?  

RQ 2.1: How does the way that Cultural Studies articulates power and 

representation relate to how transgender characters are represented and the 

potential ramifications of the representation? 

RQ 2.2: In what ways do the transgender storylines draw parallels with broader 

LGBTQ themes? 

RQ 3: In what ways do the television texts engage in intersectional dialogue regarding 
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characters of color? 

Additionally, I analyzed press coverage of each show, as well as some blogs, to 

consider:  

RQ 4: How have fictional transgender representations in narrative television been 

received and contextualized for the broader public by reviewers, journalists and bloggers? 

RQ 4.1: How have the shows been influenced by network trends and imperatives 

as suggested in news stories and interviews?  

RQ 4.2: How have shows’ actors or producers contributed to the public dialog 

about transgender people and issues? 

In order to address these questions, a Critical Discourse Analysis was conducted of 

American television representations of transgender people and issues between 2004 and 

2014, considering the broader “system of television” (Newcomb and Hirsch, 2000) in 

which representations have been situated, relevant press coverage, and some blogs, as 

well as the larger American political context in which these representations and the press 

coverage have occurred. 

Principles of Discourse Analysis 

What is Discourse? 

Scholars define discourse in a variety of ways. Discourse has been described as a 

“dialectical” relationship between language and “social life” (Fairclough, 2003, p. 214), 

as “language in use” (Jaworski & Coupland, 2006, p. 3), and as language as a social 

practice (Wood & Kroger, 2000). For those who practice Critical Discourse Analysis, 

discourse exists beyond the level of an individual text, and functions as a conduit for 

ideologies, which encompass “common assumptions, attitudes and beliefs about social 
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life…which shape, maintain and reinforce group relations including patterns of power” 

(Jaworski & Coupland, 2006, p. 46). Discourse becomes, then, the way that power is 

articulated. Since Cultural Studies concerns itself with representation and power, a 

discursive approach lends itself well to a Cultural Studies-based understanding of the 

representation of transgender people and its political implications, since it considers “how 

the knowledge which a particular discourse produces connects with power, regulates 

conduct, makes up or constructs identities and subjectivities, and defines the way certain 

things are represented, thought about, practiced and studied” (Hall, 1997a, p. 6). 

Critical Discourse Analysis 

In many ways discourse analysis is more of an orientation to research than a fully 

articulated method, one that reflects “basic assumptions about the local and emergent 

construction of meaning and value” (Jaworski and Coupland, 2006, p. 125). In any kind 

of textual analysis, including discourse analysis, texts are the primary artifacts used for 

analysis, and within the field of media and communication can include anything from 

newspaper articles to visual images, websites, interview transcripts, or television 

episodes. Methodologically, discourse analysis is a kind of qualitative textual analysis, 

and often the terms are used synonymously, but Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is 

more specific in its agenda to address the relationship between specific texts and larger 

societal structures, particularly as they relate to issues of power. The practical differences 

between CDA and other textually based analyses, such as conversational analysis, 

linguistic analysis, and rhetorical analysis, is largely a matter of scale and theoretical 

orientation, since a researcher engaging in discourse analysis may incorporate some 

elements of these other paradigms into his or her analysis. These other types of analysis 
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tend to deal with the text at the textual level, as opposed to explicitly relating it to broader 

social discourses. CDA is alone among the methods of textual analysis in its explicit 

historicity, interdisciplinarity, and its dependence upon the notion of intertextuality — the 

relationship between texts (Wodak & Meyer, 2001). Because of its breadth, Matheson 

(2005) argues that discourse analysis is useful in identifying “which representations of 

the world predominate” and how “meaning is made differently in different media texts” 

(p.1).  

CDA is informed by critical linguistics, critical theory and Foucault’s discursive 

theories, and is espoused by scholars such as Fairclough (2003), Wodak & Meyer (2001), 

and Van Dijk (1985; 2001). Because of the scope of its agenda and its roots in both 

linguistic and sociological concerns, CDA is inherently cross-disciplinary, since “the 

relationships between language and society are so multifaceted that interdisciplinary 

research is required” (Wodak & Meyer, 2001, p. 8). CDA thus lends itself well to the 

study of media and communication, itself an interdisciplinary concern. 

A major strength of discourse analysis is its particular compatibility with a 

socially engaged orientation to media research, since it tends to assume a “symbolic 

power” (Bourdieu, 2006) in the way language is enacted in daily life. Van Dijk (1985) 

argues that “discourse analysis provides us with rather powerful, while subtle and precise, 

insights” to call attention to “the everyday manifestations and displays of social problems 

in communication and interaction” (p. 7). Discourse analysis, while certainly not the only 

way to unpack gender, ethnic, or other social inequities at work in media texts, lends 

itself particularly well to research projects concerned with issues of social power and how 

power is perpetuated or subverted through communicative practices (van Dijk, 1985), 
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because it encourages the researcher to situate texts within their historical and 

sociological contexts (Phillips & Jørgensen, 2002). Because of its dual focus on the 

particularity of texts and the contexts in which those texts are embedded, discourse 

analysis has broader explanatory power than does a textual analysis or quantitative 

content analysis divorced from the contexts in which the text was produced or received.  

CDA is inductive in nature, in that it involves “moving from the concrete to the 

abstract, from the particular to the general” (Wood & Kroger, 2000, p. 34). The 

researcher begins with a reading of the text, but then situates that text within a larger 

conversation, which might include the contexts of producing the text and the social and 

political landscapes from which that text emerged. In the case of this project, doing 

Critical Discourse Analysis assumes that representations of transgender people and issues 

don’t happen within a vacuum. These representations emerge from who is doing the 

producing, who is intended to consume those representations, the potential feedback loop 

of reception by critics and audiences and other contemporary and past representations, 

and how all of that happens during a time when transgender advocates have been actively 

asserting civil rights agendas and trying to position themselves favorably in the public 

eye.  

Data Collection and Analysis 

Critical Discourse Analysis, while recognizing the distinction between data 

analysis and collection, holds that data collection and analysis are mutually informing, 

and thus have no clear order of progression (Wodak & Meyer, 2001), a position similar to 

that of the Grounded Theory perspective of Glaser and Strauss (1967). These two stages 

of the study, therefore, will be discussed in tandem. 
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Transgender Recurrent Characters and Storylines on American Narrative Programming 
 

The study investigated primary texts and discourse surrounding fictional 

representations of transgender people on American narrative television. Discourse 

surrounding recurring transgender characters or storylines were considered for the study. 

Recurring characters are defined for the purposes of this study as occurring when the 

transgender character(s) or storyline occurs over two or more episodes.  

For the purposes of this study, transgender is defined as noted in the previous 

chapter. It is acknowledged, however, that embracing such a clean definition misses the 

point of the complexity of gendered embodiment expressed in postmodern theorization of 

gender, since, as Halberstam (2005) argues “the transgender body has emerged as futurity 

itself, a kind of heroic fulfillment of postmodern promises of gender flexibility” (p. 18). 

With this complexity in mind, there are two exceptions to the sampling of only those 

shows whose transgender characters are labelled as such, House of Lies and The Riches, 

which each offer gender fluid characters. Because those characters are still situated in the 

liminality of childhood, their characters are allowed a gender ambiguity that as of yet had 

not seemed to find its way into adult television characters during the time under 

consideration. They are included here both to add complexity to the discussion, and 

because they represent nascent identities which might hypothetically play out in a number 

of ways. In this way, the transgender identity can be viewed as a” meaningful designator 

of unpredictable gender identities and practices” (Halberstam, 2005, p. 21). 

Recurrent characters were chosen as the focus for two reasons. Firstly, and most 

practically, it was intended to limit the data set to manageable dimensions by excluding 

single episode arcs. Secondly, it was assumed that multiple episode or multiple season 
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story arcs afforded the show’s producers the opportunity to develop characters somewhat 

more fully, and thus to encourage a departure from the tendency towards stereotypical 

representation seen often in single episode shows that never get beyond the “big reveal” 

of the transgender character. In other words, the more a character is on screen, the more 

opportunity presents itself for character development that extends beyond tropes, whether 

or not individual writers and showrunners seized that opportunity. 

Though current production and distribution contexts of television programming 

make it increasingly artificial to differentiate between shows produced in English in the 

UK, Canada, Australia, and the U.S. for the purposes of what American audiences maybe 

be exposed to in terms of representations, I limited my sample to American shows both 

for practical reasons (scope of the project, timeline of relevant shows, availability), and 

because I was particularly interested in any potential interplay between the contemporary 

American political context of transgender people and the way they have been represented 

on American television programming. However, it is important to note that both Canada 

and the UK had programs with recurrent and at times significant transgender characters 

and storylines during the timeline under consideration and prior that have likely been 

seen by substantial numbers of American viewers. For instance, Degrassi (originally 

Degrassi: The Next Generation) a teen drama produced in Canada that has aired with 

high ratings on the U.S. network Teen Nick, has been applauded by GLAAD for its 

sensitive representation of LGBT issues, including a 2010 storyline about a transgender 

high school student (Adams, 2013). Canadian sci-fi thriller Orphan Black, which aired on 

BBC America and Amazon Prime, introduced a transgender character in 2014. The UK’s 

popular soap opera Coronation Street, shown on BBC America and Hulu since 2013 
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(Wicks, 2013), had a transgender character from 1998 to 2014. In 2012, American actress 

Chloë Sevigny starred in a British show about a transgender contract killer, which aired 

in the U.S. on DirecTV’s Audience network (Weisman, 2012). These shows have likely 

influenced the landscape of transgender television representation in the U.S., even though 

they are outside the scope of this project. 

It should also be noted that the timeline under consideration herein represents 

roughly a decade of television during which the political and cultural landscape for 

transgender Americans has changed rapidly, and in which the transgender representations 

became more plentiful, but it is nonetheless somewhat arbitrary. New representations of 

transgender and non-binary characters are appearing more frequently now, and it may not 

be long before these appearances are considered to be not particularly noteworthy. 

Nonetheless, in the interest of manageability, I have limited the shows in question to 

those that premiered within the 2004 to 2014 timeline, which represents roughly a decade 

of programming. It is hoped that this analysis will historicize these shows and the 

changing representations depicted in them, so that scholars can draw upon this analysis in 

consideration of how future transgender and gender fluid characters are represented. 

Identifying episodes for study 

A comprehensive list of shows and relevant episodes from 2004 to 2014 with 

recurring transgender characters were identified through news articles, GLAAD media 

reports, and online databases such as The Internet Movie Database (IMDB), TV.com, and 

Wikipedia, as well as through word of mouth. Two shows, Big Shots and As the World 

Turns, were eliminated from the sample due to lack of availability. An additional show, 

Elementary, was eliminated because the extremely limited screen time of the transgender 
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character made substantive analysis difficult, though it is noted that the limited screen 

time itself says something about representation. While all attempts were made to compile 

a comprehensive list of shows with transgender characters, there may be unintentional 

omissions. 

In many cases the transgender storyline occurred over a relatively modest number 

of episodes, in which case the entire narrative arc was analyzed. In cases where a 

recurrent transgender character was featured on an unwieldy number of episodes (i.e. 

Ugly Betty, The L Word, Glee, and House of Lies), episodes dealing specifically with the 

transgender story line were analyzed, as determined by online plot synopses and news 

articles, as well as every fourth episode in which the transgender character is credited for 

the remainder of the series through 2014. If a show that existed through 2014 with a 

transgender character or storyline has relevant episodes that carried over into 2015 and 

were aired prior to August 2015, those episodes were added to the sample schema if they 

were available via DVD or streaming video. Specific episodes in which the transgender 

character appeared were pinpointed through the actor credits on IMDB. In the case of 

South Park, a series that has run for eighteen seasons through 2015, the analysis begins at 

the point where the Garrison character, who returns throughout the series, is positioned as 

transgender, and ends after he has a second gender confirmation surgery and returns to a 

male presentation. In the case where critical storylines could not be determined through 

advance research (i.e. Glee), a representative number of episodes were selected beginning 

with the entire first season in which the character appears, and then every fourth 

subsequent episode through 2014.  

These series represent a variety of genres, including comedy, animated comedy, 
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drama, crime/thriller, and musical, and some shows represent hybrid genres. All told, 240 

episodes, or roughly 175 hours of television, were analyzed from over a ten-year period 

for this project. The following shows were analyzed for this project. Years noted reflect 

the seasons which were analyzed (see Appendix C: Timeline of Shows Under Analysis).  

• Nip/Tuck (2004; 2005; 2010 — 11 episodes) - 8.25 hours 

• South Park (2005 − 2008 — 4 episodes) - 1.5 hours 

• Ugly Betty (2006-2008 — All credited episodes in seasons 1 and 2, plus 2 

episodes of season 3; total 43 episodes) - 30 hours 

• The L Word (2006-2009— All credited episodes in season 3 and 4, 6 episodes 

from seasons 5 and 6; total 29 episodes) - 24 hours 

• It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia (2005, 2007, 2010 — 4 episodes) - 1.5 hours 

• Dirty Sexy Money (2007-2008)— 11 episodes) - 8.25 hours 

• The Riches (2007-2008 — 20 episodes) - 15 hours 

• Sons of Anarchy (2012-2014 — 6 episodes) - 6 hours 

• Glee (2012-2015 — 3 episodes from season 3, all credited episodes from Season 

4, 4 episodes from Season 5; total 35 episodes) - 26.25 hours 

• House of Lies (2012-2016 — All credited episodes in Seasons 1 and 3; 3 episodes 

in Season 2; 2 episodes in Season 4; a total of 29 episodes) - 13.5 hours 

• Two and a Half Men (2013 — 2 episodes) - .75 hours 

• The Fosters (2014 — 8 episodes) - 5.5 hours 

• Orange is the New Black (2013-2015 — 28 episodes) - 28 hours 

• Transparent (2014 — 10 episodes) - 5 hours 
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Television Analysis 

In keeping with the research questions, analysis of the primary television texts 

sought to uncover a number of things, including: 

• thematic framing of transgender characters  

• the ways in which a show’s genre informed the representation of its 

transgender character 

• language used to talk to and about transgender characters and issues 

• whether there are other LGBTQ characters or themes in the show and the 

dynamic that creates  

• the ways in which other characters related to the transgender characters 

• the visual representations of the transgender characters  

• the way that transgender characters were positioned in terms of their sexuality 

and potential for romantic relationships 

• whether the character’s being transgender is a central plot point or ancillary to 

their role in the television show  

• characteristics of the transgender characters including race, age, gender of 

presentation  

• whether the character is portrayed by a cisgender actor or a transgender actor 

• whether and how race factors into the transgender storyline 

• how each show engages with real problems faced by real life transgender 

people 

Each of these factors may be more or less relevant to particular shows. 
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Press Coverage and Discussion of Transgender Characters and Storylines on US 
Narrative Television Programming 
 
 Along with primary television texts, secondary sources were evaluated to gain 

insight into how the various depictions of transgender people were contextualized by 

critics, reporters, and regular viewers, and by extension how these depictions may have 

contributed to public dialogue about transgender people and issues. Secondary sources 

including reviews and articles were culled from various news sources. Search terms 

sought to identify coverage dealing specifically with storylines and characters, but, 

depending on the show also investigated broader LGBT themes. Articles and discussions 

specifically pertaining to the transgender characters or storylines in each of the shows 

were reviewed, as well as background information on any relevant production contexts, 

such as network imperatives or show runner decisions as discussed in the press, or 

relevant information on the actors portraying the transgender characters or, in some cases, 

their costars. News coverage and reviews of the shows were culled using a LexisNexis 

News search, which pulled articles from newspapers, magazines and journals, industry 

trade press, news transcripts, news wires and press releases, and web-based publications. 

Along with major newspapers, newswires and web sources, LexisNexis aggregates 

articles from several politics, arts and culture magazines, including The Atlantic, Salon, 

and Slate, and several entertainment and Hollywood trade, and general audience news 

magazines including The Hollywood Reporter, Daily Variety (prior to 2013), and Variety, 

as well as transcripts from National Public Radio (NPR). Only domestic media coverage 

was considered. Additionally, stories were culled via Academic Search Complete from 

Entertainment Weekly, Time, People and Television Week (2003-2009). Time had the 
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highest circulation of any American news-oriented magazine and had the 11th highest 

circulation of all U.S. magazines (Audited Media, 2014). People has the highest 

circulation of any celebrity/human interest magazine, and ranks 9th for circulation among 

all U.S. magazines (Audited Media, 2014). The Hollywood Reporter and Daily Variety 

are both the top circulating daily arts and entertainment industry trade publications, and 

Entertainment Weekly is the top arts and entertainment industry magazine aimed at a 

general audience. Stories were also gathered from the LGBT Life database, which 

aggregates stories from various LGBTQ special interest publications, including The 

Advocate, Lesbian News and Out Magazine. 

In anticipation of a potentially unwieldy number of articles generated by certain 

search terms, I developed an article sampling strategy. If the number of articles collected 

through a given set of search terms yielded fewer than sixty articles, all articles were 

used. If sixty to a hundred articles were found, every second article was used. If one 

hundred and one to two hundred articles were found, every third article was used. If two 

hundred and one to three hundred articles were found, every fourth article was used. 

Articles related to Transparent were an exception to the sampling scheme, because of the 

number of potentially unrelated articles found due to the ordinary quality of the word 

“transparent.” In that case, only the first two hundred articles were referenced, and 

sampled as noted above. 

Google sampling 

To supplement these various news searches, which often yielded limited 

substantive results depending on the popularity of a particular show, I conducted basic 

Google searches on the search terms “Show title” AND transgender; “show title” AND 
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transsexual; and “show title” AND GLAAD, and incorporated the first ten news articles 

blog posts, and in one case a message board post that came up in a given search into my 

sample of articles. GLAAD was incorporated as a search term when it became apparently 

that they were often part of the story in influencing transgender representations. General 

web pages, video stories, pictorials, and encyclopedia-type articles such as wikis and 

IMDB entries were ignored. Google works by crawling the web through links, indexing 

pages, and then applying algorithms based on over 200 variables to bring up results that 

have a high likelihood of relevance for the searcher, based in part on the number of links 

a particular article has from other web sources ([“How Search Works”, ND). Thus, a 

basic google search has the potential to bring up relatively high impact articles and posts 

that may not be captured by news indexers, as well as blog posts. It was intended that 

incorporating such search results might give a fuller picture of the public conversation 

surrounding transgender characters than would otherwise be possible through news 

aggregator services alone, potentially providing a look at the feedback loop between the 

shows and the viewers.  

Press Coverage Analysis 

Press coverage and blog analysis of the shows was used in a variety of ways. It 

was often useful as background information on the shows, shedding light on production 

decisions and the ways in which particular networks may have generated certain kinds of 

content as part of a larger strategy or mission, as well as providing perspectives from the 

shows’ actors on the transgender characters and general themes of the show. It was also 

useful in seeing how show runners positioned various show elements in public relations 

campaigns. I also looked at how discourse about the shows’ talent (e.g. relevant other 
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roles actors played, their position as LGBTQ allies; their personal LGBTQ status) 

intersected with discourse about the show. For instance, Eddie Izzard, who starred as the 

parent of a transgender teen on The Riches, is widely known as a cross-dressing 

comedian, and press coverage of the show often engaged Izzard’s perspectives on his 

own gender presentation and identity. In addition to background information on the 

shows, I looked for any emerging themes in the coverage suggestive of how the shows 

and the transgender characters and storylines were received, paying particular attention to 

the language used to describe transgender characters and storylines, and the way these 

characters and storylines were contextualized for the audience.  

Grounded Theory and Constant Comparative Analysis 

Throughout the data analysis process, I performed a constant comparative 

analysis as suggested by those working from within the Grounded Theory perspective 

advanced by Glaser & Strauss (1967), in order to identify emergent patterns in the data 

that might dictate new lines of inquiry, and ultimately facilitate theory building. 

Grounded theory is both inductive and deductive in nature, and “aims to generate 

theoretical constructs which explain the action in the […] context under study” (Stern, 

1995, p. 32). Grounded theory is distinctive in that “the conceptual framework is 

generated from the data rather than from previous studies” though any previous work 

may influence the new study. Additionally, the method encourages the researcher to 

observe “dominant processes” at work in the data rather than merely describing what she 

sees (Stern, 1995, p. 32). It is useful, therefore, in looking below the surface and 

identifying patterns that might not otherwise emerge. Discourse surrounding the shows as 

well as social and political contexts in which the shows aired were considered in tandem 
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with the shows themselves, and these other elements were central to the analysis of the 

shows themselves. 

Interviews 

Though this study has relied primarily upon a Critical Discourse Analysis of 

television shows and the attending news coverage and blogs, I also conducted two semi-

structured interviews to provide additional insights and round out the discussion. The 

interviews I conducted served as background information on the texts (in the case of 

Transparent), and on the subjects’ perspectives related to representation and political and 

advocacy issues. Semi-structured interviews use pre-determined questions as a jumping 

off point, but the interview “unfold[s] in a conversational manner offering participants the 

chance to explore issues they feel are important” (Longhurst, 2010, p. 103). The 

advantage of semi-structured over structured interviews is that they allow for information 

to be revealed by the interviewee that the researcher may not have anticipated in crafting 

questions. I interviewed Zachary Drucker, a producer of the show Transparent, to gain 

insight into the ways that the show positioned itself as a voice for transgender people (see 

Appendix A for interview questions). I also interviewed Mara Keisling, a founding 

member and Executive Director of the National Center for Transgender Equality, in order 

to gain perspective on the potential relationship between media depictions of transgender 

people and transgender civil rights initiatives (see Appendix B for interview questions). 

In full disclosure, Mara is a family member, and, beyond the semi-formal interview I 

conducted with her, numerous conversations with her informed my understanding of 

transgender civil rights issues and the practical realities for transgender people in 

America. Hall (1992a) notes that “a discourse is a group of statements which provide a 
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language for talking about - i.e. a way of representing - a particular kind of knowledge 

about a topic” (p. 291). It is hoped that information gleaned from these interviews and 

conversations will help to add to the discourse surrounding transgender representation on 

television. 

Conclusion 

 It is highly problematic, if not impossible, to establish a causal relationship 

between narrative depictions of transgender people and issues, and political traction on 

transgender civil rights initiatives, and even more so to establish a definitive link between 

representation and social change (Streitmatter, 2009, p. 4). However, it is assumed that 

stories of transgender characters on television will tend to stimulate news coverage and 

public discussion of related issues, which may give insight into and influence the 

landscape of transgender political initiatives.  
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CHAPTER 5  
 

WOMAN WITH A PAST: AVA’S SECRET 
 

This chapter considers the character of Ava in Nip/Tuck, a show which ran on the 

FX network from 2003 to 2010. Secondarily, it looks at an ancillary transgender storyline 

involving another transgender character named Cherry Peck. In keeping with my research 

questions, I examine the nature of the representation of Ava and Cherry (RQ1), and the 

ways in which their characters reinforced existing stereotypes of transgender people 

(RQ1.1). I consider the narrative themes that emerge in these transgender storylines 

(RQ1.2), and note the ways in which these depictions are in keeping with earlier 

representations of transgender people as opposed to subsequent representations (RQ1.3). 

I position them as early benchmarks in representation near the beginning of a time of 

burgeoning transgender visibility. Overall, I argue that Ava’s character is developed in 

such a way as to undercut and evoke suspicion towards the transgender identity, and 

confirms existing stereotypes of transgender people advanced in earlier media 

representations. For her part, Cherry Peck serves as a vehicle for the audience to witness 

violence against transgender people in the name of narrative excitement, rather than for 

the purpose of promoting empathy for the real risks of violence that transgender people 

face, and in so doing reconfirms the use of transgender identity as a plot device rather 

than as a way to depict diverse, underrepresented characters for any prosocial purpose.  

Nip/Tuck is a salacious primetime soap opera, tracking the careers and personal 

misadventures of two Florida plastic surgeons. Dr. Christian Troy is a vapid and 

narcissistic Lothario, who screens nannies for his infant son by bedding them. Dr. Sean 

McNamara is his steady, mild-mannered foil. As season two opens, the surgeons face 
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turning forty years old in a profession that sells the illusion of youth to its affluent 

patients.  

Ava 

Into that landscape comes life coach Ava Moore (played by cisgender actress 

Famke Janssen), whom the doctors meet during a consultation with a potential patient, 

who is her client. In Janssen’s debut episode, “Manya Mabika,” Ava represents a man 

with a medical condition that has rendered him completely hairless, who has come to the 

doctors to request a pubic hair transplant, in hopes of overcoming his sexual self-

consciousness. Impressed by her sensitive demeanor with her client in their meeting, Dr. 

McNamara asks Ava to meet with his wife, who is experiencing a crisis of sexual 

satisfaction that the doctor seems to worry reflects poorly on his performance as a lover. 

Thus, the sociopathic Ava enters into the McNamaras’ lives. 

Almost instantly upon meeting Julia McNamara, Ava clashes with Julia’s clinical 

psychologist mother — Ava shows no indication of professional credentials or training 

— and subsequently advises Julia to “get rid of” her mother because “she’s a vampire” 

[Episode 2.3]. The exchange is the first hint that Ava will be a malevolent character who 

is capable of damaging those around her, but Julia is so taken with her that she asks her to 

counsel their troubled seventeen-year-old son Matt, whom Ava quickly seduces, 

embarking on a months-long romance and cohabitation, much to the dismay of the boy’s 

parents. 

The initial seduction scene portrays Ava as sexually aggressive, and lacking in 

appropriate sexual and emotional boundaries. There is often vaguely sinister, drum-heavy 

music playing behind Ava’s scenes, as if to underscore that she is dangerous. Matt has 
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come to her house, and she offers the under-aged boy a glass of wine. She verbally draws 

him out, and eventually he agrees to confide in her, in exchange for her removing an 

article of clothing. When she removes her blouse, he seems embarrassed and looks away, 

but his gaze returns. She encourages Matt to take a picture of her, as part of a “trust 

game.” 

Ava: “Now we have to make it dangerous. Take a picture of me. It’ll be your 

proof. You can show it to anyone, but I trust you not to.”  

She gives him a Polaroid camera. He laughs awkwardly. She poses for the camera, and he 

takes the photograph.  

Ava: “Now all we have to do is wait.”  

As she waves the photo around to dry, he leans into kiss her.  

Ava: “This is a trust game, Matt, not a sex game. I trusted you. Now you trust 

me.”  

She hands him the photo and looks at him.  

Ava: “It’s okay Matt. Let it out.”  

He looks down and considers, and finally discloses that he and a friend had recently hit 

someone with a car while under the influence of drugs. After his disclosure, which the 

actor plays as emotionally painful, Ava hugs him, and then places his head on her 

shoulder maternally. She is simultaneously playing the part of a siren and a parent, and 

lures Matt into her world. When next they meet, she chides him that theirs is a 

professional relationship, and then promises him sexual favors in exchange for his 

earning an A in French. She seems to enjoy the mixed signals she sends Matt, and the 

slow seduction to which she subjects him.  
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 Ava is portrayed as a sexual predator, who is using Matt in order to dominate 

somebody, and for her own sexual pleasure. She is painted as sociopathic and dangerous, 

beautiful but damaged, someone who will not let anyone stand in the way of what she 

wants. Ava exists in the tradition of the malevolent transsexual, which is, historically, one 

of the few ways that transgender people have been portrayed in Hollywood (Rigney, 

2003). This archetype has a long history in portrayals of presumably transgender 

characters, such as matricidal maniac Norman Bates in Psycho (1960); homicidal cross-

dresser Dr. Stuart Clancy in Caprice (1967), the slasher psychiatrist Dr. Elliott in Dressed 

to Kill (1980); and transitioning serial killer Jame Gumb, who takes the skins of his 

victims to make himself a woman suit, in Silence of the Lambs (1991). The Sleepaway 

Camp series of slasher films, beginning with the first in 1983, featured transgender serial 

killer Angela Baker, who murders her victims at a summer camp. More recently, the 

television show CSI (2002) featured serial-killing transman Paul Millander, who kills to 

avenge his father’s murder. The gender dysphoria of many of these characters 

thematically takes the form of homicidal rage about being “cheated out of what is 

rightfully” theirs by having been assigned the wrong gender at birth (Rigney, 2003, p. 5). 

The 2010 exploitation film Ticked off Trannies with Knives takes a different tack, in 

portraying transgender women seeking violent revenge for the assault and murder of their 

transgender friends. Thus, the transgender characters in the film move from being 

potential victims to victimizers.  

The rise of such depictions of the sexual psychopath came on the heels of sex 

crime panics in the 1930s and 1950s. Spurred on by sensationalistic crime coverage of 

murder trials such as that of the reportedly homosexual famed killers Nathan Leopold and 
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Richard Loeb, and the advent of modern psychiatry, the American imagination began to 

link murder with sexual perversion (Casey, 2015), and sexual perversion with 

homosexuality and transsexuality. At the same time, medical and psychiatric discourses 

of the time positioned the desire to present in a gender one wasn’t assigned at birth as a 

pathology to be cured. Transsexuals were a problem to be controlled. The welfare of 

children was of particular concern during the sexual panics, as the changing roles of 

women were presumed to leave children more vulnerable to predatory strangers (Krinsky, 

2008).  

The resulting film characters are not quite human; they are lacking in some 

fundamental ability to connect emotionally to people, or to care about people except for 

their own presumably pathological need fulfillment. In the case of transgender or cross-

dressing characters, these depictions represent a threat to cisnormative society that must 

be stopped, either by death or by confinement to a mental hospital. The privileging of 

heteronormativity and cisnormativity goes hand-in-hand with these discourses, which 

have sought to establish parameters for who is considered normal in society as opposed to 

who is considered deviant (Casey, 2015). In Nip/Tuck, Ava Moore is, throughout her 

story arc, positioned as a threat to the lives of the characters around her, even before her 

transgender status is revealed. She threatens the harmony of the McNamara family, and 

threatens Matt’s presumed sexual innocence. Her being transgender is positioned as a 

secret that will destroy Matt’s psyche if the family doesn’t stop Ava first.  

The psychopathic characters depicted in various films, which continue on with 

Ava, exist on the continuum with other ways that gays and transgender people have been 

portrayed historically as a menace to society. In March of 1950, male homosexuality was 
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in the news because of a U.S. Senate subcommittee hearing on the firing of nearly one 

hundred State Department employees who were considered to be “in the shady category” 

(Streitmatter, 2009. P. 6). Their ostensible shadiness was attributed during the public 

hearing to their suspected homosexuality. Keying into the tenor of the hearings, the news 

media reported on the scandal in ways that emphasized that the people in question were 

“perverts,” (p. 7) with pathological illnesses, who were likely to lead young boys astray, 

and who could be easily blackmailed because of their presumed dark secrets. 

Homosexuality was but one object of the McCarthy era hearings that cast suspicion on a 

variety of people for not being quite American enough, but the legacy for the 

representation of LGBTQ people was particularly long-lasting. As a result of the 

Washington scandals, news coverage of male homosexuality in general became accepted 

practice, and somewhat trendy in the early 1950s, but the news media was at great pains 

to paint homosexuals as deviant and “emotionally unstable” (p. 10). 

The Motion Picture Production Code, colloquially called the Hays Code, which 

was in place from 1930 to 1968 and particularly impactful through the 1950s, dictated 

that homosexual content was forbidden in films unless represented in a negative light, 

and so many films emerged which coded homosexuals and those with atypical gender 

presentation as sinister, unhappy, and exploitative. In tandem, homosexuality was defined 

as a mental illness by psychiatry, and the police routinely harassed gays and gender non-

conforming people. Media representations reflected and perpetuated the notion that 

LGBTQ people were aberrant and worthy of, at best, disdain, and at worst, fear. Russo 

(1987) argues that “when gays became real, they became threatening” (p. 154), thus 

increased visibility brought increased scrutiny. Formerly innocuous film sissies became 
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mean and verbally aggressive, and lesbians in films became “predatory and dangerous” 

(p. 154).  

Gross (1991) has argued that the media perpetuation of stereotypical images of 

gay people, “serves to maintain and police the boundaries of the moral order. It 

encourages the majority to stay on their gender-defined reservation, and tries to keep the 

minority quietly hidden out of sight” (p. 30). Non-stereotypical representations, he 

argues, open people’s minds to the possibility of different ways of being, which threatens 

the established order of heteronormativity and the gender binary. Envisioning LGBTQ 

people as morally bankrupt and dangerous therefore has a normative function. Dyer 

(1999) argues that stereotypes speak to the relative power of groups in…society to define 

themselves as central and the rest as ‘other,’ peripheral or outcast” (para 10). In the case 

of Nip/Tuck, Ava’s character functions largely on that level, where Ava is positioned as a 

threat to the well-being of the other characters, and as an outsider, as transgender 

characters have frequently been positioned. Ava is constructed as a deviation from the 

norm, both in being transgender and in lacking something of the humanity of most of the 

other characters. Ava is clearly marked as a sinister “other,” and when her transgender 

status is later revealed, her depiction serves to pathologize being transgender, and 

confirm the supposed moral superiority of the cisgender identity. This depiction, drawing 

as it does on a common media trope of transgender people, constitutes a discourse about 

transgender people that potentially empowers the show’s cisgender viewers, who are 

deemed superior in contrast, while undermining and stigmatizing transgender audiences, 

though it’s certainly possible to view Ava as powerful even in her flaws.  

Matt’s parents are deeply upset by his relationship with Ava, but cannot persuade 
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Matt that she is a predator. Things come to a head when Christian catches Matt trying to 

steal prescription drugs from the medical practice on behalf of Ava, who intends to 

stockpile them so that the two can move to Paris together. Christian notes that the 

medications include drugs used to maintain the physical manifestations of gender 

transition, but doesn’t make the connection until he goes to see Ava. The two argue about 

Matt, with Christian insisting that Ava must break up with him. Ava taunts him with 

sexually-charged barbs and slaps him repeatedly, challenging him to “conquer” her. The 

two finally kiss passionately, and Christian throws her onto the couch intending to have 

sex with her. He thrusts into her, gets a look on his face, and then quickly gets up to 

leave. “What’s wrong?” she yells after him. “Am I too much woman for you?” Christian 

returns to the office, bursts in on Sean, and announces, “Ava’s a man.” The camera cuts 

to Sean’s stunned reaction. It seems the intention is that the audience, like Sean, will be 

stunned by the revelation, and less concerned about the violent nature of the encounter. 

 The scene then cuts to the McNamara home, where Christian, Sean, and Julia are 

sitting in front of a computer. Again, the ominous music is playing. 

Julia [scornfully]: “Are you certain she didn’t just have a naturally shallow 

vaginal canal?”  

Christian: “Believe me, there was nothing natural about it.”  

Julia: “You’re plastic surgeons. If this is true, I don’t understand why you 

couldn’t tell right away.”  

Christian: “She’s the goddam Hope Diamond of transsexuals, Julia. Flawless in 

every way.”  

Ava is constructed as deceptive in easily passing as a cisgender woman. This presents a 
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double bind for the transgender viewer, because until relatively recently the medical 

gatekeepers who determined who would be allowed to receive medical protocols for 

transition privileged those who could readily pass as their identified gender, and 

encouraged patients to break all ties with their previous lives in order to seamlessly 

transition and cause the least amount of anxiety possible for the cisgender people around 

them (Serano, 2007). Ava is also positioned in the exchange as physically unnatural. 

There is “nothing natural” about her vagina. She is not considered a woman; she is only 

attempting very skillfully to pass for one.  

The three continue, intrusively, to try to find out about Ava’s life before her 

transition: 

 Sean: “I called Abe Ruckman at the Avon Sexual Reassignment Clinic, Stephanie 

Duncan at the Gene Identity Center in Colorado. Nobody’s ever heard of her. Ava 

Moore has never existed.”  

Julia: “As a woman, you mean.”  

Sean sighs.  

Sean: “Look, Julia, I thought it was a preposterous conjecture, too. Then he gave 

me the list of drugs Matt was stealing for her.”  

He hands her a paper.  

Julia: “This is Greek to me.”  

Sean: “The compounds are very specific. Spironolactone for breast and nipple 

development. Premarin for vaginal dryness. And all in amounts and calibrations 

we’ve never even seen before. It’s quite brilliant, really.”  

Julia looks disturbed. The prescriptions are doing the work of allowing Ava to pass 



 98 

nearly undetected, and are thus part of a ruse she is ostensibly playing on them. Ava’s 

gender presentation is medicalized, and her gender becomes the sum of the prescriptions 

she is taking and the feminizing surgeries she has had.  

Christian: “We’re gonna have to tell Matt.”  

Julia: “No. If this is true, and he finds out, he will never recover from it, and he’ll 

be sexually ruined for the rest of his life.”  

Ava’s secret is positioned as one that must be kept at all costs, lest Matt’s masculinity be 

threatened and his sexuality destroyed. Because Ava is transgender, she is positioned as 

not really a woman, and thus Matt has unwittingly been sleeping with a man, which is 

cause for alarm. The cisnormative logic manages to be both transphobic and homophobic 

at the same time.  

An implausibly rudimentary Internet search leads them to believe that The Johns 

Hopkins Hospital may have been the site of Ava’s gender confirmation surgery, and 

Christian and Sean fly off to Baltimore to get to the bottom of Ava’s past and what they 

presume to be her authentic gender as a man. As they walk through the airport, their 

lesbian anesthesiologist Liz, who, it’s suggested, has an “in” with transgender people 

because she is gay, briefs them on the situation. She tells them that, “the transgender 

community is incredibly protective. They’re not going to open up with someone they 

don’t know. They need to see you to trust you.” The doctors arrive at the clinic, follow a 

sign that reads, “Gender Reassignment Unit,” and find themselves interrupting a support 

group meeting for transgender people. Several people are sitting in a circle, sharing their 

experiences.  

J.T.: “I went into a men’s rest room yesterday. I’ve never been so scared.” 
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Female facilitator [patiently]: “You’ve been living as a man now for five years, 

J.T. You’ve certainly used the male restroom since your surgery, right? So why 

the fear?”  

J.T. [nervously]: “It was a trough urinal, where all the guys pee in the open. What 

if the guy next to me sees it’s a brand-new penis and he wants to beat me down? 

You know?”  

A woman beside him takes his hand supportively.  

Facilitator [wagging her finger]: “See, you know what? You just need to learn 

how to protect yourself, J.T.”  

J.T.: “Does nothing make you afraid, Carol? Is there nothing you fear?”  

Facilitator: “Yeah. Airports. Making it through security as a woman.”  

J.T. nods, knowingly.  

J.T.: “Oh, man, since 9/11, it’s like, it’s like they scrutinize so carefully now.”  

The other woman smiles and nods with understanding, as if she, too, has experienced this 

sort of tense situation. 

Facilitator: “Oh Lord, if you can make it through those security lines undetected 

and accepted, it’s like you’re real.”  

On one level the scene humanizes transgender people, and represents them as part of a 

supportive community, a community that has often been lacking for transgender 

characters. It also elicits empathy, in contrast to the earlier discussion about Ava’s 

gender, which objectified her and transgender people in general. Yet there’s a fine line 

between empathy and pity, and it’s also easy to pity the people in the support group, in 

their vulnerability and terror. To the extent the audience pities them rather than 
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empathizes with them, their agency is diminished. Whichever way one interprets it, the 

scene is more nuanced than the treatment of the Ava character throughout the show, and 

serves something of an educational function, in highlighting some of the difficulties faced 

by transgender people in transitioning.  

Nonetheless, the imperative for Christian and Sean to find out the truth about Ava 

undercuts the emotion of the scene. This truth can only be known by invading Ava’s 

privacy and illegally accessing her medical records. The two men walk into the meeting 

abruptly, and are taken aside by the facilitator, who chastises them for interrupting the 

private meeting, and then for attempting to access Ava’s private medical information. She 

quickly relents, however, when they claim disingenuously that they are trying to help 

Ava, and she refers the men to Dr. Barrett Moore, a retired physician at the clinic who is 

also Ava’s ex-husband.  

 They go see the doctor at his estate, where he entertains them while tending to his 

prized orchids. He is a dandy in a suit and ascot, in a peculiar scene in which the doctor 

belabors an extended metaphor between gender confirmation and horticulture: 

Dr. Moore: “Hybrids. The first orchid hybrids were produced in 1858, and since 

then the process has accelerated. But because of their artificial and unnatural 

evolution they’re unable to attract a suitable pollinator and hand pollination is so 

unreliable and time-consuming.”  

As he speaks, he works carefully on a flower. His use of the words artificial and 

unnatural seems meant to underscore Ava’s artifice, the fact that her gender presentation 

is viewed by the doctors as affected rather than natural. 

Sean: “You retired from medicine to become a botanist?”  
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Dr. Moore: “I retired from medicine because my work was done. Every orchid 

here has been altered. Each one evolving right before our eyes into new species. 

Changing their very identities.”  

The implication is that the flowers have changed identities just as Ava has changed 

identities. The doctor looks thoughtful for a moment, as if envisioning the humans he has 

similarly altered, making them into a new species that is ostensibly neither male nor 

female; he believes he has changed their very identities by changing their physical sex, as 

if everything that we are boils down to our gender.  

Christian: “You mastered the technique on humans. Why turn to flowers?” 

Dr. Moore: “Because they never leave. And they rarely disappoint. Humans and 

medicine are so fallible.”  

Sean: “There was nothing fallible in your transformation of Ava Moore.”  

Dr. Moore: “She’s the work of a medical genius at the peak of his career.”  

Again, Ava is constructed not as the product of her own choices and actions and an innate 

female gender identity, but as the product of a medical genius. She is reduced to the 

medical procedures that have allowed her to pass as a woman.  

Barrett tells them that he met Ava when she was presenting as a gay male escort 

named Avery Tanner, who kept company with wealthy society women. The two became 

close friends, despite their differences. Moore reveals that Ava was drawn to transition 

because she was in love with him, but he was not attracted to men. Dr. Moore picks up a 

pruning sheer.  

Dr. Moore: “One night Avery came to me in despair. Suicidal. And he asked if I 

were to change him into a woman, could I love him then? And I believed that I 
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could. The resulting operation was…”  

He leans in close and prunes a bud precisely, as we are given to think that he pruned Ava.  

Dr. Moore: “Perfect….To an outsider we were like any other happily married 

couple. But on the inside, sexually, I….”  

He shakes his head. “I could not forget.” He lights a cigarette and looks troubled. Moore 

reveals that the couple had a child through a surrogate in order to cement their marriage, 

but still could not make the relationship work. 

Dr. Moore: I couldn’t give her what she wanted. It wasn’t her fault. I was the 

failure. I couldn’t see her. I could only see my own work.”  

Ava is portrayed not as someone with a female gender identity who had an emotional 

imperative to transition, but as someone who had an unstable identity and would go to 

any length to be loved. The account also manages to conflate homosexuality with being 

transgender, in keeping with common discourses that have conflated the two, and 

suggesting that a gay male could easily give up his male identity if it would allow him the 

romantic relationship that he craves. Contemporary understandings of transgender 

suggest that gender identity is stable at a very young age and that those children who are 

assigned a gender with which they don’t identify will be conscious of it early (Yong, 

2019, para. 10), and more recent television representations tend to suggest that 

understanding. But Ava’s masculinity is quickly abandoned, and her femaleness is 

envisioned here as emerging from the surgical skills of doctor Moore. The show is devoid 

of any sense that she had a stable female gender identity that necessitated the surgery. 

This construction reinforces stereotypes that gay men lack a masculine identity, and that 

transgender women transition in order to capture straight male sexual attention (Serano, 
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2009, p. 4). These views advance heteronormative and cisnormative ideologies while 

negating the possibility of a stable gender identity separate from the sex one is assigned 

at birth. 

 Overall, Ava is reduced to the product of Dr. Moore’s surgical work on her and 

her hormone treatments, and dehumanized in the process. The scene evokes images of 

Dr. Frankenstein in his lab, creating a new kind of near-human. By doing so, the show 

negates the idea that gender identity can be stable and yet different from the way one’s 

body looks, suggesting Ava was not a woman until Dr. Moore made her so.   

Ava is portrayed as not quite human in other ways. She has a son Matt’s age, 

Adrian, an attractive young man who is malevolent and troubled. He is hostile towards 

Ava, seems threatened by his mother’s relationship with Matt, and tries to sabotage it at 

every turn. Eventually we learn that he and his mother have had a physically intimate 

relationship with each other since he was twelve years old. This disclosure of the sexual 

relationship with her son brings about a crisis in her relationship with Matt, who is 

seemingly offended not that she slept with her son, but that she lied to him about it. 

Meanwhile, Julia threatens Ava that she will reveal Ava’s secret if she doesn’t break it 

off with Matt. Ava’s living as an out transgender woman appears not to be an option 

allowed her by the show, and Ava finally agrees to break it off with Matt on the condition 

that the doctors finish the final vaginal surgery that Dr. Moore never finished, which 

would leave her virtually undetectable as transgender. After having disappeared for 

several weeks, Adrian finally returns to his mother with a hunting knife, which he 

plunges into his own abdomen while they embrace because he says he wants to guarantee 

that she won’t emotionally abandon him again. He falls to the floor and dies. Ava is 
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momentarily overcome with grief, and then leaves his body to rot and flies off to Paris 

with the ticket she planned to use to travel with Matt. With these events, Ava is depicted 

as even more cold and pathologically than previously. Her secret is more important than 

her relationship with Matt, and more important than the life of her own son.  

After she leaves, Sean reveals to Matt that he had performed a medical procedure 

on Ava, which was to be “the final phase of a transsexual operation she had 16 years 

ago.” Matt is incredulous, and lashes out at his parents. His father offers to show him the 

medical documentation, but Matt is stunned and angry.  

Matt [shouting]: You’d say anything to make her seem disgusting because 

whatever I love for some reason you have to destroy!”  

Revealing Ava to be transgender is the same as “making her seem disgusting” and 

destroying Matt’s memory of her. Matt storms off, and embarks on a crisis of masculinity 

after learning that he has been in love with a transgender woman. He returns to his 

father’s house later that night, drunk, swigging from a bottle of alcohol, and demands to 

know his father’s expert medical opinion as to whether Ava is a man or a woman. 

Sean: “It’s a little more complicated than that.”  

Sean won’t commit to the idea that Ava is, in fact, a woman.  

He tries to calm his son: 

Sean: “Some medical circles believe that even if transsexuals like Ava modify 

their bodies to physically resemble a woman’s…. They still can’t reproduce or 

change their sex chromosomes, which is technically what distinguishes a man 

from a woman.”  

Sean dismisses the idea that Ava is authentically female because she cannot reproduce as 
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a female, in keeping with the “repro dogma” Warner (1991, p. 10) argues is a central part 

of how heteronormative, and by extension, cisnormative ideologies function. Matt 

accepts Sean’s assessment, albeit bitterly. Again, Ava’s female identity is negated, which 

at every turn serves to reinforce the notion that the cisgender identity is the preferred 

identity. 

Matt [sarcastically]: “Excellent. So the best blowjobs I ever got were from a guy. 

Ok.”  

With the news of Ava’s transgender status, she has become for Matt “a guy.” Sean 

backpedals from his previous statement. 

Sean: “What matters is how she views herself, Matt. Changing public perception 

may take some time.”  

It’s not clear if Sean includes himself among the public who have perceptual difficulties 

with transgender people, though it seems he has his own qualms about whether someone 

can authentically transition to the opposite sex. With every scene involving Ava, the plot 

makes clear that she exists outside the realm of what is normal. Her attractive physical 

presentation is affirmed to be a ruse, and to be concealing a sinister demeanor with 

questionable morality.  

With Ava gone and the secret revealed, Matt quickly spirals out of control. He 

goes to a gay club, where he flirts with a transwoman named Cherry, and goes back to 

her apartment. The two kiss, and things escalate sexually. When Matt discovers that 

Cherry has a penis, he snaps, yelling at her that she should have told him that she had not 

had bottom surgery. A brutal scene unfolds, in which Matt beats her mercilessly. 

Matt [yelling]: “I don’t want a girl with a dick, okay? I’m not gay! I’m not into 
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that!” He shoves her across the room where she collides with something and falls, 

looking frightened by his rage.  

Matt: “Oh, you should have told me instead of trying to trick me!”  

Matt evokes the stereotype of the deceptive transsexual, who has ostensibly tricked a man 

into believing in her female presentation (Bettcher, 2007), a stereotype often evoked in 

legal cases against those who have committed violence against transgender people. Matt 

appears to feel betrayed by his own attraction to her. His rage is palpable. He beats 

Cherry and calls her a “goddam freak.” The scene cuts to Matt at home, standing in front 

of a mirror. He examines the abrasions on his knuckles from hitting Cherry. What might 

be a moment of reflection, or regret, is undercut by upbeat music playing in the 

background. He gets out an electric razor, and begins to shave his head, wearing a half 

smile. Matt has clearly crossed some sort of emotional threshold brought on by the stress 

of his breakup with Ava and the revelations about her gender. Though the show might 

have used Matt’s violence to highlight the dangers often faced by transgender people at 

the hands of those who harbor anger and misunderstanding towards them, it instead 

seems to focus on the appeal of violence as a means of dealing with rage and discomfort. 

In a subsequent episode, Cherry and a group of her friends seek revenge on Matt, 

following and ultimately attacking him, finally urinating on him in unison. Matt’s lesson 

seems not to be that attacking a transwoman was wrong, or that it diminishes him in any 

way, but that he has messed with the wrong transgender woman.  

The plot takes another dark turn when Cherry returns several months later for a 

two-episode arc culminating in a tense season finale. She presents herself to the doctors 

and demands that they perform surgery to fix the cosmetic results of Matt’s attack. They 
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refuse, but a newly contrite Matt asks them to do the surgery. In an unlikely turn of 

events, Matt and Cherry become friends, raising the ire of Matt’s racist, transphobic ex-

girlfriend and her unbalanced, white supremacist father. They kidnap Matt and Cherry, 

and after tormenting them for hours and verbally abusing Cherry, compel Matt to cut off 

Cherry’s penis with a utility knife, ostensibly to make her the woman she wants to be. 

Matt reluctantly complies, and the next scene finds Cherry bleeding in a shallow grave 

that Matt has been forced to dig. Matt refuses to murder Cherry, and Cherry manages to 

escape and incapacitate their captor, shooting him. This new violence against Cherry 

might be considered as a window into the violence that transgender people frequently 

suffer, but this had already been represented when Matt attacked Cherry. The fact that the 

episode closes season three, and in the context of the show’s over-the-top plot lines, 

suggests that the motive was to evoke morbid fascination from the audience. Cherry is 

tortured because it is potentially exciting for the viewer, not because the show is 

advocating tolerance. Her being transgender, much like with Ava’s character, is a plot 

device, rather than a way to promote nuanced representation. This constitutes yet another 

way that the show negates the transgender identity and reinforces a cisnormative 

narrative, in which the transgender story line may titillate the viewer at least as much as it 

educates. 

With Ava gone, Matt having learned his lesson for committing a hate crime 

against a vindictive transwoman, and their lunatic captor presumably dead, the 

transgender plot line ends, until the return of Ava several years later. Ava returns not 

alone, as she left, but with a baby she stole from an orphanage, ostensibly because she 

felt they couldn’t provide him with love. The infant has a skin condition that has left him 
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disfigured, and she convinces Drs. McNamara and Troy to perform surgery on him. But 

upon learning that there will be some permanent scarring, and that the baby will never be 

physically perfect, Ava tells Dr. McNamara that she has already dealt with people’s 

responses to her own difference and she can’t possibly go through it again. She abandons 

the baby with Dr. McNamara. She meets up with Matt, who has seemingly forgotten 

about his distaste for Ava’s gender. He leaves his girlfriend at the altar, and in the final 

episode of the series, Ava and Matt fly off together with Matt’s toddler daughter. It’s not 

a reunion about which we’re supposed to be happy. Ava is a manipulator and a predator, 

but she is the love of Matt’s life, and their reunion seems nearly inevitable in a show 

where the characters are continually getting in the way of their own happiness. Her 

character flaws and sinister portrayal likely prevent many audiences from seeing this as a 

healthy relationship, thus undercutting any notion that the transgender character can be 

considered a suitable love partner, in keeping with stereotypes of transgender characters 

that will be discussed in a subsequent chapter.  

The stereotypical malevolence historically ascribed to LGBTQ people is distilled 

in Ava. She doesn’t kill people, though she has implied culpability in her son’s suicide, 

but she manipulates them and destroys their relationships, and preys sexually upon both 

her son and Matt. She exists outside of the normal range of human behavior; she is an 

“other,” a medical curiosity, and someone whom we can’t trust. At the same time, we’re 

meant to see in her a semi-tragic figure who longs to be loved, and who has gone to great 

pains to attain that love, even going so far as to change her own gender presentation and 

to involve herself romantically with her son. And yet, though she craves love, Ava seems 

unable to return it to anyone, with the exception of her ex-husband Barrett, with whom 
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she has a strong emotional connection. When Julia confronts Ava with her medical chart, 

and demands that she break up with Matt, she asks Ava if she ever really loved him. “I 

loved that he loved me,” Ava responds thoughtfully.  

Discourse about Nip/Tuck 

In articles about Nip/Tuck it is frequently noted that the show pushes boundaries 

and seeks to be salacious and shocking. The show is described as having plot points that 

are “crazy and far-fetched” (Stasi, 2006, para. 7), “wildly over-the-top” (Thompson, 

2005, para. 2), and creating a world of “hyper-intense reality” (“‘Nip/Tuck’ creator-

writer,” 2004, para. 14). The Ava character, and the surprise revelation that she is 

transgender, are seemingly viewed as part of the melodramatic soap opera aesthetic of the 

show. Ava’s outing is described as an “explosive revelation” (Huff, 2004, para. 6) and “a 

shocking twist” (“Dr. Moore knows”, 2005, para. 3). Her past in another gender is her 

“darkest secret” (“Dr. Moore knows,” 2005). Ava is described not as unequivocally a 

woman, but as having “once been, in fact, a man” (Armstrong, 2004, para. 1), including 

by Nip/Tuck actress Joely Richardson, who exclaims in an interview, “And then [the 

writers] say [Ava] is a man! I mean, I just remember when I read that episode, my jaw 

dropped. I couldn’t believe it…” (Thompson, 2005, para. 13). This is, in fact, how the 

writers construct the character. Her transgender status is offered solely as a dramatic 

device, designed to elicit surprise in the viewer when Ava’s past is revealed, and it is 

clearly received that way in the discourse. 

Ava’s status as a villain is made clear in the press coverage as well. Ava is 

described as a “sinister life coach” who is “sleeping with her son” (Heffernan, 2004, para. 

8), as “evil” (Stasi, 2010, para. 9), “man-eating” (Armstrong, 2004, para. 1), and a 
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“sociopathic transsexual” (‘Famke Janssen,” 2006, para. 3). Ava is sometimes described 

as transgender or transsexual in less judgmental ways, but this generally happens in 

LGBTQ publications.  

Outside of mainstream press coverage, Ava’s depiction is critiqued for employing 

stereotypical treatment of a transgender character, including criticism that her character is 

said to have transitioned in order to access a romantic relationship. “The notion that Ava 

transitioned simply so she could be romantically involved with a straight man is one of 

the most hurtful tropes that plagues the trans community” argues one article (Lee, 2016, 

para. 2). In an open letter to Ryan Murphy, one trans-identified writer argues that “the sad 

truth is that many transsexual and transgender women are offended by [Murphy’s] own 

irresponsible and dehumanizing depictions of trans women on that show” (Love, 2010, 

para. 2). Another claims that the show’s depiction of Ava was one of a number of 

portrayals “that “planted seeds of self-doubt just strong enough to delay [the writer’s] 

transition” (Molloy, 2013, para. 1) because of its “extremely transphobic story arcs” 

(para. 10). Yet another writer describes the Ava character as “exploitative and negative” 

(“GLAAD: transgender people,” 2012, para. 3).   

Curiously, the show gets mixed reviews for its treatment of LGBTQ characters as 

a whole, as summed up in one description of the show, which claims the show is both 

“gay-inclusive” (Stevenson, 2008, para. 2) and also features: 

a never-ending parade of hoary gay stereotypes, with over-the-top characters that often 

seem to have been created specifically to shock or offend, or at least with little regard to 

how they might be reinforcing prevailing negative media images of gay and bi men…. 

Therein lies the gay paradox at the heart of Nip/Tuck: one of the most gay-friendly shows 
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on television seems at times to be one of the least gay-friendly. (para. 3) 

This paradox is highlighted by the fact that the show was nominated for Best Drama 

Series for GLAAD’s 15th Annual Media Awards, suggesting that, in the context of the 

time the show aired, it was celebrated for having LGBTQ characters at all, even if their 

representation was sometimes problematic, or even awful. 

Conclusion 

Overall, Ava is a manipulative, deceptive villain, whose character is built on 

stereotypes about transgender people. She exists in the tradition of the malevolent 

transsexual whose very existence serves as a threat to heteronormativity, cisnormativity 

and normal society. She also functions as a “deceptive transsexual” (Serano, 2007, p. 36) 

whose gender presentation is positioned as tricking those around her into believing that 

she is really a woman, when the show positions her as more authentically a man. Her 

interior world is marked by a craving for love that she can only satisfy through using 

others. She is characterized as transitioning only to fulfill an ill-fated homosexual 

attraction. Her entire female identity is medicalized, so that her gender appears to be the 

sum of her surgically and hormonally enhanced parts. Together, these attributes serve to 

reinforce the notion that the cisnormative, heterosexual identity of the other characters is 

the preferred identity, and that her deviation from these norms must leave her in many 

ways outside of society. Moments in the plot might serve to educate the audience, or they 

may evoke fascination in some viewers as they watch the transgender characters be 

abused. Together, these various statements about transgender people constitute what 

Foucault called a “discursive formation,” (Hall, 1992b, p. 201) which informs what 

cisgender people know about transgender people, and what transgender people may 
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suspect about themselves. Hall emphasizes that discourse impacts social practices, so that 

the discourse about certain people influences the ways in which people respond to that 

group and act towards them. A potential takeaway for the Nip/Tuck viewer, and the 

dominant message the show conveys, is that transgender people are deceptive and 

broken, evoking morbid curiosity, suspicion, or pity. 

Ava’s character was introduced in 2004, making her among the earliest 

representations discussed in this analysis. Her character is almost wholly bad, tying into 

common tropes that have positioned both transgender people and gays and lesbians as 

sinister and dangerous. As can be seen in the coming chapters, representations of 

transgender people have evolved such that it seems less likely that her character would be 

introduced today, or at least that it would be portrayed in the same archetypal fashion. 

Certainly, the big reveal of her gender change would likely have less dramatic impact 

today, and thus would hold less weight as a dramatic device.  

 Ironically, Nip/Tuck was created and written by Ryan Murphy, a gay-identified 

man, who would later go on to create somewhat more progressive, albeit flawed, 

transgender characters in the show Glee, with his co-creator Brad Falchuk. Murphy and 

Falchuk, along with Steven Canals, subsequently created and produced Pose, an award-

winning show still in production featuring an array of transgender actors of color playing 

transgender lead roles, with transgender talent behind the camera as well. This evolution 

of Ryan/Falchuk’s body of work happened in tandem with a growing societal awareness 

of transgender issues through the late 2000s and into the present, owing in large part to 

sustained educational campaigns by organizations such as GLAAD. Nonetheless, Ava 

and Cherry’s characters, problematic as they are, serve as benchmarks for examining 
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subsequent representations. Later transgender characters generally become incrementally 

more nuanced, and less grounded in maintaining the status quo through emphasizing the 

cisnormative imperative, demeaning transgender characters in the process.  
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CHAPTER 6  

COMING OUT 

Three television series considered in this study offer the primary theme of a 

character coming out as transgender. South Park, whose transgender storyline begins in 

2005, takes a satirical approach to the subject, and makes fun of the transgender 

character, by portraying him as unstable and capricious, and making unfortunate 

comparisons between gender transition and more bizarrely conceived of transitions that 

could only happen in an animated series. Ugly Betty (2006 through 2008), while 

positioning the transgender story line as a dramatic plot element and performing an 

educational function, ultimately offers a narrative of assimilation and acceptance. The L 

Word (2006 through 2009) offers a rare portrayal of a transgender man, who is situated 

within a lesbian community rather than within a community of heterosexual men, which 

allows the show to consider gender and sexuality in ways unique to this show, but the 

transgender character is embedded with contradictions that are not always successfully 

negotiated. Glee’s Sheldon Beiste, who transitioned from female to male in the last 

season of the series, will be touched upon in a subsequent chapter that looks more closely 

at another transgender character in Glee. This chapter looks at the nature of the 

representation of these transgender characters and storylines about coming out (RQ1), 

and considers the ways the shows reinforced, created or subverted stereotypes about 

transgender people (RQ1.1). It situates these representations within the time they were 

created in order to understand if there have been changes in representation over time 

(RQ1.3). It positions the characters and storylines within the context of emerging 

transgender visibility (RQ2). In the case of Ugly Betty and The L Word, it positions the 
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transgender characters within the landscape of other LGBTQ characters on the shows 

(RQ2.2). Finally, the chapter examines how the characters were framed in discourse 

about the shows (RQ4). First, I consider historical treatments of coming out narratives, in 

order to contextualize the three character arcs considered here.  

