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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation examines the intersections among discourses of feminism, 

transgender studies, queer theory, film studies, and social activist practice. I address the 

question of how transphobia as a set of beliefs and behaviors is illustrated in four late-

twentieth-century films, three produced in America and one originally released in 

Australia but later acquiring a significant following in this country. I define transphobia 

as the “fear of a transgendered person and the hatred, discrimination, intolerance, and 

prejudice that this fear brings” (Laframboise 2002) and transgender as a broad term that 

can apply to persons, behaviors, and filmic images, a “self-conscious politicization of 

identity that activates an investigation of gender relations within different s socio-spatial 

regimes” (Brooks 1) and “clearly disrupt[s] hegemonic notions of a stable trinity between 

sex, gender and sexuality” (Jennings and Lomine 146). 

I provide brief histories of feminist and queer theories to illustrate these fields’ 

insufficiency in accounting for transgender experience and trace the establishment of 

transgender studies as an explicit field of study.  Then, I examine works by transgender 

studies theorists and activists to explain the progression of thought that led to these 

writers’ call for abolition of the binary gender system. In the following chapter, I trace 

the theoretical moves from a feminist theory of film to a queer theory approach to film, 

again pointing out the limited perspective that explicitly feminist analysis of film has 

frequently offered. 
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 Finally, I demonstrate the ways in which each film conforms to and/or defies 

heteronormative ideals of gender and sexuality and upholds the binary gender system. I 

suggest that ongoing efforts in transgender and other kinds of social activism might 

eventually bring about a postgenderist society wherein gender “roles” are no longer 

forced upon individuals, but may be adopted (or refused) by choice. To this end, I outline 

six criteria of what I term a positive film portrayal of transgender and explain how each 

film either meets or fails to meet these criteria, which generally focus on the degree to 

which the films allow their protagonists to maintain a gender identity that violates binary 

norms on a continual basis.
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  CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION AND HISTORY 

1.1. Preface 

I will say this as bluntly as I know how: I am a transsexual, and therefore I 

am a monster…Maybe there really is no place for me in all creation. I’m 

so tired of this ceaseless movement. I do war with nature. I am alienated 

from Being. I’m a self-mutilated deformity, a pervert, a mutant, trapped in 

monstrous flesh. (Stryker 2006b: 246-51) 

The equating of transgender
1
 identity with monstrosity has long pervaded the 

popular culture lexicon: American films in the latter half of the twentieth century such as 

Psycho (1960), Dressed to Kill (1980), and Silence of the Lambs (1991), for example, 

have depicted transgendered people as deviant, murdering sociopaths. These narratives 

suggest not only that a non-conforming gender identity indicates some level of 

pathology, but that this identity causes violent or destructive behaviors, an association 

that upholds and even creates the fear-and-loathing response to transgendered people 

cultivated by the privileged social classes. Ironically, though, any cursory investigation of 

crime statistics for virtually any year will show that real transgendered people are more 

likely to be the victims of violence than its perpetrators.
2
 

                                                           
1
 This term has such a complex etymology that I shall devote an entire section later in this chapter to 

explaining how this dissertation uses it. For now, I shall very briefly define transgender as a “self-conscious 

politicization of identity that activates an investigation of gender relations within different s socio-spatial 

regimes” (Brooks 1) and “clearly disrupt[s] hegemonic notions of a stable trinity between sex, gender and 

sexuality” (Jennings and Lomine 146). In other words, transgender as a term can be descriptive of both 

individual identities and filmic images, provided that these identities or images transgress this “trinity” and 

present non-normative connections between biological sex, social gender, and sexual behavior. 

 
2
 A 2009 collaborative study by the NGO Transgender Europe (TGEU) and the online journal “Liminalis: a 

Journal for Sex/Gender Emancipation and Resistance,” describes 

121 cases of reported murdered trans people in 2008 worldwide. From January 2009 to 

June 2009 already 83 cases of murdered trans people have been reported worldwide…the 

number of reports of murdered trans people is increasing … Since the beginning of 2008 
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Even when film depicts them as non-criminals and non-sociopaths, it has repeatedly 

suggested some measure of essential “difference” between transgendered and non-

transgendered people, alternately casting transgendered characters as literally alien (The 

Rocky Horror Picture Show (1975)), sympathetic but still ultimately “Othered” victims of 

fate (Hedwig and the Angry Inch (2001)), or farcical caricatures whose comedic appeal 

stems from their participation in some degree of cross-dressing or drag performance 

(Tootsie (1982), Mrs. Doubtfire (1993)).  

This study examines the nature of transphobia in a number of recent American 

films, broadly defining the term as “the fear of a transgendered person and the hatred, 

discrimination, intolerance, and prejudice that this fear brings” (Laframboise 2002).
3
 

Employing the lenses of feminist, queer, transgender, and film theories, I will highlight 

the current body of work that proposes not merely an increased tolerance of transgender 

presentation, but an abolition of the binary gender system altogether. I see these two 

objectives as related projects because I perceive the erasure of transphobia as contingent 

upon completion of what Sally Haslanger terms the “work to undermine those forces that 

                                                                                                                                                                             
the murder of a trans person is reported every third day, on average…The majority of 

cases have been reported from Latin America and North America…On these continents 

the majority of cases have been reported from Brazil (59) and the U.S.A. (16) for 2008. 

(Balzer 2009, italics added) 

Of further interest here is the fact that entering the search terms “violent crimes committed by 

transgender people” (and several variations thereof) in several research databases returned no 

results. 

 
3
 I must note that like many other terms employed in this dissertation, transphobia has been assigned a wide 

variety of definitions that focus on different aspects of the interactions between transgendered and non-

transgendered people. It is not my goal here to critique the relative merits of these definitions, but to 

emphasize the tendency they generally share to highlight the hierarchical ideology privileging non-

transgendered identities over transgendered or gender-non-conforming ones. For a more comprehensive 

examination of the “words and deeds” that comprise transphobia, see Lisa Harney, “Transphobic Words 

and Deeds,” Questioning Transphobia (N.p. 24 August 2008), 10 February 2012. 
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make being a man, a woman…possible; we should refuse to be gendered man or woman” 

(165, emphasis added). It may seem feasible that simply expanding the definitions of the 

“man” and “woman” gender models would solve the problem entirely; individuals could 

then adopt one of the two gender labels, and their choices would be honored by the 

individuals and institutions with which they interacted. However, the man/woman binary 

is often itself restrictive and confining and simply does not fit many individuals’ self-

perceptions; as I shall demonstrate, many real people describe themselves as neither man 

nor woman and have adopted one or more of a myriad of other identities.
4
 Therefore, I 

offer the possibility of rejecting man/woman labels altogether (or at least the ideology of 

subordination underlying their current dominant usage) and devising a framework that is 

both non-hierarchical and cognizant of the inevitable occurrences of difference across a 

society composed of individual members. 

I will examine four 20
th

-century American film representations of gender 

transgression and the degree to which they reify the binary nature of contemporary 

gender norms and/or depict gender expressions that occupy the liminal or permanent 

spaces between these binaries. Films featuring transgendered characters or images inhabit 

diverse genres in the American film corpus, from comedy to documentary to drama; I 

will refer briefly to several of these films throughout my project to illustrate important 

conceptual points about transgender identity and filmic representation. The four films I 

will discuss in depth depict the transgender subcategories of transsexuality, identified in 

                                                           
4
 This plurality of identities shall be discussed in greater detail later in this chapter; for now, I merely wish 

to point out that it exists. 
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the films Normal (2003) and Transamerica (2005) as the desire for sexual reassignment 

surgery (SRS), and drag performance, articulated in The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen 

of the Desert (1994) and To Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything, Julie Newmar (1995) by 

the protagonists’ performance of femininity (through clothing, behavior, and affect) that 

is read by audiences as impersonation, relying on the characters’ anatomical male identity 

for its intelligibility. 

Films with transgendered content or themes warrant examination by virtue of 

their very existence: in an exhaustive search for 20
th

-century American films depicting 

central characters who transgress binary gender norms, only a handful have surfaced, 

most of those appearing in the last two decades.
5
 The vast majority of the films that 

depict such transgression at all do so in a highly particular way: namely, these films 

attempt, in varying degrees, to force transgender identity to fit within an overarching 

framework of gender dimorphism
6
 and heteronormativity.

7
 

                                                           
5
 Obvious exceptions to this generalization exist; the first American film featuring a transgender 

protagonist, the parodic and satirical Glen or Glenda?, appeared in 1953, and 1971’s Dr. Jekyll and Sister 

Hyde garnered some attention in its native Britain. However, these films could hardly be called typical of 

their age, first because they portray transgender characters at all, and second because of their relatively 

obscure status as low-budget, avant-garde productions. The collapse of the Hollywood studio system in the 

1950s and subsequent commercial recession preceding the birth of the blockbuster may have precluded 

these (and other) individual films from seeping into the wider cultural consciousness, particularly if they 

were not aggressively marketed or cast with well-known actors. The important consideration here is that, 

by and large, transgendered people remained invisible and unacknowledged within American film narrative 

for most of the early 20
th

 century, and films that did portray them were the exception rather than the rule. 

 
6
 Throughout this dissertation, the terms “dimorphic gender” and “binary gender” shall be used 

interchangeably, both alluding to the notion that the two-gender system in its basic form allows for only 

two distinct “forms,” assumed in most cases to be physical (visual) presentations. 

 
7
 The concept of heteronormativity derives from an assumption that human genders and sexualities are 

organized into hierarchical binaries that privilege certain manifestations (male, heterosexual) over others 

(female, homosexual). As Michael Warner argues, 
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Narratives with transsexual protagonists in particular tend to center on these 

characters’ desire to perform complete transition from one end of the gender binary to the 

other and to “pass”
8
 within a dimorphic gender system. For purposes of this dissertation, I 

will define characters as transsexual by the dis-identification
9
 they experience with the 

gender label attributed to them at birth; Stephen Whittle further defines transsexuals as 

people who “experience a profound sense of incongruity between … psychological sex 

and … anatomical sex. Transsexual people wish to change the anatomical sex, through 

hormones or surgery, to match the internal perception of their bodies” (66). 

The existence in film of the passing narrative alone may seem ideologically 

neutral: many real transsexual people actually do want to permanently adopt a new 

(binary) gender identity and experience conflict resulting from their efforts to pass. 

However, such a strong narrative focus on these efforts perpetuates oppressive
10

 social 

                                                                                                                                                                             
[M]uch privilege lies in heterosexual culture’s exclusive ability to interpret itself as 

society. Het culture thinks of itself as the elemental form of human association, as the 

very model of intergender relations, as the indivisible basis of all community, and as the 

means of reproduction without which society wouldn’t exist … Aristotle grounds The 

Politics in the necessity of male-female union (42), and it is certainly true that Western 

political thought has taken the heterosexual couple to represent the principle of social 

union itself. (xxi) 

 
8
 See Jennifer Reitz, “The Issue of Passing,” transsexual.org (n.p., 18 January 2007), 22 February 2012; 

briefly, “’Passing’ increases survivability and overall happiness for the transsexual. Passing is composed of 

a physical side and a behavioral side. Earliest possible use of hormones is the best guarantee of physical 

passability. Unlearning sex roles and expressing natural, inborn gender behavior is the most important part 

of successful behavioral passing” (Reitz). 

 
9
 See José Esteban Muñoz, Disidentifications: Queers of Color and the Performance of Politics 

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999). 
10

 To this and future uses of the term “oppression,” I apply Iris Marion Young’s definition of the term as 

“the vast and deep injustices some groups suffer as a consequence of frequently unconscious assumptions 

and reactions of well-meaning people in ordinary interactions, media and cultural stereotypes, and 

structural features of bureaucratic hierarchy and market mechanisms” (93). According to Young, 

oppression has “five faces,” each with different characteristics, that collectively account for the experience 
of all oppressed groups; these faces include exploitation, marginalization, powerlessness, cultural 
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conditions in two ways: first, because of the practical impossibilities that often entirely 

prevent passing. Many such people, those transitioning from male to female like the 

protagonists in Normal and Transamerica in particular,
11

 spend their entire post-

transition lives unable to pass because of unalterable aspects of their physical appearance 

or body gestures.
12

 Many films’ suggestion that passing is the only route to “real” gender 

creates a continual Sisyphean battle for such individuals: their material bodies prevent 

them from conforming to binary gender norms, but popular culture, and their peers who 

internalize the values of that culture, inform them that they must do so or risk external 

invalidation of their gender identity. This invalidation itself can have dire consequences, 

ranging from social censure and material detriment to overt violence and even death, 

raising the stakes of passing even higher for individuals already unable to accomplish it. 

                                                                                                                                                                             
imperialism, and violence. When characterizing situations or depictions as oppressive, I shall endeavor to 

explain which one or more of the five categories is/are most salient to that particular example of 

oppression. 

 
11

 Female-to-male (FTM) transgender people of course experience conflict related to passing as well: see 

Cromwell (1996, 2006), Green (1999, 2007), Halberstam (1998), Hollibaugh (2000), Rubin (2006), 

Sullivan (2006), and Whitley (2010) for an extended discussion of this point. Kimberly Peirce’s Boys Don’t 

Cry (1999) may be the best-known recent film example of an FTM narrative; the film is not discussed at 

length in this dissertation only for reasons of concision; it certainly fits within the parameters of my 

argument. However, the implications of male-to-female (MTF) passing have overall garnered more 

scholarly attention, led to more violent crimes, and overall achieved more cultural visibility because of the 

relative ease of FTM passing; MTF transition also has overall a much larger representation in 

contemporary culture. 

 
12

 I shall also incorporate elements of Marjorie Garber’s definition of transsexuality, which I find useful in 

its acknowledgement of transsexuality’s intangible (non-physiological/anatomical) elements: “The term 

‘transsexual’ is used to describe persons who are either ‘pre-op’ or ‘post-op’ – that is, whether or not they 

have undergone penectomy, hysterectomy, phallo- or vaginoplasty. Transsexualism is not a surgical 

product but a social, cultural, and psychological zone” (106). Transsexuality is, as I have said before, 

certainly not the only manifestation of transgender identity, but it does appear in a large portion of 

contemporary films that feature transgender and both of the films discussed in Chapter 3 of this 

dissertation. 
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To relate this dilemma to Young’s conception of oppression, the passing narrative 

is oppressive in its privileging of both cultural imperialism and violence: the two-gender 

system demonstrates cultural imperialism in that its “dominant meanings render the 

particular perspectives and point of view of one’s own group [in this case, transgendered 

people] invisible at the same time as they stereotype [that] group and mark it out as the 

Other” (100). Transgression of this system often incites the violence I mentioned above: 

[S]uch violence is systematic because it is directed at any member of the 

group simply because he or she is a member of that group … [T]he causes 

of such violence must be traced to unconscious structures of identity 

formation which project onto some groups the fluid, bodily aspect of the 

subject that threatens the rigid unity of that identity” (102). 

I will not comment here on the merits of these individuals’ desire to maintain the binary 

gender system by perpetuating its existence; I merely wish to point out the oppressive 

nature of cultural narratives suggesting passing’s absolute necessity to the construction of 

gender identity. 

The second oppressive feature of the passing-focused narrative is its assumption 

that all people claiming a non-binary gender identity want to pass, and consequently, that 

all such individuals would describe themselves as transsexual, a claim that obviously fails 

to hold up in real-world transgender communities.
13

 As Kenneth Zucker and Anne 

Lawrence state, “Data from … questionnaires show that the frequent wish to be of the 

                                                           
13

 Numerous studies and articles on the prevalence of transgender or ‘gender-variant’ identity, subsumed 

under the larger psychological classification of gender identity disorder (GID) cite the inherent difficulty in 

accurately quantifying any component of the larger spectrum of transgender identity. Because the term 

itself is applied in such widely disparate ways by both people who claim the identity and those who would 

apply it to others, no consistent standard exists for deciding who is transgender and who is not, for purposes 

of empirical studies. Additionally, the persistent stigma around transgender identity may prevent unknown 

numbers of people from seeking any treatment at all, surgical, hormonal, psychological, or otherwise, thus 

artificially lowering the incidence rate of transgender identity across the globe. 
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other sex [transsexualism] is quite low but that periodic cross-gender behavior is more 

common” (8). Eli Coleman echoes this sentiment in an article from the same issue of the 

International Journal of Transgenderism: 

Individuals who undergo surgical sex reassignment are only an extreme 

end-point of a continuum of cross-gender identification. We are more and 

more aware of the myriad of individuals who identify as transgender or 

gender queer and who represent individuals along the broad spectrum of 

cross-gender identification. (5) 

The two-gender system also oppresses gender identities not wholly subsumed within the 

man/woman binary by marginalizing them in its refusal to even acknowledge them; in 

Young’s terms, “Marginalization is perhaps the most dangerous form of oppression. A 

whole category of people is expelled from useful participation in social life, potentially 

then subject to material deprivation and even extermination” (98). 

Narratives that center on passing inherently marginalize and alienate those 

individuals who do not consider their own gender in binary terms. The suggestion in 

these films that they must “choose one or the other and fit it entirely” tells such people 

unequivocally that their genderqueer, intersex, bigender, agender, androgyne, or other 

non-man/non-woman identities are illegitimate, and both film and real-world data 

illustrate the inability of many transgendered people to “exercise [their] capacities in 

socially defined and recognized ways” (Young 98), such as obtaining gainful 

employment or housing or accessing adequate health care. As Riki Wilchins suggests in 

her reading of Jacques Derrida,  

Difference and exclusion are not incidental to language but are integral to 

how we create meaning. According to Derrida, this reliance on difference 



18 
 

also leads to a tendency to see the world’s complexity in terms of 

simplistic binaries …Trying to be inclusive won’t help when it comes to 

binaries. For instance, take the ever-popular “spectrum of gender.” It’s an 

effort to be more inclusive … But it’s inevitably anchored by the only two 

real genders – Man and Woman. All those “other genders” are either 

strung out between them, like laundry drying on the line, or circling 

around them in orbit, like some kind of errant Sputnik. Because it sets the 

terms of discussion, the first term of the binary acts as a center that is 

insulated from being questioned. 

Thus we endlessly debate the meaning of Woman but not Man, 

homosexuality but not heterosexuality, blackness but never whiteness, 

transgender but never normal genders. Binaries are like the black holes of 

knowledge: Nothing ever gets out. And nothing new can get in. That’s 

why a new nonbinary gender is as impossible to imagine as a new primary 

color. In the end, binaries are not just a curious way we have of 

understanding the world. They are political. They are about power. They 

create hierarchies – male/female, black/white, colonial/native – that 

produce winners and losers. (41) 

Finally, the passing narrative positions transsexual identity in particular as by 

nature transitional, or temporary: once they are able to pass, ostensibly these individuals 

might be perceived as “no longer transsexual,” having completed the process of 

figuratively “changing spaces” by transitioning from one gender identity to the other.
14

 

For many transgendered people, eventual compliance with a binary gender system is not 

an end goal; instead, the apparently “in-between” or “neither” aspects of their gender 

identities are the very features that constitute those identities. Individuals who identify as 

genderqueer or androgyne, for example, view the “man” and “woman” labels as non-

                                                           
14

 This might explain why both transsexuality and drag performance are perceived as overall less 

“threatening” than more permanently intermediate gender identities: post-operative transsexuals can be 

reinscribed within the binary gender system, thus ensuring that system’s dominance, and drag is by nature a 

“temporary” identity space that relies upon the audience’s knowledge that the performer underneath is 

“really a man (or woman, in the case of drag king performance).” At the end of the performance, the 

costumes and make-up are assumed to come off, and the performer’s participation in the binary gender 

system re-affirmed. 
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applicable to their sense of self, and the variety of identities that may be captured within 

the inclusive category “transgender” continues to expand in contemporary society. 

Such representations are all but absent from contemporary films featuring 

transgendered characters, the overwhelming majority of which depict characters’ 

attempts to acquire and legitimate a binary form of gender identity. The films adhering 

mostly closely to the passing narrative formulation virtually prevent transgendered people 

from existing outside of their gender identity; the perceived (by others) “in-between-

ness” of their gender is highly problematized and placed center stage in their character 

development. The audience is never permitted to forget the message, reiterated ad 

infinitum, that “this is a transgendered person,” which ultimately creates a dichotomy 

between so-called “normal” and “deviant” gender presentations. 

Obviously, just as each individual expression and presentation of gender is 

unique, each film is also unique.
15

 Not every film featuring a transgendered protagonist 

maintains compulsive adherence to the gender binary, eliminating ambiguity and 

reaffirming for socially/sexually conservative mainstream U.S. audiences the ideological 

safety of the heteronormative framework. In fact, a number of films do just the opposite, 

forcing their audiences to confront (often in a visually explicit manner) gender 

indeterminacy and leaving issues of absolute gender dimorphism ultimately unresolved.
16

 

                                                           
15

 I shall return to this point later in the chapter: to claim that every individual presents gender in a manner 

that is entirely unique from all other individuals may seem to be an overly broad claim. However, I raise 

the issue here to warn against essentialist conceptions of gender assuming that all persons claiming “man” 

or “woman,” or even “transgender” or “non-gender-conforming” identities, claim those identities for the 

same reasons, or manifest those identities in wholly identical ways. 
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This project will avoid the simple binary categorization of “films that do” and “films that 

don’t,” however, and discuss them instead as occupying various points on a continuum of 

obedience to binary gender norms. 

1.2. Methodology 

As Jane Gallop does in her book The Daughter’s Seduction: Feminism and 

Psychoanalysis,
17

 this study presents the “possibility of creating exchanges between the 

discourses of people who do not speak to each other” (xi). By placing selected pairs of 

films in conversation with one another, even when they are not considered direct 

responses to each other, I will illustrate what is similar about the films as well as what is 

different, with the objective of “set[ting] up what appears to be an opposition between 

two thinkers or [films], and then to move beyond the belligerence of opposition to an 

exchange between the [films]” (xi). Gallop suggests that the strength of an analytical 

endeavor lies in its “capacity for change, flexibility, ability to learn, to be touched and 

moved by contact with others” (xi). To this end, her project suggests that the fields of 

feminism and psychoanalysis should be placed in dialogue so that scholars might derive 

conclusions from the alchemy of the combined methodologies that would be unavailable 

when examining only one of them: “The radical potential for their marriage is not a 

mystical fusion obliterating all difference and conflict, but a provocative contact which 

opens to each what is not encompassed by the limits of its identity” (xii). 

                                                                                                                                                                             
16

 In general, the films that do this tend to appear outside the commercial Hollywood complex. Examples 

that leap immediately to mind include Paris Is Burning (1990), Hedwig and the Angry Inch (2001), and 

Normal (2003). 

 
17

 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1982). 
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I apply a similar analytical framework to my comparative readings of films 

depicting transgender: I shall place the films in dialogue with each other to point out 

aspects of each film that may not be apparent when examining them separately. Both the 

mainstream “blockbuster” and the avant-garde, independent films discussed in each 

chapter “can be seen as efforts to call into question a rigid identity that cramps and binds. 

But both also tend to want to produce a ‘new identity’, one that will now be adequate and 

authentic” (xii). Even in attempting to question existing perceptions and definitions of 

transgender, the films tend to gravitate toward presenting some “new” definition to 

replace the old, perpetuating the Lacanian idea that “any [‘stably’-defined] identity will 

necessarily be alien and constraining” (xii). 

Like Gallop, I reject the notion that “one” such “adequate and authentic” identity 

exists and do not seek “some sort of liberation from identity. This would only lead to 

another form of paralysis – the oceanic passivity of undifferentiation. Identity must be 

continually assumed and immediately called into question” (xii). Such a statement might 

seem to suggest the inevitability (and necessity) of endless existential crisis; questioning 

one’s core identity on a daily basis would surely consume massive psychological energy. 

However, I believe Gallop makes this point to illustrate the means by which any system 

of identity norms can become so utterly entrenched. Transgender activist Leslie Feinberg, 

for example, argues that the gender system in particular has experienced such rigidity 

thus far because 

[a]ll our lives we’ve been taught that sex and gender are synonymous … 

Pink for girls and blue for boys. It’s just “natural,” we’ve been told. But at 
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the turn of the [twentieth] century in this country, blue was considered a 

girl’s color and pink was a boy’s. Simplistic and rigid gender codes are 

neither eternal nor natural. They are changing social concepts … [A]ncient 

communal societies held transgendered people in high esteem. It took a 

bloody campaign by the emerging ruling classes to declare what had been 

considered natural to be its opposite. That prejudice, foisted on society by 

its ruling elite, endures today. (1992: 206) 

Ancient societies likely did not hold mass town hall meetings to vote unanimously on 

what behaviors would be considered acceptable for people of various genders; a gender 

code was forced upon them at the point of a sword, and any attempt to question or 

contradict this code elicited harsh consequences. 

Variations in the desire to perform so-called “cross-gendered behaviors” did not 

magically vanish overnight; rather, what had once been normal became normal’s 

opposite, and to question the “new normal” was explicitly forbidden. We might argue 

that human societies have matured somewhat since ancient times, as even dominant 

gender norms have become significantly more relaxed and at least the legal system exacts 

no punishment against people for defying them (individual ignorant citizens, on the other 

hand, are another matter). The point here is that, as Feinberg says, “[t]ransgendered 

people are demanding the right to choose our own self-definition” (206), generally with 

the assumption that these choices are themselves malleable and subject to eventual 

revision. The goal of this analysis, then, is not to offer one representation of transgender 

identity as “right” or “real” and relegate all others to “undesirable” or “inaccurate” status. 

Rather, I will compare the films to expose the moments when the outer limits of binary 

identity categories break down and refuse to contain certain manifestations, and how the 

films offer (or fail to offer) viable alternatives to those binaries. 
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This study’s methodology also borrows from Vito Russo’s The Celluloid Closet,
18

 

which Russo himself describes as “an exploration of gay characters in American film,” 

and explicitly not a book about “who in Hollywood [was] lesbian or homosexual [or] 

how gays and lesbians have expressed themselves in Hollywood” (xi). This distinction 

seems to have arisen from Russo’s realization that in post-Stonewall, pre-AIDS-crisis 

America (the book’s first edition appeared in 1981), openly gay “enterprises” were “still 

highly suspect in the culture in general…Books on gay subjects and even books on non-

gay subjects by openly gay writers have rarely been taken seriously by the straight press 

– when they are noticed at all” (xii). In other words, even in the aftermath of the 1969 

Stonewall Inn uprising in New York City and the gathering momentum of Gay 

Liberation, homosexuality in America was not deemed a “worthy subject” of academic 

inquiry, certainly not one to be openly discussed or connected in any overt way to larger 

political or social justice issues. In an even more explicit statement, Russo explains the 

direct consequences of this academic taboo for American homosexuals: 

There is enormous pressure to keep gay people defined solely by our 

sexuality, which prevents us from expressing our existence in political 

terms…the big lie about gays and lesbians is that we do not exist. The 

story of the ways in which gayness has been defined in American film is 

the story of the ways in which we have been defined in America. (xii) 

Civil rights attorney Beverly Axelrod, who worked toward achieving racial justice in the 

1960s and 70s, also discusses this specter of homosexuality in her client Eldridge 

Cleaver’s 1968 essay collection Soul on Ice: “Our tragedy does not derive from our 

                                                           
18

 (New York: Harper and Row, 1981, 1987) 
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fantasy of what homosexuals are but from what our fantasy of America is. We have made 

each other up” (qtd. in Russo xii). 

