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Ongoing Queerness: The Flourishing of Trans Women’s Literature in North America 

We’re gonna play a new song for you and we don’t know how it goes…but it might 

work. Do you remember how it goes, Kathy?1 

Wine drunk and I'm spilling your song, 

the one that you sent where you swore  

that you'd never belong. 

Well, look at you now, 

singing and smiling.2 

 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Social Background of the 2010s 

Looking back from the minimal vantage point of the year 2020, it is quite clear that the 2010’s 

were a decade that had an incredible impact on the ways in which the anglophone public viewed 

transgender people.3 It was as if the Obergefell v. Hodges ruling on marriage equality of June 

2015, followed by naïve opinion pieces about the end of homophobia, created a vacuum in the 

media space that was quickly filled by transgender people, ultimately leading to what is now 

known in retrospect as the “Transgender Tipping Point”.4 Soon, outlets from the National 

Geographic to the Czech magazine Týden were finding the transgender story irresistible, 

presenting it largely as a recent phenomenon and spinning it in wildly different political 

directions – transgender people were either a marginalised community that deserved legal rights 

and recognition or they had to be stopped from undermining the status quo of gender as a binary 

and stable category that is predetermined by a similarly binary assignment of sex – with articles 

 
1 Bikini Kill, “Thurston Hearts the Who,” The C.D. Version of the First Two Records (Olympia, WA: Kill Rock 

Stars, 1994) 
2 Mel Stone, “Daydrunk,” Coney (Bandcamp: 2017) <https://melstone.bandcamp.com/track/daydrunk> 
3 This thesis uses the terms “transgender” and “trans” in the contemporary sense, rather than the historical one. 

Historically, the term “transgender” arose as a descriptor of people who different from the mainstream not only 

in their gender identity, but also in their gender expression, such as butch lesbians, femme gay men etc. Since the 

1990s when the term first became widely used among queer people, its meaning has changed to specifically 

point to gender identity. People who express their gender in non-normative ways are today typically referred as 

Gender Non-Conforming (GNC). 
4 While the phrase originates from the title of a profile piece on the transgender actress Laverne Cox, published 

in Time magazine in May 2014, a much more visible tipping point was the July 2015 cover story in Vanity Fair 

about Caitlyn Jenner. 
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seemingly written almost exclusively by cisgender5 journalists who had minimal to zero prior 

knowledge of transgender issues.  

This sudden surge of interest, both positive and negative, had a tangible impact on trans 

communities across the globe. Many people, after learning for the first time about the very 

existence of transgender people and interacting with some of them through the rapidly-

developing social media platforms, began to understand that they were trans themselves – 

something they were either too afraid to admit or simply lacked the language to formulate 

previously. These people then became involved in trans communities both online and in the real 

world, looking for friends and advice on transitioning6. On the other hand, this large influx of 

people who were newly out as trans began to fuel a conservative media narrative according to 

which many trans people were merely pretending to be trans because they were hungry for 

attention, which further exacerbated a pre-existing rift in the transgender community between 

those who viewed transness through the lens of queer and feminist theories about the social 

construction of sex and gender and transmedicalists, who believed that their experience as 

transgender people can be empirically quantified through science and medicine, whether 

genetically or neurologically.7 These irreconcilable epistemological paradigms, which have 

been present in transgender movements since their inception as contrasting feminist and 

sexological approaches, began to drift even further apart and formed insular online 

communities. The steep increase in the number of people coming out as trans also caught many 

service providers off-guard, leading to potentially extremely long waiting periods for 

appointments in places such as the United Kingdom where, in 2017, the waiting times between 

a GP referral and a first appointment at a Gender Identity Clinic in England were anywhere 

between 12 and 30 months, according to data compiled from the individual NHS GIC websites 

by trans activist Fox Fisher.8 

 
5 “Cisgender” or “cis,” for short, is a relatively recent term in transgender studies, emerging around the late 00s 

as “cissexual,” a shorter and etymologically appropriate counterpart to the then-common term “transsexual” and 

an alternative to the previously used “non-trans”. Julia Serano’s Whipping Girl: A Transsexual Woman on 

Sexism and the Scapegoating of Femininity, published in 2007, was one of the first widely circulated books to 

make extensive use of the term. In recent years, the term has come under fire from anti-trans activists and 

journalists for supposedly putting a label on “normalcy,” some going so far as to deem it a slur. 
6 “Transitioning” is a process during which some, although not all, trans people begin to live openly in 

accordance with their gender identity. In some cases, this can mean merely adopting a new set of pronouns or a 

new name, in others, it can mean seeking to change one’s legal gender, receiving HRT (hormone replacement 

therapy) and getting surgeries. 
7 Jessie Earl, “What Does the ContraPoints Controversy Say About the Way We Criticize?,” Pride.com, 21 

October 2019 <https://www.pride.com/firstperson/2019/10/21/what-does-contrapoints-controversy-say-about-

way-we-criticize> 16 April 2020 
8 Fox Fisher, @theFoxFisher, Twitter, 31 October 2017 

<https://twitter.com/theFoxFisher/status/925382195187011584> 25 January 2020 
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The increased visibility of trans people also made trans rights into a new target for anti-queer 

organisations such as the Family Research Council, which needed a new focus for their 

activities after losing the fight against marriage equality in the United States. This, in 

conjunction with the UK government’s (under the leadership of Theresa May) stated goal of 

reforming and updating the Gender Recognition Act to make legal transition less strenuous for 

British trans people, resulted in a significant rise of anti-trans sentiment across the UK media 

landscape, manifesting itself in a reinvigoration of the trans-exclusionary radical feminist 

(TERF) movement, with some of its members, who call themselves “gender critical feminists,” 

receiving support from American conservative foundations.9 The movement was certainly 

nothing new, with its roots going back to separatist lesbian feminism of the 1970s – in the last 

year of that decade, Janice G. Raymond (with the support of prominent lesbian writers like 

Adrienne Rich) published what would become the de facto TERF handbook, The Transsexual 

Empire: The Making of the She-Male, which stated that trans women (the primary targets of 

TERF ideology along with trans children) are the final frontier of the patriarchy. To her, trans 

women were merely men attempting to colonise womanhood itself, who sought to infiltrate 

women-only spaces in order to commit acts of sexual violence.10 This idea rapidly became an 

accepted view predominantly among lesbian feminists who sought to expel trans women from 

their organisations and spaces. However, as Finn Enke warns in “Collective Memory and the 

Transfeminist 1970s,” the well-known narratives of anti-trans feminism should not be taken as 

representing the wide range of feminist perspectives of the era, let alone impose a dichotomy 

between feminists and trans people: 

These well-worn narratives do more than recount exclusion. In their easy repetition and 

denial of mixture, they naturalize the separation of trans from feminism. Feminism then 

passes as a coherent subject, with no implication that it might contain within it a 

potentially lifelong trans history. Posing static opposition between feminist and trans 

histories may in fact secure normativities that reinforce racist, ablest, and classist 

hierarchies and perpetuate the abjection of trans people.11 

In the 2010s, TERF ideology has morphed from a position espoused by of a few branches of 

radical lesbian feminism into a viewpoint that has found its home on both conservative and 

 
9 Sophie Lewis, “How British Feminism Became Anti-Trans,” The New York Times, 7 February 2019 

<https://www.nytimes.com/2019/02/07/opinion/terf-trans-women-britain.html> 27 January 2020 
10 Janice G. Raymond, The Transsexual Empire: The Making of a She-Male (New York: Teachers College Press, 

1994) 99 
11 Finn Enke, “Collective Memory and the Transfeminist 1970s,” Transgender Studies Quarterly 5.1 (2018) 12 
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liberal media outlets, escaping the marginalised communities in which it was originally 

formulated and by which it has since been (mostly) abandoned12 and entering the mainstream 

political discourse as updated versions of classic homophobic tropes – trans women threatening 

the safety women’s spaces the same way lesbians supposedly once did and being a threat to 

children, a thinly-veiled adaptation of the old tropological figure of the gay paedophile. These 

anti-trans feminists have partly succeeded in making claims of censorship in cases where their 

views were rebuked by media outlets13 and pushing the notion that the very term “TERF” is a 

slur or even an act of hate speech used to “silence women”.14 Even the false dichotomy between 

trans people and feminists that Finn Enke warned not to impose on history has re-emerged for 

the present moment, as seen, for example, in the title of an article in The New Yorker, “What Is 

a Woman?: The Dispute between Radical Feminism and Transgenderism,”15 implying that trans 

rights exist in opposition to radical feminism and are not themselves radically feminist, a 

strategy of division employed to great success by anti-trans feminists and conservatives.  

This older ideological framework also largely overlaps with the various new “anti-gender” 

movements across Europe (including the Czech Republic) which not only oppose queerness, 

but are also critical of what they term “post-modernism” and gender studies programmes, 

resisting the de-essentialisation of gender and the dissolution of traditional gender norms. One 

of the most notable examples of this “anti-gender” rhetoric occurred in Hungary, where, in 

2018, Viktor Orban’s government defunded gender studies programmes in Hungarian 

universities, with Gergely Gulas, his chief of staff, declaring at a press conference that: “The 

Hungarian government is of the clear view that people are born either men or women. They 

lead their lives the way they think best, but beyond this, the Hungarian state does not wish to 

spend public funds on education in this area.”16 In the introduction to Anti-Gender Campaigns 

in Europe: Mobilizing against Equality, editors Roman Kuhar and David Patternote discuss 

how the framework of “gender ideology,” a crucial construction of the anti-gender discourse, 

 
12 As an example, the Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival, generally known as Michfest, an open-air lesbian-

focused music festival had its final year in 2015 after running annually since 1976. One of the main reasons for 

the festival’s end was that, after establishing a policy in 1991 that banned the presence of trans women on 

festival grounds, it eventually succumbed to boycotts from the wider queer community. Notably, an annual 

protest held next to the entrance to Michfest since 1995, Camp Trans, became legendary itself, bringing together 

trans activists and their supporters from all across the US.   
13 Sara Ahmed, “An Affinity of Hammers,” Transgender Studies Quarterly 3.1-2 (2016) 23 
14 Meghan Murphy, “‘TERF’ isn’t just a slur, it’s hate speech,” Feminist Current, 21 September 2017 

<https://www.feministcurrent.com/2017/09/21/terf-isnt-slur-hate-speech/> 23 July 2020 
15 Michelle Goldberg, “What Is a Woman?: The Dispute between Radical Feminism and Transgenderism,” The 

New Yorker, 28 July 2014 <https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/08/04/woman-2> 16 April 2020 
16 “Hungary to stop financing gender studies courses: PM aide,” Reuters, 14 August 2018 

<https://www.reuters.com/article/us-hungary-government-education/hungary-to-stop-financing-gender-studies-

courses-pm-aide-idUSKBN1KZ1M0> 23 July 2020 
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extends far beyond mere opposition to gender studies programmes, designating the very 

concept of “gender” as its enemy: 

“[G]ender ideology” does not designate gender studies, but is a term initially created to 

oppose women’s and LGBT rights activism as well as the scholarship deconstructing 

essentialist and naturalistic assumptions about gender and sexuality. Erasing fierce 

controversies within gender and sexuality studies and the complex interplay between 

activism and the academy, it regards gender as the ideological matrix of a set of abhorred 

ethical and social reforms, namely sexual and reproductive rights, same-sex marriage 

and adoption, new reproductive technologies, sex education, gender mainstreaming, 

protection against gender violence and others.17 

 

As such, while there is some overlap between anti-trans rhetorics and ideologies, they should 

not be understood as the base constitutive elements of European anti-gender movements. For 

now, these primary targets of these movements have been feminist and queer institutions, with 

transgender people mostly caught in the crossfire, rather than constituting the main enemy. 

Nevertheless, it must be noted that, at the time of writing, the Hungarian government is seeking 

to use the new executive powers granted to it in the wake of the coronavirus epidemic to end 

legal gender recognition for Hungarian trans people by requiring the civil registry to record 

what it calls “sex at birth”.18 

 

At the same time, the 2010s were also a period when the cisgender public started becoming 

aware of non-binary people. While people whose gender existed outside the binary have always 

been around, it was not until the 1990s that people already belonging to US queer communities 

started coming out as genderqueer.19 The entry of non-binary people into the wider non-queer 

discourse revealed fractures even among some of the more liberal cis commentators, who, 

perhaps for the first times in their lives, had their ideas of gender as a fixed and binary category 

challenged. This is because, unlike with binary trans people, whose identities can be understood 

 
17 David Patternote and Roman Kuhar, “Introduction,” Anti-Gender Campaigns in Europe: Mobilizing against 

Equality, edited by David Patternote and Roman Kuhar (London: Rowman & Littlefield, 2017) 5 
18 Shaun Walker, “Hungary seeks to end legal recognition of trans people amid Covid-19 crisis,” The Guardian, 

2 April 2020 <https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/02/hungary-to-end-legal-recognition-of-trans-

people-amid-covid-19-crisis> 23 July 2020 
19 While some people view the terms “non-binary” and “genderqueer” as different, for the purposes of this thesis, 

I use them to mean roughly the same thing: People who understand their gender as existing outside of the binary 

confines of “man” and “woman”. One point of distinction is a generational one, as “genderqueer” is the older 

term of the two and remains used as an identifier primarily by people who began using it during the 1990s or the 

early 2000s. 
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by cis people through the (deeply normative) ideas taught to them by society about masculinity 

and femininity, understanding the perspectives and demands of non-binary people requires, as 

a pre-requisite, that the given person accepts the non-essential and arbitrary delineations of 

gender. Much the same way as deeply-entrenched heteronormativity once compelled straight 

people to ask such questions as which of the two women in a lesbian couple was “the man in 

the relationship,” cisnormativity also began experiencing a crisis, as it was suddenly faced with 

a group of trans people who refused to conform to either manhood or womanhood.  

This is not to say that the increased visibility of non-binary people was welcomed by all binary 

trans people. Some saw non-binary people as bringing unwelcome scrutiny to other trans people 

which would, supposedly, make it harder for some of them to stake claims to respectability by 

conforming to the gender-essentialist social order,20 directly taking the side of right-wing 

commentators who tried to rebrand non-binary people as attention seekers and “transtrenders” 

– in other words, some perceived non-binary people as giving transgender people a “bad name” 

through their opposition to the social norm of the gender binary. Additionally, while trans 

bodies in general are abjected in cisnormative society, due to the fact that non-binary people 

reject the categories of masculine and feminine, male and female, they may be subject to greater 

degrees of abjection, following Julia Kristeva’s use of the term: “It is thus not lack of cleanliness 

or health that causes abjection but what disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect 

borders, positions, rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite.”21 Non-binary people, 

from the perspective of normative society, fall under the categories that Kristeva lists and, as 

such, they threaten the existing social order which conversely abjects them. 

Most importantly, however, the arrival of visible genderqueer and non-binary people meant that 

the theories of queer feminist thinkers were no longer mere theories – they were now the lived 

experience of an increasingly large number of people who refused to be ignored and who 

sometimes consciously aligned themselves with and promoted concepts like Butler’s 

performative gender and Wittig’s radical theoretical separation between women and lesbians: 

What is woman? Panic, general alarm for an active defense. Frankly, it is a problem that 

the lesbians do not have because of a change of perspective, and it would be incorrect 

 
20 Debbie Hayton, “Trans activists are making life harder for trans people,” The Spectator, 14 December 2019 

<https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/trans-activists-are-making-life-harder-for-trans-people> 7 July 2020 
21 Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, translated by Leon S. Roudiez (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 1982) 4 
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to say that lesbians associate, make love, live with women, for “woman” has meaning 

only in heterosexual economic systems. Lesbians are not women.22 

However, it is also important to mention some of the social changes that were not linked 

exclusively to the trans community, as those had a similarly large (if not a larger) impact on the 

lives and perception of trans people. For one, the 2010s were a period of time when 

intersectional feminism began to be adopted and, to a lesser degree, practiced outside of the 

academic spheres, making its way even to such mainstream feminist events as the Women’s 

March on Washington of 2017, although mainly in a diluted form that lacked some of the 

nuance and emphasis on solidarity.23 Black Lives Matter, which came into the global spotlight 

after organising protests against the murders of Michael Brown and Eric Garner in 2014, 

changed the ways in which trans communities engaged with its own ritualised commemorations 

of the dead, igniting a much-needed debate about race and the necropolitics of the Transgender 

Day of Remembrance24 as well as conversations about racism within the queer community more 

broadly. The 2010s also brought with them a change in the wider political discourse on 

capitalism, as income inequality became more visible and jobs in the United States became 

increasingly precarious, particularly for those who were already marginalised. While radical 

leftist politics were historically always an important part of modern queer communities, in the 

past decade, conformist gay and lesbian organisations, such as the New York City Pride, have 

increasingly been coming under fire for receiving sponsorships from and promoting large 

international conglomerates, leading to the re-emergence of overtly political queer pride 

protests such as the Dyke March.25 

 

 
22 Monique Wittig, “The Straight Mind,” The Straight Mind and Other Essays (Boston: Beacon Press, 1992) 32 
23 This was demonstrated by the flip-flopping on issues pertaining to the rights of sex workers in the “Guiding 

Vision and Definition of Principles” document, which was changed several times before affirming the support 

for sex workers, as documented by sex worker rights activist Melissa Gira Grant 

(https://twitter.com/melissagira/status/821458865145413632) and by the inclusion of the anti-sex work feminist 

Gloria Steinem as one of the main faces of the march.  
24 Transgender Day of Remembrance (TDoR) is an annual global event that occurs every 20th November. On that 

day, many local trans communities hold a vigil for the trans people who were killed over the past year in acts of 

transphobic violence. The vigil typically involves a list of names that is read one-by-one, a practice that has been 

criticised by some trans people of colour as constituting an act of grief appropriation and colonisation in the 

name of promoting a vision of trans rights that would primarily benefit white trans people, citing the fact that the 

list primarily contains the names of Latina and Black trans women. 
25 Marissa J. Lang, “‘Pride and protest’: Dyke March returns to Washington after 12-year hiatus,’” Washington 

Post, 5 June 2019 <https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/pride-and-protest-dyke-march-returns-to-

washington-after-a-12-year-hiatus/2019/06/05/8eb58e12-86f4-11e9-a491-25df61c78dc4_story.html> 29 January 

2020 

https://twitter.com/melissagira/status/821458865145413632
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1.2 The Difficulties of “Trans Literature” 

It is indisputable that trans people wrote literature about themselves and their experiences long 

before the 2000s. We must be careful, however, as once we venture beyond the 1960s, labelling 

something as “trans literature” let alone “trans women’s literature” becomes increasingly 

problematic, as the absence of a coherent and (semi-)unified understanding of sex, gender and 

sexuality make it difficult to determine with any degree certainty whether an author’s gender 

identity would have fallen under our contemporary categories of “transgender” or “trans 

woman,” imperfect and complicated as those categories already are. While nowadays we 

largely understand gender identity as wholly separate from sexuality, this has not always been 

the case. K. J. Rawson, in an introduction to the issue 2.4 of the Transgender Studies Quarterly, 

which focuses specifically on archives and archiving, highlights a set of questions and tensions 

that come up repeatedly when compiling and using transgender archives – questions which are 

just as relevant for constructing an idea of a “trans literature”: 

What types of materials should be archived to document transgender experiences, 

people, and communities? What terminology should be used to describe these materials, 

particularly when the term transgender isn’t fitting? When there are too many materials, 

how do we decide what to prioritize and who gets to decide? When there are gaps in 

particular areas, what strategies can we use to address those gaps? What are the privacy 

concerns that are specific to transgender materials, and how should archivists navigate 

those concerns? What interpretive frameworks would provide researchers with a richer 

context for transgender materials? Do transgender materials elicit different sorts of 

researcher engagement and affective responses?26 

In fact, certain other queer literary canons are built on the failure to adequately engage with 

these issues, especially when it comes to using ill-fitting or reductive terminology. Thus, we 

get writers such as Radclyffe John Hall, author of The Well of Loneliness (1928) – a novel 

which has gained historical prominence for being the “first lesbian novel in English” – who 

understood themself through the label of a “sexual invert,” a term popularised by Richard von 

Krafft-Ebing and Havelock Ellis which, if applied to a person who was assigned-female-at-

birth (AFAB), implied that the person was, psychologically, a man who was attracted to women. 

Following Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s observation in the queer theory classic, Epistemology of 

the Closet, the framework of sexual inversion inadvertently creates a bridge between the 

 
26 K. J. Rawson, “Introduction: ‘An Inevitably Political Craft’,” Transgender Studies Quarterly 2.4 (2015) 546 
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dichotomy of gender and sexuality by suggesting that sexual attraction is, ultimately, the key 

factor that determines a person’s gender, leading to the creation of the trope of souls trapped in 

the wrong bodies.27 While von Kraft-Ebing is now understood to be deeply outdated, as he 

denied the womanhood of lesbians and the manhood of gay men, Hall’s self-identification with 

the term, as well as their adoption of both the names Radclyffe Hall and John Hall as a refutation 

of their birthname,28 points to a narrative that is more complicated than simply that of a 

masculine-presenting lesbian presented by some lesbian literary critics, with Lillian Faderman 

going as far in her 1981 book Surpassing the Love of Men to suggests that Hall’s identification 

with the term “invert” simply stemmed from a homophobic denial of their own lesbianism,29 a 

trans-exclusionary feminist talking point still in use today particularly in relation to trans men, 

echoed most recently in J. K. Rowling’s statement in which she attempts to explain her own 

trans-exclusionary views.30 

Another factor that plays into the complexities of establishing an overview of trans literature 

throughout history is the difficulty of access to archival services. As a marginalised group that 

lacked access to both social and economic status, the creative output of many trans people has 

either remained unpublished, whether due to a lack of economic incentives or censorship, or 

was published predominantly in minor journals and zines that are not readily accessible. In 

addition, in the absence of a developed trans historiography, many existing documents that 

could reveal important information about the lives and cultural production of trans people may 

be available in archives, but their contents have not been put into historical context. Besides 

lacking accessible in-depth analyses of important moments, movements and figures of trans 

history beyond the most famous ones such as the Compton Cafeteria Uprising, Marsha P. 

Johnson, Camp Trans and other already relatively well-known material among trans people,31 

there is a similar lack of a cohesive trans literary history compared to, for example, gay and 

lesbian literary histories which have been described and anthologised in works such as Lillian 

 
27 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1990) 87 
28 Diana Souhami, The Trials of Radclyffe Hall (London: Quercus, 2013) 54 
29 Lillian Faderman, Surpassing the Love of Men: Romantic Friendship and Love between Women from the 

Renaissance to the Present (London: Women’s Press, 1997) 317 
30 J. K. Rowling, “J. K. Rowling Writes about Her Reasons for Speaking out on Sex and Gender Issues,” J. K. 