Coming Out Stories 

Transgender stories are commonly told within the thematic of coming out and 

transitioning, where coming out is not just disclosing one’s transition to someone, it’s 

explaining the process in detail and educating the public on the mechanics of gender 

transition. Indeed, coming out stories have historically been central to transgender 

narratives, and key into the cisgender public’s fascination with gender transformation and 

the extent to which somebody passes for their newly embodied gender. As Serano (2007) 

notes, transgender people are frequently questioned about the specifics of their 

transitions, often in inappropriate contexts or by friends or virtual strangers who seek to 

have their curiosity quelled: 

Like most transsexuals, I have scores of anecdotes that highlight this tendency…. 
my coming-out-as-trans website, I received an angry email from a stranger 
complaining that I did not put any before-and-after pictures on the site, as if the 
3,700-word question and answer section and the 4,500-word mini-autobiography 
describing my experiences being trans wasn’t sufficient for that person to fully 
grasp my transsexuality — he needed to see the changes first hand. (p. 54) 
 

Christine Jorgensen 

 This curiosity of the cisgender public carries over into mediated presentations of 

transgender people, which often seek to satisfy a what they presume to be a cisgender 

audience’s voyeuristic interest in the process of gender transition. The media attention 

surrounding Caitlyn Jenner’s announcement of her transition and subsequent Vanity Fair 
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cover in her new, feminine presentation are illustrative of the public interest in the 

transition process and its aftermath. Coverage of Jenner harkened back to the media 

circus surrounding Christine Jorgensen sixty years earlier. When Jorgensen returned to 

the U.S. from Copenhagen in 1953, newspapers eagerly covered the arrival of the blonde 

woman who previously presented as a man. Jorgensen was an army veteran who had 

spent two years abroad undergoing a series of surgeries and hormone replacement 

therapies to affirm her female gender. The New York Daily News broke the story in the 

U.S. with a cover declaring “Ex-GI Becomes Blonde Beauty” (Zimmerman, 2015), 

complete with before-and-after photos of Jorgensen, sparking a surge of interest that 

made Jorgensen’s transition the Daily News’ top story of the year in 1953 (Meyerowitz, 

2015), supplanting the Korean War and the Rosenberg execution. The attractive “man-

turned-woman,” as the Los Angeles Times described her (“Christine Jorgensen due…”, 

1953, para. 1) became an instant celebrity, and was inaccurately credited as having been 

the first person to undergo gender confirmation surgery, though she may have been the 

first American.  

 News articles of the time tended to emphasize the physical manifestations of her 

gender transformation. Jorgensen was described as being “beautiful enough to attract 

marriage proposals” (GI Who Became Woman Wants…, 1952, para. 8), and “glamorous 

and beautiful” (Christine’s femininity…, 1953, para. 2). A fashion article (Hammond, 

1953) features full length photos of Jorgensen in formal dress, and talks about her tiny 

waist and “symmetrical 5-foot 7-inch, 118-pound figure,” noting her shoe and glove sizes 

(para. 13). “She wears her clothes,” we are told, “with grace and feminine pride” (para. 

9). Certainly, the descriptions are in keeping with the limited ways in which women were 



 117 

envisioned at the time, but embedded in the descriptions is a preoccupation with the 

degree to which Jorgensen passed as female, and the fact that, to many cisgender readers, 

she likely represented a curiosity as a woman. Jorgensen’s media debut marks a seminal 

moment in American interest in gender transitions, and a focus on the coming out 

narrative, in which the audience is made complicit in exorcizing from the transgender 

character the reasons for coming out, as well as the details of the transition.  

Transitions lie at the intersection of our anxieties about gender roles and changing 

social relations brought about by medical technology. Changing gender roles have made 

it possible for people to question the significance and essentiality of gender, and by 

extension openly question the relationship between their gender identity and biology. At 

the same time, medical technology has made it possible for people to hormonally and 

surgically alter their gender presentation, and even just to imagine the possibility of a 

changed physicality in the first place. Obsessing about the physical and medical details of 

a transition becomes a way to work through those anxieties. As Stone (1987) argues, 

transsexual “bodies are screens on which we see projected the momentary settlements 

that emerge from ongoing struggles over beliefs and practices within the academic and 

medical communities. These struggles play themselves out in arenas far removed from 

the body” (para. 60). Nonetheless, it is often the transitioned body on which the focus 

lies, which is exoticized, and rhetorically colonized (Stone, 1987, para. 58). 

“Wrong body” Discourse 

 Most often, coming out stories have been situated within a “wrong body” 

discourse that medicalizes transgender expression and anchors it to a gender binary, and a 

“heterogendered body” (Reed, 2009, p. 176). This construction suggests that transsexuals 
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suffer gender dysphoria as a result of being “trapped” in the wrong body, arguing that 

medical intervention can offer the remedy of the aspirational right body. For many 

transgender people, subscribing to such discourse has offered a pathway to the medical 

treatment they desired, and a relatively pat way to explain their sense of their own gender 

to cisgender people, which doesn’t completely subvert the gender binary embedded in 

our culture. Media depictions of coming out stories have tended to evoke this discourse, 

and the three shows considered here are no exception. 

Coming Out Stories on TV 

In addition to the shows discussed in this study, there have been several 

fictionalized transgender coming out stories on American television. In the short-lived 

series The Education of Max Bickford, which premiered in 2001, Helen Shaver plays the 

transgender woman Erica Bettis, a professor who comes out to friends and colleagues 

after a sabbatical in which she underwent gender confirmation surgery. The show follows 

its male protagonist, played by Richard Dreyfuss, as he tries to come to terms with his 

best friend’s new gender presentation. The character Zoe from the soap opera All My 

Children, debuting in 2006, offered one of the first extended television representations of 

coming out as transgender, and the first on a daytime soap opera.  

Transgender coming out stories have frequently been the subject of talk shows, 

documentaries, and news magazine stories, and reality television has also embraced the 

coming out story. The documentary series I Am Cait (2015) follows Caitlin Jenner as she 

adjusts to life as a newly-transitioned transgender woman. Jazz Jennings, a transgender 

child whose story was featured on a Barbara Walters special, has been the subject of the 

show I Am Jazz (2015). Sex Change Hospital (2007), a six-part documentary series, 
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offers a look into the transition stories of the patients of transgender gynecological 

surgeon Marci Bowers. According to Serano (2007), interest in such stories of 

transformation parallels fascination with television shows featuring “extreme” makeovers 

and plastic surgery before-and-after narratives. Serano argues that such storylines 

represent to the viewers a transgression of class barriers, wherein “the subjects cross what 

is normally considered an impenetrable class boundary: from unattractive to beautiful, 

from fat to thin, and in the case of transsexuals, from male to female, or from female to 

male” (p. 57). This change in class achieves what is generally thought impossible in 

allowing the subjects of such shows to pass “supposedly impassable boundaries” (p.58). 

In the case of transsexuals, they offer a challenge to the notion that male and female are 

discrete categories. Because most people are uncomfortable questioning class boundaries 

that are integral to our culture, Serano argues, we “focus on the presumed ‘artificiality’ of 

the transformation the subject has undergone” (p. 59), thus leaving our cultural 

assumptions intact. As Serano notes, “the class systems based on attractiveness and 

gender are extraordinarily ‘artificial’ — yet only those practices that seem to subvert 

those classes (rather than reaffirm them) are ever characterized as such” (p. 59). The 

cisnormative logic of society that dictates that the gender binary and presenting as the 

gender one was assigned at birth remain intact when gender transitions are scrutinized 

and discussed. It is the presumed artificiality of the transition that is generally 

interrogated, not the artificiality of the gender categories that those transitioning 

transcend. 

Such plot lines serve two primary and somewhat contradictory functions. First, 

they serve to educate the audience on the medical and emotional issues associated with 
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transitioning, which in theory could promote understanding among a cisgender audience 

of what many transgender people go through to transition. They can also educate 

transgender audiences on the mechanics of transition (Serano, 2007). Yet, whatever the 

educational value of such depictions, they also tend to turn the transgender character into 

an object of superficial consumption for the prurient interest of mass audiences, and this 

historically has been the stronger imperative. 

South Park, Ugly Betty, and The L Word all feature coming out stories, though 

they develop them quite differently. I consider them here chronologically, in order to 

highlight the degree of change in the depictions over time.  

South Park 

The Garrison character, a long-time character on the show, first transitioned 

during the 2005 season, and thus is one of the earlier depictions considered in this study. 

It’s hard to imagine a less nuanced depiction of a transgender character than South Park’s 

Garrison, and the fact that the depiction happens in the context of satire does little to 

mitigate what one thinks of the character or its potential effects on a subset of the 

audience in terms of their impressions of transgender people. As humor, satire functions 

in a particular way. Satire tends to poke aggressive fun at a person or situation deemed 

ridiculous, often through the use of irony. In fact, Frye (1990[1957]) has described satire 

as “militant irony” (p. 223). In stating the opposite of what is meant, irony serves as a 

“means to expose the space between what is real and what is appearance” (Coletta, 

2009a). Satire is discursive and contextual, requiring a certain audience competency to 

unpack its meaning (Simpson, 2003). It often operates on multiple levels, but not 

everyone in the audience will consciously comprehend all of those levels. South Park 
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generally works from a place of satire, but it is a particularly aggressive satire that leaves 

nothing safe in its wake, and raises the question of what the preferred takeaway meaning 

really is, or if there is one.  

Garrison’s Delusional Transition 

An animated series that has aired on Comedy Central since 1997, South Park tells 

the story of four eight-year old boys in the context of their small Colorado hometown, for 

which the show is named. Mr. Garrison is their psychologically unstable, sexually 

confused schoolteacher, who regularly defies normal boundaries in his over-sharing of 

his personal life with his elementary school-aged students. The character appears in all 

twenty-one seasons of South Park, and is consistent only in his inconsistency. Voiced by 

cisgender South Park co-creator Trey Parker, Garrison begins the series as a seemingly 

heterosexual cisgender man who is hostile to homosexuality, as evidenced by various 

homophobic remarks he makes. Early on, he relies on a hand puppet named Mr. Hat to 

express the repressed parts of his personality to his students, and the puppet is both racist 

and homophobic. Garrison himself stridently denies that he is gay in the beginning, 

which the writers code as his being a repressed homosexual. Mr. Garrison comes out as 

gay well into season four, but not before being arrested for soliciting sex from one of the 

show’s third grade protagonists. In season six he endeavors to get himself fired for being 

gay so he can sue the school for millions of dollars, and he meets Mr. Slave, a 

mustachioed man in leather chaps, who becomes his male lover and teaching assistant 

until after Garrison transitions to a female presentation, and Mr. Slave leaves him. In 

other words, Mr. Garrison’s life is a mess, and he is constantly making regretful 

decisions. 
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So when Garrison, without fanfare, gets gender confirmation surgery in the 

season nine opener, entitled “Mr. Garrison’s Fancy New Vagina,” the audience is primed 

to think that this turn of events is just part and parcel of Garrison’s sexual confusion and 

poor decision-making. After confirming with the patient that he is certain of his decision 

to undergo the surgery, the doctor is told by Garrison, “My whole life I’ve been a woman 

trapped in a man’s body. A sex change operation is my last chance at happiness,” a line 

straight out of stock dialogue for transgender characters. The surgery happens in minutes 

while Mr. Garrison remains awake, moaning dramatically, and though he has not 

undergone any of the steps that one generally takes to transition, he is suddenly declared 

female because he has undergone surgery to convert his penis to a vagina. The scene 

alternates shots of animated surgery with shots of real life surgery from the semi-

documentary film Let Me Die a Woman (1978), seeming to emphasize the invasive nature 

of the procedure in all its gore in order to instill a sense of distaste in the audience. After 

the surgery is completed, Garrison, who otherwise looks exactly the same as he has 

always looked, complete with bald-pated head, asks his doctor, “Do I look like a 

woman?” The doctor hesitates, and then gives him a thumbs up, saying, “Pretty much.” 

The implication seems to be that the vagina makes the woman, despite any other 

inconsistencies in Garrison’s appearance or affect. 

Garrison makes his debut as a woman in the supermarket. A man comes through 

the doors and shouts to the crowd shopping, “Hey, everybody! You’re not going to 

believe it!…..It’s Mr. Garrison. Only it isn’t Mr. Garrison. He’s a woman now!” The 

automatic doors open, and Garrison makes his entrance, dressed in feminine attire but, 

still, looking very much like Garrison as a man. Though there has been no mention of 
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hormones, or surgical breast enhancement, Garrison suddenly appears to have breasts. 

Garrison stops and strikes a pose dramatically. “Hello everybody!” he says with a 

feminine wave, but in Garrison’s usual masculine voice. Everyone stares with disbelief.  

The next day, Garrison’s introduction of his new presentation to his students is 

equally abrupt, and the children are left confused and incredulous. When Kyle, one of the 

main characters, asks his parents, Gerald and Sheila, about gender confirmation later that 

night, the way the conversation plays out pokes fun at the careful language of identity 

politics, which is frequently a subject of derision on the show. Kyle’s mother attempts to 

explain the cognitive dissonance that she believes leads to one pursuing gender 

confirmation surgery, while verbally sparring with Kyle’s father, who seems to feel that 

gender transition is a taboo subject inappropriate for children. Kyle asks his parents what 

a sex change operation is (a term that has fallen out of favor). His father is nonplussed: 

Kyle: “But our teacher Mr. Garrison, he just had his penis made into a vagina. 

How come?”   

Gerald: “Your teacher had a sex change. Oh my God.”  

Gerald puts his hands over his eyes, seemingly perturbed.  

 Gerald [yelling]: “That does it! I’m taking you boys out of that school!”  

Sheila: “Gerald, that is very closed minded of you. You shouldn’t judge people 

who want to change.”  

 Gerald: “He’s a teacher! How are we supposed to explain this to our children!”  

Sheila [in a singsongy voice]: “It’s simple. You see, Kyle, sometimes a person’s 

outside doesn’t reflect who they are on the inside.”  

Kyle thinks back to his recent participation in the children’s all-star basketball game, 
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during which he had unsuccessfully competed as the only white child present. He was 

told that he wasn’t built for basketball, and that Jewish people like him aren’t cut out for 

the sport. We see the wheels turning in his head. 

 Kyle: “Yeah, that’s right!”  

 Sheila: “They feel like they’re somebody trapped in another person’s body. And 

so, they can have a surgery that makes them more into the person they see themselves as. 

Do you understand?”   

Kyle [with excitement]: “Totally. I totally understand.”  

 Sheila: “You see, Gerald? He totally understands.”  

But Kyle’s takeaway is not what Sheila anticipates. The next scene finds Kyle and a 

friend at the clinic where Garrison had his surgery, inquiring as to what surgery can be 

done to turn Kyle into a Black person. “I hate being small and Jewish, “Kyle tells the 

doctor. “I feel like a tall Black man,” says Kyle echoing his mother’s words. The doctor 

appraises him silently for several beats, and then says, “Oh, you want a negroplasty.” The 

doctor explains the fictitious procedures that will ostensibly turn Kyle into a tall Black 

man. Aside from trading in racial stereotypes, the descriptions of the procedures are 

meant to evoke the invasiveness of the gender confirmation surgery Garrison has 

undergone. Kyle listens excitedly at the potential solution for his feeling trapped in the 

body of a short Jewish boy. For the audience, when couched in terms of racial change, 

the notion of the “negroplasty” seems ridiculous. So why, the show seems to ask, isn’t 

surgically-enhanced gender change equally ridiculous? 

 That night, Kyle explains his desire for surgery to his parents.  

 Kyle: “Well all my life I’ve felt that I was Black.”  
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 Sheila: “Kyle, you have to accept your body the way it is.”  

 Kyle: “Why? Why do I have to accept it when I can change it?”  

The show doesn’t stop there, however. Kyle’s parents are upset to learn of his plans, and 

Gerald storms down to the clinic to talk to the doctor. Instead of talking the doctor out of 

performing the surgery, the doctor instead convinces Gerald that his love of dolphins can 

be supported through surgery to turn him into a dolphin, and he and Kyle both go through 

with their surgeries, with obviously problematic consequences. Most of the rest of the 

episode finds Kyle and Gerald experiencing the complications of their new bodies, and 

finally deciding to reverse the surgeries. Garrison ultimately decides to reverse his gender 

confirmation surgery as well, after struggling to adapt as a woman. The implication 

seems to be that whoever seeks to align their bodies with their identities through surgical 

intervention will regret it. Such discourse removes “agency” from transgender people 

(Stone, 1987, para. 60), who are “infantilized, considered too illogical or irresponsible to 

achieve true subjectivity” and make rational decisions about their own bodies and minds 

(para. 61). 

 The parallels the show draws between gender transition and race, and even 

interspecies transition, suggest that they all exist on the same irrational plane. Such a 

position evokes common critiques made against gender transition, by people who feel 

that transgender people should be helped to come to terms with their embodiment in their 

biological sex rather than allowing them to alter their presentations to align with their 

gender identities. An article in The Federalist, a Conservative web magazine, argues 

against gender transition, in a position counter to the best practices advocated by most 

reputable mental health professionals today: 
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We are in the cultural grip of what the American Psychological Association 
celebrates and champions: creating a genderless society at the cost of reality. 
Glamour magazine recently naming Caitlyn Jenner its 2015 “Woman of the Year” 
is only the tip of the iceberg. So society continues down delusional lane by 
reinforcing unhealthy ideals of gender and favoring a pretend world of identity 
politics that manufactures gender-confused children. These children are being 
pushed to reject their bodies as biologically male or female. Instead, they’re being 
told to choose a range of gender fantasies.” (Shick, 2015, para. 3) 
 

Transition, in this view, is said to reinforce “gender fantasies.” The Roman Catholic 

Church has also gone on record that being transgender is a psychological delusion, which 

should be treated as such for the ostensible good of the transgender person. The current 

Pope, Francis, comparatively more liberal than his predecessors, has remarked that 

gender identity should not be discussed in schools. "This is against nature," he said. "It is 

one thing when someone has this tendency ... and it is another matter to teach this in 

school. To change the mentality -- I call this ideological colonization"(Newsome 2016).  

 South Park’s depiction of its transgender character, despite its verbal nods to the 

innate nature of transgender, adds to the public discourse that paints transgender people 

as delusional dilettantes who should be discouraged from pursuing gender transition. 

Such a position serves to validate the cisnormative ideology that functions in both the 

show and the dominant culture, and encourages cisgender audiences to question the 

motives and judgment of transgender people who choose to transition.  

 Garrison is further represented as delusional in his attempts to fit in with other 

women after his gender confirmation surgery. Garrison repeatedly attempts to bond with 

miscellaneous women he encounters, and his attempts fall flat. He says inappropriate 

things that paint him as an outsider, and things to suggest that he doesn’t know the 

biological limitations of his gender confirmation surgery. For instance, he expresses 
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excitement that soon he may get his first menstrual period, like a cisgender woman. His 

sense that he belongs to an imagined fellowship of women simply because he has had 

surgery on his genitalia is constantly being questioned because of women’s reactions to 

him. The gradual transition of real life transgender women is denied his character, and 

because he does not pass well as a woman and doesn’t seem to understand the mechanics 

of his own gender transition, he is left as something of an alarming, ill-behaved outsider. 

His understanding of women seems to be on the level of stereotypes, in keeping with the 

suggestion that his gender transition was a spontaneous decision, as opposed to the 

culmination of years of yearning to live in the gender with which he identifies.  

 This is reinforced by fact that, in season twelve, Garrison realizes his mistake, and 

goes through an elaborate and bizarre process to return to his original gender, a process 

that involves commissioning a new penis to be grown on a laboratory mouse. Though 

perversely amusing, the plot point reiterates this notion of penile surgery as the ultimate 

expression of changed gender, and gives the character a certain Frankenstein’s monster 

quality, highlighting the medicalization of transition. As the only animated show sampled 

for this study, South Park is not tied to the conventions of reality that live action 

narratives are. Limited only by the ability to draw what they envision, the producers are 

free to make the narrative as implausible as they like, turning a character into a dolphin-

human hybrid and growing a penis on a mouse. This fundamental characteristic of the 

show obviously facilitates fantastical story lines. But, as applied to Garrison, it also 

reinforces the notion that Garrison’s gender change is itself fantastical, and something 

that Garrison dreamed up on a whim. The show positions itself as satire, but it’s 

challenging to see an alternate reading to the surface level depiction of Garrison as 



 128 

confused and bizarre. The audience is primed to laugh at him, not with him. 

 If there’s one ray of light in their making fun of the transgender character in 

offensive ways, it’s that the show skewers everyone. South Park’s writers seem to have a 

take-no-prisoners attitude when it comes to their satire, as literally nothing is safe from 

the show’s path of rhetorical destruction. Kyle, the lone Jewish kid in school, is routinely 

subject to his frenemy Eric Cartman’s anti-Semitic barbs. The kids’ sole Black friend is a 

boy they call “Token.” The show’s engagement with graphic descriptions of abortion, 

pedophilia, and even unwitting cannibalism suggest that there is nowhere the writers are 

unwilling to go for a laugh. In that context, naturally Garrison’s gender identity and 

presentation is just another way to elicit laughs, and one is tempted to give the show a 

pass on how it represents Garrison, because so much of the show’s content defies good 

will and good taste that it’s easy to ignore the particulars. As Trey Parker, one of the 

show’s creators has said, “This is South Park. We rip on absolutely everyone in really 

horrible, terrible ways” (Strachan, 2006).  

 Arguably, though, there is a difference between taking down the powerful, such as 

when the show mocks the formidable Church of Scientology, and attacking people who 

are disenfranchised from society to begin with, such as transgender people. It’s an 

aphorism in comedy that the comic should punch up, attack the powerful or the famous, 

rather than punch down at someone who is lacking in power. But South Park punches up, 

down and sideways, and the fact that it is primarily satirical seems little excuse for 

sometimes cruel portrayals. There are perhaps alternative readings of Garrison’s 

character, but they are limited by the way his story is told, and it’s likely that some in the 

audience will fail to get the joke about Garrison, whatever the joke is supposed to be. The 
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show will instead tend to reinforce any existing opinions that transgender people are 

aberrant. With Garrison the show clearly advances a cisnormative ideology, that 

condemns those that seek gender confirmation. Transgender audiences, in contrast, may 

see their experiences mocked and motivations questioned. 

Evolution of the Show 

 Though the representation of Garrison’s gender reassignment is often hostile, the 

show’s writers appear to have evolved somewhat over the run of the show. The Garrison 

transgender storyline took place between 2005 and 2008. In an episode from 2014 called 

“The Cissy” (a play on the word cisgender), Cartman places a girl’s hair bow on his head 

so that he can use the more desirable girl’s bathroom, and declares himself to be, as he 

calls it, “transginger.” When the principal scolds him for using the wrong bathroom, he 

claims that his transgender status means that he’s entitled to use the girl’s room. After 

various plot points converge to drive home the point that prejudice against transgender 

people is not the preferred position of the show at this point in time, a separate bathroom 

is relegated to those who object to transgender people using the bathroom of their choice. 

In contrast to the earlier storyline with Garrison, “The Cissy” advances an affirming, if 

tongue-in-cheek perspective on transgender people [Episode 18.3. The episode suggests 

an evolution in Stone and Parker’s opinion and understanding of transgender people over 

time, and is satirical without being unduly cruel to those who are transgender. Similarly, 

the episode “Stunning and Brave,” which opens season nineteen, manages to successfully 

poke fun at an extreme politically correct culture that demands everyone applaud Caitlyn 

Jenner as heroic and “stunning and brave,” without making fun of Jenner’s transgender 

status. 
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Discourse about South Park 

 South Park is rarely mentioned in press coverage and online without 

acknowledgement that the show pushes boundaries and perpetually finds new ways to 

shock the audience. One writer argues that most people who have watched the show 

“understand that it seeks to push the envelope in a way that doesn’t actually harm people” 

(Foley, 2016, para. 9), though whether it in fact harms people is an open question. In this 

context, Garrison’s gender transition is one of any number of “outrageous” plot lines 

(Webster, 2007, para. 3). Often, the show is described as opening a public dialogue on 

controversial issues, which affirms the notion that different audiences might view the 

transgender depictions in different ways. In response to GLAAD criticism of an episode 

that featured a pejorative word for gay people, the show runners responded that “South 

Park is famous for tackling controversial subject matter in thoughtful and hilarious ways” 

(Itzkoff, 2009, para 2). Webster (2007) calls the show “one of TV’s strongest sources of 

contemporary cultural criticism” (para. 3).  

 Yet, despite the show’s ethos, critiques can still be made as to their approach to 

transgender characters. Particular to Garrison, Streitmatter (2012) calls the coming out 

episode “absurd,” and notes that “South Park fans are accustomed to such 

absurdities….But… it’s pretty clear that the message is: gender reassignment is the 

height of silliness” (para. 22). Streitmatter further argues that he’s “not opposed to the 

satirical program’s love affair with exaggerated stereotypes, as it’s one of the show’s 

signature traits…,” but, “’D—Yikes! [The episode in which Garrison decides to reverse 

his gender confirmation surgery] doesn’t have any positive message to balance out the 

avalanche of stereotypes” (para. 15). In other words, the storyline is a fairly closed text 
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which encourages the viewer to evaluate gender transition negatively. There was 

apparently little critique at the time of the original broadcast of Garrison’s gender 

transition. In contrast to the earlier representation, referring to “The Cissy,” Milloy 

(2014), a transgender writer, observes that “I never once felt that the jokes were at my 

expense…There were certainly moments that made me uncomfortable, but only because 

of emotional resonance with my own life experience” (para. 2). Kelly (2014) argues 

about “The Cissy” that:  

for a show which revels in being un-PC (Stone and Parker ‘really fucking hate 
liberals’), this sudden acceptance of trans issues shown by many of the characters 
was unexpected and completely refreshing. South Park hasn’t exactly had the best 
track record when discussing transgender people, with trans issues being the focus 
of ridicule in two earlier episodes.” (para. 7) 
 

Ehrhardt (2014) says of “The Cissy” that “while some may find the episode to fall short 

of its accepting goals, it represents a major step forward for the show…rather than 

condemning trans people as the show has in the past, it instead follows the general thesis 

of the series that people should be allowed to do what they want” (para. 8). Clearly there 

is recognition among reviewers that South Park engaged transgender people with hostility 

in the past, but has evolved in recent years.  

 Stuart Hall (in Jhally, 2005) has said that the representation of an event becomes a 

part of the event; it “enters into” the event itself. Representation is “constitutive of the 

event” (Jhally, 2005, p. 7). The media discourse surrounding transgender people and the 

ways that they are represented become, for many people, what they know of transpeople, 

and what transpeople may suspect of themselves. When the representation occurs in the 

context of satire that evokes “disgust as entertainment” (Lester, 2015, p. 148), this is 

especially likely to be true. It’s easy to imagine that depictions like South Park’s Garrison 
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help form an image in the cisgender audience’s minds that transgender people are bizarre, 

confused, and not to be taken seriously, with likely ramifications on transgender 

acceptance in society. Coming a few years later, Ugly Betty does something to mitigate 

this impression, though it also utilizes the transgender character’s coming out as a 

dramatic plot point, and focuses on the physicality of the transgender character, which 

undercuts some of its more positive aspects.  

Ugly Betty 

 Ugly Betty, which aired on ABC from 2006 to 2010, is a light-hearted dramedy 

based on a Colombian telenovela, and as such often relies upon surprise plot points for 

dramatic effect. The transgender storyline is advanced in that context. The show follows 

its primary protagonist, Betty Suarez, an awkward Latina from Queens, as she negotiates 

her new job at a high fashion magazine, surrounded by shallow, malevolent people who 

disapprove of her looks and fashion sensibility. Betty works for Daniel Meade, the 

playboy son of a publishing tycoon, who is the magazine’s Editor-in-Chief. Daniel 

inherited the role by default when his much beloved brother Alex, who previously ran the 

magazine, died in a skiing accident — except that Alex is not really dead. She has faked 

her own death and gone into hiding to undergo a gender transition, returning with much 

hullabaloo as Alexis a year after Alex’s disappearance. This implausible premise is the 

catalyst for what ends up being, in some ways, a fairly benign portrayal of the 

transgender character. 

The Mystery Woman 

 Until well into the first season, all the audience sees of Alexis is a mysterious 

woman, shrouded from head to toe in bandages, for reasons that are not revealed until 
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much later, tucked away at an expensive-looking medical clinic. The setting highlights 

the perception that transition is a medical process to be evaluated on those terms, rather 

than a social process. She is frequently visited by Wilhelmina Slater, the ambitious 

design director of the magazine, and the two conspire to gain control of the magazine 

empire. Their meetings have a sinister cast, and Alexis is positioned as vindictive and 

calculating, in the tradition of the dangerous transsexual we see in Ava from Nip/Tuck. 

When in episode thirteen Wilhelmina drags a full length mirror into the room, Alexis 

dramatically removes the hood and robe she is wearing, and she stands in front of the 

mirror, dressed implausibly in a white satin gown and impeccably coifed hair. Whoever 

she is, she’s a knockout, played by cisgender former model Rebecca Romijn, a five-foot 

eleven-inch beauty who feels plausible as someone who apparently has been surgically 

enhanced to pass in a female presentation.  

Alexis Comes Out 

 Alexis makes her first public appearance soon after at a fashion show hosted by 

the magazine. She arrives on the red carpet resplendent in a low-cut red dress. She is 

positioned as sexually desirable, with the wind softly tousling her hair as she smiles 

brightly and soaks up the attention from the paparazzi and curious onlookers. When her 

brother Daniel begins flirting with her, Alexis leans in and whispers her secret in his ear, 

much to his shock. He wonders if her disclosure is “some kind of sick joke,” but she 

confirms her identity by revealing a tattoo she has had for years. Daniel is nearly 

breathless with shock and distaste: 

Daniel: “You’re crazy. How could you do this? I mean, I can’t even look at you!”  

Alexis: “Then don’t look at me. But I need you to know why I did this. Since I 
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was five….”  

Daniel: “Don’t!”  

He doesn’t want to hear her explanation, but she is determined to tell him.  

Alexis [speaking over him]: “Since I was five, I felt like I’ve been dropped in the 

wrong skin. This is about correcting a mistake.”  

Alexis draws on the commonly evoked “wrong body discourse,” a metaphor of having 

felt born in the wrong body that relies upon a binary conception of gender..  

 As the fashion show begins, Alexis makes an appearance on the runway in an 

ornate gown with the sides cut out provocatively, to the applause of the audience. She is 

sexualized again. Alexis takes the microphone and reveals herself to be the new 

incarnation of Alex, returned from the dead, to the gasps and murmurs of the audience. 

Because Alexis has betrayed her father to the police, the police arrive and take him into 

custody for murder. Chaos reigns around them. The episode ends, and the next episode, 

ironically entitled “Brothers,” begins television tabloid style as a reporter from the red 

carpet exclaims into the camera: 

Scandal and sex change and murder, oh my! In a move that sent permanent waves 
through the fashion community, Alex Meade, the eldest son of the mega-powerful 
Meade clan, reappeared Friday at Mode’s ‘Top Ten to Watch” fashion show, as a 
she! [Episode 1.15] 
 

 With all of this, Alexis’ entry into the show is splashy and melodramatic. The 

shock her loved ones may have felt at her sudden revelation that she has transitioned is 

muted by the shock of their finding her still alive, having faked her own death, and the 

shock of her having implicated her own father in murder. Thus, the waters are muddied 

as to what is behind Daniel’s early hostile reaction to Alexis. 
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Alexis is portrayed initially as scheming and thoughtless, and as reveling in her 

family’s emotional discomfiture. Yet the show softens its stance on her, and as she 

adjusts to life back among the living, having found that friends won’t return her calls, she 

gradually comes to see Daniel as an ally instead of an enemy. Though Daniel only 

grudgingly acknowledges her gender transition in the beginning, and displays a lot of 

hostility towards it, in time he advocates for her interests. When an advertiser wants to 

drop MODE Magazine unless Alexis’ name is taken off the masthead, Daniel holds firm 

and defends her, at great cost to the magazine. The plotline offers a contradiction 

between, on one hand Alexis’ malevolent and dramatic coming out and on the other, the 

eventual acceptance of some of her family and her innocuous presence during most of the 

rest of her time on the show, in which she becomes a character less defined by her 

transgender status. 

Alexis’ Presumed Artifice 

 The show is not above name calling in the service of humor, as when at least two 

different characters refer to Alexis as a “she-male.” When people are at odds with Alexis 

they seem to revert to calling attention to the ways in which she is ostensibly not a 

genuine woman. When feeling betrayed by Alexis’ newfound loyalty to her brother, 

Wilhelmina tells Alexis, “Oh, I never noticed what big man-hands you have.” This barb 

is an interesting contrast to Betty’s father previously claiming, “those hands are too small 

to belong to a man.” Her physicality is open to scrutiny. When Alexis meets with her 

father’s attorney, the woman scoffs at Alexis, and says “You don’t need a lawyer, you 

need a good shrink. And maybe a closer shave” [Episode 1.17]. Of course the joke that 

the audience is in on is that Alexis is played by a conventionally attractive cisgender 
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woman. She’s someone who easily passes as feminine, more so, in fact, than many 

biological females, so the writers really have to go out of their way to call attention to the 

ways in which Alexis is supposedly not a true woman. In doing so, the show undercuts 

the authenticity of transgender women, thereby neutralizing the threat to cisnormativity 

represented by a transgender character.  

 Alexis is herself complicit in calling attention to her supposed artifice, in the 

service of educating the audience on what a male-to-female transition entails, for those 

who have the interest and financial resources to pursue cosmetic interventions. When she 

finds herself alone in the elevator with Betty, who is eyeing her nervously, she lays it all 

out for Betty, answering the questions that Betty never asked but which the show implies 

the mainstream audience was asking at home: 

Alexis: “Okay, let’s cut to it. They soften the jaw, slim the nose, lower the 
hairline, shave the Adam’s apple.” 
 

She gestures at her various features as she talks.  

Alexis: “Then there are implants, cheeks, breasts, ass. I’ll spare you the more 
graphic details. But just to put a rumor to rest, they don’t save ‘it’ in a jar.”  
Betty: “Ah. That’s good to know.”  
Alexis: “And no, I haven’t given up smoking. It’s a hormone patch. So my 
mustache doesn’t grow back.” 
 

The audience has been made aware that Betty has been doing her own research on gender 

transition, and has armed herself with pamphlets and transgender-themed films that she 

shares with Daniel to help him come to terms with his sister’s transition. So the 

explanation Alexis gives about her medical transition is purely for the benefit of the 

audience’s presumed curiosity, to explain the mechanics of just how Alexis came to be 

the attractive woman we now see. 
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 The show calls attention to what the show position as Alexis’ presumed essential 

maleness in other ways. For instance, we see Alexis eating a cheeseburger, a small thing, 

perhaps, but it’s in an office where it’s made clear that female vanity trumps hunger, and 

most of the women would not publicly do such a thing. Betty is routinely picked on by 

various people for her excess weight and healthy appetite, and jokes are made about the 

nutritional self-deprivation of most of the women at the magazine. Alexis’ eating a 

cheeseburger is decidedly unfeminine in this context. 

 Alexis’ presumed essential maleness is also highlighted when she is in a car 

accident and contracts amnesia. Mysteriously, the only thing Alexis forgets are the details 

of her transition, and everything she has learned about how to present herself as a 

woman. She gleefully caresses her breasts from her hospital bed, as if she is tickled that 

she owns her own pair. She no longer knows how to walk in high heels, and she dresses 

in an inappropriately revealing way in the office, as if she’s dressing the way a certain 

kind of heterosexual man might wish a woman would dress at work for his prurient 

enjoyment. The plot twist suggests that her gender identity is a recent development, and 

not something that she has been processing for years, which is the more likely scenario. 

The implication is that she doesn’t know how to present as a woman after her accident, 

because she is not really at core a woman, merely someone who has been pretending for 

the past year and a half.  

Alexis as a Romantic Figure 

 Alexis’ love life as a transgender woman paints her in a sad light. When she meets 

an attractive man in a bar, and spends hours laughing with him, she happily gives him her 

phone number when he asks. It becomes apparent that he knows who she is and her 
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gender history, and he merely asked for her number as part of a bet. He calls her a 

“freak,” and Alexis is crestfallen. Later in the season, she becomes involved romantically 

with a handsome Brazilian photographer. Only after he asks her to return to Brazil with 

him does she learn that her vindictive father set up the relationship to get her out of the 

country and away from the magazine. It seems that Alexis is not to be allowed to have a 

successful romantic life within the show’s plot, in keeping with a common scenario in 

transgender representation (Abbott, 2013), which will be discussed at length in the next 

chapter.  

 Of note is the fact that, while previously she had presented as a heterosexual man 

who seemed to have success romancing women, the show doesn’t address her newfound 

interest in men, seeming to assume that her transition to the female gender inherently 

means that she would suddenly be attracted to men rather than the women she has dated 

in the past. This characterization thus conflates gender and sexual preference. In this way, 

the show thus plays into the stereotype of the “MTF transsexual who desires men” 

(Abbott 2013, p. 33), which suggests that transwomen transition to gain “the one type of 

power that women are perceived to have in our society: the ability to express femininity 

and attract men” (Serano, 2007 , p. 47). In having Alexis express an innate heterosexual 

preference, regardless of the gender with which she identifies, and prohibiting her from 

having a successful love relationship at all, the show reestablishes its mostly 

heteronormative perspective and renders Alexis more palatable as a woman for 

mainstream cisgender audiences. It does so by neutralizing the “sexual transgression” 

viewed by many in the dominant culture to be inherit in the transgender character who 

“passes” as a biological woman (Abbott, 2013, p. 32).  
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Alexis Assimilating 

 Despite various limitations to the Alexis character, the primary strength of the 

character, in terms of transgender representation, lies in the way that everyone eventually 

acclimates to her new identity. She is ultimately accepted by her family and the people at 

the magazine. She remains on the show for a season and a half after she appears, and 

becomes less and less extraordinary as time goes by. At a certain point, she becomes a 

character, not a transgender character, and this represents a turning point in television 

representation of transgender characters given the time that the show was on the air. 

Furthermore, fairly rapidly after coming out to her family and the public, Alexis loses the 

sinister cast that was ascribed to her through the mystery woman narrative, and she’s left 

as a competent, amiable woman who is forging new relationships with some of her 

family before she leaves the show near the start of the third season.  

Other LGBTQ Characters 

 As with a number of other shows considered in this study, Ugly Betty situates the 

transgender character within a larger landscape of LGBTQ characters and themes, while 

maintaining a largely cisnormative viewpoint. Ugly Betty has been frequently applauded 

in the media for its perceived LGBTQ-friendly characters (e.g. Deggans, 2010). Much of 

the plot on the show is driven by Betty’s affairs of the heart and her close relationship 

with her family of origin, which includes her twelve-year-old nephew Justin. Justin is 

coded as gay in stereotypical fashion, though it’s not stated until late in the series, with 

his encyclopedic knowledge of high fashion and a fondness for musical theater. Justin’s 

family, for the most part, accepts him for who he is. In another story arc, Betty helps a 

coworker find the courage to come out as gay to his judgmental mother. Often, the show 
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makes a winking nod to gay characters in the context of the presumably gay-friendly 

fashion industry, but this is done in a tongue-in-cheek manner, as when a temporarily 

blinded Wilhelmina refers to Mark as her “seeing eye gay.”  

Discourse about Ugly Betty 

 A number of articles reflected praise for ABC for its LGBTQ representation, and 

praise for Ugly Betty in particular. The show is called “a series where even the 

heterosexual characters are negotiating themes that resonate with the gay audience,” such 

as what it’s like to be an outsider, “while gay characters (and one transgender character) 

negotiated typical relationship issues” (Deggans, 2010, para. 12). Ugly Betty’s 

nomination for Outstanding Comedy for the GLAAD media wards was also frequently 

mentioned. The show is called progressive (Johnson, 2007; Rickard, 2010) or “culturally 

progressive,” with Rickard (2010, para. 2) noting that the show “covered a myriad of 

progressive themes, delivering positive messages with humor and absurdity” (para. 2).  

 With respect to Alexis, the character is frequently acknowledged to be a 

groundbreaking representation, or one that “helped change the way audiences viewed the 

transgender community” (Kane, 2013, para. 2). In an interview, Rebecca Romijn herself 

claims to have “paved the way for people like Candis Cayne and Laverne Cox 

[transgender actresses]” (Abrams & Snetiker, 2016, para. 22). Ugly Betty is mentioned as 

one of the shows that “has been even more integral in nudging the needle with 

mainstream exposure to transgender characters played – for largely inoffensive laughs, 

poignancy or even mystery” (Gurley, 2007, para. 11). Those associated with the show 

(e.g. Judith Light, Rebecca Romijn) position the Alexis character as socially positive. 

Romijn calls Alexis “revolutionary” (Bardin, 2007, para. 4). According to Light: 
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It’s such a valuable story line because it really gives tremendous support to the 
transgender community. I love the fact that Alexis has been brave enough to take 
this stand. – I love that she’s a transgender. And when you do it in the context of 
this kind of [light comedic] show, people actually listen and learn.” (Bardin, 2007, 
para. 5) 
 

 Romijn’s status as a cisgender woman playing the role of a transgender woman is 

frequently mentioned in articles, sometimes in the context of articles about transgender 

roles going to cisgender actresses (e.g. Jacobs, 2007), and sometimes in the context of 

discussing Romijn’s preparation to play a transgender character when she is not 

transgender herself, or her emotional connection to the character (e.g. Gurley, 2007). 

Addressing the controversy of having cisgender actors play transgender parts, one 

transgender writer notes, “I don’t have any complaints about a supermodel playing a 

transwoman if it’s done well….New flash to some of you: In some cases the surgery 

results ARE that good. If you have the cash as Alexis did, you could conceivably look 

convincingly feminine when you’re done…” (Roberts, 2007, para. 10/11).  

 A number of articles note that the Alexis representation is generally a positive 

one. Ugly Betty is said to “treat[s] the subject with respect and dignity” (Roberts, 2007, 

para. 2) and constitute a “realistic” portrayal of the tribulations that transgender people 

often face (para. 8). The Linsteron (2009) finds the character to be the “most fully-

realized transgender character to surface on primetime” during the time the show aired 

(para. 1). Taleth (N.D.), on the other hand, notes that Alexis is misgendered on the show 

with the storyline in which it is revealed that Alexis, as Alex, had fathered a son, and 

Alexis is “constantly subjected, even offscreen to nasty ‘tranny’ jokes and transphobic 

mockery in the script” (para. 3). A number of articles acknowledge that Alexis and/or her 

treatment improve over time. Though Alexis began as the “deceptive transsexual who is 
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scheming and villainous,” she is eventually portrayed as “sympathetic and even heroic” 

(Taleth, N.D., para. 3).  

 Despite some missteps, the overarching portrayal of the Alexis character seems 

intended to promote a degree of acceptance of transgender people. We’re shown how 

initially discomfited family members and colleagues come around to accepting Alexis’ 

new presentation, and the audience is allowed to see her blending in as a conventional 

character not overly defined by her gender transition. The fact that she is positioned as a 

competent professional emphasizes the normality of the character, in sharp contrast to the 

Garrison character on South Park. Miller (2015) argues that filmmakers have often used 

“ridicule, fear, and sympathy” to “distance the transgender characters from the audience” 

(p. 128). South Park operates on that level with the Garrison character and his 

transgender storyline. Ugly Betty, in contrast, while sometimes evoking empathy for the 

treatment of Alexis, does not encourage ridicule and fear, as ultimately Alexis blends in 

with the other characters and becomes a character outside of her transgender status.  

 The L Word 

 The Max Sweeney character in The L Word offers an interesting contrast to other 

transgender characters on a number of counts. First, Max is a transgender man, rather 

than a transgender woman, which has been the norm in transgender representation. 

Transwomen outnumber transmen and boys in the shows discussed in this project by a 

count of ten to three, and in general the stories of transmen are underrepresented on 

television. Additionally, Max’s character is situated within a lesbian community as 

opposed to a primarily heterosexual community, as is the case in most of the shows 

considered here. Finally, The L Word is at least partly targeted at gay audiences, as 
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opposed to mostly heterosexual mainstream audiences, though it enjoyed significant 

success outside of LGBTQ viewers. Because of these characteristics, the transgender 

storyline plays out differently than it might in a show intended mostly for straight 

audiences. 

 The L Word aired on premium cable channel Showtime from 2004 to 2009. 

Showtime has frequently been applauded for its LGBTQ-inclusive programming, earning 

high marks from GLAAD several years running in GLAAD’s Network Responsibility 

Index. The L Word was groundbreaking in that it was the first show of its kind on 

television, in centering its stories around the lives and romantic affairs of gay women; it 

was less groundbreaking in its classist, heteronormative approach to those lesbians, who 

are virtually all conventionally attractive, conventionally feminine, relatively affluent 

women, though the show became somewhat more diverse over time (Reed, 2009).   

  The L Word has been said to appeal to lesbian audiences through its 

storylines told from the perspective of a lesbian showrunner; it’s also been said to cater to 

the “lesbian fantasies of straight men” in its femme women and frequent sex scenes 

(Witkowski, 2004, para. 4). As Gary Levine, a Showtime executive, noted at the start of 

the series, "lesbian sex, girl-on-girl, is a whole cottage industry for heterosexual men" 

(Sedgwick, 2004, para. 2), and The L Word has plenty of it, raising the question of 

whether the preferred audience are its lesbian viewers wanting a snapshot of their lived 

experience, or the presumably more voyeuristic heterosexual male viewers. Yet, as 

Sedgwick (2004) argues, the show’s grounding itself initially in the lesbian sexual 

awakening of a previously heterosexual character invites the gaze of the heterosexual 

woman as well. The L Word, therefore, given its intended appeal to a variety of 
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audiences, serves, more than some of the shows analyzed here, as a relatively open text 

that can be read differently depending on the audience. Regardless of audience, the show 

succeeds in creating a “lesbian ecology” of women (para. 15), inside a “a visible world in 

which lesbians exist, go on existing, exist in forms beyond the solitary and the couple, 

sustain and develop relations among themselves of difference and commonality” (para. 

11).  

The Max character 

 Early in the show’s run, The L Word entertained a gender-transgressive character 

named Ivan Aycock, played by cisgender actress Kelly Lynch. With the Max/Moira 

storyline, the show goes deeper into the territory of gender presentation and transition, as 

it follows a seemingly gay-identified woman who transitions to present as a man. Max is 

played by androgynous lesbian-identified actress Daniela Sea, who once lived as a man 

for several months while traveling through India because she said it more closely aligned 

with her gender presentation than would presenting as a woman in a culturally 

conservative country (“ An interview with …”, 2006). Max begins as Moira, the butch 

female-presenting lover of Jenny, a writer who has taken time away from Los Angeles 

and has met Max near his hometown of Wilmette, Illinois. Max returns to Los Angeles 

with Jenny, and the two road trip across the country together, a trip in which it is 

established that Max experiences difficulties with how his gender presentation is 

interpreted by others. When the two arrive in Los Angeles, Max must try to fit in with 

Jenny’s sophisticated friends, and his failure to do so entirely marks Max as an outsider 

throughout his time on the show. 

  Initially, as Moira, Max seems to identify as a masculine lesbian, who is often 
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misread as a man. The first time this happens, when an older couple offers them a ride 

after they run out of gas, he first introduces himself as Max, seeming to enjoy presenting 

as a male. It’s not until a gay male acquaintance introduces him to some transgender 

friends in Los Angeles that the wheels of possibility seems to turn in Max’s head, and he 

begins to talk about transitioning. But first, his identity presenting as a woman not quite 

like the other women is established. 

Neither fish nor fowl 

 Chiseled and shaggy-haired with penetrating eyes and a masculine way of 

carrying himself, Max is frequently misread as male when presenting as Moira, and this 

confusion seems to cause less consternation to Max than whoever is doing the 

misreading, though sometimes it clearly bothers him. Moira’s becoming Max is largely 

positioned as a natural response to his gender inscrutability. Max breaks what Halberstam 

(1998) calls “a cardinal rule of gender” which says that “one must be readable at a 

glance” (p. 23). The transition, then, appears initially to be less a way for Max to feel 

comfortable than for others to feel comfortable around him. During a job interview prior 

to Max’s transition, the interviewer initially reads Moira as a man, and subsequently tells 

him, before turning him down for the job, “You’re kind of neither fish nor fowl, 

Moira…” and questions whether Max is a team player. Concern that he might not be a 

team player is clearly code for his not fitting in because he has an androgynous gender 

presentation.  

Max is shown a number of times in various restrooms, and these scenes are 

intended to highlight how little Max passes as a woman, even when presenting as one, 

and how well he passes as male. We see him yelled at and subsequently threatened 
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physically, snickered at and whispered about in women’s restrooms, and finally, as a 

man, accepted in the men’s room without question. So when Max finally articulates that 

he feels like a man, the audience is primed to feel that, unlike the seemingly arbitrary 

nature of Garrison’s transition in South Park, it makes sense that Max would want to 

transition, since he’s constantly being misgendered. 

Masculinity 

 Early in his character arc, the show juxtaposes Max with a female character, 

Shane. Though most of the main characters present as feminine women, Shane is 

positioned as a rough and tumble Peter Pan, who rides a skateboard, sports an edgy 

personal style that tends towards the androgynous, and eschews romantic commitment in 

favor of pathological womanizing. In a show noticeably absent of a range of lesbian 

presentations, Shane is, until Max’s arrival, the sole nod to masculine women among the 

main characters. Yet it is a masculinity likely rendered non-threatening to a straight, 

cisgender audience by its ties to the notion of the “tomboy” in popular film. The tomboy, 

Halberstam (1998) argues, is an innocuous expression of masculinity, which is 

commonly understood to reflect a “natural” desire of some girls to cash in on the relative 

“freedoms and mobilities enjoyed by boys” (p. 6). Yet, according to Halberstam, the 

tomboy “can be tolerated only with a narrative of blossoming womanhood” in which 

“tomboyism represents a resistance to adulthood itself rather than to adult femininity” (p. 

6). In this vein, Shane’s presentation and manner are suggestive of a playful refusal to 

grow up, and thus do not directly confront the femininity she eschews that is displayed by 

those around her. Because Shane is still legible as a woman, she serves as a foil for the 

community of women in which she circulates, without being threatening. Max, in 
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contrast, is a man in their midst, someone who sees his role as doing the heavy work in 

the way of traditional male figures.  

 Upon arriving in Los Angeles, still presenting as female, Max meets Shane, and 

her beautiful, feminine girlfriend Carmen. Quickly, sizing them up, Max shakes Shane’s 

hand heartily, and kisses Carmen in greeting. “How about we help you with the bags?” 

asks Carmen. “Oh, you girls just relax and let us butches unload the truck,” says Max. He 

swats Shane companionably on the back and says, “Come on, Shane.” Shane winces, and 

looks at Carmen, who jokingly says, “Big Butch,” as if amused that Shane could be 

characterized as such. Max seems to have identified Shane as a masculine figure in the 

relationship, and his gender calculus tells him that the men look after the women and do 

the physical work. Shane is dubious, and the show begins to establish Max as not quite 

fitting in with his new acquaintances in Los Angeles.  

Max as an outsider 

 Soon after, Jenny brings Max to a dinner party to celebrate Jenny’s return to Los 

Angeles. Excited to introduce the still female-presenting Moira to her friends, Jenny is 

disappointed when the evening doesn’t go well, and when she excuses herself from the 

table to follow Max, the other women discuss Max and his perceived unsuitability for 

Jenny: 

Bette: “She comes from a place where, you know, you have to define yourself as 

either or. It’s probably just the only language that she has to describe herself.”  

Alice: “She has the language of those shit-kicking boots and that lumberjack 

walk.”  

 Tina: “I’m just surprised that she wanted to role play like that, especially after 
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everything that Jenny’s been through.”  

In trying to classify Max, the women demonstrate the boundary wars and persistence of 

gender assumptions even among cisgender LGBTQ people. Max seems to be viewed as a 

threat to the women’s feminine world, and someone who is playing a role, perhaps for 

sexual gratification. Bette’s remark that Max comes from a world where he hasn’t learned 

the gradations of how one can present himself is interesting, because it is they who are 

trying to constrain Max within a binary gender system, albeit one that resonates with their 

lesbian identities. Even within a community of lesbians, who would more typically be 

represented as “others” on mainstream television, Max is constructed as an outsider, who 

doesn’t quite fit in anywhere he goes. He only presents himself as overtly masculine, in 

their estimation, because he doesn’t understand his options.   

Max’s transition 

 The start of Max’s transition happens both suddenly and in a way that suggests 

everyone was waiting for Max to catch up with the meaning of his own identity. A gay 

male acquaintance, Billy, dubious that Max really identifies as a woman, invites him to a 

party, where there will be “people like us. Some people who’ve …changed their bodies to 

match up with their brains, and a few who’ve changed their brains to match up with their 

bodies” [Episode 3.4]. The invitation reads like an intervention. “These are my new 

friends Jenny and …. Moira, do you go by any other name?” asks Billy when they arrive. 

“She sometimes goes by Max,” responds Jenny, emphasizing the word she. The two start 

conversing with a woman and her screenwriter boyfriend, Tom, who we learn is a 

transgender man. He reveals that his screenplay is about “the life, a girl who becomes a 

boy. What he goes through. You know, small town, realizing he’s really not a she.” He 
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looks pointedly at Max. A conversation commences about top surgery, and the girlfriend 

describes the procedure. She seems to be educating Jenny, Max, and the audience all at 

once, as is common in coming out narratives. Billy suggests that Tom’s experience 

resonates with Max. Max reveals that she’s thought about being male since she was a 

child. When Jenny wonders why Max never disclosed his feelings to her, he responds 

that, “it just didn’t really seem like something that you talked about, you know?” Billy 

reassures him, “Aw, you can talk about it, Darling. You have to talk about it.” 

 In the aftermath of the party, with the wheels turning in Max’s head and Jenny 

realizing that there may be more to Max’s gender identity than she thought, she brings 

him a chest binder and a prosthetic penis and invites him to try them on. Jenny watches 

approvingly as Max appraises himself in the mirror. From there, Max’s decision to 

transition moves quickly. Later, Jenny supports Max’s decision to begin taking 

hormones, even though he acquires them on the black market rather than through a 

doctor, and she injects him with hormones herself, and advocates for his new identity 

with the other women. Romantically, their relationship suffers as he experiences the 

effects of too large a dose of testosterone, and becomes difficult to live with and 

aggressively jealous, evoking a stereotype about transmen and testosterone [Episode 3.9]. 

 Most of the women take Max’s gender transition in stride, though they never 

seem entirely comfortable around him. The exception to this is Kit, the lone heterosexual 

woman in the group, who expresses her concerns about the transition. Max has just 

corrected her for calling him “girl,” and is not placated by her claim that she calls 

everyone girl. Kit tells him she’s worried about him and questions whether “changing” 

himself “into a man is going to solve all of [his] problems.” Max responds that he’s never 
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felt comfortable in a female body. Max expresses a desire to be seen for who he really is 

inside, but Kit is undeterred. 

Kit: “You know, it just saddens me to see so many of our strong butch girls giving 

up their womanhood to be a man. You know, we’re losing our warriors, our 

greatest women. And I don’t want to lose you….What if I lived my life feeling 

white inside, and then, the next day I woke up, and I could change the color of my 

skin, the features on my face, to become white? Would you encourage me to do 

that?”  

Again, as in South Park, race is evoked as a corollary to gender identity, but the question 

is asked in more philosophical terms.  

Max: “I don’t know. Do you feel white inside?”  

Kit: “What’s “white inside”? What’s “male inside”? What’s “female inside”? 

Why can’t you be the butchest butch in the world and keep your body?”  

 Kit is the only character in all the shows analyzed here who disagrees with a 

character’s transition on political grounds, in suggesting that Max is forsaking a 

community of “strong butch girls” who are “warriors” by physically becoming a man. 

The implication is that Max is abandoning (lesbian) women when he should be joining 

forces with them for the empowerment of their community. That this critique comes from 

a feminine-presenting heterosexual woman is curious, but her position evokes a tension 

within the LGBTQ community about the role of masculine women and transgender men 

in the lesbian community. As Urquhart (2015) notes, “the borders between butch women, 

masculine genderqueer people, and trans men are clearer in theory than in practice” (para. 

1). 
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 Unlike in Ugly Betty and South Park, the audience is allowed to witness the 

transition of Max, rather than processing the transition as something that has already 

happened. In that sense, the transition is more organic and less of a dramatic plot point, 

though it assuages some of the audience’s potential appetite for details of the transition 

process. Whereas Ugly Betty and South Park intend to appeal to a cisgender audience, 

The L Word overtly allows for a transgender audience as well, who may watch with 

interest as to how Max’s transition evolves. The execution of the transition storyline, 

however, is complicated and unsatisfying. Oblivious to dosage or risk, Max obtains his 

hormones on the black market, and seemingly overnight takes on masculine 

characteristics, an unrealistic depiction of the gradual nature of the transition process. He 

quickly schedules top surgery to remove his breasts, all without having engaged in the 

therapy and diagnosis of gender dysphoria which would in real life have been required 

for Max to access medical care. The whole transition process and timeline is compressed 

for Max, giving a false impression of the process through which those identified female 

at birth medically transition to the male gender.  

Max’s pregnancy 

 The show further undercuts Max’s transition by having him become pregnant 

through a relationship with his gay male lover, a development that upsets him and allows 

the female characters of the show to question the validity of his male identity. Max’s 

relationship with Tom seems counter to his previous status as a gay-identified woman 

who has only dated women, seeming to make the mistake of conflating gender and sexual 

preference. In having Max date a man, the show seems to want to reestablish its 

homonormative equilibrium and neutralize Max’s status as one of the few heterosexual 
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male characters on the show. The plot line occurred in season 6, which aired in 2009, two 

years after transman Thomas Beattie made headlines for carrying his own biological child 

despite having transitioned, suggesting that The L Word’s writers maybe have been 

exploiting the story of the “pregnant man” in the interest of a dramatic storyline that 

didn’t necessarily make sense to the character. Nonetheless, the storyline allows the show 

to ask questions about gender and sexuality not being asked elsewhere in television 

depictions of transpeople. Some transgender people choose to reproduce biologically, to 

achieve the goal of becoming parents. The L Word asks us to consider how we 

conceptualize the gender of such people.  

 Max learns of the pregnancy just as he is about to undergo a mastectomy to 

further his physical transformation to male. Max seeks an abortion, but is told that the 

pregnancy is too far along to enable one, and that he must carry the fetus to term. He 

attempts to communicate his needs with the receptionist in the clinic while other patients 

gape and whisper in disbelief at the bearded man demanding an abortion, and empathy is 

encouraged towards Max because of the impossibility of his position, as we see him 

confronted with unwanted evidence of his female physicality.  

 From the beginning, Max seems to hate everything about the pregnancy, from the 

changes to his body to his emotional lability. It’s as if the fetus has interfered with 

everything he knows about his manhood, and he is seemingly resentful that he must put 

aside his personal needs and gender imperatives to carry the baby. To add insult to injury, 

the pregnancy seems for other people in his life to give lie to the notion that he is male, 

and he finds himself in several exchanges with stridently opinionated cisgender women 

who do not realize that they are being insensitive and negating his gender identity. In one 
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scene, Jenny, Max’s friend and former lover, who was initially supportive of his 

transition, needles Max about the pregnancy during a group lunch. Max is slouched in a 

chair grumpily, his beard in full bloom, an untucked button-down men’s shirt doing a 

mediocre job of concealing his pregnant belly. Jenny asks Max, “How is the beautiful 

mother-to-be?” Max counters with a hostile gesture, and Jenny seems oblivious as to why 

he has reacted that way. “What was that for?” Max’s partner takes up for him: 

 Tom: “He doesn’t like being referred to as ‘mother.’”  

 Jenny: “Why? You should be proud that you’re a mother.”  

 Max [with hostility]: “I’m not a mother, okay Jenny? Can you get that?”  

 Jenny [doubtfully]: “Okay.”  

Despite living in a community in which women are parenting together without the help of 

a male partner, Jenny can’t seem to grasp the idea that Max does not envision himself as 

a mother just because he is pregnant, or envision himself as beautiful in a feminine sense. 

When Max looks away, she rolls her eyes, and continues. She admires his changed 

breasts and hips, and tells him that he is curvaceous. She tells him that he is becoming 

“womanly.” Max slams down his napkin and stands up from the table. Everything Jenny 

has said has denied his masculinity, and has sought to ascribe to him a maternal 

femininity that he doesn’t feel. Max walks away, upset.  

 Jenny: “Why is she so sensitive?”  

It’s as if the fact of his pregnancy supersedes for Jenny all other evidence that he is male, 

and his transition is not to be respected anymore. In a later scene, Max has a panic attack 

at his baby shower while trying to ward off various women’s advice that he must 

breastfeed the baby, because he shouldn’t be “selfish” at a time like this, a suggestion that 
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demands Max’s acquiescence to female embodiment at the expense of his gender 

identity. Yet, arguably, the audience is supposed to recognize that the women are out of 

line, that their behavior is unsettling to Max and disrespectful of his gender.  

 After the baby shower, we see Max alone, shirtless, examining himself in front of 

a mirror. He picks up a comb and combs his beard, as if to reassure himself that he is still 

a man through stroking the physical manifestation of his maleness. He begins cutting, and 

finally shaving his beard. He seems to have reconciled himself to something, perhaps the 

possibility that things will be easier on him through the pregnancy if he presents a more 

easily legible binary gender to the world and subjugates his own needs to those of his 

unborn child. When the series ends soon after, it’s unclear what will become of Max and 

his baby, or how his gender presentation will play out.  

 Overall, The Max character presents an interesting window into what it might be 

like to transition to the male gender within a community of gay-identified women. It 

presents the transition process in problematic ways, but asks interesting questions about 

gender and transgender embodiment. Because we get to witness Max’s transition, it lacks 

the dramatic effect of a coming out story that relies on the disclosure of transition to 

move the plot forward in an exciting way. The fact that Max is a transgender man is 

noteworthy in a media milieu that has tended to ignore transmen, but his masculinity is 

undercut by the way the pregnancy story line is developed, and the women’s reaction to 

the pregnancy, and by Max’s status as an outsider among the women. In The L Word, 

Max exists, in part, outside of what Berlant and Warner (1998, p. 553) call “heterosexual 

culture,” although it is a culture that panders in some ways to the heterosexual viewer, 

but the show’s culture is nevertheless a cisnormative one. As such, it calls attention to the 
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ways that Max is different from the cisgender women on the show. The discourse 

surrounding the show and the Max character reflects both ideological positions of the 

show.  