Russo’s thinking above strongly informs this project: we might replace every 

instance of the words “gay” or “lesbian” and “sexuality” with “transgender” and “gender 

identity” and still have a series of plausible statements. Dominant US cultural discourse 

perpetuates an extremely narrow view of transgendered people, acknowledging only one 

aspect of these individuals’ highly intersectional identities and assuming that the isolated 

individual cases of transgendered people who do gain cultural visibility are fair and 

accurate representations of all transgendered people. Both before and after the Stonewall 

riots, dominant narratives of gender have placed transgendered people in a subordinate 

position to cisgendered
19

 people, due largely to transgender identity’s implications for 

and reconfiguring of heterosexuality.
20

 According to Jay Prosser’s analysis of Judith 

Butler’s Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, 

What Butler terms the “heterosexual matrix”…sustains heterosexuality as 

natural and naturalizes gender as sex. The naturalizing mechanism works 

both ways, shoring up the apparent naturalness of both sex/gender and 

heterosexual desire. The claim to “be” a man or woman is made possible 

by the binary and oppositional position of these terms within 

heterosexuality. (263) 

                                                           
19

 Kristen Schilt and Laurel Westbrook use the term cisgender to describe "individuals who have a match 

between the gender they were assigned at birth, their bodies, and their personal identity"; scholars, activists, 

and mental health professionals use the term to contrast with transgender (440-464). The prefix “cis-“ is 

derived from the field of chemistry and refers to molecules that remain on the same side (cis-) rather than 

“crossing over” (trans-). 

 
20

 I shall return later to the problematic associations between transgender identity and sexual identity, 

ultimately suggesting that a major component of societal resistance to non-binary gender is its perceived 

disruption of the heterosexual/homosexual divide, yet another binary opposition that fails to encompass the 

actual diversity of human experience. 



25 
 

 Therefore, any individual or group whose chosen expression of gender falls even slightly 

outside perceptible norms is automatically cast as Other, thereby establishing an us/them 

division that scholars in a diverse array of fields, from Victor Turner and Mary Douglas 

in anthropology, to Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and Judith Butler in gender studies/feminist 

theory, to Susan Stryker and Stephen Whittle in transgender studies, have argued is at the 

very root of discrimination against any social outgroup. To borrow from Axelrod, 

America has “made up what transgender people are” (Russo xii), and these ideas are 

reflected in its cinematic artifacts which tend to define transgender individuals solely in 

terms of their gender identity/expression, when it acknowledges them at all. 

These narrow portrayals have the obvious but rarely-acknowledged aim (or 

certainly, at least, the effect) of preventing transgendered people from “expressing [their] 

existence in political terms” (Russo xii), thus achieving some manner of political agency 

and potentially the human rights that so many have so often been denied. However, this 

project will not declare what film texts should do to supplement transgender activism’s 

efforts. Despite plethoric theorization and cultural studies scholarship, even the most 

current research has demonstrated no absolute, direct, measurable, and reliably 

predictable causation between popular culture representation and real-world social 

phenomena, and it would thus be irresponsible to blame the movies entirely for the real-

world violence perpetrated against transgendered people. 

In fact, some films with transgender themes speak out strongly against such 

violence, though in an implicit and generally non-didactic manner. To refer again to 
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Peirce’s Boys Don’t Cry, this film exemplifies a message of non-violence: after more 

than an hour of deeply moving character development that inspires powerful pathos in all 

but the most stone-hearted viewer and the brief glimmer of hope that things may just 

work out all right, the audience is harshly confronted with the graphic rape and murder of 

Brandon Teena and at the film’s conclusion left haunted by it; a preachy voiceover as the 

end credits roll is utterly unnecessary. 

Despite the lack of proven causality mentioned above, various scholars have 

argued in favor of recognizing some type of connection between pop culture and 

behavior, and it is in this theoretical space that my work develops. To develop this idea, I 

point to John Phillips’ discussion explicitly connecting Jean Baudrillard’s “dissolution of 

the real” to media representation:  

[T]he behaviors [popular culture texts] represent have a demonstrable 

influence on the behavior of viewers...As artists and poets have always 

known, representation influences how we see reality. * In a sea of images, 

representation has in so many respects conditioned our view of the real to 

the point where it can actually replace it… 

In Baudrillard's postmodern view, the model or code structures social 

reality. The effect of this is the erosion of distinction between the model 

and the real, between representation and reality, and the impossibility of 

any direct access to the real, so that the 'real' as such disappears to be 

replaced by simulacra or simulations of reality. (166-68) 

* Indeed, for Plato, no direct access to any reality is possible, since all we ever see are 

shadowy images of that reality, like the images projected by the sun on to the wall of a 

cave...[T]he first human beings created narratives about life which themselves provided 

the structures for living itself, how militaristic societies of the ancient world used artistic 

imagery to manipulate and control their populations, and finally, how religious 

representations have determined our attitudes to death and the afterlife. 

Phillips suggests here that representation influences human conduct precisely because of 

its ability to stand in for and even replace the real. Thus, categories of human identity 
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such as sexuality and gender, as Phillips mentions, and even others like race and class, 

have no available linguistic fate but to experience slippage between the signifier (identity 

category) and the signified (person or group to whom the signifier is applied). As Louis 

Althusser suggests,
21

 “all social reality is mediated through representation” (Phillips 27); 

indeed, “[O]ur dependence on messages is a refuge from the real in representation, or 

rather, it generates situations in which the representation is the real…[L]ike a nervous 

actor without a script, reality takes its cue from representation” (28). 

The implications of this concept are far-reaching: if we accept the idea that media 

representations have the substantive ability to influence how we see reality, and these 

representations do not reflect the diverse nature of reality, they miss an invaluable 

opportunity to reshape our view to one that is both reflective and accepting of such 

diversity. If films are assumed to be “narratives about life which themselves provide the 

structures for living itself,” then film as a medium of exchange has the potential to 

disseminate not only knowledge (by depicting gender categories that a) are functional in 

real life, and b) have been all but culturally invisible up to this point), but also belief 

structures, by depicting communities and societies that welcome the people who occupy 

these categories.
22

 As Feinberg argues, 

[Transgendered people] are representative of the expanse of human 

variance, yet we do not see ourselves in culture, in language, or in 
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 Louis Althusser, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses,” Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, 

trans. Ben Brewster (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1971). 

 
22

 I will return in Chapter 2 to a discussion of the effect of social environment on gender identity, placing it 

within my larger conversation about the characteristics that I suggest form a “positive portrayal” of 

transgender. 
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everyday life, except in very twisted and distorted ways…[We need] a 

chance to represent our own lives in our own words…Each of our truths, 

articulated, is eloquent. (1998: 72) 

Films that do offer transgendered people this opportunity are no longer merely a fantasy: 

increases in social acceptance and access to filmmaking technology and the emergence of 

new forms of media have led to the production of a number of films in the past decade 

made both by and for members of both the gay/lesbian and the transgender community; 

these include the component films of the New Queer Cinema movement that I discuss in 

Chapter 2, as well as individual documentaries like Fenced Out (2001), Toilet Training 

(2004), Screaming Queens: The Riot at Compton’s Cafeteria (2005), Middle Sexes: 

Redefining He and She (2005), TransGeneration (2005), Beautiful Daughters (2006), A 

Girl Like Me: The Gwen Araujo Story (2006), and Cruel and Unusual (2006). These 

films present the possibility that human beings might form communities based not 

primarily on what about them is different, but on what about them is similar. As Eva 

Feder Kittay suggests, “If we start not with individuals in their separateness, but in their 

connectedness, we can read their demands for equality through these connections” (273). 

1.3. Gender and Transgender: A Positive Account
23

 

I wish to avoid both strictly essentialist and strictly constructivist
24

 views of both 

gender and transgender; to eliminate all acknowledgement of difference or to completely 
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 My treatment of this topic has benefited greatly from conversations with Bennett Burke, Carolyn 

Langford Hussein Fort, Elio Lewis, David Robinson, Daniel Silvermint, and Chad Van Schoelandt. 

 
24

 The terms “constructionist” and “constructivist” tend to have similar meanings and usage in scholarship, 

though they do not refer to identical philosophies: social constructionism gained prominence in the U.S. 

with Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann's 1967 book, The Social Construction of Reality (New York: 

Anchor Books, 1967), while the origins of social constructivism are largely attributed to Jean Piaget’s 
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universalize disparate traits or experiences of individuals within a larger group would be 

similarly pernicious. Both approaches do have value, as each can address questions or 

issues that the other does not take up, and when used together, both can generate fruitful 

conversation. As Daniel Ortiz argues in his account of gay identity, for example, 

[Essentialism and constructivism] are different, to be sure, but not 

incompatible. In a sense, in fact, they are complementary: for some 

purposes, essentialism's description serves best; for other purposes, 

constructivism's description is more apt. Unless one sees each as a master 

description that can apply in all discussions of gay identity, no conflict 

arises between them. If one does see them as master descriptions, a 

conflict does arise, but then both descriptions fail their task. In other 

words, essentialism and constructivism conflict only if one demands a 

single description of gay identity for all conceivable purposes. When seen 

this way, we should be less surprised by the conflict than by the demand 

itself. For gay identity, like most forms of human identity, is too 

variegated, contested, and complex for any single term to capture. (1836)
25

 

I conceive of gender and transgender in a similar fashion, as “too variegated, contested, 

and complex for any single term to capture”; therefore, I draw the different/similar 

distinction in line with Sally Haslanger’s examination of the role of gender as a concept 

in human societies: “[W]hat work do we want [this] concept to do for us; why do we 

need [it] at all?” (156) 

                                                                                                                                                                             
theory of cognitive development, which largely inspired Lev Vygotsky’s later works Mind in Society 

(1930, 1978) and Thought and Language (1934, 1986). The two theories differ in that social 

constructionism emphasizes the “artifacts,” or social constructs, that are created through social interactions 

within a group, while social constructivism focuses on the individual and the learning that takes place 

within that individual as a result of these group interactions. Both of these approaches are relevant to this 

discussion, so I will use the version of the term that appears in the work I am citing.  

 

25
 Ortiz’s essay provides a comprehensive examination of the essentialism/constructivism debate that I shall 

not duplicate here. For another perspective on the debate, see Cheshire Calhoun, “Denaturalizing and 

Desexualizing Lesbian and Gay Identity,” Virginia Law Review 79:7(1993), Symposium on Sexual 

Orientation and the Law, 1859-1875. 

http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy2.library.arizona.edu/stable/1073389?&Search=yes&searchText=Identity&searchText=Politics&searchText=Controversy&searchText=Creating&searchText=Essentialism&searchText=Gay&searchText=Constructivism&list=hide&searchUri=%2Faction%2FdoAdvancedSearch%3Fq0%3DCreating%2BControversy%253A%2BEssentialism%2Band%2BConstructivism%2Band%2Bthe%2BPolitics%2Bof%2BGay%2BIdentity%26f0%3Dall%26c1%3DAND%26q1%3D%26f1%3Dall%26acc%3Don%26wc%3Don%26Search%3DSearch%26sd%3D%26ed%3D%26la%3D%26jo%3D&prevSearch=&item=2&ttl=43&returnArticleService=showFullText
http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy2.library.arizona.edu/stable/1073389?&Search=yes&searchText=Identity&searchText=Politics&searchText=Controversy&searchText=Creating&searchText=Essentialism&searchText=Gay&searchText=Constructivism&list=hide&searchUri=%2Faction%2FdoAdvancedSearch%3Fq0%3DCreating%2BControversy%253A%2BEssentialism%2Band%2BConstructivism%2Band%2Bthe%2BPolitics%2Bof%2BGay%2BIdentity%26f0%3Dall%26c1%3DAND%26q1%3D%26f1%3Dall%26acc%3Don%26wc%3Don%26Search%3DSearch%26sd%3D%26ed%3D%26la%3D%26jo%3D&prevSearch=&item=2&ttl=43&returnArticleService=showFullText
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Haslanger describes the difficulty of providing any unified account of an identity 

category through what she calls the “commonality problem” and “normativity problem” 

specifically with respect to the man/woman distinction. These problems both have the 

potential to inaccurately reflect the experiences of oppression shared by a seemingly 

homogenous group of people: 

Very briefly, the commonality problem questions whether there is 

anything social that females have in common that could count as their 

“gender”… [T]here are reasons to doubt that there is anything beyond 

body type (if even that) that they all share (Spelman 1988).
26

 The 

normativity problem raises the concern that any definition of “what 

woman is” is valueladen, and will marginalize certain females, privilege 

others, and reinforce current gender norms (Butler 1990, Ch. 1). (158) 

The defining of transgender (and gender) in this project, then, shall not assume a 

universalizing set of characteristics or experiences for all persons of a given gender or 

transgender identity, nor draw arbitrary boundaries within which only people of “certain 

types” would be circumscribed. The very existence of categories, especially those 

concerning identity, is often inherently normative, as Haslanger suggests above: by its 

very existence, a society-wide “definition of gender” suggests that a society knows 

individual people’s genders better than they do, an obviously illogical premise: 

[O]nly I can live my life and decide what is right for me. If I rely on 

someone else to make these decisions or set policy for me, then I am 

destined for disappointment…There are more than two or even three. 

Gender and behavior are as variable as the stars in the sky. There is no 

typical pattern which provides definitive proof that one is transgendered. 

There are so many similarities and even exact childhood histories…that it 

is impossible to rely on someone else’s experience to define yourself. No 

one has the answer, but you, and that answer is subject to change without 

notice. (Michael Hernandez, in Feinberg 1998: 76) 
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 Elizabeth Spelman, The Inessential Woman (Boston: Beacon Press, 1988). 



31 
 

Given the above description of what I see gender and transgender not to be, I shall 

now give an account of how I do conceive of them. To provide an adequate basis for 

evaluation of the films in Chapters 3 and 4, these conceptions must accomplish two 

objectives: first, they must provide definitions for the categories that are at least 

functional enough to remain applicable across all four films. Second, they must answer 

Haslanger’s question of what I want these terms to “do” within my discussions of the 

films: what ideological “work” is accomplished by my application of them, and what 

conclusions or outcomes result from such work? 

To answer the first question and provide definitions that apply equally in all of the 

films, I must address the ever-present “sex/gender problem,” that is, the general tendency 

of gender theorizing to link in discussion biological sexual characteristics and the 

psychological conception of gender. Granted, these discussions have proffered a variety 

of conclusions ranging from one end of the ideological spectrum to the other: some 

theoretical tradition dictates that sex and gender are causally intertwined, with one 

necessarily determining the other
27

, while other academic examinations have suggested 

that virtually no causation exists between them.
28

 This debate becomes problematic when 

trying to form a concept of gender that does not automatically invoke sex: whether 
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 See Mary Daly, Gyn/Ecology: The Metaethics of Radical Feminism (Boston: Beacon Press, 1978); Susan 

Griffin, Women and Nature: The Roaring Inside Her (New York: Harper and Row, 1978). For a 

comprehensive but succinct account of radical feminist biological determinism, see Alison Jagger, Feminist 

Politics and Human Nature (Totowa, NJ: Rowman and Allanheld, 1983). 
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 See Sylvia Yanagisako and Jane Collier, “The Mode of Reproduction in Anthropology,” in Theoretical 

Perspectives on Sexual Difference, ed. Deborah Rhode (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992). 
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gender is assumed to be derived from sex or not, biology generally serves as the 

underlying foundation for the concept. As Wilkins quips, 

[A] central problem for gender theory has been that no matter what telling 

points are made about gender, Sex lurks right behind, pulling everything 

right back in the direction of immutable biology. “When it comes to 

reproduction there are,” a student reminded me at a college event, 

“inevitable differences between boys’ and girls’ bodies you can’t get 

around.” Of course there are. But the question has always been just how 

much difference that difference makes. Sex is not just about reproduction 

and the interesting property of some bodies to produce offspring when 

they are rubbed together at the right time. On the contrary, Sex is the 

primary property of all human bodies, including those that cannot now or 

never will participate in procreation… (84-5) 

With this in mind, I will not take up the sex/gender question at all; a definitive 

answer to the question of where gender comes from will not address the issue of how 

gender functions. Therefore, I shall define the gender system as Susan Okin does, 

emphasizing its effects on human relations, a 

historically, socially constructed differentiation between the sexes that 

feminists have come to call gender. We live in a society that has over the 

years regarded the innate characteristic of sex as one of the clearest 

legitimizers of different rights and restrictions…”[G]ender,” by which I 

mean the deeply entrenched institutionalization of sexual difference – still 

permeates our society. (6, emphasis in original) 

The utility of this definition lies in its focus on how a system of gender has facilitated the 

oppression and injustice visited upon one gender (women) with its inherent assumption of 

the “naturalness” or “justice” of the superior rights and privileges granted to the other 

gender (men). It also provides a backdrop against which to discuss the concept of 

transgender: if the binary gender system assumes an imbalance of power and resources 

between women and men that is natural and right, and that these terms “women” and 
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“men” are defined through general consensus within dominant cultural discourse, 

transgender would encompass any gender-related phenomenon that disrupted or defied 

either of these assumptions. 

Importantly, the hierarchal model does not extend to dominant discourse’s 

concept of transgender identity: transgender is not simply a “third term” in the hierarchy 

that is positioned below, and inferior to, the two primary terms. Rather, transgendered 

people are displaced from the gender system altogether, as they are identified as having 

no intelligible relationship to it; I shall return to this topic in Chapter 2. As Wilchins 

explains, the concept of gender transgression is itself discursively constructed, rather than 

having an existence predating that discourse, and the transgression is conceived in its 

defiance of the “Truth” of binary gender: 

Two great discourses have attached themselves to the “problem” of gender 

transgression: medical/psychiatric and academic/feminist…These 

discourses do not study gender transgression; rather, they create it by 

presenting [cross-dressers, gender-queer children, transsexuals, and the 

intersexed] as suspect populations…The emphasis is not on showing how 

the gender system delegitimates and silences difference but on revealing 

what transgender people really are underneath. Inevitably, the gender 

binary remains intact. (61, emphasis in original) 

Ideally, a functional definition of transgender “would not reinforce but … help 

undermine the structures of sexual [vis-à-vis gender] oppression” (Haslanger 158). 

Eliminating gender-based oppression from a society necessitates the abolition of 

hierarchical frameworks of gender like the one Okin envisions; a society utterly devoid of 

the recognition of differences between people is at best a utopian fantasy. However, it 

may be possible to uncouple the persistent association between difference and hierarchy 
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(and the resulting oppression and displacement).  If we can understand transgender as 

merely one type of gender within a spectrum of socially equal identities, “one could 

argue that we should work towards a society free of gender in a materialist sense – one in 

which sex-oppression does not exist – while still allowing that sexual and reproductive 

differences should be taken into account in a just society” (Frye 1996; Gatens 1996). 

To that end, I shall use the term transgender to describe people whose gender 

expressions or identities contradict contemporary cultural ‘scripts’ regarding gender and 

sexuality (or sexual orientation), a set of behaviors whose definition is in large part 

derived from these gender scripts; this formulation is a restatement of the “sex-gender-

sexuality trinity” described at the beginning of this chapter. I wish to avoid excessive 

breadth in this definition; unqualified, it might dictate that a heterosexual married man 

who chose to stay home and care for the children and the home while his wife maintained 

a career should be included in the transgender category, an association that this 

hypothetical man might well strongly oppose. Therefore, I will clarify my definition 

above by describing the specific “scripts” that transgendered people contradict: most 

specifically, people are perceived to be “outside the bounds” of binary gender when they 

violate the assumed sex-gender-sexuality continuity, which dictates that sex must 

correlate to gender only in a one-to-one relationship, and that sexual object-choice must 

be oriented toward other people who are themselves clearly and predictably gendered. 

Under this rubric, for example, I would not label gays and lesbians as 

transgendered simply because of their attraction to people of the same biological sex; 
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biological men attracted to other biological men, and biological women to other 

biological women do not violate the sex-gender continuity. Such individuals might fall 

under the transgender umbrella, though, if one or both parties to such an attraction were 

not biologically male or female, respectively. A biological man identifying as 

heterosexual and attracted to a biological man identifying as a woman, for example, 

would certainly seem to complicate the sex-gender-sexuality connection, as would an 

intimate relationship between a biological woman identifying as a lesbian and a 

biological woman identifying as a man. This hypothetical situation would become even 

more complicated if one or both people identified as neither male nor female but some 

third non-binary gender; the linguistic gymnastics required to accurately categorize any 

of the above configurations certainly seems apparent. 

To expand the definition of transgender beyond merely sexual dimensions, I 

would include within it those individuals who adopt visible markers of a gender identity 

that seems not to correspond to their biological sex; biological men who engage in cross-

dressing on either a temporary or permanent basis would be considered transgendered, as 

I use the label here not only to indicate the identity people see themselves as having, but 

how they are perceived by others, or how certain images come to have meaning. Our 

society has evolved significantly in its expectations about gender, but not so much that a 

biological man strolling down a sidewalk clad in an evening gown, full face make-up, 

and high heels while also sporting a full beard would not at least raise an eyebrow or two. 

I would likewise include in my definition biological women who participate in the 

masculine half of butch-femme culture, as regardless of the gender or sexuality labels 
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these individuals adopt for themselves (which are by no means universal across the 

culture as a whole), they certainly operate outside of the sex-gender roles that are 

generally socially perceived as “feminine.” 

As I hope the above examples have made clear, my definition of transgender 

focuses not on the particular ways that any individual person performs gender or 

sexuality; such behaviors vary from person to person, and even within the same person, 

given the right situation. Rather, what is central to my sense of transgender identity, and 

my study of the films in Chapters 3 and 4, is the degree of either compliance or defiance 

that transgender people exhibit regarding cultural binary gender norms. Thus, any 

behavior or set of behaviors that demonstrate a high degree of defiance of this binarism 

would be categorized as transgendered; those exhibiting more compliance to the two-

gender system would not. It may seem a tempting solution to the problem of binary 

gender categories to simply create a third category and label it “Other”; this category 

could then be assumed to contain all manifestations of gender that failed to match the 

man-woman binary. However, Vivian Namaste argues unequivocally that such a category 

would be in all ways inadequate: 

“Other” is clearly insufficient as an interpretative classification that seeks 

to comprehend the unique experiences of transvestites, transsexuals, and 

transgenderists. It forecloses a consideration of the diversity of identities, 

bodies, and experiences among transgendered people, and it does not 

begin by inquiring how transsexuals locate themselves in the social and 

institutional world. (43) 

The term “transgender” as it is used in this project may be subject to similar criticism; 

using it to group together individuals with vastly different experiences of and chosen 
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paths through the social world may have the effect of erasing or minimizing the important 

differences between them. However, as Nestle herself and many other theorists choose 

the term as the most inclusive one currently available, I shall follow that belief and 

employ it here. 

The second requirement for my definitions of gender and transgender is that they 

answer Haslanger’s question of what I wish the terms to do. This question may seem 

difficult to answer without contradicting this project’s suggestion of eliminating the 

gender system altogether: if I wish to suggest that society would be better off “without 

gender,” as many theorists have done, Haslanger and Okin among them, why would I 

attempt to make the terms even more concrete by providing standardized definitions for 

them? This is certainly a fair question; I would respond by arguing that in order to 

facilitate the removal of transphobia, we must first recognize and be able to name the 

effects of transphobic behavior, so that we might work systematically to induce social 

change in each specific realm where it is needed. Therefore, the work that I wish the 

terms gender and transgender to do is to point to moments in film where the binary 

gender system has direct, tangible (often adverse) effects on individuals, those 

individuals perceived as defying that system in particular. My discussions of the films 

will explore the ways in which the gender system is itself oppressive, unjust, and overtly 

hostile to performances of gender identity that seem to operate in conflict with it. As an 

alternative, I will present readings of other moments in the films that allow and/or 

encourage individuals to “color outside the lines” of the gender binary and express more 

diverse identities. 
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I wish to tread carefully in characterizing gender identity as a social artifact that 

has some essential and consistent quality; arguing that gender is a “real” concept might 

appear transprogressive, in that if gender and its subclassifications “man” and “woman” 

are assumed to possess consistent definitions, we might achieve justice for the 

transgender community if we merely revised those definitions to make them more 

inclusive. As Cheshire Calhoun suggests in her reading of Judith Butler’s “particular de-

essentializing strategy” for lesbian representation, 

The illusion of a natural binarism of gender categories into ‘woman’ and 

‘man’ is the result of repetitive (and panicked) performances of a unity 

between body, gender, and (heterosexual) desire…”[I]n acting in a 

masculine way, [the mannish lesbian] changes the very meaning of what it 

is to be a woman; indeed, she expands the meaning of what it means to be 

a woman to include a cultural possibility that it previously excluded” 

(Butler 253-262, 260,
29

 Calhoun’s emphasis). (Calhoun 71) 

However, what might appear to be a liberating ideological shift might in fact 

create more problems than it solved: without providing a usable definition of the term 

“woman” itself, this formulation would still assume “woman” to be a valid foundational 

category within which lesbians should be included, a move that Calhoun characterizes as 

a failure to achieve a “difference-sensitive feminism.” We might apply this same 

conclusion to a woman of transgender identity: 

Once ‘woman’ is denaturalized and opened up in this way, the 

[transgendered woman] might find herself in a hopeless representational 

position. Nothing she does may count as positioning her outside of the 

category ‘woman’. Everything she does may be read simply as expanding 

the meaning of ‘woman’. What was originally intended in feminism as a 
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move away from a totalizing conception of ‘woman’ that was incapable of 

admitting differences between women, now becomes totalizing in a quite 

different way. Although virtually any self-representation may be permitted 

within the category ‘woman’, and the meaning of ‘woman’ remains 

perpetually open to contestation, the one thing that may not be possible is 

self-representation outside of that category. (71, emphasis in original) 

Such “representation outside the category” is precisely what this project calls for: the 

existing categories of “man” and “woman” fail to acknowledge the differences between 

transgendered and cisgendered people, the mind-body-desire relationship only one such 

difference. To uncritically place transgender people within the respective categories of 

“man” and “woman” allows us not to see them as transgendered, but only women or men 

with a different anatomy or physical appearance: 

Within a world populated solely by men and women, the cross-dresser as 

a cross-dresser disappears. “This tendency to erase the third term, to 

appropriate the cross-dresser ‘as’ one of the two sexes, is,” Garber notes, 

“emblematic of a fairly consistent critical desire to look away from the 

transvestite as transvestite, not to see cross-dressing except as male or 

female manqué….And this tendency might be called an underestimation 

of the object (Garber 10)”. (Calhoun 73) 

To describe my vision of this hypothetical “world without gender,” a difficult 

situation to imagine into existence without some specific parameters to contain it, I point 

to George Dvorsky and James Hughes’ 2008 essay “Postgenderism: Beyond the Gender 

Binary.” This useful essay outlines the history of binary categories’ centrality to human 

societies and proposes that modern and future advances in science and technology will 

allow the liberatory achievement of complete elimination of binary gender and its 

associated expectations:  

Postgenderists argue that gender is an arbitrary and unnecessary limitation 

on human potential, and foresee the elimination of involuntary biological 
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and psychological gendering in the human species … Postgenderists 

contend that dyadic gender roles and sexual dimorphisms are generally to 

the detriment of individuals and society. Postgenderists do not call for the 

end of all gender traits, or universal androgyny, but rather that those traits 

become a matter of choice. Bodies and personalities in our postgender 

future will no longer be constrained and circumscribed by gendered traits, 

but enriched by their use in the palette of diverse self-expression. (2) 

Like other feminist and queer theorists, Dvorsky and Hughes do not suggest that no 

differences be acknowledged between people of different genders; they emphasize 

instead that in an ideal world, these differences would be chosen, rather than forced upon 

people. Further, they highlight psychological studies conducted in 2003 to measure 

gender role “androgyny” which concluded that, “The androgynous had the highest self-

esteem, psychological well-being and emotional intelligence, while those at the 

psychological extremes of gender were re-cast as constrained and disabled (Guastello and 

Guastello, 2003)” (6). 