Rowling. 10 June 2020 <https://www.jkrowling.com/opinions/j-k-rowling-writes-about-her-reasons-for-

speaking-out-on-sex-and-gender-issues/> 9 July 2020 
31 A note should be made on the fact that Marsha P. Johnson and Sylvia Rivera, along with their organisation 

STAR (Street Transvestites Action Revolutionaries), important as they are to the history of trans rights and its 

relationship to the gay rights movement, have now become the de facto two figures that inevitably come up in 

discussion of trans history, to the extent that other trans historical figures are forgotten. In some ways, this 

mirrors the effect that such giants as Martin Luther King, Jr., Rosa Parks and Malcolm X have on the history of 

the Civil Rights Movement, where people are quick to cite these three names, but often know very little about 

the broader context of the movement and other figures involved in it. 
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Faderman’s Chloe Plus Olivia: An Anthology of Lesbian Literature from the Seventeenth 

Century to the Present, published in 1995 by a publisher as mainstream as Penguin Books and 

one year prior by Viking Press, a slightly more niche imprint of the same publisher.  

An explanation offers itself in the fact that trans people have, at least up until recently, 

represented a relatively small minority even within the queer community and therefore there 

was never a critical mass of trans people interested in the topic enough to begin the academic 

endeavour of history-making. This, however, seems like an insufficient explanation, 

considering that bisexual people, who are arguably the most numerous queer group, have 

historically had very similar issues when it came to laying claim to a unique bisexual history 

and literature. A more likely explanation would be that, as groups that have been marginalised 

within queer movements under the hegemony of gay men and lesbians, their contributions to 

queer culture and literature have instead been rolled up into the categories of either “gay” or 

“lesbian,” with little concern from gay and lesbian academics. Thus, it became possible for 

clearly bisexual authors such as Virginia Woolf to become some of the defining figures of the 

lesbian literary canon.32 This points to the preoccupation with sex over gender and sexuality 

that was, perhaps subconsciously, integral to how early lesbian literary historians understood 

the outlines of lesbian literature – the only determining factor was whether a given person was 

assigned female at birth and whether they expressed interest in other people who were assigned 

female at birth. This reductionist approach to things as complex as sexuality and gender is 

perhaps understandable given the strong desires (and, frankly, need) for establishing lesbian 

literature as its own unique and distinct category, particularly at a time when the idea of queer 

communities existing independently of cisheterosexual society was much more widely 

accepted, particularly among lesbians, but it has also made it much more difficult for people to 

reclaim a work of fiction as representing the concerns of bisexual or transgender people. 

It is for the reasons outlined here, among others, such as scope and my own limited knowledge 

and expertise, that this thesis takes a much more restrictive view of what can and cannot be 

classified as trans literature. What is perhaps the most important determining factor to me is 

that, for something to be trans literature, it must be, without exception, written by a transgender 

person. The sole classifier instantly eliminates wide swaths of books about transgender people, 

from the 2004 young-adult novel Luna by Julie Anne Peters to the wildly successful 2015 David 

Ebershoff novel, The Danish Girl. I believe this criterion is extremely important for two main 

 
32 Eileen Barrett, “Introduction,” Virginia Woolf: Lesbian Readings, edited by Eileen Barrett and Patricia Cramer 
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reasons: The first is that seeking to establish an understanding of a marginalised literature by 

promoting the voices of the outgroup reiterates the false notion that has been at the centre of 

the fight over trans liberation since the first emergence of trans communities – privileged 

cisgender people, whether from the social, medical or political establishment, laying claim to 

trans people’s experiences and claiming to represent their interests while profiting off their 

silencing. This is particularly noticeable in the Czech journalistic discourse on trans issues that 

continues to promote the voices of “experts” (namely sexologists) – some of whom have built 

their careers on writing anti-feminist and anti-trans articles and who clearly have a vested 

interest in retaining their stranglehold on transition-related care – over the voices of actual trans 

people which would challenge the clichéd media narratives of trans people as pitiable, passive 

and devoid of agency. The second reason is that cis authors have repeatedly demonstrated a 

clear lack of understanding of who trans people are and how they live, much in the same ways 

as Jeffrey Eugenides and Michel Foucault used intersex people in Middlesex and Herculine 

Barbin, respectively, merely as theoretical tools for exploring their own ideas of identity its 

relation to the state while showing none or only minimal empathy for intersex people and, in 

some ways, contributing to their exotification while profiting off their stories. 

Two more conditions apply for the literature discussed in this thesis. The work must, at least to 

some extent, deal with the transgender experience – this is not to say that transness must be its 

sole preoccupation, in fact it rarely is, but I do believe that works by transgender authors that 

have cis people and their concerns at their core simply fall under a different category by the 

virtue of focusing on the outgroup rather than on the goings-on inside the community. Of 

course, when it comes to thematic concerns, there will always be corner cases: If a transgender 

person wrote something akin to Jeanette Winterson’s Written on the Body, a novel that is 

intentionally constructed in a way that keeps the narrator’s gender hidden by avoiding gendered 

pronouns and words, leaving it up to the interpretation of the readers, such a novel would be 

part of trans literature, as the absence of gender is itself commentary upon the experience of 

being gendered. At this time, it is also fairly rare for out trans people to write fiction not 

preoccupied in any way with transness, with perhaps the most prominent example being Ryka 

Aoki’s novel, He Mele A Hilo: A Hilo Song (2014) in which the author avoided trans issues (as 

well as Standard English) in order to focus fully on exploring what it means to be Hawaiian. 

This is not to say that He Mele A Hilo is not a literary achievement or that it says nothing about 

trans women’s literature – quite the opposite. As Morgan M. Page stresses in her review, the 

choice to not write about trans issues is a significant one and one that can ultimately push 
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transgender literature forward into grappling with the complexities of belonging to more than 

one community: 

And though it does not contain any explicit trans characters, and it only contains one 

queer character, make no mistake: this book elevates trans literature. […] What makes 

this elevate trans literature is, as Emma Caterine (2014) astutely pointed out in her 

review/personal essay for the Youngist, “you are more than your trans self.” Aoki knows 

very deeply that as much as she is a trans woman to her core, she is equally a Hawaiian 

woman. And this book manages to be true to her fullest self in a way most trans writers 

today should be aspiring to be.33 

Excluding He Mele A Hilo and other works by trans authors which avoid transness is purely a 

strategic methodological move by me, as I do believe that writing outside of the confines of 

transness (particularly as it is seen through a white, middle-class lens) is important for the 

continued development of trans writers, who would surely feel stifled if they were to merely 

write and rewrite the same stories. However, this thesis is interested primarily in the narratives 

that trans works tell about trans subjects and the ways in which these narratives help shape to 

the intra- as well as extra-community discourses on trans lives as well as the difficult road that 

lead to the publishing of these narratives. Works by trans authors which do not centre on trans 

characters, while expanding possible pathways for trans writers to take, face a different set of 

challenges and draw on a different set of social and political discourses than the ones discussed 

here. 

Another condition for inclusion in this thesis is that the work must be a work of fiction. This 

means that all purely non-fiction and educational books, such as Susan Stryker’s hugely 

influential short volume Transgender History (2008) are excluded, along with most 

autobiographies and memoirs, such as Janet Mock’s Redefining Realness (2014). While 

memoirs are perhaps one of the most wide-reaching genres of transgender writing, they have 

largely achieved this status by satisfying the curiosity of a cisgender audience that simply wants 

to learn about the lives of trans people, providing mostly personal accounts of an individual’s 

struggle with their identity and often flattening the complexities of gender and community in 

order to appeal to uninitiated readers. Speaking about the grip that the genre has held on trans 

writing, Morgan M Page said in an interview with Monika Kowalska:  

 
33 Morgan M Page, “Funny Hawaiian Toni Morrison,” Transgender Studies Quarterly 2.1 (2015) 186 
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I do write creative non-fiction pieces from time to time, and I would like to do a 

collection of them, but I’m not invested in the celebrity autobiography form of the 

transsexual memoir. I think it’s been all we’ve been allowed to write for decades, and 

that we can and should be able to move past that.34 

Alongside her blog, The Heroines of My Life, where she published this interview, Kowalska 

also runs another project called simply Transgender Biographies35 with the goal of compiling 

a comprehensive list of all the trans women’s biographies that have been published since the 

year 1900, regardless of language. While the inclusion of certain works may be questionable, 

assigning a contemporary identity onto historical figures, a brief count of all the included works 

(891), with 74 titles just from the year 2016, speaks volumes about the dominance of the 

autobiography, nevertheless.  

While it would be foolish of me to deny the influence that trans memoirs have had both on the 

community and even the forms of fiction that gets published, my interest lies more in the forms 

of memoir and autobiography that are willing to outwardly challenge the very distinction of 

fiction and non-fiction, along with the memoir genre itself, in ways that are similar to Chris 

Kraus’s I Love Dick (1997) and, more recently, Michelle Tea’s Black Wave (2016). The 

influence of memoirs written by both cis and trans people will, however, be discussed in a later 

chapter, as they do exert a significant amount of influence on the forms that trans literature 

takes. 

One last restriction is that, for this thesis, only the works of trans women (both binary and non-

binary) writing in North America will be directly analysed. This is not because I believe North 

American trans women to be more important to trans literature than trans men, non-binary 

people or people of any other gender from anywhere else in the world, but simply because of 

my own interest in trans women’s literature and the situation in North American publishing, 

which, at least seemingly, produces more works by transgender women compared to other 

places for reasons detailed later in the thesis. Suffice it to say for now that North American trans 

women’s literature appears to me, as an outside observer, to be a particularly vibrant segment 

of contemporary transgender literature in which some groups of trans women authors have 

formed relationships both friendly and professional which influence their work in very 

interesting ways. As such, it should also be kept in mind that references made throughout the 

 
34 Monika Kowalska, “Interview with Morgan M Page,” The Heroines of My Life, 21 February 2014 
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thesis to “trans women’s literature” are to be understood as pointing towards the North 

American and anglophone context rather than what this literature looks like worldwide and in 

other languages. 

1.3 Theoretical Background 

In order to fully understand the epistemological position from which the field of transgender 

studies largely emerges and which, by extension, also serves as the theoretical basis for this 

essay, whether overtly employed (such as in direct citations) or operating in the background, it 

may be necessary to lay down some groundwork for what some of those core epistemological 

positions at play are. Most importantly, it should be noted that transgender studies, compared 

especially to the closely-associated field of queer theory, has a tendency to resist the temptation 

of purely theoretical writing and, instead, attempts to bridge the gap between theory and praxis 

by focusing on the lived experience of transness, defying the supposed academic virtues of 

objectivity and detachment, and the material conditions under which trans lives are lived. In 

other words, transgender studies takes the old feminist slogan of “the personal is political” and 

transforms it into “the personal is theoretical”. While we may argue why exactly this is the 

position this academic field embraces, we may look at some of the classic works of queer 

theory, such as those of Judith Butler, and ask ourselves what were the actual material 

contributions of those works to the queer community which, while now understood in greater 

theoretical depth, continued to live in poverty, face violence from hateful people and die of 

AIDS. Perhaps the best summary of what transgender studies is may be Susan Stryker’s 

introduction to the first of the two volumes of The Transgender Studies Reader (2006 and 2013) 

– a direct predecessor to the Transgender Studies Quarterly journal – which serves as a 

passionate manifesto for the whole field: 

[Transgender studies] is an interdisciplinary field that draws upon the social sciences 

and psychology, the physical and life sciences, and the humanities and arts. It is 

concerned with material conditions as it is with representational practices, and often 

pays particularly close attention to the interface between the two. 

[…] 

Most broadly conceived, the field of transgender studies is concerned with anything that 

disrupts, denaturalizes, rearticulates, and makes visible the normative linkages we 

generally assume to exist between the biological specificity of the sexually 

differentiated human body, the social roles and statuses that a particular form of body is 
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expected to occupy, the subjectively experienced relationship between a gendered sense 

of self and social expectations of gender-role performance, and the cultural mechanisms 

that work to sustain or thwart specific configurations of gendered personhood. 

[…] 

It concerns itself with what we – we who have a passionate stake in such things – are 

going to do, politically, about the injustices and violence that often attend the perception 

of gender nonnormativity and atypicality, whether in ourselves or in others.36 

In looking for some of the sources relevant to the construction of transgender studies, we may 

go quite deep into the past, into the history of feminism, with Simone de Beauvoir’s seminal 

work, The Second Sex (1949), which helped outline an understanding of womanhood that is not 

based on essentialism but, instead, based within her existentialist philosophy. Womanhood as 

described by her exists independently of the sexed body, perhaps best characterised in the 

famous citation that introduces the second volume of the book:  

One is not born, but rather becomes, woman. No biological, 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 product between the male and the eunuch that 

is called feminine. Only the mediation of another can constitute an individual as an 

Other.37 

De Beauvoir’s act of separating gender and sex into distinct categories is not entirely unique 

for its time, as we may see a similar notion in the background of Virginia Woolf’s Orlando: A 

Biography (1928), but it was also a significant theoretical challenge to the works of sexologists 

like Richard von Krafft-Ebing, Havelock Ellis and Magnus Hirschfeld, who sought to retain a 

unity of gender, sex and sexuality, a unity challenged by homosexuality, by promoting theories 

of “congenital inversion” or, in Hirschfeld’s case, working with the theory of a separate “third 

sex,” established previously by Karl Heinrich Ulrichs.38 

 
36 Susan Stryker, “(De)Subjugated Knowledges: An Introduction to Transgender Studies,” The Transgender 

Studies Reader vol. 1, edited by Susan Stryker and Stephen Whittle (New York: Routledge, 2006) 3, emphasis 
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38 Elena Mancini, “A Brighter Shade of Pink: Magnus Hirschfeld, the Third Sex and the Sexual Freedom 

Movement,” RUcore: Rutgers University Community Repository, May 2007 
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However, for the purposes of cultural analysis, special attention should be paid to the works of 

Michel Foucault, who significantly elaborated or pioneered concepts and critical approaches to 

which transgender studies, contemporary feminism and queer theory are deeply indebted, such 

as biopower, discursive formations and the archaeology of knowledge. While, as discussed 

above, his reading of Herculine Barbin’s memoirs in some ways contributes to the 

desubjectification of trans and intersex people for the purposes of theory production, ostensibly 

replicating the uses of clinical power in the space of history and academia,39 Foucaultian 

approaches to discourse analysis present a useful set of tools for literary criticism and history, 

as they help create a link between marginalised forms of writing and their relation to dominant 

sets of discourses, discourses which are inevitably reflective and protective of the existing loci 

of power and which supersede individual subjectivity, as Houston A. Baker, Jr. notes in Blues, 

Ideology, and Afro-American Literature: A Vernacular Theory: 

[Foucault] insists, instead, that the locations and authorities for discourse are more 

productive analytical considerations than the motives, intentions, or transcendent 

subjectivity of individual speakers. In medicine, for example, doctors, researchers, and 

clinicians are authorities. But they must speak from institutional sites such as hospitals, 

laboratories, medical schools, and clinics if their statements are to count as official. 

Moreover, they are confined to a particular succession of statements and a particular 

group of objects if their statements are to count as official medical discourse. Hence, 

discourse – its sites, objects, and enunciative positions – conditions the speaking subject 

rather than vice versa.40 

Baker’s example of the medical field and its production of discourse is of special relevance to 

transgender studies. This is due to the, in some ways, unique relationship between transgender 

people and the clinic, particularly throughout the 20th century, where trans people were forced 

to conform in their expression and lifestyle to the contemporary sexological and psychological 

discourse in order to be granted access to healthcare.41 The end result was the reproduction of 

the sexological discourse internally within the community, which not only significantly affected 

the art and writing produced by trans people (who knew that defying this discourse could lead 

to serious consequences) but also cyclically reinforced the power of the discourse by its 
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continuous repetition, leading to its ossification. What is more, the relationship that many trans 

people have towards the medical establishment and its discourse concerning transgender life, 

whether this relationship is positive or negative, appears in trans women’s literature both in 

implicit and explicit ways, as the doctor is often the most powerful figure of authority in trans 

people’s lives and wields significant power over them. 

While we should not collapse the distinction between transgender studies and the somewhat 

older and more widely known field of queer theory, the former is unquestionably influenced by 

the latter. Nowhere is this as plainly visible as in the work of Judith Butler, whose theory of 

performative gender, outlined in Gender Trouble (1989) and further elaborated upon in Bodies 

That Matter (1993), is a common source of confusion, strong opinions and misreadings within 

the trans community. This theorisation of gender is widely known among the queer public and 

academia – a rare feat indeed. Unfortunately, the former group often encounters the idea 

second- or third-hand through the misreading of “gender is nothing but a performance,” leading 

to its embrace by some and total rejection by those who feel strongly about their gender identity. 

However, in this thesis, I will not be actively deploying this understanding of performative 

gender not because I disagree with it, but rather because its high level of complexity and reliance 

on the subject renders it effectively useless for practical application in a thesis of this kind – 

one focused on the material conditions of trans women’s literary production and the themes 

found within it – despite the fact that it provided many trans people with new and important 

understandings of the self and brought some much-needed academic attention to transgender 

people. Nevertheless, there is a different idea that Butler uses in her writing which is of 

significant practical use when discussing transgender life and writing – that of the heterosexual 

matrix, which she explains thusly: 

I use the term heterosexual matrix throughout the text to designate that grid of cultural 

intelligibility through which bodies, genders, and desires are naturalized. I am drawing 

from Monique Wittig’s notion of the “heterosexual contract” and, to a lesser extent, on 

Adrienne Rich’s notion of “compulsory heterosexuality” to characterize a hegemonic 

discursive/ epistemic model of gender intelligibility that assumes that for bodies to 

cohere and make sense there must be a stable sex expressed through a stable gender 

(masculine expresses male, feminine expresses female) that is oppositionally and 

hierarchically defined through the compulsory practice of heterosexuality.42 

 
42 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 1999) 194 
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Butler’s notion of the heterosexual matrix, along with those of the two listed lesbian thinkers, 

eventually come to be understood largely as synonymous with Michael Werner’s term 

“heteronormativity,” which is currently the most widely used word for the phenomenon. While 

heteronormativity as a concept is still of significant importance to transgender studies, in large 

part due to the fact that a significant number transgender people are not heterosexual and the 

social policing of gender and sexuality often intersect, transgender activists have used 

heteronormativity as a basis for the notion of “cisnormativity.” This idea does, in significant 

ways, directly overlap with Butler’s heterosexual matrix, which pays close attention to how 

gender (rather than merely sexuality) is policed and partly constituted by the social framework 

of heterosexuality. The same idea serves as the basis for Monique Wittig’s famous declaration 

that a lesbian is not a woman, as the very notion of a woman is bound to the heterosexual 

contract from which a lesbian is exempt from, constituting a gender that exists outside of the 

heterosexual dichotomous binary. Due to this overlap, cisnormativity and heteronormativity are 

sometimes rolled into a singular concept of “cisheteronormativity,”43 describing the normative 

forces which help produce the abjection of a plethora of queer identities. 

Another thinker whose work has significant influence on the analysis employed in this thesis is 

Antonio Gramsci. While I will admit that I am not intimately familiar with his work, I 

nevertheless would like to recognise that his approaches to issues of hegemony, as well as the 

development of the idea of the subaltern, later reformulated and recontextualised by Gayatri 

Chakravorty Spivak for the context of postcolonial studies, are employed as tools within the 

structure and argumentation of this thesis. Both hegemony, particularly cultural hegemony, and 

the subaltern apply in significant ways to transgender studies. While Gramsci’s notion of 

cultural hegemony, in which it is the powerful who singularly shape public discourse and 

norms,44 may be seen as difficult to reconcile with Foucault’s ideas of how this process occurs, 

it may be argued that the processes can coexist independently – a norm that becomes culturally 

enshrined through hegemonic forces does eventually alter itself in partial accordance with the 

contemporary discourse, but is only altered inasmuch as it preserves the interests of the 

hegemonic forces, creating a cyclical pattern that incorporates the critique of the hegemonic 

discourse into the hegemonic discourse itself. Spivak’s understanding of the subaltern plays a 
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significant role in transgender studies, particularly when it engages with issues of race and 

colonialism, but it has come to be applied even to the general position of transgender people in 

society, as Trish Salah notes in the first issue of the Transgender Studies Quarterly: 

There are several senses in which the term subaltern speaks to and within trans studies. 

Drawing upon poststructuralist, feminist, and anticolonial discourses (Anzaldúa 1987; 

Derrida 1980; Foucault 1980, Spivak 1988; Haraway 1985, 1991), Sandy Stone's “The 

Empire Strikes Back: A Posttranssexual Manifesto” ([1991] 1996) theorized the ways 

in which transsexuals had been subalterned by both feminist transphobia and medical 

discourses. Stone both rebutted the antitranssexual polemic of Janice Raymond's The 

Transsexual Empire: The Making of the She-Male and critiqued a medical model in 

which, to be recognized as subjects eligible for medical care, transsexuals were enjoined 

to produce personal histories within the restrictive conventions of a diagnostic portrait. 

[…] 

[Vivien] Namaste's and [Henry] Rubin's assessments of the discursive conditions of 

possibility underwriting transsexual speech within “queerly-paradigmed” 

transgenderism (Rubin 2003: 276) echo Spivak's concern with subalterning dynamics 

within progressive movements as well as within liberal, multicultural, metropolitan 

institutions. Demonstrating the exclusion of sex workers, prisoners, substance users, the 

poor, the racialized, and nonstatus people, [Aren] Aizura (2011), Namaste (2000, 2005), 

[Mirha-Soleil] Ross (2005), and [Dean] Spade (2011) expose practices of erasure (of 

the excluded subaltern) in the contemporary production of the rights-bearing 

transgender subject.45 

Speaking more specifically to the issue of transgender literary theory, it would be inaccurate 

and irresponsible to present trans literature merely as a literary movement with a unified and 

coherent set of politics, methodologies and goals – for one, the movement does not have a 

coherent manifesto in which it explicitly lays out its goals and politics. Given this, any attempt 

at creating a singular theory that would bring all trans literature’s disparate authors under a 

singular programme is not possible. It is perhaps this reason, though with the relatively recent 

nascency of the field as an important contributing factor, that there appears to be a distinct lack 

of trans literary theory. While critical readings of individual trans literary works do exist – 

among them Marty Fink’s essay “It Will Feel Really Bad Unromantically Soon: Crippling 
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Insomnia through Imogen Binnie’s Nevada”46 in which Fink reads the novel through the lens 

of disability studies – they remain few and far between as the field of transgender studies is 

forced to split its small resources in many different directions. This issue becomes further 

exacerbated once we take what little trans literary theory there is and further restrict it only to 

publications that would pass muster as academic journals and anthologies. This monopolistic 

and hegemonic privileging of academic knowledge production over grassroots voices in 

constructing a trans literary theory also means that what makes it into academic publications 

will be only an extremely limited picture of the diverse approaches to trans literature. 