Discourse about The L Word 

 The L Word is frequently called some variation of “groundbreaking,” or discussed 

as being the first of its kind to feature predominantly lesbian characters. Nordyke (2007, 

para. 6) calls the show a “milestone of lesbian culture,” (p. 6) and Upadhyaya (2015, 

para. 3) calls the show ““simultaneously radical and problematic.” According to Jennifer 

Beals, a straight-identified actress on the show, The L Word “helped break some barriers” 

and “had a lot to do with removing the stigma” (Nordyke, 2008, para. 16) associated with 

being a gay woman. The show is frequently said to have had a positive impact on fans. 

An L Word fan fiction writer notes that “When [she] watched The L Word, what was 

great about it was that there weren’t too many other shows where you could see lesbian, 

bisexual, transgender characters – and so that was really liberating to see those” (Thiele, 

2015, para . 2). In an acceptance speech for a GLAAD award, gender fluid actor Ruby 

Rose said the show gave her characters “she could relate to” and “probably saved [her] 

life” (Gardner, 2016, para. 6). In various interviews, cast members claim to get many 

emails and personal contacts from viewers praising the impact of the show. The show 

“provided a voice for the lesbian community” (Reynolds, 2016, para. 27). 

 Despite the praise, the show has also been criticized for what some have 

perceived as a lack of diversity in the kinds of LGBTQ characters represented. One such 

critique argues that The L Word commodifies the lesbian identity to the detriment of the 

larger LGBTQ community: 
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Images that lack an analysis of the complexity of queer life can be detrimental to 
queer identity and to those who are coming out. While the L Word is a positive 
step for queer visibility, the characterizations on the show exclude many queer 
identities, apparently in the interest of creating a new consumptions based 
‘lesbian’ identity.” (Krauss, 2007, para. 30) 
 

The show is said to represent “only a very specific subset of lesbians,” namely cisgender, 

affluent “lipstick lesbians” (Shields, 2015, para. 3). 

 Regarding the Max/Moira character and storyline, the verdict is mixed. On the 

one hand Max has been described as intriguing (“TV ‘Rollergirls’,” 2005), “captivating,” 

(Frey, 2007, para. 30), and “one of the most authentic characters on the show” 

(Halberstam, 2008, para. 6). Others praise the Max storyline for its portrayal of 

transgender workplace issues (Pogensky, 2015) and its “somewhat accurately portrayed” 

depiction of some of the medical aspects of transition (Krausse, 2007, para. 50). Frey 

(2007) commends the show for a scene depicting sex between a gay identified man and 

the transgender Max, claiming it was a “bold choice” and that it “didn’t just push 

boundaries; it redefined them.” (para. 32). 

 Not all of the discourse about Max is positive, however. One writer describes 

Max as “an insult to the transgender community” (Searby, 2007, para. 5). Some express 

disappointment that the show transitioned the lone butch character to male rather than 

exploring a butch identity (e.g., Vitello, 2006), or in one case, take issue because 

Max/Moira is not “a true butch” (“Letters,” 2006, para. 2). One author bemoans the 

“clumsy storyline that “reduced the complexity of transgender issues in a stereotypical 

war between the sexes” (“Gender Trouble,” 2006, para. 3), and complains that the show 

“conflate[s] gender expression with ‘role playing’” (para. 19). Costa (2012) notes that 

“Moira/Max was unfortunately the product of some disastrous character development and 
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was highly criticized as a huge misrepresentation of trans men. Additionally….Max was 

the subject of some hugely offensive trans-phobic comments by the lesbian characters of 

the show” (para. 2). Soper (2015) argues that Max’s character development caused him to 

commit “gender treason” and that Max is “made to look like a joke for being himself” 

(para. 8).  

 The pregnancy storyline, in particular, is viewed as melodramatic (Fonseca, 

2009), unrealistic (Riese, 2009), and otherwise problematic, as “his dysphoria around the 

pregnancy is ridiculed and his pregnancy is labeled as going through ‘motherhood.’ 

Ouch, L Word. Ouch” (Soper, 2015, para. 10). The depiction of Max’s medical transition 

with the help of illegal hormones is also criticized, because it “gave the whole storyline a 

sheen of criminality” (“Gender Trouble,” 2006, para. 8), and because it played into 

stereotypes about trans men becoming aggressive due to hormones (Costa, 2012). One 

writer, however, asserts that Max’s use of illegal hormones is in keeping with someone of 

his economic class, and is thus a realistic depiction (Wong, 2012).  

 In one way, the Max character represents a positive step in transgender 

representation because he gives visibility to the transgender men largely invisible in 

media culture. The character, however, is a flawed one that functions within a largely 

cisnormative viewpoint at the same time the show as a whole generally questions, even if 

it doesn’t completely subvert, heteronormative culture. Reed (2009) argues that The L 

Word operates within a schema of “split and contradictory address” (p. 170) which seeks 

to “represent marginalized identities to mass audiences” with “competing 

constituen[cies].” Thus, situating Max within cisnormativity is a strategy for stabilizing 

the gender binary for mainstream audiences, while also challenging gender categories for 
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queer audiences. 

Max calls attention to issues often faced by transgender and gender fluid people 

— for instance being misgendered, and being subject to workplace discrimination — but 

the show uses overly dramatic plot points that undermine the character, and he remains 

largely isolated from the other characters, suggesting a certain inevitability of transgender 

people living outside of the rest of society.  

Conclusion 

 The Garrison storyline on South Park, as well as the Alexis storyline on Ugly 

Betty and the Max storyline on The L Word, occur almost contemporaneously with each 

other, yet the depictions of the transgender characters are quite different. Though all of 

them tell a kind of coming out story, and all rely upon “wrong body” discourse that 

medicalizes the transition and privileges the gender binary, they tell those stories in 

different ways. South Park takes a supposedly satirical approach to Garrison in painting 

his decision to transition as bizarre, while offering limited alternative readings to its 

extremely problematic portrayal. The impact is to pathologize those who are transgender 

to both cisgender and transgender audiences, reinforcing longstanding narratives that 

suggest transgender people are unstable and worthy of scorn. Such narratives not only 

impede transgender people’s standing in society, but also reinforce ideologies that have 

put transgender people, particularly transwoman, actively in danger. Ugly Betty exploits 

the Alexis character’s coming out in the service of a sensationalized storyline, which keys 

into a common trope that has been advanced in the service of cisgender curiosity and 

cisnormativity that transitioning is dramatic and largely about the medical procedures one 

undergoes. Yet the character also seeks to elicit empathy from audiences, and eventually 
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Alexis’ transgender status is a minor aspect of the character, which symbolically 

normalizes transgender people. In Max, The L Word offers a rare male transgender 

character, giving visibility to a group that has been all but invisible in the media. The 

show also asks interesting questions about the convergence of sexuality and gender, and 

complicates the notion of binary gender, despite the flaws in the character arc. 

Ultimately, Alexis and Max move transgender representation forward in some ways, 

while Garrison reinforces hostile attitudes towards transgender people, and sets their 

representation back.  

 A positive development might lie in the diminishment of coming out stories on 

television, and in particular those that call attention to the physicality of the transgender 

character and the medicalization of transition. Focusing on the physical and medical 

aspects of transition objectifies and sensationalizes transgender people, and tends to 

confirm a cisnormative conception of a gender binary. Though transgender audience 

members might find some of this focus informative if they are considering transitioning 

themselves (Serano, 2007), that has not seemed to be the primary imperative in such 

representations. As Serano notes, “clearly th[o]se shows were being made by and for 

people who did not identify with the trans person in the program and who were not 

contemplating sex reassignment themselves” (p.54). Such a shift in focus in 

representation away from these kinds of coming out stories has happened over time, as 

will be discussed in the final two chapters. 

 The following chapter will consider the ways in which transgender people have 

traditionally been constructed as romantic and sexual subjects. It will then consider four 

television representations – Carmelita from Dirty Sexy Money (2007-2008), Venus from 
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Sons of Anarchy (2012 – 2014), Paula from Two and a Half Men (2013), and Carmen 

from It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia (2005-2010). 
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CHAPTER 7 
 

THE TRANSGENDER LOVE INTEREST 
 

This chapter examines the ways in which transgender women have been 

represented during the period under analysis as it relates to romantic relationships (RQ1), 

considering how stereotypes of transgender women have been promoted or subverted 

(RQ1.1). It also considers the ways that the shows have been contextualized in news 

discourse and blogs (RQ4), and the ways that the shows’ talent has contributed to the 

dialogue about transgender people as represented in the shows (RQ4.2). 

Constructing Transgender Romance 

The romantic and sex lives of transgender characters have traditionally received 

little expression in television narratives, and when they have, it rarely has been without 

drawing upon stereotypes. Most often, transgender women have been represented in 

media depictions rather than transgender men, and often in the context of being sex 

workers (Abbott, 2013; Serano, 2007).  

Abbott (2013) argues that media depictions of transgender people seek to resolve 

the crisis created when transgender romance is equated with sexual transgression, as it 

often is in the dominant culture and historically in medical discourses. Early twentieth 

century sexologists explained homosexuality as gender inversion, so that “cross-dressing 

was presumed to be a physical manifestation of this psychological state” (p. 33). For 

much of the history of gender confirmation treatment, an ultimate goal of treatment was 

to achieve the heterosexuality of the patient. These medical discourses have generally left 

female-to-male transsexuals out of the equation, privileging male-to-female transsexuals 
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and male cross-dressers (Abbott, 2013). Frequently, someone assigned male at birth 

transitioning to a female presentation is positioned ideologically as seeking to access 

female sexuality, whereas someone assigned the female gender at birth transitioning is 

seen as a means of accessing male privilege (Abbott, 2013; Serano, 2007). When 

transgender women are positioned as transitioning in order to attract men as opposed to 

achieving power in their female identity, they are “disempowered” and heterosexual male 

desire is privileged (Serano, 2007). By extension, transgender men lose power in this 

misogynistic, heteronormative equation because they have negated their presumed sexual 

availability to straight men without fully gaining access into the world of the heterosexual 

male. When transgender women and men are differently sexualized in the dominant 

culture in these ways, transmen are often invisible, and transwomen are often overtly 

sexualized, or even fetishized. 

Transgender women have been frequently fetishized in American culture, despite 

the fact that as Serano (2007) notes, the impulse to fetishize transgender women is in 

some ways antithetical to positioning them as aberrant and “sexually undesirable” (p. 

261). Some of the contradiction, she argues, can be explained by discourses that sexualize 

women in general. She describes the mechanism of media sexualization to which both 

cisgender and transgender women are subject: 

Sexual desirability is something that we all hope to have to some extent. When 
other people express their sexual desire for us, it can be extremely empowering, 
so long as such expressions are reserved for the appropriate time and place – i.e. 
from the right person and when we have signaled our openness or willingness to 
reciprocate. Sexualization, on the other hand, has the opposite effect: Rather than 
empowering the person it’s used to leverage power over them. (p. 254) 
 

Thus, sexualizing transgender women, as opposed to desiring them, is a way of usurping 
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their power, and quelling the anxiety created when societal norms are transgressed by 

their very embodiment. As Fairclough (1989) has argued, one cannot understand an event 

without understanding the power relationships involved in the event. When transgender 

women are unduly sexualized, and thus objectified, the power shifts away from them 

towards the people sexualizing them. 

 Furthermore, Hall (2003) argues that fetishism involves fantasy. According to 

Hall, “fetishism involves disavowal…the strategy by means of which a powerful 

fascination or desire is both indulged and at the same time denied” (p. 267). Fetishism is 

inherently contradictory, and allows people to both indulge their tabooed romantic 

interest in transwomen while denying that transwomen are a worthy subject of romantic 

interest. Engaging in stereotypes, and reducing transwomen to their bodies can be a 

means of disavowal. 

Most of the shows examined in this chapter function to some degree within 

common romantic and sexual stereotypes of transgender women. Though most of the 

shows do not depict transgender sex workers in a conventional sense, and this represents 

a departure from stereotype, one of the shows features a transgender escort, and two of 

the other three characters analyzed for this chapter are secret mistresses. Where the 

representation of transgender women is concerned, the mistress is the slightly more 

respectable cousin of the sex worker. Mistresses operate in a landscape of secrecy, where 

their romantic entanglements are a source of anxiety and guilt for their romantic partners. 

They are not only outside of the structure of heteronormative monogamy, but offer an 

overt threat to it. Their sexual and romantic engagement is therefore inherently illicit. It’s 

Always Sunny in Philadelphia’s Carmen and Dirty Sexy Money’s Carmelita are both 
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secret mistresses, who are asked to stay in the shadows to save their lovers 

embarrassment and/or preserve their lovers’ lifestyles. Venus, from Sons of Anarchy, is 

an actual sex worker, though her character is developed, in a break from the mold of past 

transgender representations, in the context of a tender love story. In Paula from Two and 

a Half Men, counter to the stereotype, we see a sexually empowered investment banker 

who is allowed to openly date a heterosexual man, though other aspects of her character 

draw upon stereotypes. 

Carmelita from Dirty Sexy Money 

Dirty Sexy Money (2007-2008) is a comedic primetime drama that aired on ABC 

from 2007 to 2009. When idealistic lawyer Nick George’s father is killed in a plane 

crash, Nick (Peter Krause) is implored to succeed his father as the family lawyer and 

handler of the dysfunctional and wealthy Darling clan. Oldest son Patrick Darling IV 

(William Baldwin) is expected to fulfill his parents’ desire for a statesman in the family. 

He is, as his father describes him, the “scion” of his family [Episode 1.2]. As the series 

opens, Patrick, the state’s Attorney General, is about to announce a run for U.S. Senate, 

and all hands are on deck to ensure that he wins the election. Patrick is married to the 

ambitious and pragmatic Ellen Darling, a cisgender woman with whom he has two 

children, who seemingly loves his political prospects at least as much as she loves him. 

Transgender actress Candis Cayne plays Patrick’s transgender mistress, Carmelita 

Rainer. Carmelita is poised, intelligent, and exceptionally attractive, seemingly an 

impressive partner for a future Senator, except for the fact that she is not his wife, and for 

the fact that she is transgender.  

Like many of the characters discussed in this study, Carmelita’s portrayal reverts 
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at times to stereotypical representation of the transgender character, but also sometimes 

moves the conversation about transgender people forward. On the negative side, other 

characters sometimes use pejoratives to describe Carmelita’s transgender status, or 

misgender her. Furthermore, Carmelita’s character exists in the context of an illicit affair, 

and Patrick’s affection for her is often discussed by the other characters as part of 

Patrick’s secret fetish for transgender women. On a more positive note, the relationship 

between Patrick and Carmelita is loving and genuine, though they are not ultimately 

allowed to be together by the writers. Despite the positivity of the love relationship, the 

character herself is sexualized. Carmelita is not fully developed as a character, and thus 

exists merely to support and define a cisgender male character. On a final positive note, 

the Carmelita character is played by a transgender actress, which is a television first. 

Fetishizing Carmelita 

Carmelita is described pejoratively or misgendered by other characters, 

particularly Nick, the family handler. In the first episode, Patrick begs Nick to break up 

with Carmelita on his behalf, something Nick’s father has done for Patrick for a number 

of other relationships with transgender women, because he’s worried about the 

consequences of their relationship on his Senate run and wishes to avoid a confrontation 

with Carmelita: 

Patrick: “Just go up to the room at explain to her that it’s over.”  

  Nick [pointedly]: “Her.”  

 Patrick: “Yeah.”  

Nick: “No, you do it. He’s your girlfriend. She.”  

Nick stumbles over the correct pronouns, seemingly unwilling to concede that Carmelita 
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is a woman. The scene is intended to have a comic quality to it, but the comedy is at the 

expense of Carmelita. The audience is brought in on the laughs. Nick’s misgendering of 

Carmelita constitutes what Bettcher (2009) calls a “basic denial of authenticity,” a 

phenomenon to which transgender people have often been subjected, when the 

authenticity of their presenting gender is questioned or subverted. Such denials of 

authenticity are, according to Bettcher, “generally embedded in discourse about 

‘appearance,’ ‘reality,’ ‘exposure,’ ‘discovery,’ and ‘deception’” (p. 47), discourses in 

which Carmelita’s character are situated. Nick positions Carmelita as “really” a man, 

which will have negative impact upon Patrick if their relationship is discovered by the 

press and the general public.  

 Patrick begs Nick to reconsider about breaking up with Carmelita on his behalf, 

and tries to hand him a check to pass on to Carmelita, suggesting that Patrick is providing 

her with some kind of stipend in light of their relationship ¾ that Carmelita is a kept 

woman.  

 Nick [indignantly]: ”No. I’m not gonna go into a hotel and give a tranny hooker a 

check!”  

Patrick [with exasperation]: “She’s not a hooker. You make it sound so dirty, 

Nick.”  

Nick: “Well what the hell is it, Pat, if it’s not dirty?”  

Patrick: “Different.”  

Patrick’s argument that the relationship is “different,” undercuts Nicks transphobia 

somewhat. Though Nick tries to call attention to the illicit nature of the relationship, 

Patrick suggests that it is more than that, though he concedes that it is outside of most 
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people’s range of experience. Nick continues sternly:  

 Nick: “Patrick, listen to me. You are going to be a United States Senator. You are 

going to occupy one of the highest offices in the land. Don’t you, as a future U.S. 

Senator, at least have to have enough courage, enough integrity, to walk into a 

hotel room on your own and give a tranny hooker a check?”  

The line reads as comedic, with Nick trying to get a rise out of Patrick by using a 

pejorative and repeating the idea that Carmelita is a sex worker, a prospect that is 

bolstered by the fact that Patrick wants Nick to present her with a check. Nonetheless, 

Patrick resents the coarseness of Nick calling her a prostitute, when theirs is an emotional 

attachment much more than it is transactional, a reality that will become more apparent as 

the storyline continues. 

Patrick [hissing, wagging his finger at Nick]“She’s not a hooker!”  

Nick: “I know she’s not a hooker, okay? But is she more of a man than you are?” 

Appealing to Patrick’s manhood, at Carmelita’s expense, seems to have the desired 

effect, and Patrick concedes that he will break up with Carmelita himself.  

 Though Nick’s verbal positioning of Carmelita is again intended to be comedic, 

the use of pejoratives to describe Carmelita’s transgender status promotes stigma and 

transphobia. Societal stigma surrounding transgender people can impact their lives in 

practical ways, such as their ability to gain and maintain employment, or their ability to 

live free of violence, but it also can impact transgender people emotionally, as 

transgender people are often subject to “internalized transphobia” (Mizock and Mueser, 

2014, p. 156), in which the negative messages that society gives them about being 

transgender is internalized. The fact that Patrick pushes back against Nick’s language 
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somewhat mitigates, though doesn’t eliminate, the potential impact of the abusive words 

on the audience. 

Patrick’s interest in Carmelita is positioned as the latest in a long line of 

dalliances with transgender women, and thus she is conceived of partly as a fetish rather 

than as a partner in a genuine love relationship. Patrick himself hints at having had 

several other extramarital relationships with transgender women. Patrick’s transamory is 

alluded to in veiled language several times by others, and is clearly a source of frustration 

and curiosity to his family. Karen Darling refers to her brother’s embarrassing “romantic 

habits” [Episode 1.2]. Also speaking euphemistically, Tripp tries to talk to Patrick about 

how to navigate his infidelity during the potential Senate run, speaking in code about 

Patrick’s proclivity for transgender women: 

Tripp: “If you’re worried about some things coming to light in the election, we 

can handle that, together.”  

Patrick looks down, seemingly embarrassed about the conversation, as his father 

continues.  

Tripp: “You know, these things have a way of coming to the surface anyway. 

They’re like splinters. They want out” [Episode 1.2]. 

Patrick’s history of illicit relationships with transgender women is coded as nebulous 

“things,” “splinters” beneath the surface that will come out during the campaign [Episode 

1.2]. 

 Both the fact that Patrick is married and his preference for transgender 

extramarital partners mean that Patrick has to live deceptively, with the constant risk that 

his secrets will be revealed — because having a transgender lover is positioned as a 
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secret — and his Senate run will subject him to even more scrutiny, which may bring to 

light his affairs. Carmelita, therefore, is constructed from the start not as a viable life 

partner, but as someone whose existence in Patrick’s life is an embarrassment and a 

threat. 

 The notion of transamory is somewhat controversial among transgender people 

and those who study sexuality. The Center for Sexual Pleasure and Health, which 

advocates for a culturally inclusive and sex positive view of sex, argues for the use of the 

term skoliosexual to refer to someone who is “attracted to gender-queer or non-binary 

individuals,” as opposed to the more “problematic” transamorous, which is “mostly used 

in conjunction with cis men who chase trans folks, especially trans fem(me)s,” a term 

which highlights the fetishization of transgender women and the stigma surrounding it 

(Anderson-Minshall, 2017, para. 3). Blogger Charley Reid (2017) argues that those who 

identify as transamorous, or “chasers” as they’re frequently called by transgender people, 

objectify transwomen, fetishize them without acknowledging their humanity or viewing 

them as worthy of love beyond sexual engagement. In contrast, Serano (2009) argues that 

the assumption that those cisgender people who are attracted to transgender people must 

have a fetish is invalidating to transgender people, because it assumes that their interest is 

strictly sexual, since transgender people are presumed to be not viable as romantic 

partners. Patrick is positioned as transamorous, in the pejorative sense, though this 

positioning is belied by the fact that Patrick seems to love Carmelita, and wishes for a 

sustained romantic relationship with her.  

Patrick and Carmelita in Love 

 Indeed, despite the ways in which Carmelita is fetishized and the secret nature of 
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the relationship, Patrick and Carmelita’s relationship is presented mostly as a genuine 

love relationship. Patrick is tender towards the emotionally needy Carmelita. We’re 

shown intimate scenes of the two together talking, seemingly in love. When Patrick again 

feels compelled to break things off with Carmelita for the sake of the senatorial 

campaign, he seems heartbroken. While drinking in a bar, escorted by the family butler, 

Patrick opines, “Do you know how much love I’ve given up to be in this family….to be 

who my dad wants me to be? How much love and simple affection?…Enough love for 

ten lifetimes” [episode 1.3]. When Patrick’s wife finds out he’s been with Carmelita, he 

explains, “I can…I can tell her things,” [episode 1.8]. Carmelita is a confidante, as much 

as she is a lover. For her part, Carmelita pressures Patrick to bring their relationship out 

into the open, because she “hate[s] being a secret” [episode 1.6]. After Patrick’s wife dies 

in a freak accident, the two determine to be together publicly after his election, despite 

the protests of Nick and Patrick’s father. Unfortunately, their plans are not allowed to 

come to fruition. Carmelita is shot at Patrick’s inauguration by Patrick’s bereaved 

brother-in-law, and she dies. Despite a progressive plot line that depicts a genuine love 

relationship involving a cisgender man and transgender woman, the writers denied the 

characters a future together, as if depicting a cisgender U.S. Senator in love with a 

transgender woman was going too far. By killing Carmelita off, the show undercuts the 

more positive aspects of her representation. 

Sexualization 

Because Carmelita is a mistress, her character is inherently sexualized. Carmelita 

is the bombshell to Patrick’s wife’s well-heeled, pug-nosed soccer mom. Her sexuality is 

on full display during her storyline, with her character clad in plunging necklines and full 
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makeup. Though we do not generally see sex scenes between Patrick and Carmelita play 

out, aside from an assignation in the back of a car, their physical relationship is hinted at, 

through various rendezvous at hotels during which they discreetly close the door to the 

audience’s eyes. Besides being sexualized, aside from being Patrick’s mistress we know 

little about Carmelita, other than that she is studying to become a beautician. She has no 

backstory, no family or friends, and nearly stops existing except when she is with Patrick. 

Some of this can be explained by her role as a mistress, someone who exists in the 

shadows. But as one of the few recurring transgender characters on television, the writers 

missed an opportunity to create a fully fleshed-out transgender character, instead of a 

character who exists to advance the plot of the show’s cisgender characters.  

First Recurring Transgender Character Played by a Transgender Actress  

The most noteworthy thing about Carmelita, and one that received a lot of press 

during the run of the show, is that she is the first recurring transgender character on a 

primetime American television show actually played by a transgender woman, and as 

such she represents a milestone in television. Traditionally, transgender women have 

been played either by men in feminine costume, or by cisgender women, depending on 

how sexually attractive producers have wanted the character to be. In recent years, there 

would be pushback from both transgender and many cisgender audiences for casting a 

man as a transgender woman. At the time, though, Cayne was trailblazing in the role. 

Press coverage from the time suggests that Cayne, during the run of the show, became a 

public face of the transgender community, conducting interviews and other public 

appearances that served an educational function for the cisgender public. Interviews with 

Cayne at the time suggest that she was aware that she had a certain power as a 
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transgender actress in a transgender role to educate the writers and show runners about 

authentic portrayals of transgender women (e.g. Juergens, 2007; Anderson-Minshall, 

2008). Controversially, her already somewhat husky voice was digitally lowered for the 

show’s pilot, a move clearly intended by the show’s producers to emphasize Carmelita’s 

transgender status. In a subsequent interview, Cayne conceded that she was fine with the 

voice alteration, though there were other ways she has weighed in on transgender 

characters she has portrayed: 

If they want to lower my voice for shock value, fine. They asked me to lower my 
voice, but I couldn’t bring myself to do something that was completely unnatural 
for me. It’s really important for me as a trans actress to be in situations that I’m 
comfortable with, because there’s a lot of weird stuff thrown at trans actresses that 
we’d never do. So you have to pick your battles, because there are trannies [sic] 
with lower voices, but no tranny would ever stand to pee, for example. (Dirty 
Sexy Money…, 2007).  
 

Despite the digitally lowered voice, and the other pitfalls of representation into which the 

show falls, it offers a largely positive representation of a sympathetic transgender 

character, who is most noteworthy for being played by a transgender actress, in a 

departure from earlier representations. 

Discourse about Dirty Sexy Money 

Descriptions of the show frequently engage the perceived moral relativism of the 

Darling family, and the presence of the Carmelita character is often positioned as an 

indicator of the family’s dysfunction. The show is situated in the “scandalous, wicked, 

soap operatic world of ‘Dallas’ or Knots Landing’” and the family’s behavior is 

positioned as “outrageous” (Horiuchi, 2007, para. 3) and “degenerate” (Stasi, 2008, para. 

5). Patrick’s relationship with Carmelita is received as part of that. Carmelita is variously 

called a “tranny” (Pergament, 2007b, para. 7) a “transsexual hooker,” (Buckman, 2007, 
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para. 2), and a “transvestite” (Bianculli, 2007, para. 2), pejorative terms that objectify her 

and highlight the salaciousness of the storyline, despite the fact that Carmelita and 

Patrick’s relationship is depicted as loving and emotional. Patrick is described as “a 

family-values Senate candidate whose private life includes a sultry transgender lover” 

(Stanley, 2007b, para. 15), and Carmelita as a “love-starved mistress” (“Dirty Sexy 

Money has,” 2008, para. 3). Nonetheless, in interviews, the stars of the show are careful 

to characterize Patrick and Carmelita’s relationship as “loving,” suggesting that while 

positioning Carmelita as a mistress the show’s intention was ultimately to paint the 

relationship in a less salacious light (Puente, 2010, para. 13), some publications also note 

the loving nature of the relationship. Cayne & Serano (2008) say specifically that scenes 

between Patrick and Carmelita are “groundbreaking,” because “it’s not a clichéd kinky-

sex-on-the-side type thing. He is sincerely in love with her” (para. 5).  

 Articles about the show frequently reference the groundbreaking role of Cayne, as 

a transgender actor, playing a recurring transgender role on network television. Cayne is 

said to have “made history” (“Candis Cayne: 5 things,” 2015, para. 19), and to be a 

“trailblazer,” (Breen, 2016, para. 1), and her casting is called “a bold step for a network 

when most LGBT ground is broken on cable” (Baber, 2008, para. 2). Discussion of 

Cayne and the show is frequently framed in terms of the rise of LGBTQ characters in 

popular culture. Cayne’s casting engendered some discussion as to the relative merits of 

casting a transgender woman to play a transgender woman, suggesting that casting Cayne 

helped create a dialogue on the issue. Various articles focused on Cayne’s physicality, 

and the fact that her voice was digitally lowered for the show. In interviews, Cayne 

frequently discusses her own history of coming out, and the reader is told Cayne’s birth 
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name, something that would be considered offensive to many in the transgender 

community, suggesting that Cayne’s transgender status is very much a part of the story in 

selling her character to the audience. But Cayne herself is frequently positioned as a 

“public face for the transgender community” (Piepenburg, 2011, para. 1). 

 The Carmelita character is noteworthy for being played by a transgender actress, 

and for the loving relationship that she and Patrick have. Derogatory language describing 

her transgender status, and the fact that the writers killed off her character rather than 

have her love story come to a positive fruition, are more problematic elements of the 

storyline. 

Venus from Sons of Anarchy  

Unlike Dirty Sexy Money’s Carmelita, who has a tenuous position as a kept 

woman, Sons of Anarchy’s Venus makes her living keeping company with men as a 

professional escort. Sons of Anarchy is a gritty FX drama that aired from 2008 to 2014. 

The show tells the story of a California motorcycle gang. When we first encounter Venus 

Van Dam, played by cisgender male actor Walton Goggins, she has been engaged by the 

Sons of Anarchy gang to take compromising pictures with an intransigent city council 

member, whose vote is needed on an important land deal. The group conspires to drug 

the man, then pay Venus to pose in compromising positions with him as he lies 

unconscious. Venus obliges, a consummate professional, though she flirts with some of 

the men as she does her work. One of the gang members, Tig (Kim Coates), is clearly 

attracted to her dark-haired, voluptuous good looks, and he calls her beautiful. What 

seems as if it will be a salacious treatment of the transgender character slowly becomes a 

tender love story, as Tig starts keeping company with Venus, and ultimately, engages in a 
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romantic relationship with her. 

Venue as Sex Worker 

The Venus character operates from within the stereotype of transgender woman as 

sex worker, though it contextualizes her life of sex work in terms of her past. In a hyper-

masculine setting in which one might expect a transgender character to be abused, Venus 

is treated well by the gang members, and at times is defended by the gang members 

against those who are verbally abusive towards her for being transgender. Most notably, 

her character is allowed to be part of a truly romantic relationship, one that, it is implied, 

will have a future beyond the limits of the storyline. 

Often, transgender women have been depicted by Hollywood as sex workers. 

GLAAD studied television depictions of non-recurring transgender characters from 2002 

through 2011, and found that a full twenty percent of the characters were depicted as sex 

workers (“Victims or Villains…”, N.D.). Films have also frequently drawn upon the 

stereotype of trans woman as sex worker (Serano, 2007). That this would become a 

Hollywood trope is curious, Serano argues, because of the lengths that popular culture 

goes to “promote the idea that transsexuals are sexually undesirable” (p. 261). Dyer 

(1984) argues that stereotypes are “widely agreed upon and believed to be right” (p. 353). 

Stereotypes are, according to Dyer, “one of the mechanisms of boundary maintenance” 

for those outside of what is considered to be normal (p. 355), which demonstrate “how 

important it is to live by the rules” (p. 356). By enforcing stereotypes, the dominant group 

in society, those who operate within the boundaries of what is defined as normal and 

desirable who have the power to dictate the language of boundaries, “establish their 

hegemony,” which must be actively “built and rebuilt in the face of both implicit and 
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explicit challenges to it” (p. 356). Stereotypes operate when “the dominant groups apply 

their norms to subordinated groups, find the latter wanting, hence inadequate, inferior, 

sick or grotesque and hence reinforcing the dominant groups’ own sense of the 

legitimacy of their domination” (p. 356). In other words, stereotypes allow the dominant 

group to evaluate a subordinate group based on the terms the dominant group dictates, 

which highlights the degree to which the subordinate group fails to live up to these norms 

and the dominant group exemplifies the norms. Stereotypes tend to empower the 

dominant group that defines them, while disempowering their subordinate subjects. By 

associating transgender women with the stigma of sex work, the message is sent that 

transgender people operate outside of normal society, and thus are morally suspect and 

not to be trusted.  

Beyond the function of stereotypes in general, depictions of transgender women 

as sex workers are problematic because they generally fail to address the institutional 

discrimination and interpersonal abuse that often leads transgender women to sex work to 

begin with. Stereotypes strip context from representation. Indeed, some transgender 

people do turn to sex work to support themselves at some point in their lives, because the 

stigma associated with being transgender often interferes with their ability to make a 

living otherwise. According to a 2016 survey of nearly 28,000 transgender Americans 

(James et al., 2016), twelve percent of transgender respondents had done sex work for 

money at some point (notably lower than the twenty percent of transgender non-recurring 

characters on television shows). These numbers reflect the difficult economic situation 

that many transgender people find themselves in, in association with a frequent lack of 

family support. Eight percent of respondents out as transgender to their families were 
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compelled to leave home, and ten percent left home of their own accord. Historically, it’s 

likely that transgender sex workers were among the most visible people out as 

transgender, thus a kernel of truth became a stereotype.  

In Venus’ case, the writers gave her a backstory that helps to contextualize her 

status as a sex worker. The audience is told of her abusive and intolerant mother, herself a 

sex worker, who was particularly ill-equipped to deal with a child of atypical gender 

presentation. Venus was left homeless at fifteen when her mother was incarcerated, but 

not before suffering sexual abuse at the hands of her mother and her mother’s spouse 

beginning at the age of ten. The story humanizes Venus, and seem to seek to elicit 

empathy from the audience. The fact that the Venus character arose from a collaborative 

effort by the show runner and Goggins to bring Goggins to the show in an unexpected 

way (Ausiello, 2012;Barr, 2014; Bierly, 2014a) suggests that the writers were 

consciously deploying the sex worker stereotype, but by humanizing Venus and 

contextualizing her sex work in terms of a difficult life, they in some ways mitigated the 

effects of that stereotype. 

Treatment of Venus by the Motorcycle Gang  

Another aspect of Venus’ portrayal that defies the expected is her treatment at the 

hands of members of the motorcycle gang. The central premise of the show is the balance 

of decency and unlawfulness that those in the gang must strike in living their lives, which 

are more complicated than just their unlawful activities. The show is populated with 

antiheroes. It has been said to trade in “the exploration of male archetypes” (Cole, 2015, 

para. 1) and its main characters to be “hypermasculine” (Rosenberg, 2013, para. 2), with 

a viewership that skews slightly male (Goldberg, 2011). The motorcycle club has been 
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said to be “steeped in hypermasculine and misogynistic tropes of sexism and 

heteronormativity” (DePasquale, N.D.). It’s surprising, then, when the gang members 

defer politely to the transgender Venus upon their initial meeting, then later come to her 

aid, and eventually accept her as one of their own. When an associate of the gang calls 

Tig a “tranny humper” for his relationship with Venus, Tig’s gang mates come to his 

defense, and support him as the scene turns violent and Tig shoots the man in the crotch, 

and subsequently kills him [episode 7.10].  

Tig and Venus 

 Venus, as played by Goggins in an award-nominated role, is soft spoken but 

direct, with an affected Southern accent. She leads with her substantial breasts and is 

unapologetic for the sex appeal she exudes and its effect on those around her. Venus 

embodies both confidence and vulnerability, to a degree that suggests a complexity to her 

character. Tig is struck by Venus, clearly attracted to her from their first meeting, and an 

initial flirtation grows into a relationship. A few on-screen moments seem to hint at a 

growing relationship between the two. After an emotional day in which Venus’ vindictive 

mother is killed by one of the gang members, and Venus puts her son on a bus to safety, 

Tig puts his arm around Venus, and she leans her head into his chest affectionately. 

When several members of the gang check in with Venus about a client of hers, she calls 

Tig “Alexander,” presumably his given name rather than his gang name. The other gang 

members notice the connection between Tig and Venus, and ask him about it when she 

walks off. 

 Jax: “Something we need to know here?” 

 Tig: “We’re friends. You know, we got things in common.” 
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 Bobby [facetiously]: “Yeah, I can think of one thing.” 

 Tig [pointedly]: Don’t be disrespectful.  

Tig rebuffs the implication that what he and Venus have in common is their mutual 

manhood, and demands that his gang mates treat Venus with respect. 

When Tig is later shot, he asks his friends to bring Venus to his side. When she arrives, 

she strokes his chest affectionately with a look of concern on her face. Tig gazes at her, 

then caresses her cheek, and brings her in to kiss her [episode 7.4]. The two appear to be 

caught up in something emotionally intense. They show genuine affection for each other, 

and their relationship is positioned as being about mutual respect and connection rather 

than simply sex.  

 In a subsequent episode, we see them intimately involved, and the next morning, 

Tig is cool and distant. When he returns that night, Venus is waiting, seemingly in the 

same place she was that morning. What unfolds is an unusually tender scene between a 

cisgender man and a transgender woman, unlike most of what we’ve seen on television 

before. In the scene, the two reveal their feelings for each other, and Venus reveals her 

insecurity that Tig could love a transgender woman.  

Tig: “Um, I don’t know what to say. 

Venus: “Please let me say it for you. Uh…I am a man. I am a man who knows 

she’s a woman. And that’s exactly where I’m supposed to be. That’s the criss-

cross that I’ve come to love. I don’t want the surgery. I don’t want to undo what 

God has given me. I…I know how beautiful I am.” 

Tig: “You are beautiful.” 

Tig continues: 
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Tig: “Well, you’re right, baby. About me. About everything. This is my criss-

cross. Because when I’m with you, I don’t have any secrets. I mean I can’t. I…I 

have to open myself up for this. And, you see everything. All the things that I 

hide. All the shit that I hate about myself. You see it all, baby. You see it all. And 

through all that, you still love me? Wow. I mean, I’ve never had that ever with 

anyone….But I want to. I want to.” [choking up] . “I want to feel..what it’s 

like…for you to be mine. I want to be able to go anywhere, anyplace, with you 

being mine.” 

Tig gets down on one knee. 

Tig: “Come on, baby. Why don’t you just go get yourself cleaned up. Put on a 

pretty dress. Put those flowers back in your hair. Because I want to hear your lilt 

when you say my name. Because you are my, my sweet, my beautiful….Venus.” 

[Episode 7.10] 

The fact that Venus identifies as “a man who knows she’s a woman” is interesting, and 

suggests a certain amount of gender fluidity in her character. Venus declares that she is 

comfortable with the “criss-cross” of identities represented by her male genitalia and her 

female presentation and identification, hinting at a complexity of gender that many 

transgender people embody. The common problematic trope that transgender people are 

deeply unhappy with their embodiment unless and until they obtain gender confirmation 

surgery is subverted, and we see in Venus a woman who is comfortable with her gender 

and body and what they mean to her life. Tig, in turn, reveals that Venus means 

something to him beyond her transgender status, that theirs is a genuine emotional 

connection that transcends physicality. It is a powerful moment that transgender 
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characters have not typically been allowed on television.  

 Venus has relatively little screen time, appearing in only six episodes, but as 

played by Goggins she is larger than life, and has an outsized impact on the show. The 

fact that she is played by a cisgender male undermines some of the social impact of the 

character, as does her stereotypical position as a sex worker, but there is an unusual 

amount of depth to the character, and she is put in romantic situations that have been rare 

for transgender characters, becoming a viable love interest without being undercut in 

some way, in a way that transgender characters have typically not been.  

Discourse about Sons of Anarchy 

In various articles, Venus’ first appearance on the show is described as a surprise 

to the viewer, presumably in part because she is played by the male actor Walton 

Goggins, who is known for his roles on other testosterone-driven shows. Her arrival in 

the first scene is described variously as “mind-bending” (Hewitt, 2013, para. 7), 

“shocking,” (“Recap: Walton Goggins,” 2012, para. 1), and “deliciously over-the-top” 

(Wilson, 2013, para. 9). Interviews suggest that Venus’ character was contrived as an 

inventive way to reunite Goggins with show runner Kurt Sutter, who had worked with 

Goggins on The Shield. Developing such a character for him would, Goggins thought, 

“evade the [audience’s] familiarity” with his other roles (Cole, 2015, para. 3). Thus, the 

part of Venus is conceptualized as a way to subvert the expectations of the audience 

rather than a move towards diversity or an organic product of the show’s direction.  

Because Goggins is known as a character playing male parts, much attention is 

paid to Goggins’ physical transformation into Venus, highlighting the character’s 

presumed artifice. Goggins’ donning prosthetic breasts for the role is discussed in a few 
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articles, and one article offers that Goggins’ legs “are attractive enough to star in a 

hosiery ad” (Barney, 2013, para. 14). These reactions underscore the pitfalls associated 

with casting a cisgender male to play a transgender female part, in highlighting the extent 

to which the role is merely a performance by a male dressing up as a woman, long a 

Hollywood cliché in transgender representation.  

Nonetheless, Goggins has expressed a sense of responsibility about the role, and 

an awareness that a transgender character should be handled carefully, saying in an 

interview:  

Both Kurt and I…wanted to be so respectful of transgenders [Sic] and to make her 
as real as possible and someone who is lovely and someone who makes you see 
past it. Once the shock is over, you say to yourself, ‘You know what, I get it. 
She’s really sexy. What a very cool lady.’ I hope we’ve done that.” (Bierly, 2012, 
para. 12). In a different interview, Goggins adds, “Our intention was to be beyond 
respectful – uber-respectful – of the transgender community in our country…Our 
intention was not to make fun, but to run towards acceptance.” (Bryant, 2012, 
para. 6).  
 

Despite the genesis of the character, both Goggins and Sutter seemed conscious of the 

potential of Venus to “open dialogue” about transgender people (Bierly, 2014, para. 3), 

and Goggins noted that he is frequently approached by people wanting to discuss Venus 

and his work in the role in a positive light.  

Venus is most often referred to in articles as a transgender or transsexual escort or 

prostitute, suggesting that this is the primary identifier the authors assign to the character, 

which is problematic in reinforcing media stereotypes that have often featured 

transgender characters as sex workers to the exclusion of other things. The kiss between 

Venus and her love interest Tig is mentioned in a number of articles, and mostly in a 

neutral or positive light. Several interviews with members of the cast say that Goggins 
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and actor Kim Coates, who plays Tig, received a standing ovation from cast and crew 

after filming the kiss, suggesting that all were aware of the import of such a moment on 

television.  

Several articles mention the popularity of Venus with viewers. Venus is variously 

praised for being a well-rounded character who is “fully fleshed out… with a backstory 

and with emotional ties to the other characters” (Hankins, 2014, para. 15), and 

condemned for “com[ing] across as a parody” (Rosenberg, 2013, para. 2) or for not using 

language that real life transgender people would use to describe themselves. A number of 

articles mention the juxtaposition between the “hypermasculinity” of the show 

(Rosenberg, 2013, para. 2) and Venus’ femininity, one noting the irony of positioning 

“the bikers as socially and sexually comfortable with a trans woman, without treating her 

like a freak or an exotic creature” (para. 2).  

Overall, Venus offers a departure from usual depictions of transgender people. 

She is a fully-developed character, even though on its face the character reinforces the 

sex worker stereotype. Despite the development of the character, the fact that she is 

played by a cisgender man undercuts the positivity of the representation, and reinforces 

the implied artifice of transgender women.  

Comic Interpretations of the Transgender Love Interest 

Both It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia and Two and a Half Men are situation 

comedies, in that they present a narrative scenario each episode around which most of the 

plot revolves. They are, however, very different kinds of situation comedies, and those 

differences impact the way that each show and its transgender character are likely 

received by audiences. Two and a Half Men is a glossy show with mainstream appeal, 
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descended from a long line of comedies taped in front of a live studio audience. It relies 

upon off-color one-liners keyed to audience applause for its comic effect. It’s Always 

Sunny in Philadelphia, in contrast, is a more naturalistic single-camera comedy shot 

without a laugh track, which employs satire in commenting on the buffoonery of its 

characters. Not surprisingly, the two shows’ portrayal of transgender characters registers 

quite differently, though each is alternately nuanced and stereotypical in its own way.  

Situating Humor 

Humor has been theorized in a variety of ways. As Goltz (2015) argues, “humor 

exploits and examines the messiness that is always present in communication exchanges, 

seizing the dangerous, ambiguous, and elusive relations between words/bodies/relations 

for intervention, disruption, and shock” (p. 268). Humor functions by subverting 

expectations (Boukes, et al, 2015). In the case of transgender characters, that expectation 

is generally that everyone is cisgender, that encountering a transgender person, 

particularly in a romantic situation, is out of the ordinary and therefore a potential source 

of amusement.  

When performed, humor is always contextual, relying upon an interplay between 

the words spoken, the performance, what we know about the character and the situation, 

and individual audience members’ backgrounds and views of the world. What’s funny to 

one person may be offensive to another, though humor is often a product of dominant 

cultural values that tell us what’s supposed to be funny. Meyer (2000) highlights the dual 

nature of humor. It can be a tool for social unification, or a covert means of aggression. It 

can delineate the boundaries of a group, and call attention to those outside of those 

boundaries. Humor is inherently ambiguous; one can find something funny for multiple 
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reasons (Kuipers, 2008). Humor also offers a “way out” to a speaker who claims 

something was “only a joke” (Simpson, 2003, p. 2), and in that way can complicate the 

reading of comic texts. Humor, therefore, offers an extra level of complexity in parsing 

out the intended meaning of texts. This is true of both Two and a Half Men and It’s 

Always Sunny in Philadelphia. 

Two and a Half Men 

Two and a Half Men has an overt strategy of acceptance when it comes to its 

transgender character, but covertly it undermines the character and reinforces both 

heteronormativity and gender stereotypes. The show is a fairly straightforward situation 

comedy, which ended a twelve-season run from 2003 to 2015. Bigness and Lacey (2005) 

note that situation comedies have frequently been criticized on the basis of their 

“ideological conservatism” and their “impervious[ness] to the social changes that affect 

its audiences” (p. 12), and Two and a Half Men in many ways is true to that form. The 

original premise of the show involved a recently divorced chiropractor (Jon Cryer) who, 

with his young son (Angus T. Jones), moved in with his financially successful jingle-

writer brother (Charlie Sheen) after the divorce. Though Cryer’s character Alan is 

emotionally vulnerable and somewhat awkward around women, Sheen’s Charlie is an 

unapologetic ladies man, who brings a seemingly endless parade of women through their 

house. After a public spectacle in 2011 in which Sheen badmouthed the show and its 

producers, Sheen was let go and his character killed off, to be replaced by the more mild-

mannered Walden (Ashton Kutcher), a broken-hearted tech tycoon, who purchases 

Charlie’s beach house and allows Alan to continue living there. Alan’s son, Jake, 

eventually joined the army after the actor who played him asked for release from his 
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contract. Jake’s character was replaced by his cousin Jenny (Amber Tamblyn), who is 

Charlie’s long-lost illegitimate lesbian daughter, as undiscriminating as her dead father 

when it comes to women, who takes up the mantle of his chauvinism and promiscuity. 

The show is distinctive for its bawdy humor and thinly-veiled sexual innuendo.  

Two and a Half Men is a study in constructed masculinities. As if to prove this 

point to the audience, the theme song is merely a repetition of the words “men, men, men, 

men, manly men, men, men” sung by male and female voices. The show contrasts 

Sheen’s and Cryer’s characters (Lotz, 2014), with Sheen depicted as a stereotypically 

masculine playboy, and Cryer as his vaguely effeminate foil, who has much less luck 

with women. Pleck (N.D.) has argued that in the hierarchy of socially constructed 

masculinity, men who successfully attract women have the upper hand. Women are, 

among other things, “symbols of success.” In Two and a Half Men, though Alan may be 

the moral center of the show, Charlie is positioned as the more successful and more 

masculine of the two, owing to both his lucrative career and his time-tested prowess with 

women. Though Charlie’s character is killed off, the legacy of the dynamic between the 

two characters and the positioning of Alan’s masculinity continues, with implications or 

overt statements that Alan is not quite masculine enough for the average heterosexual 

cisgender male.  

The show has been called “gleefully misogynistic,” “aggressively redundant,” and 

“universally despised by cultural critics” (Viruet, 2015). In 2012, the show’s co-creator, 

Lee Aronsohn, drew fire for remarking to the Hollywood Reporter that television was 

“approaching peak vagina,” as a result of various female-produced shows that remarked 

upon women’s body parts. That his own show was not above references to its male 
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characters’ genitalia or women’s physical assets was lost to him, and his remark was 

received less as a critique of the tastefulness of television and more as a critique of the 

right of female-centered shows to exist (Williams, 2012a). Aronsohn had earlier 

remarked, during a keynote address at the Toronto Screenwriter’s Conference, on the 

show’s treatment of women, saying, “Screw it. We're centering the show on two very 

damaged men. What makes men damaged? Sorry, it’s women. I never got my heart 

broken by a man" (Vlessing, 2012, para. 13). The implied misogyny in these statements 

by the show’s co-creator sets the tone for a show that deals in gender stereotypes, and for 

the uncomfortable dialogue the show creates as it grapples with conventional masculinity 

challenged by the presence of a transwoman. 

Two and a Half Men as an unironic text of one kind of stereotypical masculinity is 

complicated by the off-screen antics of its lead actor, Charlie Sheen, whose several 

marriages, well-publicized exploits with starlets and Hollywood call girls, and 

accusations of violence by Sheen against romantic partners, adds another dimension to 

the character Charlie’s masculine bravado (Lotz, 2014) and its opposite, as expressed by 

Alan. With Kutcher’s arrival and Sheen’s departure, the difference between the two 

protagonists is not as evident, but the show still gets mileage out of Cryer’s depiction of 

the wishy-washy Alan. It’s a running joke on the show that people think the heterosexual 

Alan is gay. Thus, when Alan dates a transgender woman for two episodes, an 

opportunity presents itself to call attention to the ways in which she is presumably 

manlier than he is, and the show takes full advantage of that. 

Despite the fact that Alan is straight, he meets Paula (played by cisgender female 

actor Paula Marshall) at a gay bar, where his lesbian niece Jenny has taken him to meet 
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women. Alan meets Paula, an attractive, intelligent woman in her forties, who we learn is 

an investment banker. As she drinks a glass of wine beside him at the bar, Alan enjoys a 

bright green cocktail, and the implication is that his drink is more feminine than it should 

be.  

Paula: “So you’re here with your niece?”  

Alan: “Yeah, she just recently came out of the closet and she’s painfully shy.” 

They glance across the bar, and Jenny is drinking a shot of alcohol off of a beautiful 

woman’s chest. She slams down the glass on the bar. 

Jenny: “Now that’s what I call breastfeeding.”  

Alan (to Paula): “She’s still trying to find her gay legs.”  

Paula: “Well she’s lucky she has an uncle who’s found his.”  

Alan: “No, I’m straight. Why does everybody think I’m gay?”  

He takes a sip of his festive-looking drink and pulls back.  

Alan: “Oh, that is way too tart.” 

The laugh track engages, as the showrunner makes an abstruse connection between men 

who can’t handle their alcohol and homosexuality. Alan and Paula continue talking, and 

are soon flirting with each other. He invites her back to his house. 

We’re given a closeup of Alan, unclothed under a blanket in bed, with a big smile. 

As he says “Wow,” the shot pulls out to reveal Paula next to him, also unclothed and 

under the covers, but with an apprehensive look on her face. 

 Paula: “But there is something I probably should have told you before we slept 

together.”  

Alan: “Oh, God. Husband or herpes?”  
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Paula [with hesitation]: “Well, there was another guy. Paul.”  

Alan: “Paul, Paula, that must have been confusing.”  

Paula: “Yeah. Very. Um, you see, for the first forty years of my life, I was a man 

named Paul.”  

We hear surprised “oohs” from the audience, as Alan stares at her incredulously, 

followed by a few stray audience laughs. “Wow,” he says finally, as the laughter 

continues. “You don’t look….forty.” She smiles, as the laughter sounds, and they cut to a 

commercial break, as if to let the audience absorb the news that the beautiful Paula once 

presented as a man. After the break, we’re back in the bedroom with the two.  

Alan: “So, you were a guy? With, you know, an Adam’s apple, and facial hair and 

the whole…”  

Here he makes a spiral motion with his finger. 

Alan: “Kit and caboodle?”  

Paula [smiling]: “Yep, I had a kit, and two caboodles.”  

He lifts the blanket and points at her mid region.  

Alan: “So how do you get that? Did you have to get a donor?”  

He looks more closely under the covers.  

Alan: “Cause I’ve never seen that box to check on a driver’s license.” 

As with many representations of transgender women, the emphasis is on the medical 

procedures Paula has undergone to be read as a woman, procedures that Serano (2007) 

notes seem to be a source of fascination for cisgender people, who frequently question 

transgender people about their physical transitions and seem invested in the narrative of 

physical transformation. Paula pushes Alan’s hand and the covers down, presumably 
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having had enough of his objectifying her through staring at her genitalia.  

Paula: “Actually, I donated my own organ. You see, what they do, they take your 

penis, they slice it right down the middle…”  

She makes a slicing gesture. He moves to cover his ears and exclaims “No!” and then 

makes a nonsensical sound to block out what she’s saying with his fingers in his ears. She 

touches his hand indulgently, as if she has been down this road before. 

Paula: “Okay. I’ll spare you the details on what happened to my balls.”  

Alan: “I know what just happened to mine.”  

It seems that Paula’s explanation of her own physical transformation feels like an almost 

palpable threat to Alan’s masculinity. 

Paula: “Look. I know I should have told you earlier; I just didn’t want to scare 

you away. I really like you.”  

Alan: “And I like you. We have a lot in common. Clearly more than I realized.”  

The laughter sounds. As with Tig and Venus, Paula and Alan are positioned as having “a 

lot in common” because they both are rhetorically identified as men. Paula is framed as 

deceptive in failing to disclose her transgender status before they sleep together, in the 

tradition of the “deceptive transsexual” (Butcher, 2007). As with many transgender 

characters, Paula finds herself in a double bind, where not to disclose her transgender 

status makes her deceptive, but disclosing it leads her to be treated by the script and 

camera as if her true identity is of the biological male she was born as (Bettcher, 2007). 

This trope of deception is generally applied to conventionally attractive transgender 

women who easily pass as women, with their passing viewed as the ultimate in 

sneakiness. Less attractive or less overtly feminine transgender women are positioned 
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instead as “pathetic transsexuals” for whom the audience is supposed to feel pity (Serano, 

2007).  

Alan takes the news relatively well, and does not accuse her of deceiving him, but 

there’s still an embedded assumption that her biological sex at birth is his business, 

something he is entitled to weigh before deciding if she is a suitable sexual partner. Alan 

tells her he is processing the news.  

Paula: “Alan, I am as much a woman as you’ve ever dated, but if you’re not okay 

with this…”  

Alan: “No, no, no, you know what? I am not gonna let one little thing come 

between us.”  

Paula: “Oh, it wasn’t little.”  

The audience laughs.  

Alan: “Well, a bit of relationship advice ---no guy likes to hear that his girlfriend 

has a bigger penis than he does.”  

Paula: “You’re right. I’m sorry.”  

She sneezes. He pulls up the covers and looks under them to check her genitalia, to 

confirm if her penis has, in fact, “grown back,” when she sneezed, as he had joked that it 

might. She eyes him as he drops his hand, looks at her, and says “gesundheit” with a 

smile. She shakes her head indulgently, seemingly not offended that he suspects her penis 

may grow back, though one might question whether an actual transgender woman would 

be more likely offended. 

Paula’s verbal assertion that she is all woman suggests that the writers are 

asserting that is true, though the way they tell the story suggests otherwise, and grounds 
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the show in a reactionary understanding of what it means to be transgender, in which her 

true gender is the one she was assigned at birth. Paula’s allusion to having had a large 

penis, besides ostensibly being an affront to Alan’s masculinity, fractures the image of 

her as completely female, and ties her to her earlier gender presentation, where she will 

mostly stay for the remainder of the plot line. In doing so it preserves the heteronormative 

and cisnormative imperatives on which the show depends.  

Alan and Paula continue to date, and the plot and dialogue frequently highlight 

the fact that Paula used to present as a man, and that, in contrast, Alan is not an exemplar 

of conventional masculinity. The two go to a movie, and marvel at how easy it was for 

them to choose a film, since “men and women aren’t usually on the same page” with 

respect to their tastes. In this case, they both choose to see a romantic comedy, a 

stereotypically female movie choice. The two decide to order some snacks, and Alan 

looks mortified and apologizes profusely over having asked her if she wants to “split a 

hot dog,” because it’s supposed to be funny that he has hot dogs on his mind when Paula 

used to have a penis. Paula pays the bill, and Alan is caught off guard, saying it’s “okay, 

but I’m used to paying.” 

Alan: “This is…this is so weird.”  

Paula: “I’m sorry, just old habits from when I was Paul. I hope you’re okay with 

that.” 

Alan: “I think it’s pretty clear that I’m willing to work around things in this 

relationship.”  

She nods sympathetically. In saying this, he suggests that he’s somehow indulging her 

past gender presentation, willing to look past it because he’s an enlightened guy, but that 
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it factors into his consideration of who she is. His statement suggests that his willingness 

to date a transgender woman is indicative of some sort of compromise on his part, and 

that he should get credit for his open mindedness. 

Paul: “Well, I appreciate it. Because I’m having a great time with you.  

Alan: “Oh, so am I. But going forward, you’re going to have to learn to embrace 

my masculinity, and you know, accept the fact that I’m the ….”  

She holds the door for him.  

Alan: “Thank you. Man in the relationship.”  

We hear audience laughter at the fact that he is asserting his manhood at the same time 

he’s let a woman hold the door for him, when it is ostensibly the male’s job to hold the 

door for the female in the traditional world in which Two and a Half Men operates. 

The fact that there are laugh lines around conventions that have long been interrogated by 

movements towards gender equality reinforce the sense that the gendering of Two and a 

Half Men is stereotypical, and even dated. Paula’s entrance into this world validates these 

conventions more than it interrogates them, as the audience is invited into the comedy 

created when gender expectations are subverted.  

Alan and Paula continue dating through the next episode, and her having 

previously presented as a man is again highlighted and exploited for laughs. In the second 

episode [Episode 11.10], Paula is sitting on the couch, watching the TV, as Alan emerges 

from the kitchen with a tray. In the following scene, Alan attempts to converse about his 

day, while Paula is engrossed in the television watching a basketball game. Again, the 

show tells us that the masculine and feminine roles are reversed in the two characters. 

The scene exploits stereotypical interactions between women and men, in which 
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heterosexual men are too engrossed in watching sporting events to pay attention to the 

women in their lives. Alan, in turn, is emotionally needy and wanting to talk too much, as 

shows like Two and a Half Men tell us that women do.  

Paula highlights what Abbott (2013) has called the “trans/romance dilemma.” The 

Paula episodes are premised on an anxiety about the relationship between sexuality and 

gender identity, defaulting to the notion that they are interchangeable. Through passing as 

a heterosexual woman, Paula is transgressing convention. The show attempts to deal with 

the anxiety of that situation by calling attention to Paula’s male embodiment, and in 

doing so telling the audience that she cannot really be a woman ¾ that there is something 

“inauthentic” about her presentation (p. 32).  

Eventually, Paula and her attractive ex-wife realize that they are still in love with 

each other, and they get back together. In the final scene of the story arc, a montage in 

which Walden narrates a revised version of “On the Night Before Christmas,” we see the 

two women together sexually, and it’s suggested that the idea of them together holds 

prurient interest for Alan. If he can’t be with Paula personally, at least her sexual 

relationships can be the center of his heterosexual male fantasies. This represents a nod to 

heteronormativity. Serano (2007) argues that sexualizing transgender women and 

“focus[ing] on heterosexual male desire” (p. 259) is a way to subordinate transwomen 

and secure the power of the heterosexual male. Alan’s fantasy about Paula and her ex-

wife reinforces his masculinity, which was challenged when he and Paula were dating.   

We see in Paula a transgender woman who is, on one hand, professionally and 

sexually empowered. Her character is allowed to be openly romantic and sexual, without 

the plot line embedding secrecy or shame into the equation. Yet Paula’s true gender is 
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often called into question, mostly through verbal digs. The Alan character ostensibly 

accepts her as a woman, but seems to experience some dissonance about her gender and 

what it says about his own masculinity. His grappling with her gender seems to come 

more from a place of curiosity than distaste, but it nonetheless emphasizes Paula’s 

difference due to her transgender status. The audience is sold a storyline with an implied 

message of acceptance, and to be offended by how Paula is portrayed is ostensibly not to 

get the joke. Yet the jokes are hackneyed and offensive, at the same time the story arc 

pays lip service to acceptance. So Paula is there, and powerful in her way, but the show 

doesn’t allow her transgender status to go uninterrogated. 

Discourse about Two and a Half Men 

Likely because of the limited story arc in which Paula appears, there is very little 

press coverage dealing with the Paula episodes. Surprisingly, in the existing articles, 

opinions are split as to whether Paula’s depiction is fundamentally respectful or 

disrespectful. The show is criticized for its use of the laugh track when Paula reveals to 

Alan that she has transitioned, for its verbal barbs about Paula’s genitals, and for its 

comedic take on the question of whether Alan or Paula was really the man in the 

relationship. It was also noted that Paula “was more willing to discuss her pre-op body 

than any other trans person [the writer had] ever known” and that her making out with her 

ex-wife seemed like a ploy “to stage a girl-on-girl kiss” (Thomas, 2013, para. 5).  