Various cultural institutions and psychological movements eventually began to 

incorporate the value of this androgyny, which laid the groundwork for the radicalization 

of emerging transgender and transsexual subcultures into a postgenderist movement. 

While the early pioneers of gender transition were “far from postgenderist” (6), largely 

enacting hyper-exaggerated stereotypes of their new genders, their successors eventually 

began to question the wisdom of adopting such extreme presentations to legitimate these 

new identities. This “genderqueer politics” paved the way for future evolutions of 

feminist, queer, and transgender theories, which I shall discuss in the next section. 
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1.4. No More Checkboxes! Transgender Theory and Abolition of the Gender Binary 

The academic field of transgender studies has and continues to fight an uphill 

battle for acceptance, both within the scholarly community and in society at large. In 

addition to establishing itself as a separate discipline from queer or gay and lesbian 

studies, though frequently intersecting with both, transgender studies has adopted the task 

of not only articulating the nature of transgender identity, but also reclaiming that identity 

from the purview of abnormal psychology, which had previously ascribed some manner 

of mental illness to all instances of alternative gender presentation, and literary studies, 

which tended by and large to read occurrences of cross-dressing as “merely symbolic” 

rather than indicative of some core identity (Stryker 2006: 2).  

Transgender studies as a distinct field did not even emerge in the academy until 

the mid-to-late 1990s: much like the homophile and gay civil rights movements that 

began four decades earlier, transgender scholarship grew out of community activism 

driven by the belief that being transgendered did not indicate the existence of a mental or 

medical disorder. Like homosexuality, transgender as a linguistic distinction needed 

repositioning in the American lexicon, a release from the grip of medical and mental 

health professionals desiring to “diagnose” and then “cure” it, and a new placement 

adjacent to male, female, heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual, and others as simply one 

more acceptable iteration of gender/sexual identity.
30
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Scholars have pondered examples of transgender phenomena since the nineteenth 

century
31

; the field of transgender studies, however, has evolved much more recently, the 

earliest collected anthology to include the phrase in its title appearing just five years ago. 

The Transgender Studies Reader (ed. Susan Stryker and Stephen Whittle) carefully 

distinguishes between these two endeavors, asserting that 

[t]he ‘study of transgender phenomena’…is a long-standing, on-going 

project in cultures of European origin. Transgender studies, on the other 

hand, is the relatively new critical project that has taken shape in the past 

decade or so. It is intimately related to emergent ‘postmodern conditions’ 

for the production of knowledge, and is as innovative methodologically as 

it is epistemologically. (12) 

Rather than using “supposedly more ‘objective’ forms of knowledge,” such as those 

collected from an exterior position (i.e., a medical or mental health professional and not 

the transgender person him/herself) to further understanding of transgender identity, 

transgender studies relies heavily upon the “embodied experience of the speaking 

subject” as a not only acceptable but essential component of an analysis of transgender 

phenomena. Transgender studies, then, might be aptly labeled a postmodern mode of 

theorization, as it acknowledges the centrality to scholarship of experiential knowledge, 

                                                                                                                                                                             
initial aim of scholars in both fields (de-pathologization of a given identity’s variation from the “norm”) 

was similar. 
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asserting that no “voice” in any dialogue should hold the privilege of obscuring the 

particularities of its own speaking position. 

 Postmodernism is certainly not a cure-all for the tensions among theories of sex, 

gender, and sexuality: Wilchins outlines the major limitations of a postmodern approach 

to theorization in general, suggesting with a touch of humor that the very abstractions 

with which it operates may seem to lead to ultimately circular logic with no identifiable 

utility in the real world: 

As Foucault observed, we are condemned to produce truth in order to live 

in society…Postmodernism’s own truth claims are about the nature of 

truth claims. By working “one level up,” so to speak, it pretends that it 

escapes promoting universal Truths and normative assumptions – the very 

problem it attacks. Of course it does not escape this at all. It sometimes 

appears circular and without a point, since it is not making its own claims 

about what really is but rather providing tools for dismantling other 

people’s claims about what really is…[F]rustration is…a consequence of 

the difficulty of having to think about thought, of questioning the meaning 

of meaning, of losing the innocent use of reason, truth, and language. (98) 

All hope is not lost, however; Wilchins goes on to say that not only is such frustration 

“not a sign of failure; it’s the point of the exercise” (98). Further, the application of 

critique, part of Derrida’s foundation for postmodern thought, “is understood as progress 

because it enables new things, or at least different things, to emerge. Critique is therefore 

itself political action for the better” (99). Critiques of the gender system have granted 

increased legitimacy to people on the margins – transsexuals, homosexuals, the 

intersexed, and cross-dressers. Ultimately, she argues, we must use the insights gained 

from postmodern critique to bring about change, lest it remain a mere exercise in thought: 
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[U]nless we bring gender theory out of the ivory towers and put it to work 

in the streets, we may be witnessing the birth of a major philosophic 

movement that succeeds in politicizing practically everything but produces 

practically nothing in the way of organized, systemic social change. And 

that would be a pity. (106) 

Transgender and feminist or queer theories appear to have a number of 

methodological similarities; however, transgender studies scholars hasten to point out the 

important disconnects between these academic endeavors. For example, one major 

limitation of queer theory is its perceived lack of “sensitivity” to the lived experiences of 

transgender people. As Namaste argues, 

Queer theory as it is currently practiced must be challenged because it 

exhibits a remarkable insensitivity to the substantive issues of 

transgendered people’s everyday lives. Given this utter disregard for how 

transgendered people live, a rejection of queer theory based on such a 

political argument is both worthy and warranted (23)…Critics in queer 

theory write page after page on the inherent liberation of transgressing 

normative sex/gender codes, but they have nothing to say about the 

precarious position of the transsexual woman who is battered and who is 

unable to access a woman’s shelter because she was not born a biological 

woman. (9-10)
 
 

Perhaps born of a lack of direct “objective form of knowledge” of such an experience, 

queer theory’s efforts by and large tend to elide discussion of such lived phenomena, 

directing attention instead to larger theoretical questions. 

 Gayle Salomon echoes this concern about elision of real experiences in her 

discussion of the relationship between feminism, women’s studies in the academy, and 

transgender studies, asserting that  

feminism…has not been able to keep pace with non-normative genders as 

they are thought, embodied, and lived…Genders beyond the binary of 

male and female are neither fictive nor futural, but are presently embodied 
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and lived, and the discipline of women’s studies has not yet taken account 

of this. (95) 

Feminism relies upon the idea that a stable category called “Woman” does in fact exist, 

the very assumption that transgender studies seems most interested in dismantling: 

[W]e understand the task of trans studies to be the breaking apart of this 

category, particularly if that breaking requires a new articulation of the 

relation between sex and gender, between male and female. Indeed, the 

specificity of trans as a kind of subjectivity uniquely suited to pose a 

challenge to fixed taxonomies of gender meets resistance in the specificity 

of women’s studies as a discipline whose very essence depends upon 

gender to conform to just such a fixed taxonomy. (98) 

To address this problem, feminist theory has shifted its focus to “methodologies rather 

than subjects,” adopting a model of “additive subjectivity” to increase the range of 

subjects it can represent. Rather than dismantling the category of “Woman,” feminists 

have conceived two models of this additive subjectivity, one that adds subject positions to 

a universal that had not previously recognized them (women of color, lesbian women, 

and disabled women are also women), and one that acknowledges the centrality to 

personhood of these additional modes of subjectivity.   

This additive subjectivity has its drawbacks, however; Salomon summarizes 

Wendy Brown’s
32

 perceived insufficiencies of its attempts to account for difference in the 

following terms: 

First, it operates under the mistaken assumption that power functions 

primarily as a force of subjugation, ignoring the productive capacities of 

power, the fact that it does not just oppress subjects, but fundamentally 

makes them. Furthermore, power cannot be understood to operate the 

same way in making race, class, or sexuality; different kinds of power, 
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operating according to different norms and having different aims, are 

operative in each instance. Finally, a subject conceived as “intersectional,” 

as cleanly joined layers or partitions of identity demarcated along separate 

axes of interpellation, bears little relation to any kind of lived 

subjectivity[.] (Salomon 99-100) 

Scholars concur that transgender studies does “need feminism,” with the systemic 

understanding it provides of the structures of gender and the power relations underlying 

these structures; without this understanding, transgender studies cannot conceive of 

gender as a historical category and articulate an account of how its present state has come 

to exist. To resolve the tension between transgender and feminist studies, though, 

scholarship and theory must attempt to answer the following question: “[I]s there a way 

trans studies might negotiate some of the more vexing difficulties of women’s studies, 

such as the cultivation of a space that can bear a certain degree of gender nominalism, 

without lapsing into normativity?” (Salomon 100). A viable answer to this question 

would have to be one that not only accounted for the existence of intersecting identities, 

but also allowed those identities to be named and lived, in the real world, without that 

naming itself becoming normative. 

 Stryker also comments on the limitations of queer theory in accounting for 

transgender experience, examining queer theory’s emphasis on sexuality and desire rather 

than its direct commentary on transgendered people, referring in her critique to Duggan’s 

conception of homonormativity: 

Queer studies, though putatively antiheteronormative, sometimes fails to 

acknowledge that same-sex object choice is not the only way to differ 

from heterosexist cultural norms, that transgender phenomena can also be 

antiheteronormative, or that transgender phenomena constitute an axis of 

difference that cannot be subsumed to an object-choice model of 
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antiheteronormativity. As a result, queer studies sometimes perpetuates 

what might be called ‘homonormativity,’ that is, a privileging of 

homosexual ways of differing from heterosexual norms, and an antipathy 

(or at least an unthinking blindness) toward other modes of queer 

difference. (7) 

In Stryker’s view, transgender studies lends more weight to questions of embodiment and 

identity than those of sexual desire, adopting a theory of what might be termed “trans-

identity.” This term concurs with Salomon and Brown’s idea that identity is a pluralistic 

construct of numerous cross-cutting issues, such as race, class, age, disability, and 

nationality, and is in this case thus too complex to reduce to merely an individual’s sexual 

object-choice. 

 Anthropologist David Valentine contributes to this conversation through an 

ethnographic lens: in his book Imagining Transgender: An Ethnography of A Category, 

Valentine argues for recognizing the important distinctions between transgender and 

other types of queer identity:  

[T]ransgender identification is understood across these domains to be 

explicitly and fundamentally different in origin and being from 

homosexual identification, a distinction referred to in the social sciences 

as ontological (4)…[I]f in the contemporary United States ‘transgender’ 

describes a deviation from gender norms, then ‘homosexuality’ indicates 

same-sex eroticism between gender-normative people. (15) 

Valentine’s study of transgender sex workers in Manhattan’s Meat Market district in the 

early 1990s uncovers exactly the ambiguity that transgender studies as a field has 

grappled with throughout its history: various individuals in the study who might be 

assumed by others to be clearly transgender, transsexual, or transvestite adopt a self-

proclaimed combination of these terms, or occasionally, none of them at all, suggesting 
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the limited utility even of terms explicitly designed to be inclusive of a range of identity 

expressions. 

Valentine describes his examination of transgender as a kind of Foucauldian 

genealogy that also echoes Haslanger’s concern with the function of linguistic 

distinctions: “Put another way (in James Ferguson’s
33

 Foucauldian terms), rather than 

simply asking, ‘What does this concept mean; what does it really refer to?’ I want to ask 

‘How and to what extent is this concept deployed; what does it do?’” (Valentine 30, qtd. 

from Ferguson 205, emphasis in original). As previously outlined, I adopt a similar 

approach, examining not only what transgender “means” for each of the characters who 

embody the identity, but also what it “does,” that is, how the category itself of 

transgender is not only descriptive of a given set of historical truths, but also productive 

of the phenomena and associated social circumstances that it attempts to describe. 

In an effort to provide as complete as possible a historical view of transgender in 

the United States, Stryker and Joanne Meyerowitz both published volumes on the 

“histories” of transgender and transsexuality, at times combining their efforts, as 

Meyerowitz mentions in her Acknowledgements: “Susan Stryker deserves first mention 

for showing me the benefits of collaborative endeavor. We worked together on our 

overlapping histories via email, snail mail, and telephone…” (343) Stryker also 

comments on the significance of broader historical efforts, new and distinct as they were 
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from the first generation of transgender literature, a category previously composed mostly 

of individual autobiographies or narratives: 

Most often, transgender-related topics have been written about as personal 

issues - something that an individual experiences inwardly and works to 

bring into social reality by sharing it with others…[This book] focuses 

instead on the collective political history of transgender social change 

activism in the United States. (2008: 1-2) 

For both authors, the situating of transgender identity within a larger social and cultural 

context was of utmost importance, as they and other scholars after them wished to bring 

transgender out of the isolated confines of individual life experiences and into a much 

more public forum for the purposes of increasing both awareness and discussion. 

 Scholars and activists adopting this broadened approach to transgender studies 

soon realized the necessity of interrogating the gender system itself: if transgendered 

people constituted a significant enough portion of the human population to spark 

widespread and persistent demands for political and social change, it seemed logical to 

ask whether the system of categorization that marginalized the community in the first 

place really held any ongoing value. As mentioned above by Stryker and other historians 

of the transgender movement, many such examinations came from transgendered people 

themselves, as their subject position allowed them insight into the sociopolitical reality of 

being a transgendered person, knowledge acquired only through abstraction by non-trans 

people.  In fact, some transgender scholars have expressed open resentment of 

transgender scholarship conducted by non-transgendered people, viewing their efforts as 

“a long history of usurping and appropriating the lives and identities of trans people for 

use in their own academic research” (Ryan 20). This dissertation will not comment on the 
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validity or spuriousness of such a characterization, but in 1997, transgender studies 

scholar Jacob Hale compiled a list of suggested rules for non-transgender people writing 

about trans issues, implying a widespread belief in the trans community that at least some 

aspects of such work were problematic.
34

 

 To combat oppressive binary gender norms, many ruminations on the gender 

binary adopted an adversarial approach: transgendered people perceived themselves as 

victims of a categorical framework that attempted to force authentic expressions of 

gender identity to fit within more “acceptable” (more binary) forms. Thus, the gender 

hierarchy itself, and those who would perpetuate it, were depicted as aggressors in a 

battle between unequal foes; the straight community had the benefit of traditions, 

hegemonic ideals, and centuries of virtually unaltered conceptions of gender to support 

its claims of the “real” and “natural” quality of binarism. The transgender community, on 

the other hand, had only its comparatively small, comparatively politically powerless 

cacophony of individual and occasionally dissident voices claiming that not only might a 

more pluralistic system of categorization exist, but that perhaps categorization of any 

kind should not be the aim of gender politics at all.  

 Activist, playwright/performance artist, and scholar Kate Bornstein proposes such 

a notion in her 1994 book Gender Outlaw: On Men, Women, and the Rest of Us. Part 

autobiography, part theoretical reflection, the book suggests both the absolute centrality 

in American culture of the binary gender system and Bornstein’s corresponding rebellion 
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against it, as she realized time and time again throughout her life its inadequacy in 

capturing the entirety of her own experience of identity: “[T]he need for a recognizable 

identity, and the need to belong to a group of people with a similar identity – these are 

driving forces in our culture, and nowhere is this more evident than in the areas of gender 

and sexuality” (3). Bornstein argues that, based on her own experiences as a “transsexual 

lesbian whose female lover is becoming a man,” the “camps” of male, female, gay, 

straight, et al, seem increasingly less applicable. 

 To those who would remain insistent on maintaining such binary oppositions, 

Bornstein applies the epithet “Gender Defenders,” a revision of the label “gender 

terrorist” that she previously applied to herself and other transgender people: 

For a while, I thought that it would be fun to call what I do in life gender 

terrorism. Seemed right at first – I and so many folks like me were 

terrorizing the structure of gender itself. But I’ve come to see it a bit 

differently now…Gender terrorists are those who…bang their heads 

against a gender system which is real and natural, and who then use 

gender to terrorize the rest of us. These are the real terrorists: the Gender 

Defenders. (71) 

If we conceive of terrorism as the use of fear, intimidation, and the threat of physical 

harm or violence to coerce people into adopting certain beliefs or behaviors, such strident 

advocacy of binary gender norms certainly seems to fit that definition, as the tangible 

consequences of gender terrorism for trans people often include precisely these elements. 

The especially malevolent quality of such tactics, though, is their potential impact 

on even those individuals who do not engage in deliberate gender transgression: 
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Bornstein suggests that in addition to attempting to pigeonhole openly transgendered 

people, the gender system also tends toward “failing” everyone at some point: 

It seems to be rigged that way. Sometimes, even with all the effort we put 

into obeying the rules, we get hurt. We can get badly hurt by being a real 

man or a real woman…How does someone come to terms with the 

demands of a rigid, nearly monolithic, universal gender system?...[By 

becoming gender outlaws themselves…] Bridging the gap between him or 

herself and the outlaws, the now-former-gender-defender can’t devalue the 

outsider without devaluing him or herself…And this brings up a lot of 

anger. Because…[w]e’ve chosen to stand with the oppressed. But standing 

with freaks never hurt anyone – it’s when we agree that we deserve the 

oppression and the ridicule that accompanies the freak’s position in the 

culture – that’s when the wound is mortal…If we can’t call the freaks 

names anymore because we realize we’re one of them, then we have to 

look back at our position as a former insider, and we begin to devalue that. 

(80-81) 

Particularly relevant to the topic of transgender representation in film is Bornstein’s 

conception of this transition from victimizer to activist: for people to abandon their faith 

in the gender system, they must be confronted by its flaws and failings, as applicable to 

their own lives. 

As this abandonment occurs, the “former defenders” extrapolate this insufficiency 

into the lives of other people, likely those they once viewed as the “capital-O” Other, and 

demand the formulation of new epistemological modes, or ways of knowing. Thus, 

activism of any sort requires the participation of at least some contingent of the majority 

or dominant culture, as the impetus for change cannot and will not occur until the 

majority itself is perceptibly harmed by the status quo. Filmmakers of either cisgender or 

transgender identity therefore have the opportunity for activism by the very act of 

making movies: by presenting characters and narratives that exemplify the gender outlaw, 
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these artists compel their audiences to examine the inadequacies of binary gender, first in 

the world of the film, and then, ideally, and more importantly, in their own world, inciting 

the process of tangible cultural change. 

1.5. Conclusion 

This project assumes that transgendered people are not simply anatomical men or 

women who have failed to embrace their “real” gender, insisting instead upon occupying 

some intermediate position in what dominant discourse implies should be a binary 

system. The process of inscribing one of only two arbitrary linguistic signifiers upon 

these individuals without their express consent leads to harsh sanctions when some aspect 

of their physicality or behavior fails the test of absolute conformity with this label. The 

majority of American films featuring transgendered characters commit the error of 

oversimplification, attempting to depict transgender experience as much simpler than it 

is, a matter of a few ounces of flesh, or a few yards of fabric. As Joelle Ruby Ryan argues 

in her dissertation Reel Gender: Examining the Politics of Trans Images in Film and 

Media, 

Despite shifts in representation, one quickly comes to the conclusion that 

the majority of images of trans people repeatedly downplays the social, 

cultural, and political implications of trans people’s lives, and focuses 

instead on micro-level experiences and salacious personal details. For 

example, issues such as sexuality, sex reassignment surgery, and non-

accepting family members are overrepresented in media depiction. 

However, issues such as discrimination, the binary gender system and civil 

rights initiatives, which have been a focus of the transgender movement, 

are rarely depicted (18, emphasis added)…What I found is that in general 

transgender characters are most often represented as deceptive, maniacal, 

tragic, victimized and without supportive community or a sense of 
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political agency to transform their own life and the society as a whole. 

(22) 

This project will offer a comprehensive and nuanced version of what it “means” to be a 

transgendered person or to perform transgendered behaviors; to paraphrase Russo at the 

close of his introduction to The Celluloid Closet, “We have cooperated for a very long 

time in the maintenance of [transgender’s] invisibility. And now the party is over” (xii). 
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CHAPTER TWO: QUEERNESS AT THE THEATER: FEMINIST, QUEER, AND 

TRANSGENDER THEORIES OF FILM 

2.1. How to Read A Film? 

 The scholarly analysis of film can take many forms; we might examine the 

apparatus of the media itself, considering the ways in which technological advances and 

new forms of media have contributed to expanded meanings and representations on the 

big screen as well as the smaller, even handheld one. Alternatively, we could conceive of 

the medium as a kind of cultural lens, allowing us to “see inside” filmic texts and 

decipher the multiplicitous cultural, psychological, and even political forces that dictate 

the way films say what they say and/or do what they do. My project adopts the latter 

approach, as I examine film portrayals themselves and the effects that these portrayals 

can have upon the perceptions and beliefs of their viewers. In this chapter I will begin by 

discussing feminist film theory and its contributions to the subsequent efforts of queer 

and transgender film theory, the two fields of inquiry most central to this project. 

I will conclude by describing an ideal “positive portrayal” of transgender to which 

I will compare the films in Chapters 3 and 4; to provide a brief preview of this account, I 

suggest that since we do not live in the “world without gender” alluded to in Chapter 1, 

representations in film that are completely neutral to gender differences and completely 

egalitarian in their portrayals of various gender identities seem difficult to imagine, as 

gender differences continue to have such significance in real-life society. I do not mean 

to suggest that the “goal” of film should be to offer some monolithic ideology of gender; 

rather, I concur with Ann-Marie Cook’s suggestion that 
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[f]ilms may endorse or critique values and ideologies; they may send 

explicit messages or offer ambiguous meanings that require audiences to 

generate their own interpretations. What they do not do, however, is offer 

an objective reflection of society and it is important that we use language 

that captures in the most accurate way the relationship between texts and 

context. I propose an alternative phrasing that situates films as 

engagements with other discourses … ‘Reflect’ connotes passivity and 

coincides with the structuralist view that culture exists as something 

predetermined and external to the film itself.  By contrast, ‘engage’ 

acknowledges the capacity of films to endorse, critique or problematise 

aspects of culture at the same time that it recognises the film’s place 

within the very culture being scrutinised. An additional benefit of seeing 

films as engagements with rather than reflections of ideology is that it is 

consistent with the cultural studies perspective wherein texts exist as sites 

of ideological struggle, not as conduits of unambiguous, monolithic 

meanings. (3) 

In addition to their often restrictive portrayals of gender, some contemporary films also 

contain elements suggesting a more expansive view of gender than the strict and 

simplistic two-model binary, and I shall provide a comprehensive account of these 

elements with the intention of pointing them out in the films where they occur. 

2.2. Feminist Film Theory: Representation and Erasure 

 Early feminist film theory focused chiefly on representation, initially of women 

themselves, and later of ‘other oppressed peoples’: the realization dawned immediately 

that it would be impossible for film to depict a “utopian moment when ‘images of 

women’ [would] ‘reflect’ the realities of women’s lives: cinematic representations [were] 

far more complex than this” (Thornham 1). The larger project of feminism has been to 

“transform women from an object of knowledge into a subject capable of appropriating 

knowledge (Delmar 1986: 25),” as well as producing knowledge; much of the conflict 

over how to reclaim a woman subject position revolved around issues of “seeing,” long 
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considered a crucial mode of knowledge across Western cultures. Essentially, feminist 

film theory has attempted to reclaim women as cinematic objects from the position of 

“being seen” to that of “doing the seeing,” thereby acquiring their own forms of 

knowledge that did not depend on being mediated through the so-called “male gaze” 

discussed most prominently by Laura Mulvey, as well as other film theorists who 

followed her work.
35

 

 Mulvey’s 1975 article “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” remains a core 

text in the canon of feminist film theory, as it was among the first scholarly texts to draw 

an explicit link between film theory, psychoanalysis, and feminism. Mulvey suggests that 

the figurative spectator imagined by Hollywood films of the 1950s and 60s was 

invariably coded as male, or masculine, and that the female as narrative object was coded 

with “to-be-looked-at-ness” (63, emphasis in original). In this heteronormative 

formulation, which is ultimately a function of the ideology of a patriarchal order, women 

are simultaneously looked at and placed on deliberate display, yet while serving this 

function in the film narrative, they also serve to “freeze the flow of action” at moments of 

erotic contemplation and must then be re-integrated into the cohesive flow of the story. 

Of particular note is not merely the woman’s position as viewed object, but the way that 

her “looked-at-ness” is structured, which Mulvey describes as simultaneously voyeuristic 

and scopophilic: 
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 See, for example, Mary Ann Doane, “Caught and Rebecca: The Inscription of Femininity as Absence,” 

Enclitic 5:2 (1981): 75-89; Teresa de Lauretis, Alice Doesn’t: Feminism, Semiotics, Cinema (London: 

Macmillan, 1984); Annette Kuhn, Women’s Pictures: Feminism and Cinema (London: Routledge and 

Kegan Paul, 1982); Kaja Silverman, The Acoustic Mirror: The Female Voice in Psychoanalysis and 

Cinema (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1988). 
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As Budd Boetticher has put it, 

[w]hat counts is what the heroine provokes, or rather what she represents. 

She is the one, or rather the love and fear she inspires in the hero, or else 

the concern he feels for her, who makes him act the way he does. In 

herself the woman has not the slightest importance. (63) 

Here, the woman holds “value” in the film narrative only insofar as her presence or 

existence serves to propel it forward; she is granted no agency or power “in herself.” 