We may look at the online magazine of trans poetry and poetics, Vetch, as an example of a non-

academic resource which offers a variety of articulations when it comes to trans literary theory 

and aesthetics, combining them with the active publishing of poetry. In the editors’ note to the 

first issue (out of four), the editors present their view of trans literature in a way that merges 

poetic images with critical political analysis which may be read as a short manifesto: 

We founded Vetch to combat a few problems. The greatest is silence, a dearth of 

published work by trans poets dealing with trans themes (a silence which makes no 

sense, considering the trans poets currently at work). Another, less structurally 

supported, problem is the prominence of poetry that hits the palliative buttons of liberal 

inclusivity-oriented ideology. In response to both problems, Vetch offers a collection of 

poetry and poetics that rejects the distinction between the aesthetic and the political.47 

In fact, the editor’s notes in the following three issues each contribute to establishing an idea of 

the role played by trans poetry that transcends the strict boundary of the textual. The second 

issue, for example, is based around the theme of temporality and the past, highlighting how 

different socio-economic conditions impact trans people’s relationship towards this topic:  

Various politicized aspects of our social being – race, class, gender, ability, health, age, and 

immigration status – mediate whether, how, and to what extent our lives flourish or are cut 

short. These well-known dynamics deserve to be reiterated here. In introducing the present 

 
46 Marty Fink, “It Will Feel Really Bad Unromantically Soon: Crippling Insomnia through Imogen Binnie’s 

Nevada,” Transgender Studies Quarterly 6.1 (2019) 
47 “Editors’ Note,” Vetch: A Magazine of Trans Poetry and Poetics (No. 1), Edited by Kay Gabriel, Stephen Ira, 

Rylee Lyman & Liam O’Brien, Autumn 2015 <http://www.vetchpoetry.org/issues/issue1>   



24 
 

collection we want to hold a space for both the commonalities and differences that mark 

trans relationships to temporality.48 

From a theoretical perspective, what this points to is that trans poetry and trans literary 

aesthetics in general are difficult, if not impossible, to grasp without an understanding of the 

material conditions not only of transness but of society as a whole. While there may be trans 

authors whose focus is on “pure aesthetics,” even a cursory glance at trans writing reveals that 

much of what is out there resists readings that would seek to create a simple distinction between 

the artistic and the political. 

For some academic critical formulations of the politics of trans representation and visibility, 

issues that have been at the forefront of transgender studies since its first formulation in Sandy 

Stone’s 1990 rebuttal essay to Janice G. Raymond’s The Transsexual Empire, “The Empire 

Strikes Back: A Posttranssexual Manifesto,” we may refer to one of the few books dedicated to 

these issues, the anthology Trap Door: Trans Cultural Production and the Politics of Visibility. 

The book collects essays from a number of queer and transgender academics and artists on 

topics ranging from rethinking trans and feminist histories to round-table discussions with 

veterans of the queer liberation movement. In the introduction, editors Reina Gossett, Eric A. 

Stanley and Johanna Burton outline some of the pitfalls, or rather, trap doors of the current 

milieu which promotes representation and visibility as solutions to marginalisation: 

This is the trap of the visual: it offers—or, more accurately, it is frequently offered to us 

as—the primary path through which trans people might have access to livable lives. 

Representation is said to remedy broader acute social crises ranging from poverty to murder 

to police violence, particularly when representation is taken up as a “teaching tool” that 

allows those outside our immediate social worlds and identities to glimpse some notion of 

a shared humanity. To the degree that anyone might consider such potential to exist within 

representation, one must also grapple and reckon with radical incongruities—as when, for 

example, our ‘transgender tipping point’ comes to pass at precisely the same political 

moment when women of color, and trans women of color in particular, are experiencing 

markedly increased instances of physical violence.49 
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From this point of view, the relationship between genuine social progress and media visibility 

is not as direct as we are oftentimes led to believe by some large media conglomerates which 

attempt to profit off of marginalised audiences by touting the supposedly diverse casts of their 

movies and TV shows. Not only is this representation often underwhelming, as we saw with 

the recent example of Disney trying to attract queer audiences to the 2017 live-action remake 

of Beauty and the Beast by proclaiming it to contain the first “gay moment“ in a Disney film, 

which amounted to little more than a side character being briefly shown dancing with another 

man,50 but it also typically does not include actually improving the material conditions of 

marginalised people by hiring them onto the production teams. They are, essentially, the 

smallest possible concessions to normativity which acknowledge non-normative ways of being 

only in so far as they can be profited from and/or brought into the fold of normativity without 

radically altering its constituent components such as capitalism and white supremacy. As the 

editors of Trap Door note in the conclusion to their introduction, the doors that are seemingly 

offered to trans people in the form of representation, visibility and access to neoliberal capitalist 

forms of power “are almost always also ‘traps’—accommodating trans bodies, histories, and 

culture only insofar as they can be forced to hew to hegemonic modalities.”51 

 

A possible answer to this issue of traps/doors would be focusing away from the representation 

of trans people in places like Hollywood or lifestyle magazines and, instead, promote modes of 

self-representation where trans people receive total creative control over how and for whom 

this representation occurs. In a roundtable discussion between trans artists Lexi Adsit, Sydney 

Freeland, Robert Hamblin and Geo Wyeth, moderated by Tavia Nyong’o and transcribed in 

Trap Door as “Representation and Its Limits,” Geo Wyeth complicates the notion of self-

representation by noting that even self-representation is never fully controlled by the artist: “We 

become ‘visible’ on our own terms, perhaps in order to eliminate the control that someone else’s 

gaze has. The problem is that once I become visible through naming myself, I become an 

image.”52 This tension between wanting the apply names to oneself (or having them applied to 

you), whether it be “trans” or “man” or “gay,” or choosing to not name oneself in order to 

 
50 Kelly Lawler, “Beauty and the Beast’s ‘gay moment’ may have been much ado about nothing,” USA Today, 

21 March 2017 <https://eu.usatoday.com/story/life/entertainthis/2017/03/20/beauty-and-the-beast-gay-moment-

audience-reaction/99407168/> 23 July 2020 
51 Reina Gossett, Eric A. Stanley & Johanna Burton, “Known Unknowns: An Introduction to Trap Door,” Trap 

Door: Trans Cultural Production and the Politics of Visibility, Edited by Reina Gossett, Eric A. Stanley & 

Johanna Burton (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2017) xxiii 
52 Geo Wyeth, “Representation and Its Limits,” Trap Door: Trans Cultural Production and the Politics of 

Visibility, Edited by Reina Gossett, Eric A. Stanley & Johanna Burton (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT 

Press, 2017) 193 
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undermine normative social assumptions about what a given category of people looks, lives and 

acts like, is one which creates a difficult rhetorical bind for some trans artists. Within our 

society, a passing trans person only becomes visible as a trans person through the act of being 

named as such, which is needed to establish “trans representation.” At the same time, by 

declaring the person as trans, the person is inevitably separated from mainstream normative 

society by the act of differentiation and turned into an image, losing their individual humanity 

(which is typically awarded only to the most normative of subjects). Wyeth continues: 

 

I say that naming ourselves, out loud, on TV, to people who know little about the realities 

of our lives does generate new understanding, new ways of being, and hopefully, empathy, 

but it can’t stop there. In fact, this kind of self-entrapment/self-determination need to be 

levied by ways of being that are not reliant on the image as the sole definer of the self. Do 

I have to name myself to become visible?53 

 

In “Blackness and the Trouble of Trans Visibility,” Che Gossett takes aim at how the project 

of visibility often selectively grants visibility to white trans people, bringing them into the fold 

of white supremacy while preserving the marginalisation of Black people: 

 

One of the traps of trans visibility is that it is premised on invisibility: to bring a select few 

into view, others must disappear into the background, and this is always a political project 

that reinforces oppression. Trans visibility upholds what Audre Lorde calls a “mythical 

norm,” while its discourse and politics reinforce what Herbert Marcuse calls “repressive 

tolerance.”54 

 

This is important to keep in mind when thinking about the social context introduced above, in 

the first segment of the thesis, as well as for the development of trans women’s literature 

described below. The process by which white trans people were granted access to hegemonic 

power, a prerequisite for “social acceptance” and “respect” in our society, is very much 

synonymous with their entry into Lorde’s “mythical norm”: 

 

 
53 Wyeth, 193 
54 Che Gossett, “Blackness and the Trouble of Trans Visibility,” Trap Door: Trans Cultural Production and the 
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Somewhere, on the edge of consciousness, there is what I call a mythical norm, which 

each one of us within our hearts knows “that is not me.” In America, this norm is usually 

defined as white, thin, male, young, heterosexual, Christian, and financially secure. It is 

with this mythical norm that the trappings of power reside within this society.55 

 

When speaking about the development of a transgender literature, this same sort of power 

distribution applies, for one does not need to fall under all of those categories at the same time 

– what counts is just how close in proximity they are to them. As seen below, most of the early 

published authors of trans women’s literature were white and this trend largely continues to the 

present day. This is not only because their whiteness gave them greater access to publishing 

and resources, but also because their visibility would not disturb this mythical norm as much as 

that of trans women of colour and Black trans women in particular. In fact, to my knowledge, 

a Black trans woman has yet to have a trans novel published and – I am ashamed to admit – this 

thesis makes mention of a disappointingly small number of Black trans writers, no doubt a 

testament to my own ignorance of their work. 

 

The reason for why I dwell on representation is because it is of absolutely critical concern for 

transgender literature. Like many other marginalised literatures, transgender literature emerges 

out of a desire to see one’s community and life represented in media and share emotional truths 

of lived experience which would be difficult to communicate through non-fiction. Fictional 

representation is of particular concern to communities who have suffered oppression through 

forms of knowledge production which were at some time or another enshrined as scientific, as 

we may observe with immigrant communities and people of colour, who suffered at the hands 

of eugenics and orientalism, among others, or queer communities themselves which were 

targeted by fields such as sexology and psychoanalysis. In fact, this desire is so strong that much 

of queer literary criticism is built on re-reading characters from the literary canon as queer or 

otherwise pointing out obvious queer elements neglected by centuries of criticism, a tradition 

which, as discussed later, has direct ties to the production of fan fiction, a form of writing that 

severely complicates the simple distinction between self-representation and representation by 

outsiders. Where representation is missing, it is overlaid over the text or revealed as long hidden 

within it – from this point, queer literary criticism is itself a stage of representation, particularly 

in times when the production of textually overt queer literature was insufficient for readers’ 

 
55 Audre Lorde, “Age, Race, Class, and Sex: Women Redefining Difference,” Sister Outsider (New York: 

Quality Paperback Book Club, 1993) 116 
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desires. In the essay “How, Then, Might the Transsexual Read?” Alexander Eastwood proposes 

a somewhat similar view: 

 

Formulating a trans analytic for interpreting literary history, I understand, in Ann 

Cvekovich’s (2003: 268) words, ‘the quest for history as a psychic need rather than a 

science.’ I am not suggesting that texts from the past are waiting around to be saved 

from an abyss of unintelligibility – to be ‘read,’ quite literally, as trans. Rather, I am 

dwelling on the affective reality that marginalized readers crave historical representation 

of themselves. There is a recklessness to this desire; texts may reject one’s advances, 

texts that are organized in terms of identity may founder, while texts lacking identifiable 

trans content may resonate strangely and profoundly. Nonetheless, there remain 

important emotional, political, pedagogical, and scholarly reasons for pursuing trans 

literary history.56 

 

A prime example of such trans media production through criticism in film, at a time when trans 

self-representation is severely lacking, is the popular reading of The Matrix (1999), a film 

directed by two trans women in which the main character finds out that normative society is 

merely a fiction which can be reshaped to his will and living true to oneself, outside of this 

normative society, is terrifying but necessary.57 Through this act of trans reading, the scope of 

trans literature becomes much wider, but as Eastwood warns, this may have unintended results, 

such as bringing attention away from the works of contemporary trans writers in an effort to 

gain cultural respectability by merely reading transness into the pre-existing hegemonic literary 

canon. 

 

Another core issue inherent to trans literary production and its criticism is, perhaps 

unsurprisingly, that of infrastructure paired with the lack of academic recognition of 

transgender art. While this thesis describes in some detail the development of some of the now-

existing infrastructures for the development and publishing/exhibiting of transgender art 

production, it is nevertheless useful to understand this in a wider theoretical context. A good 

starting point would be Jeannine Tang’s statement from the Trap Door essay “Contemporary 

 
56 Alexander Eastwood, “How, Then, Might the Transsexual Read?” Transgender Studies Quarterly 1.4 (2014) 

591-592   
57 Marcy Cook, “Decoding the Transgender Matrix: The Matrix as a Transgender Coming Out Story,” The Mary 

Sue, 19 April 2016 <https://www.themarysue.com/decoding-the-transgender-matrix-the-matrix-as-a-transgender-

coming-out-story/> 9 June 2020 
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Art and Critical Transgender Infrastructure” which effectively summarises how art institutions 

are largely designed to reproduce hegemonic modalities: 

 

Today’s institutions of contemporary art demonstrate a convergence of artistic position and 

information profiling, in which the administrative systems of artistic professional support 

and the production of artistic identity are reliant on forms of biopolitical population 

management that distribute professional life chances along gendered, racialized, national, 

and economic lines. The disparities of this distribution are themselves racialized patterns of 

systemic transphobia with which cultural infrastructures are fully interdependent. When we 

consider that transgender youth – especially transgender youth of color – are 

disproportionately homeless and experience higher levels of violence, eviction, deportation, 

and incarceration, we can better understand the comparatively small number of trans artists 

of color applying to, being admitted to, and completing art school – and subsequently 

gaining mainstream visibility – are symptomatic of institutional and systemic transphobia 

and racism.58 

 

Artistic institutions, in how they are presented by Tang here, appear to be a direct reflection of 

the contemporary neoliberal milieu which celebrates the success of individuals (typically 

entrepreneurs) and presents this success as a signifier for how far society has come while 

refusing to acknowledge the underlying issues which perpetuate oppression. Later in the essay, 

Tang takes aim at the fact that one of the few avenues that exists for transgender artists working 

outside of the cultural mainstream to have their work displayed and published is through 

institutions which present themselves as either queer and transgender or feminist and queer, 

which not only retains the false distinction between those categories but also papers over the 

long history of trans exclusion by some queer and feminist spaces.59 Tang proposes that this 

can be remedied by the establishing of specifically transfeminist institutions and aesthetics 

which, following the theories of Angela Mitropoulos alongside the practices of artists like Reina 

Gossett, would not focus on dehumanised art and, instead, emphasise transgender lives and 

well-being, creating infrastructures that would decentralise the individual in favour of the 

community: 

 
58 Jeannine Tang, “Contemporary Art and Critical Transgender Infrastructures,” Trap Door: Trans Cultural 

Production and the Politics of Visibility, Edited by Reina Gossett, Eric A. Stanley & Johanna Burton 

(Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2017) 368-369 
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Instead of a politics based on relationships of contract, or a politics based on modern 

divisions of the household – such as separations between oikos and politics, male and 

female, slave and free, man and animal – Mitropoulos proposes a politics of infrastructure 

that would queer these relationships, render them promiscuous, a politics in which 

infrastructure is produced for and by subalterns within the tissue of their sociality. I summon 

this notion of infrastructure in light of how cultural institutions and their infrastructures 

often are not scaled for prioritizing the lives, work, and memory of transgender individuals 

(to which projects by [Chris E.] Vargas and others respond).60 

 

As we will see in the following chapters, the lack of access to cultural institutions such as 

publishing, particularly for trans people of colour, has had a significant exclusionary effect on 

who gets to have their work read and, by extension, what sort of trans lives are seen as viable – 

not only by the cisnormative mainstream but also by trans readers. 

 

Transfeminism, which Tang mentions in the essay cited above, is another theoretical framework 

on which this thesis is built. It is a complex theoretical and political matrix which was in full 

force in the 1990s and 2000s and which helped lay much of the infrastructural groundwork for 

both non-fiction and fiction written by trans people. While the term “transfeminism” is a later 

development, first used sometime in the mid-to-late 1990s, it was preceded by groups 

promoting a specific form of “transsexual feminism,” such as the people running TransSisters: 

The Journal of Transsexual Feminism, which ran for ten issues between 1993 and 1995. While, 

transfeminism took many different forms, let us begin with a mission statement from Davina 

Anne Gabriel, the editor of TransSisters, laid out by her in the first issue: 

 

It is also the purpose of this publication to be one step in that direction of creating that much 

needed counter-discourse rather than to continue to allow ourselves to be defined by the 

patriarchal medical establishment and the radical anti-transsexual fringe of the feminist 

movement. I believe that the transsexual movement can only continue to evolve if it is 

informed by feminist principles, and that understanding of transsexuality can only likewise 

further enrich the feminist movement. I also believe that a forum dealing with the specific 

intersection of transsexual and feminist issues is necessary to further that process, as there 
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is still not enough dialogue between the feminist and transsexual communities taking 

place.61 

 

From a theoretical standpoint, it is interesting to see here the notion of intersectionality already 

in active use, only four years after the coinage of the term by Kimberlé Crenshaw. What this 

also helps elucidate is that, from the outset, transfeminism presented itself in relation to trans-

exclusionary forms of feminism, attempting to bridge the epistemological gap between 

essentialist and non-essentialist feminisms, as well as in relation to sexological discourses, 

which it presents as a patriarchal institution that discredits the lived experience of trans people. 

However, perhaps the most influential conceptualisation of transfeminism comes from Emi 

Koyama’s “Transfeminist Manifesto,” first published in 2000, which outlines a vision of 

transfeminism that embraces that experiences and unique perspectives of trans people and 

understands them as bolstering the feminist critique of issues such as gender norms, body image 

and essentialism: 

 

Transfeminism is not about taking over existing feminist institutions. Instead, it extends and 

advances feminism as a whole through our own liberation and coalition work with all others. 

It stands up for trans and non-trans women alike, and asks non-trans women to stand up for 

trans women in return. Transfeminism embodies feminist coalition politics in which women 

from different backgrounds stand up for each other, because if we do not stand for each 

other, nobody will.62 

 

It does bear noting that in later revisions of the manifesto, Koyama acknowledges that the 

original version of the manifesto failed to emphasise that transfeminism is not only about 

centring trans women but all transgender people and that she focused too much on the issue of 

sexism and downplayed feminist struggles against racism and other forms of oppression, 

making the manifesto insufficiently intersectional out of fear that including social issues beyond 

sexism would provoke a negative response from some other feminist critics.63 
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In a way, Koyama’s own admission of the manifesto’s lack of intersectionality may be viewed 

as a sign of things to come for transfeminism. While the movement played a significant role in 

promoting the re-entry of transgender issues and trans people into the wider scope of feminism, 

from which they had been largely excluded throughout its second wave following the lesbian 

feminist embrace of trans-exclusionary politics, it also become unsustainable as trans-

exclusionary politics began to fade away (before making their comeback in the later 2010s) and 

as feminism as a whole began to recognise the importance of intersectionality. Once 

intersectionality became enshrined as the primary doctrine for progressive and radical feminists, 

the need for a specific branch of feminism that emphasised trans people (and, unfortunately, 

often did so at the exclusion of other concerns, such as race, class and ability) was reduced and 

transfeminism eventually became absorbed into the intersectional framework. Despite this, it is 

important to recognise that many trans writers discussed in this thesis were actively involved in 

feminism, whether specifically as transfeminists or as fighters for the rights of sex workers, 

anti-racist activists or in other ways. Similarly, my critical position reflects this legacy of 

transfeminism and intersectional feminism when it comes to acknowledging both the unique 

ways in which trans people are marginalised based on their gender and the ways in which their 

status as trans people intersects with other forms of marginalisation or privilege. 
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2. Emerging from the Underground: The Early Days of Trans Women’s Literature 

2.1 Getting Trans Literature Published, Recognised and Read 

While, as previously stated, trans women have been writing literature since before the 

emergence of a defined trans movement in the 1950s, most of the published works available 

today came out in the last ten years. The factors for why it took so long are numerous but 

recounting at least some of them is critical for understanding the structure of the current wave 

of trans literature and some potential directions in which it may develop in the future. For one, 

trans people, while ostensibly members of the wider queer community have been denied access 

to some of the publishing options that were available to cis gay men and lesbians since roughly 

the 1980s, with many queer publishing houses, such as Firebrand Books, focusing either on the 

target demographics of cis gay men or cis lesbians, with little interest in publishing trans 

people’s stories. Transgender literature, in this sense, constituted a marginalised literature 

within the already marginalised space of queer literature, with few avenues for writers to 

promote their work to other queer and trans readers.  

This lack of attention to trans writing within the emerging queer literary establishment is clearly 

visible when one ventures into the history of the Lambda Literary Awards (otherwise known as 

the Lammys), an annual literary award designed to encourage and promote the development of 

queer literature which has existed since 1989. In its first year, writers received awards in 14 

separate categories, including a special category for emerging queer publishers and one that 

was designed to specifically highlight books about the AIDS epidemic. Yet, apart from these 

two categories and a shared category for poetry, each other category was reserved for gay men 

and lesbians, with examples such as the “Lesbian Small Press Book Award” and “Gay Men’s 

Mystery/Science Fiction” – there simply was no space designed to highlight bisexual writers 

(unless they were forced to conform to being labelled simply as gay or lesbian), transgender 

writers and any other marginalised queer groups, such as intersex people, asexual people and 

others. Interestingly enough, in 1994, Leslie Feinberg’s ground-breaking novel Stone Butch 

Blues received the, newly non-gendered, “Small Press Book Award,” which meant that the 

novel avoided classification of belonging under the label of lesbian fiction or transgender 

fiction. This is because, while Leslie Feinberg’s work technically does not fall under 

transgender literature in how the term is defined throughout this thesis, ze64 was one of the most 

 
64 Feinberg, throughout hir life, used three different sets of pronouns which ze was comfortable with shifting 

between depending on context: she/her, ze/hir and he/him. Ze/hir is used throughout this thesis to refer to hir. 
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significant proponents of the term “transgender” (in its original 90s usage, referring to gender 

expression rather than strictly to gender identity) and ze refused to classify the novel in a 2003 

author afterword to the 10th anniversary edition, saying: “Like the germinal novel The Well of 

Loneliness by Radclyffe/John Hall, this book is a lesbian novel and a transgender novel—

making ‘trans’ genre a verb, as well as an adjective”.65  

In fact, since its inception in 1989, most of the new categories added to the Lambda Literary 

Awards lacked the label of either “gay men’s” or “lesbian,” but it was not until 1997 that a 

category simply labelled “Transgender” appeared for the first time, won by a non-fiction book, 

Body Alchemy: Transsexual Portraits, a collection of transition-timeline portraits of himself 

and other trans men by Loren Cameron – it should be noted that Feinberg’s own book on 

transgender history, Transgender Warriors: Making History from Joan of Arc to Dennis 

Rodman, was among the nominees. Tellingly, however, none of these first five nominees were 

works of fiction. Aside from the two already listed, the other three were Leon E. Pettiway’s 

Honey, Honey, Miss Thang: Being Black, Gay, and on the Streets, a collection of five accounts 

from Black trans sex workers (with a title that could be viewed as misgendering subjects who 

are presumably straight trans women as gay men), Phyllis Burke’s Gender Shock, a non-fiction 

book that disputes the narrative of essential differences between men and women and, perhaps 

most bizarrely, Lieutenant Nun: Memoir of a Basque Transvestite in the New World, a 

translation of the early-17th century memoir of Alonso Díaz.  