Praise of the character was more measured, and seemed to be based in the premise 

that, on a show that trades in being offensive, the Paula character could have been much, 

much worse. Blogger and trans activist Parker Molloy notes that “to [her] surprise” 

Paula:  
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was portrayed in a relatively respectful way….Though her status as a transgender 
woman is the basis of a number of jokes…, Alan’s acceptance of Paula prevents 
the show from falling into the many pitfalls so many other CBS and Showtime 
portrayals have. Not once was she called a man, nor were any other transphobic 
slurs used at any point during the episode.” (Molloy, 2013, para. 2) 
 

Molloy further notes that: 

While I’m not sure where the character’s story arc will go, or how long she’ll be a 
part of the show, I wanted to give the show’s writers credit where credit is due. 
[The show’s] portrayal of a transgender woman was absolutely spectacular. That 
said, the only reason this was ‘spectactular’ is the extremely low bar for 
acceptability we need to set for trans representation on TV.” (Molloy, 2013b, 
para. 1) 
 

In a similar vein, in reference to Alan’s expressed concern that Paula’s penis might grow 

back, one author expresses, “I’m actually a little impressed. That could have been so 

much more offensive. Yay gay CBS!” (Chloëon, 2013, para. 16). It’s a curious position to 

take on offensive representations, but emphasizes the dearth and tenor of previous 

representations that left the bar so low. Ultimately, though Alan is often preoccupied with 

the fact that Paula used to present as a man, he dates her anyway, and seems to find her 

engaging and attractive. This alone is a small advance in representation. 

It’s interesting to note that the show has been praised by GLAAD at various 

points for its depiction of LGBTQ people, including an award nomination for an earlier 

episode with a transgender character called “Old Flame with a New Wick,” in which 

Walden’s former girlfriend comes back presenting as a man. This episode got a number of 

positive nods in articles such as one that argued “Despite the somewhat callous title for 

the sake of a joke…. The topic was treated relatively delicately” (Robinson, 2015, para. 

4). As with the Paula storyline, the “Old Flame with a New Wick” seemed to engender 

relatively faint praise, such as that it was “far from perfect but managed to stay 
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respectful” (Molloy, 2013a, para. 4). The overall consensus seemed to be that Two and a 

Half Men had a lower bar to clear in its representation of transgender characters than a 

show that was less inherently offensive to begin with. It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia 

is also offensive in various ways, but reads as more of an open text because of its satirical 

approach to its characters. 

It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia  

It’s Always Sunny is an exemplar of the postmodern sitcom, in its satirical 

position, studied shallowness, and multiplicity of possible meanings (Coletta, 2009). It is 

a deadpan comedy about a group of low-achieving friends in their early thirties, and their 

various daily misadventures. Dennis (played by writer/producer Glenn Howerton) is a 

cynical preppy from Philadelphia’s Main Line. His twin sister Dee (Kaitlin Olson) is 

bitter, and trodden upon by her brother and friends. Charlie (played by writer Charlie 

Day) is dopey and hang-dog, drifting from one scheme to the next, and Mac (played by 

writer/producer Rob McElhenney) is a hapless and homophobic operator. The friends 

own a South Philadelphia dive bar together, but otherwise are aimless and mostly amoral, 

drifting from bad idea to misunderstanding in twenty-two-minute doses. Though the 

show’s plots have engaged with everything from child molestation to abortion to racism, 

its tongue-in-cheek treatment and largely cult following of young male viewers has 

seemed to insulate it from criticism on its handling of these topics. 

The vast majority of the show’s viewers are in the 18 to 49 demographic (Kissell, 

2013), those who have come of age during the run of satirical shows like The Simpsons, 

and more recently, satirical news shows like the Daily Show. It’s Always Sunny premiered 

in 2005 on the FX basic cable network, and has been in production on Fox Entertainment 
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group’s digital cable/satellite television channel FXX since 2013. The show evolved from 

a short film concept by actor/screenwriters Rob McElhenney and Glenn Howerton, who 

shot the pilot for a reported $200 on a digital camcorder. As such, the show carries the 

mythos of its do-it-yourself origins, which gel with its anti-sitcom aesthetic to create a 

show that often reads as subversive rather than a product of the television establishment.  

Carmen, the transgender character on It’s Always Sunny, is played by cisgender 

actress Brittany Daniel. She arrives on the scene early in the first season, and makes three 

subsequent appearances through 2015. She is a conventionally attractive young woman – 

a product of the “Barbie aesthetic” Siebler (2012) has identified as being frequently 

invoked in the “hyper-sexual[ization]” of transgender women (p. 9). Her sexually charged 

femininity is seemingly complicated by the fact that she has not had gender confirmation 

surgery, and thus possesses a penis. When we first meet Carmen she is playing pool in the 

bar. Mac leans back against the pool table openly ogling her chest as she moves past him, 

ready to make her shot.  

Mac [staring at her chest]: “Carmen, you have the most amazing body. Are you 

bulimic, or what?” 

Carmen smiles flirtatiously at him and coyly touches her hair. The two continue to flirt. 

Mac excuses himself and walks up to his friends. 

Mac: “I found the perfect girl for Charlie. Smart, beautiful, the whole thing.” 

Dennis [disbelievingly]: “Where?” 

Mac [gesturing across the room at Carmen, playing pool surrounded by men]: 

“Right there.” 

Dennis: “Over by the pool table?” 
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Mac: “Yeah. Nice.” 

Dee and Dennis look at each other and smile. 

Dennis: “Yeah, that’s great, Mac. 

Dee: “Good work, Mac.” 

Dennis: “That’s a dude.” 

Mac [looking confused]: “No, the one with the exposed midriff and the cans.” 

Dennis: “Yeah, that’s Eric Wyzotzki’s cousin, Carmen, right?”  

Dee [agreeing]:“Yeah.”  

Mac: “Yeah. Carmen.”  

Dennis [conspiratorially]: “Tranny.”  

Dee: “Implants?”  

Dennis: “Yeah.”  

Dee: “Nice.”  

Dennis: “Not bad. It’s good.” 

Mac [skeptically]: “Are you sure?”  

The camera focuses on Carmen, standing with her hand on her exposed hip, looking 

attractive in her tight jeans and midriff-baring top, clearly the center of attention from the 

men surrounding her.  

Dennis [pointing and chuckling]: “Yeah, look at his jeans, dude. There’s an 

unmistakable bulge of a large penis in those jeans.” 

Dee: “Yeah, there’s a dick in those pants.” 

Mac: “There’s a dick in those pants.” 

Mac heads back over to Carmen as Dennis and Dee continue to stare. Once they’re alone, 
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Mac confronts Carmen: 

Mac [pointing dramatically down to her mid-section]: “Is that a penis is your 

pants?”  

Carmen [matter-of-factly]: “Yeah.”  

Mac [angrily]: “You lied to me.”  

Carmen [defensively]: “No I didn’t. You lied to me. You don’t work out. Please, 

I’ve seen you at the gym. You’re ripped.”  

Carmen continues to flirt with him, a study in sexual coyness. In the face of Carmen’s 

flirting, Mac seems to forget why he came over. His vanity is tempering his discomfiture 

at finding out she has male anatomical parts. He tells her he’ll give her a call sometime. 

As he walks away, and the camera stays with the smiling Carmen, it pans down to a close 

up of the bulge we now see in her pants. Her hand grabs the bulge in a stereotypically 

masculine fashion.  

A few things are going on in this scene that contextualize how the Carmen 

character is portrayed in the series, and how she is discussed by the other characters. 

First, as in Two and a Half Men, Mac’s accusation that Carmen has lied to him by 

presenting as a woman when she possesses a penis is in keeping with a common 

stereotype of transgender people, and particularly attractive transgender women, as 

deceptive (Bettcher, 2007; Serano, 2007). In daring to present in a gender they weren’t 

assigned at birth without fully explaining it to the people they encounter, especially when 

those people are romantically interested in them, they are deceptive. The implication is 

that the transgender woman who passes well lures in men who will ultimately be betrayed 

by the true identity of their sexual interest. Such a stereotype is based on the dominant 



 201 

ideology that one’s gender is dictated by the genitalia with which one was born, and that 

how one identifies or otherwise presents is irrelevant to what’s considered authentic by 

those standards. Essentialist notions of the relationship between birth genitalia and gender 

mean that even those who have had genital surgery to align with their gender identity 

may be suspect as deceptive, because they are always presumed to be hiding their true 

identities, especially if they pass well as the biological gender in which they are 

presenting. Carmen passes very well, when the camera is not focusing on her genitalia, as 

it does several times throughout her storyline. Such rhetoric of deception, though 

seemingly harmless in the context of a sitcom, contributes to “transphobic hostility” and 

to “blame-shifting discourses” that excuse violence against transgender people on the 

basis that their deception provoked their attackers (Bettcher, 2007, p. 47).  

Mass media depictions of transgender people have their own ways of enforcing 

cisgender identities, by calling attention to how transpeople are presumably not 

authentically who they claim to be, and by reducing the transgender person to the sum of 

various anatomical parts. In It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia, we see this repeatedly, 

when the camera focuses on Carmen’s crotch for comic effect, the bulge of her penis 

visible in the shots. Of course, the language used to describe Carmen as a female is 

equally objectifying, with talk of the quality of her “cans” and breast implants. As Serano 

(2007) notes, transwomen are often sexualized and maligned on the basis of their 

expressed femininity rather than just their deviation from sexual norms, as part of a larger 

framework of misogyny. Serano (Cartensen, 2017) calls this phenomenon trans-

misogyny, which refers to “this complex interplay between transphobia and misogyny 

that trans women are faced with” (para. 3).  
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Carmen as Taboo 

After this first scene with Carmen, Carmen’s gender presentation is again 

deconstructed when Mac and Carmen are discovered by Dennis to be spending time 

together. Dennis walks in unannounced to Mac’s apartment, and finds Mac and Carmen 

sitting together on the couch, their legs brushing, watching a basketball game. Carmen is 

wearing jeans, a running jacket, and a messy ponytail, and is clutching a football, an 

image that seems to evoke a stereotypically male athleticism. Dennis, in the middle of 

saying something to Mac as he walks in the door, stops and falls silent when he sees the 

two together. He does not approve. They awkwardly exchange greetings and 

introductions, while Mac averts his eyes from Dennis and looks uncomfortable, as if he 

has been caught at something. 

Dennis: “What are you guys, uh…what are you doing?” 

Mac, sounding guilty and looking uncomfortable, tells Dennis that they are watching a 

game. Carmen looks at Mac, then back at Dennis, and seems to realize that Mac and 

Dennis are uncomfortable with the situation. She gets up and grabs her handbag, but sees 

that Mac still has his gaze averted. 

Dennis: “Oh, no, no, no. You know what? I was gonna leave.” 

Mac is turning his head from side to side in seeming agony, embarrassed to be caught in 

such an intimate scene with Carmen.  

Carmen [cheerfully]: “No, it’s okay, I’ve got a hair appointment in like 20 

minutes.” 

Carmen and Mac are framed in the shot, with him sitting down, looking distressed, his 

arm touching her leg, and her standing, her face cut out of the shot, as if to emphasize 
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again the slight bulge we see in her jeans, the football still in her hand. Without her face 

in the shot, the attention is on her body parts, a break from the conventions of production 

that is intended for comedic effect.  

Carmen: “It was nice to see you.”  

Dennis: “It was good to see you.”  

Carmen [to Mac): “So I’ll see you tonight?” Carmen’s face is still out of the shot, 

as she turns towards him, and he moves out of the way as if he’s about to be hit by her 

genitalia. Mac murmurs uncomfortably. She passes him the football, another nod to her 

presumed masculinity, and he hugs it to his chest for comfort. As she leaves, the two slap 

hands, in a masculine fashion, and Mac looks as if the slap has stung him, like Carmen is 

too strong for her own good. After Carmen leaves, Dennis turns his head dramatically to 

Mac, with a puzzled look. He puts his hands up with an unspoken question, as if to say, 

“What’s the deal?”  

Mac: “She’s getting it removed.”  

Dennis: “So what?”  

Mac [defensively]“I’m just putting’ in my time, you know? So that afterwards, I’ll 

be….”  

Dennis: “Gross, Dude.” says Dennis.  

Mac (finishing his sentence).“…. first.” continues Mac.  

Dennis [nodding with conviction].“Gross.”  

Dennis makes a face at Mac, and turns to leave. Though Carmen is an attractive woman, 

Dennis is clearly disgusted by her. Disgust has been frequently evoked as a rational 

reaction towards transpeople, and as a result, can be turned inward by transgender people 
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themselves. Disgust can be used to underpin a legal defense of violence towards 

transpeople .Yet disgust can also function as “entertainment,” and can allow someone to 

feel a sense of “superiority” towards the object of derision (Lester, 2015, p. 148). This 

dynamic is at work in the show. 

As Carmen and Mac date, her penis is continually evoked as a kind of placeholder 

for when she undergoes gender confirmation surgery, after which Mac anticipates feeling 

comfortable with their relationship. A number of times he refers to “putting in the time” 

with Carmen, which to him means getting credit for dating her despite his disgust with 

her penis. His friends, in contrast, view her as indefinitely off limits as a romantic partner, 

because having ever had a penis she will never be suitable.  

We see in this scene Mac’s deep anxiety about spending time romantically with 

Carmen, and his concern that he will be the brunt of jokes from his friends. Carmen is 

reduced to the remnants of her maleness for the camera, and this is reinforced by hinting 

that though she is physically desirable but for her penis, she is presumably not like the 

other women, with her love of sports, firm grip, and willingness to take the romantic lead 

in their relationship. Mac likes Carmen, but he doesn’t like what she represents to him; 

her penis and other markers of masculinity make him question his heterosexuality. His 

friends make it clear that with or without a penis she is not a real woman, and that he is 

doing something wrong by dating her. The back story with Mac is that his heterosexuality 

is always being questioned on the show, so the Carmen storyline is just another way to do 

that, and reestablish heteronormativity. In that sense, he experiences his transgender 

partner as Alan experiences Paula — a threat to his heteronormative, cisnormative sense 

of masculinity. 
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The secrecy and taboo of the relationship are brought out in a subsequent episode 

two seasons later. Mac and Carmen have reunited after a misunderstanding led to a break 

up. Months later, Carmen seems mysteriously to have forgotten about the prior incident, 

and the two are dating again. The premise of the episode is that there is a serial killer on 

the loose, and while Dennis and Dee are determined to find him, Charlie and Frank 

believe it must be Mac, because he has been acting furtively and disappearing for periods 

of time. In reality, he has been sneaking around so that nobody knows he is dating 

Carmen again.  

We follow Mac as he leaves the bar, dressed in a dark hooded sweatshirt and 

sunglasses, even though it is nighttime. He walks as if he’s trying to be inconspicuous, 

but is failing comically. It seems possible for a moment that maybe Mac is up to 

nefarious activities. We see him knocking on an interior door, which is opened by 

Carmen, wearing a tight, low-cut tank top.  

Mac [sternly]: “We need to talk.”  

In the next shot, Mac is seated in her apartment.  

Carmen [handing him a beer]: “I don’t understand. I thought we talked about 

this.”  

Again, we see Mac in the camera frame sitting, and Carmen only from the waist down as 

she stands, reduced to body parts. It’s Always Sunny is nothing if not persistent with a 

comic bit. She turns her profile to the camera, again emphasizing her crotch with its 

bulge, and leaving her head out of the shot.  

Mac: “We did, it’s just that my friends are getting suspicious. And I cannot have 

them find out that we are dating again.”  



 206 

Carmen [crossing her arms]: “Why not?”  

The camera angle shifts so that we see the bulge in her crotch more clearly. He begins, 

“Because of your….” He glances to the left at her bulge, and continues, “oh God. 

Situation down there.” Carmen sits, looking incredulous. The two argue over when her 

penis will be removed [Episode 3.2].   

Things come to a head again later when Carmen suggests to Mac that they go out 

on a public date instead of spending all their time in bed together. She suggests that they 

go to his bar, and he is vehemently against the idea. She balks at his resistance to being in 

public with her: 

Carmen [angrily]: “I’m getting tired of this. I feel like you’re afraid that people 

will see us together.”  

Mac: “No, I don’t care if people see us together. I just don’t want them to think 

that we’re dating.”  

Carmen [with exasperation]: “We are dating!”  

Mac: “Look, I don’t think it’s too much to ask for you to keep this quiet, 

considering your condition.”  

He gestures at her mid region.  

Mac: “Look, it’s not like I’m ashamed of you. I’m ashamed of myself.”  

For Mac, the sense of disgust towards Carmen doesn’t make him feel superior. He turns 

the disgust inward. Carmen looks incredulous. Mac is ashamed of what her pre-operative 

status says about his masculinity and heterosexuality.  

The scene cuts to Mac, walking into Charlie’s apartment, saying heatedly, “Well, 

it’s over. I don’t know what happened, man, but it’s over.” Mac is oblivious that he did 
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anything wrong to provoke Carmen’s anger. Charlie and Frank are still under the 

misapprehension that Mac has been sneaking around because he is a serial killer. When 

he denies this, they question him: 

Frank: Then why all the shady behavior?” 

Mac [yelling]: “I’ve been banging a tranny! I didn’t want you guys to find out.”  

Charlie: “No, you’re trying to….what?” says Charlie.  

Dee [with a look of distaste]: “Ew.”  

Dennis: “Wow.”  

Dee: “Oh, I don’t even know how that works.”  

Mac: “It’s complicated. There’s a lot — she tapes it back.”  

Everyone stares at him, looking disturbed, as if the news that he is dating Carmen is more 

upsetting than if he had been a murderer. They all groan.  

On the level of satire, the hyperbole of juxtaposing the serial killer plot with 

Mac’s furtive behavior works well. On one hand it calls attention to Mac’s ridiculous 

degree of discomfort with dating Carmen, and maybe, the show is suggests to the 

audience, that discomfort is misplaced. He’s sneaking around as if he is guilty of 

something. On the other hand, it reinforces the idea that his relationship is illicit, by 

putting murdering and dating transgender woman on the same moral plane, even though 

it’s done in the name of humor. The conceit will likely strike some audience members as 

a commentary on those uncomfortable with transgender people, but others may read it on 

the level it’s presented. Satire, if the depiction is intended as satire, is inherently risky, 

and depends upon the sophistication of the audience for it to work as intended.  

Draper and Lotz (2012) argue that homophobic dialogue can be viewed in the 
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context of characters “working through” their anxieties about homosexuality, so that the 

complexity of what’s happening for the audience in terms of characters interrogating 

heteronormative views is more than the dialogue would suggest if taken at face value. In 

this fashion, Mac can be seen as “working through” his transphobia and anxieties about 

dating Carmen for the audience, who are perhaps working through their own anxieties in 

tandem.  

Of course, Mac’s treatment of Carmen is in keeping with the dim-witted 

irrationality of his character. Charlie Day, who plays Charlie and is an executive producer 

on the show, describes the ethic around creating the show’s characters: 

We really strive to make sure the characters don't change very much. Sort of the 
heart of the show is their unflappable ignorance and lack of self-awareness that 
allows us to laugh at some of the despicable things they do (Wray, 2015). 
 

Glenn Howerton, who plays Dennis, and is an executive producer and writer for the 

show, echoes Day: 

Sure, we do gross things and the characters are despicable, but it's a social 
commentary—our characters really are supposed to be the worst versions of you. 
The worst impulses that you all have, that we all have as people, that you're 
getting to see these characters act out, there's a wish fulfillment to it. If the show 
was just awful people being crass all the time I don't think it would have lasted. I 
don't think it would be funny. I think it's funny because you understand the 
reasons behind it. Even though you wouldn't behave that way, you can relate to it 
in some deep, dark, awful level (Wray, 2015). 
 

 Certainly, the show taps into common anxieties about transpeople, and especially 

transgender women, and if it isn’t entirely convincing that the writers are completely 

evolved in their view of transgender people or that they have an overt mission of 

changing people’s minds through satire, the plot line does work on the level of satire 

given the limitations of the characters. As noted in the discussion of South Park, however, 
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treatment of disenfranchised groups of people is an inherently risky proposition. Not 

everyone will understand the satire, and some people may walk away with the face value 

negative portrayal of such characters -- always a double-edged sword when satire is 

involved. Because the show satirizes many things, and because the gang’s behavior is so 

over the top, one assumes that at least some of the intent of the Carmen storyline is 

satirical, yet it’s difficult to set aside their use of offensive language and the absolute glee 

with which they make fun of Carmen in the earlier seasons. There’s no character, not 

even Carmen herself, who contradicts the use of the pejorative term “tranny,” and the 

gang is initially unified in its disdain for the transgender character as a romantic prospect. 

Carmen does not defend herself against Mac’s abusive terminology and ideas, never 

contradicting that his is anything but the most understandable reaction to a woman who 

was identified male at birth. She does break up with him for refusing to be seen publicly 

with her, but not on camera, which might have offered a chance for the character to 

verbally counteract Mac’s transphobia in some way.  

 It’s Always Sunny would seem to demand what Garber (2016) has called the 

“amnesty of satire,” a position that suggests anything goes in the service of a presumably 

satirical message. Lotz (2011) [as extrapolated in Smith, 2011] has described the 

phenomenon of “post-PC” comedy, in which irony is used to break down taboos that 

previously could not be crossed on television. A show which airs episodes called “The 

Gang Finds a Dumpster Baby” [Episode 3.1] and “Sweet Dee’s Dating a Retarded 

Person” [Episode 3.9] would seem to be firmly situated in such a rhetorical place, where 

there is little that is too offensive with which to engage, and that engagement may subvert 

stereotypes or may do nothing more than laugh at its own offensiveness. 
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Albrecht (2013) notes that in a convergent media environment in which activism 

can co-exist with humor and other elements of social engagement in the same text, irony 

is an “inherently unstable category…which thrives by refusing to adopt any fixed point of 

stability from which to analyze culture and mount a critique” (p. E1). It’s Always Sunny’s 

depiction of Carmen can be, and likely is, more than one thing – both a send up of 

transphobia and a confirmation of transphobic ideology as expressed through its use of 

language, its allowing Carmen to be the butt of jokes, and its use of the camera to 

contradict her femininity.  

Discourse about It’s Always Sunny 

 Most discussion of It’s Always Sunny is framed in terms of the show’s tendency to 

push boundaries, and the questionable moral fiber of the main characters. The show has 

been called “crude, controversial, outlandish, and downright hilarious” (“Comedy Central 

and Twentieth Television,” 2009, para. 5). According to one article, the show’s main 

characters are ““extremely depraved, self-centered idiots, with absolutely no regard for 

anyone other than themselves. They aren’t really intended to be modeled after or 

celebrated in any way” (“It’s Always Sunny,” 2013, para. 20). The writer adds that “they 

are meant to be the villains in their own story” (para. 3). Thus, when the characters 

mistreat Carmen the viewers are supposed to know that it is mistreatment, that there is 

nothing in the main characters’ behavior to emulate.  

 The show is described as starting conversations about controversial or culturally 

relevant issues, but doing so without expressing a preferred opinion. In this context, the 

specific treatment of Carmen and LGBTQ issues in general is positioned as less relevant 

that the fact that the show is engaging with them at all. One article notes that Sunny 
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“stretches the limit of what is acceptable behavior within a sitcom until there are no limits 

left” (“#9: It’s Always Sunny,” 2010, para. 16). We are meant to view the characters’ 

treatment of Carmen as deplorable, because everything they do is deplorable.   

 A number of writers see positives in Carmen’s representation. A Reddit 

commenter argues that “Carmen just seems like a normal woman” (‘Is Mac’s 

relationship,” N.D., para. 6). “This show actually showed Carmen as a real person, just a 

woman who was stuck in a man’s body, and has a lot more respect for her than most 

shows would, ” the commenter argued (para. 10). Carmen “is smart and beautiful” and 

“usually has the upper hand,” says another piece (“It’s Always Sunny,” 2013, para. 5), 

which notes that the treatment of Carmen improves over time, and that “the most mean-

spirited jokes are usually on the gang, rather than” Carmen (para. 5). 

 Other writers focus on the overt mistreatment of Carmen, including the many 

instances of her being referred to as a “tranny,” and the camera shots focused at her 

genitals. One article notes that every episode with Carmen “is rife with ignorant, 

transphobic jokes” (“Get your act together,” 2011, para. 11). The show is referred to as 

“disgustingly transphobic” and is criticized for its portrayal of Carmen “for pure comedic 

value” (pizzavanguard, N.D., para. 1).  

 These differing viewpoints underscore the complexity of representation in 

satirical shows, because, even more than with other genres, different audiences will 

derive different meanings from the text. The question remains — can a show overtly 

mistreat a character from a disenfranchised group and rightfully claim the moral cover of 

satire? Do comedic shows have a responsibility to rise above getting laughs at the 

expense of such characters? Or are the laughs in this case really at the expense of the 
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other characters whose choices we are not supposed to value? One writer notes that 

Carmen is but another “ridiculous character in this show populated entirely by ridiculous 

characters” (Kling, 2011, para. 6), suggesting that Carmen is to be taken at face value 

within a landscape where everyone is suspect and nobody gets off without a comedic 

takedown.  

Conclusion 

Dirty Sexy Money offers in Carmelita and Patrick a genuine love story, in which 

both characters are fully accepting of and supportive of each other. Those outside of the 

relationship seem to feel threatened by its implications, but Patrick is steadfast in his 

acceptance of Carmelita as a woman. Still, this is undercut by transphobic remarks by 

other characters. Carmelita lacks a back story and character development that make her 

seem like an accessory for Patrick’s storyline, and the writers killing her off at the 

moment that she and Patrick are about to be fully and publicly together undermines what 

is otherwise a love story thus far unusual for transgender characters. Carmelita’s portrayal 

by a transgender actress was a television milestone, which in a significant way advances 

the depiction of transgender characters on American television. 

Sons of Anarchy gives us a sentimental love story in Tig and Venus’ relationship, 

and offers in Venus a fully developed character. Venus’ status as a sex worker and her 

portrayal by a cisgender male actor reinforce stereotypes, though the general 

development of the character subverts stereotypes in allowing the audience to see a 

transgender woman as a viable romantic partner. 

Two and a Half Men makes fun of Alan’s relationship with Paula, frequently 

calling attention to the ways in which she is more authentically a man than a woman. It 
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also serves to advance stereotypical ideas about masculinity and femininity, at the 

expense of the transgender character. At the same time, it portrays Paula as sexually 

empowered, intelligent and professionally accomplished, which has been fairly unusual 

in depictions of transgender women, who are often portrayed as overly feminized, 

victimized, and engaging in some kind of sex work.  

In It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia, the show’s use of satire complicates the 

reading of the transgender storyline. Carmen’s character is insulted and objectified, and is 

required to conduct her relationship in secret, to protect Mac from the embarrassing 

judgments of his friends. Yet the over-the-top juxtaposition of a serial killer storyline with 

Mac’s relationship with Carmen calls attention to the silliness of Mac sneaking around 

with Carmen. The general unsavoriness of the lead characters on It’s Always Sunny means 

that they are never held up as exemplars of behavior, and their bad behavior is rarely 

rewarded, suggesting that the show’s intent may be to critique treatment of transgender 

characters advanced by the main characters. Nonetheless, as with any satire, not everyone 

in the audience may be in on the joke, so satirizing mistreatment of transgender people by 

hurling insults at transgender people might serve, for many audience members, to 

normalize that behavior rather than interrogate it. 

Both Two and a Half Men and It’s Always Sunny key into various common 

stereotypes and tropes, and tie the transgender characters into problematic representations 

of women. Both of the women are unusually physically attractive, as television tells us 

they must be to be worthy romantic subjects. Yet the interpretation of those 

representations is complicated by their different approaches to humor. For their part, 

Dirty Sexy Money and Sons of Anarchy represent loving relationships between 
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heterosexual cisgender men and transgender women. 

In the next two chapters, four teenaged characters are discussed. Two of the 

characters hold binary gender identities, and two of them have more fluid identities, that 

call into question the assumptions of the gender binary. The characters are discussed in 

terms of how they are represented (RQ1). They will also be considered in terms of other 

LGBTQ themes with the shows (RQ2.2), and, in two cases, the intersectional dialogue 

the shows create between the race and gender of the characters (RQ3). Discourse related 

to the shows will also be considered (RQ4). 
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CHAPTER 8 

GROWING UP BINARY 

Four television shows, roughly a quarter of the shows in my sample, featured 

adolescent transgender or gender fluid characters. Unique from Glee and Cole from The 

Fosters, who will be discussed in this chapter, offer fairly straightforward stories of teens 

who identified with the opposite binary gender than that which they were assigned at 

birth. Both shows told the transgender storyline primarily in terms of issues which the 

transgender character faced, such as bullying, difficulty in using the restroom consistent 

with their identified genders, or an inability to get necessary medical intervention to 

transition. In doing so, each of these shows appear to represent an intention on the part of 

the show’s writers and producers to educate the public on issues faced by transgender 

adolescents. Both Glee and The Fosters situate transgender storylines in the context of a 

larger project of enhancing LGBTQ visibility. Both shows have been applauded for their 

gay characters and storylines throughout the run of the shows. One of the shows, Glee, 

manages to transcend the transgender storyline somewhat, in offering a transgender 

character whose transgender status is not always central to the plot lines in which she 

appears. Both shows advocate on some level for the social acceptance of transgender 

people, though Glee is much more problematic in how it does so. 

Glee 

Glee and the Fox Network 

Glee, a musical dramedy, was broadcast on the Fox network from 2009 to 2015. 

The show has been called a “cultural phenomenon” (Hampp, 2011, para. 3) a “sensation,” 

(Vargas-Cooper, 2013 , para. 6), and groundbreaking in its prominently featuring 
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LGBTQ storylines in its plots. It has been said to have achieved “pop culture 

omnipresence” (Donahue, 2010, para. 4). It garnered two Golden Globes wins for “Best 

Television Series – Musical or Comedy,” and numerous Emmy nominations and wins 

over the course of the series, as well as a GLAAD Media Award for Outstanding Comedy 

Series. It has also engendered an active online fan community of people calling 

themselves “Gleeks.” At its most popular, the show’s second season premier had over 

twelve million viewers (Donahue, 2010), quite an accomplishment for a network 

television show in an era when audiences are increasingly fragmented. Celebrities 

seemed to clamor for the opportunity to guest star on the high-visibility show. It’s been 

suggested that Glee be used in the classroom as a strategy to prevent bullying and to 

educate kids about stereotypes surrounding gender and homosexuality (Falter, 2013). 

During the run of Glee, the show contributed to the Fox Network earning high 

marks from GLAAD for its LGBTQ-inclusive programming. Glee premiered in May of 

2009, and Fox was noted by GLAAD in its 2009-2010 Network Responsibility Index to 

have improved significantly since 2007 in its LGBTQ inclusiveness, going from no 

LGBTQ series regulars in 2007 to four in 2009 (Kinon, 2009). GLAAD had long argued 

that Fox’s “sensitivity to lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender” issues was questionable 

(Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation, 2007, p. 14). They had ranked Fox last in 

diversity among the broadcast networks in their 2007 report, recommending that: 

Fox needs to tap into the LGBT community that is a large part of News Corp-
owned MySpace [News Corp was Fox’s parent company]. The network is missing 
a synergistic opportunity by not offering inclusive programming to attract LGBT 
MySpace members (p. 15). 
 

In response, Kevin Reilly, the Fox Entertainment president, stated that the rating was 
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“’disheartening’ and that the network ‘absolutely’ has a responsibility to represent LGBT 

people” (Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation, 2008, p 14). 

Fox was in last place among the broadcast networks again in the 2007-2008 

Index, with their total LGBTQ content even lower, though GLAAD conceded that “Fox 

seem[ed] to be making a conscious effort to increase the quantity and quality of its LGBT 

portrayals” (Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation, 2008, p. 15). Fox’s 

inclusiveness ranking rose to second among broadcast networks during the 2009-2010 

season, the season in which Glee premiered, gaining them a GLAAD rating of 

“Adequate” for LGBTQ content. In their report, GLAAD called Glee “the standout 

LGBT-inclusive series for Fox” (Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation, 2010, p. 

13). Fox’s ranking continued to rise, and Glee was called “one of the most inclusive 

shows on Fox and on television in general” in featuring five LGBTQ characters, which 

was “more than any other show on the broadcast networks” (GLAAD, 2011a, p. 12). 

GLAAD argued the importance of television in increasing the acceptance of LGBTQ 

people in American society, noting that “personally knowing an LGBT person is one of 

the most influential factors in shifting one’s views on LGBT issues, but in the absence of 

that, many viewers have first gotten to know [LGBTQ people] as television characters” 

(GLAAD, 2013, p. 3) 

With the addition of Unique as a series regular, Glee continued as a central factor 

in Fox’s 2013 “Good” rating from GLAAD, who called Unique “the most prominent 

trans character on television” (GLAAD, 2013, p. 15). In 2014, GLAAD noted that Fox 

had the “highest percentage of trans inclusive hours….thanks to Glee” (GLAAD, 2014, p. 

5). Fox also had the most ethnic diversity of LGBTQ representations in 2014, with 43% 
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of their LGBTQ characters being people of color, including Unique from Glee. Fox was 

rated first among the broadcast networks for LGBTQ-inclusive primetime programming. 

An increase in LGBTQ reality-based programming and other shows like Brooklyn Nine-

Nine, which premiered in 2013, added to Fox’s diversity. In the 2014 report, GLAAD 

applauded Fox for its LGBTQ inclusiveness, calling them “a leader in LGBT 

representation on television” due to “programming that is not only consistently inclusive 

but often diverse as well” (GLAAD, 2014, p. 19). 

Fox’s great improvement in LGBTQ-inclusiveness seems likely part of a 

conscious strategy over a number of years to do a better job with LGBTQ representation, 

due in part to advocacy efforts by organizations such as GLAAD. Whether that came 

more from a place of social responsibility or an awareness that cultivating LGBTQ 

viewers and GLAAD approval is a winning business strategy is subject to debate. As 

GLAAD mentioned in their 2012 report, gay men and lesbians were estimated to have 

spent $790 billion in 2012, so there was a growing awareness among advertisers that 

LGBTQ people were a market ripe for exploitation (though transgender people would 

have been a much smaller part of the market). Likely Glee came along at a time when 

Fox network executives were looking to clean up their tarnished image around LGBTQ 

issues for a variety of reasons, and at a time when the rise of social media meant that 

there could be nearly instant ramifications for missteps of representation in terms of 

public outcry.  

Glee’s Diversity 

During its six-season run, Glee won praise for its inclusive themes and 

development of LGBTQ storylines, and also criticism for what many have viewed as 
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stereotypical representations of the disabled (Smith, 2010), Asian Americans (Lola, 

2014), and gay people (Scheuer, 2012). If many television shows read as inauthentic in 

their failure to represent the diversity of real life, Glee reads as inauthentic in its 

overrepresentation of diversity. The inclusivity in Glee is almost laughable in its studied 

completeness, including in its cast of characters a wheelchair bound boy, a vaguely 

sociopathic cheerleader with down syndrome, boys and girls of all races and 

socioeconomic statuses, a mixed race lesbian couple, and a few years in, Unique, a 

transgender person of color. If Glee’s cast of characters are representative of the world at 

large, it’s an amalgamation that is unlikely seen in one social sphere in the real world of 

most suburban high schools, and thus represents the narrative possibility of diversity 

more than it represents the reality in which most high school students reside. According 

to the show’s executive producer, Dante Di Loreto, Glee “creates the high school 

environment you wish you had” (Saval, 2014, para. 16). Nonetheless, the diverse makeup 

sets the stage for the show’s main theme, that in glee club everyone is brought together 

by the music, and seemingly insurmountable differences are surmounted in the service of 

the musical performance. 

A Strong Black Woman 

Glee is notable in that it includes two separate transgender storylines and 

characters, though only one, the adolescent character Unique, will be discussed in this 

chapter, for the purposes of thematic consistency. It is important to note, however, that 

the treatment the two characters receive is quite different, and suggestive of an evolving 

awareness by the showrunner and writers that they bear some responsibility in treating a 

transgender character with sensitivity. The first of the characters, played by actor Alex 
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Newell, appears in three episodes of the third season as a member of a rival glee club, 

then joins the cast as a series regular in Season 4 when her character, Wade “Unique” 

Adams, transfers to McKinley High School. Newell, a cisgender gay male, who often 

performs in female dress and includes Barbra Streisand and Aretha Franklin in his 

musical influences (Nahmod 2012), remains in the cast through Season 5, and returns for 

guest appearances in two episodes of Season 6.  

Unique is at first positioned as the transgender female alter ego of the socially 

awkward Wade Adams. Unlike the mousy Wade, Unique is bombastic and dynamic. 

We’re introduced to Wade and Unique during an episode called “Saturday Night 

Gleever.” New Directions, the McKinley High glee club, is singing songs from the film 

Saturday Night Fever, and competing against rival club Vocal Adrenaline. In keeping 

with the organizing principle of the series, the episode draws its primary themes from the 

music the club will be performing in that episode. In this case, Mr. Schuester invites the 

students to consider and articulate their dreams and goals, just as Tony from Saturday 

Night Fever pursues his dreams in the film.  

When we first see Wade Adams, she appears at the McKinley High lockers as 

Kurt (Chris Colfer) and his friend Mercedes (Amber Riley) are talking about colleges. 

She is dressed in a plaid button-down shirt and grey sweater vest, the height of male nerd 

fashion. She is African American and overweight, with close-cropped hair. Wade 

introduces herself as their “biggest fan,” having seen most of their performances. She 

identifies herself with her male name, and asks for their advice about her glee club 

advisor, a mean-spirited and authoritarian leader who refers to Wade as “Chunks 

McGriddle.” Wade tells them that while her coach is mean, “he’s nothing compared to 
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the kids at school…or my parents.” She reveals that since she was a child he has coped 

by imagining he was a different person named Unique, “somebody that I dreamed of 

being – the real me.”  

The camera cuts back to the earlier moment when Kurt and Mercedes had been talking at 

the locker. We hear their voices, but this time we see only a figure clad in a black full-

length coat moving down the hallway with purpose. The camera pans up, and we see a 

well-dressed person of ambiguous gender, with a faux fur collar, a fedora, and dark 

sunglasses – very dramatic in presentation. Unique confidently sashays past a teacher, 

who stares at her, as if he’s never seen anyone so glamorous before. There’s a close up on 

Kurt, whose interest is piqued. Unique removes her sunglasses to reveal bright eye 

makeup: 

Unique: “Kurt Hummel and Mercedes Jones. Unique worships the red carpet you 

walk on. If you two had a love child, it would be Unique. And Unique’s 

grandparents would be Andre Leon Talley [former editor of Vogue Magazine] and 

Beyoncé, because only the best will do for Unique…” 

Mercedes and Kurt appraise the impact Unique is making on those around her. The scene 

cuts away from the fantasy and to the real-life conversation with Wade, Kurt and 

Mercedes: 

Kurt: “Unique sounds like a really great person.”  

Wade smiles shyly.  

Kurt: I hope that one day you can build up enough courage to be him.”  

Wade: “Actually, Unique’s a ‘her.’ That’s why I want your advice. Our regionals 

are this Saturday. I want to go on stage wearing a dress and heels. Because that’s 
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who I feel like I am inside.”  

Kurt: “Unique.” 

Wade: “Yes. What would you do? “  

Of course, the issue is less whether Unique should appear on stage in female presentation 

than whether she should reveal to the world her true gender identity. Ultimately Kurt and 

Mercedes advise Wade to go on stage as Unique, encouraged by Coach Sylvester’s 

Machiavellian plan to sabotage the other glee club, but they have second thoughts just 

before the show. They look for Unique in the dressing room, and attempt to convince her 

to change her mind about performing as a girl.  

Kurt: “Look Wade… you can’t do this. I admit that I’ve worn some flamboyantly 

designed outfits, but I’ve never dressed up like a woman.”  

Wade [with disappointment]: “That’s because you identify yourself as a man. I 

thought you, of all people, would understand.”  

Kurt seems to mistake Wade’s gender identity with a gimmick intended to maximize a 

singing performance. The exchange highlights the reality that though members of the 

LGBTQ community are often positioned as natural allies, those who are transgender 

often face misunderstanding of their gender even from other members of the larger 

LGBTQ community.  

 As the curtain opens on Vocal Adrenaline, Unique is center stage, looking 

vampish in a black fringed mini-dress and fishnet stockings, heels and makeup, and a 

bobbed wig. She belts out the song confidently. The Vocal Adrenaline coach is startled 

upon seeing Wade dressed as Unique, and tries to make his way backstage to intervene. 

He gestures frantically to Unique to leave the stage, but Unique ignores him. She looks 
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happy and confident, performing for the crowd, and delivers a flawless vocal 

performance supported by backup singers and dancers. Backstage, the coach looks 

horrified at the performance because of Wade’s female presentation. The performance is 

a hit with the audience, though, who can be seen dancing, and they cheer loudly and 

whistle at the end. Unique is a sensation. The next day at their lockers, Mercedes and 

Kurt discuss the performance: 

Mercedes: “I cannot believe Unique pulled that off.” 

Kurt: “Something to be said for the power of a dream. He took a risk and it paid 

off. I guess that’s just having a dream.” 

Thus, Unique presenting as female is constructed as Unique pursuing her dream, just as 

Tony did in Saturday Night Fever. Kurt misgenders Unique, which seems to suggest that 

the writers are misgendering her.  

 Unique is compartmentalized, and her compartmentalization continues through 

much of the character’s time on the show, though gradually Wade morphs into a 

somewhat distilled version of Unique who presents as a girl, and says things that Wade 

would likely not have been comfortable saying. Wade doesn’t just dream of being 

female; he dreams of being a particular kind of bold female. Unique is not just Wade’s 

inner female identity, but also her inner ideal identity, someone who is not afraid to draw 

attention to herself, and who is supremely confident in her role as a performer [Episode 

3.16]. Unique is envisioned as the person who can do what Wade thinks she cannot do, a 

splintered-off female identity rather than a cohesive person fully expressed. Early on, 

Unique routinely refers to herself in the third person, seeming to encourage this notion 

that she is separate from Wade.  
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Whereas Wade is meek and unassuming, Unique refers to herself as a “strong 

black woman” [Episode 3.21], long a problematic American stereotype of black women 

(Romero, 2000; Davis & Afifi, 2019) that Unique trades in several times without the 

show examining. The stereotype has operated within white patriarchal culture to 

subordinate black women, by “celebrating their attempts to meet impossible expectations 

of perseverance, stoicism, and invulnerability” in the face of institutional racism (David 

& Afifi, 2019, p. 3). It is ironic that Glee activates this stereotype for its lone transgender 

character, who faces abuse, misgendering and other tribulations associated with her 

gender, at the same time the show tells us it is racially neutral, and does not interrogate 

whether Unique’s race might play any part in how she’s treated, when in the real world 

the consequences of being trans for black transwomen is especially dire. But by 

identifying as a strong black woman, Unique seems to feel she can transcend the abuse 

she receives and invoke her racial identity and its attendant stereotypical strength and 

resilience as a totem against it.  

Throughout her character arc, Unique’s gender presentation is inconsistent, with 

her sometimes dressing in Wade’s more masculine clothes while wearing makeup, or 

dressing in Unique’s feminine style while wearing Wade’s close-cropped masculine hair. 

She is not identified as non-binary, however, as Unique clearly identifies as a female. 

When she’s at her most comfortable, Unique presents as a gender-conforming female. 

Her presentation is inconsistent partly because she is “becoming” Unique throughout her 

story arc, evolving from the mousy Wade into the confident Unique. In this way, the 

character resonates as the teenager she is, who is trying on different pieces of identity and 

playing at being different people. Yet she is also bound to Wade’s presentation by her 
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parents’ fears for what might happen to her if she were to present fully as a girl, requiring 

her to dial down her appearance, so that she steps only tentatively into the full 

presentation of her female self, presumably because she is unable to fully tamp it down 

and present consistently as the boy that she isn’t.  

Nonetheless, it seems that over time Wade gains power by the expression of the 

Unique personality, which she increasingly does even when her gender presentation is 

more male or an amalgamation of female and male characteristics. Somewhere along the 

line, the two people merge, and we forget that Unique was anything besides a complete 

version of Wade, even if she is somewhat two-dimensional as a character. But initially, 

Wade steps tentatively into Unique, gradually encouraged by the somewhat clumsy 

acceptance of her peers. Yet Unique is accepted more as she presents more consistently 

as a female. As Hall (2003) notes, by way of Douglas (1966), “what really upsets cultural 

order is when things turn up in the wrong category; or when things fail to fit into any 

category” (p. 236). As a somewhat effeminate boy, or an ambiguously-gendered person, 

Unique is more of a threat to the cultural order than when she is fully legible as female, 

and she is treated accordingly by some of the other characters.  

Glee, Satire, and Humor 

Glee’s satirical sensibility makes it something of an open text, which juxtaposes 

its own earnestness against the callous behavior of various characters, most notably 

Coach Sue Sylvester (Jane Lynch). Sylvester is paranoid, power hungry, and abrasive to 

the extreme, and her dialogue provides much of the comic relief of the show as well as a 

foil to its self-conscious messages of diversity and belonging. Though the glee club kids 

are at times verbally antagonized by those outside of their insular group, that abuse can 
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rarely hold a candle to what is heaped on them by Coach Sylvester, who makes a blood 

sport of antagonizing them to a degree that is at times painful to watch, and full of “I 

can’t believe she just said that” moments. In an interview, Jane Lynch describes the 

motivations of her popular character, saying, “the base of Sue is the Angry 

Lady…There’s such a tenderness being protected by Sue. She’s a warrior to protect her 

own little vulnerability. That’s why she goes after other people’s vulnerabilities. It’s 

Psychology 101” (Keveney, 2011, para. 25). Yet Coach Sylvester is just vulnerable 

enough, and at times surprisingly supportive of people one wouldn’t expect, to keep her 

from being a wholly bad character, and thus her abusive antics often read as just another 

hurdle the kids must jump over to get through the semi-treacherous world of high school 

emotionally intact.  

 The show’s satirical tone is consistent throughout, and allows the writers to 

engage with sometimes serious subject matter in a relatively light-hearted way. Because 

of its tongue-in-cheek approach, Glee is sometimes described as campy, though 

showrunner and creator Ryan Murphy argues against the term. In an interview with the 

magazine Out, Murphy states “I hate that word,” which is often applied to shows with 

openly gay showrunners. He continues: 

To me, Showgirls is camp. That’s a movie where the creators clearly thought they 
were making All About Eve. They took it super seriously and lost the tone along 
the way. I don’t think my tone ever really gets away from me -- it’s all deliberate. 
I just think ‘camp’ is an easy blanket term, and it’s not accurate for me or a lot of 
other gay people. I mean, I get it. I think there’s an outlandishness, a 
flamboyance, and a heightened realism to my work, but camp is an umbrella I 
don’t particularly like or agree with.” (Vargas-Cooper, 2013, para. 25& 26). 
 

Satire and humor  

Glee is full of rhetoric about acceptance and being oneself, though it is also full of 
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presumably satirical barbs that make fun of various selves. At times the dialogue is so 

hostile that it’s difficult to reconcile it with the inclusive message of the show, even 

though the show often pokes fun at itself and its conventions. Anybody is liable to say 

anything, but much of the truly cringe-worthy dialogue is placed in the laps of the few 

biting characters who are constructed as bullies. Often they are bullies with vulnerable, 

squishy centers, such as Quinn the cheerleader, who evolves during the show from a 

mean spirited bully into someone who we learn has been victimized herself, and is by the 

end surprisingly likable even as she delivers withering lines. For instance, when Quinn 

announces during practice for the school play that she is hosting a sleepover for the girls 

in the cast, she concedes that Unique is welcome, but extends the invitation with a barb, 

saying grudgingly, “Lady boy can come. But if I catch you hiding your dinky between 

your legs and prancing around like Silence of the Lambs, you’re out” [Episode 4.6]. Thus 

Unique is accepted into Quinn’s space as a female, but with the caveat that she is not 

really female.  

Though there is routinely hostility in the banter among the characters in Glee, 

Coach Sue Sylvester delivers many of the most acerbically funny lines, usually at the 

expense of others. Sylvester is played by Jane Lynch, herself a lesbian and an LGBTQ 

activist, but the Coach Sylvester character is aggressively heterosexual and not above 

insulting the LGBTQ characters on the show, among other people, or exploiting the 

obvious to makes jokes at people’s expense. For instance, in the first season, she calls 

upon the various minorities in New Directions by offensive nicknames, alluding to their 

race, disability and/or sexual preference: 

Coach Sylvester: “Santana! Wheels! Gay kid! Asian! Other Asian! Aretha! 
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Shaft!” [Episode 1.7] 

Is making fun of everyone essentially the same as making fun of no one? The 

show seems to proceed from that viewpoint. Nonetheless, Sue Sylvester’s open disdain 

for Unique is almost painful to watch, and it’s easy to appreciate that the satire at times 

goes too far, as it does in one scene in which Sylvester overhears Unique telling a friend 

that she wants the role of Rizzo in the glee club performance of Grease. The two are in 

the girls’ restroom standing in front of the mirror, even though Unique is physically 

presenting most closely as Wade.  

Coach Sylvester: “Well, well, well, if it isn’t McKinley High’s own Tina Stomach 

–Turner, and her trusty sidekick.”  

Wade/Unique are presented as “stomach-turning,” an object of disgust. Disgust has been 

frequently been activated towards transgender characters, and towards transgender people 

in their private lives (Lester, 2015). Wade and Marley look offended by Sylvester’s 

words. 

Coach Sylvester (looking at Marley, then Unique in turn): “I’m trying to think of 

a mean nickname for you and I’m blanking. But you, Urethra Franklin, you are a 

boy and you are fooling no one. You are smuggling more kielbasa under those 

gowns than a homesick Polish lady trying to sneak through Customs.”  

Marley [shocked]: “You can’t say things like that.” 

Coach Sylvester: “Oh I think you’ll find I can say anything I want, absolutely 

stunning, kind-faced, blue-eyed girl. Now, I know full well that gender confusion 

is the liberal media’s new darling, bored with drowning the nation’s airways with 

tinny sitcoms so gay that you have to stretch a dental dam over your television set 
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in order to watch them safely. The Hollywood Communists are busy force-

feeding us drag queen reality shows and soft profiles of gender-confused 

hormone-gobbling pre-teens, who faint at the site of their own genitals.”  

Of course, the inside joke, that the audience is supposed to get, is that Glee is one 

of those shows “force-feeding [the audience] gender-confused hormone-

gobbling” teens.  

As she talks, Sue applies one of the girls’ lipsticks to her own lips, as if rubbing their 

noses in the lack of power they have to control the situation. Her contempt for Unique is 

almost palpable. Sylvester continues: 

Coach Sylvester: “There’s no way in hell you’re going to play Rizzo. I will not 

allow you to unleash a teenage maelstrom of gender-bent sexual confusion at this 

school, so you can turn it around and make it a launch party for your very own 

line of male girdles, and brand-new fragrance called “Nut Whiff.”  

Marley: “We don’t care what you say. We’re both auditioning for that musical.”  

Unique, though she’s been silent, crosses her arms stubbornly, and they both turn around 

and walk out, Unique tossing her hair as if she is prepared to meet the coach’s challenge 

[Episode 4.5]. 

Sylvester’s malevolence in the scene is uncomfortable, and her referring to 

Unique as “Tina Stomach-Turner” and “Urethra Franklin,” plays on both Unique’s race 

and gender presentation. The audience is meant to laugh at these lines, even as they are 

supposed to know that they are mean-spirited and somehow socially unacceptable in the 

context of inclusiveness to which the show pays lip service. Yet they don’t read entirely 

as satire, but as clever jokes at the expense of the transgender character. Sylvester’s 
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venom towards Unique does call attention to the kinds of things that many transgender 

people likely frequently hear directed at them, but the fact that they’re laugh lines at all 

suggests there’s a level on which the audience is supposed to be complicit in mocking the 

transgender character. Overall, the scene is uncomfortable to watch. Is it uncomfortable 

because it is intentionally calling upon us to question what we think is funny about 

Unique, or have the writers completely missed the point and layered a surface-level 

acceptance over a deeper notion that it is okay to laugh at the expense of transgender 

people, because they are inherently laughable, that it’s okay to ask transgender audience 

members to have a thick skin? The fact that the show only goes so far in poking fun of 

race suggests that the writers know just how far they can get away with going, and there 

are lines they won’t cross when it comes to racialized rhetoric. But it doesn’t always feel 

genuine that the show couches insults in terms of things that bad people might say, while 

hiding behind a cloak of inclusivity. As Weiss (2010) has noted, “when there's not 

rampant discrimination and violence against trans people, then it might be funny.” The 

dialog in scenes with Unique often seems to rhetorically arm transgender bigots at least 

as much as it interrogates them. 

Unique’s Treatment by Glee Club Members 

 The next season, Wade/Unique transfers in to McKinley and joins New 

Directions, and it seems that this gives Wade the confidence he needs to present more 

frequently as Unique. But Unique’s comfort with herself is not initially matched by the 

other kids, who, it seems, view Unique initially as a stage act rather than as an expression 

of Wade’s true gender identity. Upon joining some of the glee club kids at the lunch table 

on the first day, Unique announces herself to the table. The other glee club kids criticize 
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her feminine presentation, telling her that the balance between the “Gleeks” and the 

popular kids is tenuous, and her female presentation is likely to spark abuse for all of 

them. Blaine tells her that, “maybe you should just save Unique for performances and just 

be Wade the rest of the time.” Unique agrees to take off her makeup. When she returns, 

still largely dressed as a female, one of the boys balks. “Bro, I thought we agreed you’d 

only wear that stuff onstage,” says Sam. “What’s wrong with you guys?” chimes in Kurt. 

“This club is about diversity and acceptance. Or at least it used to be.” Kurt has been a 

central figure in the show’s valorization of diversity, and his coming out story and 

subsequent romance with Blaine is prominently featured in the show and applauded in 

the press. In glee club, Kurt has found acceptance that otherwise might have eluded him 

in a high school where the hyper-masculine jocks and hyper-feminine cheerleaders are at 

the top of the social hierarchy, and he advocates for Unique’s acceptance, even if he 

doesn’t always understand her core gender identity himself. 

 Unique seems outwardly to experience the club members’ interactions with her as 

acceptance, even though many of them are reluctant at best to accept her female 

presentation as something other than a performance. Yet she seems to experience the club 

as a place of acceptance even though their acceptance of her has been mixed. She 

declares, “Glee Club’s a special place. I mean, where else could I dress like this and be 

welcomed with open arms?” Despite the limits of their understanding, there’s clearly a 

contrast between how Unique is treated by club members versus how she is treated by the 

popular kids, one of whom calls her “pre-op Precious based on the novel Barf by 

Sapphire,” a remark that manages to make fun of Unique’s gender presentation, weight, 

and race at the same time. Unique merely raises her eyebrows at the insult, which is 
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typical of the disconcertingly biting humor in the show. One of the glee club kids rushes 

in to defend Unique, suggesting that though they don’t really understand what it means 

for her to be transgender, they basically welcome her and advocate for her. 

 Yet it’s not always smooth sailing within the club, and Unique is sometimes at 

pains to explain her gender identity and presentation to the other kids, a number of who 

don’t instinctively get it. When, in an episode entitled “Feuds” [Episode 4.16], Unique 

confronts a new member of the group, Ryder, on his treatment of a friend, Ryder reveals 

his confusion about Unique, who has been toggling between various degrees of male and 

female presentation. He refers to Unique as “dude.” 

Unique: “Who are you calling a dude? I am no dude.”  

Ryder: “Wh…what are you then?”  

Unique: “I am a proud black woman.”  

Ryder glances down at Unique and appraises her, with a look of vague amusement on his 

face. The camera tracks up Unique’s body, wanting the audience to see what Ryder sees, 

a visual rhetorical strategy that seems to give lie to the notion that Unique is female.  

Ryder (with a smug smile): “You’re a dude.”  

Unique looks angry for a split second, and then shoves him before the scene cuts. Later, 

Blaine tries to get them to put aside their differences and shake hands. 

Unique (spinning around to stare at Ryder as he’s walking up to shake): “Unique 

would happily shake Ryder’s hand, but first say I’m a girl.”  

Ryder (laughing seemingly benignly): “Look, I’m just so confused, okay? 

Yesterday you’re dressed as a boy; today you’re a girl. Look, what bathroom do 

you use? I mean, make up your mind.”  
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Unique (stomping out of the room): “It doesn’t matter what you see. You don’t 

get to decide for me.”  

Jake (rolling his eyes at Ryder): “You are a douchebag, dude. I mean, in this room 

we can be whatever we want to be.”  

Again, the romantic ideal of glee club as a platform for being whoever you want to be is 

invoked. Later, Ryder discusses the situation with his Internet friend Katie, who is 

depicted as a disembodied female voice: 

Ryder: “I just can’t in good conscience call him a woman. I respect his choices. 

But what’s true is true: I could put on a bunny suit and hop around school giving 

out chocolate eggs. That doesn’t make me a rabbit.”  

Katie: “No, it makes you insane. Are we friends?”  

Ryder: “Totally.”  

Katie: “Can you prove it? I mean, if somebody were to say that we aren’t friends 

because we haven’t even met in person, how would that make you feel?”  

Ryder (seeing his reflection in the computer monitor): “Pissed off.”  

Katie: “Well this Wade/Unique guy believes he’s a girl. He doesn’t need any 

proof. It’s his truth. And like what you said, what’s true is true.”  

We later find out that “Katie” is really Unique, who has disguised her identity and 

pretended to be a petite, cisgender, white girl to attract Ryder’s attention. When Katie 

tries to teach Ryder tolerance of Unique, it is Unique arguing in favor of her own 

acceptance. Curiously, Unique misgenders herself in rhetorically reaching out to Ryder. 

Nonetheless, with Katie’s words in mind, Ryder apologizes to Unique. 

Ryder: “Unique, I’m not going to pretend like I understand everything that’s 
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going on with you. But you have a truth, and as your friend, I need to support that 

truth, so, you’re a girl, dude.” 

As Ryder smiles, Unique’s face crumbles and she starts to cry. She reveals that after their 

sing-off, she walked home, presenting as a girl, and was followed by several other girls. 

Unique remembers the incident in sepia tones, as if it’s fixed in her mind like an old 

photograph.  

Unique: “…a group of popular girls came after me.” 

Girl (shouting): “Are you a boy or a girl? Hey! Freak! Lady Freak!”  

The girl’s friends laugh, and they begin chasing Unique. The camera returns to the 

present time. 

Unique: “I got home before they caught up to me, but I was so scared.” 

Upon hearing Unique’s story, several friends from glee club rally around Unique, and 

insist on walking her home in the future. 

Unique seems gratified to be a part of the mismatched group, and overlooks it 

when they don’t all understand the implications of her gender presentation, when they 

misgender her, or make cutting remarks. Both the disagreement with Ryder and the 

revelation that Unique has been chased and taunted by other teenagers seem intended to 

serve an educational function, in drawing attention to the social realities that many 

transgender people face.  

Mistreatment in the Bathroom 

 Aside from the sometimes-unkind language of her social group, the Coach, and 

the more popular kids, Unique faces additional adversity at McKinley, including a 

confrontation with bullies when she is forced to use the boys’ bathroom. As she 
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approaches the boys’ room, in full female clothing and a wig, we see her hesitate and 

inhale deeply, as if preparing herself emotionally for what might transpire. She enters to a 

room with several boys in it, dressed in letter jackets and McKinley team colors, 

exemplars of the jock culture that is positioned as antithetical to glee club culture. A boy 

physically blocks her way from entering a stall, and they hurl abuse at her, finally ripping 

off her wig and flushing it. Unique is outnumbered and physically intimidated. After the 

abusive encounter, nearly in tears, she sings a poignant song about what her life would be 

like if she were a typical boy, idealizing how life would be if only she identified as the 

boy she appears to many to be. 

After her experience in the restroom, Unique appeals to Coach Sylvester, who is 

now the school principal, for the right to use the girl’s bathroom. By way of solution, 

Sylvester has a port-o-potty painted purple with yellow question marks on it placed in the 

school music room for Unique’s use, a bizarre development that would seem to satirize 

the debate that has happened in schools across the country about whether transgender 

students should be allowed to use the restroom of their identified sex. The question marks 

are a stand in for Sylvester’s judgement about Unique’s malleable gender presentation. In 

an interview, Dot-Marie Jones, who played Coach Beiste, acknowledged that the port-a-

potty was “provocative,” but added: 

Ryan [Murphy, Glee’s showrunner and writer] wants people to see how real life is 
for trans people…And everything’s not all warm and fuzzy. And it may seem a 
little extreme, and I can imagine some people were upset, but for some people, 
shit – it’s real life (Brydum, 2015, para. 11& 12). 
 

After a few days dealing with the port-a-potty in the room, Mr. Schuester takes the matter 

into his own hands and leads Unique to the unisex faculty restroom, where he and Unique 
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discuss the reality of her situation: 

Unique: “Thanks for doing this, Mr. Shue. But I don’t need a bodyguard. It’s not 

about feeling safe in the boys’ bathroom; it’s about feeling like I don’t belong.”  

Mr. Schuester: “Look, I hate to say it. But I think that as long as you keep being 

yourself, your life is probably gonna to be a constant string of ‘don’t belongs.’  

Unique: “I should probably just start getting used to it.”  

Mr. Schuester (laughing): “No, no, no. You should never get used to it. All great 

change has come from people who refused to get used to what was accepted but 

wasn’t right. Slavery. Gay rights. New Coke.”  

Unique: “So what you’re saying is I should pull a Rosa Parks and refuse to give 

up my seat in the girls’ bathroom.”  

Mr. Schuester: “Unfortunately, you’re not going to change the world overnight 

with some radical act of rebellion. You just need to keep finding places you 

belong and the people you belong with. And then you’ll have an army to fight 

alongside of you until the world is finally brave enough to accept you for who you 

are.”  

Unique: “It’s hard, you know. Having to dress like this every morning, knowing 

that almost nobody will understand. But I don’t have a choice. This is who I am. 

Thank you for seeing how hard it is.”  