Obviously this framework would preclude woman-centered narratives that depicted 

female characters exercising their power, personal autonomy, and/or in some way 

transgressing the dominant patriarchal norms that existed in the off-screen world.
36

 

Mulvey herself does not suggest that no classical Hollywood films featured female 

protagonists; she references Pam Cook and Claire Johnston’s study
37

 of The Revolt of 

Mamie Stover to demonstrate the existence of just such a narrative trope. However, films 

of this type were certainly not the norm, and discussing them at length would, as Mulvey 

explains, “take her too far afield” (64); thus her study focuses mainly on the male gaze at 

male-centered films. 

 Mulvey’s arguments about the woman-as-spectacle onscreen sparked a litany of 

responses and further theorizing within feminist film scholarship: Judith Mayne added 
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 Mulvey returned to these ideas in a 2007 ‘sequel’ to the original article entitled “Afterthoughts on 

‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ inspired by Duel in the Sun.” Here she claims to stand by her 

original argument supporting the wisdom of allowing the singular third-person male to stand in for the 

generic “spectator,” though she does acknowledge that this approach closes off certain other important lines 

of inquiry, including the aforementioned female-protagonist trope, as well as the “woman-in-the-audience” 

question. Ultimately, Mulvey characterizes her newer essay as being concerned first with the female 

spectator, and whether or not this hypothetical construct can be wholly engaged through “identification 

with a male hero,” and second with the narrowing of a discussion of “melodrama” to only those films 

featuring a female protagonist who is in some way “unable to achieve a stable sexual identity.” I discuss the 

original essay more extensively in this dissertation, however, because the ideas that Mulvey DOES re-

affirm are relevant to current and ongoing discussions of both queer and transgender film theory. 
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another dimension to the idea of the woman as looked-at object in a 1978 round-table 

discussion, questioning the often complex relationship between portrayals of women on 

the screen and real women’s experiences in their lives: 

One of the most basic connections between women’s experience in this 

culture and women’s experience in film is precisely the relationship of 

spectator and spectacle. Since women are spectacles in their everyday 

lives, there’s something about coming to terms with film from the 

perspective of what it means to be an object of spectacle and what it 

means to be a spectator that is really coming to terms with how that 

relationship exists both up on the screen and in everyday life. (Citron et al. 

1978: 115)  

The challenge for the female viewer, as Mayne argues, is then to in some way make sense 

of the relationship she observes between the spectacle and the spectator roles, both in the 

cinematic realm and in her own day-to-day experiences. This process is made challenging 

by the assumed “invisibility” of women both on- and offscreen; as B. Ruby Rich adds to 

Mayne’s assertion:  

According to Mulvey, the woman is not visible in the audience which is 

perceived as male; according to Johnston
38

, the woman is not visible on 

the screen…As a woman going into a movie theater, you are faced with a 

context that is coded wholly for your invisibility, and yet, obviously, you 

are sitting there and bringing along a certain coding from life outside the 

theater. How does one enter into the experience of the film given that kind 

of structure?...How does one formulate an understanding of a structure 

that insists on our absence even in the face of our presence? What is there 

in a film with which a woman viewer identifies? (Citron et al. 1978: 116) 

These are precisely the types of questions that I will suggest warrant examination 

in film as it relates to queer and transgender identity, though both of these identities 

refuse the sutured implications of woman as category, while the feminist film analyses I 
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have discussed thus far did not place such emphasis on defining the concept of woman 

itself. Further, the development of intersectionality as a conceptual foundation
39

 for 

identity theorizing drew attention to earlier feminist scholarship’s tendency to conflate a 

dominant cultural experience (in this case, that of white, middle- and upper-class women) 

with some assumed “universal” experience (that of all women), a generalization that 

proves ultimately false.
40

 As even more complex categories than that of “woman,” queer 

and transgender identity have even less claim to a universalized experience of those 

identities. Finally, as I discussed in Chapter 1, transgender and other queer identities have 

been actively excluded from the formulations of identity offered by much of the work of 

feminism and women’s studies in the frequent failure of both fields to acknowledge the 

qualities of transgender and queer identity that are fundamentally different from binary 

male/female, heterosexual identity. 

 

2.3. Transgender Displacement and Denial
41

 

 I would like to expand my discussion here of Cheshire Calhoun’s account of 

lesbian and gay subordination, which she does not see as arising within a disadvantaged 
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the Unhappy Marriage Between Marxism and Feminism, ed. Lydia Sargent (Boston: South End Press, 

1981) 10-12; Leah Fritz, Dreamers and Dealers (Boston: Beacon Press, 1980); bell hooks, “Black Women: 
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 I would like to say once again that I am indebted to Cheshire Calhoun’s work for my formulation of this 

concept; her book Feminism, The Family, and the Politics of the Closet: Feminism and Gay Displacement 

has been of great value to this section in particular. 
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place that reduces lesbians’ and gays’ access to what she calls “basic social goods”: 

rather, it “consists in the systematic displacement of gay men and lesbians to the outside 

of civil society so that gay men and lesbians have no legitimized place, not even a 

disadvantaged one…[this subordination] displaces gay and lesbian identities from the 

public sphere” (76, emphasis in original):  

[L]esbians and gay men, unlike women and racial minorities, do not 

appear to be located in any particular social structural places…Although 

they constitute a social group, this does not translate into a statistical 

concentration in any particular socio-economic location. Second, it is 

possible to be unaware that gay men and lesbians are everywhere because 

the closet, coupled with the presumption that social actors are 

heterosexual, allows gay men and lesbians to circumvent the 

discriminatory practices designed to enable heterosexuals to avoid 

knowing any lesbians or gay men. (77) 

In other words, lesbian and gay subordination, which ultimately results in the 

complete erasure of these identities from the public sphere,
42

 depends first upon the idea 

that lesbian and gay identity occurs across societies without any correlation to other 

aspects of identity (race, class, ethnic heritage, etc.), and it is thus impossible to point to a 

specific segment of people within a society that necessarily have any characteristics in 

common other than their sexual identity and recognize them as lesbian or gay. Second, 

this subordination relies on the ability of sexual orientation to be closeted; since society 

presumes heterosexual orientation in individuals until that presumption is actively 

dispelled, lesbians and gays are consequently able to avoid the material effects of 
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 Duggan’s conception of homonormativity and Jasbir Puar’s homonationalism may seem to oppose this 

idea of erasure from the public sphere; both argue that gays and lesbians do create a kind of “public space” 
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of white superiority within the gay community (Puar). These concepts are not incompatible with Calhoun’s 

displacement, however; even homonormative or homonationalist subsets of the gay/lesbian community are 

displaced from the heterosexist public sphere and marked out as different from it. 
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discrimination based on their sexual identity, provided that they do not reveal or claim 

that identity in the public sphere. This does not imply that claiming a gay or lesbian 

identity in the private sphere has no potential for negative consequences; rather, Calhoun 

argues that while the regulated public sphere is oppressive to gays and lesbians, the 

private sphere is unprotected. The public/private sphere divide is also not intended to 

create a dualistic opposition; it exists simply to point out that the subordination of gays 

and lesbians occurs in different ways in each area. 

The parallels between lesbian and gay displacement and a similar “transgender 

displacement” may seem obvious, but I shall articulate them in detail, as they largely 

undergird my overall argument about gender as well as my deployment of film theory. 

Calhoun suggests that lesbian and gay displacement has two major features deserving 

examination within a heterosexist society (which even in its emphasis on sexual 

orientation displaces transgender identity as much as it does lesbian and gay identity, 

even for many of the same reasons); I shall paraphrase those features here, substituting 

“transgender” for “lesbian and gay,” including gender presentation as part of the required 

formula, and adding a third characteristic that I believe to be unique to transgender 

displacement: 

(1) [I]n heterosexual [and two-gendered] society all citizens are required 

to adopt a real or pseudonymous heterosexual [and binary gender] identity 

as a condition of access to the public sphere, (2) heterosexual [and two-

gendered] society gets reproduced generationally through legal, 

psychiatric, educational, and familial practices whose aim is to prevent 

future generations of [transgendered] people, and [(3) heterosexual and 

two-gendered society tends to deny the existence of non-binary gender 

identities by explaining these identities’ visual or behavioral signs away as 
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“deviations within the norm” or simply failing to acknowledge them at all, 

thus reinforcing the binary gender construct.] (82) 

To illustrate this concept of displacement with a specific example, films with 

transsexual protagonists make explicit the requirement of adopting a heterosexual and 

binary gender identity in order to gain access to the public sphere: fulfilling this 

requirement is what the passing narrative is “all about.” Prevailing medical opinion in 

previous decades led doctors to suggest that both pre-op and post-op transsexuals 

geographically relocate as part of the transition process to avoid exposing the people who 

know them pre-transition to the potentially traumatic (for those other people) experience 

of witnessing the change itself.
43

 Bree Osbourne, the MTF protagonist in Transamerica, 

works at home as a telemarketer during the pre-op phase of her transition, ostensibly to 

avoid the complications of negotiating a public-sphere workplace until she views herself 

as a “complete woman” (one who does not still possess male genitalia). 

Even in her second job, where she does venture outside the confines of her home 

and into the public sphere, Bree is relegated to dishwasher status in the relatively 

privatized space of a Mexican restaurant kitchen. Although the narrative does not 

explicitly say so, the implication here is that Bree is deemed somehow “unsuitable” for 

direct interaction with customers but is given the most menial of manual labor jobs, 
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 This suggestion has long since been abandoned, as more recent medical professionals have realized that 

such a radical change often caused patients to give up on the transition process entirely. Current prevailing 

thought suggests that having a supportive and familiar community or family structure around them actually 

helps individuals through the “Real Life Experience” phase of their transition (Meyer et al 17). However, 
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these films address the effects of the transition on people other than the protagonist; Normal is the only 

film examined in this project that does devote attention to this issue. 
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perhaps as a result of her employer’s recognition of some degree of the difficulty of her 

life situation.
44

 Bree’s experience is of course not representative of all transgendered 

people; as I discussed in Chapter 1, many such individuals reject binary gender labels 

entirely and do not seek to inscribe themselves within that framework. However, the 

trope of passing in the film is illustrative of the first of Calhoun’s two criteria for 

displacement. 

As Marilyn Frye and Calhoun concur, “The pressure on each of us to guess or 

determine the sex of everybody else both generates and is exhibited in a great pressure on 

each of us to inform everybody all the time of our sex” (Frye 17). “Furthermore, in our 

social world the process of becoming gendered is part of the process of becoming a self, a 

subject, an ‘I’. In short, speakers enter into the world of speech and expression as 

gendered subjects” (Calhoun 92). In this formulation, access to the “public sphere” within 

which individual subjects may speak is necessarily preceded by their apprehension of a 

coherent gender identity that they may then communicate, verbally or otherwise, to other 

people. 

 The reproduction of heterosexist norms within a society in the attempt to prevent 

future generations of transgendered people falls largely outside the scope of this 

discussion: the reproduction Calhoun describes occurs primarily within social institutions 

that are assumed to have direct power to act upon people and dictate the course of their 

lives (i.e., the law, the mental health profession, the educational system, the family as 
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 Chapter 3 will return to an explicit discussion of Bree’s interactions with non-white characters, which are 

coded in a radically different manner than her interactions with white characters. 
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institution); virtually no individual person can escape the purview and influence of all of 

these institutions, while individual artifacts of popular culture may in many cases escape 

even the notice of a majority of individuals in a society. 

However, I would argue that the very lack of popular culture texts depicting 

binary gender non-conformity suggests this culture’s reluctance to consider it as a viable 

option.
45

 This claim requires a foundation in psychiatric discourse: Calhoun suggests that 

modern psychiatry has attempted to “diagnose” homosexuality as early in life as possible 

(i.e., in childhood) with the idea that if apprehended early enough, such “gay tendencies” 

can be thwarted and such children might still mature into “fully functioning 

heterosexuals.” Interestingly, at the same time that the American Psychological 

Association (APA) officially depathologized adult homosexuality (1973), it added to the 

DSM-III a new category of pathological condition termed Gender Identity Disorder of 

Childhood
46

. Of note here is the fact that the very criteria used to arrive at such a 

diagnosis are linked not to sexual behavior, but to gender behavior, implying the 

connection I mentioned in Chapter 1 between cross-gender conduct (in children) and 

eventual homosexuality (in adults). With its titular emphasis on gender identity rather 

than sexual orientation, though, this diagnosis exemplifies my claim that by 
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 The limited array of options that do exist falls primarily outside the traditional media of literature and 
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 Boys could be diagnosed with this condition if, in addition to expressing distress about being a boy, they 

displayed a “preoccupation with female stereotypical activities as manifested by a desire for either cross-

dressing or simulating female attire, or by a compelling desire to participate in the games and pastimes of 

girls” (DSM-III 266). The revised edition, DSM-III-R, adds, “…and rejection of male stereotypical toys, 
games, and activities” (DSM-III-R 73). Girls were likewise susceptible if, in addition to expressing distress 

about being a girl, they showed a “persistent marked aversion to normative feminine clothing and 

insistence on wearing typical masculine clothing, e.g., boys’ underwear and other accessories” (ibid.) 
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conceptualizing non-binary gender behaviors and identities as pathological, society 

thereby casts them as non-viable. This non-viability becomes apparent in the lack of 

transgender representation in popular culture artifacts explicitly aimed at the 

impressionable child and adolescent population; as B.J. Epstein points out in an article on 

this subject, 

If someone recognizes at a young age that she or he is trans, that person 

might immediately want to know that she or he is not alone or "abnormal." 

The media and, more specifically, literature is usually the first stop. Luna 

and Parrotfish [young-adult novels with transgendered protagonists] are 

both for teenaged readers, but since we know that pre-teens, school-aged 

children, and even some pre-schoolers are recognizing that their 

psychological gender does not match their physical body, there ought to be 

some trans books for young readers, too. I am unfortunately aware of no 

texts about transgender characters for readers between five and twelve or 

so… 

[T]here are [only] a couple of picture books, which at least can be used 

with children up until the age of five or six, regardless of whether they are 

themselves trans or know any trans people. Right now is a time when 

many transgender children are taunted or otherwise made to feel 

uncomfortable at school, when they consider or attempt suicide, or when 

they see no hope for the future. I believe that featuring trans and intersex 

characters in literature for young people can help to change this. (Epstein, 

“Dreaming of Dresses”) 

Calhoun cites the abundance of such cultural forms that facilitate gender-normative and 

heterosexual adult development, asserting that 

[institutionalized heterosexuality] needs prohibitions against both 

category-crossing (e.g., against crossdressing, effeminacy in men, 

mannishness in women) and against non-heterosexual desire…[and] social 

institutions and practices that support sex/gender dimorphism and 

heterosexual desire – gendered rites of passage…gendered 

dress…heterosexual erotica and pornography… (45-6) 
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In contrast, no such body of mass literature or society-wide institutions exist that support 

other kinds of sex/gender combinations and non-heterosexual desire, suggesting once 

again the dominant cultural belief that such phenomena need not be encouraged. This 

may be a paradoxical feature of minoritized gender/sexual identities: by the very act of 

achieving status as a “mass” body of literature, such texts might tend toward 

homonormativity by suggesting that there is “one way” to be transgendered, gay, or 

lesbian, that bears a great deal of similarity to heterosexist norms; I certainly would not 

suggest such an approach as a solution to the Othering of transgender identity. However, 

I raise the issue of transgender literature’s relatively small presence to emphasize the 

degree to which this identity continues to be displaced from the cultural mainstream.
47

 

The third feature of transgender displacement that I mentioned above, its tendency 

to deny the existence of non-binary gender identities, figures prominently in the majority 

of my film analyses. I shall argue, borrowing from Calhoun and Marjorie Garber, that 

many transgender film characters are looked “through, rather than at” because of other 

film characters’ (or critics’) desire to “subsume that figure within one of the two 

traditional genders” (Garber 9). This “underestimation of the object” that Garber calls the 

“third sex” and I referred to in Chapter 1 has an effect of erasure that parallels Calhoun’s 

idea of displacement; this third sex can “be thus assimilated to either the male or female 

pole of the hypothetical gender binarism: in either case, it disappears” (10). The 
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motivation to erase the existence of a third term in relation to the binary gender system 

arises from the fact that it is “not a term” at all, with its lack of specificity and defining 

parameters. Rather, the third is a 

mode of articulation, a way of describing a space of possibility (11)…The 

third deconstructs the binary of self and other that was itself a 

comfortable, because commutable and thus controllable, fiction of 

complementarity. But – or and – it is not itself a third one; it is rather 

something that challenges the possibility of harmoniousness and stable 

binary symmetry. (12) 

In queer theory terms, the “third” is potentially problematic: even as it functions as an 

identifier attempting to define phenomena that fall outside traditional binaries, the third 

can itself become meaningless in the amount of diversity it attempts to encompass under 

a single term. 

Homi Bhaba
48

 discusses the potential use of the term “hybridity,” which is often 

used to denote a mixed racial status that is simultaneously “both and neither,” to resolve 

such ambiguity, ultimately concluding that the term must be carefully applied to avoid 

further oversimplification: 

[T]he problem is that it … becomes (at least potentially) generalizable to 

the point where it loses any political import that it may originally have had 

… a problem, which, … is also apparent in the use of the term queer … [to 

describe] anything or anyone considered to be ‘non-normative.’ Thus 

Bhaba argues for an understanding of hybridity as a strategy or a practice 

which in various ways establishes space(s) for being neither … Self nor … 

Other. (Sullivan 73) 

To digress briefly from this subject and invoke Lacanian psychoanalytic theory, 

within the second order of the human psyche, known as the Imaginary, the individual’s 
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relation to himself and to other people is structured like and by his relation to his own 

image in a mirror, a dyadic, symmetrical complementarity based upon the fiction of a 

stable identity or wholeness that the mirror itself creates by equating the concept of “self” 

with a visible image. The third, Symbolic order forces the human subject out of this 

dyadic relation involving only himself and the mirror and into a wider social network that 

involves both one-to-one dyads and what Garber terms “immersion in the codes and 

constraints of culture … [that] involves moving from a structure of complementarity or 

symmetry to a contextualization, in which what once stood as an exclusive dual relation 

becomes an element in a larger chain” (12). 

The non-binary gender identity, then, is inherently threatening to the individual’s 

very psychic development because it “reconfigures the relationships between the original 

pair, and puts in question identities previously conceived as stable, unchallengeable, 

grounded, and ‘known’” (13). Rather than adjusting his perceived definitions of gender 

terms, which have thus far structured his entire relationship to the outside world
49

, the 

individual finds it much easier to simply ignore or deny the new data, clinging 

vociferously to his previously-held conceptions. 

A number of the films I examine contain scenes where transgressions of binary 

gender norms incite reactions ranging from feigned ignorance of their occurrence to 

outright denial of their validity as expressive of transgender identity. For example, upon 

detecting the scent of women’s perfume when in close physical proximity to him, Roy’s 
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coworkers in Normal attribute the smell to an extramarital [heterosexual] affair that Roy 

has simply not yet revealed to them, rather than acknowledging his performance of cross-

gender behavior. In the 1982 comedy Tootsie, Michael Dorsey’s ongoing “disguise” of 

himself as the female actress Dorothy Michaels receives no acknowledgement at all, 

other than his agent’s flippant comment that “there’s something weird about [him]; since 

when does [he] care so much about how other people feel?” as his behavior seems to 

adapt to the gender identity that begun as merely a functional ruse. An obvious 

explanation for this lack of disclosure to the film world would be that it would bring 

about an abrupt end to the narrative, and the needs of the plot dictate that the ruse 

continue, at least for a while. However, the fact that the Dorothy persona is repeatedly 

presented as a costume, a “putting on” of gender, subtly communicates the errant nature 

of other characters’ (or the audience’s) assumption that Michael’s cross-dressing is in any 

way reflective of a non-binary gender identity. 

 

 

2.4. Making Film ‘Perfectly Queer’: Textuality and Reception Theory 

 As with the “performance” of film theory (or gender identity) in general, scholars 

agree that no “one way” exists to “perform” the queering of popular culture; as Nikki 

Sullivan argues in A Critical Introduction to Queer Theory, “[T]here is no single correct 

way to queer popular culture. Rather, the queering of popular culture has taken 

multifarious forms, has focused on different issues, and has drawn on a range of 
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theoretical positions, often to contradictory or conflicting ends” (189). Rather than 

questions of methodology or praxis, what is said to be at stake in queering pop culture 

artifacts like film is the potential implication of this practice of seeing anew. Like some 

branches of transgender studies, queer theory foregrounds issues of subjectivity or subject 

position: it is based on the assumption that any viewing of a text is not a passive, but very 

much an active process, the reader/viewer necessarily bringing to that reading a full 

complement of existing knowledge, a complex collection of interlocking social identities 

and life experiences, and potentially even some variably cohesive array of 

political/ideological beliefs about the world at large. 

Drawing on the theory of textuality posited by Roland Barthes
50

, among others, 

Sullivan suggests that 

[w]e are never simply consumers of popular culture texts, but in and 

through our very ‘reading’ of them we actively (re)create them…We are 

always, as Foucault would claim, implicated in the production of meaning 

and identity, and hence are both agents and effects of systems of 

power/knowledge. (189) 

Thus, the process of queering is enacted at the level of the individual subject (and then 

potentially to the audience of that subject, if s/he passes a particular interpretation or 

reading on to other audiences) and involves the critical examination of the ways in which 

meaning and/or identity are “(inter)textually (re)produced” (190). I will restrict my 

discussion of queering popular culture to the approach commonly termed reception 

theory, which bell hooks examines in her book Reel to Real: Race, Sex and Class at the 
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Movies;
51

 the examination of how film texts are received and interpreted by their viewers 

lies closest to the approach my film analyses will adopt.
52

 

 Theorizing in terms of audience or textual reception can be useful in that it 

examines the ways in which an audience receives, and then responds to, the texts it 

encounters: this approach imagines the film text not as a static object, produced and 

extant within some cultural “vacuum,” but as a living, breathing cultural artifact that 

allows individuals of varied and interconnected identities to interact with and interpret it, 

and then to participate in the creation and perpetuation of its meaning. Depending upon 

the particular composition of this theoretical audience, this meaning can take on manifold 

and even unexpected dimensions. The most significant potential weakness of the 

reception approach, however, is its tendency to homogenize or essentialize the audience 

groups that it necessarily creates as part of its process. 

Many such studies have been conducted to explore the reactions of different 

groups to the same text(s), such as men’s and women’s responses to pornographic 

magazines, black and white women’s reactions to films or sitcoms featuring varying 

types of black characters, or so-called housewives’ (identified by the studies’ authors as 

women belonging to a certain age or social class) reactions to daytime television soap 

operas. Such studies tend, by nature of their construction, to assume identical or at least 

highly similar responses from all members of a given audience grouping, when Sullivan 
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and others suggest that such homogeneity of thought in any large group of people is 

simply unlikely to exist (190). This same assumed homogeneity is what I argue against in 

filmic representation of transgender: many of the films I discuss duplicate this notion that 

all individuals belonging to a certain group (in this case, the transgender community) are 

basically identical and/or interchangeable with one another, eliminating the plurality that 

this identity can display in real life and potentially creating perpetual misrepresentations 

of that which may initially be unknown to the audience. 

In contrast to this assumption of audience homogeneity, I follow the approach of 

Alexander Doty, a scholar of both film/mass culture and gay/lesbian studies. In his 1993 

book Making Things Perfectly Queer: Interpreting Mass Culture, Doty asserts that 

[T]he queerness of mass culture develops in three areas: (1) influences 

during the production of texts, (2) historically specific  cultural readings 

and uses of texts by self-identified gays, lesbians, bisexuals, queers; and 

(3) adopting reception positions that can be considered ‘queer’ in some 

way, regardless of a person’s declared sexual and gender allegiances. (xi) 

In this conception of queering the (film) text, external context takes precedence over 

simple formalism, and texts acquire meaning or are marked as queer not necessarily 

through their inherent content, but through the interpretive work that is done on them, by 

either the texts’ authors or their audiences. Like Doty, I conceive of queerness not as an 

exclusive category, but an inclusive one, designed not to keep certain individuals out, but 

to allow as many as possible to fit in. I largely adopt Judith Butler and Sue-Ellen Case’s 

argument, cited in Doty’s first chapter, that, 

queerness is something that is ultimately beyond gender – it is an attitude, 

a way of responding, that begins in a place not concerned with, or limited 
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by, notions of a binary opposition of male and female or the homo versus 

hetero paradigm usually articulated as an expression of this gender 

binarism.
53

 

Queerness (or the marking of it) is in a general sense, then, an attempt to “challenge and 

break apart conventional categories, not to become one itself” (Doty xv); the transgender 

community, among others, is specifically mentioned as a group perceived to occupy the 

spaces between binary oppositions: 

I…question the cultural demarcations between the queer and the 

straight…by pointing out the queerness of…individuals and groups who 

have been told they inhabit the boundaries between the binaries of gender 

and sexuality: transsexuals, bisexuals, transvestites, and other binary 

outlaws. Therefore, when I use the terms ‘queer’ or ‘queerness’ as 

adjectives or nouns, I do so to suggest a range of nonstraight expression 

in, or in response to, mass culture. This range includes specifically gay, 

lesbian, and bisexual expressions; but it also includes all other potential 

(and potentially unclassifiable) nonstraight positions. (xvi) 

The practice of queering film seeks to ferret out and acknowledge the “queer elements” 

that can occur within relatively heterosexist
54

 texts and the “queer moments” that can be 

experienced within them by generally heterosexual, straight-identifying individuals. This 

task does not aim to repress, ignore, or dismiss the specter of queerness, but to embrace it 

as an omnipresent component of even the seemingly straightest of cultural artifacts. 
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 Calhoun defines this term as 

An interlocking set of practices built on the distinction between what appear to be basic 

identities – heterosexual versus gay and lesbian – whose effect is the pervasive reduction 

of lesbian and gay life chances, self-determination, political status, physical safety, and 

control over cultural products…Heterosexism appears to be part of a broader array of 

interlocking practices built on the distinction between the identities “man” and “woman” 

(6)…Heterosexism depends on treating masculine-male-heterosexual and feminine-

female-heterosexual as the only natural and nondefective sex/genders. (39) 
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2.5. Queer Moments: New Queer Cinema and Transgender in Film 

 Even before queer film theory gained solid momentum as a distinct field of 

academic inquiry, queer representations themselves were beginning to appear in films 

across the nation and the globe: in American cinema a wave of overtly queer films with 

overtly queer themes and characters swept the film festival circuit in the early 1990s, 

giving rise to film theorist B. Ruby Rich’s categorization and chronicle of this group of 

movies, for which she coined the collective term “New Queer Cinema.” Michele Aaron’s 

2004 edited volume of the same name traces the history of New Queer Cinema as a 

distinct movement, highlighting some of its characteristic films
55

, and offering thoughts 

on how these efforts departed from the traditions of more mainstream Hollywood 

projects. Although the collection confines its discussion to films representing only a brief 

period of American film history, Rich’s “NQC” remains highly useful to this research in 

that its characterization of the films closely resembles the qualities I will ascribe to the 

films in Chapters 3 and 4: Rich herself described NQC films as “irreverent” and 

“energetic,” J. Hoberman called their protagonists “proudly assertive” (qtd. in Aaron 3), 

and Aaron binds the films together because of their shared aesthetic of “defiance.” 