This list of nominees privileges books that look at the trans experience from an outside view, 

promoting the idea that trans people are not a group of people who write narratives about 

themselves, but rather a group that should be studied. The inclusion of Burke’s Gender Shock 

– a book that, at least seemingly, is not even directly interested in transgender people – collapses 

the important distinction between transgender literature and literature about gender. What it 

additionally demonstrated is that the topic of transgender people (whether in the historical 

meaning or the current one) is so multi-faceted and diverse that a singular category for all the 

books on the subject, without even the distinction between fiction and non-fiction, results in the 

dominance of writing about transgender people rather than by transgender people, mirroring 

sexological, journalistic and philosophical discourses which have historically disregarded trans 

people’s ability to speak truth to their own experience. 

 
65 Leslie Feinberg, “Author Afterword,” Stone Butch Blues (Los Angeles: Alyson Books, 2013) 336 
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It took until 2000 for the first work of fiction to be nominated in the “Transgender” category, 

which it also ultimately won. Unfortunately, the novel in question – Jackie Kay’s Trumpet – 

was not written by a trans person, but rather a cis lesbian. This is a common pattern that still 

gets repeated in which already successful cis lesbian writers (this phenomenon seems to be less 

common among cis gay men) write and publish successful novels about trans people, while 

actual trans authors continue to struggle with getting published, effectively appropriating and 

exploiting the lives of their fellow queers for their own gain instead of promoting their work. A 

short list, aside from Jackie Kay’s Trumpet, would also include Ali Smith’s Girl Meets Boy 

(2007), a novel I personally have deep affection for but which nevertheless centres its narrative 

around a non-binary character who is in some ways fetishised by the narrator and, more 

recently, Ariel Schrag’s Adam (2016), a novel about a cis straight boy who pretends to be an 

older trans man in order to have sex with a girl and make friends in the New York trans 

community. Adam was also adapted into a movie in 2018 by trans director Rhys Ernst, despite 

the outcry of a number of trans activists who criticised both the premise and Schrag’s portrayal 

of trans people.66 Extremely skilled writers like Kay or Smith have a tendency to write about 

trans people as a way to explore their own complex ideas of gender and, perhaps, show their 

(often queer) readers that gender is malleable and devoid of essence. Unfortunately, this also 

leads to them speaking about lives and experiences which, to them, are purely a theoretical 

challenge to explore, while to others, it may be a lived reality. Additionally, it negates the 

significant differences between cis queer life and trans life, as Aaron Raz Link writes in a review 

of For Today I Am a Boy, a novel about a trans girl written by Kim Fu, who is not transgender 

herself: 

If we read the book as a minority feminist novel, its third-wave message is that being a 

woman doesn’t mean all women’s experience is comparable. If we read it as a trans 

novel by a nontrans writer, it suggests some trans and other minority experiences can be 

comparable, and we shouldn’t assume queer feminism can say more about trans 

experience than can the kid from the ethnic restaurant kitchen or the immigrant guy on 

the corner.67 

The next few years in Lambda Literary Award’s “Transgender” category were very much 

continuations of this trend, with the award going to novels like The Danish Girl and 

 
66 Samantha Riedel, “Adam Isn’t The Rule-Breaking Satire It Thinks It Is,” them, 9 August 2019 
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nominations for a collection of bisexual erotica and Middlesex. A minor change occurred in 

2004 when the category was renamed to “Transgender/Genderqueer,” which shows some 

awareness of the changing discourse on trans literature and trans identities, although quite 

misguided considering the award continued going to people who were neither trans nor 

genderqueer themselves – a pattern that, notably, was not reflected in the gay and lesbian 

categories. Finally, in 2011, the category was finally split between “Transgender – Fiction” and 

“Transgender – Nonfiction,” a much needed change that finally made it easier for trans fiction 

writers to receive recognition without having to face a sea of academic works and memoirs. 

This change also occurred at a time when the word “transgender” itself began to shift in its 

meaning into the more restrictive category that it represents today. The changes to the category, 

paired with the social changes outlined in the first chapter, made it possible for the first actual 

work of trans fiction to receive the award in its own category a year later with the anthology 

Take Me There: Trans and Genderqueer Erotica, edited by Tristan Taormino, a cis queer 

woman. From that year onward, the category finally began showcasing predominantly trans 

writers and fulfilling its role of promoting literature by and for transgender people. 

I think it is important to note here that I did not choose to devote this much space to the history 

of the Lambda Literary Awards’ transgender category because I think the organisation has been 

uniquely bad at promoting trans literature, but rather because I find its failures of inclusion and 

lack of diversity (not just for trans writers, but other queer subgroups) to be emblematic of how 

out of touch the whole queer literary establishment has been when it came to works that fell 

outside of the narrow scope of gay or lesbian fiction. Failures like these have effects not only 

on the diversity and quality of queer literature that gets published, but, ultimately, it makes it 

enormously difficult for members of communities that need to see themselves represented in 

genuine and respectful ways to find the media they long for. In fact, speaking anecdotally, most 

transgender people I know (and I do know quite a few) are generally completely unaware that 

there is a whole scene of trans novelists while, at the same time, they are intimately familiar 

with famous works of gay and lesbian authors, hinting at the hegemonic dominance of cis gay 

narratives in the queer world. To make a somewhat simplifying parallel, much how most queer 

people are brought up in a cisheteronormative culture that centres the stories of rich, white, 

cisgender, heterosexual men, trans people who reject cisheteronormativity encounter a queer 

culture in which the power to create narratives of the empowered self remains predominantly 

with cis gay men and lesbians rather than with queer people as a whole, requiring trans people 
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to make yet another step and form a distinct trans cultural space (alongside seeking to integrate 

trans perspectives in queer culture). 

Beyond queer spaces, transgender writers have also begun presenting a challenge to the wider 

literary establishment – in particular, various literary prizes designed to promote the works of 

women have had to begin recognising trans women as members of women’s literary 

communities and, what has perhaps been more difficult, recognise that their prizes, ostensibly 

designed to lessen the dominance of men’s writing in fiction, hinge on a gender binary system 

that many no longer recognise as feminist. In a space where there are no major prizes awarded 

to non-binary people, the various women’s prizes have also had to contend with whether or not 

they should consider the works by anyone who does not identify as a man in order for them to 

be able to claim that they genuinely promote gender diversity in literature.  

In March 2019, Akwaeke Emezi’s début novel, Freshwater, was longlisted for the prestigious 

Women’s Prize for Fiction. This caused some stir online, as Emezi is non-binary and it was 

initially unclear whether Emezi had even consented to having their book considered for the 

prize – they did – while Kate Williams, chair of the judges, claimed that they were not aware 

of the author being non-binary when selecting the novel for the longlist.68 Anticipating backlash 

from the British media, which regularly stirs itself into frenzies over the inclusion of 

transgender people in gender-segregated spaces, one of the judges, Arifa Akbar, penned an 

article for The Guardian explaining her selection of the book in which she stated: 

There are those who will see Emezi’s inclusion as a threat, or the beginning of the end 

of a prize devoted to women. Its founder, Kate Mosse, set up the prize more than two 

decades ago because she saw women’s fiction being systematically overlooked. Things 

have improved, but we know that even now, men tend to buy fiction written by other 

men, not women, and wider in the publishing industry men are filling the jobs at the top. 

Some might worry that this preciously carved-out space is now set to be ambushed, even 

if the women’s prize has made clear that it will always seek to showcase the best of 

women’s imagination. 

 
68 Sian Cain, “Non-binary trans author nominated for Women’s prize in fiction,” The Guardian, 4 March 2019 
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Welcoming a gender-fluid69 author into these ranks is not tantamount to opening the 

floodgates to those who bowl out of bed and decide they will identity as “she” that day. 

Such characterisation is, in any case, a deeply cynical and defensive way of regarding 

identity. We all have to value gender as something more elemental than a protean tool 

for prize submissions.70 

While perhaps mitigating some of the backlash, it did not quell it entirely, as only a few days 

later, The Times published an alarmist article titled “Bearded, non-binary authors have eyes on 

the women’s prize” by David Sanderson, which attempted to stoke fears over the idea that a 

non-binary person who was assigned male at birth might receive a prize originally intended for 

women.71 In fact, this is a legitimate point of debate in ways clearly unintended by Sanderson, 

as it is not at all clear whether the judges would have been just as comfortable selecting the 

book by an author who, unlike Emezi, was not assigned female at birth – if not, this would 

merely conform to the transphobic stereotype that AFAB non-binary people are not actually 

non-binary, but rather “women-lite,” as has been pointed out by Vic Parsons in an article for 

The Independent.72 Perhaps to assuage these concerns, Joanna Prior, the prize’s chair of 

trustees, told The Bookseller in April 2019 that they were working to “formulate a policy around 

gender fluid/transgender/transgender non-binary writers”73 which would clarify the submission 

criteria. Now, a full year later, no such criteria can be found on the prize’s website, although 

the FAQ implies that the prize is open “only to women,”74 which, if true, would certainly be a 

disappointing policy for future non-binary writers following in Emezi’s footsteps. 

 
69 Note that, despite what Arifa Akbar suggests here, Emezi is not genderfluid. While many people today 

understand gender identity to be just as fluid as sexuality, changing in ways big or small throughout a person’s 

life, people who identify as genderfluid typically experience their gender as much more fluid than other people. 

In wrongly labelling Emezi as genderfluid while also presenting an actual example of gender fluidity (switching 

pronouns from one day to another) as an absurd example, Akbar shows a clear lack of knowledge that is 

emblematic of the contemporary discourse on these subjects. 
70 Arifa Akbar, “Why I backed a gender-fluid writer for a women’s fiction prize,” The Guardian, 4 March 2019 

<https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/mar/04/non-binary-writer-womens-fiction-longlist-

akwaeke-emezi-gender-politics> 12 February 2020 
71 David Sanderson, “Bearded, non-binary authors have eyes on the women’s prize,” The Times, 11 March 2019 

<https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/bearded-non-binary-authors-have-eyes-on-womens-prize-08n77tkjs> 12 

February 2020 
72 Vic Parsons, “Be careful before celebrating the recognition of this non-binary transgender author by The 

Women’s Prize for Fiction,” Independent, 6 March 2019 <https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/trans-author-

womens-fiction-prize-a8810681.html> 23 July 2020 
73 Heloise Wood, “Women’s Prize to formulate new policy around gender criteria,” The Bookseller, 2 April 2019 

<https://www.thebookseller.com/news/womens-prize-longlist-akwaeke-emezi-longlist-gender-policy-980156> 

12 February 2020 
74 “FAQs,” The Women’s Prize for Fiction <https://www.womensprizeforfiction.co.uk/faqs> 23 July 2020 
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At the same time, we must not forget that the last decade was also a decade in which social 

media finally brought large swaths of trans people together and allowed them to form large 

communities on websites like Tumblr, Twitter and Facebook. The first of these, especially, 

became an important site on which a specific genre of transgender fiction flourished and gave 

many trans people the first taste of having their own concerns and joys reflected in fiction 

writing – that form is fan fiction. Derided as it has been by some critics75 fan fiction is an 

indispensable tool for burgeoning writers to find audiences and hone their craft. It is also a tool 

that is uniquely accessible to those who are just beginning imagine new fictional possibilities, 

as it allows writers to use pre-established universes and characters, giving them a way to 

sidestep the potentially difficult process of having to create these elements themselves and focus 

instead purely on the telling of their stories within an already delimited space. Additionally, fan 

fiction comes with a community of passionate readers and people who like to imagine alternate 

versions of the characters and universes they already love. As such, fan fiction has been an 

incredibly important breeding ground for fiction exploring queer relationships, typically in the 

form of “slash fiction” in which men from a fictional universe who, canonically, did not show 

romantic/sexual interest in each other are paired up – a classic example being Kirk/Spock from 

the original Star Trek series. An important caveat must be made that a lot of this fiction is, in 

fact, written by cis straight women and, as a result, it has been accused of fetishising gay 

relationships (and sex) for the enjoyment of straight readers, in a way that is not entirely 

dissimilar to how lesbian porn is often made for the target audience of straight men. Regardless, 

fan fiction communities do invariably skew queer, according to a 2013 census conducted on the 

popular fanfiction hosting website Archive of Our Own (generally known as AO3).76 In this 

sense, fan fiction is absolutely an important avenue for many young queer readers to discover 

and explore their identities and attractions.  

It also creates an interesting bridge between mainstream, mass-appeal culture, which typically 

attracts a vibrant audience of fan fiction writers (Harry Potter, Doctor Who, Star Trek, Naruto, 

Final Fantasy etc.) and marginalised literatures, as it allows marginalised writers to siphon the 

huge popularity of these works in order to pull their own works into the cultural centre of the 

community, effectively normalising not only queer re-imaginings of characters, but also 

actively queering some characters as a form of resistance. A simple search for the keywords 

 
75 Devin Faraci, “Fandom Is Broken,” Birth. Movies. Death., 30 May 2016 

<https://birthmoviesdeath.com/2016/05/30/fandom-is-broken> 23 July 2020 
76 centreoftheselights, “AO3 Census: Demographics, Chapter 3: Sexuality,” Archive of Our Own, 1 October 

2013 <https://archiveofourown.org/works/16988199/chapters/39932580> 23 July 2020 
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“Harry Potter Trans” on AO3 yields 1175 results, with the top result being “The Trans-Boy 

who Lived (An Anti-Terf Rewrite of Harry Potter and the Philosophers[sic] Stone” by 

BBCotaku, published on 21 December 2019,77 an as-yet unfinished retelling of the entire novel 

that was clearly prompted by J. K. Rowling’s long-running trans-exclusionary statements. 

Particularly in cases like these, fan fiction offers a way to wrestle beloved works of fiction from 

authors who have expressed bigoted views or merely failed to make their works sufficiently 

diverse, whether intentionally or not, and insert diversity and representation by appropriating 

the text and altering it both by bringing unexplored queer subtext to the surface (the relationship 

of Frodo and Samwise from The Lord of the Rings comes to mind here) or just by directly 

rejecting the original text. In either case, fan fiction represents a democratic and accessible way 

for marginalised writers to coalesce around a shared interest and imagine new and different 

forms of representation, where instead of waiting for corporations to come around and start 

including people of colour, disabled people, queer people and others in their franchises, the 

readers make the radical step of becoming writers in order to imagine the media they would 

themselves like to see and read. Fan fiction writing also helped popularise the concept of 

sensitivity readers, where authors who wish to include characters who belong to marginalised 

communities that the authors themselves are not members of would hire somebody from the 

community to read their work and suggest changes to make this representation more authentic 

to their lived experience, recognising marginalised people as experts by experience. 

While fan fiction has, with some notable exceptions like the Fifty Shades of Grey series, failed 

to make a visible mark on the commercial literary scene, it has helped introduce a whole new 

generation of marginalised people to the process of writing and given them the confidence that 

they can find an audience that will seek out and appreciate their work without them having to 

compromise and write works that would only appeal to a privileged readership. Of course, not 

all fan fiction writers make the move to original fiction and try and get themselves published, 

finding sufficient outlet within their insular online communities, but those who will make the 

jump are certain to transform not only the publishing industry, but massively expand the range 

of identities that mainstream and semi-mainstream literature typically includes among its 

writers. 

 

 
77 <https://archiveofourown.org/works/search?utf8=✓&work_search[query]=Harry+Potter+Trans> 14 April 

2020 
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2.2 Setting the Stage: Early Trans Women’s Literature 

While tracing an exhaustive history of trans women’s literature is certainly outside of the scope 

of this thesis, it is nevertheless useful to look at a small sample of works that were written prior 

to the 2010s as a point of comparison and perhaps chart some of the changes in conditions that 

allowed for the later flourishing. Despite the challenges to the primacy of the novel as a literary 

form that outlines the questions and themes of a given literature, the apparent lack of published 

trans novels prior to the 2010s suggests not that trans women’s literature had not become 

sophisticated enough to produce a novel, but rather that the socio-economic conditions 

contingent for their publishing, such as a large enough trans readership and interest from 

publishing houses, had not been present earlier.  

This is affirmed by the example of Roz Kaveney’s novel, Tiny Pieces of Skull: Or, a Lesson in 

Manners, written originally in 1988. Kaveney differs in many respects from the other trans 

authors discussed in this thesis in that she was born in 1949, transitioned before the end of the 

1970s and established herself even back then as a prominent writer, editor and critic of science-

fiction.78 Notably, she also published fanfiction on her website as early as 2001, showing that 

the connection between trans people, the internet and fan fiction goes as far back as wide-scale 

access to the internet.79 Perhaps encouraged by her prior success as a writer, Kaveney wrote 

Tiny Pieces of Skull, a novel depicting the trans scene of late 1970s Chicago, where she moved 

after growing up in London and where she worked as a sex worker to finance her transition. 

Significantly, even this early example of trans literature uses the format of a semi-

autobiographical novel, a genre that is very commonly chosen by marginalised queer writers, 

as will be discussed in more detail later. 

For the purposes of this thesis, what is most important about this novel is not just that it 

thematically anticipated some of the queer literature that became more prominent in the 1990s, 

with its focus on poor queer people in large cities, trying to eke out a living through sex work 

and building a community that opposes the stratification imposed by the hegemonic heterosexist 

mainstream, but also that this novel remained unpublished until 2015, despite the fact that 

 
78 Zagria, “Roz Kaveney (1949 - ) writer, critic, editor, activist,” A Gander Variance Who’s Who, 21 October 

2011 <https://zagria.blogspot.com/2011/10/roz-kaveney-1949-writer-critic-editor.html> 23 July 2020 
79 While her personal website, http://glamourousrags.dymphna.net, does not actually list the dates of publication 

for her fan fiction, I have been able to trace it to at least as far back as 24 November 2001 using the Internet 

Archive tool The Wayback Machine. 

<https://web.archive.org/web/20011124070337/http://glamourousrags.dymphna.net/fanfiction.html> 
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Kaveney’s manuscript was praised by such literary icons as Neil Gaiman and Kathy Acker.80 

Heather Seggel notes in her review for the Lambda Literary that “two [publishers] pursued the 

project through the meeting stage only to opt out,”81 suggesting that, at one point, the novel had 

an actual chance of getting published, yet this did not come to fruition until a point in time when 

the discourse on trans people and the visibility of trans cultural production had radically 

changed. When even a quite prominent author on the science-fiction scene like Kaveney, with 

established connections in the mainstream literary world, struggled to get her novel published, 

it certainly paints a depressing picture of the publishing world of the past, although it also gives 

us hope that some other older works may eventually be excavated and eventually see the light 

of day, like her manuscript did. 

Of course, there is much more to a literature than its novels, particularly in marginalised spaces 

in which people often lack the resources to publish long volumes of prose and ask audiences to 

denote hours of their time to reading it – not to mention the economic barriers to getting 

hundreds of pages printed, bound and sold. Out of the trans women poets of the early 2000s, 

many of whose work remains lost to time or requires a deep scouring of queer history archives 

and obscure journals, at least three – Trish Salah, Julia Serano and Trace Peterson – remain 

very relevant to the contemporary trans literary scene and, as such, should be at least partly 

profiled for the purposes of establishing a cursory overview of trans women’s literary history. 

Trish Salah’s first collection of poetry, Wanting in Arabic, published in 2002 by TSAR 

Publications is, to my knowledge, the only collection of trans poetry published this long ago 

that remains easily accessible to readers today. Wanting in Arabic represents an early 

touchstone of transgender poetry that destabilises the notion that trans literature must be 

exclusively about transgender identity to the point where other questions, such as race, religion 

and disability are excluded from the conversation in order to promote a singular narrative of 

what it means to be trans. Salah writes not only about transness and being the target of 

transphobic hate, but also about sex, love and tenderness, while maintaining a high complexity 

of poetic expression. From the title poem: 

Face down in the deep olive crush 

to my tongue yr imagined melting 

 
80 D Libris, “Tiny Pieces of Skull by Roz Kaveney,” Intellectus Speculativus, 29 July 2015 

<https://intellectusspeculativus.wordpress.com/2015/07/29/tiny-pieces-of-skull-by-roz-kaveney/> 23 July 2020 
81 Heather Seggel, “‘Tiny Pieces of Skull’ by Roz Kaveney,” Lambda Literary, 16 April 2015 

<https://www.lambdaliterary.org/reviews/04/16/tiny-pieces-of-skull-by-roz-kaveney/> 20 February 2020 
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What I can want is just to learn 

just what learning is, though … 

Oh linger here, warming my breath, secreted 

furtive moment of fingers, clasped, released 

for the day. It’s enough, today, strangely to grow 

like this, desire’s plunge and deepening moment 

You and I twined in looking, tender intake 

roaring quiet under our friends’ clever banter 

Shadows warm more than December sun 

shadows blanket us. Until we might peel one, 

another, press to heat winter skins, trembling 

beneath glances like hands, hands… 

Passion knows we breathe, what to do. 

Goes airy and unseen the better to enter 

you and I, our verging   inward 

maps, fold old futures, in. Might we 

be eaten and eat my dear? As pomegranates 

quicken awhile longer, come, inside me, you.82 

 

Interestingly, when Wanting in Arabic originally came out, it did not receive any attention from 

the Lambda Literary Award, but it did receive the award for Transgender Fiction in 2014 upon 

the publishing of the collection’s second edition. A year later, Roof Books published Salah’s 

second collection of poetry, Lyric Sexology, Vol. I, later reissued by Metonymy Press, a small 

Canadian queer publishing house that also published novels by Kai Cheng Thom and jia qing 

wilson-yang. 

Julia Serano differs from Salah and Peterson in that her name is known even among trans people 

who do not follow the literary scene. She is an enormously influential writer, especially of non-

fiction about the intersections of transness and feminist activism. Her first book, Whipping Girl: 

A Transsexual Woman on Sexism and the Scapegoating of Femininity, published in 2007 by 

Seal Press, which closely looked at how cisnormative mainstream society perceives trans 

women and femininity more broadly, became a staple of gender studies class rooms and classic 

 
82 Casey Stepaniuk, “Trish Salah’s Poetry Collection WANTING IN ARABIC: Why to Read It, and How,” 

Casey the Canadian Lesbrarian, 7 September 2015 <https://caseythecanadianlesbrarian.com/2015/09/07/trish-

salahs-poetry-collection-wanting-in-arabic-why-to-read-it-and-how/> 23 July 2020 
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among trans women coming out and transitioning in the late 2000s and early 2010s, as it was 

not only a book about trans women written by a trans author, but its insights were applicable 

beyond the scope of transness. 