Mr. Schuester: “No one should have to work so hard and risk so much just to be 

themselves.” [Episode 5.5] 

The exchange, and the bathroom issue in general, calls attention to the ways in 

which Unique is treated as an outsider because of her transgender status, and the ways in 



 237 

which she is at risk for abuse because of presenting as a different gender than she was 

assigned at birth. Though the episode calls attention to the struggle faced by many 

transgender teens and children throughout the country who find themselves at odds with 

policies and prevailing feelings about which bathroom or locker room they are allowed to 

use, the solution the show offers, in Mr. Schuester giving Unique a key to the faculty 

washroom in lieu of her being allowed to use the girls’ restroom, is at odds with most 

transgender civil rights initiatives dealing with bathrooms and locker rooms, and 

contradicts any message of acceptance. 

The bathroom issue has been a hot-button issue for several years, and has been a 

lightning rod for anti-transgender sentiment. In 2013, the same year the Unique bathroom 

episode aired, transgender first-grader Coy Mathis, who identifies as a girl, was granted 

the right to use the girl’s restroom at her elementary school, after a contentious battle her 

parents waged with the school district that received much media attention. The Mathis’ 

took the case to the Colorado Civil Rights Division, evoking the state’s Anti-

Discrimination Act, which offers public accommodations protections for LGBTQ people. 

Despite identifying as a girl, presenting as a girl, and possessing documentation that 

identified her as a girl, the Mathis’ were informed mid-year that Coy would be required 

to use the boys’ rest room or the gender-neutral faculty or nurse bathrooms, and would no 

longer be allowed to use the girl’s rest room that she had been using since the start of the 

school year. In a letter to the family, the school district claimed to have taken “into 

account not only Coy, but other students in the building, their parents, and the future 

impact a boy with male genitals using a girl’s bathroom would have as Coy grew older” 

(Payne, 2013, para. 11& 12). 
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The school district failed to consider Coy’s discomfort, in being treated 

differently than the other girls who were allowed to use the girls’ restroom, and also the 

emotional and physical danger it would likely cause her as she matured, should she 

choose to use the boys’ bathrooms, as typified by Unique’s experiences. In suggesting 

that Coy use the faculty or nurse’s bathrooms ostensibly to preserve the privacy of 

cisgender children, they were segregating her from other students. After reviewing the 

case, the state’s Civil Rights Decision determined that the school district’s policy "creates 

an environment that is objectively and subjectively hostile, intimidating or offensive" 

(Payne, 2013, para. 3) and ordered that Coy be allowed to use the restroom aligned with 

her gender, which represented a landmark decision. Michael Silverman, executive 

director of the Transgender Legal Defense and Education Fund, called the decision a 

“high-water mark for transgender rights” (Payne, 2013, para. 4).  

In 2015 the U.S. Justice Department affirmed that the educational protections laid 

out in Title IX of the Educational Amendments of 1972 applied to transgender kids in 

school settings, and that a male transgender high school student from Virginia whose case 

has been taken up by the American Civil Liberties Union could not be forced to use the 

restroom that was designated for his sex assigned at birth with which he did not identify. 

The boy, sixteen-year old Gavin Grimm, explained, “I just want to use the restroom in 

peace. Since the school board passed this policy I feel singled out and humiliated every 

time I need to use the restroom” (Ennis, 2015, para. 5). Despite the ruling, as recently as 

January 2016, several state bills were up for vote that if passed would require students to 

use bathrooms according to their sex assigned at birth, and, in February 2016, South 

Dakota would be the first state to pass a trans-hostile student bathroom bill. The bill 
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mandated that bathrooms, locker rooms and showers in public schools accessible to 

multiple people will be designated according to “biological sex,” which is “determined 

by a person’s chromosomes and anatomy as identified at birth” (Brownstone, 2016) 

meaning that a child who has transitioned to the opposite sex would be required use the 

rest room designated by his gender assigned at birth. Such bills are buttressed by fear 

mongering that positions transgender women in women’s rest rooms as potential sexual 

predators, when in reality, it is generally transgender people who are at risk in bathrooms. 

A 2013 study of people who identify as transgender or gender non-conforming in the 

Washington DC area (Herman, 2013), a city which has strong protections in place for 

transgender people’s use of public services, found that while 70% of the respondents had 

experienced a negative reaction when using their preferred bathroom, a full 9% of 

respondents had actually experienced a physical assault, including forcible removable 

from the restroom, being hit, kicked or slapped, physically intimidated or cornered, and, 

in one case, sexually assaulted. Plot elements such as Unique’s bathroom misadventures 

offer the potential to educate viewers on the uncomfortable and sometimes dangerous 

realities of doing the most mundane of things while transgender. Nonetheless, turning 

Unique’s predicament into a comedic moment with the introduction of the port-o-potty, 

and the resolution of the storyline with Unique’s being relegated to the staff bathroom are 

both questionable choices on the part of the writers if education was their intention. 

Unique’s Romantic Life 

 Though things she says suggests that she identifies as a heterosexual woman, the 

only romantic involvement Unique is allowed is the misguided relationship in which 

Unique hides her identity to Ryder and befriends him online, with ultimately negative 
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consequences for their friendship once he realizes that the girl he has had romantic 

inclinations towards is Unique. No other romantic prospects are allowed her character. 

The writers particularly missed an opportunity to develop a viable romantic storyline for 

Unique with a Sadie Hawkins dance-themed episode, in which the girls are supposed to 

ask boys to a dance. Though it’s been made clear elsewhere in the series that Unique is 

attracted to boys, she abstains from the conversations the other girls hold about who they 

want to ask to the dance, and is seemingly not in attendance at the dance. This romantic 

absence is notable in a show that features the teenaged romantic intrigues of its 

characters, and has been applauded for its representation of same sex relationships, 

suggesting that the show, while progressive in some ways, drew a line at representing 

transgender characters in straight relationships.  

Overview of Unique 

Overall, Glee offers a sometimes sugar-coated, sometimes stark view into the 

emotional reality of a transgender teen, and a teen of color at that, though they don’t 

engage with Unique’s racial identity beyond the surface level. It’s unfortunate that the 

show doesn’t explore the intersection of Unique’s race and gender at all, given that most 

social metrics suggest that people of color pay a much higher price for being transgender, 

but the character is still remarkable because of the general dearth of positive 

representation among transgender people of color on television. In contrast to Roscoe in 

House of Lies, who will be discussed in the next chapter, we see Unique outside of the 

protective womb of her home life, and we see her struggles as a transperson, but gain 

only cursory insight into how her family relationships are impacted by her gender 

presentation.  
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Yet Unique’s journey on the program is often punctuated by laugh lines at her 

expense that remain unchallenged because they are positioned as satirical. Though the 

show makes fun of everyone at some point, arguably the stakes are higher for characters 

representing those from a disenfranchised group frequently subject to violence. Though 

Coach Sylvester is represented as hostile and somewhat unhinged in general, and thus, 

we’re not expected to share her point of view, the audience is intended to laugh along 

with her mean-spirited remarks towards Unique, which may be taken at face value by 

many in the audience, because her remarks represent the viewpoint that many in the 

cisgender community hold towards transgender people. And her remarks are undeniably 

hostile.  

Unique’s character is unusual in that her female self is presented as wholly 

different from who she is when she presents as a boy, suggesting that Unique is Wade’s 

performance rather than who she truly is. But the lines between the two characters blur as 

the show goes on, suggesting that presenting as a certain type of girl gives Unique power 

that she doesn’t have when she is forced to present as a boy, and by extension that 

presenting in one’s self-identified gender is empowering. It’s an interesting intellectual 

exercise, but the danger of such a presentation, is that it reinforces for the audience the 

commonly held and frequently represented notion that transgender people are performing 

rather than embodying their identities. Indeed, Butler (1990) has argued that all of gender 

is performed, but practically speaking, those with cisgender identities are not generally 

conceived of by others as “performing” their genders, in the same way that white 

Americans are not perceived as having a race. Most of our genders are accepted as innate 

by most people. Transgender people, in contrast, are constantly put in the position of 
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defending their gender presentations as indicative of innate identities or characteristics. 

By emphasizing the degree to which Unique’s presentation is a performance, separate 

from who she really is, the show does a disservice to transgender people, who have often 

articulated that the gender presentation aligned with their sex assigned at birth is the real 

performance, as opposed to a natural expression of who they are. In other words, to 

Unique, the Wade persona is likely the performance, though the writers suggest otherwise 

to the audience. Aside from the way that many transgender people conceive of what 

represents a performance versus what is real for them, the real-world implications are that 

transgender women, in particular, are often painted as a threat to cisgender women 

because of a conception that they are “pretending” to be women in order to access 

women-only spaces, and many efforts have been made to ban transgender women from 

such spaces. In suggesting that Unique is a performance in a way that the other characters 

around her are not, the writers reinforce a problematic view that is often used against 

transgender people.  

A Word about Coach Beiste 

It’s noteworthy that Unique is just the first of two transgender characters that Glee 

follows. In season 6, Coach Beiste (played by Dot-Marie Jones), with the show since the 

first season, transitions to a male presentation. Though Unique has left the show by this 

point, she returns to wish Coach Beiste well when news gets out about his transition and 

he falls prey to a homophobic incident in the school parking lot. At this point, Unique, 

who has presumably gone to another school after glee club was disbanded, is presenting 

fully as a girl. As a surprise for Coach Beiste planned by his colleagues, Unique leads a 

two hundred-person all transgender choir in a song, an affirming television moment for 
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transgender people. As noted, Coach Sylvester, Unique’s biggest antagonist, is 

surprisingly supportive of her friend Coach Beiste, suggesting that the character, or more 

likely the writers, have evolved in their understanding of respectful treatment of 

transgender characters. 

Discourse about Glee 

Much of the press about Glee and its LGBTQ and transgender storylines has been 

positive in both mainstream and LGBTQ press. Glee is said to have had “enormous 

cultural impact” (Saval, 2014, para. 3) and to have helped “shape a global landscape of 

tolerance and acceptance among adolescents, giving encouragement to the LGBT 

community in a way that, arguably, no other TV series has done before” (para. 7). The 

show was said to be “leading the way” in LGBTQ representation (Kinon, 2009, para. 1) 

and resonating with “those lonely teens, growing up in families or communities where 

being out as gay is a huge struggle” (para. 3). It is frequently mentioned as a show that 

has been central to bringing LGBTQ characters, including transgender characters, to 

television. GLAAD is also frequently mentioned in news stories, with their describing 

Glee as an exemplar of representation contributing to the Fox network’s increasingly 

positive rankings in GLAAD’s Network Responsibility Index. 

The Unique storyline, specifically, has also been largely well received, though not 

extensively written about, especially in the mainstream press. Unique was frequently 

referred to as some variation of the first transgender character on primetime network TV 

(she wasn’t). A profile of Alex Newell in LGBTQ Echo Magazine (Nahmod 2012a) notes 

that “for a transgender community not used to being portrayed positively in popular 

culture, Glee’s Unique is indeed unique” (para. 1). Unique is referred to as a “colorful 
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transgender teen” (Johnson, 2014, para. 5) and as Wade’s “alter-ego” (Bronk, 2013,para. 

1; Adolphus, 2014, para .11), touching upon the schism between Wade and Unique. The 

character is described in LGBTQ press coverage as “ground-breaking” (Thomas, 2013, 

para. 15), and as “giving the often-ignored transgender community a positive image with 

whom they can identify” (Nahmod 2012, para. 10). For playing the role of Unique, 

Newell is referred to as a “hero for the black transgender community” (Adolphus, 2014, 

p. 1), and being “well on his way to becoming an LGBT icon” (Nahmod 2012, para. 9). 

Curiously, the limits of Unique’s character development are not remarked upon, likely 

because there has been such a dearth of substantive transgender characters that any 

character who is relatively nuanced will tend to be praised rather than critiqued. 

In the LGBTQ press coverage, an interesting theme emerged in several articles 

related to the idea of “being oneself.” Newell describes Unique as having “no issues with 

staying true to herself.” Newell continues: 

What makes her so relatable is her heart. She says what she means and means 
what she says. No matter what, she is always true to herself….One of my favorite 
quotes that I said last season was for the Thanksgiving episode where Unique said 
she would not allow her parents to change her. It is a testament that you have to 
be true to yourself, you have to hold onto that no matter what” (Thomas, 
2013,para. 9). 
 
Unique, then, is frequently positioned as an inspiring character for her insistence 

on being herself. Newell has said that “it’s uplifting to see how people relate to the 

character. They’re able to see that it’s OK for them to be who they are” (Nahmod 

2012a,para. 3). Newell also has said that “I relate to my character in that we both give the 

same message and are true to ourselves” (Adolphus, 2014, para. 12). Of himself, Newell 

says that “I’m comfortable with who I am no matter what I wear” (para. 3).  
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Jane Lynch is described in a similar way. “Jane has always been true to herself,” 

said the executive director of Outfest, who presented Lynch with an achievement award. 

“She’s been a touch point for the gay community” (Stewart, 2010, para. 9). Speaking of 

the Glee episode in which Coach Beiste is welcomed back to school after his transition 

with the two hundred-person transgender chorus, Glee executive producer Dante Di 

Loreto said, “This isn’t about tolerance; it’s really about coming home and coming home 

to who you really are and who you’re meant to be” (Brathwaite, 2015, para. 2). Brad 

Falchuk, Glee’s co-creator, adds “the show is a place where you can say, ‘there’s nothing 

to be ashamed of, there’s nothing to be scared of…Be yourself. The more yourself you 

are, the happier you’ll be, and the more special you’ll feel’” (Saval, 2014, para. 19). 

An exception to the positive reception of Glee was conservative commentator Bill 

O’Reilly’s assertion on his television show The O’Reilly Factor that the Unique storyline 

offered a poor example to teens and was produced for “shock value” (Stelter, 2012, para. 

14). "If you make it [being transgender] glamorous in a program like Glee, which is 

undeniably a good program” noted O’Reilly, “... a lot of these dopey kids are confused 

about who they are” (Peeples, 2013, para. 2). “Here's the problem with a show like this, 

though,” argued O’Reilly. “If you make the behavior of these people...if children hear it, 

unsupervised children, okay who don't have parents watching their -- they might go out 

and experiment with this stuff” (Lambert, 2012,para. 2). Gretchen Carlson, host of the 

conservative Fox & Friends, also weighed in on Unique on O’Reilly’s show: 

Here we go again, pandering to .3% of the American population that considers 
themselves transgender. Now I get to explain this to my 8-year-old, if I want her 
to see a nice family show with some nice music….They seem to have a positive 
message about hopes and dreams and taking risks. But why do they have to come 
up with these wild storylines to prove their point? I don’t get it.” (Israel, 2012, 
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para. 4) 
 

In response to O’Reilly, columnist Mary Elizabeth Williams (2012b) retorted: 

I don’t believe for a second that gay and trans kids are trying to ruin anybody’s 
Tuesday evening musical entertainment with an agenda of indoctrination. They’re 
not trying to entice America’s little boys to put on dresses. Good entertainment is 
just about understanding the human condition, about empathy for characters 
whose lives and experiences may be just like ours, or completely different from 
them. I’m about as non-African-American transgender male teenager as it gets, 
and I can honestly say that having one on television poses exactly zero threat to 
my family or the identity of any member within it (para. 7). 
 
In a very different vein, the Glee production team was criticized when in the first 

season Coach Sylvester used the word “she-male,” widely considered an offensive 

descriptor for a transgender woman [Episode 1.14]. According to then president of 

GLAAD, Jarrett Barrios, “all it took was one phone call for the shows' [sic] creators to 

understand why it had caused such a negative reaction within the LGBT community” 

(Bajko, 2010, para. 22). Yet, in an episode in the following season, the equally offensive 

and pejorative word “tranny,” was used in the show. In the episode, the club was to 

perform a rendition of The Rocky Horror Picture Show, a cult classic that engages themes 

of sexual abandon and sexual stigma. A male character was given the lead as the 

transsexual Frank-N-Furter, but wasn’t allowed to continue in the production because, as 

he said, “I really want to do it, but [my parents] are just not cool with me dressing up like 

a tranny” [Episode 2.5]. In a withering satirical blog post, Weiss (2010) addressed the 

irony of a show that is often touted as gay positive, whose show runner and creator is 

gay, using words like “tranny” and “she-male”: 

Oh come off it, trannies. Get a sense of humor. You trannies are always so damn 
sensitive…. Look, GLEE is about empowering gay people, so if there's a few 
remarks here and there about "shemales," it's just inside-the-community humor. 
Have you never heard of camp? After all, much of the GLEE audience is gay, and 
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there are gay characters in the show. Coach Sue is the "bad" character, so the 
show is actually giving the message that her statement about she-males is bad. 
She's just a satire of a bullying coach. Of course, while it's true that much of the 
audience is also teens, who may not be able to analyze the meta-conversation, it's 
really all in good fun. Some gay and trans teens may get the message that she-
males are disgusting even to bad ol' Coach Sue, so they must be really bad. Sure, 
teen suicide in the LGBT community is a problem. I'm against it, myself. But 
lighten up, trannies, and get over yourselves. Oh, that's right, some of you don't 
even like being called trannies. Well, too bad, because as part of your community, 
I get to define you whether you like it or not. Besides, I mean it in a good way. I 
love you trannies (para. 5-9). 
 
The fact that Glee was applauded for Kurt’s father’s season one monologue about 

the evils of the word “faggot” make it that much more tone deaf that these pejoratives 

were used subsequently. In Episode 1.20, the athletic Finn and artistic Kurt find 

themselves living together after Finn’s mother and Kurt’s father become a couple. Aware 

that Finn is uncomfortable in his new room, and wanting to smooth things over, Kurt 

redecorates the room in a way that he thinks offers a compromise between the masculine 

and feminine. Finn is not impressed, and is threatened by Kurt’s homosexuality and what 

he thinks it implies about him to the other kids, and loses his temper: 

Finn: “Well the first thing that needs to go is that faggy lamp! And then we need 

to get rid of this faggy couch cover!” 

Kurt’s father, Burt Hummel, comes into the room, and interjects loudly: 

Burt: “Hey! What did you just call him?” 

He stares angrily at Finn, who stammers nervously: 

Finn: “Oh, no, no, I didn’t call him anything. I was talking to the blanket.” 

Burt (gesturing at Kurt): “If you use that word, you’re talking about him.” 

Kurt (with tears in his eyes): “Relax, Dad. I didn’t take it that way.” 

Burt (staring at Finn): “Yeah, that’s because you’re sixteen and you still assume 
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the best in people. You live a few years, you start seeing the hate in people’s 

hearts. Even the best people. You use the “N” word?” 

Finn (still stammering): “Of… of course not.” 

Burt: “What about retard? You call that nice girl in Cheerios! with Kurt, you call 

her a retard?” 

Finn: “Becky? No. She’s my friend. She’s got Down Syndrome. I’d never call her 

that. That’s cruel.” 

Burt: “But you think it’s okay to come into my house and say ‘faggy’?” 

Finn: “That’s not what I meant.” 

Burt (with raised voice): “I know what you meant! What, you think I didn’t use 

that word when I was your age?” 

The camera cuts to Kurt, who looks like he is about to cry. 

Burt: “Some kid gets clocked in practice, we’d tell him to stop being such a fag. 

Shake it off. We meant it exactly the way you meant it. That being gay is wrong. 

That it’s some kind of punishable offense. I really thought you were different, 

Finn.” 

Finn looks away, troubled. 

Burt: “I thought being in glee club, and being raised by your mom meant that you 

were some, you know, new generation of dude who saw things differently. You 

know, came into the world knowing what has taken me years of struggling to 

figure out. I guess I was wrong. I’m sorry Finn, but you can’t…you can’t stay 

here.” 

After the episode aired, it was praised for taking a stand on the word “faggot.” One 
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blogger noted, “even if you dismiss Glee as fluff for show queens, THIS is what it's 

teaching the kids of America. Powerful stuff” (Jervis, 2010, para. 1). Another remarked 

that “what is especially important about this clip is how Kurt's father reveals how hurtful 

using derogatory language is even if it not directed at a specific person” (Sarkeesian, 

N.D.) Given their sensitivity to the power of derogatory language in this instance, it’s 

surprising that Glee’s writers would revert to similar transgender-hostile language, and 

also that the outcry would be minimal. So effusive was the praise of the show for its 

gender and sexual diversity, that audiences seemed willing to give them a pass for the 

occasional trans-hostile faux pas. As (Blaze, 2010) argues: 

So what's up with just casually dropping the word "tranny" without any response 
at all? I plain don't buy that the creators of Glee are in the dark about that word, 
considering that they've already caused controversy with the word "she-male" and 
heard an earful about that and then decided to mingle brands with a movie/play 
known mainly for transvestitism (para. 10). 
 
Glee was further criticized for its sanitized version of Rocky Horror. Ultimately, a 

cisgender girl is cast in the roll of the transgender mad scientist, and though this decision 

is accounted for in the plot, it’s easy to speculate that casting a teenage male in that role 

was viewed as pushing the envelope too far for mainstream audiences. Additionally, the 

lyrics to the song “Sweet Transvestite” are altered so that the word “transsexual” is 

changed to “sensational,” leading one blogger to speculate “one also has to wonder what 

sort of give-and-take was happening between Glee’s producers and Fox executives” 

(Smith, 2010,para. 6). Eventually Mr. Schuester comes around to the understanding that 

the show’s mature themes may be too mature for high school students, and the club 

performs the show to an empty auditorium, a narrative decision that seems like a cop-out 

on the part Glee’s producers. 
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Overall, Glee has received much praise in both mainstream and LGBTQ press, 

with some controversy regarding whether the content was too LGBTQ-tolerant or not 

tolerant enough. Glee was instrumental in both advancing LGBTQ characters and 

themes, but doing so in sometimes problematic ways, especially where transgender 

themes were concerned. As a profile of showrunner and creator Ryan Murphy explains 

“Murphy’s reputation as an envelope-pusher has engendered a backlash, both from 

conservative groups who don’t like his message and from Twitter-happy Glee fans who 

want him to push further” (Vargas-Cooper, 2013, para. 15). For his part, Murphy appears 

to be conscious of his role in promoting LGBTQ visibility. In an interview with Out 

Magazine, Murphy disclosed: 

I don’t go into a project thinking I’m a groundbreaker or a pioneer. But all my 
work has a gay voice and gay characters and always will. I do feel with Glee, 
since it skews so young, the gay characters do transmit a certain message: You are 
not alone. You don’t have to harm or hate yourself. I wish I’d had this show 
growing up. I think if I had, I would be a lot less fearful and a lot braver” (Vargas-
Cooper, 2013, para. 4). 
 

Clearly, Murphy is aware of his role in offering positive gay role models for gay teens. 

Actor Andrew Rannells, who has worked with Murphy on The New Normal, praises 

Murphy, saying “he is inclusive to so many people. So many types of people, that 

eventually the differences fade away, and what you are left with is the story and the 

emotion it creates” (Vargas-Cooper, 2013, para. 18). 

 Overall, Glee is a fairly complex text that by turns supports and undermines 

Unique, in the context of a show that aggressively pushes diversity as a somewhat 

abstract concept. It’s is lauded by many for its advancement of LGBTQ storylines, and 

criticized by others for the advancement of the same storylines in the context of a show 
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that is often positioned as family-friendly. Unique’s character was groundbreaking in 

various ways, including the fact that she depicts a transgender person of color, who are 

all but invisible on television, though also problematic. Cole, from the Fosters, offers a 

very different kind of transgender character, who serves in some ways as a foil for 

Unique. 

The Fosters 

The Fosters is a forty-two-minute family drama that premiered on ABC Family in 

2013 and ran through 2018. The show depicts a mixed race, blended family headed by a 

lesbian couple — Caucasian police officer Steph Foster (Teri Polo), and bi-racial school 

vice principal Lena Adams (Sherri Saum). At the start of the show they have three 

teenaged children. Brandon (David Lambert), seventeen years old, is Steph’s biological 

son with her ex-husband; and Mariana (Cierra Ramirez) and Jesus (Jake T. Austin) are 

Latino fifteen-year-old fraternal twins who were adopted at age five after their drug-

addicted mother abandoned them. Jude (Hayden Byerly), age thirteen, and Callie (Maia 

Mitchell), age sixteen, join the family as foster children, and are later adopted, but not 

before the troubled Callie runs away and ends up spending time in a group home, where 

she meets a transgender boy named Cole (Tom Phelan). This begins a several episode arc 

with the Cole character, in which his issues as a transgender boy living in a girl’s foster 

home are explored. Whereas Unique is part of the ongoing ensemble of characters in 

Glee, Cole’s character appears for a limited amount of time, and mostly in the service of 

his specific story arc pertaining to his being transgender. Much like Unique in Glee, Cole 

is situated in a show that seems to pride itself on its diverse representations. 
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A Transgender Boy in a Girls’ Home 

The Cole character is an outlier in two ways. First, Cole is one of only three 

transgender males depicted among the shows analyzed for this project, despite data 

suggesting that there are at least as many transgender men as women in the U.S., and 

perhaps more (Miller, 2015). Cole is also noteworthy in that he is played by a transgender 

actor, Tom Phelan, who transitioned just before his premier on the show. 

Just after Callie arrives at the group home, Girls United, the other residents are 

called in to meet her. They all trudge into the room, looking either uninterested or hostile. 

Cole walks in the room with the girls, wearing work shoes, men’s pants, and a plaid 

button-down shirt. His retro look is reminiscent of Sal Mineo in the 1955 film classic 

Rebel Without a Cause, his hair close-cropped in back and on the sides, curling down 

over his forehead. Cole looks sullen, and is angry and withdrawn at the start of his 

storyline. The kids take turns introducing themselves and sharing how they came to live 

at Girls United, and we learn that they have had difficult lives, involving drug abuse, 

gang involvement, and violence. Cole slouches in his chair, legs spread in a masculine 

fashion, arms crossed, jaw stiff, and shares that he is in the girl’s home because of 

stealing and prostitution. It’s only later that we’re given insight into some of Cole’s 

backstory. Callie catches Cole sneaking into the backyard one night, holding a bag. She 

asks him what’s in the bag, assuming it’s illegal drugs. He declines to tell her, but later 

confides in her that he was carrying black market hormones, not recreational drugs. 

Cole reveals that he cannot wait any until he is eighteen for a doctor to prescribe 

hormones, and that his parents are unsupportive and disapprove of his gender identity.  

Cole: “Lived on my own for ten months. Did what I had to do to survive and pay 



 253 

for the hormones. Got busted. Got sent to juvie. Got sent here. I’ve been off them 

for a few months. And my body is freaking out, reverting back to…”  

He trails off, implying that his body is reverting to female secondary sex characteristics. 

[Episode 1.14]. Callie appears to listen with empathy.  

The scene underscores both Cole’s apparent desperation to biologically transition, 

and the precarious position in which his parents’ disapproval of his gender identity and 

presentation has put him. Unlike the other adolescent characters profiled in this 

dissertation, who live with their families and attend typical schools, Cole’s reality as a 

transgender teen is likely much more in keeping with that of the average off-screen 

transgender teen. Though accurate statistics have been difficult to obtain from such a 

transient population, as many as twenty-two percent (Van Leeuwen, Boyle, Salomonsen-

Sautel, Baker, Garcia, Hoffman, & Hopfer, 2006) to forty percent (Durso & Gates, 2012) 

of homeless youth are LGBTQ-identified. It’s difficult to track the size of the transgender 

population for a variety of reasons, but it’s been suggested that less than .03 percent of 

the US population is transgender (Chalabi, 2014). These statistics suggest that, as a 

group, LGBTQ youth are unusually likely to end up homeless as Cole did (Ray, 2006). 

According to a 2011 survey conducted by the National Center for Transgender Equality 

and the National Lesbian and Gay Task Force, nineteen percent of transgender people 

have been homeless at some point in their lives (Grant et al, 2011). The same survey 

found that fifty-five percent of adult transgender respondents attempting to access a 

homeless shelter were harassed by staff or residents, nearly thirty percent were turned 

away, and twenty-two percent were sexually assaulted by staff or other residents (Grant, 

et al, 2011), suggesting that, once homeless, transgender people face great difficulty in 
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trying to mitigate homelessness. 

Both Ray (2006) and Durso & Gates (2012) identify family conflict over sexual 

orientation or gender identity as the primary factor in LGBTQ youth homelessness. 

Citing additional studies, they note that half of gay teens “experienced a negative reaction 

from their parents” upon coming out, and twenty-six percent were forced to leave their 

homes. According to Ruby Corado, the founder of a home for transgender young adults 

in Washington D.C.: 

We grow up in homes where there is no understanding of what transgender is. 
And the only information that is out there is that it’s not good. So, therefore, that 
information basically paints a picture that we’re not good, that we — that there’s 
something wrong, and many parents don’t want something wrong in their homes 
so, they just get rid of them [their transgender children] (Sreenivasan, 2015).  
 
The problem may be exacerbated because the average age of LGBTQ people 

coming out has dropped to the middle teens, when people are still dependent upon 

familial support to survive, thus “for gay and transgender youth in these situations, family 

rejection can lead to a chain reaction of events that sends them cascading through social 

safety nets that are not equipped to support them” (Quintana, Rosenthal & Krehely, 2010, 

p. 1). One small-scale survey found that participating homeless transgender teens in New 

York City first become homeless on average at age thirteen and five months, with eighty-

two percent of homeless transgender youth surveyed being youth of color (Freeman and 

Hamilton, as cited in Quintana, Rosenthal & Krehely, 2010). 

Along with homelessness, LGBTQ youth are at higher risk for mental illness and 

drug abuse, owing not only to family struggles related to their LGBTQ identification but 

also the effects of societal prejudice (Ray, 2006). Furthermore, LGBTQ youth are subject 

not only to the lack of adequate funding for social services, but are also likely subject to 
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experience discrimination at the hands of some faith-based social services organizations 

that are supposed to help them but which are opposed to accommodations for LGBTQ 

people, “rais[ing] serious questions about whether LGBT homeless youth can access 

services in a safe and nurturing environment.” As Ray argues, “if an organization’s core 

belief is that homosexuality [or being transgender] is wrong, that organization (and its 

committed leaders and volunteers) may not respect a client’s sexual orientation or gender 

identity and may expose LGBT youth to discriminatory treatment (Ray, 2006, p. 5).  

Transgender identified youth are especially vulnerable to privations because there 

is still greater stigma attached to being transgender, because transgender people have 

fewer legal protections against discrimination, and because aspects of being transgender 

offer further barriers to enfranchisement. For instance, the practical issue of obtaining 

personal documentation, such as birth certificates and social security cards, presents a 

challenge to transgender people on a number of levels (Ray, 2006). Teens often lack the 

financial and parental support to initiate gender amendments to their personal 

documentation, or fulfill the transitioning requirements sometimes necessary to obtain 

documentation changes. If they are homeless and estranged from family, they may even 

lack access to that documentation, which inhibits their ability to seek employment and 

educational opportunities.  

Homeless shelters and group homes are generally gender segregated, as Cole’s is, 

and transgender youth are more often than not assigned to facilities based on their gender 

assigned at birth rather than the gender with which they identify, which can be both 

embarrassing and dangerous. Without a stable residence or access to adequate 

employment or education, transgender youth are more likely to have to resort to theft or 
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“survival sex” (Ray, 2006, p. 59) to get by, increasing their risk of suffering violence and 

catching sexually transmitted diseases such as HIV. If they are even able to attend school, 

chances are they won’t feel safe there, since one study suggests that ninety percent of 

transgender young people feel unsafe in school, compared to forty-six percent of gay or 

bisexual males and forty-one percent of lesbian and bisexual females (GLSEN, as cited in 

Ray, 2006). Cole’s experience, then, is typical of many transgender teens, who are 

abandoned by their parents and at the mercy of a social service system that isn’t designed 

to serve their needs. The story arc, then, serves an educational purpose to the viewing 

audience, many or most of who may be unaware of the precarious situation in which 

transgender teens often find themselves. 

Several scenes in The Fosters illustrate that while Girls United may be a 

physically safe space, it is not an emotionally safe space for Cole. Cole is continually 

subject to scathing remarks from his female housemates, who don’t understand his 

gender identity and seem to think that it is something that he can control and that is 

worthy of derision. In one scene, the kids are instructing the newly arrived Callie on how 

they are to complete household chores, and Cole annoys the girls by demanding that 

Callie redo cleaning the kitchen counters. An unpleasant scene unfolds, in which Cole is 

taunted by one of the girls, while most of the others look on and say little, including 

Callie, who is silent: 

Cole: “Well, I’m kitchen foreman, and if you don’t do your job, I get a UA 

[disciplinary write up].”  

Becca: “Cut the newbie a break, Nicole.”  

Cole [with anger]: “That’s not my name.”  
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Becca: “Really? Cause it says on your birth certificate. But, then it also says 

you’re a girl.”  

Cole: “I’m a transgender male. Look it up, bitch.” 

Becca [taunting him]: “Ooh, who’s getting a UA now?”  

Kiara [angrily, to Becca]: “Why you gotta be like that? It’s not Cole’s fault he 

was born in the wrong body.”  

When one of the girls asks someone to show Callie where the trash is, Becca pipes in 

with a sneer: 

Becca [looking at Cole]: “I’m looking at it” [Episode 1.12]. 

During another group meeting, one of the girls discusses becoming addicted to drugs, and 

Rita steers the conversation towards addictions, arguing that each of the kids has 

something to which he or she is addicted. Noting that Cole is quiet, one of the girls asks 

“What about Cole? He’s always saying he’s not addicted to nothin’.”  

Becca: “She’s addicted to being a boy.“ 

Rita: “Use the pronoun ‘he’ please.”  

Cole: “I am a boy. And you know what, I belong in an LGBT home where…”  

Rita (with some amount of exasperation): “And I told you I am working on that, 

OK?”  

Cole scoffs, and folds his arms, not content to patiently wait as he is teased and 

misgendered in the girls’ group home. He looks understandably annoyed. Though Rita 

assures him that she is trying to get him into an LGBTQ home where presumably he will 

be acknowledged as a boy and his issues handled with more understanding and 

sensitivity, and perhaps with medical intervention, she seems frustrated that he keeps 
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inquiring about it, and he is stuck with the hostility of girls who don’t understand his 

reality.  

Daphne: “Be grateful you’re here and not in juvie getting’ your ass beat every 

day.” 

Kiara [nodding]: “Yep.” 

Daphne: “You may be a boy but you aren’t no butch” [Episode 1.12]. 

Curiously, though Rita corrects the girls on their pronouns when addressing Cole, she 

doesn’t address their general transphobic attitude towards him, leaving their antagonism 

unchallenged, and suggesting that she doesn’t fully understand the potential emotional 

ramifications for Cole of their treatment.  

Only Callie seems to intuitively understand the gravity of Cole’s emotional 

situation, and she eventually becomes an ally to him. It is through Callie’s eyes that the 

audience comes to see Cole empathetically. The night of their group conversation about 

addictions, Callie accidentally walks in on Cole in the bathroom binding his chest. She 

apologizes awkwardly, but Cole, visibly upset, screams at her to get out. He shoves her, 

and when she shoves him back he propels backwards into the shower stall and shatters 

the glass. In the next scene, Rita and the housemates meet to discuss what happened and 

the potential consequences. “I accidentally walked in on Cole in the bathroom,” Callie 

explains. She does not disclose that he was chest binding when she walked in, seeming to 

understand that she should allow him this privacy, and Cole in turn claims that he slipped 

on some water and fell. Rita suspects that there is more to the story, and tells them that if 

they can’t get along, they will have to share a room. Cole looks at Callie and rolls his 

eyes, and throws himself back against the couch with frustration, but Callie seems to have 
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won his trust by not disclosing something that is embarrassing to him, and the two 

tentatively begin to forge a bond.  

Another turning point in Cole and Callie’s relationship happens after an 

unpleasant scene during a house field trip. While waiting in line for the men’s room, Cole 

is confronted by an older woman, who calls him out for attempting to use the men’s room 

when she visually identifies him as a girl.  

Woman: “This is a line for the boy’s bathroom.”  

Cole: “I know.”  

Woman: “I’m sorry, but you can’t sneak in because it’s shorter. It’s confusing to 

the other students.”  

Other people begin to watch this exchange, as Cole gets heated.  

Cole [defiantly]: “You’re the only one confused here. Mind your business.”  

Girls United girl: “Cole, just get over here.”  

A security guard walks up and asks Cole and the woman if there is a problem.  

Woman: “She’s in the wrong line, that’s all I was telling her, and she…”  

Cole [interrupting angrily]: “Why can’t you understand that using the other 

bathroom is confusing for me?”  

The Girls United kids are standing, along with other people, watching the scene unfold, 

as things grow more heated.  

Security officer: “If you don’t calm down, we’ll escort you….” 

Cole [passionately]: “State law says I have the right to use any public bathroom I 

want. And this is a public museum!”  

The guard tries to grab his arm. Cole shoves him away. “Don’t put your hands on me!” 
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exclaims Cole, as he spins around and runs into the young man in front of him in line.  

Young man: “Stay in your lane, freak!” 

Cole: “What did you call me?!”  

The Girls United kids move closer, in support of Cole, because he is, after all, one of 

them, even if they don’t relate to his gender identification. A physical altercation breaks 

out, which Rita needs to disband. She glares at the young man who called Cole a freak 

and who began tussling with one of the girls as she tried to defend Cole. Back at the Girls 

United house, they have a house meeting to discuss what happened. The kids are 

excitedly talking over each other as Cole hunches over in his seat with his hand up to his 

temple as though he has a headache. Their support of Cole in the face of an outside threat 

is gone now, and the girls lambaste Cole for causing a scene at the botanical gardens and 

getting them in trouble.  

Kiara: “Stop tripping! You need to get over yourself, Cole!”  

Carmen: “Why can’t you just do what you’re supposed to do? We only got a few 

hours of freedom?”  

Gabi [angrily]: “We had to leave early because of your ass.”  

Cole [with exasperation]: “I have rights.” 

Becca: “We looked that law up, it only applies in schools.”  

Cole: “It was a field trip during school hours, I should have the right!”  

Kiara: “But you don’t, so until you do, stop throwing your ‘trantrums.’” 

Various girls: “Yeah.”  

Rita: “Hey Gabi, can you express yourself to Cole calmly?”  

Gabi: “I think Cole makes things hard on herself.”  
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Cole: “What’s that supposed to mean?”  

Gabi [sarcastically]: “I think you’re an angry person, and I think the only thing 

that’s going to change when you go through your little transition” (Cole sits up 

and stares at her) “is that you’re going to be an angry person with a penis.”  

Some of the girls laugh. Callie remains stoic in the background. He is an angry person, 

but justifiably so. He has been rejected by his family, and continues to experience a lack 

of understanding from others because of his gender identification.  

Cole: “At least I know who I am.”  

Gabi: “Girl, please.” 

Cole [slowly, and with conviction]: “Don’t call me girl!”  

Rita: “Everybody should know by now, refer to Cole as ‘he.’ All right? Callie, 

you haven’t said anything.”  

Cole sits back hard, with a frown, as if waiting to see what abuse Callie will dish out. 

Callie steps in to defend his actions.  

Callie: “I think Cole’s right.”  

Gaby: “What?”  

Callie: “Yeah. You just want him to do what’s easy for you. But sometimes 

what’s right isn’t easy.”  

Gabi [with venom]“What are you, Jesus Christ?”  

Callie: “No, for real.”  

A couple of the girls make faces.  

Callie: “No, I’m serious. You say you think Cole makes things hard on himself, 

but what you actually mean is he makes things hard on you.”  
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She gestures at Cole, who is staring intently, jaw tensed.  

Callie: “So maybe you should just stop thinking about yourself all the time and 

cut Cole a little slack.”  

Rita: “I think that was very well said, Callie.”  

Cole looks at them all, appearing as if he might cry. Later that evening, Cole emerges 

from the bathroom with a towel over his shoulder. One of the girls asks him sarcastically, 

“Mind if I use the men’s room?” Cole ignores the comment and shoulders past her, and 

then runs into Callie. He thanks her for supporting him at the meeting. They begin to 

strike up a friendship, and Callie becomes the only person in the house in which Cole can 

confide [Episode 1.13]. Callie is constructed as the moral center of a group dynamic that 

unfairly judges Cole, and the implication is that we are supposed to empathize with Cole.  

Soon after this scene Callie leaves Girls United and returns to Lena and Steph’s 

house, but she comes back to Girls United for a weekend visit to help Rita and the girls 

with an open house. During the first group meeting of Callie’s visit, Cole learns that he 

has finally been accepted for placement in an LGBTQ home. He seems oddly stoic about 

this turn of events despite his eagerness to be assigned to an LGBTQ home, and we 

eventually find out that he has a secret girlfriend, a new resident of the house named 

Devonee (Jonetille Gerard), and that he worries that leaving Girls United for the LGBTQ 

home will mean that they are separated. Callie discusses the relationship with another girl 

while the two prepare for the party, and the two girls speculate about Devonee’s sexual 

preference, seemingly puzzled about whether Cole’s male gender identity means that the 

two are in a same sex relationship: 

Callie: “Devonee’s gay?” 
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Kiara: “Gay for the stay, more like it.” 

Callie: “What?” 

Kiara: “It happens all the time. Lots of straight girls get a little while they’re 

here.” 

Callie: “But I guess since Cole identifies as a boy, that means Devonee’s…” 

Kiara: “Don’t ask me.” 

Though Callie has a nascent sense that Cole’s gender identity and sexual preference are 

different issues, Kiara is confused. Callie surmises that Cole is planning to run away with 

Devonee. Callie tells Cole that she believes Devonee is using him. Cole is upset by this, 

and the two exchange words: 

Cole: “She loves me.”  

Callie: “Devonee’s not gay.”  

Cole: “Neither am I!”  

Callie: “Ok, no. No, you’re right. I’m sorry. I get it. I do.”  

Cole: “That’s why I have to get out of this place, because no one here treats me 

like a man.”  

Callie: “OK, but they will at this new home, right? The LGBT one? Yeah. They’ll 

get you counseling, doctors, hormones. Legal, safe hormones. If Devonee loves 

you, if she really loves you, she will want you to go to this home. And she’ll wait 

for you…to become the man you’re supposed to be. Right?” 

Cole doesn’t answer Callie, but her words seem to sink in. When Devonee comes in, Cole 

tells her that he has changed his mind and doesn’t want to run away, because he doesn’t 

“want to be on the streets again,” and he wants to go to the LGBT home. Devonee 
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immediately turns on him: 

Devonee: “Why? So you can become a boy?”  

Cole: “Yeah.”  

Devonee [angrily]: “Well let me tell you something. You’re never gonna be a 

boy, you’re never gonna be nothing but a freak. What’d you think, that we were 

gonna run away together and live happily ever after? I was just trying to get to 

Bakersfield where my real boyfriend is, OK? And I don’t need you for that.” 

Unlike in Glee, when Cole is called names like freak, the audience is meant to empathize 

with him, and is not made complicit in abusive humor. Later, Callie does triage on Cole’s 

wounded ego, coming in to sit with him as he lies in bed in the dark.  

Cole: “She left.”  

Callie: “I’m really sorry.”  

Cole [in tears]: “I’m so stupid. I could have blown everything.”  

Callie: “Oh, but you didn’t.”  

Cole: “Will anyone ever love me?”  

Callie: “I do.”  

Cole: “You know what I mean. Will anyone ever love a freak?”  

Callie: “You’re not a freak. You just know who you are. And you have the 

courage to go through with what you have to, to, you know, make yourself the 

person you want to be. That’s more than a lot of us can say” [Episode 2.8]. 

Callie empathizes with Cole’s struggle, as the audience is meant to empathize.  

 The question of whether Cole will ever find love emerges again in a later episode, 

when Cole appears while Callie is at the beach with her siblings and a male friend. Some 
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months have passed, and we see a newly confident and happy Cole, who has apparently 

been living at the LGBTQ home and progressing on his gender transition. Cole tells the 

group about the upcoming queer prom that he has organized for LGBTQ-identified 

teenagers. Since he doesn’t have a date, Callie offers to go with him. Cole takes off his 

shirt to go into the water, and Callie and her friend are taken aback by the scars on his 

chest, which suggest that he has had surgery to remove his breasts. Cole sees their 

reaction but smiles at them and goes into the water, seemingly at ease with his body, and 

Callie’s friend turns to her questioningly: 

AJ: “So, what happened to him?”  

Callie: “He’s transgender. He was born in the wrong body.”  

AJ: “So those scars? He did that on purpose? Whoa.” 

Callie [defensively]: “Okay, well when I first met Cole, he was literally binding 

his chest. And look how proud he is now taking off his shirt like that. He’s in a 

good place finally, so don’t go making him feel weird about it.”  

AJ : “Damn. I was just asking. Remind me not to mess with you.” 

Callie has become Cole’s biggest defender, and the audience is meant to see Callie’s 

interpretation as the preferred position to take towards a transgender person undergoing a 

transition. The exchange, while educating AJ, is meant to educate the audience as well.  

Despite their friendship, Callie’s fondness for Cole does not translate into 

romantic feelings. At the dance Cole leans in for a kiss during a slow dance, and is 

embarrassed when Callie pulls away and apologizes. Cole demands to know why she 

went to the dance with him if she didn’t see him as a potential romantic partner. He asks 

her if it was a pity date. He said he saw how she looked at him when she saw his chest 
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scars, and wants her to admit that she doesn’t see him as a guy. Callie balks: 

Callie: “That’s so unfair. I’ve always treated you like a guy, Cole, always. I won’t 

date you because I see you as a friend! What am I supposed to date every single 

guy I know? I’ve had two boyfriends in my life, Cole. Two! And you know what I 

really don’t need right now? Is another boyfriend. I need a friend. Okay, I’m sorry 

if that’s not good enough for you. 

Cole looks sheepish.  

Callie: “And I’ve never pitied you. Okay? I look up to you. I mean, look at this, 

look at what you did. You made this party happen. You’re not just making life 

better for yourself, you’re making it better for a lot of other people, too. You’re 

such a bad-ass.”  

Cole smiles.  

Callie: “My bad-ass. My bad-ass friend.”  

Cole is placated. The fact that Callie says “I’ve always treated you like a guy” seems to 

belie the fact that he is a guy, as with other comments Callie has made that suggest she 

almost gets it, and wants to get it, but doesn’t quite get it, but Cole seems not to notice the 

subtle slight in the remark. Overall the character arc is a nuanced and substantive one, 

that shows some of the reality of Cole’s situation but allows him to develop as a 

character, so that by the end of the arc he’s really come into his own and seems to have 

some chance of making a life for himself unencumbered by the burden of a gender 

identity that he is not allowed to live, and the anger that comes from discrimination and 

rejection in the face of that.  
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Freeform Network and LGBTQ Themes 

During the three-season run of the show, Freeform, formerly ABC Family, has 

scored the highest possible rating of “Excellent” on GLAAD’s Network Responsibility 

Index. In 2015, GLAAD applauded ABC Family for having the highest percentage of 

LGBT-inclusive programming, with seventy-four percent of its original programming 

considered by GLAAD to be LGBTQ-inclusive (Vlessing, 2015). Curiously, the network 

also airs the Conservative Christian opinion and news program the 700 Club, a 

contractual obligation left over from Disney’s 2001 purchase of the network from the 

Christian Broadcasting Network, though ABC Family began running a disclaimer during 

the show after the 700 Club aired views hostile to the LGBTQ community (Palmieri, 

2015). 

Since a strategic redirection in 2006, Freeform has performed well among teens 

and young adults (GLAAD, 2013), particularly females (GLAAD, 2014). Though ABC 

Family’s original programming was limited, GLAAD noted in 2009 that shows such as 

The Secret Life of the American Teenager offered positive portrayals of LGBTQ people 

(Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation, 2009). In 2010, the network was ranked 

second in percentage of LGBTQ-inclusive original programming among cable networks 

GLAAD reviewed, and was applauded by GLAAD for their relative racial and ethnic 

diversity within LGBTQ-friendly programming, though it was noted that 96% of the 

LGBTQ characters on ABC Family were gay males (Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against 

Defamation, 2010). In 2011 the network received a rating of “Excellent,” with 55% of its 

original programming assessed by GLAAD to be LGBTQ-inclusive, the “highest 

percentage of LGBT-inclusive hours of any network GLAAD has ever tracked” 
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(GLAAD, 2011a p. 15).Though their GLAAD rating dipped somewhat in 2012 and 2013, 

the year The Fosters premiered, GLAAD noted that nearly half of the network’s 

representation of LGBTQ people were of people of color, and 79% were female, “making 

their inclusive programming some of the most diverse on TV” (GLAAD, 2013, p19). 

With the help of The Fosters, by 2014 ABC Family was back at the top of GLAAD’s 

cable LGBT-inclusiveness list, receiving an “Excellent” rating, and a mention of the Cole 

storyline and its potential to call attention to the issue of LGBT youth homelessness 

(GLAAD, 2014). 

The Fosters itself has garnered praise for its depiction of a family not typically 

portrayed on television. GLAAD called The Fosters “unlike any other show on 

television, telling important stories highlighting the universality of family experiences” 

(GLAAD, 2014, p. 25). An episode of the show was nominated in 2014 for a NAACP 

image award for Outstanding Directing in a Drama Series. The show was also nominated 

for Outstanding Drama Series for the 2015 GLAAD Media Awards. The Fosters’ 

executive producer, actor and singer Jennifer Lopez, was awarded a GLAAD Vanguard 

Award for her work on the show. The Vanguard Award is presented to those whose work 

has “increased the visibility and understanding of the LGBT community in the media” 

(GLAAD, 2011b, para. 1).  

Throughout the series, the show engages LGBTQ themes, often in the context of 

Steph and Lena’s relationship, but also in other ways, including the Cole storyline. Steph 

and Lena’s relationship is three-dimensional, depicted in its full range, from their 

disagreements on major issues, to their intimate moments. They are shown negotiating 

the stresses of parenting, and also dealing with the mixed feelings that Steph’s father has 
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about having a gay daughter.  

Additionally, the show tells the story of thirteen-year-old Jude’s emerging 

sexuality. The youngest Foster, Jude appears to be gay or bisexual, and struggles with his 

sexual identity and how that will impact people’s perceptions of him. Steph and Lena 

take great pains to ensure that Jude feels supported as he questions his sexuality, never 

pressing him to declare himself either straight or gay. They are also supportive of his 

relationship with Connor, a boy with a homophobic father who begins as a friend and 

transitions into a boyfriend. In a scene where Jude and Connor are on their way to the 

queer prom with Jude’s sister Callie and Cole, the two mothers snap pictures proudly of 

the boys in their suits, and Steph asks Jude to smile as if he’s catching site of the 

handsome Connor for the first time. The prom doesn’t go as planned, when Jude is asked 

to label himself with a clear sexual preference by a boy at the dance, something that Jude 

resists even though he is fond of Connor, and we see that advancing a gay identity even 

while growing up in a household with two moms in a committed relationship is still both 

personal and potentially difficult.  

Connor and Jude eventually engage in what has been called the youngest same-

sex kiss ever shown on television, a moment that was alternately applauded and 

criticized, and inspired a public conversation on Twitter. “Basic cable now peddling in 

gay kiddie porn,” read one tweet. “Nothing about this entire show seems suitable for 

children,” said another. On the other side of the debate, one person tweeted “So happy 

they are progressing & showing young love. People forget that gay people don’t become 

gay only as adults” (Reilly, 2015). The Fosters co-creator and executive producer Peter 

Paige dismissed the critics, saying “to me the story is so chaste, beautiful and honest. It 
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was a natural extension and such a true story. And we’ve seen 11-, 12-, 13-year olds 

kissing in television and movies forever” (Hegedus, 2015, para. 7). Paige further 

explained: 

We try not write stories based on reaction. We try to write them based on 
character integrity as we understand it and observe it. This story is very true. Both 
Brad and I are gay men and it felt very true to both of our early coming out 
experiences. More than anything else, we felt responsibility to those kids and to 
our younger selves who didn’t see themselves reflected anywhere… We’ve all 
been watching stories about heterosexuals forever… As a gay kid you are always 
having to translate. You are always having to pretend like you are one of the other 
characters. You’re not seeing your life accurately reflected (Reilly, 2015, para. 7). 
 

Bradley Bredeweg, Paige’s co-creator and executive producer, added: 

The one conversation we had was, ‘Could you imagine if this show was on when 
we were 13, 14, 15 years old?’ It’s that desire, like Peter said, to be 
represented and to have the audience feel like they can see themselves in at least 
one of the characters (para. 8). 
 

Paige insists that the majority opinion was one of support for the kiss, saying, “99.5 

percent of people [said], ‘Oh my god, it's so beautiful, I can't believe it happened! I'm 

team Jonnor! It was one half of 1 percent of people who were disgusted” (Duca, 2015, 

para. 5). It’s clear that Paige and Bredeweg perceived a responsibility to represent 

diversity, including gender diversity, to viewers. 

One Million Moms, a group associated with the conservative American Family 

Association who claims to “fight indecency” in the media (One Million Moms website), 

had protested the show as a whole, in a campaign that started seven months prior to the 

premiere. The group claimed The Fosters would be “pushing an agenda that 

homosexuality is acceptable,” (Kissell, 2013, para. 1). A mass email the group sent out 

asked their supporters to forward to advertisers for The Fosters read, in part: 

ABC Family's show "The Fosters" is about two women raising a multi-ethnic mix 
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of foster and biological kids. While foster care and adoption is a wonderful thing 
and the Bible does teach us to help orphans, this program is attempting to redefine 
marriage and family by having two moms raise these children together. 
Unacceptable content in the first episode included one foster child as an inmate in 
a juvenile detention center, sneaking and selling prescription drugs to earn money, 
a lesbian couple kissing on the mouth and snuggling in bed together, mentioning 
they are gay multiple times and purchasing condoms for their eldest son 
(Tashman, 2013, para. 6). 
 

The protest seemed to help the show’s ratings rather than hinder them (Kissell, 2013; 

Pierce, 2014). Paige said that they were “grateful for the attention” (Nichols, 2014, para. 

4), and that such a protest by One Million Moms “was equivalent to an endorsement” 

(para. 3).  

In reality, Steph and Lena’s same sex relationship and Jude’s possible 

homosexuality seem most often to be ancillary to the show’s plot. The Foster home is a 

loving home with an open line of communication, and the fact that Lena and Steph are in 

a same-sex relationship is almost always beside the point, but still part of the overt 

politics of inclusion that the show advances with respect to both sexuality and race. It is 

in this context that the Cole storyline is advanced, with a clear purpose of advocating for 

acceptance and understanding of the transgender character. The fact that Cole is not the 

sole exemplar of an LGBTQ person on the show makes his character less exceptional, 

and more normalized. 

Overview 

The racial, sexual and gender diversity represented in The Fosters comes across 

as more organic than that in Glee, and because the dramatic genre doesn’t trade in laugh 

lines, the intention of the writers and producers is clearer. The Fosters has an apparent 

agenda to advocate for and educate about various kinds of diversity, and the Cole 
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storyline serves that function. Some of the characters take missteps in their treatment of 

Cole, but it’s clear that the preferred take-away message is one of inclusion. We’re shown 

Cole’s struggles through the lens of Callie’s empathy. Whereas Unique is somewhat 

cartoonish in her bombast, Cole seems like a real teenager, looking for acceptance and 

love. Yet the fact that Cole is tethered to a self-contained transgender storyline means 

that we never really get to know him. He doesn’t come alive as a character like Unique 

does, or like Roscoe from House of Lies and Sam from The Riches, which will be 

discussed in the next chapter. He is, thus, a transgender character there to be transgender, 

more than he is a fully fleshed out character in general. It’s noteworthy that Cole is 

played by a trans male teen, who was mid-transition like his character during the run of 

the storyline, as transgender parts have typically, until very recently, been played by 

cisgender actors. 

Discourse about The Fosters 

News coverage of the Cole character and storyline was minimal in the articles 

sampled from mainstream press, and was, counterintuitively, essentially nonexistent in 

the LGBTQ press, though more discussions of Cole were found via Google search. This 

absence is likely explained by the brevity of the character arc, and the fact that the 

transgender storyline was only a small part of the broad LGBTQ themes of the show, 

which have captured most of the media attention. Where Cole was mentioned, it tended 

to be in mainstream articles enumerating the presence of transgender characters in 

scripted and unscripted shows in the context of stories about the potential impact of 

Caitlyn Jenner’s coming out (e.g. Pennington, 2015). Freeform launched a reality show 

called Becoming Us about the father of a teenager’s transition, and Cole on The Fosters 
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was also mentioned in passing in the context of Freeform featuring transgender characters 

(Palmieri, 2015). It was also noted that Cole was unusual as a transgender male character, 

since most transgender characters on television shows have been female (Eichel, 2015). 

The fact that Cole was played by transgender actor Tom Phelan was a prominent feature 

of articles obtained through Google, which connected Phelan’s experience with 

transitioning to those of Cole, suggesting that Cole’s being played by a transgender actor 

brought more authenticity to the part than if a cisgender actor had played the part. These 

references to Phelan playing the part were often part of larger stories discussing the issue 

of whether cisgender actors were appropriate for transgender roles that could be filled 

with transgender actors (Piepenburg, 2015; Barnes, 2015). Phelan notes in interviews that 

the producers sought out a transgender actor to play Cole (Kane, 2014; Halterman, 2014), 

a decision that was just starting to become more of the norm at the start of the Cole 

storyline. Cole was described as a role model for kids who have never seen themselves 

represented (Sheng, 2014).  

A number of articles claim that fan response to the Cole character have been 

largely positive (Kane, 2014; Palmer, 2015; Halterman, 2014), with Phelan noting in an 

interview that transgender teens have shared with him “that it’s been great to see 

someone like them on television.” (Palmer, 2015, para. 6). However, one article criticized 

the show for what the writer viewed as a “confrontational” stance in the scene in which 

Cole removes his shirt and Callie’s friend inquires about his chest scars, accusing the 

show of attempting to “silence and attack anyone who questions” a transitioning 

character (“‘The Fosters’ Shames,” N.D., para. 6).  

The show as a whole received a fair amount of coverage in both mainstream and 
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LGBTQ press for its unique featuring of a lesbian couple raising a diverse family. The 

Fosters has been called “groundbreaking” by GLAAD (Higbee, 2013, para. 7) and in an 

LGBTQ publication (Brownworth, 2013, para. 19), which also applauds the show for its 

“believable and strong lesbian couple” (para. 18). It has been said to be about a “typical 

family battling typical teen issues,” (Vincent, 2013, para. 2) and to have the potential to 

influence public opinion and to “hopefully shed some light on the issue of LGBT 

parents” with foster children, and to “broaden the definition of a family” (para. 1). The 

show was often discussed, particularly in LGBTQ press, as a potential “powerful tool for 

[social] change” (St. John, 2013, para. 5) in normalizing a diverse family led by two 

lesbian mothers. Many mentions were made of the same sex kiss between Jude and 

Connor on the show, which is described in one article as “a beautiful depiction of young 

love” (McDonald, 2015, para. 1) and various articles as constituting “television history” 

(McDonald, 2015a, para. 1; McDonald, 2015b, para. 1) in depicting a kiss between young 

teenage characters. 

A number of articles, particularly in the LGBTQ press, discussed the boycott of 

the show by the advocacy group One Million Moms, whose stated purpose is to “stand 

against the immorality, violence, vulgarity and profanity the entertainment media is 

throwing at …children” (“About us,” N.D.). The group describes the show as “offensive” 

(Campbell, 2013, para. 5 citation) and “anything but family friendly” (para. 3). The show 

was, additionally, criticized in various articles for its progressive stance. One writer refers 

to the show as “pop culture propaganda” that is “pushing against your kids” (Dreher, 

2015, para. 6). 
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Binary vs. Non-Binary Teens 

 Though Cole from The Fosters and Unique from Glee present characters with 

relatively binary gender identities that differ from those assigned at birth, in Roscoe from 

House of Lies and Sam from The Riches we see more fluid gender identities. In 

presenting these identities, and how they intersect with the race and class of each of the 

characters, the shows present more nuanced constructions of gender for the audience to 

consider. Both of these characters will be examined in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 9  

GROWING UP FLUID 

Two of the fourteen shows with transgender characters that were analyzed for this 

project have characters that exhibit a non-binary gender presentation. Those who identify 

as non-binary, or other similarly nuanced terms such as “gender fluid,” identify as neither 

male nor female, both male and female, or somewhere else on a gender spectrum or 

outside of the typical cultural conceptions of gender. They may or may not consider 

themselves to be transgender (“Glossary of terms,”, 2019). Both of the non-binary 

characters in this study are adolescents. Their character development suggests that Sam 

from The Riches and Roscoe from House of Lies were each identified male at birth, and 

they are generally identified with male pronouns and descriptors, which doesn’t appear to 

offend them. Yet they defy an easy gender read in binary terms. This degree of ambiguity 

was not observed in the presentation of adult characters on other shows during the time 

period in question, suggesting that adolescent characters may be more forgivably liminal, 

indulged by show writers in their exploration of their genders in a way that adult 

characters have not been. Not coincidentally, both Sam and Roscoe are somewhat more 

complex characters as a whole than Unique and Cole, their binary counterparts, and their 

liminal gender presentation may be a part of that complexity. Because it is not clear with 

what gender they identify, or if they identify fully with either, both characters are 

described here using the male pronouns that resonate with their most common 

presentation, and by which they are identified in the shows. 

Being Non-Binary 

Those who identify in a non-binary gender may have different challenges than 
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those who easily conceptualize their gender in binary terms, even if the latter’s identified 

gender is different from the one which they were assigned at birth. The gender binary is a 

tenacious social construct, one that is not easy challenged. Hall (1997) argues that 

categorizing people is a “profound…cultural impulse” and a “fundamental aspect of 

human culture” (p. 2). It is also a “way of maintaining the order of any system,” and 

culture is disrupted by “anything that breaks the classification” (p. 3). Gender is among 

the categories most given to classification and most subject to stringent rules of order. 