 To expand this rather general concept of defiance, Aaron outlines five main ways 

in which NQC films disrupt conventions, two of which seem more relevant than the 
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others to this dissertation; I will thus only discuss these two at length.
56

 First, Aaron 

asserts that the films of NQC oppose established tradition in their choice of subjects: 

“[T]hese films give voice to the marginalized not simply in terms of focusing on the 

lesbian and gay community, but on the sub-groups contained within it” (3-4). In other 

words, these films do not opt for the simple representation of individuals who might be 

perceived as “straight in every way but one.” Examples of these individuals might be gay 

or lesbian characters who adopt most or all of Lisa Duggan’s definition of 

homonormativity, indistinguishable from straight (white, middle-to-upper-class) 

mainstream culture in every way but their choice of sex partners, or transgendered 

characters who are able to pass within the bounds of binary gender and fly beneath the 

radar of heterosexist and gender-dimorphic social policing.
57

 A notable example of such 

deliberately transgressive subject choice is Jennie Livingston’s documentary Paris Is 

Burning, which examines drag ball culture, an amalgam of gay, Latino, young adult, and 

male culture in New York City, a community whose marginalization is readily apparent 

as a subgroup (cross-dressing male-bodied participants in drag culture) within a subgroup 

(gay men) within a subgroup (Latino youth).  

 Aaron’s second characteristic of NQC is the films’ habit of being “unapologetic 

about their characters’ faults, or rather, crimes: they eschew positive imagery. Swoon, 
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Poison, and The Living End beautify the criminal and (homo)eroticize violence” (4). 

These films explicitly labeled as NQC feature protagonists whose actions seem obviously 

deviant, or at the very least impermissible, by standards of law or social taboos, but this 

general aesthetic of celebrating alleged deviance is certainly evident in queer films 

featuring characters who are not actually criminals or perpetrators of criminal behavior. 

For example, the now-iconic independent film Hedwig and the Angry Inch, rather than 

bemoaning the hero(ine)’s surgically mangled genitals and her in-between sexual status, 

adopts both as sites of resistance, fighting back in an overt, often campy fashion against 

the patriarchal systems of immigration policy and binary gender norms that attempt to 

restrict or confine the heroine rather than allowing her to express her own agency.  

 Finally, Aaron situates NQC as “an art-full manifestation of the overlap” between 

critical intervention, cultural product, and political strategy (6), motivated in part by a 

desire for “flirtation with non-fixity,” and in part by the very real and tangible threat to 

the queer community at large of the AIDS epidemic, from whose context Aaron suggests 

that NQC cannot be removed. Resulting from a generalized desire in the cultural 

marketplace of the 1990s for increased fluidity in various categories of identity, NQC’s 

“figure par excellence” was the transsexual: 

[T]he decade saw the publication of work on the subject by the 

‘community’s’ quasi leaders, Kate Bornstein and Leslie Feinberg. It would 

also see the use of Del la Grace Volcano’s transgendered images in an 

episode of Sex and the City and climax in the major success of Kimberley 

Peirce’s Boys Don’t Cry, which told Brandon Teena/Teena Brandon’s 

short-life-story, in 1999. (6) 
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Transgender represents the ultimate manifestation of non-fixity in terms of both gender 

and sexuality, the transgender individual him/herself being nearly impossible to “pin 

down” employing a strictly heterocentric matrix of definition. 

What is perhaps most important to bear in mind concerning NQC, especially in 

preparation to examine a body of film theory we might label as explicitly transgender 

film theory, is its relationship to both the mainstream and the gay culture that is popularly 

assumed to function in opposition to it. As a term of political agency, queer’s defiance 

opposes not only mainstream homophobic ideals, but also the “tasteful and tolerated” gay 

culture that exists alongside them (Smyth 48); the early 1990s saw some of the strongest 

opposition to queer cinema within the gay community, not the mainstream, straight one. 

To conclude this discussion of queer cinema in general, and New Queer Cinema in 

particular, I will offer a final thought from Aaron’s conception of what it takes to make a 

film both “queer,” and “there”: 

Queer is not just about gender and sexuality, but the restrictiveness of the 

rules governing them and their intersections with other aspects of identity. 

To be really queerly there is to apprehend ‘the complexity of what actually 

happens “between” the contingent spaces where each variable [race, class, 

gender] intersects with the others.’
58

 (7, emphasis added) 

2.6. “The Sex That Is Both”: Gender-Mixing and Erotic Fascination 

As I alluded to in Chapter 1, a major component of transphobic sentiment in this 

culture is its perceived disruption of codes of sexuality, which dominant discourse 

indicates must be identifiable as either heterosexual and homosexual, with heterosexual 
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acts possessing higher hierarchical status. Scholars have altered their overall views of the 

connection between gender and sexuality over time; for example, Gayle Rubin argued in 

her 1974 essay “The Traffic in Women: Notes on the ‘Political Economy’ of Sex” that 

“sex as we know it – gender identity, sexual desire and fantasy, concepts of childhood – 

is itself a social product” (166), drawing no distinction between gender and lust/desire. 

However, she revised her position in a later essay, “Thinking Sex: Notes for A Radical 

Theory of the Politics of Sexuality”: 

It appeared to me at the time that gender and desire were systematically 

intertwined in such social formations. This may or may not be an accurate 

assessment of the relationship between sex and gender in tribal 

organizations. But it is surely not an adequate formulation for sexuality in 

Western industrial societies…In contrast to my perspective in “The Traffic 

in Women,” I am now arguing that it is essential to separate gender and 

sexuality analytically to more accurately reflect their separate social 

existence. This goes against the grain of much contemporary feminist 

thought, which treats sexuality as a derivation of gender…But as issues 

become less those of gender and more those of sexuality, feminist analysis 

becomes misleading and often irrelevant. Feminist thought simply lacks 

angles of vision which can fully encompass the social organization of 

sexuality. (307-9) 

Judith Butler concurs with Rubin’s later analysis, asserting that “[t]here are no direct 

expressive or causal lines between sex, gender, gender presentation, sexual practice, 

fantasy and sexuality. None of those terms captures or determines the rest” (1993: 315). 

In other words, Rubin and Butler, among others, have argued that no causal or derivative 

relationship exists between a person’s gender and his/her sexuality; sexual desire and the 

deployment of that desire might operate entirely independently from psychological 

gender identity.  
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 This issue becomes even more complicated when considered in individuals whose 

gender identity does not conform to the standard male/female binary. Early theorists of 

gay and lesbian sexuality based their definitions of sexual orientation on some stable 

sense of what the gender categories underlying them meant; for example, in 1978, 

Monique Wittig uttered the now-infamous claim that “lesbians are not women,” a 

statement that inspired a wealth of theorizing on both sides of the debate. Diane Griffin 

Crowder
59

 and Calhoun, whose work I have already mentioned, both endorsed Wittig’s 

assertion, though providing different rationales for their argument for lesbians’ status as 

“not-women” than Wittig did. If sexual orientation as a functional concept cannot exist 

without stable definitions for the categories describing both the sexually desiring 

individual and the object of that desire, then transgender sexuality becomes a complex 

issue from both directions: that of the transgender individual who is assumed to have 

some particular sexual orientation toward one or more particular types of gendered 

people, and that of the cisgendered individual who encounters the transgendered person 

as a potential object of sexual appeal. 

 If the categorization of sexuality can be assumed to have some “purpose” or 

justification, we might identify that purpose as the determination of potential sexual 

and/or romantic partners; since Freud’s discussions of the human sex, life, and death 

drives, Western culture has assumed the desire for sexual relationships to be a 

fundamental component of adult human development. This assumption also implies a 
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universality of sexual desire that may not actually exist in every adult individual across 

the globe, but the centrality of the intimate relationship in various artifacts of culture 

throughout history certainly demonstrates its appeal to at least a majority of people. One 

of the earliest advocates for transgender people, Magnus Hirschfeld, specifically 

addressed the question of “marital suitability” of those people he referred to as 

transvestites, apparently believing that such a non-binary gender identity was 

significantly related to a person’s ability to sustain a long-term sexual relationship. Even 

more significant than the relationship itself, though, was the question of the children that 

might result from such a union; Hirschfeld himself expressed uncertainty about the 

“fitness” of transvestites to be parents: 

Raising children today demands one have nerves of steel. Transvestites 

who want to raise children must be physically healthy and strong as well 

as mentally well-developed persons. They must be careful with their 

choice of marriage partners because of the children. Moreover, I would be 

against transvestite women marrying. They are mostly very restless spirits, 

inclined toward adventure, and find it difficult to chain themselves to 

domestic duties. In fact, most suitable would be – which is in accordance 

with the wishes of these persons – a transvestite man and a somewhat 

manly kind of woman, who naturally need not be a transvestite, or a 

transvestite woman to a womanly man, so that…”The degree of his 

manliness corresponds to the degree of her womanliness”; to be sure, it 

would be more correct to say in our case the degree of her manliness to the 

degree of his womanliness. (1910: 39) 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the concern about people with alternative gender and sexual 

identities’ ability to sustain intimate relationships and raise children remains a heavily 

debated issue today: homosexual marriage continues to figure into many contemporary 

political platforms, and Calhoun devotes two entire chapters of her book to the argument 

that “the most important liberty to secure for lesbians and gays [and, I would argue, 
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transgendered individuals] is equal definitional authority to say what counts as a marriage 

or a family” (106).
60

 Bree expresses this sentiment aloud in Transamerica during a 

particularly vexing moment in the narrative, sobbing to her therapist over the phone that 

she “doesn’t think she’s cut out to be a mother.” 

 To return to the specific issue of sexual desire and behavior, I would like to 

suggest that transphobic responses stem from cisgendered people’s inability to classify 

transgendered people in a sexual sense as either included within, or excluded from, the 

type of gendered persons to whom they (cisgendered people) tend to be sexually 

attracted. In a chapter from Transgender on Screen, Phillips explores the recent 

phenomenon of transsexual pornography on the Internet, arguing among other points that 

“what troubles gays [and perhaps, most everyone else] is that their very existence 

threatens the notion of fixed and specific sexual orientations…The pre-op transsexual is a 

model of gender subversion” (149-51). Interestingly, much of Phillips’ discussion (and 

virtually all existing pornography featuring transsexuality) focuses on the image of the 

MTF transsexual; it seems there is simply something more threatening (and, 

simultaneously, more appealing, as evidenced by MTF pornography’s current status as 

one of the largest porn genres in existence) about the so-called “chick with a dick” than 
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the more abstract idea of the “man with a pussy,” an image with almost no cultural 

representation.
61

 

 Phillips suggests that this threat has multiple origins, the first of which is a 

response within feminism itself to the “phallic focus” of such films, in which 

[t]he pre-op transsexual simultaneously embodies and invites keeps both 

viewing subject and viewed object trapped in a phallicist economy that is 

politically unacceptable to those feminist and lesbian groups seeking to 

transcend phallogocentrism
62

 to achieve what Judith Butler calls a 

“postgenital sexuality” (see Butler, 1999: 39)
63

. Transsexual pornography 

is typically constructed around a number of binary oppositions that might 

be seen as reinforcing and reflecting the male-female binarism of 

heterosexist culture. (150) 

Indeed, such a sentiment is easy to detect in feminist work that expresses strong suspicion 

of transsexuality, like Laura Kipnis’s book-length study of American pornography
64

 and 

Janice Raymond’s scathing critique of transsexuality
65

 that is credited by many as the 

single text that most inspired the academic field of transgender studies. In general, such 
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texts suggest that transsexual pornography is inherently coded as “masculine” due to the 

centrality in the diegesis of the penetrating phallus. 

 Another perceived “danger” of the MTF transgender figure is the uncertainty she 

can create in the viewer about the viewer’s own gender and sexual identities: 

[T]he ‘chick with a dick’ inspires fear in some, precisely because (s)he is 

worryingly, perilously impossible to classify in normative categories of 

gender/sex/sexuality. If, as Luce Irigiray claims,
66

 woman is the sex that is 

not one, the pre-op transsexual is the sex that is both, an overdetermined 

gender cluster that Janus-like faces simultaneously into the masculine and 

the feminine…More than any other identity category, the shemale 

represents the possibility of the liberation of both gender and desire from 

binary or fixed norms…If this form…is simultaneously exciting and 

disturbing, it is in part because the phallic woman that the transsexual 

represents challenges the fixity of our own sexual identity. 

It may go without saying that this challenge is particularly problematic for the viewer 

who is both biologically male and self-identified as heterosexual; much transsexual 

pornography is marketed to and consumed by precisely this target audience, but even in 

its suggestion that such straight men “try the best of both worlds,” it denigrates the notion 

of homosexual desire: “[T]he positioning of the male viewer as a ‘curious heterosexual’ 

reinforces homophobia by implying the undesirability of the homosexual position” 

(Phillips 155). The straight man is therefore reassured of his “straightness” even as he 

experiences arousal at the sight of another penis, perpetuating the idea that penis = 

maleness, and the transsexual woman as a real object of desire (in real life, as opposed to 

in pornography, which by its very nature is coded as fantasy and not a reflection of real 

life) is therefore sexually “off-limits.” 
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 As may be noted, none of the films I examine in Chapters 3 and 4 can be 

classified as pornographic films; none of them even contain scenes of explicitly sexual 

nudity. However, I would argue that the notion of “concealing and revealing” that 

Phillips describes as central to much transsexual pornography is equally present in the 

films I discuss, though in a slightly different context, and generally with a much less 

positive reaction, from the male characters who do the discovering in particular. 

2.7. Transgender Theory and Film: An Under-examined Relationship 

Few book-length studies have been published that examine transgender within the 

realm of film or literature. I will briefly discuss several of those here and explain how my 

work, and ideally the present and future work of other scholars, continues and expands 

the scholarship already published. It is notable that a number of works specifically 

focusing on cross-dressing have appeared in the last two decades, while comparatively 

little has been written on other forms of transgender; three of these studies of cross-

dressing feature photographs of male-bodied people dressing in drag in film but offer 

little in the way of critical analysis of this phenomenon.
67

 

Several books address cross-dressing in a more analytical fashion, including 

Rebecca Bell-Metereau’s Hollywood Androgyny (1993), which even as it examines cross-

dressing, does not address transgender identity itself as a site of potential political 

transformation; Cross-Dressing, Sex, and Gender by Bonnie and Vern L. Bulloughs 
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(1993), which focuses more on cross-dressing in antiquity and the medical, biological, 

psychological, and sociological findings of scientific literature on cross-dressing than it 

does on popular culture per se; Marjorie Garber’s Vested Interests: Cross-Dressing and 

Cultural Anxiety (1997), which explores the cultural impact of the cross-dressing figure 

and cross-dressing’s interconnections with recognition of female power and androgyny, 

responses to gay identity, and anxiety over economic or cultural dislocations; and 

Crossing the Stage: Controversies on Cross-Dressing edited by Lesley Ferris (1993), 

which does not address film at all, but provides a comprehensive examination of the 

performative aspects of cross-dressing in theater, opera, and dance. 

Texts containing chapters or sections on cross-dressing include Undressing 

Cinema: Clothing and Identity in the Movies by Stella Bruzzi (1997), with two chapters 

on the narrative functionality of cross-dressing, “The Comedy of Cross-Dressing” and 

“The Erotic Strategies of Androgyny”; James Keller’s Queer (Un)Friendly Film and 

Television (2002), which discusses the film Flawless in its chapter “Rehabilitating the 

Camera: Loquacious Queens and Male Autism in Flawless”; Parker Tyler’s Screening 

the Sexes: Homosexuality in the Movies (1993), which offers limited information on 

cross-dressers and transsexuals; and Chris Straayer’s Deviant Eyes, Deviant Bodies: 

Sexual Re-Orientation in Film and Video (1996), which offers two chapters on cross-

dressing and transgender, “’Re-Dressing the Natural’: The Temporary Transvestite Film” 

and “The She-Man: Post-Modern Bi-Sexed Performance in Film and Video,” as well as a 

useful chapter on the intersections of feminist and queer theory, “Queer Theory, Feminist 

Theory: Grounds for Rhetorical Figures.” 
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In 1992, Leslie Feinberg pronounced transgender liberation a “movement whose 

time [had] come”; the twenty-first century’s first decade might be viewed similarly as 

ushering in another such “movement”: the early 2000’s saw the arrival of the first book-

length studies of transgender as an inclusive, non-limiting field of identity, works that 

examined non-binary gender presentation in popular culture as a phenomenon created by 

the alchemy of (popular) cultural norms and the politics of representation. Two such texts 

with which I align myself closely are Judith Halberstam’s In A Queer Time and Place 

(2005) and John Phillips’ Transgender on Screen (2006). While Halberstam’s book 

examines transgender through a slightly wider lens, incorporating discussions of its 

meaning and manifestation in both real-life society and the distinct milieus of fiction, 

visual art, film, and popular music, and Phillips restricts his analysis only to film, both 

authors take what might be termed a more postmodern approach to transgender than 

scholars before them in their description of how representations of transgender are 

simultaneously a product of and influence on the cultures within which they are created. 

Halberstam offers the concepts of “queer time” and “queer space” as formulations 

that develop “at least in part, in opposition to the institutions of family, heterosexuality, 

and reproduction” (1); she suggests that when such queer constructs are viewed as the 

outcome of various types of “strangeness” within human lives, queerness itself becomes 

“detached from sexual identity” and serves instead to “mark out the particularity and 

indeed the menace of [queer] life” (1, emphasis added).
68

 Thus, queerness draws attention 
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from the mainstream contingent because of its inherent radical possibilities for new ways 

of doing and being, many of which directly oppose the most central tenets of 

heterocentric culture.
69

 Halberstam draws an analogy between Mark Seltzer’s work on 

America’s “wound culture”
70

 and queer subjectivity, positing the notion that Seltzer’s 

“formulation of the psychological experience of trauma as a belated or retrospective 

construction of the physical experience of violation” may help explain why transgender 

or homosexual victims of violence inspire such outpourings of cultural sorrow and 

ostensible identification with these appointed “martyrs,” who “stand in for the hurts and 

indignities that are so often rendered invisible by the peculiar closet structure of 

homophobia” (16). We might apply this idea to filmic representations of transgendered 

people who meet violent demises (Brandon Teena in Boys Don’t Cry, for example) and 

reach the conclusion that part of these films’ appeal lies in the audience’s ability to cast 

the characters in the role of symbolic victims of all anti-queer violence, rather than the 

perceived validity of the films’ portrayals of transgender. 

Halberstam’s stated objective in the text is to “keep transgenderism alive as a 

meaningful designator of unpredictable gender identities and practices” (19), a desire that 

likely stems from her belief in the transgender body as “futurity itself, a kind of heroic 

fulfillment of postmodern promises of gender flexibility” (18). This conception relies on 

                                                                                                                                                                             
through the use of what she terms “queer asynchronies.” Throughout her book, Freeman emphasizes the 

importance to queer politics of actively critiquing both temporality and history. 
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the perception of that body as a flesh-and-blood manifestation of non-binarism, fluidity, 

flexibility, the so-called “post-gender world” imagined to exist by many young gays and 

lesbians, or the “successful outcome of years of gender activism” (21). Throughout her 

chapters on transgender in film, Halberstam remains true to her aforementioned 

commitment to politicizing transgender identity as a potential site of transformation, 

locat[ing] the transgender figure as a central player in numerous 

postmodern debates about space and sexuality, subcultural production, 

rural gender roles, art and gender ambiguity, the politics of biography, 

historical conceptions of manhood, gender and genre, and the local as 

opposed to the global. (21) 

Thus, her book takes the next theoretical step in the discussion of transgender, taking it 

beyond issues of simple representation and examining what those representations both 

say and mean about contemporary American culture as a whole. 

Phillips’ book, in contrast, restricts its examination of transgender to cinematic 

texts; he begins by stating the gap he perceived in transgender studies of film prior to this 

volume’s publication, dubbing it the “first detailed study of screen representations of 

transgender” (1), and ascribing to it the following list of objectives: 

* To demonstrate that perceptions of transgender are mediated by 

culturally constructed images. 

* To explore these cultural representations of transvestism and 

transsexuality in modern (late twentieth-century) screen media (film, 

Internet), against the historical background of the evolution of such 

representations. 

* To identify and account for the ambivalence that underlies the depiction 

of transgender in modern film. 

* To reposition and redefine sexual desire against sexual fascination with 

transgender. (1) 
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Like Halberstam, Phillips aims to explore media’s ability to mediate, or have some 

tangible effect upon, general public perceptions of transgender, at least making the 

suggestion that such a connection exists. He also aligns himself with Garber, praising 

Vested Interests as a “notable exception” to prior texts that he says give insufficient 

attention to transgender’s significance to the “wider debates around gender and sexuality” 

(2). Despite his complimentary stance toward Garber’s work, he distinguishes his own 

book from hers by asserting that his analysis takes a wider methodological approach, 

examining transsexuality as distinct from transvestism, a thread of scholarship that 

Garber declines to pick up. 

 The central component of Phillips’ hypothesis is the idea that “the crossing of 

genders…will prove to be the most significant single cultural challenge in the first 

decades of the new millennium, largely because of the redefinition of sexes and 

sexualities that necessarily accompanies it”; Phillips suggests that these redefinitions are 

leading the way toward a widespread and new conception of the self as increasingly 

defined in terms of the images reflected back to that self by popular culture (4, emphasis 

added). Drawing an explicit link to postmodernism and the inward and outward 

referentiality such texts are assumed to possess, Phillips calls his study a “postmodern 

perspective” on the concepts of representation and the “real,” in that he views the 

imaginary and the real as increasingly the same thing, citing popular culture’s 

increasing elision between the representation of reality and reality itself (if 

indeed that distinction still has meaning or value)…as the imaginary and 

the real move ever closer together…’postmodern’ increasingly describes 

society itself and not simply the art it produces…For our dependence on 
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messages is a refuge from the real in representation, or rather, it generates 

situations in which the representation is the real. At the very least, like a 

nervous actor who is lost without a script, reality takes its cue from 

representation. (28) 

Phillips traces the course of this “elision” through human cultural history, beginning with 

representations of bisexuality, the androgyne, and the hermaphrodite in antiquity, then 

proceeding through medieval and early modern drama’s stage representations of 

transgender/transvestism, followed by a discussion of the eighteenth-century writings of 

Casanova and the Marquis de Sade, the nineteenth-century work of Dubarry, Panizza, 

and a number of American Romantic poets, and concluding his survey by returning to the 

general characterization of texts from the twentieth century’s latter half as concerned with 

both transsexuality and cross-dressing, though each for different reasons, as later chapters 

explain in detail. 

 

2.8. Conclusion 

 This project has expended many pages thus far on describing the difficulties of 

transgender identity, both within individuals’ lived experiences of it and in film’s limited 

ability to effectively depict the vast diversity that exists within the category in only a few 

dozen hours of footage. In addition to the ideological and psychological complexities of 

offering representations of transgender that reflect current lived reality, it is important 

that we not neglect to consider the practical dimensions of film representation. In general, 

filmmakers make movies that they want people to watch; the more directly commercial 

the initial vision of a film project is, the more the filmmaker must take into account the 
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feasibility of making a profit and thus depicting content that will in some way appeal to a 

wide cross-section of viewers. 

 Transgender identity in our culture has not yet achieved such widespread 

“appeal,” let alone the lesser standards of understanding and acceptance; I bear this 

thought in mind when examining the films in Chapters 3 and 4 and the flaws I describe in 

their portrayals of transgendered characters. Given that we do not yet live in Dvorsky and 

Hughes’s postgenderist world, gender does still matter in our society, at least in the one 

that exists beyond the four walls of a darkened movie theater. Assuming they are not 

explicitly marketed as science fiction, films are generally expected to bear some 

resemblance to the world their audiences live in; the suspension of disbelief can only 

carry an audience so far. All of that said, however, I do believe that several of the films in 

Chapters 3 and 4 do contain elements of postgenderism or at the very least, more 

progressive and inclusive versions of gender than those that our society attempts to force 

upon people in often violent ways. To that end, I shall provide here a list of criteria that 

make up what I will call a “positive portrayal” of transgender identity. No “perfect” film 

portrayal of transgender (or any other identity, for that matter) can be said to exist, but 

films that come closer to the “world without gender” that theorists like Haslanger, Okin, 

Bornstein, and others envision feature one or more of the following elements: 

 Portrayals of gender that publicly (deliberately, and in view of other people) 

contradict traditional normative stereotypes of both appearance and behavior  
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 Onscreen conversation about gender identity that highlights characters’ 

perceptions of themselves as simply “not fitting” the male-female binary, either 

occasionally or permanently 

 Communities (families or other stable groups) that demonstrate overt acceptance 

or celebration of non-binary gender identity  

 Avoiding the exploitation of transgender identity for the sole purpose of comedic 

appeal or farce 

 Addressing the effects that transgender identity, and the transition process in 

particular, have on people other than the transgendered individual  

Ideally, we might hope for future depictions of transgender identity that resemble 

contemporary portrayals of gay/lesbian or ethnic minority characters; by and large, these 

characters’ sexual orientations or racial identities are just “something that they happen to 

be,” and not the whole of who they are. 
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CHAPTER THREE: FOLLOWING A SCRIPT: TRANSSEXUALITY AND BINARY 

GENDER 

3.1. Introduction: Don’t You Find It Odd That Plastic Surgery Can Cure A Mental 

Disorder? 

 “The correct target for any successful transsexual rebellion would be the gender 

system itself. But transsexuals won’t attack that system until they themselves are free of 

the need to participate in it” (Bornstein 83). The category of transsexuality, as defined by 

the films discussed in this chapter, includes people who undergo surgical and/or 

hormonal treatment that alters their material bodies in order to comply with the societal 

narrative or “script” that is assigned to their desired gender identity. Perhaps more than 

any other form of transgender or non-binary gender identity, transsexuality highlights 

both the inadequacy of the binary gender framework to accurately represent the totality of 

real people and the absolute centrality that must be given to that framework in order for 

transsexuals to achieve the outcome that they so fervently desire. 