However, it should not be overlooked that Serano was already by that point an established trans 

activist in San Francisco, organising a performance series called GenderEnders between 2003 

and 2006, with the stated goal of “foster[ing] community among transgender-, intersex-, and 

genderqueer-identified performers and [providing] opportunities for gender/sex variant voices 

to reach larger audiences.”83 She herself also performed in the area of spoken word and slam 

poetry. While her poetry was not available in a traditional book format until 2016, with the 

publishing of Outspoken: A Decade of Transgender Activism and Feminism, which collects a 

selection of her essays, speeches and poetry, she circulated her poetry through three chapbooks 

self-published between 2002 and 2004: Either/Or, Baby Chapbook and Draw Blood. Once 

again, it very much speaks to the state of trans literature that a trans author who had published 

two very successful books (the other one being Excluded: Making Feminist and Queer 

Movements More Inclusive) on the intersections of feminism and transgender identities did not 

get her poetry published in a wider-release form until 2016 and, even then, Outspoken was self-

published by Serano’s own Switch Hitter Press. Nevertheless, her poetry had an impact on the 

contemporary trans scene and became one of the cultural touchstones of trans literature to the 

extent that the aforementioned film Adam includes a scene from Camp Trans in which the 

prominent trans actress Mj Rodriguez performs Serano’s poem “Cocky,” a poem whose 

recording taken in 2003 has been circulating around the trans internet for well over a decade,84 

turning trans women’s deepest insecurities into sites of empowerment : 

we are often told that we are living in a man’s world 

and in this culture 

no image represents power  

more than the phallic symbol 

and if the penis equals power 

then i am illegally armed 

and my body 

full of freckles and feminine curves 

 
83 <http://www.juliaserano.com/genderenders/mission.html> 23 July 2020 
84 By any other name, “Julia Serano – Cocky,” YouTube, 7 January 2007 

<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a95JP8i8GuE> 23 July 2020 
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is like a stealth bomber 

i fly just under everyone’s radar 

but only because they choose not to see me 

only because nobody wants to believe  

that a sweet, petite green-eyed girl like me  

could ever possibly be packing heat85 

Finally, Trace Peterson’s contributions to the current state of trans women’s poetry cannot be 

overstated. Not only was she a poet in her own right, having released the collection Since I 

Moved In in 2007 (reissued last year), but she is also the editor and publisher of EOAGH, a 

literary journal and an associated publishing operation that focuses on promoting the “writing 

of experimental women, trans, feminist, transfeminist, POC, anti-racist, and LGBT/queer 

authors.”86 So far, EOAGH has published four collections of poetry with one more forthcoming, 

including 2015’s succubus in my pocket, a posthumous poetic work by the influential early trans 

poet kari edwards (1954-2006) that defies genre classifications. Peterson’s work in promoting 

trans poetry also includes acting the co-editor (along with TC Tolbert, another trans poet) of 

Troubling the Line: Trans and Genderqueer Poetry and Poetics, the first-ever anthology of 

trans writing of this scale, collecting works from 55 different authors, published in 2013 by 

Nightboat Books and created with the following mission statement: 

While trans and genderqueer poets have existed for hundreds, if not thousands, of years, 

there has never been a collection of poetry exclusively by trans and genderqueer writers 

that also highlights a diverse range of poetics and other marginalized identities. Each 

particular understanding of self and gender creates an essentially complex and rich 

multipoetics that undermines any sort of universal trans aesthetic. Inherently multi-vocal 

and anti-hegemonic, a singular trans experience simply does not exist and, frankly, we 

don’t want it to. For this reason, an anthology is the most conducive venue for undoing 

any attempted whitewashing and/or homogenizing of an imagined trans voice. As we 

said, we want your words. The words, syntax, perspective, lyric, narrative, image (or 

the disruption of any of these) that could actually only come from you.87 

 
85 <http://www.juliaserano.com/drawblood.html#cocky> 23 July 2020 
86 “EOAGH: A Journal of the Arts,” Poets & Writers 

<https://www.pw.org/literary_magazines/eoagh_a_journal_of_the_arts> 23 July 2020 
87 Trace Peterson, “Open Call: Anthology of Trans and Genderqueer Poetry,” Anthology of Trans and 
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The end result was a collection that was not merely the anthologised works of diverse trans 

poetic voices, but it also included “poetic statements” from each of the authors in which they 

were given the rare space to talk about the ways in which they themselves approach the 

crossroads of identity and poetry.  
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3. Full Bloom: Trans Women’s Literature Today 

Finally, after an excursion through recent changes in how trans people are viewed and trans 

literature of the preceding decades, the stage has been set for us to arrive at trans women’s 

literature as it exists today. Through many trials and tribulations, what could now be truly called 

a new genre of literature began to emerge as interest in trans women’s voices became not only 

stronger but was also propped up by newly acquired social and economic capital.  

This development was slow at first, but it has been continually accelerating. When I first 

encountered a novel written by a trans woman, namely Imogen Binnie’s Nevada, sometime 

during the summer of 2016, I became instantly enamoured and decided to find more books like 

it. Not very many were immediately available and the ones that were out there were difficult to 

find, requiring me to scour the social media profiles of trans authors who were promoting either 

their own works or the works of their peers. Nevertheless, some patterns became apparent. 

Trans writers, despite the increased visibility of trans people, were still mostly unknown outside 

of the queer literary community and their works garnered minimal or no attention from the 

mainstream press. They also congregated under a very small number of publishing houses, ones 

that either directly specialised in transgender fiction or were dedicated to works of marginalised 

authors – Topside Press, Metonymy Press and Arsenal Pulp Press are the main publishers of 

contemporary trans literature discussed in this thesis. But perhaps the most interesting factor of 

trans women’s literature for literary criticism is that, due largely to the insularity of the 

community and its general proclivity for solidarity, many of the major trans authors are aware 

of each other’s work and, in some cases, are friends with each other. 

The end result is that many of the more prominent trans women’s novels appear to be in direct 

or indirect discussion with each other, whether through clever intertextual references that only 

make sense to those familiar with some of the other authors, such as when Wendy, the 

protagonist of Casey Plett’s first (and so far only) novel, Little Fish, develops a mysterious skin 

infection and wonders if “[she] would infect her friends and loved ones,”88 an obvious 

intertextual reference to Torrey Peters’ 2016 novella, Infect Your Friends and Loved Ones. 

Torrey Peters herself remarked on the impact of Imogen Binnie’s Nevada on her own life – 

prompting her to move to New York in an attempt to join the burgeoning trans literary scene 

 
88 Casey Plett, Little Fish (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 2018) 200 
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formed around Topside press89 – in a 2016 comedic autobiographical short story “How to 

Become a Really Really Not Famous Trans Lady Writer”:  

Step 11 

Meet a bunch of trans women who are all like, “Haaaaaaay, have you read Nevada?” Be 

really annoyed. Mutter under your breath, “Hell no, I haven’t read Nevada. I don’t need 

Nevada, I wrote my own damn book.” 

Step 12 

Read Nevada. 

Step 13 

Cry on Brooklyn G train after finishing Nevada. Understand two things: Number one: 

New Yorkers are surprisingly accustomed and polite to people boo-hooing in public 

spaces. And number two: Better give up on that David Bowie thing, ‘cause you, 

sweetheart, are a lady.90 

In fact, whether intentional or not, the very phrase “Have you read Nevada?” that Peters uses 

may be understood as an intertextual reference to a website of the same name, 

www.haveyoureadnevada.club, created by journalist Ana Valens in 2015 as a way to get people 

engaged in trans literature by offering free electronic copies of the novel (which is legal under 

the copyright policies of Topside Press) and providing a short resource list of other trans 

literature for potential new readers.91 

Referentiality and intertextuality are certainly not features unique to trans women’s literature, 

but they are a feature that helps strengthen the web of trans women’s literature as a unique genre 

that, with its largely radical streak, resists the idea of a literary canon and simultaneously 

challenges the notion that authors create their works in isolation from each other and that no 

connections between authors may be drawn. They are acutely aware of the fact that much of 

trans women’s literature readership is not new to the genre and that some knowledge of the 

contemporary scene may be presupposed on the writer’s end, allowing them to not only write 

 
89 Harron Walker, “Torrey Peters Wants a Challenge,” them, 8 March 2018 <https://www.them.us/story/torrey-

peters-wants-a-challenge> 15 April 2020 
90 Torrey Peters, “How to Become a Really Really Not Famous Trans Lady Writer,” 9 October 2016, 

<https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B5WBOyAYHpw3M1RHZlNYV0V3eEk/view> 15 April 2020, 12-14 
91 Ana Valens <https://www.haveyoureadnevada.club/trans-authors> 23 July 2020 
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in a burgeoning “tradition” but also subvert the readers’ expectations – expectations which can 

only exist if the reader is familiar with some common patterns.  

Of course, this has produced some negative effects for trans literature as well, as those authors 

who have already been published could be seen as forming a clique that makes it more difficult 

for other writers to claim some of the spotlight. One of the most ardent critics of the 

contemporary trans publishing industry (if it may be called an industry) and publishing more 

generally has been Jamie Berrout, a Philadelphia-based Mexican writer, poet and translator, 

who frequently points out that even within the small, privilege-conscious scene of trans 

publishing, the works of white trans people still comprise the majority of the published books. 

She has taken it upon herself to promote marginalised trans voices, particularly Latinx ones, by 

crowdfunding and editing a monthly series of booklets92 that make their writings more 

accessible to readers as well as translating from Spanish to English the works of Esdras Parra 

and Lohana Berkins.  

Berrout’s criticism of the very model of publishing points to a serious issue in which this very 

thesis is complicit and which is, at least for me, difficult to avoid when writing about 

marginalised literatures – the fact that looking exclusively or primarily at the published works 

of a literature as representative of a literary community not only omits the literature that has 

remained unpublished, whether because it was deemed “improper,” “bad” or “not profitable,” 

but contributes to solidifying a hegemonic model that fails to truly bring the margins into the 

centre, as it always operates through the filter of who gets selected by a publisher or who 

manages to get the money to self-publish and promote their work. In other words, publishing 

simultaneously renders the obscure accessible and imposes a hierarchical model that replicates 

many of the inequalities of our society that it oftentimes purports to challenge. From Berrout’s 

essay “Against Publishing: A Letter to Trans Women Writers”: 

Publishing after all is a culture of death. It is rooted in the fascist notion that there are 

people who deserve to write and those who don’t; that it is good and well for editors to 

determine who gets to write and be published based on a writer’s proximity to whiteness, 

their social class and level of education, their ability (in contrast to disability; ableism 

too is fundamental to publishing) to overwork themselves and create a nice product that 

fits into their capitalist model, and their willingness to perform literariness and craft, all 

of which are arbitrary, racist ways of determining what is proper and what is improper, 

 
92 <https://gumroad.com/transwomenwriters> 23 July 2020 
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human and less than human. Where tech culture presumes a right to use the land and 

sees it as a resource to be exploited, publishing culture presumes a right to filter through 

people and their narratives, it sees every person as a resource to be exploited, whether 

as a source of books, book purchases, or book material.93 

Recognising the complicity of this thesis with the hegemonic system of publishing is, I believe, 

crucial for highlighting the flaws inherent to academic knowledge production when it comes to 

its potential for enacting meaningful change in the field of marginalised literatures. Thinking 

about this issue in terms of Antonio Gramsci’s notion of the subaltern and its later elaboration 

by Gayatri Spivak, limited as my understanding of the concept may be and with some attention 

paid to the fact that I am using it as a white person operating with substantial privilege, the 

question of its access to speech is relevant here, as through the positioning of published works 

as the solitary subjects/objects worthy of study, the works of those who lack access to 

hegemonic power structures are even further deprived of attention and, as such, any 

observations made in this thesis must be understood as providing an extremely fragmentary, 

distorted and, yes, even hegemonic picture of trans women’s literature. 

Writing on the gendered subaltern in Spivak’s “Can the subaltern speak?” Shradda Chattarjee 

notes that:  

[Spivak] differentiates between two kinds of representation, “representation as 

‘speaking for’, as in politics, and representation as ‘re-presentation’, as in art or 

philosophy” (Ibid., p. 70). The first can be seen as representation as proxy, where 

someone or something stands in for another, while the latter is representation as portrait, 

where someone re-presents or reconstructs another. It seems that the subaltern is trapped 

between these two kinds of representations, both of which co-opt her speech, made 

possible through epistemic violence that makes this co-option invisible, a forgetting of 

the forgotten that allows one to speak for – or represent – the subaltern, making her a 

homogenous object, as opposed to seeing her as a figure that is “irretrievably 

heterogeneous” (Ibid., p. 79).94 

Recontextualising these two types of representation in the context of trans literature and 

publishing, it appears that transgender people may indeed constitute a form of the subaltern. 

 
93 Jamie Berrout, “Against Publishing: A Letter to Trans Women Writers,” Patreon, May 2019 

<https://www.patreon.com/file?h=27285892&i=3891695> 28 February 2020 
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Politicians, particularly on the left, occasionally invoke transgender people and trans rights in 

symbolic ways, but only rarely do they allow trans people to voice their concerns in the political 

arena. This may be seen through Gramscian notions as a confirmation of limited hegemonic 

power over a trans subaltern, as Steve Jones notes in his book on Gramsci:  

We can extend the notion of limited hegemony beyond the boundary of class politics. A 

government may make some environmental reforms without fundamentally altering its 

environmental policy, or give token political representation to women or ethnic 

minorities. These strategies seek to neutralize or decapitate the demands of subaltern 

groups.95 

The process described by Jones here also shares notable similarities with Guy Debord’s concept 

of recuperation, in which radical and transgressive ideas are stripped of their revolutionary 

potential and adopted by institutions representing the status quo, resulting in little to no change 

in societal values.96 Similarly, art and philosophy both appropriate trans lives, turning them into 

metaphors about gendered life and transformation. However, as a white trans person, I am 

uncomfortable with claiming that all trans people, regardless of ethnicity and living in a post-

colonial country, constitute a subaltern and, as such, I will not go beyond the step of suggestion. 

In fact, Chattarjee explicitly warns against the reductive use of the subaltern in the context of 

queer people:   

In [Ratna Kapur’s and Srila Roy’s] deployment of the ‘sexual subaltern,’ it is almost as 

if the subaltern becomes an empty category of referent for any marginality from which 

resistance can emerge; both readings by Kapur and Roy focus on these two aspects of 

the subaltern, or subalternity, without seeming to engage with other characteristics that 

determined the subaltern […] This same problematic can be seen in the deployment of 

the ‘queer subaltern’ by Narrain and Gupta (2011), who restrict the queer subaltern 

subject within the framework of law, where the reclamation of their voices would 

necessarily means steps towards inclusive citizenship, and as such, erasure of 

difference.97 
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With this caveat, I would like to move into discussing the idea of regionality within 

contemporary trans women’s fiction, as it does provide a subversive framework that challenges 

the traditional notions of national canons and to the current cultural hegemony of the United 

States. This is because many trans women writers are not only friends, forming a vibrant 

community of artists, but also because many of them come from the same country – Canada. 

While some of the published authors are American – Imogen Binnie, Ryka Aoki, KOKUMO, 

Mattilda Bernstein Sycamore, to name a few– the list of prominent Canadian trans women 

writers appears to be longer, with names like jia qing wilson-yang, Vivek Shraya, Casey Plett, 

Kai Cheng Thom, Gwen Benaway, Sybil Lamb, Morgan M. Page, merritt k and many others. 

How is it that a country which is in the anglophone context scarcely thought of as a powerhouse 

of literary production comes to produce so many prominent trans writers? 

A similar question was posed by Nia King, a black and queer journalist from Philadelphia, who 

has been putting out books (Queer and Trans Artists of Color: Vol. 1-3) and podcasts (We Want 

the Airwaves) in which she interviews queer and trans artists of colour about their lives and 

their art since 2013. In a podcast interview with Kai Cheng Thom, she asked her: “I feel like 

Canada is also publishing more trans women of colour than the US is. Or like queer and trans 

people of colour in general and I wonder why?” to which Kai Cheng Thom responded:  

Umm, I think it’s because, generally, in Canada we tend toward a liberal, centre, like 

left-bullshit kinda political place. The big state-run media like the CBC tries to be really 

progressive and so I think it’s easier in the arts community as a trans person than it might 

be in the States. I think there’s more money in the States, generally, but it’s concentrated 

in like New York and the West Coast and, yeah, there seem to be more trans women of 

colour being put out in Canada, which I’m happy about for myself and sad about for the 

world.98 

As Thom indicates, the comparison between the political climates in the United States and 

Canada might be an important factor for why trans literature coming out of Canada seems to 

achieve higher visibility than its American counterpart. As the topic of their conversation later 

shifted to the costs of living and healthcare in the two countries, a broader outline seemed to 

emerge that suggested that the greater stability and social nets provided by the Canadian 

government, despite notable flaws, make it easier for developing artists to dedicate themselves 

 
98 Nia King, We Want the Airwaves, “70: Kai Cheng Thom,” 1 May 2017 <http://qtpocart.libsyn.com/70-kai-

cheng-thom> 00:06:00-00:07:10. 23 July 2020. Transcript mine, official transcript since deleted. 
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more fully to their pursuits without risking homelessness and starvation. The difference in 

healthcare systems between the two countries is particularly relevant here, as we are talking 

about a community of people that greatly relies on affordable healthcare to access things like 

hormones, surgery and psychological help – and the needed diagnoses that, in many places, are 

a prerequisite for access to hormone prescriptions and legal gender recognition and which often 

constitute a major barrier for trans people in North America and Europe.99 It seems quite 

apparent that trans women in Canada, while they certainly face a plethora of the same 

difficulties that trans people do everywhere, have safer paths for developing as artists than their 

sisters in the United States, where many trans people live at an increased level of precarity.  

Additionally, while this point has been elaborated before, the importance of access to certain 

publishing houses appears to be one of the defining factors for why Canada seems to hold a 

unique position compared to other anglophone countries. Even a cursory glance at a selection 

of trans women’s literature published in the last decade reveals that much of it shares the logo 

of the Arsenal Pulp Press, a small Vancouver-based publishing house which, while not 

ostensibly putting out queer books, boasts 161 titles in its LGBTQ+ category out of a total of 

roughly 450 books. Compared to another prominent publisher of trans literature, Topside Press, 

based in Brooklyn, Arsenal Pulp Press also seems more open to trans poets of colour, as Kai 

Cheng Thom described in the aforementioned interview while talking about why her first 

collection of poetry, a place called NO HOMELAND, was published by Arsenal: 

KCT: You know how there’s been this surge of trans publishing recently mostly coming 

out of Brooklyn?” 

NK: I feel like mostly white trans publishing. Is that fair? 

KCT: Yeah, that’s very fair. So that was happening, and I was like: ‘Oh my god, maybe 

I can finally get a book of poetry published!’ So, I submitted a book of poetry to a 

publishing company that shall go unnamed [Topside Press], but most of you will 

probably guess anyway, and the editor there was like: ‘Oh, I really love your poetry! 

This is great!’ and I was like: ‘Oh, awesome!’ and then she was like: ‘If you could just 

show me, like, here’s one poem – if you could just revise them in these hundred ways, 

then if you can do that well, then maybe we’ll publish your book.’ 
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And at the time I was like: [imitates a naïve voice] ‘Oh, sure, okay, I guess this is how 

the publishing world works.’ So, I did all these edits on these poems and then I sent 

them back, like I felt that I was doing a test, you know? And the editor was like: ‘Oh, 

great! Well, I think maybe you have some potential. Um, so, if you just rewrite your 

whole book and resubmit it to me, then maybe we’ll send you a contract.’ And then she 

sent me two books of poetry by white trans women and said: ‘If you could just make 

your poetry sound more like these books, then we can publish it.’ And I was like: ‘Oh 

fuck, oh shit, okay.’ And that’s how I was, like: ‘Oh, this wave of new trans publishing 

is not about me or for me, and if they want me, it’s because I have an Asian name, but 

they would like my poetry to sound exactly like these white women’s poetry.’ And the 

thing that I was told was: ‘Well, trans women won’t want to read your poetry, because 

it’s not about trans women.’ And I was like: ‘It is about trans women! It’s about my life 

and I’m a trans woman,’ but yeah, that was the feedback they gave.100 

This anecdote shows how Topside Press, perhaps the biggest transgender-run publishing house, 

participates in perpetuating a racist model of publishing in which the experiences of white 

people are presented as neutral and marketable while those of trans women of colour are thought 

of as difficult to relate to for white readers. This is a particularly disappointing revelation as 

Topside Press was at the forefront of trans literature in the 2010s, starting with The Collection, 

published in 2012, an anthology of short stories by 28 different trans writers and Nevada in 

2013, a novel by Imogen Binnie that shifted the discourse and helped set the scene for the novels 

that followed it. In the light of Thom’s experience, the entire legacy of Topside Press, as well 

as its legitimacy as a publishing house for a marginalised literature, needs to be reconsidered. 

This legacy appears to be a closed one rather than an ongoing story, as Topside Press has not 

put out a single book since 2017 and its social media accounts have not been updated since 

early 2018. Even its website, www.topsidepress.com, has been taken offline, rendering their 

tour zines inaccessible to the general public. It is currently unclear, from an outsider point of 

view, what occurred in the publishing house to cause such a collapse without any explanation.101  

 
100 Nia King, We Want the Airwaves, “70: Kai Cheng Thom,” 1 May 2017 <http://qtpocart.libsyn.com/70-kai-
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4. Some Common Features of Contemporary Trans Women’s Novels 

With all of this talk of literary awards, readership, conservative backlashes and racist publishing 

practices – all important elements for understanding how trans women’s literature gets made 

and published – we should not lose sight of the literature itself as well as the questions and 

experiences on which it puts the most emphasis. In their introduction to the “Trans Cultural 

Production” issue of the Transgender Studies Quarterly (1.4), Julian B. Carter, David J. Getsy 

and Trish Salah note that: “[Alexander] Eastwood suggests that trans literary historiography 

may have less to gain by seeking the roots of an emergent tradition than by elaborating an 

effective poetics of reading.”102 While I, nevertheless, believe that creating links between the 

past and the present of trans literature holds significant potential, it is indisputable that 

developing a trans poetics of reading has been a major factor in creating the current moment, 

perhaps most visibly in the field of fan fiction where new forms of reading (imagining certain 

characters as being transgender) have directly resulted in new forms of writing or re-writing as 

a way to enshrine a given reading and render it accessible to others. 