Yet gender is inherently unstable, with many ways to identify and present oneself that are 

more or less closely related to any notion of a gender binary, even among those who may 

conceptualize themselves as cisgender. Notions of gender have also been articulated 

differently at different points in time and in different places. In this way, gender is a 

“floating signifier,” [a term coined by Levi-Strauss (1950) but expounded upon by Hall 

(1997b)] whose named categories (in this case “male” and “female,”) are more stable 

than the realities of what is actually contained within these categories (the lived 

experiences and expressions of people along a gender spectrum). Thus, we are culturally 

bound to the idea of the binary, at the same time there have always been fissures and 

deviations within the binary categories. Nonetheless, any suggestion that the categories 

themselves should be eliminated tends to be met with pushback from the dominant 

culture. Yet, as Butler (2004) argues, “the viability of our individual personhood is 

fundamentally dependent on …social norms” such as gender (p. 2). To the extent that one 

deviates from norms of gender within a binary system, they may be considered by the 

dominant culture to be aberrant, less human, and thus less worthy of civil rights, facing 

internal challenges to their own “personhood.” In presenting departures from the norm, 
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television and other media have the potential to help break the restraints of the binary for 

those who do not subscribe to it, and to change the dominant culture which enforces these 

boundaries. Any cultural departure from the binary serves to question the whole system 

which has constrained even binary-presenting transgender people, and thus the non-

binary identities considered here are relevant to the larger project herein. 

Despite the inherently subversive nature of challenging the gender binary, the 

concept of non-binary gender has gained noteworthy traction in a certain sector of the 

general public, especially in the last few years, and has been claimed publicly as an 

identity by various celebrities. Orange is the New Black actor and model Ruby Rose 

came out as gender fluid in 2014, later articulating an identity that, in her words, 

“deviates from the status-quo” (Gray, 2017b, para. 4). Explains Rose, whose pronouns 

are feminine: 

I’m not a guy; I don’t really feel like a woman, but obviously I was born one. So, 
I’m somewhere in the middle, which — in my perfect imagination — is like 
having the best of both sexes. I have a lot of characteristics that would normally 
be present in a guy and then less that would be present in a woman. But then 
sometimes I’ll put on a skirt — like today” (para. 1).  
 
Jaden Smith, the offspring of Hollywood power couple Will Smith and Jada 

Pinkett-Smith, made a splash in 2015 by wearing a dress to his high school prom. In 

covering the moment, Vanity Fair remarked “Why is this story trending? This isn't even 

the first time Smith has worn a dress in public. He’s an admitted fan of wearing ‘girl 

clothes,’ which isn’t especially surprising in these post-gender times” (Locker, 2015), a 

position that would likely not have been expressed in the press even ten years ago. 

Singer Miley Cyrus came out as non-binary in 2017, claiming “"I think about being a 

girl all the time. I’m always like, 'It’s weird that I’m a girl, because I just don’t feel like 
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a girl, and I don’t feel like a boy” (McNamara, 2017). Recently, male-presenting singer 

Sam Smith came out as non-binary, and announced that their pronouns are “they/them.” 

Smith declined to articulate his conception of his non-binary identity, but claimed “a 

lifetime of being at war with [their] gender” (Law, 2019, para. 4). Non-binary identities, 

beyond those discussed here, are also emerging into fictional narratives. Beginning in 

2017, the Showtime series Billions has had a non-binary character. According to The 

Times, “nonbinary identity has been slowly seeping into societal consciousness” 

(Bergner, 2019). 

Perhaps more notable than celebrity announcements of non-binary identities, is 

the fact that mainstream media and, particularly, left-leaning publications have been 

trending toward using non-binary and transgender people’s self-identified pronouns to 

refer to them in news coverage. For instance, in a New York Times article featuring a non-

binary twenty-year-old (Bergner, 2019), the author consistently refers to the subject with 

their “they/their” pronouns, which is a new phenomenon. It has also become increasingly 

common for cisgender allies to transgender and non-binary people to note one’s pronouns 

on business cards and email signatures as a show of inclusiveness. The gender-neutral 

pronouns “they” and “them” have begun to be embraced among some segments of 

cisgender culture, particularly younger people, reinterpreting conventions of English 

grammar. In fact, in 2019, Merriam-Webster added to their dictionary a secondary 

definition of the word “they,” referring to how those with non-binary genders might be 

described (Schmidt, 2019). In the past few years, the term “Latinx,” a de-gendered term 

describing those formerly described as Latinos or Latinas, has begun to emerge as a 

convention. All of these developments suggest that as a culture, we are beginning to 
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move towards a non-binary understanding of gender, or at least some acceptance of those 

who identify as non-binary.   

According to a 2018 Pew Research Center poll (Geiger and Graf, 2018), roughly 

sixty percent of American adults are at least slightly familiar with the use of gender-

neutral pronouns, with 22% saying they “have heard a lot about preferences for such 

pronouns” (para. 2). Thirty-two percent of adults ages 18 to 29 know someone personally 

who goes by gender-neutral pronouns, though those numbers tend to skew along 

politically ideological lines, with more awareness occurring among political liberals. 

Among Generation Z, those born since 1996, however (Dimock, 2019), fifty-two percent 

of respondents claim they would be somewhat or very comfortable using gender-neutral 

pronouns. Again, these numbers skew along political affiliation lines and ages of 

respondents, with younger, more politically liberal respondents much more likely to 

express comfort with using gender-neutral pronouns. Nonetheless, in a Fusion poll of 

Millennials, 55% acknowledged gender as a spectrum, with somewhat fewer (40%) 

Millennials articulating a binary conception of gender, though women and white 

respondents were more likely to view gender as a spectrum (Wong, 2015).  Among those 

in Generation Z, however, respondents’ awareness and apparent acceptance of non-binary 

identities is higher than any other age demographic (Parker, Graf, & Igeilnik, 2019), 

suggesting that the future may see more acceptance of non-binary genders. Thirty-five 

percent of Generation Z’ers claim to know someone who uses non-binary pronouns, 

compared to twenty-five percent of Millennials, classified by Dimmock (2019) as those 

born between 1981 and 1996, with significantly lower numbers in older generations. 

Fifty-nine percent of Generation Z’ers believe that forms should include gender options 
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other than the binary “male” and “female.” The trend seems to be moving generationally 

towards greater awareness and acceptance of non-binary identities. In fact, those under 

eighteen-years-old are especially likely to claim a non-binary identity themselves 

(Bergner, 2019). 

Certainly, such nascent traction has happened much more noticeably among those 

on the American political Left, and especially Millennials and those in Generation Z. 

Though several states have passed or considered bills allowing non-binary gender 

identifiers on drivers’ licenses, there has been pushback against such initiatives. One 

legislator in Massachusetts made a tongue-in-cheek suggestion that a bill to allow for a 

non-binary gender marker should be amended to include twenty-nine other gender 

identifiers, “articulat[ing] an anxiety that many people, even folks from the left, have: 

that there’s this slippery slope of identity, and ‘Where will it stop?’” (Harmon, 2019). 

Becker (2006) argues that gay visibility in 1990s America happened within the context of 

“wider social transformations crystalizing” that were a catalyst for competing discourses 

surrounding “diversity, social fragmentation, and cultural relativism” (p. 4).  According 

to Becker, such competing discourses promoted a “straight panic” that highlighted an 

“anxiety felt by mainstream America and Americans confronting a social landscape 

where monoculturalism seemed maligned and difference prized” (p. 4). Recent years 

have seen an amplification of the assertion of multiple identity claims, including 

transgender and non-binary identities, and an embrace of the notion of intersectionality, 

that have challenged the cultural status quo, and highlighted fissures within mainstream 

America, even challenging what it means to be “mainstream.” Arguably, the fissures that 

have developed are part of a “transgender panic,” following on the heels of the gay panic 
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of the 1990s. Despite these competing cultural discourses, or maybe because of them, 

momentum seems to be growing for a societal reckoning with the gender binary.  

Much of this change in understanding and awareness of non-binary gender and 

overt assertion of those identities has happened in the past few years, putting Sam’s 

character (2007-2008) and, to a lesser degree, Roscoe’s character, which premiered in 

2012, at the forefront of representations of explicitly non-binary identities. Narrative 

television has the power to introduce audiences to people to which they might not 

otherwise be exposed. Characters such as Sam and Roscoe have added to the awareness 

of non-binary identities, and paved the way for additional non-binary characters that are 

beginning to emerge today. Such depictions, in complicating gender as it has historically 

been understood in Western culture, have the potential to break down stigma surrounding 

non-conventional gender identities, including more binary transgender identities, serving 

as a catalyst for social change.  

Sam from The Riches 

The Riches was a short-lived drama that aired from 2007 to 2008 on the FX 

network, starring English actors Minnie Driver, as Dahlia Malloy, and Eddie Izzard as 

her husband, Wayne Malloy. The Malloys have three kids -- a seventeen-year-old boy 

named Cael (Noel Fisher), a sixteen-year-old girl named Di Di (Shannon Marie 

Woodward), and Sam (Aidan Mitchell), a child of roughly thirteen born a boy but who 

frequently dresses in feminine clothes. The Malloys are Irish Travelers, modern day 

American gypsies of Irish descent, who have lived their lives traveling between 

encampments in the Southern US with their extended family of fellow Travelers. The 

Malloys live as con artists and thieves, running scams and dodging trouble to survive.  
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A Family of Grifters 

As the pilot opens we see Wayne Malloy, a middle-aged bearded man in a sports 

coat, walking down a high school hallway with a teenager and a younger child, Di Di and 

Sam. They walk past a balloon arch in gold and red, suggestive of some celebratory 

event. The children are both wearing dresses, though Di Di’s seems somewhat more 

casual, whereas Sam, the younger of the two, is wearing an extremely feminine pink 

party dress. Sam has bobbed hair, bangs, and a headband, and is wearing eye makeup that 

looks more like a child playing dress up than something that is age appropriate. Di Di is 

quizzing her father about the people in a yearbook she holds. They pass a sign that says, 

“Welcome Back Class of 1981 25th Reunion.” Di Di worries aloud that her father isn’t 

ready, but it’s not clear yet to what she’s referring. They stop at a table in front of a 

gymnasium door, and Sam selects a nametag from those left on the table. “I think Jimmy 

O’Shay is a no-show,” he says, and hands the man’s nametag to his father. Wayne backs 

into the auditorium through a red metallic streamer curtain, and the children follow.  

The festively decorated room is full of well-dressed people. Wayne eyes a man’s 

nametag and points at him, saying gregariously “Ed Kline? Class Romeo!” The man 

doesn’t recognize him, but Wayne leans in and embraces him, which clearly makes the 

other man uncomfortable. Wayne pats the man’s pants pockets and silently hands off a 

wallet to Sam, who has been hovering nearby. Sam slips the wallet into his bag. Wayne 

walks on and continues to move through the crowd, as Di Di sizes up the room, and Sam 

stays close on Wayne’s heels. Wayne proves to be masterful at working the room, and 

engaging people in conversation as if he had known them years ago. As he distracts 

people with ebullient conversation, his children pick their pockets. We see Wayne at his 
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professional best here; he is good at what he does. People seem to like and trust him. 

After a spell, Di Di notices a woman rifling through her purse with a look of concern, as 

if something’s missing, and she tries to signal her father that it’s time to leave. As they 

retreat down the hallway, Sam removes his wig, revealing that he appears to be a boy, 

seemingly removing a female disguise. 

The opening scene of the pilot establishes the Malloys as grifters and pretenders, 

people who survive by playing roles convincingly. In this context, when we first see Sam, 

his female presentation is positioned as a role he is playing for the con, though it becomes 

clear over time that it is much more than that for Sam. We see at various points that Sam 

tends especially to don his female persona when he is anxious, as if dressing as a girl 

brings him confidence and insulates him emotionally. Since he and his family live a high-

anxiety lifestyle, always on the move and escaping the law, Sam is often seen slipping a 

barrette into his hair or in some way feminizing himself when tension runs high. 

Sam is revealed early in the series to be a quiet and intelligent child, with an 

artistic bent and a love of learning. He accepts his family for what they are, and accepts 

his role in their dubious activities. He outwardly emotes very little throughout the series, 

and whatever conflict he experiences is channeled primarily through his artwork, which 

takes the form of an evolving mural depicting autobiographical events, which he paints 

on his bedroom wall as he tries to process new events emotionally.  

At the start of the show, Dahlia, the matriarch of the family, has just been released 

from two years in prison for a credit card scam. The day after the 25th Reunion, the 

family travels to pick Dahlia up from prison, and Sam is seen, shirtless, and without a 

wig, ironing his party dress from the night before as if it is a prized possession, while his 
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sister counts the money they stole. The trailer is messy, and books surround the self-

educated Wayne. As he drives, Cael sees a police car behind them, and the family goes 

into panic mode, jumping up hurriedly to hide credit cards and fake ids. Sam throws on a 

plaid flannel button-down shirt, embodying his male presentation. Meanwhile, we see 

Dahlia walking out of prison, watching everyone else meet their families, while hers 

hasn’t shown up yet because they have been waylaid by the police. After a fairly madcap 

scene in which they escape the police officer through Cael faking a seizure, they 

eventually arrive at the prison. The reunion is filled with all the awkward happiness one 

would expect, with Sam flinging himself into his mother’s arms.  

It’s established in these early scenes that the Malloys are not like other families 

we have seen on television, but that they are a cohesive unit, dependent upon each other 

for their survival. The children are fully indoctrinated into the ways of the Travelers, 

lending a hand as necessity dictates, and seeming to enjoy a certain confidence in their 

dubious skillsets. The show follows the Malloys as they attempt to readjust to Dahlia’s 

return to the family, and as she adjusts to life outside prison, while carrying the scars of 

her incarceration and an addiction she is trying to overcome. 

During a welcome home party for Dahlia at the Traveler family encampment, a 

joyous event with music and dancing, the Malloys are pressured to marry off sixteen-

year-old Di Di to an undesirable partner. Wayne refuses, and gets into a physical 

altercation with the sociopathic son of the family patriarch. Sam jumps in to defend his 

father from the man’s attack, jumping on the aggressor’s back, and the man throws Sam 

to the ground while yelling at Wayne to “get your goddamn faggot son off of me!” 

Wayne, more of a wordsmith than a fighter, is throttled in the attack as Sam looks on, and 
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as the man stomps off, Wayne quips to Sam from his position on the ground, “I think we 

won.” Sam laughs, and the two embrace. We see the easy relationship between Sam and 

his father, who clearly loves him. 

Faced with the forced marriage of Di Di, Wayne steals money from the 

encampment safe while everyone sleeps, and the Malloy family flees the camp in the 

dead of night, thus beginning a life on the run. Within days, they end up in an automobile 

accident with a middle-aged couple, who die at the scene. Though the Malloys seem 

momentarily traumatized by the deaths and their inadvertent part in them, Wayne, always 

inclined to see the profitable angle in a bad situation, discovers information in the 

couple’s luxury car that suggests they are in the process of relocating to a new 

community. The wheels seem to turn in Wayne’s head as he realizes that this presents an 

opportunity for the Malloys to start over, and the family pushes the cars and the bodies 

into the nearby lake so that they can assume the couple’s identities. The rest of the series 

follows the Malloys as they attempt to integrate into the financially comfortable lives of 

Doug and Cherien, while reconciling that life with their own guilt, their fear of being 

discovered, and with their own Traveler value system.  

The Riches become, in Traveler terminology, “buffers,” their name for those 

outside the community of Travelers. To the Travelers, a buffer is anyone who is not a 

Traveler, and is thus ripe for exploitation and deserving of their contempt. Buffers are 

hapless, self-involved and interested in appearances and material wealth, as opposed to 

Travelers, who are deceptive to buffers but honest with themselves, and interested in 

survival rather than acquisition of wealth. Ironically, though the Travelers support 

themselves by fooling buffers into giving them money, the buffers are positioned as the 
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dishonest ones, pretending to be something they’re not in order to fit into society and 

acquire material comfort. Buffers exist within the institutions of society, whereas 

Travelers exist outside of those institutions, free to roam and to determine their own lives.  

Based on this unique premise, the themes of self-determination and how one 

separates the real from the unreal are prominent in The Riches, and provide context for 

considering Sam’s gender identity. The Malloys are perpetually trying to make sense of a 

culture that is foreign to them, and Dahlia and Cael, in particular, seem at great pains to 

avoid living complacently in the buffer lifestyle and to serve as the family conscience, a 

reminder of who they really are. The Malloys have a central identity as Travelers, but 

everything else is subject to negotiation, part of the con, and identity is only stable to the 

extent that it’s used to profit from the naiveté of buffers. This is true of Sam’s identity as 

much as anyone’s. 

The Negotiation of Identity 

Given their loose sense of identity, Sam’s family isn’t overly concerned about 

Sam’s gender identity, except in so far as it is part of a cohesive part he is playing as Sam 

Rich. Their baseline acceptance of Sam is implicit in the way that family members 

interact with him and the affection they have for him, but it is made more explicit in two 

scenes. First, on Dahlia’s first night out of prison, while the Traveler party is going on 

around them, Wayne and Dahlia steal away to the RV to enjoy some long-awaited 

physical intimacy. Afterward, as they lie talking, Dahlia looks up and sees the pink party 

dress Sam ironed that day hanging above the bed. Seeming to consider the dress, she asks 

Wayne, matter-of-factly: 

Dahlia: “Sam still wearing Di Di’s old dresses?” 
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Wayne: “Yeah, he likes to. Go figure.” 

Dahlia [shrugging]: “Could be worse.” 

Wayne: “Yeah. Could be on crack” [Episode 1.1]. 

Neither of the two passes judgment about the meaning of Sam’s wearing dresses, 

though there appears to be an unspoken curiosity about its meaning. Dahlia seems mildly 

surprised that it was not a passing phase that Sam had grown out of while she was 

imprisoned, but she does not seem overly concerned about it, and it is almost never 

brought up with Sam, and even then only for pragmatic reasons.  

In a subsequent episode, Dahlia talks circuitously with Sam about his inconsistent 

gender presentation, and its challenge to his playing a role to the outside world. Dahlia 

has attempted to enroll the children in the tony Rosemere Academy, despite her 

hesitations about the kids attending a buffer school. As a self-educated man, who was 

only schooled through the seventh grade, Wayne maintains that education is important, 

and when they arrive at the school to meet with the head mistress, Sam, dressed in 

button-down oxford, khaki pants, and pink metallic flats, disappears into the school and 

eavesdrops on the class rooms, wildly curious and eager to learn everything he can. 

Dahlia is told by the head mistress with some condescension that the school is full for the 

year and the admission deadlines have passed. Not willing to be turned down by the 

haughty woman, and seeing how excited Sam is to attend the school, Dahlia decides that 

they will run a con to convince the head mistress, Ms. Fedley, to change her mind. Back 

at home, Dahlia decides to arrange an ostensibly chance meeting between Sam and Ms. 

Fedley, where Sam will try to impress her with his intelligence and pleasant personality. 

While contemplating how to proceed, Dahlia catches sight of Sam’s feminine shoes. “I 
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love them shoes…” she says under her breath, making a face, and then louder, says 

“Baby come here.” Sam moves closer, and Dahlia addresses him directly:  

Dahlia: “Okay. Now you gotta make a choice.”  

Sam: “What do you mean?”  

Dahlia: “Right now. For the con. See when we rope that Fedley woman. You can 

be a girl, but then see you gotta stay a girl.”  

Sam looks down at his shoes, seemingly troubled. 

Dahlia [nodding sympathetically]: “Or you can be a boy. Might be easier.”  

Sam: “I gotta make a choice.”  

Dahlia (emphatically): “Not for me. Not ever. I love you. Just like you are. Yeah, 

you gotta make a choice. With them [she nods as if to the outside world]. You 

wanna go to that school, right?”  

Sam: “Yeah” [Episode 1.3]. 

Dahlia smiles and grabs Sam’s hand affectionately, as he looks a little crestfallen. He 

doesn’t appear to be able or ready to commit to a singular gender presentation. It’s clear 

that Dahlia supports Sam and his non-binary gender, but establishing a stable identity to 

fool the outsiders is of the utmost importance to all of their survival. Sam’s presenting 

inconsistently is not something they can afford if they wish to keep attention away from 

themselves. Nonetheless, it’s a tender scene, in which we see Dahlia’s acceptance of 

Sam, as well as some of the internal struggle Sam faces with regard to his gender 

presentation. 

Throughout the series, when he’s not at school, Sam toggles between male and 

female presentation, or some combination thereof, though it’s never clear whether he 
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identifies as a girl or merely prefers to dress periodically as a female. He frequently 

appears in a girl’s nightgown or other garment, though he mostly maintains his cover as a 

boy when he goes to school. Soon after arriving at the new Rich House, Sam explores the 

new neighborhood on bike, sporting a pink unicorn shirt and bedazzled jeans, with his 

hair held back by a bobby pin. He seems free and more childlike in his lack of inhibition 

as he presents as a girl. In a later episode, Sam, while dressed in female clothing, applies 

makeup to his newly adopted grandmother, the real Cherien Rich’s elderly and mentally 

incapacitated mother, who the family has retrieved from a nursing home. Sam talks 

gently to her while applying the makeup, and she smiles wordlessly at him as he works: 

“This will help bring some glow to your face. You seem like a winter. Let’s try 

some pink. So when you accentuate your best features, you feel better about 

yourself. I sure do” [Episode 1.11]. 

Again, presenting as a girl appears to give Sam confidence.  

At times we witness his internal struggle with his gender presentation, as in a 

scene where he is dressing for a dinner party in which his parents are entertaining 

Wayne’s boss in hopes that he will make Wayne a partner at Panco, the real estate 

development firm where Wayne masquerades as a lawyer. The family has been put on 

notice that this is an important dinner, and tensions are running high. Upstairs, Sam 

struggles to get ready for the party, trying on a suit in front of the mirror, one of a number 

of scenes throughout the series that show Sam in front of the mirror. He shifts around 

uncomfortably as he looks at himself. He finally puts in a pink barrette and reassures 

himself “It’s just a barrette.” He pulls lip gloss out of his pocket and stares at it, and 

seems about to put it on before the scene changes.  
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A little while later, Sam descends the stairs into the dining room where his family 

is sitting at the table with Hugh, Wayne’s rough-around-the-edges boss, and a 

neighborhood couple who has befriended the Malloys, while the maid serves the meal. 

Sam is no longer wearing a boy’s suit, but a retro-style dress, lip gloss, a headband and 

dangle earrings. He’s got on strappy gold sandals with painted toenails, and looks 

attractive and tastefully dressed for a dinner party, if slightly too made up for his age. 

Hugh, Wayne’s boss, played by Gregg Henry, sees Sam and says, indulgingly, “Hello 

there. Who’s this pretty lady? And where’s your other son, Doug? Didn’t you say you 

had two?” Dahlia looks alarmed, and glances at Wayne, wondering what they should do. 

The tension in the room is almost palpable. This is the first we’ve seen the Malloy family 

really flummoxed by Sam’s gender presentation, perhaps because they’re aware that 

Hugh, in all his masculine gruffness, is not likely the sort of person to understand a non-

binary gender presentation, and a lot is riding on this dinner. Nina, the neighbor (played 

by Margo Martindale), raises her eyebrows, while her husband Jim (Bruce French) 

appears to give Sam a once over. Wayne hesitates. “This is my son, Hugh. This is Sam,” 

Wayne finally says. Sam smiles nervously. The camera pans to Cael, who has a neutral 

expression on his face, and then to Di Di, who looks anxious and wide–eyed at Sam, and 

almost imperceptibly shakes her head at him, wanting him to know that he has made a 

misstep. Dahlia looks triumphant for a moment, with Wayne’s admission that their son is 

in a dress, perhaps relieved that they won’t have to cover it up anymore. “I hear he loves 

the theater,” Nina offers, and then gives Dahlia a wink. “Oh, yes he does” Di Di chirps in, 

too enthusiastically. “We are actually on our way to the school play after we finish 

eating” she says with a big smile. “Right Sam?” she nods at him. He nods back quickly. 
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“Well, sorry partner. I didn’t recognize you as a member of the B team” Hugh says. 

“What is the B team?” Sam asks. “Boys. The boys’ team,” says Hugh. “So what is 

that….is that pork?“ he asks the maid, changing the subject, seeming to accept that Sam 

is dressed as a girl for a role in the school play [Episode 1.9]. 

It’s not clear if Sam presents himself as a girl because of an inner compulsion to 

do so, or if doing so in this particular circumstance represented his first act of rebellion 

against his parents and their deceptive lifestyle, but it is clear that the act of dressing up 

solely as a boy causes him some degree of dissonance. He seems to recognize his misstep 

at dinner as he absorbs the reactions at the table, and is willing to back pedal and go 

along with the family imperative to play the role he’s been assigned. Nonetheless, 

appearing as a girl in this context suggests that Sam is starting to push the boundaries of 

his gender presentation, as if it’s becoming something with which he must reconcile 

regardless of the consequences.  

Broader LGBTQ Themes 

Another subplot touching upon broader LGBTQ themes reveals itself at the 

dinner party. The maid (Davenia McFadden), who is a friend of Dahlia’s from prison, 

becomes unhinged during the dinner when Nina’s husband, Jim, disagrees with her about 

the edibility of rabbit, calling it “repulsive” that people would choose to eat such a 

peaceful animal. “Are you calling me repulsive?” she asks angrily. “Well at least I’m not 

gay.” There is silence, and everybody looks uncomfortable, as if the maid has just called 

attention to the elephant in the room, that Jim is a closeted gay man despite his twenty-

year marriage. Nina excuses herself from the table, clearly upset, and Hugh spends much 

of the rest of the evening making gay jokes in Jim’s presence until Jim finally storms off. 
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Nina later reveals to Wayne that she has spent eighteen-years denying to herself that Jim 

is gay. Though Sam’s secret is back in the box, Jim’s seemingly can’t be contained 

anymore, and in subsequent episodes it is revealed that both Jim and Nina have accepted 

Jim’s homosexuality. Nina agrees to look the other way while Jim engages in a same-sex 

relationship, because she loves him and is afraid to lose the security of her lifestyle as the 

wife of a financially successful man. Multiple identities are the norm in The Riches.  

The show draws another parallel between Sam being transgender and broader 

LGBTQ themes. Wayne is asked to work on a legal case at Panco, in which a lesbian 

couple is suing the company for reneging on a real estate deal. The couple had planned to 

purchase a house in one of Panco’s new developments, but Hugh put a stop to the deal 

when he learned that the house would be occupied by a same-sex couple and their 

children, because he feared that other potential buyers would be turned off by the idea of 

living next to a lesbian couple. Wayne faces a crisis of conscience, brought on mostly by 

Dahlia’s disapproval that he would take part in such an act of discrimination. Wayne 

argues that legally the couple has no leg to stand on, so he’s justified in defending 

Panco’s position. Dahlia is horrified. “Excluding people? Oh my God. Are you kidding 

me? What if that was your child?” she yells, pointing in the other room. “What if that was 

your son?.... So this is it, huh? The American Dream.” Wayne argues that he is doing 

what Dahlia asked and committing to the company, but Dahlia balks at the betrayal of his 

values. 

Homophobia and discrimination is positioned as part of the world of the buffers, 

though the earlier fight scene is which Dahlia’s cousin called Sam a “faggot” belies this 

notion. Wayne is made to feel even guiltier when one of the lesbian homebuyers comes to 
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see him in the office and lambastes him for Panco’s discrimination. Wayne approaches 

Hugh, and tries to convince him to back down on the issue, saying that the discrimination 

isn’t right. Hugh argues that people paying for a house have the right to live next to 

whomever they want. Wayne goes to court, and the lesbian couple’s case is immediately 

dismissed because there are no discrimination laws in place that would give them legal 

footing. Wayne ends up sitting alone in the courtroom long after everyone has left, 

presumably feeling badly about his role in the discrimination [Episode 1.11]. 

Romance and Acceptance 

In the last few episodes, Sam develops a love interest, who seems to accept his 

female gender presentation. After an audition for a school play, Sam, dressed in boy’s 

clothing, walks around backstage. He sees a makeup table, and picks up a lipstick. As he 

does this, we see a pretty girl peering at him through a rack of clothing. She comes up 

and asks what he’s doing. He doesn’t answer, and she takes the lipstick from him and 

starts silently applying it to his lips. When she’s done, she kisses him and walks away, 

leaving Sam to question what happened in the almost dreamlike scene [Episode 2.6]. This 

scene is typical of their quiet engagement with each other, in which feelings are 

demonstrated but not articulated. In fact, the audience is never told the girl’s name; she 

merely appears on several occasions as an almost angelic figure of acceptance.  

In the following episode, we see Sam sitting on the grass at school in a group of 

girls as they talk about clothes. Sam smiles at the girl from backstage, who is among the 

group, then gets up to leave. The girl looks flustered. We are given to understand that 

they have a crush on one another. That night, the girl arrives at Sam’s front door, saying 

he had left something behind on the grass. Sam smiles at her. We don’t know if he 
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intentionally left the item behind, or what it was, but it’s implied that her returning it is a 

pretense for them to meet. Later, we see Sam standing in front of a mirror, wearing a 

dress and a headband in his girlishly styled hair. The girl from backstage is tying his bow. 

“Come on,” she says. “You look beautiful.” “Really?” Sam asks shyly. The camera pulls 

away, and the girl holds up her index finger. “Wait. Wait,” she says excitedly, and goes 

to find something. Sam remains in front of the mirror, all smiles as he looks at himself, 

seemingly pleased at both his presentation and that he feels the acceptance of the girl 

[Episode 2.7].  

This is the last we see of Sam, or the girl, as this is the final episode before the 

series cancellation. Though The Riches received some critical praise, it never completely 

hit its stride, as only seven episodes were produced for the second season compared to 

thirteen for the first season, due to the 2007-2008 Hollywood writer strike. Consequently, 

at the time of its cancellation, the viewers were left hanging on a number of plot points, 

and the Sam character was not as fully developed as it may have been given more time. 

One might infer that the producers intended to continue with the plotline, and with the 

evolution of Sam’s gender presentation. Yet, the final scene is sweet and satisfying all on 

its own, as Sam experiences a moment of feeling attractive, accepted, and maybe even 

loved. 

Discourse about The Riches 

The show is very much about outsiders playing roles to fit in, and this theme is noted in 

various news articles. In one, Dmitri Lipkin, describes the show and its motivation in his 

own life. It’s a show 

about a family who pretends to be someone... who they're not. I always felt that's 
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sort of what I was doing in my own life. I'm sort of an immigrant refugee. I came 
here when I was 10, and I kind of reassessed who am I, what is going to be my 
life. I came from Russia and ended up growing up in Louisiana. So I wanted to 
kind of capture that oddness and that kind of outside perspective onto America 
(Gray, 2007a, para. 2). 
 
In this world of outsiders, Sam fits in well, seeming to be a little outside of 

himself, and not entirely sure what his gender means. “It sort of goes to the overall 

thematic of the show: that you can be what you want to be. That is the American dream,” 

said Dawn Prestwich, one of the show’s executive producers, adding, “and for Sam his 

American dream is to be a girl sometimes, to be pretty” (Lisotta, 2007, para. 5). 

Sam is referred to in a variety of ways in the news coverage. He is never called 

transgender, but generally variations on the theme of his being a cross-dresser (Stewart, 

2007; Gray, 2007a; Owen, 2007; Pergament, 2007a). The term cross-dresser generally 

denotes someone’s preference for sometimes wearing the clothes of the opposite gender 

with “generally …no intent to live full-time as the other gender” (“Transgender 

Terminology,” 2014). Sam is said to “prefer girl’s clothing,” (Gray, 2007a) or “to dress 

as a girl” (Stanley, 2007a), and to have “an affinity for sparkly flats and pink barrettes” 

(Stewart, 2007). One reviewer notes that Sam “likes nothing more than to don a nice pair 

of pink satin pumps” (Stasi, 2007, para. 5). Another opines, “why does youngest son Sam 

insist on dressing up as a girl?” (Owen, 2007, para. 6). None of the articles delves into the 

idea that Sam might be differently gendered than he appears, that he may have core 

questions about his gender identity, though that may be partly explained by how closely 

the Sam character is tied to actor Eddie Izzard, who plays Sam’s father, in the press 

coverage.  

Izzard, a cisgender male, is himself gender non-conforming, and has made a name 
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for himself on British television and subsequently in the US as a touring comic, often 

performing in conventionally female dress. Izzard has referred to himself frequently as a 

“straight transvestite” (McDaniel, 2007, para. 16), straight meaning that he prefers 

women to men, and transvestite an older term now considered pejorative in the U.S. and 

replaced by the more accepted term cross-dresser. Izzard is quick to correct people who 

call him a “drag” performer, since he’s not wearing women’s clothing as part of a 

costume for his act or to garner attention (Smith, 2010). Instead, he says, he merely 

dresses in “clothes that make him feel sexy or good” (Garfield, 2001 para. 5). Izzard 

often goes long stretches of presenting himself in male attire, and has been accused of 

trying to further his career by cross-dressing. He denies that, however, saying: 

This is the baggage you have to deal with. I am transgender - it doesn't go away. 
But if I don't wear make-up for five years then it's my fucking life, and I have the 
freedom to do what I want. I can go blokey for five days, and then one day I'll 
wear more make-up than anyone's ever worn in the history of make-up. That's 
fine, that's my friggin' choice. The question at the beginning was how to launch 
your sexuality and not lose your career. It was 60/40 that the career could go 
down the dumpster” (Garfield, 2001, para. 11).  
 
In a 2006 interview, Izzard says, “I want to meet the top expert on transgender 

and find out what the current thinking is, because I don't think I will agree. They keep 

talking about gender dysphoria, but that means confusion, and I'm not confused. I know 

what I am” (Farndale, 2006, para. 20). In the same interview, Izzard explains: 

I am in boy mode at the moment and have been for two or three years. I think 
people know I'm a transvestite now, so it is time I locked down the boy side of 
things. Because I am all boy. I fancy girls. I like gadgets and playing football. 
Like all straight transvestites, I know my military history. I just have an extra girl 
bit, which is the heels and skirts and make-up (para. 21). 
 
Coincidentally, the decision to have the Sam Molloy character present a non-

binary gender predates Izzard’s attachment to the project. According to the show’s 
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creator, Lipkin, they "just wanted to play with identity without focusing on it too much, 

without making it an issue. That the family accepts this Sam character without 

questioning what he's going through too much is indicative of how the family approaches 

other roles as well" (McDaniel, 2007, para. 15).  

Nearly all of the thirty-three news articles examined referenced Izzard’s own 

gender presentation, many of them citing Izzard’s own descriptions of his gender identity 

and his contribution to the development of Sam’s character in his own gender image. 

According to Izzard, he suggested that Sam: 

have my exact sexuality because I know exactly how it works. This kid is a 

straight transvestite. I'm basically playing my dad's reactions to anything that I 

would have done if I was Sam and what I would have wanted to wear when I was 

that kid at that age” (McDaniel, 2007, para. 16). 

Because he related to the character, Izzard consulted with the costume designers 

and makeup artists to help ensure that Sam gelled with the identity which most resonates 

with Izzard. Izzard articulates his idea of his own gender as being an “action 

transvestite,” a heterosexual male, “fond of many manly pursuits, but enamored of 

wearing dresses and makeup” (para. 3). Speculates Izzard, “that’s what most of my 

teenagehood would have been if I would have been allowed to wear a dress – scrapping, 

fighting, arguing and shouting at people and throwing on a dress and makeup.” Izzard 

“want[ed] Sam’s character to be fighting and wearing makeup” (para. 5). Izzard’s own 

notion of gender is a fairly binary one, in which males default to stereotypical masculine 

things such as learning military history, and women wear dresses and makeup. 

Izzard’s description of Sam and his own role in shaping the character somewhat 
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limit the possibilities of interpreting Sam’s gender identity, and certainly limit how it was 

contextualized in the press, but given that characters are the sum of the creators and 

writers visions interpreted by the actor, and viewed through the lens of various audiences, 

it’s not clear that Sam can so easily be delineated. It is apparent that Sam struggles in 

some deep way with his gender, that he’s not comfortable in the binary, but whether he is 

something as straightforward as a cross-dresser with a stable masculine identity is subject 

to debate. 

Roscoe from House of Lies 

House of Lies offers audiences another gender fluid character, in the form of the 

inimitable Roscoe Kaan. House of Lies is a half hour dramedy that premiered on 

Showtime in 2012 and was still in production as of August 2015. The show follows the 

exploits of a group of successful management consultants as they land contracts, make 

deals, and walk dubious ethical lines. At the start of the series, Marty Kaan, played by 

Don Cheadle, is the top man in the consultant team, called a “pod,” for the successful 

firm Galweather Stearn. In season three, Kaan starts his own consulting firm, and 

eventually his three underlings, played by Kristen Bell, Ben Schwartz, and Josh Lawson, 

join him at his new company. Like Dahlia and Wayne Malloy, Marty is an “anti-hero” 

(Bolonik, 2012, para. 1). He is both likable and detestable, a black character who, 

according to the show’s creator Matthew Carnahan, is a departure from the trope of the 

“noble negro” (Thomas, 2012, para. 6), in that he rarely does the noble thing. 

Though Marty is highly successful in business, his personal life is often troubled. 

Yet Marty seems to have an emotional Achilles heel, in the form of his son Roscoe. 

Marty has custody of the bi-racial Roscoe. Roscoe, played by the cisgender male Donis 
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Leonard Jr., is ten years old when the series starts, and we see him move into and through 

his early teen years during the run of the show, while negotiating his atypical gender 

presentation. We also see Marty and Roscoe’s other family members try to come to terms 

with how best to guide and support him, in light of his departure from the gender binary. 

With Roscoe, Marty “displays something resembling vulnerability” (Rochlin, n.d, para. 

10) that is in stark contrast to his jaded, aggressive business persona, which gives Marty’s 

character dimension.  

Roscoe’s Gender Presentation 

Throughout the series, Roscoe displays a non-binary gender presentation that is 

inconsistent, though his clothing is more clearly feminine early on. Later seasons show 

him sporting the beginning of a mustache, and frequently, typical teen male clothing. He 

seems comfortable with himself, and comfortable presenting mostly as a boy, and is 

frequently addressed as Marty’s son and called “man” by his father and grandfather, but 

he’s partial to wearing more typically female jewelry and scarves to dress up his 

otherwise masculine or gender-neutral look. He wears his hair closely cropped, but is 

often seen from the age of twelve on wearing eye makeup, an affectation that carries 

through even as his dress shifts towards the masculine around the age of fourteen. 

Increasingly as the series progresses, Roscoe displays a stereotypical masculine teen 

swagger, though he can still be seen occasionally in whimsically feminine articles of 

clothing. 

Though there is never an indication that Roscoe is particularly troubled by his 

gender, or that he wishes to present full-time as a female, he is referred to at various 

points in the series by the grownups in his life as gender fluid, transgender, and once as 
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the pejorative “tranny” by his mother. His gender is an open text.  

Roscoe’s gender liminality is quite intentional on the part of the show’s creative 

team, says the show’s Executive Producer and writer Matthew Carnihan. According to 

Carnahan (2012), he set out to create a child for Marty that would challenge the control 

Marty has over his professional life: 

When I set out to write a son for Marty Kaan…I thought, “What kind of 
kid would just undo this guy? What kind of kid would unbalance and 
upend Marty? What kind of kid would take him out of his role as smug 
superman who can solve any ‘case’ using a variety of consulting tricks and 
genuine analytical genius?” And I came up with Roscoe, based loosely on 
several children I've met over the years whose gender identities have come 
differently from those of the majority of their peers. (para. 1) 
 

Actor Don Cheadle, who plays Marty, further articulates Carnahan’s intentions with 

regard to Roscoe: 

He wanted to have a kid who was dealing with 2010, 2012 - 2013 
problems. And the generation of kids right now, they're all dealing with 
that -- gender fluidity and identity and how they define themselves and 
how the world defines them. (Martin, 2013, para. 23) 
 

Figuring out Roscoe 

The Roscoe character is portrayed largely through the lens of Marty’s experience 

as a parent, and we get little insight into the inner reality of Roscoe’s world save from a 

few scenes, when he seems to be trying to process people’s reactions to his gender 

presentation. We are not given a much of a window into Roscoe’s conception of his 

gender identity. For the most part, though, he seems content and well adjusted, which is 

especially noteworthy given that he has a non-custodial mother who sometimes “forget[s] 

to love him” [Episode 1.1), and an emotionally blunted father who is much more present 

in his career than in his personal life. According to Michel Martin, who spoke with 
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Cheadle on NPR’s Tell Me More in September 2013, “his character stands out because he 

is struggling with his gender identity,” but “maybe he's not struggling with it so much as 

everybody else is” (Martin, 2013). Roscoe’s function as a character is at least partly to 

humanize Marty, who otherwise would seem emotionally vacant and unsympathetic. But 

it is in managing his relationship with Roscoe that we see Marty trying to be the most 

human, and this makes some of his professional antics more forgivable. 

The depiction of three generations of black males living under the same roof is 

quite unusual for television, and itself grounds the show emotionally. Jeremiah, Marty 

and Roscoe are “all characters rather than tropes, ” (Rosenberg, 2012, para. 5), and their 

living dynamic enables the show to also explore themes of race and generational conflict 

that further complicate the story.  

In the first episode [Episode 1.1], Roscoe, clad in a purple skirt, announces at 

breakfast that he intends to try out for the lead female role of Sandy in Grease, which 

was, as he describes it “the part immortalized by Olivia Newton John.” Marty’s hand, 

holding a fork with pancakes, stops in his mouth and he stops chewing. Marty makes eye 

contact with his father, rolls his eyes, then responds to Roscoe encouragingly. When 

Roscoe leaves the room, and Marty turns to his father:  

Marty: “He’s looking for me to push back.”  

Jeremiah: “He’s looking for a little positive attention.”  

Marty (grudgingly): “All right Super Shrink.” 

Despite his misgivings, Marty goes to bat for Roscoe with the school principal 

when she calls him at work to tell him that a parent has complained that the part of Sandy 

was given to the seemingly male Roscoe instead of her daughter: 
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Principal Gita: “Brittany’s mother made the point that the part was given 

to a boy, and that there are plenty of boys’ parts in the show.”  

Marty: “Listen, he didn’t audition for a boy’s part. He auditioned for the 

part of Sandy. He wants to sing ‘Summer Nights’ and wear a poodle skirt. 

And he got the part of Sandy because he was the best Sandy.”  

As Marty has this conversation, the pod members, who hear his part of the discussion, 

look meaningfully at each other. Seemingly oblivious of their reactions, Marty continues: 

Marty: “Now Brittany Kauffman’s mom can’t stand it that her little baby 

isn’t getting every goddam thing she wants, so she’s off on some kind of 

gender witch hunt.”  

When the principal suggests that they could discuss it further in person, Marty cuts in 

”Gita, listen, my boy got the part of Sandy. He’s gonna play Sandy!” and hangs up the 

phone. After threatening to bring in a lawyer, Marty eventually concedes the point with 

the principal, when a meeting with her and the other parent reveals the girl’s mother to be 

attractive, and he agrees that Roscoe can play the female supporting cast member, Rizzo, 

instead.  

Marty also defends Roscoe to his ex-wife Monica, who seems nonplussed that her 

son is trying out for the part of Sandy” 

Monica (grimacing): “So, Olivia Newton-John, huh? You just let him 

flounce around like it’s a done deal. Oh well. Our son is a tranny for life.”  

Marty: “He’s experimenting with different expressions of gender 

identification.”  

Monica accuses Marty of kowtowing to Jeremiah’s therapeutic opinions, and Marty 
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retorts angrily that his father “keeps the kid sane.” Whatever Marty’s feelings are about 

Roscoe’s gender presentation, he refuses to let anyone tear Roscoe down, and he tries to 

seem supportive to Roscoe most of the time, even when he doesn’t seem to really be 

supportive.  

In season 4, when Roscoe is in danger of expulsion and losing his social safety net 

for cheating his classmates by selling counterfeit designer bags, Marty threatens to go to 

the school diversity committee and complain about the dearth of students of color and the 

“persecution of the gender fluid teen” [Episode 4.10]. Marty is seemingly vindicated in 

his perception of Roscoe’s persecution when he arrives at his son’s school after a call 

from the principal to find that somebody has spray-painted “die tranny faggot” on the 

walls of the school [Episode 4.11]. Marty storms into the school, locates the office, and 

immediately embraces his waiting son. Marty and his father are both clearly upset by the 

turn of events, but Roscoe smiles at them calmly, asks to return to class, and says that 

he’d rather “do [his] normal thing.” After Roscoe leaves, Marty turns to his father and 

says “I’ll burn this [expletive] place to the ground.” “I’ll give you the matches,” responds 

the ordinarily even-tempered Jeremiah. Later, when security cameras reveal that Roscoe 

was the one who wrote the graffiti [Episode 4.12], Marty’s first impulse is to protect 

Roscoe from expulsion and possible prosecution for a hate crime, but Jeremiah confronts 

Roscoe angrily for his behavior: 

Jeremiah: “Now, do you get what you did at all?”  

Roscoe (benignly): “Yeah. I guess.”  

Jeremiah: “No, no hey. Wait. hold, no, no, no. No, you…you have no 

goddam idea how you went out there and poured more hate into the 
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world.”  

Roscoe (defensively): “Oh, no, grandpa, I didn’t put more hate into the 

world because I…”  

Jeremiah: “Oh, oh, yes, you did! Get over here! Come here! Take that shit 

out your ear!”  

He pulls out Roscoe’s ear buds. We see a tear in Roscoe’s eye. Jeremiah continues 

passionately: 

Jeremiah: “You can’t imagine the kind of shit that’s out there in the world, 

can you? No, no, not the kind that I’m talking about. You 

know…people…people are killing people who look like you. Because of 

the color of your skin. Because of the way you act, the way you dress. 

Because you wear a fuckin’ hoodie.” 

Marty tries to interrupt. “No, no, no. He needs to know this. He needs to hear this.” 

Jeremiah says urgently. He adds, with disgust: 

Jeremiah: “And you…you take this sickness, and you used it for your own 

cynical gains. Do you get that? Roscoe, you’ve made a mockery out of 

everything that people like you have been suffering through for hundreds 

of years. Is any of this getting through to you, boy? Is any of this getting 

through to you?! God!”  

With tears streaming down his eyes, Roscoe nods. “Yeah it is, Grandpa. I get it. Okay? I 

get it” [Episode 3.8]. It’s unclear whether Jeremiah is alluding more to Roscoe’s race or 

to his gender presentation, but it seems to be both, and it’s not the only time that the 

show’s dialogue engages the intersection of race and gender presentation. Jeremiah 
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recognizes that Roscoe has led a relatively insulated life, but that in the outside world he 

may have a target on his back for being both a person of color and gender non-

conforming. Given statistics suggesting that transgender people of color experience 

disproportionately high levels of unemployment, homelessness and victimization (Grant 

et al, 2011), this is a salient intersection of identities to consider. 

Race and Gender Presentation 

The issue of persecution and the cross sections of Roscoe’s race and gender 

presentation come up in a previous season after Marty has a violent altercation with the 

Los Angeles police that leaves Marty feeling victimized for his race. The next day, 

Marty, clad in sunglasses that hide his black eye, goes to pick up Roscoe. Roscoe sees 

from a distance the stitches on his father’s forehead. The camera goes to slow motion, as 

Roscoe seems to process what he’s seeing. Marty waves him over. Later at a museum, as 

Marty reads a caption on an exhibit aloud, Roscoe speaks: 

Roscoe: “Does it hurt?”  

Marty (removing his sunglasses): “No. It doesn’t hurt. Let’s go.”  

Roscoe looks dubious. He pleads with his father to tell him what happened. Marty finally 

reveals that he was beaten by the police while out for a run, and the suggestion is that the 

beating was racially motivated. Roscoe looks down desolately.  

Marty: “Listen. You put yourself out there every day. And I love that 

about you. I do. But you gotta know that not everybody is gonna look at 

you and see what I see.”  

Roscoe: “I know, but…”  

Marty: “I know you’ve dealt with a lot. What I’m saying is it keeps 
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coming at you. And the shit doesn’t get easier. And you’ve been fierce 

about it. You make good choices. You make smart choices. And you gotta 

keep doing that.”  

Roscoe seems to think for a moment, and then nods. “Okay,” he says. “Okay,” Marty 

echoes. They walk on. Marty puts his sunglasses back on.  

Roscoe: “Dad. This could happen to me.”  

Marty: “Looking that fabulous? You kidding me?”  

Roscoe: “Dad.”  

Marty leans in and touches his head to Roscoe’s. “It’s not going to happen to you. 

Okay?” Roscoe nods reluctantly. As in Jeremiah’s monologue in the later episode, it’s 

unclear how much Marty is talking about Roscoe’s race as potentially provoking 

violence, and how much he is alluding to Roscoe’s potential to be violated based on his 

gender presentation. But the scenes suggest that the two are inseparable, and that Roscoe 

will likely have difficulty negotiating life as a transperson of color.  

Roscoe’s Gender Fluidity 

For most of the series, Roscoe inhabits a world that is accepting of his gender 

presentation, or is at least rarely overtly hostile towards it, and Roscoe seems quite at 

easy with his gender and himself. He seems to take gender fluidity for granted. Though 

his parents seem confused and, at times, troubled by Roscoe’s gender presentation and its 

possible implications, great pains are taken not to transmit this concern to Roscoe, who is 

indulged in his taste for handbags and makeup. Despite his mother’s misgivings about 

Roscoe’s gender presentation, she buys Roscoe designer eyeliner, after she notices that he 

has been borrowing hers without asking, and Jeremiah tells her “if you buy him shitty 
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makeup, then you’re really telegraphing your disapproval of his choice to be gender 

fluid” [Episode 2.3]. When Marty serves time in prison for white-collar crime, Monica 

misguidedly offers to cheer Roscoe up by taking him to New York for fashion week then 

a trendy nightclub for her friend Timmy’s party. “Timmy loves the transgenders,” she 

argues, “and he will get a kick out of Roscoe.” 

Though he usually handles it gracefully in front of Roscoe, Marty is clearly 

nonplussed about his son’s gender presentation and ambiguous sexual preference. During 

a family dinner in season four, Roscoe makes a toast to his soon-to-be-born baby sister 

and her mother, Jeannie:  

Roscoe: “To Jeannie and my new baby sis. May she grow, and flourish, 

and just be loved. And of course be like extremely well dressed.”  

Jeannie: “Wow, I think having you as a big bro-sis, there’s not a chance 

that she’ll ever look anything other than fabulous.”  

Roscoe (thoughtfully, laughing):“Big bro/sis. I like that.”  

Roscoe (turning to Marty): “I just heard my dad’s aorta explode.”  

Marty: “A little bit” [Episode 4.9]. 

They all laugh, Marty somewhat nervously. It’s clear that Marty isn’t completely on 

board that his son will be a “bro/sis” rather than just a brother, but he tries so hard to 

seem okay with it that that seems almost as good for Roscoe as if he were okay with it.  

It’s noteworthy that in as much as Roscoe’s gender presentation and sexual 

preference is central to his character, it’s not the most salient part of his character. He is 

allowed to be other things, which is not always the case with transgender characters. He 

is loving and vivacious, a talented dancer, and otherwise an ordinary adolescent, who 
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sometimes acts out and makes mistakes. Marty tells a colleague that everything he knows 

about being a parent Roscoe taught him, and he clearly is fond of his child and slightly 

amazed at his talents and pleasant temperament.  

‘House of Lies,’ Women, and LGBTQ People 

Curiously, though Roscoe inhabits a relatively safe emotional space in which to 

question gender categories, House of Lies is not entirely hospitable to women or LGBTQ 

people. The gender calculus in the show is complicated. Women are powerful in the 

professional arena, though generally unusually physically attractive, and expected to use 

their sexual wiles as they would any other tool at their disposal to close corporate deals 

and get ahead. In various episodes, Jeannie is pressured into submitting to the foot fetish 

of a corporate CFO while Marty entertains the CFO’s wife, [Episode 1.3], she’s pressured 

into sexually entertaining a female client [Episode 1.7], and she becomes sexually 

involved with a top Galweather Stern executive, who funnels her career-making 

corporate information before she reveals herself at a corporate event in front of the entire 

company to have been sexually harassed by the executive. 

The show as a whole is filled with gendered language and sexual content, but two 

of the male members of the pod in particular make frequent sophomoric references to sex 

and sexual conquest. Doug and Clyde frequently banter about how they would pick up 

various woman, with Doug generally advocating sincerity and Clyde chastising him for 

his naiveté, in favor of luring women with lies and exaggerations. The women that Clyde 

and Doug encounter in their travels, especially early in the series, are “piece[s] of ass” 

[Episode 1.4] who are meant to be “bagged” [Episode 1.2]. The two characters have a 

frequently mentioned “points” system set up, with which they compete as to who gets the 
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most sexual assignations when they travel. In the third episode of the series, Doug, the 

hapless numbers man of the pod, is teased mercilessly for making a sexual connection 

with a transgender woman he met at a bar, whose name is Kiki, and it’s only when the 

possibility of gaining points in the game comes up that Doug fully acknowledges his 

sexual rendezvous: 

Clyde: Hey Doug, you know that hooking up with a tranny still counts 

towards your hookup point total, right?”  

Doug (surprised): “I get points? I get full points?”  

Clyde: “I can’t believe I’m going to do this, but yes, I will give you full 

points. What do you got?”  

Clearly in Clyde’s world, and to a lesser degree Doug’s, a transgender woman 

doesn’t count as a woman, but Clyde views himself as showing largesse in counting Kiki 

as a woman for the purposes of their conquest scores. Doug agrees to tell him the story, 

but tells Clyde that before he reveals anything Clyde needs to realize that this is a very 

“personal” thing for Doug, and swears him to secrecy. Clyde agrees to keep his 

confidence, and Doug admits that he was embarrassed to disclose what happened with the 

woman. Clyde interrupts him, says it’s not a big deal, excuses himself, and then stands up 

and broadcasts loudly to all of their fellow first class flyers “my good friend and 

colleague, Douglas Guggenheim…” Doug tries desperately to free himself from his seat 

belt and put a stop to Clyde, but we’re left with the impression that all has been revealed 

as the scene ends, and that Doug presumably feels humiliated [Episode 1.3]. Surprisingly, 

Marty participates in the teasing as if it’s never occurred to him that one day his own 

child might be the subject of similar derision.  
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Homophobic and misogynistic comments are part of the gendered language of the 

show. Clyde (Ben Schwartz) is told that he sounds like a “Nancy boy” for complaining 

about cat dander on his pillow. There are frequent exchanges in which characters are 

verbally feminized for either complaining or failing to live up to expectations, and both 

the male and female characters do this. During one of Clyde and Doug’s verbal back and 

forth, for instance, Jeannie cuts them off, saying “Normally I love to hear you guys talk 

about your feelings, and your periods, but…” [Episode 4.6]. The attractive Jeannie, 

though professionally skilled, is at times subject to her co-workers’ sexual gaze or verbal 

fantasizing, which is generally delivered in comic fashion, but nonetheless gives the 

impression that she is being objectified because she is an attractive woman despite also 

being extremely competent. 

Aside from Roscoe’s love interests, references to homosexuality in the show are 

confined to pejorative verbal references or merely part of a larger preoccupation with 

sexual gratification. Monica, Roscoe’s mother, has a brief affair with her female vegan 

chef, but her foray into sex with a woman is positioned as merely part of her broader 

promiscuity, and when Marty finds out he laughs and makes a lewd face referring 

unsubtly to her sexual practice with the woman. The relationship is short-lived, and no 

further reference is made to any sexual interest Monica might have in women. In the 

same episode, Marty and his client enjoy ogling two female models kissing each other in 

a club. Adult homosexuality is not about intimacy or love in House of Lies, but about 

sexual titillation.  

Roscoe in Love 

If Marty struggles with Roscoe’s gender variance, he seems to struggle a bit more 
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with the possibility that Roscoe is gay or bisexual. During a scene in season 4, during 

which Roscoe frequently looks more typically masculine and sports the adolescent 

beginnings of a mustache, Marty walks in on him lifting hand weights as he plays a video 

game with his grandfather’s girlfriend: 

Marty: “Ooh, curls for the girls, huh?”  

Roscoe (annoyed, putting down the weight):“Hmm? Oh. Yeah. I guess. 

Whatever.”  

Marty (stammering): “No…I’m not…you know it doesn’t matter who 

you’re doing the curls for, it just looks like you’re getting a little jacked 

up.”  

Roscoe: “Dad, dad. I heard the saying before. It’s okay.” 

Yet, the expression on Roscoe’s face suggests it’s not really okay [Episode 4.1] The 

exchange is awkward, and seems to reveal Marty’s default assumption, or at least hope, 

that Roscoe is trying to attract girls by working out, when this seems not to have crossed 

Roscoe’s mind.  

This scene comes on the heels of Roscoe’s relationship with a transgender boy in 

the previous season, a relationship to which Marty is clearly opposed. We are first 

introduced to Lex after Roscoe makes the school basketball team, a development that 

seems to bring Marty gratification. In the first episode of Season 3, Roscoe tells Marty 

that he is trying out for the team, and Marty seems to swell with surprised pride. The two 

play imaginary basketball for a few moments in their living room, before Jeremiah walks 

in. Marty puts his arm around Roscoe proudly. “Young Roscoe is trying out for the 

basketball team today,” he tells his father. ”Basketball basketball?” asks a surprised 
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Jeremiah. Marty pantomimes behind Roscoe’s back, making muscles like a strongman. 

The moment seems spoiled for Marty when Roscoe asks his father if he saw the Peking 

opera during his recent business trip to China. “That makeup is fly,” says Roscoe of the 

opera. “Nah,” says Marty, brushing him off. “I was just there 24 hours. I didn’t really 

have time to take in a show” [Episode 3.1]. But Marty seems bothered by the comment, 

as if it has ruined his momentary illusion that Roscoe might be like all the other boys 

after all. 

In the next episode, Roscoe tells Marty he made point guard on the basketball 

team. Marty high fives him. Roscoe continues: 

Roscoe: “And I met someone kind of cool.”  

Marty: “On the team?”  

Roscoe: “Yeah.”  

Marty: “That’s great. This person have a name?”  

Roscoe offers a gender-neutral name, and Marty tries unsuccessfully to draw out 

Lex’s gender. Later, Marty arrives on the basketball court to pick up Roscoe, and 

Lex is there, wearing a Laker’s jersey and a baseball cap turned backwards. He is 

full of masculine adolescent bravado. After the game, Marty again attempts to 

figure out Lex’s gender. 

Marty:  “Hey, so, Lex? Boy or girl? What…? What’s the deal?”  

Roscoe: “Lex is a boy spelled B-O-I. Or a girl spelled G-R-R-L. Okay. But yes, 

Lex was born a girl.” 

Marty: “Oh, born a girl. Yup. Okay. That’s…you know…it doesn’t matter, that’s 

cool.”  
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They’re silent for a moment, then Roscoe laughs.  

Marty: “What?”  

Roscoe: “Mr. Marty Kaan all tongue-tied… never thought I would see 

that.”  

Marty: “So what are you, then?”  

Roscoe (smiling): “I’m…I’m Roscoe, dumb shit.” 

It’s a telling scene, in that it not only introduces Lex’ gender presentation, but gives 

insight into Roscoe’s possible sense of himself as someone who eschews gender labels. 

Roscoe explains things to his father confidently, and serves as a kind of tour guide into a 

world that is foreign to Marty, where people aren’t confined by binary gender. The scene 

seems to put the question of Roscoe’s gender finally to rest, and offers a sympathetic look 

at Marty, who is able to take in this information and still interact playfully with his child. 

Marty comes to dislike the ambiguously gendered Lex heartily, and disapproves 

of the romantic relationship that develops between Lex and Roscoe. Indeed, there’s not 

much that is likable about Lex, played by cisgender actress Bex Taylor-Klaus, and it’s 

difficult to discern whether Marty is threatened by the relationship because Lex is 

transgender, because his son is dating a boy, or because Lex is an almost wholly 

unlikable character. Lex is brash and domineering, with no respect for adults or most of 

his peers. He is overly aggressive on the basketball court and conversationally, to a 

degree that provokes a school mate to say ““Hey Lex, overcompensate much?” [Episode 

3.13]. At one point he is sexually aggressive, grabbing another boy and kissing him 

forcefully to spite Roscoe, and demanding that Roscoe do the same. “Kiss him!” Lex 

demands. “You want to. Do it. You’ve been wanting to for months now,” hisses Lex at 
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Roscoe.“ Only when Lex crosses this line does Roscoe seem truly to be pushed too far by 

Lex’s aggressive negativity, and he goes nose-to-nose with him looks him in the eye with 

rage, and yells “Fuck. You. Lex,” before pulling away. This level of aggression is 

surprising in Roscoe, who is generally portrayed as affable and easy going, and it 

underscores how poorly suited the two are for each other.  

Lex is almost a parody of a hyper-masculine teenage sensibility, the disrespectful 

malcontent that nobody wants his child to date. It’s easy to wonder about the writers’ 

motives in creating such an unsympathetic character in Lex. Are they trying to highlight 

the clumsy way that he performs maleness to get acceptance as a boy? Is his surliness and 

aggressiveness to be interpreted as a symptom of his unhappiness with his assigned 

gender? Or have the writers merely made him unlikeable to take some of the onus off of 

Marty for not accepting Roscoe’s choice of gender in a mate, or for not accepting a boy 

who wasn’t born a boy? As always, there is room for interpretation. 

Though Lex is described in one article as “gender queer” (Chloe, 2014/), his 

identity as expressed on the show seems to be unambiguously male, with the sole 

exception being when Roscoe refers to Lex as his girlfriend. Lex seems to eschew any 

impulses towards femininity. The only time it is easy to have sympathy for Lex is when 

we see a female identity being imposed upon her by her parents. Marty arrives home one 

night to find that Lex and Roscoe have been drinking Marty’s alcohol, and are playing 

video games while inebriated. Marty tells Lex to get his stuff, because he is driving him 

home, and orders the two to the car. In the next scene, we see the car pulling up at Lex’s 

house. Marty gets out to help a retching Roscoe, who has stumbled from the car onto the 

sidewalk, and Lex immediately locks the car door.  
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Marty (surprised): “Hey! Unlock the door. What are you doing?”  