 In the early years of SRS in the U.S.
71

, gender identity clinics required candidates 

to prove to doctors the authenticity of their alleged transsexuality; in other words, these 

individuals had to justify to an (all-male, at the time) assembled team of physicians that 

their desire for surgery reflected a “real” internal sense of gender that contradicted their 

anatomy. Transsexual theorist Sandy Stone points out the highly problematic aspects of 
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this process; namely, the clinics’ enduring failure to devise such a “test” for eligibility 

that was both objective and repeatable, and the assumption underlying the decision itself 

that there was some objective “ideal standard of gender” to which an individual’s 

performance of that gender could be compared: 

[E]ven after considerable research, no simple and unambiguous test for 

gender dysphoria syndrome could be developed…[At the Stanford clinic, 

one of the early major performers of surgical gender reassignment], the 

final decisions of eligibility for gender reassignment were made by the 

staff on the basis of an individual sense of the “appropriateness of the 

individual to their gender of choice. The clinic took on the additional role 

of “grooming clinic” or “charm school” because, according to the 

judgment of the staff, the men who presented as wanting to be women did 

not always “behave like” women. Stanford recognized that gender roles 

could be learned (to an extent). Their involvement with the grooming 

clinics was an effort to produce not simply anatomically legible females, 

but women…i.e., gendered females…[C]andidates for surgery were 

evaluated on the basis of their performance in the gender of choice. The 

criteria constituted a fully acculturated, consensual definition of gender, 

and at the site of their enactment we can locate an actual instance of the 

apparatus of production of gender. (227-28, emphasis in original) 

To be deemed eligible for surgical intervention, in other words, alleged transsexuals had 

to think of and present themselves to the medical profession as “diseased,” “ill,” or 

“defective” specimens of humanity. 

 Even the attempt to gain that eligibility by appearing at the clinic in the first place 

was, and continues to be, little more than a far-off dream for many transsexuals, who are 

prevented from even trying by the very real-world constraints of finance, culture, and 

class. As Bornstein laments, 

Transsexuals, especially middle-class pre-operative transsexuals, are 

heavily invested in maintaining their status as “diseased” people. The 

demedicalization of transsexuality would further limit surgery in this 
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culture, as it would remove the label of “illness” and so prevent insurance 

companies from footing the bill. (119) 

This tension between seeing oneself on the one hand as an unusual but still acceptable 

deviation on a spectrum of internal gender identity and on the other as being compelled to 

embrace and internalize the discourse of illness to achieve self-actualization (as much 

literature on transsexual reassignment surgery has argued that the surgery allows such 

people to do) creates an apparently impossible situation, placing the transsexual seeking 

surgery as, in Judith Butler’s words, “begin[ning] to become that for which there is no 

place in the given regime of truth” (184). 

 We might hope that such a dilemma would eventually be recognized and 

somehow overcome by those within the medical profession, somehow altering the 

discourse they used to talk about transsexuality and/or the basis on which it was treated. 

However, as Anne Fausto-Sterling argued over 40 years after the first human sex 

reassignment surgeries, 

Winning the right to surgical and legal sex changes, however, [has] 

exacted a price: the reinforcement of a two-gender system. By requesting 

surgery to make their bodies match their gender, transsexuals enact the 

logical extreme of the medical profession’s philosophy that within an 

individual’s body, sex and gender must conform. (107) 

Fausto-Sterling does acknowledge the recent “large cracks” that have appeared in the 

“edifice of transsexual dualism,” citing what she calls the “concept of transgenderism,” to 

which she attributes a 

more radical re-visioning of sex and gender…[T]ransgenderists accept 

“kinship among those with gender-variant identities. Transgenderism 

supplants the dichotomy of transsexual and transvestite with a concept of 
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continuity”…Today, many [transsexuals] argue that they need to come out 

as transsexuals, permanently assuming a transsexual identity that is neither 

male nor female in the traditional sense. (107) 

Such a belief would indeed seem to overcome the absolute need for a two-gender system; 

however, even those individuals that we might assume to be part of such a movement 

have themselves commented on their own internal sense that their bodies must conform 

to someone else’s expectations. 

Kate Bornstein is often cited as a pioneer of a queerer version of gender, but she 

herself admits succumbing to tremendous pressure to change her body from a source 

outside herself: “I had my genital surgery partially as a result of cultural pressure: I 

couldn’t be a ‘real woman’ as long as I had a penis (119)…The current gender system 

relies heavily on everyone’s agreement that it’s inflexible” (121). In a society that placed 

less emphasis on the connection between genitals and gender, transsexuals would not 

need to alter their bodies at all, free as they would be to adopt any gender label they 

chose. However, such a world does not yet exist, and for those individuals who genitals 

don’t match their internal sense of gender, the two film protagonists discussed in this 

chapter as cases in point, surgery continues to seem like the only viable option. 

3.2. The ‘New’ New Queer Cinema: Openness and Acceptance, Playing with the 

Notions of Male and Female 

 In Chapter 2, I discussed the history of New Queer Cinema, a movement largely 

contained within the early 1990s in American cinema. In fact, just a few short years after 

coining the term, B. Ruby Rich herself declared NQC to be over almost as soon as it 
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began, shifting her characterization of the collection of films from a movement to a 

“moment” (18). In an article for the Village Voice, she declared that “the fierce political 

and aesthetic energy of the early-‘90s cinematic breakthroughs is hardly omnipresent 

today” (2002). Rich attributes this lack of enduring impact to NQC’s existence well 

outside the mainstream, suggesting that the only queer content that does appear there 

features the opposite themes of hatred-based violence or the “gay best friend” and closing 

her article with this challenge: “Now that the U.S. has rushed headlong into war, nursing 

a toxic cocktail of masculinity and patriotism, we need queer visions of sexuality, gender, 

desire, and community more than ever.”
72

 

 JoAnne C. Juett argues that mainstream media have undeniably responded to this 

call, though not necessarily in a highly prolific manner, due in large part to cultural forms 

other than film: 

[O]ther media platforms are actually taking much larger strides than 

cinema to bring queer-themed texts into the mainstream in interesting and 

intriguing ways. Ugly Betty features a transsexual; The L Word is available 

on iTunes; OurChart.com offers Girltrash, across cable networks gay-

themed material continues to be replayed or emerges anew
73

, and the DVD 

industry continues to expand exponentially – all featuring queer-themed 

material without the hype or the protests of the past. (61) 
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 For other cable shows featuring queer characters, see HBO’s Rome, Six Feet Under, The Sopranos, True 

Blood, and The Wire and Showtime’s Nurse Jackie, Queer As Folk, and Shameless. The Gay and Lesbian 
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LGBT characters on broadcast (non-cable) television, who have appeared in such programs as Fox’s 

American Dad, Family Guy, Glee, House, and The Simpsons, ABC’s Desperate Housewives, Grey’s 

Anatomy, and Modern Family, CBS’s The Good Wife, and NBC’s The Playboy Club and Will and Grace 

<http://www.glaad.org/ publications/whereweareontv11>. 
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NQC’s “new queer audience,” Juett suggests, is no longer confined to gay and lesbian 

film festivals, once the only venue for queer-themed films; filmmakers now have a much 

wider variety of options for places to perform their work. NQC’s first iteration also came 

and went before academic queer and transgender theories had time to gain the 

prominence they hold today, thus many of the earlier films were a direct response to the 

more dichotomous field of gay and lesbian studies and its reliance on binary oppositions 

(heterosexual/homosexual, male/female, masculine/feminine). 

 Juett credits Bornstein’s creation in Gender Outlaw of the “third space” that 

allows for increased fluidity in gender expression, but asserts that “the next wave” of 

New Queer Cinema took another full decade to appear, 

this time undergirded by a theory that matched its intention to blur the 

dichotomous boundaries of gender and sex, to play with the notions of 

male and female, and to challenge the very nature of identity which, 

according to Sarah Gamble “is no longer necessarily codeterminate on 

gender”
74

 … I would argue that the new wave of New Queer Cinema is 

less an activist or defiant movement [as Aaron described NQC’s first 

manifestation], and much more a movement about openness and 

acceptance … that potentially can penetrate mainstream film with 

significant effect ... without the paranoid repression of past efforts, 

particularly through stereotyped characters. (63) 

Dennis Harvey of the San Francisco Bay Guardian attributes this shift from what he dubs 

“New Queer Cinema Edition 1” to its newer (and queerer) successor to the general 

public’s new interest in, and not just “tolerance for,” gay culture and characters: “The 

most obvious popular U.S. examples are all on TV at present: Will and Grace, Queer Eye 

for the Straight Guy, Queer as Folk, and other ratings champs” (2004). 
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 Both of the films discussed in this chapter fall within the post-2000 time period 

ascribed by Juett, Harvey, and others to “New Queer Cinema Edition 2,” and as I shall 

show in the rest of the chapter, both contain characteristic elements of the original NQC, 

the new NQC, and/or the positive portrayal of transgender outlined in Chapter 2. I will 

discuss the films not in chronological order, but in order of increasing levels of the 

“defiance” I mentioned in Chapter 1, beginning with a film that adheres almost 

completely to binary gender norms and ending with one that strongly questions them. 

Despite the aspects of the film that I find somewhat disappointing in their tendency 

toward parody and stereotype, I will begin my discussion of transgender-themed films 

with Duncan Tucker’s Transamerica (2005), one of the first mainstream wide-release 

films to expose general American audiences to both the concept and the reality of 

transgender identity and demonstrate that neither concept nor reality is as simple as it 

may seem.  

3.3. Transamerica (2005): “My Body May Be a Work in Progress, But There is Nothing 

Wrong with My Soul” 

3.3-a. Run over at the intersection of crossing and passing 

 Peter Caster and Allison Andrew aptly characterize the most central ideological 

conflict experienced by both Transamerica’s audience and its transsexual protagonist: 

“[T]he film itself occupies the tense position of the transgendered person at the 

intersection of crossing and passing. It angers fundamentalists unwilling to acknowledge 

the shifting of borders it makes visible; it may dismay radical critics for its mainstream 
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qualities” (138). As I have already alluded to, the strongest criticism generally levied 

against screenwriter/director Duncan Tucker’s road movie is the tendency of its in one 

sense very “queer” main character to uncritically embrace so many of the conservative 

values of the heteronormative system that attempts to oppress her. 

 From the audience’s first view of Bree Osbourne in the pink palace that is her 

one-bedroom apartment to her readily apparent outcast status in the one place where she 

should be able to feel “at home,” a room full of post-operative transsexuals, the film 

repeatedly depicts Bree as the very epitome of the mainstream, proper, conservative 

“woman.” Viscerally repulsed by the squalor of Toby’s New York flophouse apartment 

and the experience of “camping, on the ground, with bugs,” Bree tries to avoid all objects 

and environments not explicitly associated with high femininity, and her concern with 

maintaining her visual (feminine) appearance borders on obsession. The reaction to this 

portrayal of the “radical critics” that Caster and Andrew refer to, perhaps activists like 

Bornstein and Wilchins, might be easy to imagine: with the emphasis in both authors’ 

writing on dismantling the binary gender system entirely, or at least questioning its most 

basic assumptions, we might anticipate their harsh criticism of Tucker’s film and its 

failure to seize the opportunity to queer mainstream culture every time that opportunity 

arises. 

 However, Tucker himself cites these very names as sources with whom he 

consulted concerning the accuracy of Transamerica’s depiction of transsexuality: 

After I finished the script, I asked a few trans women like Kate Bornstein 

and Riki Wilchins … to read it for me and vet it for accuracy. I also asked 
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Calpernia Addams and Andrea James.
75

 I'm glad to say that all of them 

found just, you know," ... there's a wealth of transsexual experience." … 

I'm happy that the transwomen who read it for me found little for me to 

change. What they did find to change, I changed. (Roberts 34) 

I would argue that these overall complimentary responses to the film reflect real 

transgendered people’s awareness of the first component of Cheshire Calhoun’s theory of 

displacement, which I discussed in Chapter 2: “(1) [I]n heterosexual [and two-gendered] 

society all citizens are required to adopt a real or pseudonymous heterosexual [and binary 

gender] identity as a condition of access to the public sphere” (Calhoun 82). In order to 

become “speaking subjects” within the public spheres of society, individuals are required 

(not suggested, or pressured, but required) to adopt an intelligible gender that can be 

“read” by other people; lacking such a legible identity, they are all but “erased” in a 

cultural sense, their very presence in the public sphere largely ignored. 

 Legal scholar Kenji Yoshino makes a similar claim using the language of 

assimilation, which is strongly implicated in and associated with the rhetoric of passing: 

Surrendering our individuality is what permits us to enter communities 

larger than the narrow stations of our individual lives. Especially when the 

traits that divide us are … morally arbitrary, this surrender seems like 

something to be prized. Indeed, assimilation is not only often beneficial, 

but sometimes necessary. (771) 

Tucker echoes this sentiment, describing the movie as “a movie about life and acceptance 

and the way that we're all alike, rather than a movie about someone who's different” 

(Roberts 34). All of these passages, as well as the film itself, demonstrate the unavoidable 
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murder of Addams’ cisgendered male lover Barry Winchell in 1999 formed the basis for the HBO feature 

film Soldier’s Girl (2003), which could also be included in this project; I do not discuss it at length, 

however, for reasons of brevity. 



103 
 

importance for transitioning transsexuals of constructing and performing gender in a way 

that other people can recognize and thus categorize. 

 In the previous chapter, I outlined a list of criteria that I perceive as being 

necessary for a positive portrayal of transgender. To explicate my definition of the term 

“positive,” I argue that first, such a portrayal would reflect the diverse nature of real 

transgender identity, rather than implying that transgender people only “come in one 

form.” Secondly, a positive portrayal would depict and/or espouse more radical forms of 

gender than the male/female binary and move closer to the postgenderist ideal that I 

described in Chapter 1. Applying these criteria to Transamerica, I suggest that while 

Tucker’s film does depict experiences that real-life transgender people have, one scene 

even featuring a number of such individuals, and it does to a certain extent question the 

absolutism of binary gender (and to a lesser extent, sexuality), overall the film does not 

fully possess any of the six characteristics I attribute to a positive portrayal. 

3.3-b. Queerer than it seems at first? Equating gender and race 

I am indebted to Juett, Caster and Andrew, and Rebecca Scherr for performing 

readings of Transamerica that are significantly more cognizant of the film’s queerness 

than my own original view was; I initially perceived it as a cliché narrative form 

featuring a cartoonish transsexual hued entirely in pink whose entire life’s ambition is to 

be granted acceptance by what she deems the most sacred of cultural institutions: the 

binary gender system. I continue to share Scherr’s belief that Transamerica and Todd 

Haynes’s 2002 film Far From Heaven similarly privilege heteronormativity and 
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generally refuse to be queerer than they are by actively challenging mainstream 

conservative values: 

These characters are … engaged in personal quests. They are not 

interested in exploring the politics of their otherness, they do not question 

the foundation of the dominant society that designates their otherness, and 

they are not interested in occupying the margins of intelligibility. (1, 

emphasis in original) 

Ryan seems to share this view, as evidenced by the passage from her dissertation 

quoted in Chapter 1, which argues that “the majority of images of trans people repeatedly 

downplays the social, cultural, and political implications of trans people’s lives, and 

focuses instead on micro-level experiences and salacious personal details” (Ryan 18). In 

framing the central narrative arc as one individual’s quest to achieve a goal she has set 

only for herself, the film does not take up any larger criticism of heteronormative culture 

itself. It also fastidiously avoids my criterion of “portrayals of gender that publicly 

(deliberately, and in view of other people) contradict traditional normative stereotypes of 

both appearance and behavior” (Pawlak 91). Indeed, Bree’s entire public persona is 

obsessively focused on not defying binary gender norms; her most stress-inducing 

experiences are the moments where she is unexpectedly read as something other than a 

“real woman,” the scenes where Toby outs her as a transsexual at Sammy’s Wigwam and 

the young black girl asks if Bree is “a girl or a boy” at the diner just two such moments. 

 However, the film does contain several explicit instances of queerness and 

Othering that I had not noticed until reading Caster and Andrew and Scherr’s arguments, 

as well as interviews with Tucker himself: all three sources point to the persistent 

comparison of gender identity and racial identity, suggesting that Tucker (or at least, his 
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film) equates the experience of transsexuality with the experience of a non-white racial 

identity. As Scherr asserts, 

[R]acial difference both parallels and intersects in the presentation of 

"transsexuality" … Transamerica … demonstrates that the link between 

"racial others" and "sexual others" is so deeply ingrained within U.S. 

culture that the presentation of "otherness" cannot be visually conceived of 

without recourse to the rhetoric of racial difference … Her otherness 

within the larger cultural framework is rendered visible through the film's 

analogical link between Bree's identity and non-white people. In other 

words, to make the analogy clear to viewers, Bree must stand out in 

relation to other "others." Simply presenting her as passing in the white 

world would fail to delineate Bree's identity as subjugated, a political 

identity that requires racial difference rhetoric as well as a hint of Civil 

rights and post-colonial rhetoric in order to send the "correct" message to 

the audience … The constant positioning of Bree up against this backdrop 

of racial difference operates analogically: the message is that to be 

transsexual and white is like being racially other. (3, emphasis in original) 

Tucker himself also makes comments in interviews that associate transgender and non-

whiteness in what seem to be strange ways when discussing the research he conducted in 

preparing to write the script: “I went out and met … transgender women … we'd usually 

arrange to meet in a restaurant. I'd get there and look around, asking myself, 'OK, who's 

the transsexual?' You don't say 'tranny' for the same reason you don't say ‘nigger’” 

(Newton 2005). This association does make sense, according to Scherr, if we recognize 

the discursive similarities between transsexuality and blackness: “[U]nconsciously 

Tucker is linking blackness and transsexuality along the axes of non-normativity and 

visibility” (3). 

 The suturing of gender Otherness and race Otherness is most apparent in two 

aspects of the film’s diegesis: the opening scene where the audience watches Bree 

perform her daily feminization ritual, and virtually all of her interactions with people of 
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color. I will describe each of these examples in detail and then discuss how reception 

theory helps explain why these moments may go entirely unnoticed by a certain type of 

(white) viewer, one who might consequently read the film as hardly queer at all. 

 Viewed through a feminist lens, the movie’s opening sequence reads as almost 

nauseatingly heteronormative: the first shot is a clip from a voice training video featuring 

Andrea James (whose real-life friend and business partner Calpernia Addams appears 

later in the film in the Dallas scene); James and Addams co-own the company Deep 

Stealth, which produces this and other training videos to help transgendered people 

achieve effective passing. The phrase “this is the voice I want to use” that James repeats 

with different inflections demonstrates the highly performative and scripted nature of 

gender, suggesting that if a transgendered woman like Bree can only perform the role’s 

physical and behavioral components adequately, she can successfully pass as a woman, 

with no consideration of her internal sense of herself or whether she finds the 

performance of this kind of femininity to be authentic to that internal “voice.” 

 The scene continues by pulling back from the James video and showing Bree 

applying the visual markers of femininity to her body: artificial breast inserts in her bra, a 

girdle to disguise her male genitalia, and ultra-feminine clothing, makeup, and nail 

polish, all in distressingly stereotypical shades of pink. The remaining space of Bree’s 

small apartment contains still more feminine touches: pale pink paint on the walls, over-

the-top floral patterns on the sofa, bedspread, and curtains, and a conspicuously-placed 

copy of Glamour magazine on the coffee table. 



107 
 

The audience learns in short order the motivation for this excess of pink-and-

white femininity: the scene is interspersed with voiceover dialogue from Bree’s 

appointment with her psychiatrist, for which she has been preparing. The doctor 

compliments Bree on the “authenticity” of her womanly presentation, which ostensibly 

leads him to sign the consent form for SRS, reducing her to what Juett terms a “system of 

signs – the signatures of the psychiatrist and the therapist. Their discourse holds 

deconstructive and reconstructive power to which Bree has no choice but to submit” (76). 

This scene and others that show Bree performing exaggerated femininity seem likely to 

make every viewer’s inner gender rebel cringe; the extensive list of medical procedures 

she has already undergone just to achieve passable, not even “authentic,” womanhood 

certainly begs the question of “why it has to be this way,” why womanhood in this 

culture seems to come with such a long (and often physically painful) list of 

requirements. 

To turn this rigid “thou must conform” reading on its head, Scherr highlights the 

presence of all of the objects in the scene that are not pink: after turning off the James 

video, Bree puts a record on the turntable, and the audience listens along with her to 

African diva Miriam Makeba singing a traditional Zulu battle song. As she packs her 

pink handbag, Bree makes sure to include a copy of Jacques Maquet’s Civilizations of 

Black Africa, and the brief shots of her apartment walls feature artifacts from various 

“other” cultures, an African mask, a foreign-language poster, and a framed photograph of 

African women wearing rows of neck rings. Scherr argues that the juxtaposition of these 

clearly “Other” sounds and objects with Bree’s dressing ritual “signify in such a way as 
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to present Bree herself as a warrior going into battle … She is putting on her armor, 

readying herself to fight and win, and, like ‘Black Africa,’ she is fighting the battle of the 

subjugated, the colonized” (3). Read in this way, the scene shifts from being a parodic 

glimpse of feminine performance to a tableau replete with images of queerness, or “not-

quite-familiarity”: Bree is doing battle with femininity in an attempt to conquer the 

traditional gender system that has her in its grip; ironically, this triumph seems to adopt 

an “if you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em” strategy. 

Throughout the film, Bree’s interactions with non-white characters provide a 

multi-hued, multicultural context against which the viewer can read Bree’s own status as 

an outsider; non-white characters virtually always demonstrate acceptance of or 

indifference to Bree's transsexuality. Her neighborhood and work environment are 

composed entirely of working-class Hispanic people; her closest friend and therapist 

Margaret is a Latina woman; the mother of the African-American girl who “reads” Bree’s 

difference in the Arkansas diner scolds her daughter for improper behavior but does not 

react to Bree in any visible way; the only character who seems able to view her as a 

potential sexual/romantic interest is a Native-American man. As Scherr argues of the 

diner scene in particular, 

[S]uch an encounter reinforces the notion that Bree, who usually passes so 

successfully among whites, can be "seen” by a person whose visible 

blackness categorizes her as "other" within the dominant culture. Here the 

director plays with the concepts of visibility and stealth, blackness and 

transness, in an effort, it seems, to drive home to viewers that he thinks 

that the "otherness" attributed to transgender people establishes a kind of 

connective bond that bridges differences across and within heterogeneous, 

marginalized populations. (4) 
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Thus, people of color are able to “see” Bree in a way that white people are not; they 

consciously or unconsciously recognize her outsider status and form a connection to her 

on that basis. 

 Caster and Andrew and Scherr’s readings of these scenes depend upon the 

viewer’s recognition of their queerness, derived as it is from the discourse of racial 

otherness. However, such readings fail to consider the impact of reception theory on this 

assumption; I suggest that many viewers would not recognize these racial cues at all. In 

Chapter 2 I cited Alexander Doty’s approach to queering popular culture, which suggests 

that “texts acquire meaning or are marked as queer not necessarily through their inherent 

content, but through the interpretive work that is done on them, by either the texts’ 

authors or their audiences” (Pawlak 71). The central agent of queering, then, is the viewer 

him/herself, and not the text; it is this fact, I believe, that troubles readings of 

Transamerica that associate transgender identity with non-white racial identity. 

To experience the film in this way, viewers would have to recognize the cues 

described above as inherently raced; as I said before of assumptions applied across a 

mass audience, this simply seems unlikely to be the case. The theory of intersectionality
76

 

suggests that identity categories do not exist in isolation from each other, but form a 

complex web of “interaction between a range of discourses, institutions, identities, and 

forms of exploitation, that structure subjectivities (and the relations between them) in 

elaborate, heterogenous, and often contradictory ways” (Sullivan 72). Numerous queer 
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theorists
77

 have already highlighted the tendency of gay and lesbian theorists and activists 

and even other queer theorists to overlook race in their sole focus on sexuality, leading 

them to “white-wash” the figure of the homosexual, as Ian Barnard writes: 

Any Western politics, no matter how coalitional its compass, that defines 

itself in terms of … sexual orientation only … will be a white centered and 

white dominated politics, since, in the West, only white people can afford 

to see their race as unmarked, as an irrelevant or subordinate category of 

analysis. (202) 

I would suggest that Tucker performs a similar kind of overlooking, though of a different 

kind of truth: rather than overlooking race, his spoken assumption that transgender 

identity is similar to non-white racial identity overlooks the fact that gender and race are 

very differently marked in cultural discourse, especially by white viewers, who are 

statistically more likely to be in the audience of a mainstream film.
78

 I will not attempt to 

argue that this country has achieved a “color-blind” society; racism and racial 

discrimination continue to exist in many forms. However, I would argue that in general, 

race is viewed as much less central to the “category of what constitutes a legible person” 

(Scherr 4) than gender, particularly by white people, who by virtue of their own racial 

identity and its inherent privilege, do not see people with other racial identities as 

significantly “unintelligible.” Mainstream culture openly acknowledges the highly 

constructed nature of race and its lack of basis in stable biological fact; as Henry Louis 

Gates asserts, “Race, as a meaningful criterion within the biological sciences, has long 
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been recognized as a fiction. When we speak of the ‘white race’ or the ‘black race’ or the 

‘Aryan race,’ we speak in biological misnomers and, more generally, in metaphors” (qtd. 

in Miles 1997: 134). 

To illustrate this idea with an example, let us imagine the scene in the Arkansas 

diner in reverse: imagine the child encountering an ambiguously raced adult. Can we 

imagine her asking the question, “Are you white or black?” and further, imagine any 

adult (regardless of gender) in contemporary America experiencing the same degree of 

emotion that Bree does? The answer, I would argue, is no. While the dominant (white) 

culture in this country is still able to see race in a visual sense, race does not function in 

the same ultimately ostracizing way that gender does. Being ambiguously raced does not 

carry nearly the stigma that accompanies being ambiguously gendered; this becomes 

evident in the recent proliferation of options in the “Race/Ethnicity” section on various 

kinds of identification forms. Many such forms include explicitly non-binary options like 

“Bi-racial” or “Multi-racial”; no such diverse alternatives yet exist for gender 

categories.
79

 

In order for viewers to “get” Tucker’s subliminal message that race and gender 

Othering function similarly, they would have to have what Caster and Andrew term “their 

own gender politics” that mirrored this belief, which the above example demonstrates to 

be largely not the case (137). Viewers of any racial identity might see the African 

artifacts in Bree’s apartment, her Hispanic neighbors and coworkers, and the young girl 
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in the diner, but they may not attribute the Other status to them that Tucker does. These 

cues might be read instead as a series of individual people who treat Bree with at worst, 

casual indifference and at best, respect and kindness. Bree’s interactions with people of 

color generally occur in dyadic form as one-on-one encounters, perhaps sending the 

message that things like race and gender don’t matter absent the hegemonizing tendency 

of communities, that the path to increased tolerance and acceptance of people marked as 

“different” lies in seeing them, and their differences, as individual phenomena rather than 

case examples of a larger group about which we have already formed our own 

conclusions. 

3.3-c. Communities of (only) two: lack of acceptance 

The distinction between individual and community responses to transgender 

raises the next of my criteria for positive portrayal, “communities (families or other stable 

groups) that demonstrate overt acceptance or celebration of non-binary gender identity.” 

In my reading of the film, Transamerica contains no such community: Bree is an outcast 

within her family of origin as well as the only transgender “community” shown in the 

film, the party at May Ellen’s Dallas home. From the beginning of the film, the audience 

sees Bree as a loner: in the opening scenes, she deliberately avoids eye contact with her 

neighbors and restaurant coworkers, who also seem not to take any particular notice of 

her; when the psychiatrist asks if she has “supportive friends,” she mentions only “being 

very close with her therapist” and (untruthfully) tells him that her family is dead; when 
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she runs out of options (and money) and must go to her parents’ Phoenix home to ask 

them for help, her own mother slams the door in her face.  