At the same time, it would be misleading to pretend that all of trans women’s literature is the 

same and all of the authors merely rehash the same stories with different stylistic approaches, 

but it would be just as unhelpful to pretend that these diverse works do not regularly share a 

number of similarities that could assist us as critics in observing how certain works either 

converge around shared themes or if they, instead, actively reject them. Along similar lines, 

Trace Peterson reads three separate trans poets in order to chart out three potential frameworks 

of trans poetics: Representing emotional truth; expanding consciousness; radical 

inarticulateness and unremarkable identity.103 While the few themes presented here are in no 

way exhaustive, I would argue that most trans women authors writing in the previous decade 

had to contend with them in some way, regardless of whether they included them in their works 

or not. 

4.1 Autobiography, Memoir, Semi-Autobiography, Quasi-Autobiography 

The first and, to me, the most prominent of these links is that of autobiographical elements. As 

discussed previously, autobiography/memoir holds a special place in anglophone queer 

literature, going as far back as The Well of Loneliness and, likely, even further. In the absence 
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of opportunities offered by genres like fan fiction, the writing of memoirs may be crucial for 

establishing a literary baseline, a statement on the contemporary experience, which is necessary 

for the writing of fully fictional stories. After all, if the goal is to present queer life, with all of 

it joys and pains, the author may as well start with the life they are the most familiar with – their 

own. 

Georgia Johnston writes in the introduction to her book on a number of twentieth-century queer 

autobiographical writers, The Formation of 20th-Century Queer Autobiography that:  

It would be naïve to suppose that early-twentieth-century lesbian104 writers offer an 

enlightened lesbian subject back to sexology and psychology. They do create a queer 

version of autobiography that textualizes subjectivity for the lesbian; they revise and 

counter medical narratives; but that space must be twisted if read according to now-

reified psychological ideas of the continues, the ego and id, or repression and 

memory.105 

The revision and countering of medical narratives also very much applies to trans 

autobiographical fiction and memoirs, which, following the ideological divisions outlined in 

the first chapter, are either sceptical of medicalised frameworks for understanding trans lives 

and issues or embrace these frameworks in their self-understanding. For writers sceptical of 

transmedicalism, autobiographical fiction allows them to escape the hegemonic frameworks of 

psychology, psychoanalysis and sexology and express their idiosyncratic understandings of 

their trans experience. The primacy of autobiography as the main medium of trans 

representation is noted even in the essay that is seen by some as the establishing work of 

transgender studies itself – Sandy Stone’s “The Empire Strikes Back: A Posttranssexual 

Manifesto” – which destabilises the notion of autobiography as an authentic and reliable form 

of self-representation through close readings of some early trans autobiographies. Stone points 

out that trans autobiographies are not only typically retold through the eyes of the cisgender 

editors, but they were often written at a time when transgender people were commonly forced 

to conform to social assumptions about gender roles and presentation in order to secure access 

to hormones, surgeries and other often-necessary healthcare. Thus, some of these account 

cannot be taken at face value, but rather as an interplay between self-representation, fiction and 

 
104 The use of “lesbian” here seems questionable, as the author studies the works of authors like Virginia Woolf 

who explicitly refused the contemporary label of “sapphist” and who had romantic and sexual relationships with 

men as well as women. 
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intentional (misre)presentation designed to conform to the contemporary medical discourse. In 

this sense, trans autobiography is not so much a snapshot of a person’s life as much as it is an 

image of that life distorted by the lens of the contemporary norm: 

Given this circumstance in which a minority discourse comes to ground in the physical, 

a counterdiscourse is critical. But it is difficult to generate a counterdiscourse if one is 

programmed to disappear. The highest purpose of the transsexual is to erase him/herself, 

to fade into the “normal” population as soon as possible. Part of this process is known 

as constructing a plausible history – learning to lie effectively about one’s past. What 

is gained is acceptability in society. What is lost is the ability authentically represent the 

complexities and ambiguities of lived experience, and thereby is lost that aspect of 

“nature” which Donna Haraway theorizes as Coyote – the Native American spirit animal 

who represents the power of continual transformation which is at the heart of engaged 

life. Instead, authentic experience is replaced by a particular kind of story, one that 

supports the old constructed positions. This is expensive, and profoundly 

disempowering.106 

In speaking about autobiography, however, we should not negate the crucial difference between 

autobiographical fiction and memoir. A good example of this distinction is the work of the cis 

lesbian British author Jeanette Winterson, whose debut novel, Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit 

(1985), was based on her own experiences and which were later turned into the memoir Why 

Be Happy When You Could Be Normal? (2011). The first is an autobiographical novel, while 

the latter is a memoir. At the same time, complications of distinction may arise when we 

consider authors like Michelle Tea, an author directly referenced in Imogen Binnie’s Nevada, 

who strategically blend autobiographical elements with fictional stories about themselves in 

order to completely destabilise the distinction between memory and fiction.  

In the paper “Busting Out: Happenstance Surgery, Clinic Effects and the Poetics of 

Genderqueer Subjectivity,” J. Horncastle points to the particular queer value of poetry and 

poetics of the self in moments of personal crisis – providing respite and self-construction at 

times when normative society attempts to impose itself onto people, as was the case when 

Horncastle went to a surgeon to receive chest-reconstructive surgery: 
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My choice of epigraph [“Art lasts because it gives us a language for our inner reality, 

and that is not a private hieroglyph; it is a connection across time to all those others who 

have suffered and failed, found happiness, lost it, faced death, ruin, struggled, survived, 

known the night-hours of inconsolable pain.” – Jeanette Winterson, Shafts of Sunlight] 

centralizes poetry as the art of the self, and as connection between troubled selves, across 

time and place. This links directly to how Winterson, herself inspired by Eliot, inspires 

others who have found succor in Winterson’s poeticizing of crisis.107 

Michelle Tea in her essay collection, Against Memoir, on the other hand, parallels the act of 

writing memoirs with her alcoholism, demonstrating that this act of continuous self-

construction has the potential to become a destructive act – her impulse to put stories from her 

life on the page resulted in people she cared about being hurt in order for Tea to process her 

emotions, an act of selfishness that, like her alcoholism, is difficult to resist in part because it 

has become synonymous with her identity:  

I don’t want to get sober from writing. I can’t imagine who I would be without writing. 

This I can embrace, it does not feel pathetic. Even though the list of people who have 

been hurt by it grows. You can’t really make amends when you’re still drunk. I can’t 

really do anything while I’m still writing.108  

Later in the essay, she also writes about how doing public readings of her old work forces her 

to return to her past selves, selves that she has since left behind and grown apart from, in ways 

that are no longer representative of her as a person. She describes how she felt when, after a 

reading from Valencia (2000), she found out that one of people she depicted in the novel, Sara, 

was in the audience. 

A flood of shame hit me. I flashed on my performance, truly a performance, acting out 

this old, tired outrage, a hurt I hadn’t actually felt in years. Someone had done me wrong 

and I’d etched it in stone and become its keeper, its caretaker. Times change and people 

change, perspectives shift and new information comes to light, and forever in the pages 
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of that book Sara is the destroyer of my young lesbian romance. I am forever done 

wrong.109 

Following along these lines of thought, the act of memoir writing should be understood as a 

way of marketing personal experience and centring an individual life by positioning a real 

person as the protagonist of a narrative. In their traditional form, memoirs of the marginalised 

must always straddle the difficult line between establishing a line of empathy between a 

potential outsider reader and the subject while authentically representing the structural 

discrimination that the author faces or faced and in which an outsider reader is likely to be 

complicit, actively or passively. As such, trans memoirs intended for cisgender readers have 

both the revolutionary potential of humanising a dehumanised group as well as a reactionary 

element that often downplays or individualises societal transphobia in an effort to not alienate 

cisgender readers.  

The centrality of the self in trans writing, offset partly by the incorporation of a community 

experience, as discussed later, may be seen by some as an act of self-indulgence. However, in 

the context of trans literature, this should be understood along the lines presented by J de Leon 

in “Calling Self-Indulgence: Names, Pronouns, Poems,” an essay on the self-indulgent act of 

self-naming and pronoun selection in trans poetry: 

Claiming “self-indulgence” in this context is far from an insult: self-indulgence is a 

virtue when the alternative for minoritized subjects is following a prescribed self-

annihilation. I invoke self-indulgence, instead of refusing its sting and finding another 

term, to emphasize the social and political stakes of self-indulgence for those selves who 

are regularly and brutally shut out of the social. Self-indulgence, in this context, is a 

necessity as we live toward unknown futures, carving new words and ways forward for 

and with our selves. Laying claim to self-indulgence, from a demeaned position in the 

social, is an insistence on the value of one’s being in the world despite arguments to the 

contrary. This is paradoxically a matter of life and death for those whose desire for a 

livable [sic] life is precisely the thing that’s called self-indulgence.110 

Additionally, the autobiographical tinge present in much of transgender women’s fiction, must 

be understood in the context of intersectional feminism, a common framework for trans authors, 
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which focuses on the unique forms of marginalisation and oppression that people experience 

through a multiplicity of identities (race, gender, sexuality, class, dis/ability, age etc.). 

Intersectional feminist writers are keenly aware of the fact that writing fiction from the 

perspective of a person who does not share the same background as they do is not appropriate 

– a white trans lesbian should not attempt to represent the views of, for example, a black straight 

trans woman, despite the fact that they are both trans, as their experiences of transness may be 

radically different due to a variety of other factors. Recently, this issue came up in mainstream 

literary circles after Jeanine Cummins’ novel, American Dirt, which focuses on the life of 

undocumented Mexican Americans, was selected for Oprah Winfrey’s book club. Latinx 

writers and critics said that Cummins’ book was exploitative of Latinx stories and noted that 

their criticism was silenced by the mainstream literary establishment, which overwhelmingly 

praised the novel.111 While this certainly puts some restrictions on who can write about what, it 

is nevertheless a praxis that greatly helps in promoting actual marginalised views and 

experiences over those of mainstream writers who colonise them for their own benefit. It is also 

a practice which seeks to improve the material conditions of marginalised artist and the 

communities which they are a part of by ensuring that their works are given primacy over those 

who are already rich and famous. 

A specific example of autobiographicality would be the aforementioned novel by Imogen 

Binnie, Nevada. Maria Griffiths, one of the novel’s two focal characters, is a former punk living 

in New York City, who instead of resolving a crumbling relationship with her girlfriend decides 

to steal her car, spend her savings on heroin (which she does not even use) and aimlessly drive 

west. While the main plot surrounding Maria does not appear to correspond to Binnie’s life – 

at least in terms of what she has said publicly – in terms of interests, personality and even certain 

items of clothing, Maria appears to be very similar to the novel’s author. While working her 

shift at a bookshop (just as Binnie did112), she flips through an Ali Smith book,113 an author 

who certainly left an impression on Binnie, considering she adopted the constructed word 

“iphisol” from Smith’s Girl Meets Boy as her old online nickname on websites like Goodreads 

and LiveJournal. In fact, on LiveJournal, Binnie talked about how she incorporated some of her 
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personal experiences directly into the novel in a post from 8 December 2009, four years before 

the novel’s publication: 

And we were talking about coffee shops, trying to figure out what would be the best 

one. Alex talked about the Haymarket Cafe in Northampton; I've never been there, but 

she said that even though she likes baristas to be mean to her, there they are TOO mean. 

I talked about the Verb, in Williamsburg, which is so hipster that you lose sight of the 

trees, but where I'd always bump into somebody I was excited to see. And then I got 

excited about Alt.Coffee, which, it turns out, is no longer Alt.Coffee but has become the 

Hopscotch cafe? Bummer. New York folks, is it still basically the same thing just with 

a different name? I always liked Alt.Coffee 'cause you could go there and hang out on a 

kind of uncomfortable couch in the daytime, and it would be mostly empty, and then 

once you were full of coffee and it was four o'clock you could go down the street to Hi-

Fi for two-for-one drinks, which y'know.  

That last thing- going from Alt.Coffee over to Hi Fi- is something that happens in 

Nevada, Maria passes out in one and then in the other, I think.114 

What is more, posting on LiveJournal is a habit that Maria shares with the novel’s author, as 

we see in chapter 15, a chapter that mainly consists of a 5-page post that Maria puts up on her 

LiveJournal blog. The post itself is a criticism of online transgender communities of the mid-

2000s and early 2010s and their inability to handle people who have complicated feelings about 

their gender identity:  

Not to mention, if you are a total baby panda at Internet communities asking, like, How do 

I get hormones, Internet trans women are very nice: they will tell you. But when you ask a 

more complicated question, like say, how do you resolve a genderqueer identity with a 

female identity when it seems like acknowledging the restraints of female identity and then 

bursting them doesn’t make you no longer female, just empowered, and therefore is 

genderqueer a privileged identity that’s mostly available to female-assigned people with 

punk rock haircuts, in college, everybody gets all butt-hurt and you get in trouble.115 

Notably, after reading through a few hundred of Binnie’s old LiveJournal posts, it becomes 

quite apparent that the style of writing used in Maria’s post mirrors the author’s own style. They 
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both use a highly casual tone that presumes engagement from the readers, perhaps in the 

comment section, and alternate between light-hearted joking and insightful analysis of trans 

issues. In fact, the post that Maria writes seemed to me so similar to one of Binnie’s that I ended 

up looking through her entire LiveJournal, going as far back as 2004, just to confirm that it was 

not simply copied into the novel from there, which it ultimately was not. Binnie’s post, 

however, also shows that Nevada was in the works for a long time before it ended up getting 

published, with Binnie referring to a “near-final draft” being done in 2009116 meaning that it 

took close to four years for her to find a publisher. 

In the afterword to Tiny Pieces of Skull, Roz Kaveney writers: “Most of it happened, more or 

less, though I don’t guarantee the truth of all the stories people told me back then,”117 presenting 

the novel as a collage of her own experiences as well as those of the trans women around her. 

In this sense, she as an author puts herself in the position of amplifying the stories of her own 

community, capturing some of the oral storytelling and history on paper, rather than creating 

wholly fictional accounts of trans life in London and Chicago in the late 1970s. Annabelle, the 

novel’s protagonist, also seems to be based on Kaveney herself, given that she worked as a 

literary journalist in the United Kingdom, just like the author, and Kaveney, in fact, calls the 

novel a “novel/memoir” in the comment section of a biographical blogpost.118 (While it cannot 

be guaranteed that the comment was written by Kaveney herself, given that it was posted 

anonymously, the chance of it being somebody posing as the author while including information 

about an unpublished work and correcting errors seems exceedingly unlikely. Nevertheless, the 

possibility should be kept in mind.) 

However, not all authors are as overt when incorporating their own experiences into their works 

as Binnie or Kaveney. Casey Plett, for example, has written short stories and even a whole 

novel that explore the complicated relationship between her transness and her Mennonite 

upbringing. Her collection of short stories, A Safe Girl to Love – published in 2014 by Topside 

Press, directly following the success of Nevada and which, interestingly, is titled after a passage 

from a Michelle Tea book119 – contains the story “Not Bleak” in which a trans woman is asked 
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118 Zagria, “Roz Kaveney (1949 - ) writer, critic, editor, activist,” A Gander Variance Who’s Who, 21 October 

2011 <https://zagria.blogspot.com/2011/10/roz-kaveney-1949-writer-critic-editor.html> 23 July 2020 
119 Jen Zoratti, “Winnipeg author mines her experiences and those of other trans women in fearless collection of 

short stories,” Winnipeg Free Press, 19 June 2014 <https://www.winnipegfreepress.com/arts-and-

life/entertainment/books/reality-bites-263764621.html> 23 July 2020 
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to cover for a friend of hers, another trans woman who is not out to her family, who promised 

to introduce her non-existent girlfriend to her Mennonite grandfather. The protagonist fears that 

she will be recognised as trans and verbally attacked by him, but that does not occur. The story 

explores the ways in which extremely conservative insular communities view trans people (and 

queer people, more broadly) as outside phenomena that they themselves are unlikely to directly 

interact with. As a result, the protagonist is not recognised as trans not because she passes120 

particularly well (at least she does not seem to think she does), but rather because the 

grandfather does not even entertain the notion that she or her grandchild could be trans. Plett’s 

novel, Little Fish, explores a very similar issue from a slightly different perspective, taking the 

viewpoint of a formerly-Mennonite trans woman who, following the death of her grandparent, 

realises that said grandparent was likely queer, but was unable to live openly due to religious 

conviction.  

Kai Cheng Thom, in her first novel, takes an entirely different position to autobiography – 

rejecting it outright. Fierce Femmes and Notorious Liars: A Dangerous Trans Girl’s 

Confabulous Memoir, published in 2016 by Metonymy Press, is a story that would be difficult 

to classify as autobiographical. In a short video on YouTube titled “Kai Cheng Thom, on her 

inspiration for Fierce Femmes and Notorious Liars,” she describes the novel as a “love letter 

and an apology to other trans women in [her] life”121 and suggests that some of the characters 

are based on trans women she knew in Montreal. Nevertheless, the book’s title of a memoir is 

likely a play on the predominance of trans autobiographical writing, which the author subverts 

early on by incorporating elements of magical realism into the narrative.122  An example is 

when the protagonist accidentally kills a policeman while protecting a fellow sex worker from 

him and, while they try and figure out where to put his body, the spirit of the First Femme 

herself appears and disposes of it, ensuring the safety of the two women: 

 
120 “Passing” in the context of transgender people refers to being assumed to be cisgender by the people they 

encounter in their everyday lives. For example, a trans woman who is generally assumed by other people to be 

cisgender can be said to “pass well” or be “passing”. For some trans people, particularly those who want to be 

“stealth” (meaning that they do not want anyone to know that they are trans), passing at least most of the time is 

important to their mental well-being and self-confidence, as passing means that they do not have to explain their 

trans identity and it may allow them to escape potential transphobic harassment or comments. Not being able to 

pass is the source of much frustration, sadness and fear in transgender communities, but for those who want to 

actively challenge gender norms, not passing may be an empowering way in which to be visibly queer. There is 

also a long history of discourse in transgender communities on whether or not passing is a form of privilege and 

conformity with cissexism, as discussed, for example, in the essay anthology Nobody Passes: Rejecting the 

Rules of Gender and Conformity. 
121 Ashley Fortier, “Kai Cheng Thom, on her inspiration for Fierce Femmes and Notorious Liars,” YouTube, 8 

September 2016 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U2nCsiWGcVc> 0:45, 23 July 2020 
122 Hil Malatino, “Future Fatigue: Trans Intimacies and Trans Presents (or How to Survive the Interregnum),” 

Transgender Studies Reader 6.4 (2019) 649 
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The novel does not as much challenge the idea of autobiography by playing between the lines 

of fiction and memoir like Michelle Tea’s work does, but, by not even attempting to justify the 

genre classification in its title, Thom tacitly acknowledges that the shadow of memoir fiction is 

difficult to escape, but it can also be used playfully as commentary. In the final letter to her 

sister123 which closes off the entire novel, the protagonist makes explicit the idea that whether 

a story is fact or fiction does not matter as long as it provides new potentialities: 

Someday, I’m going to gather up all the stories in my head. All the things that happened 

to me and all the things I wish had happened. I’m going to write them all down one after 

the other, and I’ll publish a famous best-selling book and let history decide what’s real 

and what’s not. 

Because maybe what really matters isn’t whether something is true or false, maybe what 

matters is the story itself: what kinds of doors it opens, what kinds of dreams it brings.124 

4.2 Centrality of Community, Traditional and Alternative Family Structures 

As is the case in queer culture more broadly, from Sarah Schulman’s People in Trouble to the 

ball scene depicted in Paris Is Burning, trans women’s literature regularly engages with 

questions of community belonging. This is despite the general decline in community 

dependency among cis white queer people who have, in recent decades, profited from both an 

increased social acceptance of queerness as well as a shift of cis queer activism away from 

demanding a social revolution and instead promoting policies that would allow privileged queer 

people to more effectively conform such as marriage equality, hate-crime legislation, inclusion 

in the military industrial complex and, generally, opening up paths for queer people to accrue 

social, political and economic capital and wield it against the marginalised – in others words, a 

shift towards what is termed homonormativity. This greater availability of capital and the turn 

from small radical queer initiatives (formally organised or not) to corporate-funded NGOs such 

as the Human Rights Campaign (HRC) and Stonewall UK exacerbated the pre-existing class 

differences in the queer community, essentially allowing privileged queers to escape their 

marginalised position by telling the heteronormative mainstream that they are “just like them” 

and incorporate themselves in straight communities by assimilating into their neoliberal values.  

 
123 This letter also opens up the possibility that the trans woman reader is herself the sister being addressed in 

these letters. 
124 Kai Cheng Thom, Fierce Femmes and Notorious Liars: A Dangerous Trans Girl’s Confabulous Memoir 

(Montreal: Metonymy Press, 2016) 187 
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However, as trans people are starting to gain access to capital, through corporate efforts of 

“trans inclusion,” NGO lobbying and people who were already rich before coming out as 

transgender, homonormative rhetoric has been adapted for transgender people.125 The most 

visible example of this has been the issue of excluding transgender people in the American 

military under Donald Trump’s presidency. While the same liberal outlets that strongly 

advocated for the repealing of the “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy, gay marriage and other issues 

of queer access to hegemonic institutions sharply criticised the Trump administration,126 radical 

grassroots activists like Mattilda Bernstein Sycamore instead asked why are trans people, who 

have historically suffered at the hands of state power, even fighting for access in the American 

military complex that continues wage bloody wars across the world: 

In the US, trans people are routinely kicked out of their families of origin, harassed in 

school and at work, persecuted by religious leaders and politicians, and attacked on the 

street simply for daring to exist. Trans people are often denied access to basic services 

like housing and health care, fired from jobs or never hired in the first place, and forced 

to flee the places where they grew up, simply to survive. Trans women, particularly 

trans women of color, are brutally murdered at an astounding rate. In the few public 

spaces trans women and gender nonconforming people have created to survive, they 

face daily harassment by law enforcement and other bashers, and are often imprisoned 

for the crime of their own survival, where the persecution and brutality often escalate. 