Roscoe (drunkenly stopping his father): “No, dad. We have to turn around, 

Dad. Have to turn, turn around.”  

They wait a few moments, and the car door opens. Lex emerges, dressed as a girl, in a 

sweater, skirt, and flats, his hair brushed in a feminine fashion. He looks mortified. Marty 

looks as if he’s about to speak, and then gestures Lex forward. Lex moves to his front 

door, and Marty watches as a man opens the door. Marty waves, but the man does not 

wave back, merely stares, with a disgruntled look on his face, and shuts the door after 

Lex. “They call him Michelle,” says Roscoe soberly. Marty says nothing, but seems to be 

pondering the situation. We realize that, whatever Marty’s limitations are as a parent, 

Roscoe is infinitely more fortunate than Lex, to have a family who at least attempts to 

fulfill his emotional needs and accept his gender expression.  

Marty makes a number of revealing verbal missteps during Roscoe’s relationship 

with Lex that make it difficult to sympathize with his position that Lex is a bad influence 

on Roscoe. He refuses to refer to Lex with male pronouns, for instance, despite Lex’ 

obvious preference for being viewed as a boy. When Roscoe asks to bring Lex to a 

family dinner at a high profile client’s house, Marty refuses, saying “we are not bringing 

our family circus to a client’s house. Sorry.” Roscoe is understandably upset, and brings 

up this comment later [Episode 3.5].  

In a subsequent episode, Marty and Roscoe have a disagreement about the 

relationship. Marty is upset that Lex is telling Roscoe how to dress, and takes Roscoe 

aside with Lex in the next room.  

Marty: “You been dressing your own self since you were 18 months old.”  
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Roscoe (defiantly) “So what?”  

Marty: “So why are you taking fashion advice from Boys Don’t Cry in 

there?”  

Roscoe: “Because he’s my girlfriend” 

Roscoe tries to walk off. Marty stops him.  

Roscoe (defiantly):“What?” 

Marty: “Listen. You’ve always been the kids who’s made good choices, 

okay? She’s not worth losing that.”  

Roscoe (angrily): “She’s not. What? Because you said she’s not? I think 

he’s [Roscoe emphasizes this word] the first person who’s ever really 

gotten me.”  

Marty: “Really? Cause I think I get you, Roscoe. I know you. And you are 

losing yourself to this thing.”  

Roscoe: “Oh, so first Lex and I were just a circus. And now we’re a 

thing.”  

We see Lex pacing in the next room, presumably overhearing the conversation.  

Roscoe: “Good to know. You know, dad, you’ve never asked me once 

what I think about my relationship.”  

Marty: “What do you think of your relationship, Roscoe? Huh? Okay? 

Because I think Lex found herself a good kid and decided to drag him 

down to her level.”  

Lex picks up his belongings and prepares to leave. The two kids depart, with Lex raising 

his eyebrows at Marty defiantly on the way out [Episode 3.7]. 
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Slings and Arrows 

Despite Marty’s verbal missteps, his impulse is also to intervene when Roscoe 

deals with abusive remarks from others. While playing video games with his father in one 

early episode, Roscoe starts a conversation with Marty.  

Roscoe: “Hey Dad, what’s a fudgepacker?”  

Marty (frowning at the slur): “A fudge…why you asking me that?”  

Roscoe: “Well Dylan Sanborn said at lunch that I was a little…”  

Marty: “Dylan Sanborn?”  

Roscoe continues to play the game enthusiastically while Marty looks at him with 

concern.  

Roscoe (seeing Marty’s reaction, starts back pedaling): “I was just 

messing with you Dad.”  

Marty: “Did somebody really call you that?”  

Roscoe doesn’t answer, seemingly engrossed in the game.  

Marty: “Roscoe…” Marty presses [Episode 1.2]. 

Roscoe says nothing and keeps playing, outwardly cheerful. Nothing more is said about 

the incident.  

In another episode, it is revealed that Roscoe is being bullied at school. Roscoe 

never reveals the nature of the teasing, but seems content to believe the jealousy narrative 

his father’s coworker shared with him [Episode 1.4]. Like in other instances, Roscoe 

seems to have figured things out in his own head, and once he figures things out, he 

seems content. At times these moments seem a little too pat, and it seems likely that these 

incidents would stay with Roscoe more than his character is allowed to articulate. But 
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since the show is told largely from Marty’s point of view, and Roscoe is generally seen in 

the insular world of his home, the audience isn’t given much of a window into Roscoe’s 

experience at school. 

Roscoe’s Sexual Fluidity 

As Roscoe moves into adolescence, the audience gets no indication that Roscoe 

suffers the opinions of others based on his gender presentation or ambiguous sexual 

preference. Most of the people in Roscoe’s life seem to take his sexual fluidity in stride. 

In one scene in the fourth season, Roscoe is sitting around with two friends, after having 

been seen canoodling with a girl at a party. “That was killer” one of the kids says of the 

party. “And Roscoe got some” says another kid. “Oh. Oh, you know, a gentlemen does 

not kiss and tell” Roscoe says, coyly. The boy sitting beside him puts his hand on 

Roscoe’s knee and strokes it. “Oh. I don’t see any gentleman here.” The two move in to 

kiss each other. “You sluts!” laughs the girl, and they laugh. It’s unclear if the scene is 

intended to underscore that Roscoe’s sexuality is as fluid as his gender, or that his peer 

group is okay with that fluidity, but it serves both purposes, as well as tying Roscoe to the 

larger promiscuity displayed in the series [Episode 4.6].  

Roscoe’s potential bisexuality is established early on. The show conflates 

Roscoe’s gender presentation and gender identity with his sexual preference, and they are 

all presented as part of the general indefinable “otherness” that Roscoe exhibits. During 

the third episode, a dancing Roscoe, who is clad in brightly colored sneakers, peach 

colored jeans, a turquoise hoodie, and a colorful scarf, intercepts Marty. Roscoe asks, 

“Hey dad, what do you do if you like a girl, AND you like a boy?” Marty and Jeremiah 

exchange meaningful glances. Marty looks nonplussed by the question.  
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Marty (stammering): “I… I… I… I don’t know, Roscoe, I don’t know.”  

Roscoe: “Well I’m open to whatever.” 

This line is typical of Roscoe’s general position on gendering himself to others or 

articulating a fixed sexual preference, and it’s in keeping with his general personality. He 

is open to “whatever.” Upon returning home that night, Marty finds Roscoe on the couch 

playing video games, sandwiched between a boy and a girl. Marty gestures to the kids 

and asks his father quietly if these are the boy and girl Roscoe was referring to earlier. 

Jeremiah nods in affirmation. “God help me,” sighs Marty, as his father laughs.  

In the next season, Marty convinces Jeannie to take Roscoe and a friend to the 

batting cages, and Roscoe struggles with his jealousy as his male friend makes 

inappropriate innuendos towards Jeannie. It’s unclear whether he is more upset over 

Jeannie or the boy, Dylan, as Roscoe seems to have feelings for each of them. Earlier we 

in the episode we see the camera track Jeannie, as if from Roscoe’s admiring perspective, 

so it’s clear that he finds her appealing, but we also are given the impression that he has a 

crush on Dylan. At the batting cages, Roscoe tries to impress Dylan with his batting 

skills, but Dylan, who seems to fancy himself a young lothario, is too busy trying to 

impress Jeannie to notice. Roscoe throws down his bat in disgust. Dylan puts his arms 

around Jeannie to help her position the bat, a move that belies his young age, and Roscoe 

scoffs. Jeannie finally puts Dylan in his place, and Roscoe smiles appreciatively, 

seemingly relieved. At the end of the night, Roscoe thanks Jeannie. She compliments his 

batting: 

Roscoe: “Baseball’s not really my thing.”  

Jeannie: “No?”  
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Roscoe: “But…Dylan really liked you, huh?”  

Jeannie (reluctantly): “I guess.”  

Roscoe: “Think he thought I was cool, too?”  

Jeannie: “Having been around a decent number of guys I can tell you that 

your friend Dylan is a douchebag. And you, you’re, like, the best. And he 

should be so lucky as to have you as a friend or whatever.”  

Roscoe (hugging her appreciatively):“Thanks Jeannie. I had a really good 

time.”  

Jeannie (sweetly): “Thanks for the date, buddy” [Episode 2.4].  

Jeannie’s “or whatever” suggests that she is aware that Roscoe may like Dylan as more 

than a friend. Like the other members of the pod, and most of the adults in Roscoe’s life, 

Jeannie recognizes Roscoe’s ambiguous gender presentation and sexual preference, and 

she is careful to acknowledge his difference without making a big deal about it, a care 

that seems more idealistic than the likely reality of his treatment in the world at large, and 

especially the world outside of television. And it’s a care that is at odds with the general 

treatment of LGBTQ people on the show. Nonetheless, the show often does an admirable 

job of suggesting that a gender fluid child can and should be allowed to inhabit whatever 

gender or sexuality feels most natural. 

Discourse about House of Lies 

Of the thirty-two articles analyzed, the majority of the press coverage referencing 

the Roscoe or Lex characters was from early in the first season of the show, and thus 

spoke only to the early plot points and character arc of Roscoe, prior to his relationship 

with Lex. Only two articles referred specifically to their relationship.  
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Often the discussion in the coverage has been minimal, merely identifying Roscoe 

in relation to Marty by phrases such as “gender non-conforming” (Reese, 2012); “gender 

variant” (Rosenberg, 2012); “gender-experimenting” (Thomas, 2012); “gender-

questioning” (Stuever, 2012) or “gender-queer” (Ulaby, 2014). The fact that Roscoe is 

understood by some critics as gender fluid rather than as expressing either gender binary 

is itself indicative of an evolving awareness of the subtleties of gender expression that is 

unlikely to have been widely acknowledged except very recently.  

Much of the coverage refers more generally to Roscoe as “cross-dressing” (Beck 

& Smith, 2012; Coates, 2012; ;Hagen, 2011; Hanks, 2012; Rose, King, Hill, & Doane, 

2012; Stasi, 2012; Voss, 2012) a distinction that suggests less fluidity to his gender 

identity than the other terms, and is less accurate, given that the term cross-dresser 

generally applies to heterosexual males who may prefer to wear the clothes of the 

opposite gender sometimes, but whose gender identity is consistent with the one they 

were assigned at birth (GLAAD Media Reference Guide). Roscoe’s gender and sexual 

identity is more fluid than that, as suggested by his taking on a female role in a musical, 

his possible bisexuality, and his willingness to identify himself as a “bro-sis” to his baby 

sister [Episode 4.9]. One article, written just after the series premier, captured the 

indefinability of Roscoe, asking, “So is Roscoe gay? Transgender? Or just playing around 

the way kids should be allowed to do? We know as much as Marty does but, based on 

episode one, it’ll be a fascinating journey watching Roscoe find out” (Anderson-

Minshall, 2012).  

Some of the coverage speaks to the possibility of Roscoe’s internal world as it 

relates to gender, even though the show itself barely alludes to Roscoe’s thought 
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processes, choosing to focus instead on Marty’s perspective as a parent. When the articles 

skew in that direction, it’s generally subtle, and implies a certain presumption on the part 

of the writer based on limited information from the show. Gliatto (2012) assumes that 

Roscoe’s “gender preference tends toward the female” (para. 1) and Genzlinger (2012) 

that he “seems as if he would rather be a she” (para. 11). Roscoe is considered to be “less 

clear about the permanence of his sexual and gender identity” (Rosenberg, 2012, para. 7). 

He’s “figuring out his sexual identity” (Ulaby, 2014, para. 19), and has “some non-

traditional ideas about his sexual identity” (Genzlinger, 2013, para. 2). He’s “gender-

questioning” (Stuever, 2012, para. 9) in Cheadle’s estimation, unsure of his identity. 

According to Cheadle “I don’t know if Roscoe knows what Roscoe wants” (Rose, King, 

Hill & Doane, 2012, para. 301). 

A few of the descriptors of Roscoe are vaguely pejorative. In one article Roscoe is 

merely called “quirky… with some nontraditional ideas about his sexual identity” 

(Genzlinger, 2012), an observation that conflates gender identity and sexuality in the way 

that the show does. Bolonik (2012, para. 6) and Lowery (2012, para. 8) reference 

Roscoe’s “flamboyance.” Beck & Smith (2012) describe Roscoe more judgmentally as 

“eyebrow-raising” (para. 14). A few of the articles engage specifically with Roscoe’s 

dress, in a tone that suggests an amusing preciousness to his presentation. Roscoe is 

described by Kristen Bell as “a son who wants to go shoe shopping and has an obsession 

with Juicy Couture” and an “adorably handsome young man wearing sparkles and Juicy 

sweatpants” (para. 20), and a boy who “does things with skirts, scarves, and sequined 

UGGS that would turn an FIT freshman green with envy (Thomas, 2012, para. 3). 

Roscoe is rarely identified in the coverage in terms other than those describing his 
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gender presentation and what it implies about his gender identity and sexuality, but there 

are exceptions. Several articles identified Roscoe in terms of his gender presentation, but 

also noted other characteristics. He is described as “exuberant and adorable” (Anderson-

Minshall, 2012, para. 5); “precociously smart” (Hinkley, 2012, para. 14), and “one of the 

most appealing child characters on television” (Genzlinger, 2013, para. 2) as well as 

“perhaps the most complex” (Genzlinger, 2014, para. 13). In a departure from most of the 

coverage, Hinckley (2012) discusses Roscoe without mentioning his gender expression at 

all, instead focusing on his similarity to his father in working angles for his own benefit. 

Yet, this is not typical of the coverage, which seems to see Roscoe’ gender presentation 

as his most notable characteristic. 

The issue of Roscoe being something that Marty has to “deal with,” a challenge to 

his sensibilities and need for control, is a recurrent theme in the press coverage (Hagen, 

2011; Voss, 2012). In several articles, Roscoe’s gender presentation is described in 

tandem with Monica, Marty’s troublesome and amoral ex-wife. Marty is said to be “also 

dealing with a crotchety father, cross-dressing son, pill-popping ex-wife and his team” 

(Hagen, 2011, para. 1), and having a “messy personal life including a barracuda of an ex-

wife and his possibly transgendered son” (Roche, 2013, para. 1). Marty has to cope with 

Roscoe’s gender presentation, just as he “also has to cope with his batty ex-wife” 

(Stuever, 2012, para. 10). He is said to have a “tangled personal life” (Hinkley, 2012, 

para. 11), and the show is described as ” a tragic portrait of a guy fighting to keep his 

family together” (Thomas, 2012, para. 2). In this vein, whatever gender discomfort 

Roscoe might experience is secondary to Marty’s experience of it, as he tries to figure out 

the best way to handle his son’s gender presentation. 
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Bolonik (2012) sees Roscoe’s gender presentation as “a challenge to Marty's 

carefully calibrated manly swagger” (para. 6). She calls attention to the extent to which 

Marty views Roscoe as intentionally provoking him. In Bolonik’s piece, Cheadle 

suggests that Roscoe is making a conscious choice about his gender identity, perhaps to 

provoke Marty: 

Is he questioning his gender? In Marty’s opinion, he’s trying to get a rise out of 
me. I think the question is still open, as it often is for kids that age. The sexuality 
may be something that isn’t his choice, but is what he’s doing a choice? I think 
it’s more interesting to make it more a question than an answer.” (para. 17).  
 
The press coverage also frequently focused on Marty’s confusion about Roscoe, 

and his desire to do the right thing even if he doesn’t know what that is. In corporate 

speak, Marty has “no best practices for this situation,” (para. 7) and is thus always a little 

off kilter when it comes to Roscoe. Marty “struggles to understand what Roscoe is going 

through” (Rosenberg, 2012, para. 5), and “struggles to be a good parent to Roscoe” 

(Rochlin, n.d, para. 10). Roscoe is a “source of consternation” for Marty (Rose 2012, 

para. 291) who “doesn’t know what the deal is with his son” (para. 299). According to 

Cheadle, Marty “knows something is up with Roscoe…but I don’t think he has a clue 

what” (Hinkley, 2012). “He doesn’t know what to do. He’s not in his element as a dad” 

(para. 18).  

Marty’s standing up for Roscoe was another theme in the coverage. He “goes to 

bat for the kid” when Roscoe wants to play the female lead in the school play (Anderson-

Minshall, 2012a, para. 5). Most notably, Bolonik (2012) observes, Marty defends Roscoe 

even though he doesn’t understand him, defending Roscoe “against anyone who threatens 

him and his freedom of expression” (para. 12). Thomas (2012) perceives that “Marty 
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understands that he has to let Roscoe figure things out for himself, but the rest of the 

world is eager to judge and pigeonhole him, so Marty often has to interrupt his work to 

fight for Roscoe’s rights” (para. 3). According to Coates (2012), who was unimpressed 

with the show’s handling of the Roscoe story line and found Marty’s personal life to be 

“less believable,” (para. 3) Marty’s defense of Roscoe is a cynical attempt to humanize 

Marty. He argues that “we’re meant to think that Marty is a great dad for defending his 

young son’s emerging, or conflicted, or whatever it is all prepubescent kids go through, 

sexuality against the criticisms of his ex-wife and school officials” (para. 4). 

Some of the press coverage of the show noted the significance of it representing a 

gender nonconforming or transgender character, and praised the show for its handling of 

LGBTQ themes. Reese (2012) refers to the Roscoe storyline as a “US television first” 

(para. 2). Anderson-Minshall (2012) applauds the show, saying that “for all the reasons 

other shows fail around transgender and gender-variant issues this one succeeds”(para. 

5). In an article on the growing number of transgender characters on television shows, 

Kohli (2014) acknowledges House of Lies, along with Glee, as shows with “awareness-

raising or complex portrayals of teen transgender and gender identity stories” (para. 8).  

There was also criticism of the show’s treatment of transgender characters. 

Molloy (2013) criticizes the show, the Showtime network on which it airs, and 

Showtime’s parent company CBS for “rocky track records when it comes to sensitively 

portraying transgender characters” (para. 1), and argues that House of Lies, among other 

shows, has made transgender characters “the punch line to jokes” (para. 1). Thomas 

(2012) has echoed this sentiment in calling attention to the contradiction between Clyde’s 

positive treatment of Roscoe and his poking fun at Doug for his intimate encounter with a 
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transgender woman. Even as the show is credited for “the way it interrogates race, power, 

and sexuality” ("Column: Recession and Regression," 2012, para. 6), it is criticized for 

being among shows that get laughs at the expense of women and transgender people. 

Coates (2012) called the handling of Roscoe’s early sexuality on the show as “hamfisted” 

(para. 5) and Roscoe’s sexual identity as irrelevant to the show, suggesting that the story 

element was designed to seem “edgy, cool, or ‘complex’” (para. 5). Lowry (2012) argued 

that with Roscoe the writers were disingenuously “creating a gay-youth riff that feels 

mimeographed from other Showtime’s half-hours” (para. 8). 

Conclusion 

In 2011, clinical psychologist Diane Ehrensaft released her book Gender Born, 

Gender Made, which offered a blueprint to parents on “raising healthy gender-

nonconforming children.” Ehrensaft writes of “the intricate choreography between nature 

and nurture, about our social constructs and our social mores that weave together to 

create such unique gender options for every child” (p. 3). She argues that even the notion 

of a gender spectrum is too limiting, and that gender can be conceived of as a web, “in 

which there are intricate pathways in three dimensions, side to side, up and down,” a web 

that encapsulates gender assigned at birth, gender expression, and “the child’s core 

gender identity – the inner sense of self as either male, female or other.” Though in many 

children those elements will be relatively consistent, others will “transcend… the 

normative of male/female to creatively interweave a sense of gender that comes neither 

totally from the inside….nor totally from the outside” (p. 4). Ehrensaft calls upon parents 

to reject reparative therapies and practices that seek to tie children to a binary identity, 

and to embrace the ambiguity that goes with having a child who is “gender creative,” 
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who “liv[es] in a space that is neither dictated by the inside nor the outside but resides 

somewhere in between” (p. 8).  

Ehrensaft is among the recent voices who seek to complicate our notions of how 

to raise children of complex gender, people who are changing the popular notion of 

binary gender and where we are all expected to fall on it. We are likely to see more 

characters like Roscoe and Sam in the coming years, who both reflect and influence this 

evolving understanding of the limits of a gender binary.   
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 CHAPTER 10  

THE NEW TRANSGENDER 

New Kinds of Transgender Characters 

Most of the shows considered in this study in some way advance transgender 

representation, even while sometimes being problematic or reinforcing stereotypes of 

transgender people. For the most part, the representations get incrementally more positive 

over time. Arguably, even the most problematic representations (e.g. South Park and 

Nip/Tuck) still offer visibility, and an opportunity for public dialogue that doesn’t exist in 

the vacuum of invisibility, because one can’t argue with something that simply isn’t 

there. All of these representations together constitute a discourse that informs the 

dominant cultural perceptions of transgender people, which likely influences their 

treatment in American society, because discourse as a social practice “entail[s] meaning, 

and meanings shape and influence what we do” (Hall, 2001/2003, p. 72). As Hall 

(2001/2003) notes, discourse “constructs the topic” (p 72), but also acts on it. 

Foucault argues that discourses “exist within a specific historical context” (Hall, 

2001/2003 p. 74). During the time period on which this study focuses, the historical 

contexts evolved, moving towards the “transgender moment” discussed in the 

introduction of this study, and thus the discourses changed. At the same time, the 

changing discourses likely changed the historical context. While television 

representations evolved, transgender political activists helped change the discourse 

surrounding transgender Americans and civil rights, demanding full political recognition, 

and achieving many desired outcomes in that regard. GLAAD actively worked to demand 

better Hollywood representations, which likely informed the dominant culture’s changing 
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perceptions of transgender people. Broader discourse about diversity in Hollywood likely 

also influenced the historical moment and fomented an entertainment culture that 

progressed in terms of how it represented transgender people. Hall (1996), again evoking 

Foucault (1980), argues that power is not merely exercised from the top, but it 

“circulates,” and both the “oppressors and oppressed” are “caught up in its circulation” 

(p. 77). Power is not only “negative” and “repress[ive],” but “productive,” producing 

“pleasure, forms of knowledge” and “discourse” (p. 77). In this view, power is exercised 

not only by the dominant culture, but by television networks and showrunners that seek, 

for whatever reason, to subvert preconceptions of transgender people, and activist 

organizations, including GLAAD, that seek to articulate and circulate new meanings 

surrounding transgender people and issues. 

In 2013, after several years of incrementally more nuanced depictions of transgender 

characters, we start to see a new phenomenon, in the form of new kinds of transgender 

characters appearing on the screen in new ways, created within new production contexts. 

Orange is the New Black, which premiered in 2013, and Transparent, which premiered in 

2014, each offer transgender characters that inhabit a different kind of symbolic space 

than most of those who came before them. These characters both reflect and inform the 

increased visibility of transgender people in the American political sphere.  

The two shows share a number of commonalities. They both situate the transgender 

characters within a narrative space of diverse sexualities and gender expression, offering 

multiple transgender, non-binary, gay or bisexual characters within the same show; they 

depict transgender characters not usually visible on television; and the multi-dimensional 

transgender characters are a departure from the tropes common to earlier transgender 
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characters. The plot points also represent civil rights and recognition issues commonly 

facing transgender people, which has been a trend among many of the transgender 

characters and storylines considered in this study, particularly in the later years under 

consideration. In addition, there are some notable features related to the shows’ 

production that differentiate the shows from earlier shows featuring transgender 

characters, and likely inform new depictions seen on these newer shows. Namely, they 

both were produced by newly launched production arms of streaming services rather than 

on network or cable television, they both have showrunners who are not cisgender men, 

and they both, in different ways, directly or discursively address the issue of transgender 

actors playing transgender parts. Because of the appreciable change in representation 

seen in these shows (RQ1.3) and the particular production contexts of the shows 

discovered largely through news discourse (RQ4), I have chosen, in this chapter, to focus 

on these two research questions. 

 Hall (1997b) argues that culture is constituted in shared meanings, and that how 

we represent things is informed by and informs their dominant cultural meanings. Over 

time, the dominant meaning of being transgender for those who are not transgender has 

changed, both in our culture and in our cultural artifacts, advancing a more sympathetic 

and empowering view of transgender people. This change is reflected in the kinds of 

transgender characters we see in Orange is the New Black and Transparent. As Hall 

(1997b) notes, cultural meanings are not merely “in the head,” but “organize and regulate 

social practices, influence our conduct and consequently have real, practical effects” (p. 

3). The effects, in the case of transgender people, are the likelihood of further 

empowering representations, but also increased acceptance of transgender people in 
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society as a whole, which is likely, over time, to lead to more successful civil rights 

initiatives.  

Sophia 

Sophia Burset (Laverne Cox), the transgender character on Orange is the New Black, 

is a Black woman in prison for credit card theft, a crime she committed to pay for gender 

confirmation surgeries. Sophia is the parent of a teenaged son, whom she is raising with 

her estranged wife and confidant Crystal. Crystal frequently visits Sophia in prison. 

Sophia, beautiful and attentive to her feminine presentation, runs the hair salon in the 

prison, so is frequently positioned in relation to the prisoners who sit in her chair for 

beauty treatments. Sophia is someone separate from the other prisoners, because of how 

she comports herself and her physical beauty, but also because of her transgender status. 

In an amusing exchange, another prisoner tells Sophia that she presents herself too well, 

claiming cheekily that “if [she] wanted to look like a real woman, [she] would let [her] 

roots grow out and get some bags under [her] eyes.” Sophia responds that she made too 

many sacrifices to present as a woman not to work hard at her presentation, adding “You 

know, historically, me and reality… not friends” [Episode 3.6]. 

The fact that Sophia is transgender comes up frequently, but not always unkindly, 

though she is also called “freaky” [Episode 1.3], “lady man” (Episode 1.5], and is 

accused of “pretending to be female” so that she can do her time in a women’s prison 

rather than a men’s prison [Episode 3.12]. Sophia sometimes finds herself in the position 

of educating people, about her anatomy and their own, such as when she gives a 

presentation to explain to several women the specifics of female genitalia when it’s 

revealed that some of them don’t know very much about it. Sophia advances her 
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expertise based on the fact that she “designed one” herself [Episode 2.4]. In scenes like 

this, she enjoys the camaraderie of those around her, but she seems to have no close 

friends, until she befriends a nun who is in prison for a political protest gone wrong.  

Maura 

Transparent is an emotionally complex dramedy about a newly out transwoman, a 

parent of adult children in a secular Jewish family in Los Angeles, and their sometimes-

fraught relationships with each other. Throughout the show, each of the members of the 

family struggles with his or her own identity. At the start of Transparent, Maura 

Pfefferman is a 68-year-old retiring professor of political science, when she comes out to 

her family and begins presenting as female. Early in the series, the show is as much about 

the family’s reactions to the news as it is about Maura’s transition, but Maura’s character 

is something of an anchor in the family, a flawed but fiercely loving parent who finds 

herself late in life adapting to her own transition, and coming to terms with the limits of 

her parenting and its effect on her rudderless adult children. Though self-involved, 

Maura’s children and ex-wife mostly embrace Maura’s decision to present as female, at 

the same time it sends emotional shockwaves through their own lives. Maura is moody 

and at times detached from others, but attempts to find happiness in reenvisioning her life 

as the woman she has always known herself to be. Flashbacks throughout the series give 

insight into her troubled childhood, and the middle age during which she first began to 

explore the possibilities of presenting as a woman. 

Hall (1997/2003) tells us that we understand the world through “mental 

representations” of things and people “that we carry around in our heads” (p 17). 

Representation produces meaning that becomes a shortcut for how we understand that 
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which is represented. In the case of Sophia and Maura, who are both well-fleshed-out, 

entirely human characters, the meaning produced by these representations is empowering 

to transgender people, and significantly more so than earlier representations, for reasons 

that will be expounded upon in this chapter. At the same time, these characters benefit 

from the incremental improvements in representation of transgender characters seen since 

the beginning of the timeline under analysis. 

Different Kinds of Coming Out Stories 

Maura’s story is a coming out story, though one very different from the other coming 

out stories we’ve seen. Unlike many coming out stories, her story is not played for shock 

value, nor does it dwell on the physical mechanics of gender transition. Transparent is 

firmly grounded in an emotional space that gives us a window into Maura’s 

psychological experience and the emotional ramifications of her change on her family. 

We saw a window into those emotions in Ugly Betty, but the emotional elements were 

overshadowed by the way that Alex’s transition is grounded in scandal, and the attention 

that is paid to the physicality of her transformation.  

Sophia’s story is a coming out story of yet a different kind, which places Sophia at 

the intersection of the life she envisioned for herself and the choices she made to attain 

that life. Having had surgery and begun living as a female, Sophia’s life is in a holding 

pattern while she serves prison time to pay for her theft, and she is forced to consider 

whether everything she’s lost was worth everything she feels that she gained. Through 

flashbacks we see scenes from her life both before and during the transition, and, as with 

Maura, we gain insight into the effects of her gender change on her family. This focus on 

the characters as part of a family who have feelings of their own about the transitions is 
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rare among the shows considered, which tended to decontextualize the transgender 

characters from substantive family relationships. 

Utilizing flashbacks, the shows provide insight into the longer journey each of the 

characters made to coming out. In Maura’s case, we see a childhood in which she was 

punished by adults for experimenting with her gender presentation, and her middle-aged 

foray into presenting as a female, both long before she actually came out. In Sophia’s 

case, we see through flashbacks her conflict as she begins to experiment with her gender 

presentation in the context of the macho world of the firefighters who are her peers and 

friends. In both cases, the audience is given what has been unusual insight into the 

emotional reality of coming to terms with one’s transition, as opposed to being shown the 

transition from the perspective of a cisgender audience presumably fascinated with the 

physicality of transition. Such depictions are potentially illuminating for cisgender 

audiences, and likely would resonate emotionally with transgender audiences who have 

faced similar experiences.  

By focusing on character-driven portrayals of Maura and Sophia’s coming out stories, 

the shows humanize them, rather than turning them into the sum of their feminine parts 

and presentation. In this way, the depictions move away from what Hall (1997/2003) 

calls “naturalizing ‘difference’ (p. 245), a discursive strategy which suggests to the 

viewing audience that the characters are less than human, and, by extension, that 

transgender people as a group, are less than human. As Hall argues, “’naturalization’ 

is…a representational strategy designed to fix ‘difference,’ and thus secure it forever” 

[emphasis Hall’s] (p. 245). Since dehumanizing someone, Hall suggests, justifies political 

mistreatment, the opposite is likely true of humanizing them (Hall, 1997/2003). These 
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coming out stories, therefore, are potentially empowering rather than disempowering, in 

terms of what they convey to audiences. 

An Ecology of Diverse Sexualities and Gender Identities 

If the coming out stories in Orange is the New Black and Transparent represent a 

change to the focus on the emotional transition of the transgender characters and their 

families rather than on the physicality of the transition, the shows further set themselves 

apart in their situating the transgender characters within a landscape of other LGBTQ 

characters, in a way that doesn’t read as tokenism, as in many of the shows considered. 

Sedgwick (2004) describes The L Word as situating its characters within a “lesbian 

ecology” (para. 7) that privileges the lesbian experience rather than a straight experience 

and provides “context” (para. 8) for the lesbian characters’ experiences, rather than 

decontextualizing them from any lesbian peers, a common tendency which gives 

audiences the “sense of the lesbian individual, isolated or coupled, scandalous, 

scrutinized, staggering under her representational burden” (para. 7). In other words, gay 

characters, isolated from other gay characters, become the standard bearer for straight 

audiences, while also emphasizing an inherent isolation in being gay – a representation 

that is detrimental to both gay audiences who might not see themselves represented as 

part of communities, and straight audiences who might not get the full picture of LGB 

people as members of communities. In a similar vein, Orange is the New Black and 

Transparent situate their transgender characters within a queer ecosystem, in which 

multiple sexualities and gender presentations are normalized and central to the story. 

Such a queer ecosystem has the effect of making the transgender characters less 

exceptional by comparison, and emphasizes the degree to which the transgender 
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characters represent merely ordinary people, living in communities, another set of stories 

to be told. This reads differently than in the shows in which one or two LGBTQ 

characters appear, which seem to function in grounding the transgender character in a 

more easily digestible landscape for straight, cisgender audiences. In Orange is the New 

Black and Transparent, there are transgender, non-binary, bisexual, and gay characters 

peppered throughout the shows, as well as gay and bisexual characters with different 

presentations, and in some cases, they are central to the plots. 

The Queer Ecology of Orange is the New Black 

 Orange is the New Black takes place in a women’s minimum-security prison, 

where the main protagonist, a privileged white woman named Piper (Taylor Schilling), 

has been sent to atone for a ten-year old drug smuggling crime that she committed at the 

behest of her female lover. The show tells the stories of the daily lives of the prisoners, 

and constructs each episode around a flashback of the pre-prison backstory of one of the 

characters. The flashbacks reveal that the landscape of Litchfield Federal Penitentiary is 

filled with women from all social strata, from those who had few opportunities to succeed 

outside of prison life to those who had many. In all of the stories, the show humanizes the 

characters, so that we generally are meant to empathize in some way with the choices 

they made that eventually led to prison. The show has been applauded for the diversity of 

its characters in terms of race, age, socioeconomics, gender and sexual identity, as well as 

body type, even delving into issues of differing national ethnicity among Latinx 

identities. This diversity is especially noteworthy in that the show’s creator and producer, 

Jenji Kohan, is a straight-identified cisgender white woman. Kohan has offered that the 

centrality of Piper, a conventionally attractive blonde woman, offers an entry for the 
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viewer, and for the network executives who greenlit the series, into other kinds of 

characters: 

In a lot of ways Piper was my Trojan Horse. You’re not going to go into a 
network and sell a show on really fascinating tales of black women, and Latina 
women, and old women and criminals. But if you take this white girl, this sort of 
fish out of water, and you follow her in, you can then expand your world and tell 
all of those other stories … The girl next door, the cool blonde, is a very easy 
access point, and it’s relatable for a lot of audiences and a lot of networks looking 
for a certain demographic (Kohan, 2013). 
 
Piper herself is bisexual, though the show never calls her that (Walkley, 2013), 

and her sexual liminality serves as an entry point for the sexuality depicted on the show. 

Sykes (2017) argues that Orange’s crossover appeal invites heterosexual women to 

identify with Piper and thus gain vicarious entry into the queer world in which she finds 

herself in prison, a position compatible with Kohan’s sense of Piper’s character. When 

Piper first arrives in prison, she must deflect the romantic attentions of a mentally 

unbalanced woman who takes to calling her “Daffodil” due to her blonde hair. Piper is 

positioned as something of an ingénue here, seemingly shocked that her friendly 

attentions might lead to a woman desiring her romantically, even though we’re aware that 

Piper had had a female lover in the past. But soon after she rejects Crazy Eyes (Uzo 

Aduba), though she’s engaged to marry a man, Piper renews an affair with her former 

lover, a woman named Alex (Laura Prepon), when the two find themselves confined in 

prison together.  

Piper aside, the women of Litchfield represent diverse sexualities and gender 

presentations, and varying levels of tolerance of the sexual activities of their prison 

mates. Nikki (Natasha Lyonne), a tiny white woman from a privileged background, is a 

lesbian, involved for much of the series with the kitschy Italian-American Lorna (Yael 
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Stone), who has torrid sex with Nikki one minute and fantasizes about her imagined 

wedding to her male obsession the next. Lorna is classified as “gay for the stay,” meaning 

that her homosexual activity will stop at the prison doors. Poussey (Samira Wiley), a 

young Black woman from a military family, has unrequited feelings for the good-natured 

Tastee (Danielle Brooks), her straight Black friend, but later gets involved with Brook 

(Kimono Glenn), a chatty half-Asian woman who has dabbled sexually with other 

women while in prison. Mysteriously, the Latinx characters in the show are universally 

straight, though two of them engage in a playful kiss at one point, before laughing it off 

as a passing fancy. Big Boo (Lea DeLaria), a heavyset white woman with a buzz cut, is 

coded as butch, and though we never see her engage in sexual activity except in a 

flashback to life outside of prison, she makes it clear through her dialogue that she gives 

her share of sexual attention to women in the prison. Ruby Rose, an actress who 

identifies as gender fluid, joined the cast in the third season as the androgynous lesbian 

Stella, who has an affair with Piper while Piper is involved with Alex. Foils to all of this 

are the homophobic prison counselor Healy (Michael Harney), who takes it upon himself 

to warn Piper away from succumbing to lesbian activity, and the pseudo-religious 

Pennsatucky (Taryn Manning), who finds the lesbian activity of her peers to be sinful, 

and refers to Sophia as “an abomination” [Episode 1.5]. In situating the transgender 

character within a queer ecology, the show’s departures from heteronormativity and 

cisnormativity are normalized. 

Transparent as a ‘Radical Exploration of Gender and Sexuality’ 

In Transparent, while Maura transitions, her adult children engage in various sexual 

explorations depicted on screen. Partly for this reason, Transparent has been called a 
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“radical exploration of gender and sexuality” (Levy, 2015, para. 10). Maura’s coming out 

to her eldest daughter occurs nearly by accident, when a female-presenting Maura 

happens upon Sarah (Amy Landecker), who is married to a man, engaged in a passionate 

kiss with her female former lover Tammy (Melora Hardin). Thus, both of them are in the 

position of coming out to each other, though Maura’s coming out is positioned as the 

bigger story. Sarah continues the affair with Tammy, leaves her husband, and gets as far 

as the altar with Tammy before leaving her hours after the wedding. She rediscovers her 

interest in men and discovers bondage, regularly paying a female dominatrix to discipline 

her. The younger sister, Ali (Gabi Hoffmann), begins as an enthusiastic heterosexual, 

conspiring to lure her new boyfriend into sharing their sex life with his male roommate. 

She later dates her transman teaching assistant, seemingly out of curiosity, and is so 

fascinated by his conventionally masculine transness, that she nearly hallucinates his 

masculine domination of her on their date. Then, when her female best friend Syd (Carrie 

Brownstein) reveals that she has feelings for Ali, Ali commences a romantic relationship 

with her. Finding herself spellbound by an older female poet, Ali cheats on Syd with the 

much older professor Leslie (Cherry Jones), with whom she embarks on a sexual 

relationship. At no point does either sister make declarations about a fixed gay sexual 

identity or declare herself bisexual. It’s as if Maura’s coming out has freed each of them 

to explore themselves in ways they never have before. Gender and sexuality each become 

fluid for the women. For his part, Maura’s son Josh (Jay Duplass) reads as romantically 

confused, returning frequently to the bed of the babysitter who seduced him as a fifteen-

year-old, with whom we discover he bore a child awhile still a teenager, at the same time 

he carries on romantic entanglements with other women. The show’s message seems to 
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be that sexuality, like gender, is complicated and diverse, and not easily 

compartmentalized.  

Aside from the fluid sexuality depicted in the show, Maura’s character is situated 

in a community of transgender people, and those transgender people are played by actual 

transgender people, an almost entirely new phenomenon among the shows discussed in 

this study. Maura spends time at an LGBTQ community center, where she attends a 

support group, yoga classes, and participates in the yearly transgender talent show. Maura 

befriends Davina, played by transgender actress Alexandra Billings, who serves as a 

guide through the emotional and physical ups and downs of transition. Maura also 

becomes friends with Shea, played by transgender actress Trace Lysette, a younger 

woman who is the recipient of much male attention. Both characters populate not only 

Maura’s social life, but she includes them in family celebrations, and they seem nearly to 

become ancillary members of the family. Nowhere else have we seen a transgender 

character who hasn’t been essentially alone in her journey, and the sole symbolic 

representative of transgender people. The sum effect of allowing Maura to interact with 

other transgender characters is one of normalizing Maura, giving her character “context” 

(Sedgwick, 2004, para. 8).  

Situating Sophia and Maura within a landscape of various other LGBTQ and 

particularly transgender or gender fluid characters makes them less singularly 

representative of LGBTQ people, and also lets audiences know that social isolation is not 

inevitable among transgender people. Only in Glee and The Fosters do we see something 

similar, in their situating Unique and Cole among various queer characters with which 

they can interact, including lead characters, though each is the sole transgender character 
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on the show for most of their characters’ arcs. This queer ecology in which the 

transgender characters are positioned represents a major step forward in representation in 

potentially opening cisgender and straight audience’s eyes to the diversity of LGBTQ 

people, particularly transgender and non-binary characters, and providing for LGBTQ 

audiences characters in whom they possibly can see themselves. Such representation is 

potentially empowering to LGBTQ audiences, and provides straight, cisgender audiences 

who might otherwise not be exposed to any or multiple LGBTQ people a window into 

their experiences.  

Characters Not Usually Represented 

In addition to the shows’ grounding each character within a queer ecosystem that 

makes transgender characters seem less exceptional, the shows also represent an 

evolution in transgender representation in giving audiences transgender characters not 

often seen on television. In doing so, they expand the range of transgender people 

audiences are allowed to see, and thus, expands possible audience awareness of the real-

life range of transgender experiences. Typical transgender television characters have been 

white, young or middle-aged, and often played by conventionally attractive cisgender 

women. While each of these characters fits into one of these common categories, and 

neither represents transgender men, who have so often been invisible on television, these 

shows have the potential to expand the range of acceptable transgender bodies, validating 

their right to visibility. Sophia is a transwoman of color, and one who is incarcerated – a 

character that we have not previously seen on television shows in the U.S. Maura is an 

aging white transgender woman, coming out at the age of sixty-eight. 
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A Person of Color 

Sophia is a transgender woman of color. Only three of the characters in this 

study, including Sophia, are people of color (all are Black or biracial, not Asian, Latinx 

or other ethnic identities, and all have occurred within the last five years of the period of 

analysis). The invisibility of transgender people of color on television echoes their 

invisibility in American society, not because there are a smaller percentage of 

transgender people of color but because they are disproportionately subject to the pitfalls 

of being transgender in America. Though transgender people as a whole are likely to 

suffer discrimination that often leads to economic insecurity, the combination of that 

general discrimination combined with “persistent, structural racism” has a particularly 

“devastating” effect on transgender people of color (Grant et al, 2011, p. 2). Thus, 

transgender people of color are more likely to be living in precarious situations that 

endanger their lives. By November of 2016, at least twenty-seven transgender people had 

been murdered in the U.S. that year, making it at that time “the deadliest year on record” 

for trans people in the U.S (Schmider, 2017). Almost all of the victims were transwomen 

of color, a trend consistent with previous years. The growing number of transgender 

victims of violence is likely owing in part to the increased visibility of transgender people 

in general in recent years, and the associated cultural pushback against transgender lives. 

Yet transgender women of color are particularly vulnerable for both economic and 

cultural reasons. Representing Black transgender people reaffirms their existence, and 

thus is politically empowering.  

Transgender in Prison 

Sophia’s character also offers us a window into the issues facing incarcerated 
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transgender people. Because they often live on the economic edge and are forced to resort 

to sex work or other illegal work to survive, lesbian, gay or bisexual youth and 

transgender people in general have greater contact with the criminal justice system than 

do people in the straight public (“Issues: Police, Jails & Prisons,” N.D.). Transgender 

people, and particularly low-income transwomen of color, also routinely face police 

profiling and police brutality (“It’s War in Here…”, 2007, p. 15). Once in prison, they are 

subject to higher rates of abuse (“Standing with LGBT Prisoners”, 2014). Traditionally, 

transgender people have been assigned to prisons based on their birth gender, putting 

them at higher risk for assault, or placed in solitary confinement, a punishing experience 

all by itself, which also places them at higher risk of abuse and harassment at the hands of 

corrections officers (“It’s War in Here…”, 2007). In 2012, the U.S. Department of Justice 

issued guidelines stating that a prisoner’s gender identity should be taken into account 

when assigning housing, but many prisons continued to follow state rules that mandated 

prisoners would be assigned based on genitalia or gender assigned at birth. In 2016, the 

Department of Justice clarified its policy, stating more clearly that any” written policy or 

actual practice that assigns transgender or intersex inmates to gender-specific facilities, 

housing units, or programs based solely on their external genital anatomy" was 

considered in violation of federal policy. The guidelines applied only to federal 

institutions, however. San Francisco county jails were, in 2015, among the first county 

jails in the U.S. to assign inmates based on gender identity (Queally, 2015). 

Sophia is fortunate that Litchfield, a federal prison, conforms to these federal 

guidelines and thus houses her with women. Yet, throughout the series, we see that 

Sophia is still subject to privations based on her transgender status that are common 
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among transgender prisoners, but likely unknown to a largely cisgender viewing public. 

In season one, the prison replaces her hormones with a quarter of the required dose, thus 

subjecting Sophia to various unpleasant withdrawal symptoms and endangering her 

female presentation. At the end of the third season, Sophia is the victim of a hate crime 

when she is attacked by fellow prisoners demanding to see her genitalia. When she 

reports the crime, and asks the warden to protect her and discipline the guard who failed 

to rescue her from the attack, threatening to contact a lawyer or the press, she is placed in 

solitary confinement, where she remains for a protracted period of time under terrible 

conditions, at great detriment to her mental and physical health. These plot points serve to 

call attention to the conditions and injustices frequently faced by transgender inmates.  

Aging Transwoman 

Maura is a white transwoman, by far the most represented among the characters 

studied here, but she is also approaching old age, and thus is quite unusual on television, 

since aging transgender people have tended to be invisible both in society and in popular 

culture. As noted by transgender photographer Jess T. Dugan, who photographs 

transgender and non-binary people professionally, there’s a dearth of “imagery of older 

trans folks.” Representations “that do exist are often one-dimensional” (Kellaway, 2015, 

para. 1 &2). This absence is likely owing to the fact that older people in general are not 

particularly visible in American culture, but the ramifications of this invisibility are even 

worse for older transgender people, who often live in isolation, and have difficulty 

accessing medical and social services that affirm their transgender status. 

Additionally, older transgender people came of age in a time when there was little 

societal acceptance of transgender people and often transitioned later, increasing the 
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likelihood of social isolation throughout their lives and in their later years. Maura, who 

turns seventy during the run of Transparent, reflects a different emotional and physical 

reality than younger transgender characters, in that she is coming to terms with her 

transition at the same time she’s coming to terms with aging and her life history of having 

had to deny her gender for decades. Because age tends to lead to more involvement with 

the medical establishment, aging trans people are more likely to experience mistreatment 

and “non-consensual outing” (Witten, T, & Carpenter, B., 2015) at the hands of medical 

professionals. Maura experiences this when a panic attack sends her to the hospital, 

where she is repeatedly misgendered by the doctors and nurses and assigned a male 

roommate [Episode 3.1]. Also, in season three, Maura’s hopes of pursuing gender 

confirmation surgery are dashed when she learns that she has a heart issue that will 

prohibit doctors from performing surgery on her. Maura is crestfallen, because she has 

come so far in her transition, but will not be allowed to surgically transition as she 

wishes. This increases her likelihood of being misgendered in the future, and denies her 

of the ability to have her body conform to her gender identity. Such scenes provide a 

window into the reality of life for aging trans people. 

In representing these different kinds of transgender characters in different 

circumstances than has been the norm, the shows expand the range of transgender people 

with which audiences are vicariously familiar. The wider array of representations also 

mean that transgender audiences are more likely to see themselves in representations. 

Hall (1997/2003) argues that “naturalizing ‘difference’” (p. 245) happens through certain 

kind of representations that tell us what or who are to be valued. In depicting different 

sorts of transgender characters than we typically have seen, that naturalization is 
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contested. 

Multi-Dimensional Transgender Characters  

In a departure from many of the characters discussed in this dissertation, neither 

Orange is the New Black nor Transparent rely upon common tropes about transgender 

people when formulating the characters of Sophia and Maura. Both characters are fully-

articulated individuals, who exist apart from their transgender status. They are not, 

therefore, appearing on screen simply to be transgender and serve as foils for the 

cisgender characters. This character development has a number of aspects, including the 

presence of backstories, attention to the experiences of the transgender characters in 

addition to how the other characters experience them as transgender, and the presence of 

deep personal connections to other people, in the context of both parenting and romantic 

relationships. In this way, each of the representations subverts stereotypes of transgender 

people, and offers both cisgender and transgender audiences broader definitions of who is 

allowed to be visible, on television and in society.  

The Presence of Backstories 

Whereas characters such as Carmen from It’s Always Sunny and Carmelita from 

DirtySexyMoney have little to no backstory, seeming to have emerged fully formed in the 

present for the convenience of the cisgender characters they support, both Sophia from 

Orange is the New Black and Maura from Transparent have well-developed backstories, 

and thus the characters are more complex and realistic. Each of their backstories plays 

out through both flashbacks and interactions with other characters, which capture the 

emotional realities of the characters and the people in their lives as much as their 

historical details.  
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Sophia’s Backstory  

In Orange is the New Black, through flashbacks in which the pre-transition 

Sophia is played by Cox’s twin brother, we learn that Sophia was previously a New York 

firefighter, leading a middle-class life, in a supportive marriage to a kind, church-going 

woman. Desperate to pay for her transition surgeries, Sophia began stealing credit cards 

from the houses where she put out fires, only to be turned in to the police by her 

adolescent son, who was angry at her transition. In one flashback, we are shown a 

masculine-presenting Sophia, in the locker room with her male coworkers, who locks 

herself into a bathroom stall to change clothes, because she is wearing female 

undergarments under her masculine clothing. It’s suggested that she carried the secret of 

her gender, which she was compelled to hide from the typically masculine men with 

whom she worked. In a later flashback, Sophia runs into a former coworker and friend 

post-transition, and the man stands uncomfortably by as Sophia asks him why he hasn’t 

been in touch. The implication is that she has lost friends and likely her job since coming 

out.  

We never actually see Sophia come out to her wife and son, but are brought into 

the narrative after Crystal has reached some level of acceptance of the transition, even 

though she’s not fully on board. In a tender scene that gives insight into Sophia’s 

marriage, Crystal (Tanya Wright) helps Sophia with her presentation, initially masking, 

but finally displaying, her feelings about the transition. The scene opens with a shot of 

Crystal, stylishly but conservatively dressed, standing with her hands over her eyes. 

Sophia, still with a masculine hairstyle, is wearing full makeup and a youthful female 

outfit. 
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 Sophia: “All righty. Open them.” 

 Crystal [looking surprised]: “Oh my God.” 

 Sophia: “Good or bad?” 

 Crystal: “Not good. You look like Hannah Montana. That skirt is…” 

 Sophia [sounding disappointed]: “I thought it was so cute. That’s what happens 

when I shop for myself. It’s cause I never got to be a teenaged girl.” 

 Crystal: “And you never will be. You should be dressing like a classy grown-up 

lady.” 

 Sophia: “You think I’m classy?” 

 Crystal: “I can’t have my husband walking around like a $2 hooker. Let’s see.” 

Crystal goes to the closet and selects a dress. 

 Crystal: Ah. Yeah. This color looks good on you. Come here.” 

She walks over, and with a smile, lifts Sophia’s shirt, until Sophia is standing in a bra. 

Crystal scrutinizes Sophia, and the two look uncomfortable. Crystal helps Sophia into the 

dress she selected. 

 Crystal [smiling]: “Can’t believe I’m doing this.” 

 Sophia: “You don’t have to.” 

 Crystal: “Hmm. Okay. That is much better. I can’t, uh, I can’t zip it, but you get 

the idea.” 

Crystal appraises Sophia with a smile.  

 Sophia: “Holy shit. I look hot.” 

She scrutinizes herself in the mirror, and Crystal appears behind her.  

 Crystal [plaintively]: “Please keep it. 
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Sophia sighs. 

 Sophia [with distaste]: “Crystal.” 

 Crystal: “I’m fine with the rest of it. The hair, the makeup. I’ll teach you all of it. 

You’ll be a pro…. just please keep your penis.” 

Sophia looks up with tears in her eyes. 

 Sophia: “You know I can’t.” 

 Crystal: “For me.” 

 Sophia [emotional]: “You don’t have to stay.” 

 Crystal [smiling]: “No? Where would I go?” [Episode 1.3] 

Without revealing to us the moment that Sophia came out to Crystal, the scene reveals the 

renegotiation of their relationship necessitated by Sophia’s transition, and the ways in 

which Crystal has struggled to accommodate Sophia’s needs at the expense of her own. 

We learn that Crystal is in pain, but supports Sophia’s need to transition, even helping her 

learn to present as a woman. We also learn that Sophia’s emotional imperative to 

transition precludes her keeping her male genitalia for her wife, even though it pains her 

not to accommodate Crystal’s wishes. The flashbacks to Sophia’s life before prison are 

relatively sparse, but convey a lot of emotional information, adding to the complexity of 

her character.  

Maura’s Backstory 

 Maura’s backstory is also told through flashbacks to both childhood and 

adulthood, as well as flashbacks to a transgender aunt who was killed in the holocaust, 

the implication being that being transgender may run in the family, and also that Maura is 

relatively lucky to exist as a transgender person in the time she does. In season one, most 
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of the flashbacks are to Maura’s middle age, when she continues the exploration into her 

gender that she began as a child. We see Maura at an adult bookshop, presenting as Mort, 

perusing what is presumably a cross-dressing magazine, while her young children wait in 

the car. While browsing, Mort meets a middle-aged man, (Bradley Whitford) who 

conspiratorially gives her tips on concealing the magazine from prying eyes. She can rent 

a post office box to get subscriptions, the man tells Mort, and hide the magazine between 

the pages of Deck and Patio or Outdoor Living or something presumably manly, so that 

nobody will know what she’s really reading. The two introduce themselves, seemingly 

pleased to have found someone who can relate to what each of them is going through. At 

some point in the future, the two meet at a hotel, where Mort furtively checks in under an 

assumed name and asks to pay cash for the hotel room. Cut to the hotel room, where 

Mort is in a sequined dress and wig. From the other room, a male voice calls, “Nobody’s 

ever seen me but me.” “Nobody’s ever seen me but me,” Mort responds. The man from 

the bookshop emerges from the bathroom dressed as a woman. “Oh my God you’re 

beautiful,” exclaims Mort. They both giggle, and introduce themselves anew with their 

female names. Marcy declares Mort’s name “too strippery,” and declares that Mort looks 

like a Maura. Maura smiles [Episode 1.4]. For the first time in her life, Maura is not alone 

with her conflicted gender, and can begin to fully express it.  

 In Maura and Marcy’s relationship we see Maura enjoying the companionship of 

someone who seemingly understands what she’s going through. They are both married 

with children, and both of them feel compelled to hide their urges to present as women 

from those who love them. They explore their gender presentation together, at the hotel, 

and later at a “sleepaway camp for cross-dressers,” which Maura is able to attend only by 
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allowing her daughter to cancel her own bat mitzvah. At the camp, Maura and Marcy 

seem to feel free, socializing with other cross-dressers and living full-time presenting as 

women. But Maura soon realizes that those who cross-dress are not necessarily 

sympathetic to those who go “full time” as women. The group discusses a woman who 

used to come to camp, who is apparently not welcome anymore. “She had the nerve to 

bring hormones to cross-dressing,” says one person. “That’s crossing a line,” says Marcy. 

“We’re cross-dressers but we’re still men,” says somebody else. Maura sits in silence. 

She has gotten the message that she does not have as much in common with Marcy and 

the other cross-dressers as she thought, and she and Marcy soon part ways. We see in 

these scenes from the hotel and camp the beginnings of Maura’s adult exploration of her 

gender identity, and some of the emotional path she has taken to eventually come out. 

When she returns from camp and discloses to her wife where she was, inviting her to 

come along next time, Shelly rejects her, and announces dramatically, “I can’t. I’m 

done.” The two split up, and we see nothing more of Maura’s adult exploration of her 

gender through flashbacks, but only in real time.  

 Scenes from Maura’s childhood also serve to tell the story of her pre-transition 

years. We’re shown her difficulty in fitting into typical American boyhood, her jealousy 

of her more well-adapted sister. We see her huddling in the family bomb shelter trying on 

female clothes and jewelry, only to be confronted by her stern grandfather, who tells her 

she will be murdered like her transgender aunt if anyone catches her dressing as a girl. 

These scenes serve to establish the long-standing nature of Maura’s gender dysphoria, as 

well as her need to hide it from the world. The pain conveyed in these scenes humanizes 

Maura, and belies the emotionally disengaged adult she will later become.  
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Though we see parts of the characters’ coming out or transition with both Sophia 

and Maura, the focus is on the characters’ experiences rather than on satisfying the 

audience’s potential fascination with gender transition. We see not only the transgender 

character’s perspective, but the perspectives of their loved ones trying to come to terms 

with the changes. In that sense, each of the two treatments of the issue of coming out has 

an emotional resonance that transcends typical transgender coming out stories. 

Additionally, showing the backstories adds a depth to the characters that has been 

unusual in previous transgender characters, and provides audiences with more insight into 

transgender experiences that likely carries over into their real-world understanding of and 

empathy towards transgender people and issues.  

Transgender Characters in the Context of Relationships 

In tandem with providing emotionally complex backstories for their transgender 

character, both Orange is the New Black and Transparent, in different ways, ground their 

characters within relationships, which situates them in the context of communities, 

families, and, in Maura’s case, a romantic relationship.  

Romantic Relationships 

Sophia and Maura are both relatively distinctive among transgender characters in that 

we see them in the context of romantic relationships, and those relationships are not 

pathologized. In Sophia’s case, the relationship is the remnant of her marriage that may 

not last past her incarceration. Unlike many of her prison cohort, Sophia engages in no 

sexual relationships while in prison, and seems to pine for her wife’s acceptance of her as 

a viable romantic partner. The decision to leave Sophia chaste when most of the other 

women engage in romantic and sexual relationships might in other circumstances be 
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perceived as desexualizing her, but the decision also serves to emphasize instead 

Sophia’s desire for marital stability, in a context where most of the sexual relationships in 

prison are unstable. 

In Maura’s case, we see Maura commence a sexual and romantic relationship with a 

woman, atypical among transgender characters both for allowing the character to 

experience sexuality in a way that is not pathologized, and atypical in representing a 

same-sex relationship. It’s also atypical because of Maura’s age, since older people are 

rarely indulged with sexual relationships on television. Maura’s girlfriend Vicky 

(Anjelica Huston) accepts Maura sexually mid-transition, even going so far as to 

discourage her from pursuing gender confirmation surgery, which Maura resents, and 

which eventually ends the relationship. Prior to meeting Vicky, Maura has an encounter 

with her ex-wife Shelly, in which Shelly encourages Maura to pleasure her sexually, 

which Maura does with some discomfort. Aside from Maura’s uneasiness, the scene is 

noteworthy both for its positioning a transgender person as a sexual being, but also for its 

positioning older people as sexual. 

Parental Relationships 

 Both Sophia and Maura are parents, and the shows depict them fulfilling that role 

within the context of being transgender. Not surprisingly, highlighting the characters as 

parents also lets the viewers see some of each characters’ flaws, which serves to make 

them both more human and more complex. Sophia is devoted to her son Michael 

(Michael Rainey Jr.), but struggles with how to reach the angry teen, who is upset about 

her transition and her prison sentence. When Michael starts to spin out of control, Sophia 

wrongly assumes that he is under the sway of another boy, not realizing the depths of 
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Michael’s anger and sense of abandonment. She craves to be close to him, and doesn’t 

know how to regain the closeness that they presumably once had. She longs to be a good 

parent to him in the context of prison visits, even though she is no longer quite his father.   

 Maura, as a parent, is demonstrative and supportive, but at pains to make up for 

all the years that she wasn’t paying much attention to her kids because of her own self-

preoccupation. She suspects that they only spend time with her when they want 

something, but she can’t seem to bring herself to turn them down. There are seemingly 

endless dysfunctional interactions with her three children in which she gives one of them 

money or a house and makes them promise not to tell the others. When Maura invites 

them to see her perform in the LGBT community center’s “Trans Got Talent” show, they 

disappoint her by leaving in the middle of her song. Nonetheless, unlike with Sophia, 

Maura’s transition seems to bring her closer to her children. After telling Ali about her 

transition, Ali exclaims, ‘You finally make sense to me…. It’s like I’ve never seen you 

before” [Episode 1.4]. Maura’s transition seems to be a catalyst to all of them exploring 

family relationships. 

 Sophia and Maura are exceptional among transgender characters, in that they are 

allowed to have deep relationships with others and function as parents, when so many 

transgender characters have been ancillary to the cisgender characters they support, 

lacking families and love interests and deep connections.  

Civil Rights and Recognition 

 Like many of the shows discussed in this dissertation, Orange is the New Black 

and Transparent present issues of transgender civil rights and recognition, and in doing 

so serve to call attention to these issues in ways designed to bring the viewer into the 
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transgender perspective. They question the status quo and ideologies that perpetuate the 

idea of being transgender as pathological and worthy of scorn. When someone speaks 

scornfully of Sophia based on her transgender status, frequently another character calls 

that person out on it, or corrects their terminology, suggesting that the message intended 

by the writers is one of acceptance. When Sophia and Mendoza (Selenis Leyva) get into a 

conflict about their sons, who have been spending time together and who travel to the 

prison together to visit them, Mendoza resists the low hanging fruit of Sophia’s 

transgender status for her verbal barbs. “Who does this tranny bitch think she is, messing 

with your visitations?” asks one of Mendoza’s friends. “Tranny’s got nothing to do with 

it. It’s just two mothers going at it for their kids” [Episode 3.9]. When Sophia is attacked 

by women retaliating on behalf of Mendoza, who call Sophia names and demand to see 

her genitalia, Mendoza is horrified that her disagreement with Sophia has led to a hate 

crime. The depictions of Sophia being denied her full dose of hormones and being thrown 

in solitary confinement further call attention to the civil rights issues associated with 

being transgender. 