Rejection by family members is certainly a common experience for transgendered 

people; many discuss post-transition experiences of having to find “new” families and 

communities who give them the acceptance and respect that their own families deny 

them.
80

 The nature of Bree’s family’s rejection in particular demonstrates the third 

element of transgender displacement that I outlined in Chapter 2: “[(3) heterosexual and 

two-gendered society tends to deny the existence of non-binary gender identities by 

explaining these identities’ visual or behavioral signs away as “deviations within the 

norm” or simply failing to acknowledge them at all, thus reinforcing the binary gender 

construct” (Pawlak 62). Despite Bree’s insistence that her parents (and later her sister) 

call her by her chosen female name, her mother stubbornly continues to call her Stanley 

and is overjoyed when she forcefully grabs Bree’s crotch and finds male genitals, 

exclaiming, “Thank god Murray, he's still a boy!” 

As Caster and Andew point out, Elizabeth denies all indications of Bree’s 

womanness, focusing entirely on the association between genitals and gender: 

In response to this invasion not only of her personal space but her physical body, 

Bree grabs her mother's hand and forces it to feel her developed breast. The 

dismayed mother cries, "My poor Stanley, I can't look at you!" and turns away. 

The mother's crude actions adhere to rigid sex/gender binaries wherein male 
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anatomy equals maleness, an underdetermined equation the film and queer theory 

treat as a false dichotomy. (138) 

Her mother’s reaction to the presence of Bree’s hormonally-induced breast tissue can also 

be read as an example of what Julia Kristeva terms the abject
81

: “the human reaction 

(horror, vomit) to a threatened breakdown in meaning caused by the loss of the 

distinction between subject and object or between self and other” (Felluga 2011); 

Elizabeth expects to find a masculine chest but encounters a feminized one instead, thus 

dismantling in her mind the connection between subject (Stanley; male) and object (Bree; 

female), as well as troubling the connection between herself (mother; female) and Bree 

(son; now female). 

 The relationship gradually forged between Bree and her newly-discovered son 

Toby might be perceived as a sort of “community,” particularly when viewed within the 

larger context of the “queered road movie” that Robert Lang describes as “a natural 

[union], with all the possibilities [it] provides characters who choose to live and love 

outside the institution of the monogamous heterosexual partnership and the conventional 

nuclear family" (332). However, as Bree herself points out when Toby gives her the 

silent treatment after (unbeknownst to her) he discovers the truth of her gender identity, 

“You know, social ostracism doesn’t work in a community of two.” The concept of 

community relies for its intelligibility largely on numbers; social justice movements 

throughout the last century, for example (the black “community”; the gay “community”; 

later, the queer “community”) have depended upon the general public’s recognition of 
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their causes as being shared by a significant number of people, which ironically allowed 

that same public to ostracize those communities as they thus became identifiable. In the 

community of two to which Bree and Toby belong, ostracism has no effect, because there 

is no third (or additional) party with whom he can ostracize her. 

 The most visually apparent example of Bree’s lack of membership in any 

significant form of community occurs when she and Toby arrive at Mary Ellen’s Dallas 

home and unexpectedly stumble across the very queerest of all of the film’s spaces: the 

first official meeting of the “gender pride Caribbean cruise planning committee.” Having 

learned from Margaret that Mary Ellen is a stealth transsexual (meaning her 

transsexuality is closeted in her everyday life), Bree is shocked and terrified as she and 

Toby witness post-op transsexual woman examining photos of new vaginas, comparing 

vaginal dilators, and discussing previous lives as straight men that ended with two of 

them holding hands in the recovery room after simultaneous genital reconstruction 

surgeries. The lone FTM transsexual in the room – a rarity approximately matching 

actual statistics – whispers conspiratorially to Toby after successfully passing with him 

that “we walk among you.” 

It is not these people’s transsexuality that shocks Bree; she is transsexual herself, 

which suggests that here, more than anywhere else she goes in the film (or in her life), 

Bree should not feel like an outsider. However, it is their forthright openness about being 

transsexual that so greatly unsettles her, as central as stealth and unobtrusive passing have 

been to her transition process thus far; after almost three days in a car with Toby, Bree 
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has managed to hide both her transsexuality and the pair’s familial bond from him. 

Another core part of Bree’s conservative value system is her aversion to corporeal 

experiences in general; her own penis “disgusts her” to the point where she “doesn’t even 

like looking at it.” During their first night in a shared hotel room, she displays extreme 

discomfort at the sight of Toby’s near-nakedness that I would argue stems only partially 

from her knowledge that he is her biological son, and the references she makes to her 

own bodily functions always employ some form of euphemism (“Number One” to 

describe the diuretic effects of her hormone pills; “ladies’ room” or “powder room” to 

cite her need to urinate). 

The blunt honesty of Mary Ellen’s friends rattles Bree’s conservatism; she is 

unable to unemotionally discuss her own genitals with a medical professional, let alone 

imagine showing photos of them to casual friends. Caster and Andrew claim that much of 

the positioning of Bree as other in this scene occurs visually and can be inferred from her 

positioning relative to other characters: 

Most often the editing of this scene juxtaposes one-shots of Bree, where 

she is the only character in the frame, with two- and three-shots, as several 

people crowd the mise-en-scene with jovial intimacy in contrast with her 

isolation. The alternating shots emphasize Bree mostly alone and seeing 

everyone else, inviting the audience to acknowledge her feelings of 

exclusion, a device of editing that highlights her social ostracism. Her sole 

effort at fitting in fails when she critiques to her host one transgender 

woman's failure to pass, and the host replies that the woman is in fact a 

born woman, a Mary Kaye representative. The joke is at Bree's expense, 

and in this rarest of spaces where she has the opportunity for easy 

acceptance and should feel at home, she experiences loneliness and 

difference, playing the uncomfortable straight man in this queerest of 

spaces. (137) 



117 
 

Bree even apologizes to Toby in the following scene on behalf of “those ersatz women,” 

deliberately distancing herself from the people who are in many ways just like her. When 

Toby asks what ersatz means, Bree almost mechanically spouts the language of 

transphobia, referring to the transsexuals in the other room as “phony … trying to be 

something [they’re] not,” an accusation she is very obviously afraid of having hurled at 

her. 

In another of the film’s queer moments, Toby refutes her negative 

characterization, saying that “he thought they were nice,” unfazed as he seems to be by at 

least the abstract concept of transsexual identity when made aware of it from the outset. 

Until this point in the film, Bree has striven unceasingly to fit into groups, but here, 

confronted with the presence of an admittedly small community more likely than almost 

any other to overlook or even to celebrate her difference, she rejects the figurative olive 

branch she is offered. In an initial gesture of support, Mary Ellen promises to “pass the 

word” to the guests about Bree’s stealth status with Toby, commiserating that “[they’ve] 

all been there,” but even when Toby opens the potential Pandora’s box by asking Bree 

how she knows Mary Ellen and her friends, Bree deliberately avoids an opportunity for 

communal inclusion, more frightened of the potential negative reaction of one person 

than reassured by the presence of many more people displaying such obviously positive 

ones. 
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3.3-d. Playing it just for laughs 

The last point I would like to make about Transamerica is its failure to meet the 

positive portrayal criteria of “avoiding the exploitation of transgender identity for the sole 

purpose of comedic appeal or farce.” The exploitation of gender-transgressing behavior 

for comic appeal is easy to locate in almost all instances where it occurs in film: from 

“Uncle Milty Berle” dressed in drag more than 50 years ago to the flood of 1980s and 

‘90s films featuring cross-dressers and drag queens, the “man in a dress” image has 

virtually always been featured for its ability to make an audience laugh, based as it is on 

the audience’s shared assumption that the very idea is itself ridiculous.  

The negative impact of this formulation on actual cross-dressers and 

transgendered people (the biologically male in particular) is easy to predict: if the movies 

suggest that a man in woman’s clothing is silly or farcical, we will do what Phillips and 

Baudrillard argue that we do, and allow this representation to stand in for or replace the 

real, assuming the same degree of farce in a real-life cross-dresser that we are instructed 

by the diegesis to detect in drag performance on a movie screen. While Transamerica 

does attempt, according to Tucker, to be as “true to life” as possible and reflect the real 

experiences of transsexuality, there are significant moments where the juxtaposition of 

Bree’s anatomical maleness and her psychological/social femaleness is played entirely 

for laughs, ultimately detracting from the film’s overall position as a sympathetic 

representation of a real phenomenon. 
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As I discussed before, the amount of pink that appears in virtually every realm of 

Bree’s existence is difficult to un-see; as Scherr suggests, 

the shots of Bree applying her pink-tinted make-up, putting on all her pink 

clothes, slipping into her pink high heels, painting her nails pink, seem a 

kind of parody of feminine performance resonant not with transsexual 

self-presentation, but more with drag performance … She looks like a drag 

queen up against this background, overdressed, hyper feminine, taller than 

everyone she passes on the street, although her neighbors don’t even bat 

an eye. (3) 

Apparently, though, even Bree has a threshold beyond which there is simply “too much 

pink”: while searching for suitable clothing for the evening at her parents’ Phoenix home, 

her sister Sydney jokingly suggests a faux fur ensemble that she describes as "showgirls 

on Ice Capades," to which Bree responds, "I'm a transsexual, not a transvestite." While 

the narrative focus throughout the film prior to this point has been on normalizing Bree’s 

excessive femininity, or at least explaining the need for it, making it seem less strange to 

the viewer, this scene demonstrates that even Bree herself holds certain biases about what 

types of visual presentation are appropriate and thus, valid, and which are simply silly. 

Indeed, one might argue, as her mother does, that the (pink) dress she does end up 

choosing is just as over-the-top as Sydney’s selection had been. However, the wounded 

expression on Bree’s face in response to her mother’s jab tells the viewer that this time, 

the visual isn’t a performance; now it’s (arbitrarily) real. 

 Another common visual motif throughout the film is Bree’s selection of footwear 

and skirts: frequent shots show her tottering through gravel or dirt in 3-inch wedge-

heeled sandals, visually akin to a young girl donning her mother’s high heels, or trying in 

vain to sweep her long skirts out of the way so she can relieve herself in various roadside 
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and wilderness locations. Even the revelation scene where Toby catches sight of Bree’s 

penis for the first time seems aimed at visual comedy: the camera provides a full-length 

shot of Bree clutching her roll of toilet paper in one hand and her male genitalia in the 

other, girdle tangled around her knees, and ankles barely vertical atop her impractically 

high heels. Again, these examples may very well reflect real transsexual women’s 

experiences in adjusting to feminine attire; as Caster and Andrew remind us, 

[T]ranssexuals' strong cross-gender identification leads many to strategies 

of assimilation, meeting stereotypical conventions and thereby reifying 

ideologically conservative gender norms. Paradoxically, such conformity 

has led to their perception as ‘irrelevant, out of style, invasive, or 

conservative.
82

’” (134) 

This may be exactly what these scenes are intended to depict, but I still insist that an 

audience’s most likely reaction to them, rather than nuanced sympathy and 

understanding, is snide or derisive laughter. 

 3.4. Normal (2003): “What We Do for Love” 

3.4-a. Creating a conversation: city girl meets country boy/(girl) 

 As I stated in Chapter 1, this project follows the methodology of Jane Gallop’s 

The Daughter’s Seduction, creating the “possibility of creating exchanges between the 

discourses of people who do not speak to each other” (xi). While there may seem to be 

little basis for dialogue between films about a waitress/telemarketer from Los Angeles 

and a blue-collar family man from rural Illinois, this section will discuss important ways 

in which Transamerica and HBO’s 2003 feature film Normal are both similar and 
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different, with the hope that the comparison produce a “provocative contact which opens 

to each [film] what is not encompassed by the limits of its identity” (Gallop xii). 

 Like Transamerica, Normal’s narrative focuses on a biological man who 

identifies as transsexual and ultimately wants to undergo sexual reassignment surgery. 

The film begins at a different temporal point in the narrative, however: when the viewer 

sees Bree Osbourne for the first time, she is already well into her transition process, 

having taken hormones and completed all but the final phase of her surgical 

transformation. Roy/Ruth Applewood, however, first appears to the audience in the most 

heteronormative form of imagery available: a studio portrait taken with Irma, his wife of 

25 years, both conservatively attired in Midwestern neutral tones and smiling blandly into 

the camera. 

Normal‘s narrative focus also differs importantly from that of Transamerica: 

while Bree’s story is driven (pun intended) forward by conventions of the road movie 

genre, allowing the focus to remain on her experiences as seen from her perspective, 

Normal adopts a slightly wider lens, allowing the viewer to witness not only the 

transsexual person’s experiences and emotions, but also those of other people. Bree 

conducts much of her transition almost entirely alone, her most significant human contact 

throughout the process occurring with her therapist, while Roy conducts his transition 

under the watchful eyes of not only his wife, but also his two children, as well as virtually 

the entire conservative Midwestern Protestant community to which the family has 

belonged for more than two decades. With these considerations in mind, I shall begin my 
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analysis of Jane Anderson’s play-turned-film by examining the significant differences in 

setting between Transamerica and Normal that largely effect both how each narrative 

moves forward and how the film is received by its viewers, again referring to reception 

theory.  

3.4-b. Location, location, location: setting, the uncanny, and audience reception 

Part of Transamerica’s ultimate queerness lies in the multiplicitous nature of its 

cultural backdrop: the majority of the narrative takes place in the American Southwest, 

framed by, as Scherr argues, “elements that signify ‘boutique multiculturalism,’
83

 a kind 

of uncritical selection of objects and images of a variety of ‘racial others’” (3). This may 

be the reason why some viewers may not detect Tucker’s apparent desire to cast gender 

Othering and racial Othering in a similar vein: most places where Bree goes feature 

people of a wide variety of races. There simply is no “mainstream (white) majority” 

continually surrounding her; ironically, the highest concentration of whiteness in the 

entire film appears in Mary Ellen’s house, though this group is certainly queer for other 

reasons. The widespread presence of diverse race throughout the film makes Bree’s 

whiteness, in my reading, less apparent than it might otherwise be: everyone in this film 

is a slightly different color from everyone else, and the racial hierarchizing that tends to 

occur in concentrations of largely white culture is generally absent from the diegesis. 

If one became concerned, based on this example, that dominant white culture 

seemed on the verge of extinction, fear not: white culture is very much alive and well, 
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and living in rural Illinois. From the sea of white faces at their 25
th

 wedding anniversary 

party to their Americana-and-innuendo-laden surname, the Applewoods and their 

community exemplify mainstream white America, and I would suggest that this 

subliminal but very much present cultural sphere of influence is what makes Normal 

either uncannily disconcerting or comfortingly familiar, depending upon the particular 

“existing knowledge … interlocking social identities and life experiences, and … 

political/ideological beliefs about the world at large” that a viewer brings to it (Pawlak 

70).  

The psychoanalytic concept of the uncanny originates in the work of Freud, who 

in 1919 described the phenomenon as “that class of the terrifying which leads back to 

something long known to us, once very familiar” (219). In the midst of a much more 

complex analysis, Freud suggests that the uncanny in its simplest conception contains the 

“class of things” which were once familiar, but upon exiting the developmental stage of 

“animistic mental activity” (239), the individual has repressed that familiarity. The 

uncanny quality of certain experiences is then derived from the return of these repressed 

memories: 

[I]f psycho-analytic theory is correct in maintaining that every affect 

belonging to an emotional impulse, whatever its kind, is transformed, if it 

is repressed, into anxiety, then among instances of frightening things there 

must be one class in which the frightening element can be shown to be 

something repressed which recurs … this uncanny is in reality nothing 

new or alien, but something which is familiar and old-established in the 

mind and which has become alienated from it only through the process of 

repression. (240) 
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In this sense, then, any object or experience within Normal’s diegesis may be uncanny to 

the viewer if that viewer experiences it as simultaneously unknown and familiar, a 

situation likely to create a feeling of cognitive dissonance,
84

 wherein a subject is 

paradoxically attracted to and repulsed by the same object simultaneously. 

 Freud explicitly discusses the depiction of the uncanny in literature, which he 

argues “merits in truth a separate discussion … The imaginative writer … can select his 

world of representation so that it either coincides with the realities we are familiar with or 

departs from them in what particulars he pleases. We accept his ruling in every case” 

(248-9). In other words, creators of fictional works have by nature of their authorship the 

ability to create worlds that mirror our “familiar realities” in widely varying degrees; the 

closer to such a reality that a narrative world seems to be, the more likely it is that such a 

narrative can produce a sense of the uncanny: 

The situation is altered as soon as the writer pretends to move in the world 

of common reality. In this case he accepts as well all the conditions 

operating to produce uncanny feelings in real life; and everything that 

would have an uncanny effect in reality has it in his story. But in this case 

he can even increase his effect and multiply it far beyond what could 

happen in reality, by bringing about events which never or very rarely 

happen in fact. (249) 

To briefly summarize the connection between Freud’s uncanny and my claim above 

about a viewer’s potential experience of the film, I would argue that depending upon the 

degree of his/her familiarity with its cultural milieu (white, rural, Midwestern America) 

and the nature of his/her “own gender politics” (Caster and Andrew 137), a viewer might 
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perceive a great number of instances of the uncanny because of the film’s frequent 

juxtaposition of the (potentially very) familiar with the often dread-or-revulsion-inducing 

unfamiliar. 

“Familiar reality,” or at least the convincing illusion of it, is offered from the 

movie’s first frame onward: the first sounds are those of winter winds howling across 

snow-covered farm fields and the strains of Kern and Gershwin’s “Long Ago and Far 

Away,” and the visuals feature first men’s, and then women’s, undergarments hung on an 

outdoor clothesline with barn and silo prominently visible in the background. The next 

tracking shot takes viewers through the center of what turns out to be the small town of 

Earlville, Illinois, a study in classic American clichés: a John Deere-green farming 

machine trundling through the streets, past old-fashioned storefronts featuring bridal 

attire and décor, American flags, and well-worn manufacturing facilities. 

The scene shifts to a virtual explosion of whiteness, panning across a series of 

family portraits featuring middle-aged and elderly white couples and one younger couple 

with their infant son, culminating in a close-up shot of one portrait in particular, the 

apparent anniversary photo of the film’s main characters, Roy and Irma Applewood, 

which appears above a newspaper announcement of their upcoming anniversary 

celebration at the local VFW post. The film then offers a third-person perspective shot of 

the party itself, featuring yet more images of cultural (and racial) whiteness: a vase of 

white calla lilies, the white posterboard featuring signatures from various well-wishing 

community members, and the white paper covering the stack of gifts piled on a white-
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covered table, followed by a pan shot across the buffet table full of potluck-style fare, 

including the traditional potato and macaroni salads, hamburgers, and Rice Krispies 

treats. Lest the monochromatic scheme of the film thus far go unnoticed by the audience, 

all of the guests at the party are also white, including the film’s protagonist family with 

its blonde-haired wife and daughter. I would suggest that these sequences establish 

unequivocally the familiarity of this film’s world: for any viewer who has spent any 

amount of time in Midwest culture, everything in this scene is intimately familiar, right 

down to the patterns on the buffet dishes. 

The narrative takes an unexpected turn in fairly short order: the party scene ends 

with Roy collapsing in a dead faint just as a fellow parishioner in their church finishes his 

congratulatory remarks on the couple’s anniversary, in what film critic Tom Jicha calls 

“an unfailing tip-off that heartache is only a few frames away” (2003). The following 

scene attempts to restore normalcy, opening with an exterior landscape shot of the 

couple’s church and continuing inside to the Reverend Dale Muncie’s office, where the 

Applewoods lean forward nervously in their clearly gendered but nonetheless matching 

neutral-gray sweaters, having solicited the Reverend’s advice in solving the problem of 

“some strain between them.” After some initial hesitation, Roy finally breaks down in 

tears and reveals the “problem” that ultimately becomes the center of the remainder of the 

film’s narrative: “I’ve been struggling with something for a long time. I prayed for years 

for it to go away, but it won’t. I was born in the wrong body. I’m a woman. I’ve known it 

all my life.” 
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Here enters the uncanny: the person with whom Irma has spent the last 25 years 

of her life has just declared himself to be something other than what she has always 

believed him to be: a man. That which has been hitherto familiar (the couple’s 

heterosexual marriage; the physical space of the Protestant church, as represented by the 

wooden crucifix in the shot’s background; her husband’s male identity) has suddenly 

been radically called into question. Irma’s immediate reaction reflects the likely response 

of the conservative Midwestern viewer who, like her, has come to feel at home in this so-

far-very-familiar environment: all she can do is laugh uncomfortably, even as the tears 

begin to gather in her own eyes. Irma articulates her own cognitive dissonance later in the 

film, after Roy assures her that she hasn’t “done anything wrong” that caused or 

contributed to his transsexuality: “Then don’t do this … I know your body. I know your 

smell. You’re a man. That’s what you are; don’t try to tell me that you’re something 

else.” Her physical senses have provided Irma with one set of data for more than two 

decades, and in her mind, Roy’s one-sentence declaration is attempting to deny all of it. 

Reverend Muncie’s reaction also may stand in for the viewer’s; he professes a 

complete lack of comprehension before proceeding immediately to what seems to him to 

be an obvious question: “What exactly appeals to you about being a woman?” Roy 

answers with a question of his own that addresses the fundamental divide between 

proponents of the nature and nurture models of human development: “What appeals to 

you about being a man?” Potentially like many members of the audience, the Reverend 

assumes that Roy’s gender dysphoria stems from a conscious choice (the same erroneous 

argument still often made about homosexuality; that it too is a choice), while Roy 
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counters that belief by pointing out the absurdity of asking why the Reverend’s gender 

identity, which happens to match his birth sex, is appealing to him. Other instances of the 

uncanny occur throughout the film when the people around Roy observe the physical 

changes in his body and appearance, the formerly familiar suddenly becoming unfamiliar; 

examples include the scenes where Roy gives his boss a book about transsexuality in the 

workplace, Irma gets her first look at Roy’s newly-developed breasts, Roy and Irma’s son 

Wayne sees his father for the first time after Roy’s transition has begun, and one of Roy’s 

coworkers reacts with hostility when Roy wears a pair of clip-on earrings to work.  

The sense of discomfort in the viewer that I have implied thus far is evident in 

several reviews of the film published shortly after its release; Jicha’s piece cited above is 

even titled “HBO Movie On Gender-bending Anything But Normal,” overtly stating the 

apparent disconnect between familiar reality (normalcy) and Roy’s unexpected decision. 

Jicha maintains an incredulous and even sarcastic tone throughout his review, repeatedly 

citing the film’s “unreality”:  

[H]e is indifferent to the upheaval his family is going to have to endure … 

In an ultimate example of "it's all about me," he expresses a desire to 

continue living with his wife and children after he becomes a woman. Yet 

he's portrayed as a victim and those who don't applaud his late-in-life 

gender-hopping are shown to be insensitive bigots. Stellar performances in 

the lead roles almost compensate for the off-putting tone … Unfortunately 

for them, they must work against some ridiculously implausible plot 

contrivances … Roy … begins to wear earrings and perfume to his blue-

collar job. This leads to predictably nasty confrontations with co-workers. 

His request that he be allowed to continue to live under the same roof -- 

what's more, in the same marital bed -- after his surgery might be strange, 

but not as strange as his wife's acceptance of the bizarre arrangement. 

(Jicha 2003, italics added) 
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It seems obvious from these passages that Jicha’s personal “gender politics” strongly 

influence his reading of the film; we might expect a reviewer with more direct knowledge 

of transgender experience to respond more favorably or at least acknowledge the truth 

that is present in the film’s narrative. 

 Surprisingly, this seems not to be the case: Erin K. Swenson, herself a post-

transition transgendered woman, is also critical of Normal’s failure to portray a 

believable “reality”: 

It seemed clear to me that the writer had no real desire to portray anything 

other than a minimalist portrait of Ray's gender transition. For instance, 

there was no reference to Ray's receiving any kind of help whatsoever 

from anyone for his transition. Few of us would have what it takes to go it 

alone as Ray did. There was no support group, no therapist, and no 

supportive physician anywhere in the film … Clearly the writers had little 

interest in the transition itself, other than to fill it out enough to play its 

role in the family story. (Swenson 2003) 

Swenson does grant at least some credence to the depiction of the Applewoods’ 

relationship itself, acknowledging its similarity to her own marriage: “I am a professional 

marriage and family therapist who also transitioned in a 27-year marriage, and I found 

remarkable similarities between this fictionalized relationship and my own” (2003). 

However, even with her intimate knowledge of transgender issues, Swenson is critical of 

the film for much the same reason that Jicha is, that is, because it does not match her 

perception of reality. 

 To conclude this section, I will explain what it is that has been repressed in Roy’s 

family, friends, and coworkers, Jicha and Swenson, and potentially every viewer who 

experiences the film as uncanny. Gender transition and the decision to undergo it relies in 
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large part on the individual’s ability (and willingness) to acknowledge the presence 

within themselves of what Freud termed “constitutional bisexuality,”
85

 Kate Bornstein 

describes as a “bone to pick with [one’s] own gender status, be it gender role, gender 

assignment, or gender identity” (118), Joyce McDougall calls a universal unconscious 

desire to “be the other sex while still retaining one’s own sexuality” (417), and Phillips 

describes as “perhaps a displaced fantasy desire to be transsexual oneself, to regain that 

lost state of undifferentiation that we all enjoyed in the mother’s womb (see McDougall 

413-14)” (161). 

 All of these authors suggest the existence of an inherent desire in every individual 

to transgress prescribed gender roles, which is eventually repressed with varying degrees 

of success on the path toward adult psychosexual development. Individuals whose 

repression remains complete throughout their lives react with fear and/or hostility to 

visible manifestations in others of the return and embracing of this repressed desire, as 

evidenced by the examples from the film mentioned above. To make this idea even more 

concrete by providing an example of its opposite, there is one character in Normal who 

seems to experience virtually no negative reaction to Roy’s announcement and 

subsequent transition: the Applewoods’ 13-year-old daughter Patty Ann. 
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As numerous scenes in the film indicate, Patty Ann herself experiences a degree 

of gender role dissatisfaction: she seems dismayed and/or embarrassed by the arrival of 

her first menstrual period and continually eschews the visual markers of mainstream 

femininity, amassing a collection of her father’s old clothes that are much too large for 

her, not wearing a bra, and resisting Irma’s every attempt to mold her into a more 

feminine version of herself. Patty Ann directly references her own social ostracism when 

Roy cautions her about her fellow students’ reactions to his transition, suggesting that 

they might “start saying really cruel things” to her: “So what? They do anyway.” She is 

fascinated by the practical aspects of Roy’s transition into Ruth, asking if her father’s 

“voice is going to change” and if Ruth will “grow [her] hair out,” “be just as tall,” and 

“shave [her] legs, under [her] arms, and [her] bikini line”; one of the film’s comedic 

moments occurs when Patty Ann excitedly informs Irma, “Mom, Dad and I have the 

same breast size now!” and later, she entertains friends at a slumber party with a very 

graphic visual imitation of her father’s upcoming genital surgery involving a banana and 

a plastic bag. 