What, then, would an end to the ban on trans people serving openly in the US military 

serve to facilitate? More of the same: endless war, plundering of Indigenous resources, 

both in the US and abroad, and a militaristic orientation that sees oppressed people as 

cannon fodder for US imperialism. It would also serve the continuation of anti-trans 

violence in the US, where the rise of legislative transphobia now means that even using 

the bathroom that corresponds to your gender identity is now subject to a sensational 

national debate.127 

Despite this shift in rhetoric in favour of assimilation, the level of social transphobia remains 

relatively high in places like the United States and Canada (and in some places, such as the 

 
125 Emmanuel David, “Capital T: Trans Visibility, Corporate Capitalism, and Commodity Culture,” Transgender 

Studies Quarterly 4.1 (2017) 29 
126 The New York Times Editorial Board, “Trump’s Transgender Military Ban Gets a Boost,” The New York 

Times, 23 January 2019 <https://www.nytimes.com/2019/01/23/opinion/trump-transgender-military-ban.html> 

23 July 2020 
127 Mattilda Bernstein Sycamore, “‘Transgender Troops’ Should Be an Oxymoron,” Truthout, 29 June 2016 
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United Kingdom, it may even be on the rise) and many of the NGOs which strongly promoted 

homonormative policies in the early 2000s often failed to include transgender people in their 

policy proposals. In the case of the HRC, they even removed clauses to protect transgender 

people from workplace discrimination from proposed legislation after deeming it “too difficult 

to get passed”.128 Additionally, due to intra-community transphobia, trans people often faced 

difficulties while trying to participate in local queer communities and, as a result, were 

sometimes forced to create separate, trans-inclusive subcommunities which lacked both the 

membership numbers and resources available to gay and lesbian spaces and organisations.  

All of this is reflected in transgender women’s literature, particularly when we look at the sort 

of friendships and kinships that the protagonists tend to maintain. In the works that I have had 

available to me and that I have read, it is exceedingly rare for a protagonist who is out as trans 

to have more than one non-queer friend, with the vast majority of them having none that appear 

directly in the text, pointing to the insularity of the trans community. Even in the case of Tiny 

Pieces of Skull, where Anabelle starts off with two cisgender people as her only close friends, 

the moment she befriends another trans woman, she begins to recognise those friendships as 

toxic and ends them. While this may perhaps not be reflective of how some transgender people 

live, it nevertheless shows the sense of responsibility that some trans writers – who themselves 

are usually closely connected to their local trans communities – feel when it comes to accurately 

representing the complexity of trans lives.  

In her novel Small Beauty, published by Metonymy Press in 2016, jia qing wilson-yang further 

complicates the already tangled web of transness and mutual reliance by forcing Mei Xiao to 

contend with losses both in her adoptive family of other Asian-Canadian trans women and in 

her biological family. After Mei’s cousin Sandy, her last remaining family member (Mei was 

abandoned by her mother after she came out to her) who was like a brother to her, dies in an 

ominous accident, Mei leaves her community in the big city behind and moves into Sandy’s 

house to sift through his belongings and mourn his loss, entering a months-long period of 

solitude and depression during which she meets her aunt Bernadette’s former girlfriend, Diane. 

However, Diane, influenced by lesbian feminism of the 1980s, also ends up rejecting Mei. 

Through a glimpse into Diane’s past, we find out that, when faced with the choice between 

eloping with Diane and staying with her mother despite her homophobic harassment, 

Bernadette made the choice to stay: 

 
128 Susan Stryker, Transgender History (New York: Seal Press, 2017) 160 
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Bernie was being affected by her mother’s abuse. It was awful. Week after week, Diane 

tried to get her to leave, but her pushes were turning into arguments. She was losing her 

connection with Bernie. 

One evening, at the peak of one of their fights, Bernie told Diane to leave. “If you 

want to live somewhere else so much, just go and do it. Stop pushing me!” 

Diane left.129 

 

Ultimately, while Bernadette tries to leave her mother at a later point, she is prevented from 

doing so and, years later, she becomes sick and dies, unable to say a last goodbye to Diane. 

Bernadette’s choice between a queer adoptive family and a heteronormative biological family 

turns out to have been repeated by Mei who finds out that during her self-imposed exile in the 

countryside, Connie, an older trans woman and one of her closest friends, had unexpectedly 

died of some unspecified illness a full month ago. In both cases, the choice (although it arguably 

was not an apparent choice for Mei) to prioritise a sense of responsibility towards biological 

family over the bonds of queer friendship and love results in the perpetuation of grief and 

isolation. It should be noted, however, that close to the end of the novel, these seemingly 

separate spheres are brought together as, sitting inside Sandy’s old truck, Mei is visited by the 

spirits of her family members as well as that of Connie who explicitly states, noticing Mei’s 

apparent surprise at being visited by her and not just her biological family: “People are 

connected by more than blood, you know this.”130 

 

wilson-yang also shows how the idea of strong bonds in marginalised communities existing in 

direct opposition to blood ties is significantly less stable when the family itself, in this case a 

family of a Chinese background living in rural Canada, comprises a marginalised community 

in and of itself. Having characters navigate familial as well as queer bonds (which in the 

relationship that Mei has towards Diane may be seen as co-existent) creates a more complete 

picture of trans life, where, despite rejection and distance, blood ties often continue to linger, 

whether as a point of trauma or as an aspirational hope of reconciliation. As much as creating 

alternative family structures may be crucial for surviving in heterosexist and cissexist societies, 

they should also not be seen as one-to-one equivalents to nuclear and multigenerational families 

held together by genetic relationships, despite the fact that both may serve the functions of 

supporting the young (emotionally and economically) and cultural preservation through the 

 
129 jia qing wilson-yang, Small Beauty (Montreal: Metonymy Press, 2016) 113 
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passing on of tradition and experience. As wilson-yang herself describes it in the novel: “Family 

is a tricky, shifting shoreline of a topic.”131 

 

4.3 Direct Engagement with Intracommunity Discourse 

While all literature can be viewed as contributing to the construction of various social 

discourses such as human rights, morality, ethics or knowledge production, anglophone 

transgender literature, particularly prose, appears to have a tendency to directly comment not 

only on the wider discourse about trans people (this is particularly true for memoirs and non-

fiction aimed at cisgender readerships which typically try to demythologise transness and 

debunk common misconceptions), but, more interestingly, discourses among trans people.  

This is partly because, as described in some detail in the first chapter, there is an old ideological 

division among trans people over whether gender is socially constructed and manifests itself in 

endless permutations or whether both sex and gender are fundamentally binary and essentialist, 

with trans people constituting a purely physiological mismatch between sex encoded in the 

brain and in the rest of the body, disputing contemporary gender studies views which hold that 

not only gender but also sex itself is a predominantly social constructed category.132 This battle 

continues to be fought even through literary means, such as when a group of trans women in 

Casey Plett’s Little Fish bring up the COGIATI (Combined Gender Identity and Transsexuality 

Inventory) test,133 essentially a personality quiz which circulated in anglophone online trans 

communities such as Susan’s Place in the early 2000s and, in countries where the sexological 

discourse on transness continues to be strong –  such as the Czech Republic and Germany – it 

is still easy to find on various trans blogs in translated form134135 where it is presented as a 

genuine metric of one’s “transsexuality”: 

“You know what I saw today for the first time?” Lila said. “The COGIATI.” 

Wendy and Raina exploded in separate pitches of “Nooo!” 

“What’s the COGIATI?” said Aileen. 

[…] 

 
131 Small Beauty, 13 
132 Anne Fausto-Sterling, Sexing the Body: Gender Politics and the Construction of Sexuality (New York: Basic 
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“It’s like an online test some trans woman made in the nineties,” said Lila, “where you 

answer all these multiple-choice questions about yourself and then it tells you whether 

you’re a transsexual or not.” 

“And the questions are so …” Wendy said. 

“Fucking ridiculous!” said Lila. “It like, asks you if you’re good at math and how you 

would feel if you were in a meeting with all men and the boss says everyone has to hug.” 

[…] 

“Like a bunch of frilly pink nonsense, that kind of thing?” said Aileen. 

“Nice neat middle-aged white ladies who fretted about their fuckin’ handbags, and if 

you weren’t dead thirsty for a vag then you weren’t a real woman,” said Lila. “I dunno 

if that’s Miss COGIATI’s experience or whatever, but, like, you know. When I was a 

teenager, that’s what I thought being trans was. That’s why I was a gay boy until my 

mid-twenties.” 

Everyone nodded, murmured understanding. “I wonder,” said Wendy, “how much that 

shit has hurt us in ways we don’t understand. I like to think I’m over all that stuff.”136 

 

Along similar lines, but targeting instead the dominance of white people’s voices in the 

transgender movement as well as gender binarism, Mei in Small Beauty muses about the 

transgender flag, designed by Monica Helms in 1999, which features five horizontal stripes, 

traditionally interpreted as: two baby blue stripes representing trans men, two baby pink stripes 

representing trans women with the single white stripe in the centre standing for transitioning 

and/or non-binary people:137 

 

[…] “Look at it. Blue and pink. Blue and pink! Boys and girls. One, it’s like the only 

thing you can be is a boy or a girl, which is a totally white idea. Lots of other places in 

the past and right now have more than just boys and girls.” […]  

“So that’s stupid, but to really drive the point home, it literally, not even in some 

‘I’m not racist but…’ undercover sneaky way, it literally is white in the middle. Talk 

about centring whiteness! Then they tell us it’s the transgender flag and it represents us. 

It’s the whitest thing around! At least the rainbow flag has sex and magic in it.” 

 
136 Little Fish, 267-268 
137 Erika W. Smith, “The History Of The Transgender Flag,” Refinery29, 11 June 2019 
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“Had sex and magic, honey. Had sex and magic,” Annette corrects her. “And it’s a 

flag, darling. A flag. What do flags do? They mark territory. And I don’t let anyone piss 

on me for free.”138 

 

Clearly, the way in which the flag centres whiteness was not lost on other trans people of colour. 

In 2015, Raquel Willis, a prominent Black trans activist and the current executive editor of Out 

magazine,139 designed the Black Trans Flag, by replacing the white stripe by a black one, adding 

to the number of rainbow pride flag redesigns in the wake of the Black Lives Matter movement 

that include black and brown stripes among the rainbow colours to make visible queer people 

of colour who are otherwise often erased and marginalised in queer activism. Additionally, 

Mei’s remarks that the gender binary is a “totally white idea,” echoes the points raised by 

indigenous activists and activists of colour, who have talked about how many societies, prior to 

being colonised by Europeans, had (and some continue to have) radically different notions of 

gender and sexuality compared to those which were imposed by the hegemonic social power of 

white colonialists as systems of control and genocide.140 

 

In the same novel, however, Connie talks about the negative effects that these ideological 

arguments can have on people, when they are expected to take sides and expose their views on 

these matters. Explaining to Mei why she no longer goes to the drop-in where the two first met 

and which also happens to be the same place where Mei comments on the trans flag hanging 

outside, she says merely: “Too many conversations about surgery and whether I am 

[trans]sexual or [trans]gendered […]”141 with the very word “transsexual” acting as a 

reductionist stand-in for the sexological, essentialist view of transness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
138 Small Beauty, 125-126 
139 Despite Willis’s apparent push to make the magazine less centred on politically unengaged rich white gay 
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4.4 “The Queero’s Journey” 

In a 2017 interview with Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha for Bitch Media, Kai Cheng 

Thom responded to a question about the theme of running away in her novel Fierce Femmes 

and Notorious Liars:  

Running away is the queer and trans version of the classic hero’s journey. It’s the 

queero’s journey! (Please forgive me for that. I just had to.) There is a long and powerful 

artistic/literary tradition of exploring queer coming of age and identity through themes 

of escape and running away, no doubt because so many of us grow up trapped in abusive 

and/or repressive environments. 

I love the ‘running away’ queer story trope because it is also the inversion of the exile 

or familial rejection narrative that haunts queer youth, this terror of being thrown out 

like trash. 

Referencing the controversial structuralist concept of a hero’s journey as a monomythic pattern 

that is used in heroic tales in cultures across the world, popularised by Joseph Campbell in The 

Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949) and which in and of itself became a guideline used by 

some writers to intentionally structure their narratives around, she points to the theme of flight 

to greener pastures (supposedly less queerphobic big cities) as a common feature in queer 

literature and art, going at least as far back as Stephen’s escape to Paris in The Well of 

Loneliness. 

While it is certainly not a singular paradigm in queer and trans literature, it is, nevertheless, a 

common recurring theme. Traditionally, this flight reflects the disturbingly common experience 

of rejection of queer youth by their parents, who either directly force their child out of their 

home or give them an ultimatum of choosing between leaving the house or supressing their 

queerness. This results in disproportionate levels of homelessness among queer youth compared 

to their cisgender and straight counterparts, with queer youth comprising roughly 40% of the 

homeless youth served by some American homelessness organisations.142 These young people 

list “Ran away because of family rejection of sexual orientation or gender identity” and “Forced 

out by parents because of sexual orientation or gender identity” listed as the two most common 

 
142 Laura E. Durso and Gary J. Gates, Serving Our Youth: Findings from a National Survey of Service Providers 

Working with Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender Youth who are Homeless or At Risk of Becoming 
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reasons for their homelessness according to research done by the Williams Institute of UCLA 

in 2012.143 

Thom’s novel is a prime example of this type of flight, where the protagonist runs away from 

her abusive family and heads to the City of Smoke and Lights, where she hopes she will be able 

to live openly as trans, eking out a living as a sex worker. This combination of running away 

from one’s family or falling out of grace and sex work could itself be viewed as a common 

feature of trans women’s literature. Sex work plays an important role in the lives of many trans 

women, as has historically been and continues to be one of the few avenues through which 

economically underprivileged trans women, especially those lacking their family’s support, 

could make enough money to not only sustain themselves, but also have enough left over to 

afford hormones and potentially save up for surgery in countries where such things are not 

covered or remain difficult to access. Fierce Femmes as well as Tiny Pieces of Skull and 

numerous short stories revolve around trans women whose queero’s journey is that of leaving 

hostile support structures behind and moving to a big city where they find support and 

companionship among the local trans sex workers. These stories paint sex work in a radically 

different light than the mainstream discourse, presenting them as a form of work which, while 

oftentimes dangerous, can also forge strong bonds among those working within it which 

transcend certain social stigmata.  

The prominence of doing sex work in trans women’s writing is supported by data from the 

National Center for Transgender Equality which notes in its 2015 survey paper “Meaningful 

Work: Transgender Experiences in the Sex Trade” that out of a total of 6,456 transgender and 

gender non-conforming people surveyed, 14.9% of the trans women had worked in sex work at 

some point. These numbers are, unsurprisingly, also highly influenced by race – while out of 

the Black and Black multiracial people surveyed nearly 40% had participated in sex work, 

among white respondents, this number was only 6.3%.144 

In her book on emotion and queer life, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, Sara Ahmed makes an 

observation regarding heteronormativity (and normativity more broadly) that is pertinent to the 

journey narrative:  

 
143 Durso and Gates, 4 
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Normativity is comfortable for those who inhabit it. The word ‘comfort’ suggests 

wellbeing and satisfaction, but it also suggests an ease and easiness. To follow the rules 

of heterosexuality is to be at ease in a world that reflects back the couple form one 

inhabits as an ideal. […] Having uncomfortably inhabited the comforts of 

heterosexuality for many years, I know this too well. Now, living a queer life, I can 

reflect on many comforts that I did not even begin to notice despite my ‘felt’ 

discomforts. We don’t tend to notice what is comfortable, even when we think we do.145 

The queero’s journey is, in this light, fundamentally an escape from a comfortable normativity 

into the uncharted territory of queer life. In this respect, it is not only a flight on the geographical 

level – away from someone – but also on the psychological level – away from something. The 

uprootedness that queer people and characters experience during the journey is, thus, not only 

about the distance and inaccessibility of certain comforts, but also about losing the comfort of 

a stable and shared epistemological ground in which one is raised. Setting off onto the journey 

means abandoning normative frameworks that, ironically, were restrictive as well as comforting 

and adopting or creating entirely different sets of values. 

However, this is not the only possible pattern that the queero’s journey can follow. Both Nevada 

and Small Beauty feature protagonists who leave their support structures not in order to finally 

live out their queer lives openly or in a search for authenticity, but rather to process their 

complicated emotions. Maria’s flight is particularly noteworthy, as it is an escape from the 

safety and stability of her (admittedly unfulfilling) relationship and the queer community she 

has built for herself in New York into complete uncertainty, with no stated goal in mind, neither 

geographical nor emotional. It is an act of refusing to settle down, of choosing to exist in the 

liminal space that is the American highway where human interaction is suspended. Instead of 

going on a queero’s journey of self-creation, she attempts to become the catalyst that sends the 

secondary protagonist, James, who may or may not be a trans woman in denial, onto that 

journey – a sort of reversal of the schema that passes it onto the next generation. 

4.5 Ambiguity of Endings 

However, this interpreting of James’ story as a continuation of the queero’s journey could be 

challenged by the fact that the ending to Nevada, much like the endings to many other trans 

novels, remains ambiguous. Maria does not turn back and return to New York to reconcile with 

her girlfriend, neither does she settle down elsewhere or stay on the road. The novel ends, quite 

 
145 Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2014) 147 



74 
 

startlingly, in James stealing most of the heroin from Maria’s car while she is away and 

awkwardly disappearing after he loses sight of Maria in a casino. Afterwards, he gets picked 

up by his girlfriend, Nicole and the novel closes on the lines: “He wonders whether the yellow 

light and nostalgia can turn his body inconsequential enough to get hard. He wonders whether 

there’s enough room in the backseat of Nicole’s car for her to give him head.”146 This acts as a 

clear parallel between the opening of the novel, where Maria is having sex with Steph, her 

girlfriend, while thinking about how 

[t]he moment her pants come off, she stops being in her body, and when she’s off in the 

clouds desperately trying to make an emergency peace with her own junk, trying not to 

think about how bad her junk has fucked up so much of her life and what can she do 

about it[…]147  

This parallel suggests that James is struggling in the same way Maria was and that he might 

eventually leave Nicole and set off on his own journey of self-discovery. At the same time, 

though, this sort of hopeful resolution is denied to the reader, by also offering the idea that 

James’ denial is too resilient for that to happen, just as it proved itself to be resistant to direct 

challenges from Maria. In a sense, the novel refuses to have its plot resolved, opting instead for 

suggesting possible pathways for a resolution, while not committing to any of them – 

suspending its plot much in the same way as James suspends his desires through denial and 

Maria suspends sorting things out with Steph by running away. 

In Fierce Femmes and Notorious Liars, the rejection of an unambiguous ending is explicitly 

declared by the narrator within the text, when the narrator repudiates the original ending, in 

which she settles down with a rich trans man, as not being representative of trans people’s lived 

experience, calling it a “fairy-tale ending,” and, instead, offers an ending that defies the 

simplicity of the first, providing a further challenge to the idea that this is simply another in the 

long line of trans women’s memoirs. As the narrator begins to address the reader themselves, 

she reveals that the ending we initially received was a fundamentally unsustainable fantasy that 

needs to be resisted: 

Oh, please. Don’t look surprised, now. You knew this was coming. 

I told you from the very beginning, way back at the beginning of the book, that this was 

the story of how I became the greatest escape artist in the whole goddamn world. It is 
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not the story of how I ran away from home like a little trans baby princess Cinderella, 

got rescued by a handsome transgender prince, and vanished happily into the vast palace 

of the middle class. 

[…] 

Really? You still don’t know why I’m leaving? Honey. 

It’s because I ran away to find myself, and so that I would never, ever be stuck in a story 

that someone else wrote for me. Because I said goodbye to my body full of bees and my 

heart full of ghosts, and now it’s time to fill my body and my heart with something 

new.148 

Hil Malatino additionally points to how the rejection of the fairy-tale ending itself acts as a 

critique of the popular narratives in which trans people are saved by an outside force, in this 

case a trans man from a rich family, rather than strengthening existing community bonds 

through love and solidarity: 

Thom’s narrator rejects the scripted futures on offer, choosing instead the sustaining 

unpredictability of a praxis of love. Thom’s work helps us explore the affective 

structures of trans presents, which are always more nuanced, more variegated, than the 

Janus-faced structure of conventional narratives of trans futurity would have us 

believe.149 

At the same time, we should consider the potential impact that the genre of memoir may have 

had on the prevalence of such endings in trans women’s fiction, given that, as the memoir 

purports to narrate the experiences up to a certain point of a person’s life, the very idea of a plot 

resolution ceases to be the only way to end such a narrative. Human lives, while perhaps 

containing what may be described as plots (establishing a career, settling down, conflict with 

friends) and even the tropes of plot resolutions, with marriage being the most clichéd one, do 

not cease at the moment of a resolution or may never even offer a resolution to begin with, 

leaving behind many open threads. As a result, trans novels, which, as discussed above, often 

exist at a crossroads between fiction and autobiographical writing, may leave their plot lines 

similarly open not only for the readers to interpret, but also for them to find inside such 

 
148 Thom, 186 
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76 
 

ambiguous endings a more close resemblance to their own lives and to their own unresolved 

issues and conflicts. 

The ambiguous ending of Small Beauty is, in fact, crucial for the entire structure of the novel 

to retain a sense of cohesion. Rather than presenting an ending that loops back around to the 

novel’s beginning, as is the case with Nevada, or an ending that challenges the reliability of the 

preceding narrative, as in Fierce Femmes and Notorious Liars, the ending to wilson-yang’s 

novel is interspersed between the novel’s chapters and presented in italics – in a sense, it is 

removed entirely from the main text of the novel itself, acting as a sort of framing narrative that 

only emerges as the chronological ending once the reader reaches the final chapter. The 

fragmentary nature of the novel, which oscillates between different chronologies and 

focalisations as it moves from chapter to chapter, is, through reaching the end of the novel, 

implicitly revealed as being primarily comprised Mei’s memories who, at the end of the novel, 

is laying in the back of a canoe that she stole and pushed out onto a lake, staring at the sky and 

reflecting on the past, both distant and recent. Unlike with the previous endings, the central 

issue that the novel focuses on – Mei trying to come to terms with the death of her loved ones 

– ends up relatively resolved, as she calls her friend Annette at the end and announces her return 

to the city in a one-sided conversation: 

Hey. It’s me. Where am I? Oh, nowhere special. I was thinking of coming back in a 

couple of days. Can I stay with you? Maybe you’d want to come back here with me? 

What’s what sound? Oh that. It’s a lake. Yeah, I’m in a canoe. No, I don’t have one. I 

stole it. No, it’s not pink. That joke is not only dirty and gross, but also not funny. 

Whatever, Annette. Love you, too.150 

However, the way in which this scene is narrated is very different from the other phone calls 

seen earlier in the novel,151 where we as the readers were presented with both ends of the 

conversation rather than just a one. This shift indicates that the audience has moved from being 

presented with Mei’s thoughts and memories to simply being an outside observer to Mei’s 

perspective of the scene. This brings to light the major unresolved tension in the novel’s 

structure that the ending fails to explain. The novel contains two extended segments where the 

perspective suddenly shifts from Mei to Diane and to Sandy. Both these segments provide 

details that Mei could not have been familiar with at the end of the novel, challenging the 
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conceit of the narrative as Mei’s reflection on her own memories. This results in a structural 

ambiguity as the novel indicates a certain framing structure while refusing to address elements 

that contradict it, leaving the readers to form their own ideas on how the segments ended up as 

part of the narrative.  