 When Maura is verbally assaulted in a bathroom by a mother of two teenage girls 

who snicker in the background while their mother berates Maura for using the women’s 

room, Maura’s daughter Sarah stands up for her, saying “This is my father, and he’s a 

woman and he has every right to be in the bathroom,” [Episode 1.4]. Maura is shaken, 

and later takes out her anger with homophobic slurs against her gay neighbors, an 

illuminating moment in that it calls attention to the human impulse to create scapegoats to 

deal with our own discomfort. When Sarah and Ali take their father to a women’s 

musical festival, which is based on the controversial trans-hostile Michigan Womyn’s 
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Music Festival, Maura soon discovers that transwomen are not welcome, and panics to 

find herself stranded somewhere that is hostile to transgender people. These episodes 

serve to illustrate the kinds of situations that transgender people might find themselves in, 

and in doing so inherently advocate for tolerance.  

 In calling attention to injustices faced by transgender people, and positioning 

them as injustices rather than as a logical status quo that should be preserved, these 

moments serve to advance an argument for transgender acceptance in society, which 

logically extends into an argument for transgender civil rights. Contrasted with depictions 

like that of Garrison in South Park, which positions the transgender character as deviant 

and bizarre, these representations serve as a catalyst for change. Hall (1997b) argues that 

representations produce culture through the ideologies embedded in those 

representations. Both Orange is the New Black and Transparent are embedded with 

ideologies of acceptance, and are thus empowering to transgender people, both by 

increasing their visibility and the quality of the representations. By avoiding tropes 

common to transgender characters, they avoid affirming ideologies that promote the 

notion of transgender people as the “other” (Said, 1978), separate from mainstream 

society.  

 As Hall (1994/2006) argues, “popular culture is one of the sites where …struggle 

for and against a culture of the powerful is engaged…it is the arena of consent and 

resistance” (p. 487). Television is one of those sites of resistance, and as such is capable 

of creating cultural change. Evolving representations create change in at least two ways. 

First, they are a catalyst for more nuanced subsequent representations, by raising the 

standards for what it means to represent a minority group such as transgender people. 
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Secondly, they change the dominant culture in which meanings are circulated by 

questioning the ideologies embedded in that dominant culture. These two processes are 

interconnected and mutually informing, as changing culture will tend to change the kinds 

of representations we see, and representations have the power to change culture. In the 

case of transgender representation, both of these processes have happened in tandem with 

the efforts of activists to change both the culture and the political landscape for 

transgender people, with activists such as GLAAD focusing specifically on changing the 

popular cultural representations. 

Changing Production Contexts  

 DuGay et al. (1997/2013) argue that five “cultural processes” (p. xxx) create a 

mutually influencing “Circuit of Culture,” (p. xxx) that inform the meaning of texts. 

Production, they argue, is one of those processes, and speaks not only to the way that a 

text is produced “technically,” but how it is produced “culturally…’encoded’ with 

particular meanings” (p. xxxi). The production context of the shows analyzed in this 

study has been, in various ways, considered in the preceding chapters, but bears 

highlighting when considering Orange is the New Black and, especially, Transparent. In 

addition to the overt content of these two shows and the ways that the transgender 

characters and issues are represented, there are several production contexts that likely 

shaped these changing depictions.  

 Several contexts of the production of Orange is the New Black and Transparent 

serve as a departure from earlier depictions. Both of them were produced for newly 

launched streaming services by non-male show runners, and utilized transgender talent to 

tell their stories, which likely impacted the final product and the representation of their 
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transgender characters.  

New Forms of Media Content Distribution 

It’s likely no coincidence that both Transparent and Orange is the New Black were 

launched in the context of upstart streaming services newly repositioning themselves as 

television production companies. Initially, Netflix, started in 1997, specialized in DVD 

sales and rentals. It expanded into a streaming service in 2007, negotiating what would 

become lucrative distribution deals with studios to stream their films and television 

series, before it was apparent to the industry at large that streaming would become the 

dominant method of television and movie distribution. In 2013, Netflix moved into 

content production, launching its show House of Cards, which quickly earned a variety of 

Emmy nominations. Netflix quickly followed up with Orange is the New Black, based on 

a memoir of the same name. Orange, which received twelve Emmy nominations and 

three wins its first season, was early on said to be the network’s “most watched original 

series” (Kamp, 2015). 

Amazon’s path to television production was more circuitous. Beginning as an e-

commerce business in 1994, Amazon eventually became a monolithic provider of 

virtually anything one might want to obtain legally via the Internet, supplanting many 

traditional storefront businesses and sounding the death knell for much of the traditional 

book industry. In 2005, the internet giant launched Amazon Prime, a customer shopping 

loyalty program that eventually, in 2011, offered a streaming access for its customers to 

thousands of movies and TV shows. In a prescient move, Amazon Studios was launched 

in 2010 to begin producing Amazon’s own streamable content.  

Unlike Netflix, which has tended to work with traditional Hollywood writers and 
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directors, Amazon Studios early on invited diverse writing talent to directly upload their 

proposals to Amazon (West, 2013). In 2012 the studio sent out a call for treatments and 

scripts for comedies and children’s shows. Show creators were to upload a five-page 

description and a pilot script, and would hear within forty-five days whether their script 

was accepted, at which point the creator would be paid $10,000 for an option on the 

script or the script would be added to the Amazon site for public feedback (West, 2013). 

If Amazon decided to develop the script into a series, the creator would receive $55,000, 

and “5% of Amazon’s net receipts from its merchandise, and other royalties and bonuses” 

(West, 2013). Initially, all shows uploaded were subject to rewrites by any Prime member 

who wanted to download them. After short-listing shows that interested them, the studio 

would develop the scripts into pilots, and the pilots would be subject to a vote by the 

public as to which ones would be picked (Lauletta, 2017). Amazon was, in essence, 

crowd-sourcing their original programming content (West, 2013). After objections from 

the Writer’s Guild of America that the process circumvented guild requirements for 

professional writers, Amazon added a separate process for W.G.A. members, which 

would allow the original writer more control (Street, 2012). Though Transparent creator 

Jill Soloway was an experienced television writer, Amazon Studio’s “open door policy” 

for producing new content likely impacted the kinds of stories that the studio would 

consider, and paved the way for an unusual and untested story like Transparent to be 

told.  

Though ratings for shows on streaming networks were initially inferred from 

subscriber growth, in 2015 Nielsen (and other research companies) started tracking 

ratings of streaming shows, in order to give the larger studios a window into how 
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streaming networks affect their ratings (Opam, 2015). According to Nielsen, the season 

four premiere of Orange in June of 2016 garnered 6.7 million viewers, which “places 

‘Orange’ in the same league as the most watched shows on cable for the same week” 

(Holloway, 2016b).  

In terms of ratings, Transparent fared somewhat less well. Symphony Advanced 

Media found that Transparent garnered an average of 1.49 million adult viewers in the 

period from September 21, 2015 to May 2, 2016, putting it significantly behind 

Amazon’s The Man in the High Castle and other Netflix and Hulu shows (Holloway, 

2016a). Of course, the beauty of streaming services like Amazon is that they are not 

dependent upon advertising revenue brought in by individual shows, so a show can 

succeed as part of a stable of shows that keep and gain subscribers for the streaming 

service. According to Soloway, “With the networks, everything that’s made is questioned 

with: Who will buy ad time on this? Whereas, Netflix and Amazon only need to appeal to 

people” (Jarvey, 2014, para. 6). Such shows are also, consequently, not incumbent upon 

advertisers to tacitly approve their shows’ content, so shows can be made without the 

explicit burden of needing to appeal to a particular demographic as measured by ad 

revenue. According to Ben Smith, an executive with Hulu, subscription based services 

have a different metric for success, since streamable offerings on a particular service need 

to have a sufficient level of “diversity” to make the subscription worthwhile to the 

customer. Diversity, he argues, represents “the number of unique series or shows the user 

is watching at any given time” (Robichaux, 2016, para. 5). There must be enough 

interesting options for them to value the cost of the service. “We’re a subscription 

service,” Smith explains. “If they don’t find value they won’t pay” (para. 6). Such metrics 
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mean that shows that might not have found a place on network or cable television in the 

past can thrive on streaming services. 

All of this is not to say that enlightened representations of transgender characters 

have no place on more conventional network or cable television. However, the 

groundbreaking nature of the characters likely stems in part from this production context 

at the particular point in time in which the shows were produced, which allowed for the 

two risky, character-driven shows to feature well developed transgender characters. 

These more complex representations may likely carry over to some degree into future 

depictions of transgender characters that will exist in the context of more conventional 

television distribution, including network and cable television.  

Diversity in the Director’s Chair 

In addition to the potential of streaming services for different kinds of shows 

aimed at different kinds of audiences, the fact that Jenji Kohan from Orange is the New 

Black and Jill Soloway from Transparent are the still relatively rare showrunners who are 

not cisgender men likely informs their perspectives on storytelling and the business of 

making television, and almost certainly informs their storylines. The rise of gender-

diverse writers and show runners is also partly a product of changing distribution 

contexts and a greater desire among networks for fresh stories, which has paved the way 

for different kinds of stories to be told. Female writers have fared better in television than 

in film, which has offered fewer opportunities and significantly less pay relative to male 

writers (Littleton, 2015). Michelle Ashford, creator and executive producer of the show 

Masters of Sex, has noted that “There’s such a demand for really unusual storytelling. 

That’s breaking down barriers to the kinds of shows that you would normally not see on 
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television, and that has been really good for (female) writers” (Littleton, 2015, para. 5). 

According to Ilene Chaiken, show runner for The L Word and Empire, women in charge 

of shows leave their marks in different ways than men. “Women often “come from a less 

top-down approach, and are more able to engage in the process of listening to the room to 

find the best idea, and guiding the story to that, rather than rigidly guiding it one way,’” 

she says. “I think women do that naturally and more intuitively than men” (Littleton, 

2015, para. 34).  

Prior to Orange, Kohan, a straight-identified cisgender woman, created and ran the 

Showtime program Weeds, a show with a female lead, which is still fairly unusual in 

Hollywood. Kohan has said that she actively seeks out faces that don’t conform to ‘the 

blandness and sameness of the TV landscape over the past few decades’ (Kamp, 2015, 

para. 11), a position that is reflected in the diversity of the actors and characters on 

Orange is the New Black.  

Transparent’s Soloway, who presented as a straight cisgender woman for most of 

their life, has, since the start of Transparent, come out as gender fluid and been involved 

in a same sex relationship, arguably broadening their perspective further on the queer 

themes with which the show engages. Soloway, whose pronouns are they and their, has 

articulated that their directorial perspective has been informed by their sense of gender. 

Soloway views their work on Transparent as “feminism” in action (Levy, 2015, para. 9). 

“We’re taught that the camera is male,” Soloway told an interviewer. “But I’m not 

forcing everyone to fulfill something in my head and ‘Get it right — now get it more 

right.’ Soloway claims that “directing with ‘the female gaze’ … is about creating the 

conditions for inspiration to flourish, and then ‘discerning-receiving’” (para. 7).  
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Not incidentally, the idea for the show came to Soloway after their father came out as 

transgender late in life. Soloway thus has direct experience with the familial emotional 

responses to one’s loved one transitioning, and has incorporated that into the show in a 

way that recognizes the raw emotion of the situation (Brodesser-Akner, 2014). We see 

Sarah, Ali and Josh outwardly supporting their father, wanting to say all the right things 

to her as she transitions, but experiencing their own doubts about the validity of what she 

is doing, and acting out those conflicting feelings in their interactions with Maura. It 

takes three episodes for Maura to come out to all of her children, and the slow pace is 

both authentic in the context of someone who doesn’t know how her loved ones will 

react, and also allows the audience access to her emotions and those of her children. Levy 

(2015) argues: 

“Transparent” is a product of the female gaze: Season 1 was directed exclusively 
by women, and four of the five primary characters are female. But it also reflects 
the gaze of a child—the perspective, colored by Soloway’s experience, of the 
Pfefferman siblings, who are by turns baffled, disappointed, besotted, and enraged 
by the person who raised them. (para. 29) 
 

 Despite each of them being not the typical cisgender male show runner, and 

bringing differently gendered perspectives to their work, Kohan and Soloway have 

articulated very different processes and perspectives on the role of gender in their work. 

The two were at loggerheads on a panel on LGBTQ television at the 2014 New Yorker 

Festival when they discussed bringing diverse perspectives to television writing. 

Soloway, by their own account, is at pains to avoid objectifying female and transgender 

characters through what they view as the male gaze. Kohan, dismissing this concern, 

quipped, “My first goal is just get it, and I’ll worry about who’s gazing later” (Gan, 2014, 

para. 4). Soloway believes that representing diversity requires diverse writing voices, and 
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Kohan is skeptical of this position, arguing, “I think great writers should write great 

shows, and I have trouble with, like, what you are in life shouldn’t automatically make 

you what you do in your art. It doesn’t necessarily translate” (para. 2). Neither 

perspective is wrong, though each is likely to produce different television. But both 

Kohan and Soloway have encouraged representation of transgender people in different 

ways, and likely their non-cisgender male perspective has made a difference. Certainly, 

“there’s no single right way to do diversity” (Gupta, 2014).  

Transgender Actors Playing Transgender Parts 

 The latest battle for fair transgender representation on television lies in the 

question of who is cast to play transgender characters and tell transgender stories. This 

issue will be discussed in more depth in the concluding chapter, but bears mentioning 

when discussing Orange is the New Black and Transparent, as both shows have, in 

different ways, contributed to the discourse on this issue.  

 Sophia is played by transgender actress Laverne Cox. Cox has been credited as 

the first transgender actor playing a transgender role on television since Candis Cayne in 

DirtySexyMoney in 2007. Additionally, she is the first transgender person of color to play 

a transgender person, and the first openly transgender person to be nominated for a 

Primetime Emmy. Cox has parlayed her success on Orange into a role as a vocal 

spokesperson for the transgender community, adding to the discourse circulating in the 

dominant culture about transgender people and issues. The addition of genderqueer-

identified Ruby Rose to the cast increases the representation of transgender or non-binary 

characters, on the show and on television as a whole. 

 Jeffrey Tambor, a straight cisgender male, plays the part of Maura in Transparent, 
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a casting decision that Soloway seems to have reconsidered in retrospect. According to 

Soloway, Tambor, who has received a number of awards for his portrayal of Maura, was 

cast “before our society had progressed as much as it ha[s].” Soloway adds, “and I really 

probably do believe were I to start all over today, it would be unimaginable for me to cast 

a cis man in the role of a trans woman” (Melas, 2016, para. 2). Part of the concern, for 

many, is that cisgender actors like Tambor playing transgender parts perpetuates the myth 

that transgender women are simply men in drag (Barnes, 2015). Tambor, for his part, has 

been vocal about the inherent limitations of casting a cisgender actor to play a 

transgender part. When accepting his Emmy for Outstanding Lead Actor in a Comedy 

Series for his work on Transparent, Tambor made a plea to Hollywood to tap into 

transgender talent. “Please give transgender talent a chance” he pleaded. “Give them 

auditions. Give them their story…I would be happy if I were the last cisgender male to 

play a transgender female” (Melas, 2016, para. 4). 

 Though Tambor is cisgender, Soloway hired a variety of transgender actors to 

play other transgender parts on the show, including the recurring characters Davina and 

Shea. In fact, Tambor was the only cisgender character playing a transgender part on the 

show, with the exception of Bradley Whitford, who played Maura’s cross-dressing friend 

Marcy in flashbacks, though Marcy makes it very clear that he is male-identified and is 

not interested in living full-time as a woman.  

 In addition to the use of transgender actors, Soloway found other ways to 

encourage a transgender perspective on the show, including creating what they have 

called their “trans-affirmative action policy” (Gan, 2014). Transparent had two 

transgender consultant/producer/writers, Zachary Drucker and Rhys Ernst, transgender 
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artists and activists. According to Drucker, they “monitor[ed] the politics of 

representation—if we [caught] things in the writing stage, it [was] kind of optimal 

because then there [was] time to shape it” (Levy, 2015, para. 36; Z. Drucker, personal 

interview, October 25, 2017). Drucker and Ernst also led trainings for those “involved in 

the show, from Amazon executives to truck drivers” which “explain[ed] the etiquette of 

working with trans colleagues” from how to ascertain proper pronouns to what questions 

are impolite to ask a transgender person (Bobrow, 2016, para. 11; Z. Drucker, personal 

interview, October 25, 2017).  

 Soloway seems to proceed from the position that anyone can learn to write for 

television, but not every television writer has a unique perspective. Thus, they culled their 

writing talent from unusual and diverse sources, from academia to musical theater. 

Seeking a “trans-feminine perspective” in the writer’s room after the first season, 

Soloway sent out a call for essays written by transgender women, and called a handful of 

the respondents in for a tutorial on television writing, with an eye towards selecting 

writing talent (Levy, 2015). Soloway has said of having a transgender writer on 

Transparent, “it’s absolutely necessary, and it’s gonna change the show” (Lowder, 2014, 

para. 1). The set of Transparent has been described as transgender friendly, with gender 

neutral restrooms and a number of transgender crew members (Gupta, 2014).  

 It should be noted that, following allegations of sexual harassment by transgender 

actress Trace Lysette and a transgender former assistant of Tambor, and an internal 

investigation by Amazon, Tambor was terminated from the show in 2018 (Goldberg, 

2018). Soloway reiterated their commitment to cultivating a transgender-affirming and 

collaborative set for Transparent: 
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We are grateful to the many trans people who have supported our vision 
for Transparent since its inception and remain heartbroken about the pain and 
mistrust their experience has generated in our community. We are taking 
definitive action to ensure our workplace respects the safety and dignity of every 
individual, and are taking steps to heal as a family (Goldberg, 2018, para. 3). 
 

After speculation as to how the show would proceed in its fifth and final season without 

its main character, Soloway elected to produce a two-hour musical finale in which 

Maura’s family attempts to cope with Maura’s death (Knox, 2018).  

 Despite its inauspicious ending, Transparent remains groundbreaking in its 

treatment of transgender characters and storylines, which were created in a particular 

production context that facilitated the positive representation of transgender people. 

Orange is the New Black is groundbreaking in its featuring a transgender character of 

color actually played by a transwoman, which was likely facilitated, as Transparent was, 

by its production under the auspices of female or genderqueer showrunners and new 

streaming services that were willing to take risks and represent fresh storylines with more 

diverse characters. DuGay et al. (1997/2013) argue that the “production of culture” must 

be considered in tandem with the “culture of production,” or “the ways that practices of 

production are inscribed with particular cultural meanings” (p. xxxi). With their different 

contexts of production, the productions contexts of both Orange is the New Black and 

Transparent bring different “cultural meanings” to their shows, which allow for more 

enlightened portrayals of transgender characters, and likely change the landscape in 

which future representations will happen.  

Conclusion 

 Both Orange is the New Black and Transparent have contributed positively to the 

visibility of transgender people and the issues they face, while mostly avoiding drawing 
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upon common stereotypes often seen in transgender characters. Both shows situate the 

transgender characters within an ecology of diverse sexuality and gender presentation, 

making the transgender character less exceptional; both shows depict transgender 

characters not ordinarily seen on television; and both shows offer characters that eschew 

tropes about transgender people in favor of complex character development. They also, 

like a number of shows discussed herein, represent transgender civil rights and 

recognition issues, which serve as empowering discourses that encourage the audience to 

support transgender recognition. The fact that the shows are produced outside of 

traditional television networks, and are produced by gender-diverse show runners with, in 

the case of Transparent, gender-diverse talent behind the scenes and in front of the 

camera, likely contributes to the departure of these representations from many earlier 

characters. They represent a new way of depicting transgender characters that humanizes 

them, normalizes them, and evokes empathy for the kinds of struggles that many 

transgender people face.  

In these ways, the shows and characters represent an evolution from earlier 

representations, that build upon the mostly incrementally better representations seen 

throughout the timeline considered herein, and likely impact the ways in which 

transgender people are viewed in the dominant culture. Hall (1996) argues that concepts 

of things that dictate how we view them are discursively formed in particular historical 

contexts, “provid[ing] criteria of evaluation against which other [concepts] are ranked 

and around which powerful positive and negative feelings cluster” (p. 186). Orange is the 

New Black and Transparent, along with many of the preceding depictions of transgender 

characters and issues considered herein, have helped to change the criteria of evaluation 
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for transgender people in the dominant culture, which is likely to impact their broader 

societal recognition for the better. 

 The concluding chapter, to follow, will serve a number of purposes. It will 

summarize the nature of the representations within this study (RQ1) in terms of the 

study’s research questions, and particularly note how the representations have changed 

over time (RQ 1.3), especially in terms of their reliance on tropes and stereotypes to 

represent the transgender characters (RQ 1.1). It will also connect these changing 

representations to the broader landscape of political emergence (RQ 2), and tie the 

representations and cultural discourse into theories of representation and power as 

articulated by Cultural and Critical Studies (RQ 2.1). In doing so, it will consider the role 

of news discourse surrounding the shows and characters in shaping the broader discourse 

about the shows and characters (RQ 4). The chapter will also look briefly to some of the 

more recent American television representations of transgender characters to suggest how 

visibility continues to evolve. Additionally, it will pose questions for consideration about 

changing representations, look forward to potential future research, and consider the 

current landscape of transgender political visibility. 
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CHAPTER 11 
  

CONCLUSION  
 

Overview 
 

 This study offers a fairly comprehensive analysis of fictional transgender 

characters appearing on American-produced television between 2004 and 2014, 

considered in light of political discourse, historical discourse, and the practical realities of 

being transgender in America during that time period and beyond. In addition, newspaper 

and some blog coverage of the shows were examined, with the intention of providing 

insight into how the transgender characters or themes were contextualized in the press for 

audiences. Newspapers were also used to provide context for the shows’ productions and 

their approaches to transgender characters. It has been assumed that all of these things 

constitute interrelated discourses that have been mutually informing, and that the 

representation of transgender characters over time has the potential to impact cisgender 

public perception of transgender people and issues, and by extension, to materially 

impact transgender lives. 

 In this concluding chapter, I will summarize the literature guiding the study, as 

well as the findings from individual chapters. I will address the research questions, note 

additional observations that occurred during my analysis, and present potential directions 

for future research. Finally, I will summarize some of the highlights of transgender 

representation since 2014, and discuss the implications of the current political climate on 

discourse about transgender people. 
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Theoretical Perspective 

Cultural Studies, Representation and Power 

 This study has relied primarily on the assumptions of Cultural Studies, 

particularly British Cultural Studies, which more fully articulates power differentials in 

the ways disenfranchised groups have historically been represented in the media. Key 

concepts such as discourse, ideology and power were extrapolated in the literature 

review, and drawn upon in the analysis of the shows in question.  

 Hall (1997b) asserts that things are given meaning by “how we represent them,” 

which is constituted “by our use of things, and what we say, think and feel about them” 

(p. 3). He argues that “language operates as a representational system” through which we 

create “shared meanings” (p. 1). These shared meanings circulate through discourse. In 

the media, we see representations of transgender people, rarely transgender people 

themselves, and the way we see them in the media speaks in part to the degree of power 

transgender people have been afforded in American society. Following Foucault (2000), 

Hall (2006b) has argued that competing discourses about something represent a 

“contestation of power” (p. 167), with the more powerful party dictating the terms of the 

discourse on a subject because power “makes things ‘true’” (p. 167). Historically, 

transgender people have been less empowered to alter the public discourse about what it 

means to be transgender, and thus what has been thought by many to be true about 

transgender people has been determined by media makers working from within a 

framework of the dominant, cisnormative culture. Heteronormativity and cisnormativity 

are ideologies pervasive in American culture that have colored the discourse about what 

it means to be transgender.  
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Heteronormativity and Cisnormativity as Ideologies 

The logic of heteronormativity and cisnormativity have dictated the ways in 

which transgender characters have been portrayed on television. Heteronormativity 

(Warner, 1991), is an ideology that normalizes binary gender, sex and romance between 

people of opposite genders, and to a large extent, the imperative of reproduction. In the 

dominant, heteronormative culture, all social relations are subject to the logic of 

heteronormativity. People whose gender and sexuality fall within the parameters of 

heteronormativity are considered to be the norm, and everyone else a deviation from the 

norm. 

An extension of heteronormativity, cisnormativity is an ideology that particularly 

emphasizes the binary, essentialist nature of gender, holding that the gender one is 

assigned at birth is the actual gender. As Bauer et al. (2009) describe the “pervasive” 

assumptions of cisnormativity, “those assigned male at birth always grow up to be men 

and those assigned female at birth always grow up to be women” (p. 356). Those whose 

gender identity or expression deviates from this assumption, or whose identity falls 

outside of the gender binary, tend to be pathologized. Both of these concepts represent 

ideologies that have been embedded in dominant Western culture and media 

representations, and which some, though not all, newer television representations of 

transgender characters and storylines have begun to push against, even if they don’t 

completely subvert them.  

Stereotypes 

Transgender people have been subject to the stereotypes about them perpetuated 

by the media, many of which have been discussed herein. Dyer (2009) argues that though 
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we think of stereotypes as reflecting preexisting truths we know about a given group, the 

stereotypes themselves define what we know about those groups. Yet Dyer suggests 

those who advance stereotypes are empowered to normalize them (p. 209). In the case of 

transgender people, the people who have had the power to impose stereotypes are the 

historically cisgender media makers, who have tended to advance heteronormative and 

cisnormative ideologies supported by those stereotypes. As Dyer notes, stereotypes tell us 

“who does or does not belong to a given society as a whole,” which “speaks to the 

relative power of groups in that society to define themselves as central and the rest as 

‘other,’ peripheral or outcast” (p. 209). Stereotypes have tended to limit the possibility of 

an open narrative arc for those characters framed within that stereotype, since 

“stereotypes always carry within their very representation an implicit narrative” (p. 210). 

Some common transgender stereotypes propagated by the media, especially prior to the 

last decade, include that transgender people are inherently evil and dangerous, deceptive 

(Bettcher, 2007; Serano, 2007), pathetic and to be pitied (Serano, 2007), and unworthy of 

romantic attachment (Abbott, 2013). Shows have often referenced “wrong body 

discourse” in explaining the logic behind transition, which privileges binary conceptions 

of gender and the medicalization of transition (Reed, 2009). These stereotypes were 

variously employed and challenged in the shows considered herein. 

Discussion 
 

Research Questions 

Following is a summary of findings specific to each show. The relevant research 

questions are noted. Specific research questions may be more or less relevant to the 

analysis of particular shows, which, for instance, may lack transgender characters of 
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color or other notable LGBTQ characters to consider. In the interest of organization, the 

shows analyzed will be discussed in the order presented in the dissertation, and several 

research questions will be discussed in tandem as part of the discussion of each show, in 

order to create a cohesive narrative. Years indicated by each show represent the years the 

transgender character analyzed appeared in the show during the timeline under analysis, 

with the exception of Garrison on South Park, a show that has run for twenty-three 

seasons. 

Summary of Findings for Individual Shows 

RQ1: What is the nature of representation of transgender fictional characters and issues 

on American narrative television within the given time period?  

RQ1.1: In what ways have these fictional representations reinforced, created or 

subverted stereotypes of transgender people?  

RQ2.2: In what ways do the transgender storylines draw parallels with broader 

LGBTQ themes? 

RQ3: In what ways do the television texts engage in intersectional dialogue regarding 

characters of color? 

RQ4: How have fictional transgender representations in narrative television been 

received and contextualized for the broader public by reviewers, journalists and 

bloggers? 

RQ4.1: How have the shows been influenced by network trends and imperatives 

as suggested in news stories and interviews?  
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Nip/Tuck (2004-2005; 2010) 

 One of the earliest shows under analysis, Nip/Tuck offered a transgender character 

who was almost wholly bad, tapping into stereotypes that have painted transgender 

people as pathological and not to be trusted. Ava, the transgender character, is malevolent 

and manipulative, and positioned as having a secret past, tying her to the stereotype of the 

deceptive transsexual. The show conflates gender with sexuality, in creating a backstory 

for Ava in which she transitioned from a gay male identity in order to gain the love of her 

heterosexual male love interest. The show is positioned in news discourse as being 

boundary-pushing in its salacious and dramatic plotline, and the revelation about her 

transition is viewed as an exciting plot twist. The show was both applauded for having 

gay characters, and was nominated for a GLAAD media award, but was also criticized 

for promoting stereotypes of LGBTQ people.  

South Park (2005-2008; 2014) 

 Another show whose portrayal of the transgender storyline happens primarily in 

the earliest part of the timeline under consideration, South Park gives us a transgender 

coming out story that is judgmental about the process of transitioning and those who 

choose to do it. Garrison is portrayed as sexually and socially confused, with poor 

judgement, and the decision to transition is likened to transitioning race, or even species. 

South Park satirizes gender transitions, but in such a way as to leave little room for 

audience interpretation. The show taps into what Lester (2015) has called “disgust as 

entertainment” (p. 148). Discourse surrounding the show generally acknowledges the 

show’s take no prisoners approach to satire, but the transgender storyline has also been 

criticized for is absurdity (Streitmatter, 2012). 
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Ugly Betty (2006-2008) 

 Ugly Betty’s portrayal of its transgender character is a mixed bag. On one hand 

Alexis’ coming out is positioned as an exciting plot twist and her femininity is frequently 

undercut, but eventually the character is accepted by other characters on the show and her 

transgender status becomes decentralized from the character. Like Ava, from Nip/Tuck, 

Alexis is played by a cisgender female actor. Other LGBTQ characters mark the show as 

LGBTQ friendly, even if it is largely heteronormative and cisnormative. The show was 

praised in discourse for being LGBTQ-inclusive, and called “culturally progressive” 

(Rickard, 2010, para. 1) and socially positive with respect to its LGBTQ storylines. 

The L Word (2004-2009) 

 The L Word offered the rare transgender male character, who was situated within 

a community of lesbians. This unusual dynamic allowed the show to consider gender 

identity in thought-provoking ways, though the Max character and storyline were flawed. 

Max’s unexpected pregnancy, which happened relatively contemporaneously with the 

real life “pregnant man” Thomas Beattie, seemed ill conceived, and the show used the 

plotline to undermine Max’s masculinity. Though the show was acknowledged in 

discourse to be groundbreaking, it was also criticized for grounding its LGBTQ 

characters within heteronormativity. The Max character received mixed reviews, being 

variously described as “one of the most authentic characters on the show” (Halberstam, 

2008, para. 6), and as “an insult to the transgender community” (Searby, 2007, para. 5). 

Dirty Sexy Money (2007-2008) 

Playing the character Carmelita, Candis Cayne became the first transgender 

actress to play a transwoman on television. Carmelita was situated within a genuine love 
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story, but was the secret mistress to a married politician, and transphobic dialogue tended 

to undermine the character. Just as she and her lover were finally to be together, she was 

murdered, and thus the character prevented from actualizing a committed romantic 

relationship. The show has been criticized for lowering Cayne’s voice for her opening 

scene, which drew attention to her transgender status. Though the stars of the show 

tended to call attention to the loving nature of the relationship in interviews, dialogue on 

the show sometimes employed pejoratives about transgender people or salacious 

language towards Carmelita. 

Sons of Anarchy (2012-2014) 

 Played by a cisgender male actor, the Venus character is a sex worker, which 

plays into transgender stereotypes. Yet, the show contextualizes her sex work in terms of 

a painful past at the hands of an abusive parent who doesn’t accept her as transgender. 

Venus engages in a loving relationship with a member of a motorcycle gang who accepts 

her for who she is, which seems especially noteworthy given the machismo of the show. 

News discourse about the show calls attention to the shock factor of the over-the-top 

Venus character, but this was likely in part due to her character being played by an 

established actor known for different sorts of roles. Because Venus is played by a male, 

Walton Goggins, attention is frequently called to the artifice necessary for Goggins to 

transform into a female sex worker. In interviews Goggins expressed a sense of 

responsibility towards portraying a transgender character, and similar sentiments were 

expressed by the show’s creator, Kurt Sutter.  
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Two and a Half Men (2013) 

 In Two and a Half Men, the transgender character is a love interest of one of the 

show’s leads. Though Paula is intelligent, attractive, and confident, the show constantly 

undermines her female identity with low-brow, transphobic dialogue. Though little press 

coverage was uncovered relating specifically to the Paula storyline, the little there was 

was split as to whether the representation of the character was respectful or disrespectful 

towards the transgender character. 

It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia (2005; 2007; 2010) 

 Another secret love interest, Carmen from It’s Always Sunny was kept secret not 

because her lover was married, but because he was embarrassed to be dating a 

transgender woman, and particularly one who had not had gender confirmation surgeries. 

Though the comedy employs humor at the expense of Carmen and undercuts her 

femininity rhetorically and through the camera, this is mitigated somewhat by the fact 

that the audience is in on the joke that the main characters are terrible people, and so their 

treatment of the transgender character is not to be emulated. The show, therefore, is a 

relatively open text in a way that South Park is not. In discourse, the show is often 

discussed in terms of being boundary-pushing, engaging in timely social issues, and in 

offering morally bankrupt characters. The Carmen character is both praised for her 

normality and criticized for being a transphobic representation. 

Glee (2012-2015) 

 In Unique, Glee offers a Black transgender teen, who identifies as female, though 

her presentation is androgynous for part of her storyline. Though she calls herself a 

“strong black woman,” Glee never interrogates that identity or considers the 
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intersectional reality of being a Black transgender person. The show has often been 

praised for its depiction of LGBTQ characters, and appears to be the primary reason that 

the Fox network’s LGBTQ inclusiveness rating from GLAAD improved significantly 

during the run of the show after previously abysmal GLAAD ratings. When Unique 

suffers bullying while attempting to use the bathroom, Glee presents the struggle that 

transgender people often face in a way that seems intended to be educational. Though 

Unique is often verbally abused by the school’s gym teacher, she finds acceptance among 

her peers. In discourse about the show, Glee was said to have “enormous cultural impact” 

(Saval, 2014, para. 3), and the Unique storyline was largely well-received. 

The Fosters (2014-2015) 

 Cole from The Fosters is another of the rare transgender males examined in this 

study. The show itself has been applauded for its depiction of two lesbian mothers raising 

a mixed race family, and Cole is situated within that context. The show seems to take an 

educational approach to talking about Cole’s difficulties being accepted as a male in the 

foster care system, and deals with issues such as bathroom use and the availability of 

gender confirmation treatments. The Freeform channel on which the show aired, 

previously ABC Family, got consistently high marks from GLAAD on its LGBTQ 

representation even prior to the airing of The Fosters. Mention of Cole in news discourse 

was largely limited to mentions of his being played by a transgender male teen actor. 

The Riches (2007-2008) 

 The Riches presents a more fluid gender identity in Sam, who sometimes dons 

female clothing. His gender identity is unclear, however, perhaps owing to the limited run 

of the show. Sam is generally referred to as a cross-dresser in news discourse, and this is 
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affirmed by the show’s main actor, Eddie Izzard, who is himself a crossdresser. The 

overwhelming majority of news articles contextualize Sam’s gender identity in terms of 

Izzard’s.  

House of Lies (2012-2015) 

 Another character of color, Roscoe is a mixed race teen with a distracted father, 

Marty, who doesn’t know quite what to make of Roscoe’s changing gender presentation. 

The show pays some attention to the intersectionality of Roscoe’s identities, in a storyline 

about police violence against Marty. Though the show’s other characters are generally 

supportive of Roscoe and his gender presentation, the show trades in gendered language, 

homophobic, and transphobic remarks aimed at other people. Roscoe is frequently 

framed in news discourse in terms of how his gender identity presents a challenge to his 

father.  

Orange is the New Black (2013-2015) 

 Sophia from Orange is the New Black is a black transgender woman serving time 

in jail for credit card theft. She is played by transgender actress Laverne Cox, who is also 

a vocal transgender activist, and her activism positions her as part of the discourse 

surrounding transgender characters. Her character is situated in a landscape of other 

LGBTQ storylines, and she is portrayed in the context of having a loving, if troubled, 

marriage. The show depicts some of the realities of prison life for transgender people, 

including violence and denial of gender-affirming hormones. Like Maura from 

Transparent, she is a multi-dimensional character with a backstory, unlike many 

transgender characters. News discourse about the show tended to touch upon Cox’s own 

visibility as a transgender advocate, and as a trailblazer for transgender people. The show 
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itself is mentioned in the context of articles discussing the increased visibility of 

transgender people. The extent to which the show’s transgender character is a function of 

Orange is the New Black premiering on a streaming service instead of network television 

is also noted. 

Transparent (2014-2015) 

 Though played by a cisgender male actor, Maura from Transparent is a complex 

character who is situated within a family and a community of transpeople. She is also an 

aging transwoman, and thus represents a character that has generally been invisible. 

Though the show begins with Maura coming out, it’s a coming out story that deals in the 

emotional complexity of the transition and its impact on family members rather than on 

the physical mechanics of transition. The show was produced in the context of what 

showrunner Jill Soloway has called her trans-affirmative action strategy, with transgender 

talent both in front of and behind the camera. In news discourse, the show’s ability to 

educate mainstream audiences about transgender issues is cited, as well as the its 

exploration of gender issues. Production contexts, including Soloway’s trans-affirmative 

action policy, and the show’s many awards, including GLAAD awards, were also 

frequently mentioned. 

Additional Research Questions 

 In addition to those noted above, several research questions will be addressed here 

in a more general way, owing to the breadth of the questions. 

RQ1.2: What narrative themes emerge in telling stories with or about transgender 

characters or people?  
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 Chapters were ordered, for the most part, along the primary narrative theme found 

in each show. The exception is Chapter Nine, which contains analysis from two shows 

from late in the period included in the study that were observed to represent a more 

substantial change in how transgender characters were represented. Major themes include 

positioning the transgender character as pathological and deceptive, in keeping with 

earlier depictions of transgender characters, telling coming out stories, and portraying 

transgender characters as romantic partners. Among the four shows considered that had 

adolescent characters, stories of adolescent identity formation were told in terms of a 

binary gender identity in opposition to the gender assigned at birth, or of a more fluid 

gender. There were often multiple themes related to being transgender addressed in the 

shows, in which case the analysis focuses on the more prominent theme in the storyline.  

 Beyond these primary themes, an additional major theme emerged. A number of 

the shows appeared to take on an educational role in how they developed the transgender 

character or storyline, for instance when Glee and The Fosters introduce the audience to 

the difficulty transgender people often face in safely using the restroom aligned with their 

gender identity. These stories were told with a somewhat pedantic tone seemingly geared 

towards a largely cisgender audience in order to promote understanding of transgender 

issues, though transgender audiences would likely find something to relate to their 

personal experiences in these plot points. In some cases, the news and blog discourse 

related to the shows suggested an awareness by the showrunners and/or actors of a role 

they chose to play in promoting empathy or understanding in cisgender audience 

members, with an attendant recognition that encouraging these things might have real 

world consequences for transgender people. 
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RQ1.3: How have these representations changed over time? 

 During the timeline under analysis, there were variable depictions of transgender 

characters and storylines on American television. As noted, some of those representations 

reinforced stereotypes and tropes about transgender people, and others offered at least 

incrementally more positive representations. The general trend over the time studied was 

towards more positive representation, and more representation in general. More recent 

representations tended to be more positive as a whole, relying less on stereotypes, though 

stereotypes and tropes were still often present to some degree.  

Over the course of the period under analysis, transgender characters and story 

lines have evolved, in many cases, to become somewhat more nuanced and less reliant 

upon negative stereotypes. The representations still have often been situated within 

heteronormative and cisnormative ideologies, but that has started to change, as there is 

more cultural awareness of the limits of heteronormativity and cisnormativity, and as 

more out LGBTQ talent are working both behind and in front of the camera.  

RQ2: How are these shows situated within the broader landscape of a transgender 

political emergence?  

As described in the introductory chapter, the period of time under analysis 

represents a sizeable increase in political visibility of transgender people and issues, 

particularly in the latter half of the timeline. While television representations were largely 

moving towards more nuance and more positive portrayals of transgender storylines, 

political initiatives promoting the interests of transgender Americans were being 

advanced in the public sphere. In addition, there was a clear increase in visible 

transgender public figures sharing their stories in public, what Stryker (2017) has called 
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“celebrity trans culture,” (p. 197), and growing public awareness about transgender 

issues. According to Stryker, the number of people who claimed to know a transgender 

person went from eight to sixteen percent between 2014 to 2016, which Stryker attributes 

in part to media coverage of Caitlyn Jenner’s transition.  

In 2014, Time editors put actress Laverne Cox on the magazine’s cover, and 

declared 2014 “the transgender tipping point” (Steinmetz, 2014), tying transgender 

visibility to civil rights advances. Cox told the magazine: 

We are in a place now where more and more trans people want to come forward 
and say, ‘This is who I am.’ And more trans people are willing to tell their stories. 
More of us are living visibly and pursuing our dreams visibly, so people can say, 
‘Oh yeah, I know someone who is trans.’ When people have points of reference 
that are humanizing, that demystifies difference. (para. 2) 
 

Steinmetz observed in the article that transgender people were “emerging from the 

margins to fight for an equal place in society” (para. 2). According to Mara Keisling of 

the National Center for Transgender Equality (NCTE), the transgender tipping point has 

occurred in “all of this past decade,” with more and more people coming out as 

transgender, and support of transgender-friendly policies becoming “a litmus test for 

Democratic office holders” (M. Keisling, personal interview, August 29, 2020).  

RQ2.1: How does the way that Cultural Studies articulates power and representation 

relate to how transgender characters are represented and the potential 

ramifications of the representation? 

Cultural studies asserts a relationship between representation and power. Media 

representations occur within specific historical moments (Hall, 2001/2003) and power 

relations that inform those representations. Thus, the representations observed herein 

provide a window into the place in society transgender people have held prior to and 
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during the period under analysis. Representations of transgender characters have become 

part of the discourse surrounding what it means for someone to be transgender, and how 

transgender people ought to be treated in society. Those representations can support or 

subvert power differentials (Hall, 1996), and have real life consequences, some of which 

have been discussed in this study. 

RQ4.2: How have shows’ actors or producers contributed to the public dialog about 

transgender people and issues? 

Analysis of news discourse pertaining to the shows under consideration revealed 

that associated showrunners, producers, and actors often contributed to the public 

discourse about the transgender characters and storylines. For instance, in the case of The 

Riches, actor Eddie Izzard very much rhetorically positioned the Sam character in terms 

of his own experience as a transgender person, to the extent that it was unusual to find a 

news article that did not engage with the Sam character in this way. Actor Walton 

Goggins of Sons of Anarchy expressed in interviews a sense of responsibility for positive 

representation of the Venus character, and the implications that representation might have 

on transgender people in general, in taking on the role of a transgender woman as a 

cisgender male actor. In a more negative direction, actress Joely Richardson referred to 

the Ava character on Nip/Tuck as a man, rather than as the woman she presents as, in the 

context of the show’s surprise revelation of Ava’s past. Such discourse has likely 

influenced the reception of the characters for some viewers, and helped to fix a preferred 

reading of each of the representations in those viewers’ minds.  
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Additional Observations 
 
Absences 
 

There were notable absences in representation among the shows considered, 

particularly earlier in the time period under analysis. Both transgender people of color 

and transgender men were underrepresented, with the tendency being to present 

transgender white, female characters. None of the characters analyzed were Asian or 

Latinx, only three characters were Black (and all of those characters were late in the time 

frame considered), and only three shows had recurring transgender male characters.  

Evolution of shows and showrunners 
 
 A few of the showrunners of shows under consideration clearly evolved over time 

in their treatment of transgender characters and themes. In two cases the improvement in 

representation occurred within the same show. By season eighteen (2014) of South Park, 

with its episode “The Cissy,” their treatment of transgender issues, though still satirical, 

was infinitely better than the Garrison storyline. Ryan Murphy and Brad Falchuk who 

produced Nip/Tuck, went onto produce Glee, and later Pose, each of which is 

significantly more positive in its representation of transgender characters. Within Glee, 

the late-series treatment of Coach Beiste’s gender transition is significantly less 

problematic than the earlier representation of the Unique storyline. The improvement 

likely comes from a combination of negative feedback on earlier portrayals and the 

changing zeitgeist with respect to transgender characters. 

GLAAD 
 
 News discourse surrounding the shows very often referenced GLAAD media 

awards or interventions by GLAAD towards making television more inclusive of 
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transgender people. This became especially true over time. As GLAAD began 

consistently tracking transgender representations and publishing their “Where We Are on 

TV” report, shows and networks appeared to court GLAAD approval, which likely 

influenced the evolution in representation. Hall (1996b) argues that power is productive 

and multi-directional, with both the disenfranchised and their oppressors contributing to 

its circulation. GLAAD’s work on transgender representation constitutes a contestation of 

the dominant discourse about transgender people, which has helped to change the 

discourse.  

 
Since 2014 and looking forward 

 
New Representations 

 
Since 2014, a growing number of transgender characters have appeared on 

American television, beginning with Sense8 and Mr. Robot in 2015. Sense8 features a 

transgender character who is a female hacker. Though her gender identity is touched 

upon in the show, including a backstory of parents intolerant to her transition, Nomi’s 

character arc isn’t defined by her being transgender, as has often been the case with 

transgender characters. Sense8 was created in part by Lana and Lilly Wachowski, 

directors of The Matrix franchise. The Wachowski sisters came out as transgender in 

2008 and 2016 respectively. Presumably, their transgender identities influenced their 

inclusion of a transgender main character. Lilly Wachowski went on to cowrite Work in 

Progress, which premiered in December 2019 and features a transgender male character.  

Subsequent transgender characters through 2019 include Buck Vu of The OA 

(2016), an Asian-American transgender male teen played by transgender male actor Ian 
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Alexander. The character, and Alexander’s casting, were conscious decisions by the 

show’s creators, who promoted their casting call for a transgender Asian-American actor 

on Tumblr (Houlihan, 2016). The 2019 reboot of The L Word featured an Asian-

American transgender main character played by a transgender actor. Mr. Robot also 

featured an Asian character, played by B.D. Wong, though Wong himself is cisgender.  

Other shows since 2014 have included Latinx transgender characters (e.g. Party 

of Five, Pose) and Black transgender characters (e.g. Star, Pose, When They See Us). 

Pose, in particular, features numerous transgender main characters of color, telling the 

story of 1980s and early 1990s Black and Latinx ballroom culture in New York City.  

As of June 2020, at least four transgender or non-binary characters have 

premiered on American streaming or network television in 2020 alone. Of those four 

characters, half are transmen and one is non-binary. Three of the characters are Black or 

Latinx. Taken together, characters since 2014 help to bely the notion conveyed by most 

earlier representations that transgender Americans are mostly white and mostly female.  

Different sorts of transgender characters have also found their way onto the small 

screen in recent years. Brian Michael Smith plays a transmasculine firefighter in 9-1-1: 

Lone Star (2020). Actor and transactivist Nicole Maines plays television’s first 

transgender superhero. As Maines has noted, “If I had had a trans superhero, someone 

who looks like me wearing a cape, [while] growing up, that would have changed the 

game. That would have been an entire new level of validation in myself to think that I can 

be a superhero!” (Keveney, 2018, para. 2).  

All of these recent representations suggest that the momentum for positive and 

inclusive transgender representation continues to grow. This study has presented a fairly 
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comprehensive look at American-produced television representations of transgender 

characters within roughly a decade’s span, which has included fourteen shows in its 

analysis. Given that there have been at least twenty-six shows with transgender or non-

binary characters in the six years since 2014, and fourteen of those shows have been in 

2019 and the first half of 2020 alone, one would expect a continued influx of transgender 

characters. As actor BD Wong, who plays Whiterose on Mr. Robot, argues, “every trans 

character on television creates a dialogue about trans people” (Gardner, 2017, para. 7). 

The more transgender characters that appear over time, the less exceptional they will 

likely seem to viewing audiences, and the less exceptional real life transgender people 

will seem. Hall (1997b) has argued that culture changes as meanings circulating within 

the culture change. Normalizing transgender characters is changing the meaning of 

transgender people in the dominant culture.  

Transgender and non-binary characters played by non-cisgender actors 
 

In recent years there has been much debate over whether it’s appropriate for non-

transgender characters to play transgender parts, and the question seems to be mostly 

settled with a resounding “no.” Of the shows that premiered since 2014, only two cast 

cisgender actors to play transgender parts, Mr. Robot and Dead of Summer, and both of 

those shows premiered prior to 2017. In contrast, only four of the shows analyzed in this 

study cast a transgender or non-binary actor to play the transgender character. This 

changing tide has come about not only with more public awareness of transgender issues, 

but as advocacy organizations and vocal transgender actors speak out about the need for 

transgender actors to represent transgender characters. It also is part of a larger trend 

against the acceptability of whitewashing -- when a white actor is hired to play a 
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character of color (Barnes, 2015). To many, allowing cisgender actors to play transgender 

parts both takes away already scarce roles for transgender actors, who have tended not to 

be cast in cisgender parts, and often reinforces the perception that transgender people are 

merely playacting at their identified gender (Barnes, 2015). “What a difference it makes 

when an actual trans person plays the role,” argues transgender actress Laverne Cox 

(Piepenburg, 2015, para. 1). 

More non-binary characters 
 

Though only two non-binary American television characters were discovered 

during the period under analysis, several non-binary or gender non-conforming characters 

have appeared on American television since 2014. These additions are likely a function 

of an increased awareness of the mutability of gender that has been absorbed into public 

discourse in recent years. Billions (2016), One Day at a Time (2017), and Zoey’s 

Extraordinary Playlist (2020), among others, have all represented non-binary characters. 

Non-binary characters offer a further challenge to what the dominant culture tells us 

about gender, and open up the “positions from which discourse is possible” (Stone, 1987, 

para. 63). Such a challenge has the potential to impact even discourse about binary 

transgender characters and people. 

The future of transgender and non-binary characters on television 

 With all of that said, it is worth considering what future television representations 

of transgender stories might look like. As suggested above, more economically, racially, 

and gender diverse characters are called for, in order both that the diversity of actual 

transgender people is reflected on television, and also so that the intersectionality of 

various transgender identities might be represented and considered. Additionally, more 
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gender non-conforming or non-binary characters might be incorporated, in order to 

reflect the more nuanced understanding of gender identity and array of gender identities 

expressed in contemporary culture. Representation of real identities make those identities 

real for television viewers, including those who look to television to find people like 

themselves.  

 Beyond those things, an increase in transgender characters whose primary role is 

not to tell explicitly transgender stories would reflect a positive change in representation. 

When asked what an ideal fictional transgender character might look like, Mara Keisling 

of the National Center for Transgender Equality argues for the character to be just as 

ordinary or extraordinary as cisgender characters: 

a real person, with a real life, who happens to be trans, which may complicate 
them but not define them. Trans people have human struggles like everyone else. 
An ideal character would have a real, complex life, developed beyond their 
transness. (M. Keisling, personal interview, August 29, 2020) 
 

Capuzza & Spencer (2017) echo this sentiment, arguing that “ideally, representations of 

transgender people will continue, proliferate, and include images of transgender people 

struggling, behaving poorly, acting heroic, and doing nothing extraordinary” (p. 226). In 

order for this to happen, “the struggle to move television away from objectification, 

fetishism, and ridicule of transgender people must continue unabated” (Capuzza & 

Spencer, 2017, p. 226). Part of how that is likely to happen is a continued evolution of 

production contexts that encourage more transgender and non-binary talent behind the 

camera, as was seen in Transparent, and more recently Pose. 
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The Responsibility of Showrunners and Networks  

 With all of these observed changes, in light of earlier representations, one might 

ask whether showrunners and networks have a prosocial responsibility to create nuanced 

and fair representations of a variety of transgender and gender fluid people. After all, 

television shows are profit-making texts. To that point I would suggest two things. First, 

the current mainstream zeitgeist is such that even cisgender audiences have begun to 

demand realistic, non-stereotypical representations of the gender diverse, and with social 

media the feedback on poor representations to networks and those who create shows is 

immediate. Whereas in the 1990s media executives began to recognize the buying power 

of lesbian and gay viewers, which led to more nuanced representations supported by ad 

revenue, the increasing acceptance by many mainstream audiences of gender diverse 

people has meant that even those largely cisgender mainstream audiences notice and 

advocate for non-stereotypical transgender and gender fluid characters. The shift to 

streaming media also means that networks increasingly rely on a stable of diverse shows 

to maintain customers rather than relying on ad revenue to generate profit. Moreover, the 

advocacy and program tracking of GLAAD have given incentive to networks to include 

diverse, well-crafted transgender characters. Finally, the television industry, whether in 

streaming, cable or traditional network format, is in the business of telling stories. Good 

stories reflect the world we live in, which is diverse, in gender and otherwise. It is thus in 

the interest of the networks to green light shows with well-developed, nuanced 
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characters, and in the contemporary world, transgender characters are part of that 

imperative. 

Directions for Future Research 

 As more transgender representations happen, more avenues for scholarship will 

open. In depth consideration of transgender perspectives on the shows discussed here was 

beyond the scope of the project, but additional qualitative research into transgender 

audience reception would be beneficial, and perhaps a crucial step to understanding the 

impact of transgender characters. Perspectives from both cisgender-identified and 

transgender or non-binary-identified audience members would provide valuable 

information on how these representations are understood by different audiences, and how 

that understanding impacts attitudes towards transgender people and their role in 

American society. In addition to reception studies, discourse analysis of online message 

boards related to television shows with transgender characters and storylines would 

provide insight into how audiences make sense of the representations. 

Additionally, several questions might guide future research. 

• Does the trend towards more representation of transgender people constitute a 

commodification of transgender identities? Have transgender identities been 

exploited for ratings more than they have been offered up as part of a 

prosocial movement towards positive transgender visibility? 

• In the context of an underrepresented group, who is positive representation 

for? Is it more about changing hearts and minds, and introducing people to 

those they might not know in real life in ways that influence political goals, or 

is it about representing transgender people to their own communities?  
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Research touching upon such questions might provide insight not only into the 

ramifications of transgender representation, but also insight into the role of representation 

for other disenfranchised groups. 

Coda – The Current U.S. Political Climate for Transgender People 
 
 I have argued herein that the increase in and incremental improvement of 

transgender characters and storylines has happened in tandem with increasing political 

and social visibility for transgender people in the U.S., and that this visibility is a positive 

development in terms of political and civil rights gains. There’s an alternate argument 

that can and has been made that the recent increase in transgender visibility in the U.S. 

has put transgender people in a more rather than less vulnerable position with respect to 

civil rights, as various government agents have sought to codify discrimination that was 

previously only implied by absences in the law. Fischer (2019) argues that recent 

visibility often has led not to civil rights gains for transgender people, but to more 

focused victimization, “a conservative backlash, with increased surveillance and 

regulation of trans people by the security state and media organizations” (p. 5). Indeed, in 

some quarters, there has been a strong political backlash against transgender visibility, as 

can be seen in the proliferation of “bathroom bills” and bills that seek to restrict 

transgender athletes to competing with those of the gender they were assigned at birth. 

The Trump administration, six months into its term, announced that there would be a ban 

on transgender military service members, undoing an earlier decision by the Obama 

administration to allow transgender service members to serve openly (Lopez, 2019). This 

would represent the first of numerous shots fired against transgender Americans by the 

administration. 
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In addition to broader civil rights issues, some in the transgender community have 

argued that a backlash against increased visibility has physically endangered transgender 

people. Since 2013, more than 150 transgender and gender non-conforming people have 

been murdered in the U.S., according to Human Rights Campaign (HRC). At least 85 

percent of them were people of color (McBride, 2019). Writer, activist, and media 

consultant Tiq Milan, argues in the documentary Disclosure (Feder, 2020), “that’s the 

paradox of [transgender] representation. The more we are seen, the more we are 

violated.” Actress Jamie Clayton adds that, “the more positive representation there is, the 

more confidence the community gains, which then puts us in more danger” (Feder, 2020). 

This stark reality harkens back to Russo’s (1987) assertion that “when gays became real” 

in the media “they became threatening” (p. 154). 

Stryker (2017) has argued that the transgender “’tipping point’ is more like the 

fulcrum of a teeter-totter, tipping backward as well as forward, than like a summit where, 

after a long upward climb, progress toward legal and social equality starts rolling 

effortlessly downhill” (p. 196). Social change is not a straight-line path. Yet, in many 

ways, the dominant discourse about transgender people and issues has changed in recent 

years. The Trump administration’s actions against transgender people, for instance, have 

been met with criticism from both individuals and mainstream media outlets (e.g. Sonne 

& Marimow, 2019; Sanger-Katz & Wyland, 2020). 

Public discourse surrounding so called trans-exclusionary radical feminists in 

some ways typifies the cultural battles being waged around transgender visibility. TERFs, 

as they are called pejoratively, are a contemporary permutation of earlier hostility 

towards transpeople expressed by radical feminists such as Janice Raymond since the 
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1970s. Raymond’s 1979 polemic The Transsexual Empire, argued, for instance, that “all 

transsexuals rape women’s bodies by reducing the female form to an artifact, 

appropriating this body for themselves” (quoted in Stone, 1987). Such feminists, also 

known as “gender-critical” feminists (Stryker, 2017), have argued against transgender 

women in women’s athletics and public accommodations spaces. Writer J.K. Rowling, 

famous for the Harry Potter book series, has been upbraided for her vocal expression of 

views critical of transgender people, and particularly transgender women, and their right 

to be in female spaces. In retweeting an article about menstrual health that referred to 

“people who menstruate,” which may include people who do not identify as women, 

Rowling quipped, “’People who menstruate.’ I’m sure there used to be a word for those 

people. Someone help me out. Wumben? Wimpund? Woomud?” (Yandoli, 2020, para. 

2). For this and other remarks, Rowling was quickly condemned as anti-transgender and 

labelled a TERF, and the backlash was nearly immediate, both on Twitter and in other 

media. The actor who made his name starring in the Harry Potter series, Daniel Radcliffe, 

wrote a blog post for the Trevor Project, arguing that “transgender women are women. 

Any statement to the contrary erases the identity and dignity of transgender people and 

goes against all advice given by professional health care associations who have far more 

expertise on this subject matter than either [Rowling] or I” (Gross, 2020). Many fans 

responded to Rowling’s remarks with disappointment. One lamented, “for me, the magic 

of Harry Potter is gone" (Yandoli, 2020, para. 7).  

Concluding Remarks 

Sympathetic mainstream media coverage of transgender issues and mass 

condemnations of transphobic comments would have been far less likely twenty years 
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ago, suggesting that a cultural momentum has been slowly building towards acceptance 

of transpeople. The extent of the backlash is itself a function of transgender visibility. 

Narrative television has played a role in that visibility, in introducing largely cisgender 

audiences to the transgender people they may not know in real life, and in shifting the 

dialogue through more frequent and often better representations. Hall (1997b) has argued 

that “as meanings shift and slide, so inevitably the codes of a culture imperceptibly 

change” (p. 62). The codes regarding transgender people seem to be, perhaps more 

perceptibly than Hall suggests, changing. 

 Stryker (Feder, 2020) cautions against excessive optimism about increased and 

better representation of transgender people, arguing that representation is just one piece 

of the puzzle: 

There is still a lot of work to do, and we can’t think that just because you see trans 

representation that the revolution is over… Having positive representation can 

only succeed in changing the conditions of life for trans people when it is part of a 

much broader movement for social change. Changing representation is not the 

goal. It’s just the means to an end. 

Representation is only part of the story, but an important one. It is a way to introduce 

cisgender audiences to transgender people and the issues they face in American society. It 

is also a way to introduce transgender and non-binary people to characters in which they 

see themselves and their experiences. Both of these are worthy pursuits. 
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APPENDIX A 

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS – ZACHARY DRUCKER 

1. How did you come to be involved in Transparent? 

2. I understand you’re a consultant and producer on Transparent. How would you 

describe your various functions on the show? 

3. Am I correct in my understanding that you identify as transgender? As a trans-

identified person, what do you think you bring to the process of creating Transparent 

that a cisgender person might not? 

4. As a consultant to the show, have any of your personal experiences as a transperson 

made it into the narrative? Can you recall any specifics? 

5. I’ve read that Jill Soloway has attempted to create a trans-affirming production 

environment for Transparent. What does that look like, and how do you think it 

impacts the final product of the show? 

6. Do you evaluate scripts before they go into production? If so, what sort of thing are 

you looking for as it relates to the transgender characters? 

7. What are your thoughts on how television representation of transgender people has 

evolved, if you think it has evolved? 

8. What part do you think Transparent has played in that evolution? 

9. What are your thoughts on cisgender actors like Jeffrey Tambor playing transgender 

roles? 

10. Do you have a sense that Transparent is a socially significant show? What makes it 

significant? 
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11. What, if anything, do you think the relationship is between a show like Transparent 

and the political realities for transgender people? Do you think narrative television 

can impact people’s lives in any way? If so, how? 

12. How do you think the fact that Transparent appears on a streaming service like 

Amazon likely impacts the content of the show? Do you think Transparent would 

work on more traditional television? 

13. Given that Transparent appears on a streaming service, are ratings part of the concern 

with the show, or do the show runners have more freedom than they might on a 

network or cable channel? 
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APPENDIX B 

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS – MARA KEISLING 

1. In 2014, Time said that America was at a “transgender tipping point.” Do you agree 

that there was a transgender tipping point, and what does that mean to you? Are we 

still at a transgender tipping point? 

2. Do you see any relationship between media representations of transgender people and 

the kind of political advocacy work you do at NCTE? What about fictional 

representations in particular? 

3. Do you think the way that transgender people are represented on television matters to 

the lives of transgender people? Why or why not? 

4. Do you think media depictions of transgender people have evolved in recent years? 

How so? 

5. What kind of changes, if any, have you seen in recent years in the way that the press 

has depicted transgender people and issues? 

6. Do any television representations in the past number of years come to mind as 

particularly problematic? Any representations that have been particularly positive? 

7. Do you have an idea in your head of a sort of ideal fictional transgender character that 

you would like to see out there for public consumption? What would that look like? 

8. Is the representation of transgender people on television fundamentally different than 

it was in the early 2000s? How so? 
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APPENDIX C 

TIMELINE OF SHOWS UNDER ANALYSIS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