A simple, although a notably boring, explanation way of reconciling the conflict would be to 

simply reject the notion that we are being given access to Mei’s memories as she reflects on her 

life and instead assume that the narrative is merely being provided by an omniscient narrator. 

This explanation, however, fails to account for the one-sided phone call that closes out the novel 

– why would an omniscient narrator omit half of a conversation there and not elsewhere? A 

different way of resolving the tension would be to presuppose that, while narrated by Mei, the 

narrative does not occur while she is in the canoe, but, rather, later, after she has reconciled 

with Diane and been told her side of the story. That, however, does not explain the segments 

where we see Sandy’s perspective, especially the recounting of his tragic death. Unlike the rest 

of the novel, the italicised ending also does not call Mei by name, opting instead solely for 

describing her through pronouns, while, at times, still providing insight that would be 

unavailable to a purely outside observer, such as: “She tries to imagine what a scream would 

look like extending from her now, continuous in all directions.”152 In short, the ending is 

presented in such a way that it adds a framing layer to some of the narrative while 

simultaneously forcing the reader to question the parts that cannot be explained through said 

framing, directly introducing ambiguity and disturbing clear interpretation through the text 

itself.   
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5. Conclusion: Where Do We Go from Here? 

As we have seen, contemporary trans women’s literature has much to offer and, with its own 

set of internal discourses, communities and literary structures, it certainly occupies a distinct 

space within queer literature, rather than existing purely as a subset of it. However, while this 

thesis largely focuses on the progress that this literary space had undergone, I would like to 

caution against interpreting this development as an inevitable result merely of the somewhat 

greater inclusion of transgender people in society. Within this type of literary production, there 

are infrastructures both visible and invisible, which allow for its flourishing and sustain it in the 

long term – from publishers who are willing to publish works for small readerships to trans 

writers’ communities (online and offline) which provide its members with help and critique. 

Such infrastructures are fragile, as we have seen with the collapse of Topside Press, which at 

the time was slated to publish a number of new contributions, the status of which now remains 

uncertain. For trans women’s literature to continue to expand – an expansion particularly 

needed when it comes to the types of perspectives represented, which continue to be mostly 

those of white women – the readership must recognise that their own active involvement is 

critical, whether it is calling publishers out on their discriminatory practices and demanding 

change or merely promoting trans women’s literature within their own community, bringing 

much-needed attention to works that may otherwise remain hard to find in the constant influx 

of new media to be watched, read and played.  

This distinction between the reader/viewer/player of a trans work and its producer has been 

shown to be quite blurry at times, as demonstrated in Videogames for Humans: Twine Authors 

in Conversation, edited by merritt k (who is herself a prominent trans writer and artist), which 

includes pieces from, among others, Imogen Binnie, Katherine Cross, Cat Fitzpatrick and 

Aevee Bee. These authors write about their experiences of playing a pre-selected text-based 

narrative video game designed in the programme Twine (many of which were written and 

designed by trans people) with the end result being a mixture between the critical essay and the 

short story. Through this process of recording their own thoughts, seemingly as the game is 

being played, their readership is transmuted into both criticism and a narrative of its own right, 

highlighting the video game and their own writing skills. A good example of this is Imogen 

Binnie’s piece which very distinctly showcases her writing style alongside the game: 

[you got some sweet junk there, cutie] 

[how do you feel about sacrificing animals to satan for power] 
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[> blood for the blood god] 

[i’d rather not, even in a work of fiction, it’s all the same] 

SABBAT: Director’s Cut compliments my junk anyway! I guess that is nice. I don’t 

want to talk about my junk with you anymore, though, game. Leave me alone. 

I stopped being a vegetarian like three years ago when I was working in a day shelter 

that wouldn’t give me more than twenty hours a week and I couldn’t afford not to eat in 

the soup kitchen there. Plus I am hella metal. Or maybe my player character is hella 

metal!153 

Not only does this demonstrate the creative ways in which criticism and audience engagement 

can itself be a literary product, but just as importantly, it presents another possibility that should 

be kept in mind when making conclusions about the contemporary moment in trans women’s 

literature – while this thesis was only concerned with works that were produced and published 

for the traditional literary medium of print, digital works such as Twine games are actively 

helping tear down the barrier that seemingly separates print from video games (and, in fact, 

text-based games sometimes share more similarities with choose-your-own-adventure books 

than they do with other video game genres). In order to better grasp the scope of where trans 

women’s literature may be headed in the future, a cross-media analysis that extends beyond the 

confines of literature would not only be helpful, but arguably critical. 

Nevertheless, in the space of printed books, is it possible to make some predictions about what 

new areas trans women writers could start exploring (and subverting) in the upcoming decade, 

given that we have familiarised ourselves with some of the factors that gave rise to the current 

situation? Personally, I believe that a potential future may begin to reveal itself when we 

observe the genre of the novels described herein and some other trans literary works, such as 

short stories. The novels described and discussed in this thesis are largely works confined to 

the spaces of realism, even if this realist conceit is not always fully committed to – with the 

main exceptions being Fierce Femmes and Notorious Liars (which overtly employs magical 

realism as its code) and, to a slightly lesser degree, Small Beauty (in which spirits of the dead 

and ominous signs are a recurring motif).  

 
153 Imogen Binnie, “SABBAT by Eva Problems,” Videogames for Humans: Twine Authors in Conversation, 

edited by merritt k (New York: Instar Books, 2015) 59 
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When we look at the genres of trans women’s short stories, however, we get an entirely different 

picture. I am thinking primarily of two short story collections, both published in 2017. The first, 

Nerve Endings: The New Trans Erotic, edited by Tobi Hill-Meyer, represents a wonderful 

fusion of many of the elements of trans writing raised throughout this thesis. The story of its 

publishing clearly demonstrates the power that readership can have over literary production, as 

the collection’s creation was funded through the Kickstarter platform, where people can 

contribute money towards individual projects they would like to see realised, raising almost 

$18,000 with an original goal of $4,500. On the Kickstarter page, Hill-Meyer introduced the 

aims of the collection thusly: 

So much of the hostility and bigotry trans people face is focused around sexuality: anti-

trans bathroom bills conjure fears of "perverts," straight men frame trans women as 

"deceptive." Others see us as hypersexual and expect us to be available for sex 

practically on demand, and doctors have historically denied access to hormones and 

surgery to those who don't have the "right" kind of sex.  

Amidst all these intense and often contradictory demands on us around sexuality, it's 

easy to internalize shame. Thus it's vital--both for our personal well being and our 

political rights--that we reclaim our personal experiences around sexuality. This 

anthology presents thirty different ways of doing that.154 

While, as discussed in the context of the Lambda Literary Award, Nerve Endings was not the 

first collection of transgender erotica written by trans people (the first one would be Take Me 

There), it landed within an entirely different trans literary scene, which had by that point 

adjusted to reading trans novels and the idea of trans stories by trans people. Comparing the 

selection of authors does much to illustrate just how much of a paradigm shift had occurred in 

the short span of six years. While the list of authors for Take Me There, edited by Tristan 

Taormino who herself is not trans, reads almost as a who’s-who of the early 2000s trans activist-

writer scene (Kate Bornstein, Pat Califia, S. Bear Bergman, Julia Serano and others), Nerve 

Endings includes works both from relatively well-established trans writers (Morgan M Page, 

Katherine Cross) as well as authors who do not yet have dozens of author credits to their name.  

 
154 Tobi Hill-Meyer, “Nerve Endings: The New Trans Erotic,” Kickstarter, 8 December 2016 
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But Nerve Endings is not a mere collection of realist erotica, centred on the daily sexual lives 

of trans people. While trans women’s novels still appear to be retaining some degree of realism 

and rooted in the lived experience of being trans in our world, the format of the erotic short 

story as presented in Nerve Endings appears to have largely shed this restraint in favour of 

exploring the very question of what it means to inhabit a human body and find pleasure within 

it, a question certainly pertinent to many speculative authors, but which gains an entirely new 

depth when viewed from a transgender vantage point. The end results are stories like Katherine 

Cross’s “Singularity,” melding queer theory, transness, science-fiction, horror and erotica, in 

which the protagonist falls in love with an AI which she helped to create and discards her human 

body in the pursuit of intimacy that shatters the dichotomy between the organic and the 

synthetic. I would argue that stories like this, which belong to both genre fiction but which resist 

simple genre classification, represent another step in the development of trans women’s 

literature, a step which was, in many ways, was only enabled by their genre-fiction literary 

predecessors (in Cross’s case, science fiction and, more specifically, cyberpunk fiction) as well 

as others who worked in the space of trans women’s literature to establish a realistic baseline 

against which stories like “Singularity” can be contrasted, much like trans autobiographies were 

the direct predecessors to general trans fiction. 

Later in that year, Meanwhile, Elsewhere: Science Fiction and Fantasy from Transgender 

Writers, edited by Cat Fitzpatrick and Casey Plett and published as the final book of Topside 

Press before its sudden collapse, came out and further demonstrated that trans women’s short 

stories no longer needed to be bound to the baseline of realism (as, for example, Casey Plett’s 

own A Safe Girl to Love was). As with Nerve Endings, the genres of science fiction and fantasy 

demonstrate that the question of transness remains relevant beyond the boundary of the 

contemporary socio-political moment and, in fact, pondering what transness would look like 

under different social conditions contributes to and enhances sci-fi and fantasy by carving out 

new speculative spaces, intersecting very strongly with, for example, cyberpunk’s emphasis on 

transhumanism and the fantasy element of shapeshifting magic. However, as Plett and 

Fitzpatrick, note in the afterword with a degree of surprise, it appears that sci-fi and fantasy by 

transgender people also differs on another level – it eschews the traditional and elitist trope of 

the “chosen one” who is destined to save the world in favour of small-scale stories that are more 

interested in what everyday interactions and survival are like under different social conditions: 

Historically, science fiction and fantasy have tended to the spectacular. Even when SF/F 

writers have commented most incisively at our own world, they have often done it 



82 
 

through characters who have incredible adventures, heroes and archvillains locked in 

battles on which the fate of nations or universes hinge. When we put out the call for 

submissions, we assumed these would be the stories we would receive – space opera, 

epic fantasy. We didn’t. The stories we got, by and large including those we did not 

select, seemed to be telling us something eerily consistent: It was something about not 

saving the world – Or, perhaps more accurately, about redefining what saving the world 

looks like. 

Throughout this book we follow transgender people in fantastical, strange, often brutally 

difficult and unpredictable circumstances not redeeming a universe, not heroically and 

single-handedly rescuing masses (how possible is that, even in galaxies unknown?) but 

carving out small pockets of knowledge, strength, and survival […]155 

Their observation indicates that, in many ways, even in the scope of genre writing, the topic of 

interest for transgender writers lay outside of the traditional norms of the genre – in other words, 

that transgender writing retains an anti-normative and sceptical worldview that is rooted in a 

concern for the well-being of the community rather than the epistemology of settler-colonialism 

and individualism that is all-too-commonly employed in genre literature. This ties back to the 

shared elements of trans women’s literature described in the previous chapter – for example, 

leaving endings open to interpretation reinforces that history is an ongoing process, rather than 

a set of objectively recorded events enacted by powerful individuals. 

However, as we look towards the future, we must consider just how long this will remain the 

case. As noted in the first chapter of this thesis, more and more people are coming out as 

transgender – and, to make sure this is not lost in the following point, I strongly believe that 

this is a good thing. A side effect of this, however, is that as transgender people begin to form 

an actually tangible voter (and consumer) base, trans issues will inevitably undergo the process 

of recuperation (and, to a limited extent, they already have) as the hegemonic order realigns 

itself so that it can capture the votes and money of trans people and their allies. If transgender 

people support these efforts en masse, as cis gays and lesbians did in the early 2000s vis-à-vis 

normative demands (marriage, military service etc.), it could eventually marginalise the 

community-centred forms of writing in lieu of a more normative (and marketable) neoliberal 

individualism. We can see this now with the haphazard inclusion of queer and trans characters 
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in some Young Adult fiction in order to stake a claim of diversity and capture a queer 

readership, but which may be perpetuating the old narrative of the “chosen one”.  

As transgender women’s literature moves forward in time, it appears to me that the challenge 

will not be so much what I have described throughout much of this thesis – finding readers, 

publishers and other people’s work – but rather the question of what constitutes trans women’s 

literature, although in a much different way than this was treated in the first chapter. Some of 

the shared issues presented here stem from the close ties between trans life, trans writing and 

trans activism. Trans women’s literature shows interest in intracommunity discourses because 

we, as trans people, form strong social bonds with other members of our community and we 

want to do what, in our own view, is best for it. Trans women’s literature often incorporates 

elements of autobiographical writing because, for the longest time, trans autobiographies were 

the only readily available forms of trans women’s writing. To speak in more overt terms, it is 

also important to consider that trans communities in many places, particularly those engaged in 

activism and the production of art, often hold strong leftist positions that oppose capitalism, 

believe in community action and are suspicious of the sudden influx of support from people 

more closely aligned with liberalism and who, for decades, have chosen to ignore questions of 

trans rights because they viewed them as too divisive and radical. This order of things, hopefully 

captured well in this thesis, may not survive into the 2030s, at least not in the somewhat central 

position that it currently holds. The challenge for trans women’s literature as it exists today will 

come in the form of people with fundamentally different experiences of their own transness, 

ones that are firmly rooted in mainstream political discourses and pinkwashed corporate 

support, with even mainstream liberal outlets such as The New York Times publishing articles 

on transgender literature.156 

The word “progress” means different things to different people. In the context of trans women’s 

literature, it may mean to some that the authors will be able to achieve the same degrees of 

public and critical acclaim that some of their gay and lesbian counterparts – Tony Kushner, 

Sarah Waters, Alison Bechdel and countless others – already have. To some, “progress” is 

instead found within the community itself: not necessarily producing more commercially 

successful works, but producing ones that have wider reach within the community, speak to 

experiences that have not been given a voice before and provide a cultural touchstone on which 

future artists can build. This discrepancy is difficult to resolve and it is doubly so in a system 
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in which commercial success and literary production often go hand in hand. This is, in part, 

why I have chosen to make this thesis not about cataloguing some ambiguous notion of 

progress, which typically imagines public discourse about human rights and justice as a linear 

scheme or as an arc of the moral universe, but rather about the process of flourishing, which I 

believe is much more applicable in situations where the future that lay ahead appears to be more 

complicated and does not warrant simplistic narratives of progress. While I hope I have clearly 

demonstrated that, compared with the past decades, the last decade was, indeed, one in which 

trans women’s literature in North America truly flourished, spreading its roots wider and deeper 

than ever before, there may be times ahead when this particular form of trans literary production 

is going to wane and perhaps even wither, giving way for other perspectives and other forms. 

Nevertheless, I do believe that this current period of flourishing, regardless of what future may 

hold for it, has managed to blossom and scatter its seeds and whether as a literature of its own 

or merely as a subspecies of a more dominant strain, it will remain with us for years to come. 
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Abstract (English) 

This master’s thesis describes how, within the space of a single decade (2010-2019), 

transgender women’s literature underwent significant development when it came to the 

production of novels and literary production more broadly. Written to be accessible to those 

unfamiliar with transgender literature and the internal workings of trans communities as 

possible, this thesis begins by describing in detail the socio-political changes in how trans 

people lived and were perceived over the past decade, with particular attention paid to the 

changes in the media landscape, the recent surge of people coming out as transgender and the 

conservative backlash. 

Methodologically, this thesis utilises the viewpoint of transgender studies, which focuses to the 

material and socio-political conditions that facilitate trans cultural production and the ways in 

which trans literature engages with the politics of representation through the act of self-

representation. It should be noted that this thesis only considers physically published literature 

written by trans women – a restriction that, the author acknowledges, helps reinforce the 

hegemony of the publishing industry –  with special attention paid to the genre of the novel, 

and does not view works by cisgender authors that deal with transgender themes as belonging 

to trans literature proper. 

This thesis deals extensively with the barriers existing both within the publishing world and the 

gay and lesbian literary spaces that made (and continue to make) it difficult for transgender 

women, particularly trans women of colour, to gain access to queer readers. The author presents 

the example of the Lambda Literary Awards, a queer literary award which took until 2011 to 

give an award to transgender fiction writers, 22 years after its inception. A small selection of 

trans women authors who wrote prior to the last decade are introduced, namely Roz Kaveney, 

Trish Salah, Julia Serano and Trace Peterson. 

With this knowledge, the thesis proceeds to look at the development of the contemporary trans 

women’s literary scene, pointing out the extent to which this scene has developed in Canada 

and the United States, with Canadian authors having written a surprisingly large share of the 

published books given Canada’s relatively small position in the mainstream literary world. The 

international community of anglophone trans women writers that formed not only through the 

possibilities of social media, but also through the small number of publishers willing to publish 

trans novels, also has a direct impact on the literary texts with intertextual references to other 

trans novels and authors. 
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Moving past the material issues of publishing and literary production, this thesis then looks at 

some of the features shared by many trans women’s novels that point towards trans women’s 

literature constating its own genre and not merely existing as a minor subset of queer literature. 

The features listed are: Autobiographical elements; centrality of community and family (queer 

and biological); engagement with intracommunity discourses; the “Queero’s Journey”; 

ambiguity of endings. This thesis argues that, while certainly not all works of trans fiction share 

these elements and their list is by no means exhaustive, they do point to a literary genre that is 

rooted in representing somewhat realistic trans lives (although diverge away from this realism 

in some novels is also noted) and in radical queer politics. 

Rather than summing up the findings of this thesis, the conclusion instead attempts to actively 

utilise them as a way of looking forward into the potential future of trans women’s literature. 

This future already began to take form not only through two novels analysed earlier which 

include elements of magical realism, but also through two anthologies of short stories which 

are already moving into the spaces of speculative and genre fiction – a move that, the author 

argues, was partly enabled by the realist streak of the works the preceded them. Lastly, this 

thesis considers how the recent rise of trans-inclusive neoliberal politics may eventually 

produce a trans literature that will no longer hold radical queer political positions, just as gay-

inclusive neoliberalism had altered gay and lesbian literature in the decades prior. Nevertheless, 

this period of intense flourishing between 2010 and 2019 is sure to leave its mark on whatever 

is to come. 
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Abstrakt (Česky) 

Tato diplomová práce popisuje rozvoj, kterým v průběhu posledního desetiletí (2010-2019) 

prošla trans ženská literatura na poli produkce románů a literární produkce celkově. Napsána 

tak, aby byla co možná nejpřístupnější i těm, kteří nejsou obeznámeni s transgender literaturou 

a interním během trans komunit, tato diplomová práce začíná popisem společensko-politických 

změn za poslední desetiletí z pohledu toho, jak trans lidé žijí a jak jsou vnímáni se zvláštním 

důrazem na mediální prostředí, reakce konzervativců a prudký nárůst v počtu otevřeně 

transgender lidí. 

Z metodologického hlediska vychází tato práce z pozice transgender studies, která se v analýze 

soustředí na vliv materiálního a společensko-politického prostředí na kulturní produkci trans 

lidí a na to, jakým způsobem se trans literatura politicky staví k otázkám reprezentace a 

sebereprezentace. Zde je třeba podotknout, že tato práce bere v potaz pouze fyzicky 

publikovanou literaturu – což, sama autorka si je vědoma, je restrikce, která utvrzuje hegemonní 

pozici nakladatelského průmyslu – se silným důrazem kladeným na román jakožto žánr. Tato 

práce také nezohledňuje knihy s transgender tématikou napsanou cisgender autorkami či 

autory, které nevnímá jako součást koncepce transgender literatury. 

Tato práce se dívá do hloubky na bariéry nejen v nakladatelském prostředí, ale také v prostředí 

gay a lesbické literatury, kterým trans ženy – a zejména trans ženy jiné než bílé barvy pleti – 

musely čelit, aby mohly svou práci sdílet s queer čtenářkami a čtenáři. Autorka této práce tento 

problém ilustruje na příkladu Lambda Literary Awards, queer literární ceny, která byla poprvé 

udělena autorkám a autorům transgender fikce v roce 2011, 22 let po jejím vzniku. V práci jsou 

také představeny některé trans spisovatelky z předešlých desetiletí, jmenovitě Roz Kaveney, 

Trish Salah, Julia Serano a Trace Peterson. 

Po zohlednění tohoto kontextu se práce posouvá k popisu rozvoje dnešní trans ženské literární 

scény a zdůrazňuje, jak moc je tato scéna rozvinuta v Kanadě a Spojených státech. Zejména 

kanadské autorky napsaly velkou část publikovaných děl, když se vezme v potaz relativně malá 

pozice, kterou Kanada zaujímá ve světě mainstreamové literatury. Mezinárodní komunita 

anglofonních trans spisovatelek, která vznikla nejenom díky sociálním médiím, ale také skrze 

malý počet nakladatelství ochotných publikovat trans romány, má také přímý vliv na literární 

texty ve formě jejich intertextuálních odkazů na jiné trans romány a autorky. 
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Od těchto materiálních otázek publikování a literární produkce s tato práce posouvá k popisu 

určitých společných rysů, které mají mnohé romány od trans autorek společné a které naznačují, 

že trans ženská literatura není pouze malou součástí queer literatury, ale že tvoří literární žánr 

sama o sobě. Těmito rysy jsou: autobiografické prvky; centrálnost komunity a rodiny (queer i 

biologické); řešení vnitrokomunitních diskurzů; „queero’s journey“; nejednoznačnost závěrů. 

Tato práce argumentuje, že ačkoliv ne všechna trans fikce tyto prvky sdílí a že jejich seznam 

zcela jistě není kompletní, tyto prvky naznačují, že se jedná o literární žánr, který je ukotven 

v reprezentování převážně realistických trans životů – ačkoliv, jak práce uvádí, některé romány 

se od realismu distancují – a v radikální queer politice. 

Namísto shrnutí poznatků, závěr této práce se aktivně snaží využít tyto poznatky k tomu, aby 

představil náhled do možné budoucnosti, do které se trans ženská literatura ubírá. Tato 

budoucnost se začala formovat nejen skrze dva z uvedených románů, které obsahují prvky 

magického realismu, ale také skrze dvě antologie povídek, které se posunují směrem ke 

spekulativní a žánrové fikci – tento posun, jak autorka práce argumentuje, byl umožněn zčásti 

právě realistickou tendencí děl, která ho předcházela. Na závěr tato práce řeší nedávný vzestup 

trans-inkluzivní neoliberální politiky, které by mohla vést v budoucnosti k trans literatuře, která 

nebude nadále zastávat radikálně queer pozice, stejně tak, jak gay-inkluzivní neoliberalismus 

v předcházejících desetiletích změnil gay a lesbickou literaturu. Přesto však je jisté, že toto 

období rozkvětu mezi roky 2010 a 2019 zanechá svou stopu i do budoucna. 

 

 

 