Overall, Patty Ann’s own gender difficulties and her neutral or positive responses 

to Roy’s transition suggest that at least for her, there is nothing uncanny at all about 

Roy’s decision: her repression of her own constitutional bisexuality seems to never have 

been completed, so she is much more comfortable than almost everyone else in the film 

with recognizing the same feature in her father. As she responds when Irma reassures her 

that whatever feelings she might have about Roy’s decision are acceptable, even anger, 

whether at Irma or at Roy, Patty Ann is decidedly “not angry. [She] thinks it’s cool.” Her 
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explanation of this perception reveals even more clearly her ambivalence about her own 

gender; she asks, “Does this let me off the hook? … Of having to be the girl in the 

family?” Irma’s response asserting that Patty Ann “is a girl” does provoke anger, in 

addition to illustrating Irma’s own narrow notions of what gender actually means, and 

Patty Ann ironically turns to her father for moral support, complaining, “See? She’s 

always on my case about it. I can’t do it; I’m just not that type! … It sucks being a 

woman,” another indicator of her own potentially cross-gendered subjectivity. 

3.4-c. Positive portrayal: publicly defying gender stereotypes 

 To return once again to Transamerica, upon the film’s release a significant 

component of the transgender community objected to the casting of Felicity Huffman, a 

biological female, as the transsexual MTF protagonist, arguing that Tucker should have 

cast a “real” transsexual in the role. In one sense this objection seems logical, and 

Tucker’s casting decision might be seen as an example of transgender displacement, not 

allowing transgendered people to “speak in their own voices,” as Feinberg suggests they 

need the opportunity to do, completely removing them from the public sphere of their 

own story. Tucker responds directly to this criticism, interestingly arguing that his 

decision came from a desire to portray transsexuality more authentically: 

I always get asked, "Why didn't you cast a man," and I'm like, "Because 

that's not what transwomen look like!" Only, only ... sometimes, when 

they're at the beginning of their journey or if they're genetically unlucky, 

they look like a guy in a dress, but, you know, by and large the great 

number of transwomen I met didn't look like Daniel Day Lewis in a dress. 

I wanted to honor that, and I might have said it this way in the press notes, 

that I wanted to honor where Bree was going instead of leaving her 

anchored in what she had left behind. (Roberts 34) 
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Tucker’s statement reveals yet another way in which his own perception of gender 

influences the way his film tells its story: like the conservative pioneers of gender 

transition in the 1960s and Bree herself, Tucker views the transition process as inherently 

liminal, that is, temporary. 

By using the language of movement to describe her transition process (“where 

Bree was going”) and referring to her pre-transition male identity as an “anchor” that 

would “hold her back” if the character looked too visually masculine, Tucker wants to 

effect complete separation between Stanley and Bree, as if they are indeed two entirely 

different (and separate) people. This is exactly the separation that Margaret (Bree’s 

therapist) warns against: in her last appointment with Margaret before she leaves for New 

York, Bree refers to Stanley in the third person when describing her initial phone 

conversation with Toby, and Margaret quickly scolds her, “No third person … Stanley’s 

life is your life.” Margaret explains her subsequent refusal to submit Bree’s surgery 

consent form using the same rationale, saying that she doesn’t want Bree to “go through 

this metamorphosis and find out [she] is still incomplete,” not having completed the 

reconciliation of her pre- and post-transition lives. Bornstein too discusses the peculiar 

nature of transsexuality as 

an illness that can only be cured by silence … Transsexuals presenting 

themselves for therapy in this culture are channeled through a system 

which labels them as having a disease (transsexuality) for which the 

therapy is to lie, hide, or otherwise remain silent … Transsexuality is the 

only condition for which the therapy is to lie. (62) 

Tucker practices the same erasure of real transgender subjectivity that his film purports to 

stop doing by offering a “real” look at the experience of being transsexual in 
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contemporary America. By his own stated admission that he wants the audience to be 

able to “forget” Bree’s past as a man, Tucker reveals his own ongoing adherence to the 

binary gender system and belief that it really does/should contain only two options. 

In contrast, Normal offers a much more “positive” (according to my own criteria) 

portrayal of transgender identity because it avoids the lies that are central to Tucker’s 

film. First, none of the film’s narrative focus revolves around Roy trying to pass or to 

hide his transsexual identity from others. Quite to the contrary, in fact: its most poignant 

moments occur when Roy reveals that identity, which he does long before he ever begins 

attempting to pass. The transition itself occurs in phases, beginning with Roy’s coming 

out as transsexual (though at first, only to his wife and pastor) and followed by his 

gradual adoption of visual markers of femininity, a spray of perfume one day, a pair of 

earrings another, and a wardrobe that becomes more “female” one article of clothing at a 

time. 

The scene where Roy’s coworkers first become aware of something “different” in 

Roy’s outward presentation does what Transamerica in its entirety fails to do: it forces 

other people, whether they want to or not, to confront the reality of gender-transgressing 

behavior and make an immediate decision about how to process that transgression. When 

Roy wears perfume to work, one of his coworkers detects the scent right away but 

initially tries not to acknowledge it; only the audience is privy to his confused facial 

expression and brief sniffing of the air as Roy walks away from him. In the next scene, 

however, feigned ignorance is no longer possible: the same coworker comments in front 
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of several others that he “keeps smelling this goddamned perfume” and can’t identify its 

source. 

In a continued effort to deny the existence of gender transgression, though, the 

(all male) group leaps to a different conclusion entirely when Roy claims ownership of 

the feminine scent: they assume he is having an extramarital affair. Roy denies this 

several times in quick succession, even stating explicitly that the perfume is “his; [he] put 

it on this morning” and becomes angry when the men continue to insist upon his marital 

infidelity, setting off a misogynistic exchange about one man’s desire to “trade his wife 

in for a younger model” and another asking Roy “what year his new model is.” This 

“meat and potatoes kind of a crew,” as Roy’s boss Frank describes his coworkers to Irma, 

would much more readily accept transgression of morality than transgression of 

traditional gender roles, revealing just how powerful their resistance is to non-normative 

identity and its expression. 

Roy’s decision to wear earrings to work several days later escalates his 

coworkers’ discomfort: an initial tracking shot of his walk into the building shows 

various small groups of other (male) employees staring after him dumbfounded, though 

refraining from any verbal acknowledgement. In the following scene which occurs in the 

company locker room, the most masculine of spaces in an already testosterone-infused 

environment, another coworker demands sotto voce that Roy “take those goddamn things 

off,” to which Roy responds by telling the man to “mind his own goddamn business.” 

The other man physically removes the earrings from Roy’s ears, inciting a physical 



136 
 

altercation between the pair, of which Roy is ironically the physically larger and stronger 

man. 

While the content of this exchange itself and the close-up shots of Roy’s wounded 

expression and barely-restrained tears cause the scene to read as sad and despairing 

overall, I would suggest that it also offers the film’s first glimmer of hope that Roy’s new 

identity may eventually become acceptable even in an all-male environment. The man 

who originally smelled Roy’s perfume pulls the other coworker off of Roy and drags him 

away, and although his hands are visibly shaking, Roy replaces the earrings on his ears. 

Significantly, the camera depicts no further negative reaction from anyone, other than 

Roy’s protector’s softly muttered expletive “Jesus Christ” accompanied by sadly shaking 

his head. The camera leaves this reaction deliberately out of focus, however, narrowing in 

on a close-up shot of Roy’s face, suggesting that the important message of this scene is 

not the violence and hostility it displays in response to gender transgression, but Roy’s 

ability to survive and potentially overcome that hostility. 

Irma’s reaction to her first glimpse of her husband dressed fully in feminine attire 

offers further hope, adeptly balancing humor at the absurdity of the situation with 

genuine compassion and love. When Roy “comes out” (in his own chosen words) of the 

couple’s shared bathroom, the viewer sees her reaction to Roy before seeing Roy, 

implying the thematic importance not of his appearance itself, but of Irma’s reaction to it, 

which her face indicates is a mixture of laughter and pity. When he meekly asks her 

“what she thinks,” Irma responds with the least cruel answer she can think of: “What can 
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I say? You look like my Aunt Loma after her stroke.” [Roy] “Do I look that awful?” 

[Irma] “Yes, honey, you do. You really do.” Her criticism of his improvised breast 

replacements is particularly poignant: breasts are among the most significant secondary 

sexual characteristics attributed to the female gender, and in this early stage of his female 

presentation, Roy has failed to “get it right”: “[Irma] You gave yourself boobs. What’d 

you use, Kleenex?” [Roy, grinning] “Bubble wrap.” [Irma] “Uh-huh. Well, you’ve got 

the shape all wrong.” 

Roy attempts to explain the woeful state of his new wardrobe by describing his 

forays into local thrift stores, “just grabbing whatever looked right and hoping it fit,” an 

experience that is undoubtedly familiar to any person who has conducted gender 

transition. He asks Irma to help him choose some more appropriate clothing from a 

catalog he hands her, again forcing another person to confront the physical reality of his 

gender identity, whether she likes it or not. Her response demonstrates the genuine 

compassion and love that she continues to feel for Roy: rather than angrily refusing to 

participate in what she believes to be a ludicrous endeavor, Irma agrees and begins to 

offer Roy genuinely constructive advice, suggesting that he choose blouses that don’t 

“accentuate [his] shoulders” or “make him look top-heavy,” asserting that “he has to 

work with what he’s got; we all do,” establishing a connection to Roy’s experience of 

womanhood that even with its many apparent differences, also mirrors her own. 

The moment of connection is abruptly shattered, however, when Irma laments not 

having “the legs so she [can] wear short skirts”: Roy assures her that her legs are 
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“beautiful” and instinctively reaches out to touch them. Irma quickly scoots away from 

him on the bed, pleading “Don’t,” having apparently reached her limit of cognitive 

dissonance for one evening. When Roy says that all he wants from her is “some respect,” 

Irma verbally articulates the nature of this dissonance: she truly believes that the “truth” 

of Roy’s new female identity is fundamentally incompatible with the “truth” of the 

(heteronormative) past they have shared together: 

Roy, I have given you my youth, I have given you your children. I have 

given you my full and undivided attention for 25 years. And now I’m 

giving up everything that I believe in so you can feel complete. So tell me, 

what more can you possibly want from me? … It’s not awful, Roy; it’s 

what it is. And if I look at it hard enough, you’ve done the same for me. 

So now, give me the catalogs, because I’m going to pick out your clothes. 

As clearly pained as she is, Irma is genuinely concerned with the quality of Roy’s female 

presentation; she wants to save him from humiliation beyond that which he has already 

experienced, a desire that seems difficult to interpret as anything other than real and 

enduring love. Roy clearly realizes this fact, as evidenced by the tears welling up in his 

eyes and his silent nod of gratitude. 

 The above scenes, the last exchange between Roy and Irma in particular, lead me 

to a discussion of the final feature that makes Normal a positive portrayal of transgender 

identity: as I have already discussed at some length, the film addresses the “effects that 

transgender identity, and the transition process in particular, have on people other than 

the transgendered individual” (Pawlak 94). I will conclude this chapter by examining a 

closely related topic: the movie’s depictions of “communities (families or other stable 
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groups) that demonstrate overt acceptance or celebration of non-binary gender identity” 

(Pawlak 93). 

3.4-d. “I think it’s cool”: coming around to acceptance 

 Irma’s somewhat reluctant agreement to help Roy through the visual aspects of 

his transition is only the first step in the family’s (and the community’s) journey toward 

acceptance of his new identity as Ruth. Even before Roy changes his name and begins 

dressing as female at work, Frank drops by his office unsolicited, apparently just to make 

sure Roy knows that Frank “has nothing but the greatest respect for [him].” Roy returns 

the sentiment, and Frank leaves immediately thereafter, apparently ready for the brief 

moment of bonding to be over; Roy stares after him, slightly perplexed. It might be 

argued that Frank’s gesture is motivated more by his guilt about the date he has planned 

with Roy’s wife (that takes place in the very next scene) than by his genuine desire to 

make Roy feel accepted, but given that Roy himself suggested that Irma “have an affair 

… [he] wouldn’t mind,” Roy’s experience of this brief moment (and, I would argue, the 

viewer’s) is likely to emphasize Frank’s expression of acceptance rather than his attempt 

to soothe a guilty conscience. 

 After Patty Ann’s comment that I mentioned previously about the similarity 

between her own and Ruth’s anatomy, Irma reaches another emotional breaking point, 

screaming that she “doesn’t want an apology; she wants her husband back,” another 

demonstration of her inability to reconcile her past knowledge of Roy with his current 

presentation as Ruth. After a touching exchange in which Ruth repeatedly whispers to 
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Irma, “I’m here; it’s me; I’m still here,” the next scene shows the couple making a large 

bed together, which has replaced the separate twin beds they had been sleeping in; this 

image of domesticity simultaneously queers the heteronormative ideal (it is two women 

making the bed, and not a man and a woman) and asserts that at least on some level, 

heteronormativity has been restored: the married couple is again sharing a bed, despite 

the queerness of their respective gender identities. 

 The next scene demonstrates Irma’s unquestionable arrival at acceptance: 

Reverend Muncie visits the house to check on Irma, relating to her “how much everyone 

has missed her at church” and parishioners’ inquiries about what they can do to help. 

Irma confronts the Reverend about the underlying tone of his chatter, pointing out that 

she is “not a widow” to combat the displacement that he seems to be performing of Ruth, 

attempting to pretend that she doesn’t even exist. He concedes the point, though he then 

immediately escalates the problem by telling Irma, “as [her] pastor and as [her] friend,” 

that he “gives her permission to separate her life from [Roy’s]…to walk away.” Irma’s 

response shows that she has realized what is truly important to her, in her marriage and in 

her life: “But he’s my heart. My heart. My heart.” Her love for Roy is finally able to 

transcend her psychological difficulties with his transition and new identity, and she has 

chosen a potentially challenging continued life with Ruth/Roy over an even more painful 

one without him. The scene fades to black immediately after her declaration, rendering 

any kind of response the Reverend might give as superfluous. 
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 Family holiday gatherings seem to induce stress and tension even in the best of 

circumstances; understandably, Thanksgiving dinner at the Applewood home is tense, to 

say the least. The “prodigal son” figure of Wayne has returned home for the first time 

since the start of his father’s transition, and despite Irma’s determined effort to follow the 

“happy family dinner” script, the cognitive dissonance becomes too much for Wayne to 

handle. To Ruth’s attempt to make him feel comfortable by asking if there is anything he 

wants to ask or talk about, Wayne responds with typical transphobic ignorance, 

attempting to categorize his parents’ sexual relationship by saying to Ruth, “so as a man, 

you’re straight, but as a woman, you’re gay?” 

This is certainly a common question posed to trangendered people; as I discussed 

in Chapter 2, the association between gender and sexuality is a difficult one to dismantle, 

and many cisgendered people are simply unable to manage such conceptual ambiguity in 

the absence of clearly defined labels that seem to adequately describe reality. Ruth 

attempts to educate Wayne (and the audience) by saying that “Irma happens to be the 

person [she] loves,” regardless of Ruth’s own gender; the proper sexual label to assign to 

such a relationship seems unimportant to her. Wayne continues to press the issue, 

however, insisting that continuing to share a bed with Ruth will make Irma a lesbian, and 

then saying that he “gets women with women,” that “maybe [he] is a lesbian too.” Ruth 

scolds Wayne for his sarcasm, but this angers Wayne, and he retorts that he is “too 

fucking confused to be sarcastic.” 
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It soon becomes evident that as much as he is concerned for himself, Wayne does 

possess some empathy for Irma; he asks her if she is “revolted” by, or “actually likes 

[Dad] as a woman,” to which she responds that she likes having him “alive,” highlighting 

her realization of the absolute necessity for Ruth’s well-being of her ability to express an 

authentic gender identity. Her answer angers him even more; when Ruth enters the room 

and offers Wayne Roy’s old watch, Wayne refuses the watch and all of Roy’s 

possessions, cruelly calling Ruth a “half-baked cunt.” Ruth slaps him in the face, ordering 

him “never to use that word again,” which Wayne immediately does, inciting the film’s 

second outbreak of physical violence, which culminates in Ruth giving him a bloody 

nose. She immediately apologizes and attempts to tend to his wound, but Wayne initially 

rejects her help. 

Finally, though, he does relent, and sits down next to his father on the stairs, Ruth 

wiping Wayne’s bloody face with a towel and saying she would “never hurt [Wayne] for 

the world,” a very obviously maternal scene of tenderness. Wayne finally breaks down in 

tears himself, saying only the word “Dad” before being enfolded in Ruth’s arms and 

reassured, like Irma before him, that his father is indeed “still there.” In visual rather than 

verbal terms, Wayne too comes to acceptance, which seems, like Irma’s, to rely on the 

knowledge that whatever her outward appearance may indicate, the person he has grown 

up knowing as his father still exists and still loves him. 

Ruth’s last and potentially most emotional confrontation with her family takes 

place with her parents; her mother greets Ruth with tears in her eyes but is unable to 
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muster the strength to embrace her. She does the best she can to be loving, however, 

taking Ruth’s purse for her, and pointing Ruth into the den where her father sits in his 

wheelchair. The conversation between Ruth and Roy Sr. seems to be the film’s attempt to 

acknowledge that some people may simply never be psychologically capable of 

acceptance; Roy Sr. is only able to comprehend the notion that he has five daughters (and 

thus, no son) as a result of his rapidly declining mental state; he is unable to remember 

even his own wife’s name. In addition to depicting the struggles that transgendered 

people have in receiving their family’s acceptance, this scene also illustrates the pain 

involved in watching one’s own parents reach old age and approach death; Ruth’s 

emotional pain is evident on her face when she realizes that her father still believes his 

own father to be alive and just outside, in the barn.  

In perhaps the film’s most moving piece of dialogue, Ruth finally confronts her 

father about his harsh treatment of other people throughout his life and overall failure to 

acknowledge the love they have shown him, in his refusal to even name them (as he has 

ostensibly failed to name Ruth, his daughter): 

That woman over there is your wife. She’s been married to you for 50 

years … Her name is Em. She’s borne your children and cooked your food 

and stood behind you in everything you did, no matter how misguided or 

stupid or cruel. She’s old. And she’s tired. And she still bathes you and 

feeds you and changes your soiled pants. The least you can do is call her 

by her name. 

Still unable to fully acknowledge Ruth’s words, Roy Sr. retorts that he “doesn’t want her 

[Em]; [he] wants his mama,” who has been dead for many years. In a heartbreakingly 

weak and trembling voice, Roy continues to ask for his mother, refusing the sandwich 
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Em offers him because he has again soiled his pants. In an ironic and touching reversal of 

roles, Ruth offers to change her father, declining his own mother’s offer of help and 

urging her to “get some rest.” Here again, at least some degree of the standard nuclear 

family narrative is restored, though with the child caring for the parents instead of the 

other way around; this seems indeed to be the closest Ruth may ever come to real 

acceptance from her parents. But, for the moment at least, it seems to be enough. 

3.5. Conclusion 

 Despite their differences, both of the films examined in this chapter do try to paint 

authentic portraits of the transsexual experience; both feature protagonists whose 

narrative and personal journeys end with the realization of their dreams for sexual 

reassignment surgery. Transamerica offers a much more narrow and stereotypical 

version of transgender identity, continually emphasizing Bree’s efforts to conform to the 

two-gender system, despite all the difficulties inherent in fulfilling that desire. Normal, 

by contrast, provides a much more nuanced vision, acknowledging the very real 

complicating that gender transition does of the traditionally-held boundaries between 

male and female, heterosexual and homosexual, and belonging and ostracism.  

 Ultimately, we might hope for a future film portrayal of transgender (or even 

more real-life encounters) resembling the one that Kate Bornstein describes as taking 

place between herself and a neighbor child two days after Bornstein and her lover 

appeared on The Phil Donahue Show in a segment about transgendered people: 
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Two days after [the show], the five-year-old child of our next-door 

neighbor came up to me and asked me, “So, are you a boy or a girl?” 

We’d been living next door to these folks for over two years. “I’m a girl 

who used to be a boy,” I replied. She was delighted with my answer and 

told me I’d looked very pretty on television. I thanked her and we smiled 

at each other and went about our days. (9) 
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CHAPTER FOUR: IS IT ALL JUST AN ACT? DRAG PERFORMANCE AND 

GENDER IDENTITY 

4.1. Introduction: A ‘Different’ Kind of Female Impersonator 

 In contrast to contemporary cultural images of men dressing and performing 

onstage as women, the dominant trend in early nineteenth-century gender impersonation 

was for women to perform as men; female impersonation, the predecessor to 

contemporary drag performance, did not dominate the scene until the late 1800s.
86

 The 

first half of the twentieth century in America featured what Bullough and Bullough term 

“the drab female of the music hall or the brassy vaudevillian” (235); well-known 

performers of this time period included Charlie Chaplin, Stan Laurel, and Groucho Marx 

(whose first job in vaudeville was as a female impersonator). Later versions of female 

impersonation shifted away from the loud and garish appeal of vaudeville and toward the 

performance of “beautiful creatures who emphasized charm and delicacy” (235), like 

Julian Eltinge (born William Dalton, 1882-1941), Karyl Norman (born George Podezzi, 

1897-1947), and the circus female impersonator Barbette (born Vander Clyde Broodway, 

1904-1973). Bullough and Bullough describe these stars as exemplifying a “different” 

kind of female impersonator who “no longer burlesqued women but who acted or 

appeared to act as a woman. This is sometimes referred to as ‘glamour drag,’ and it 

demands much more realistic impersonation than had been done in the burlesque or 

music hall” (237). 

                                                           
86

 For an excellent comprehensive account of the history of cross-dressing from antiquity through the 

contemporary period, see Vern L. and Bonnie Bullough, Cross Dressing, Sex, and Gender (Philadelphia: 

University of Pennsylvania Press, 1993). 
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 This sensibility largely informed the drag shows that began to appear in American 

nightclubs, which eventually became associated with homosexuality and the gay 

community (even though not all performers whose acts featured female impersonation 

were gay themselves). As the gay community developed into a collective of individuals 

needing an intelligible way to recognize each other, one common means to achieve such 

intelligibility was the performance of “exaggerated femininity”; in fact, in the years 

before gay and lesbian bars were allowed to advertise publicly, “one way of announcing 

that gays would be welcome would be to feature a female impersonator of one sort or 

another” (239).
87

 

Another function of drag performance within the gay community has been its 

association with prostitution; for this connection to become clear, it is important to 

recognize the stigmatizing effects that accompanied public identification as a 

homosexual, particularly in the case of passive or receptive homosexuals. Gay men have 

traditionally had two available means of responding to this stigmatization: they can 

publicly conform to heterosexual norms and/or downplay the existence of their 

                                                           
87

 One noteworthy aspect of the assumption many drag shows made of a primarily gay audience was their 

tendency to demonstrate, in the words of a frequent woman attendee of drag shows from London to 

Provincetown, “not only a virulent misogyny and a cruel travesty of the feminine but were a humiliating 

experience as well” (Bullough and Bullough 239). She goes on to suggest that drag performance need not 

necessarily be so degrading to women and might in fact serve as an opportunity to speak for them; many 

drag shows aimed at “tourists” (ostensibly, a non-homosexual general public) did just that: 

Drag artists in South London nightclubs now play for all-female audiences, “hen parties.” 

Tommy Osbourne commented that the “audience sees drag artists as surrogate women, 

voicing their hidden feelings.” Cross-dressing makes it possible for him to function as a 

shamanistic figure of release: “Mind, if a man told the jokes I do, they would think it 

rude. But with a man dressed up as a woman, they scream back” (Showalter 166-67). 

(The quotes from Tommy Osbourne come from Joy Melville, “The Ladies Let it All 

Hang Out,” The Guardian, 19 July 1988.) 

I shall address examples of both misogynistic and woman-empowering discourses in the two films 

discussed in this chapter as they arise. 
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homosexual identity, processes that Yoshino refers to as passing and covering (772), 

respectively, or they can “flagrantly embody the socially imposed stigma of the 

effeminate male by becoming drag queens” (Bullough and Bullough 239). The decision 

to conform or resist often depends in large part upon social class, but even when it does 

not, assuming the drag queen role tends to limit employment opportunities and channel 

individuals into being professional performers or prostitutes or both. These two career 

paths are viewed somewhat differently within the gay community, though both 

acknowledge the financial benefit that results from avowed homosexuality: “The drag 

queen who goes on stage flaunts his homosexuality in an economically successful and 

somewhat respectable way; the drag queen prostitute might be equally economically 

successful but much less respectable” (Bullough and Bullough 240). 

In her landmark ethnographic study of female impersonators, Esther Newton was 

careful to point out that not all drag queens are prostitutes, and not all male prostitutes are 

drag queens. Within the broad category of drag queen, one finds both “professional” and 

“amateur” performers, the professionals being those who earn their living as female 

impersonators: 

Professional drag queens are, therefore, professional homosexuals; they 

represent the stigma of the gay world. Not surprisingly, as professional 

homosexuals, drag queens find their occupation to be a source of dishonor, 

especially in relation to the straight world. Their situation in the gay world 

is more complex. The clever drag queen possesses skills that are widely 

distributed and prized in the gay world; verbal facility and wit, a sense of 

“camp” (homosexual humor and taste), and the ability to do both 

“glamorous” and comic drag. In exclusively gay settings such as bars and 

parties, drag queens may be almost lionized. But in public – that is, any 

domain belonging to the straight world – the situation is far different. 
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Female impersonators say that in public, they never “recognize” a 

homosexual whom they know unless they are recognized first. (Newton 3-

4) 

Despite the fact that they rely on their impersonation skills to survive, drag queens do 

seem to be aware of the ongoing stigma against homosexuality among the general public, 

and the gay bars where they perform continue to offer a safe space that is somewhat 

protected from the hostile pressures of the straight world. 

 The realm of drag performance may seem at this point to be clearly distinct from 

real life as well as from the definition of transgender that I have employed thus far: the 

above analysis suggests that men who are (nearly always) homosexual and choose to 

reject conformity with heterosexual norms adopt drag performance as a means of 

financial support that has no particular connection to or frequent effect on either their 

sexual or gender identity. However, It is important to point out that Bullough and 

Bullough’s account of cross-dressing and homosexuality was published in the early 

1990s, and Newton’s study even longer ago, in 1972. I would suggest that public 

attitudes about homosexuality, drag performance, and gender have become even more 

tolerant in the years since then; I have attended drag shows in the past decade whose 

audiences contained a significant number of straight-identifying men and women, in 

addition to diverse visual presentations of both sexuality and gender. 

Additionally, the ever-increasing prominence of online social networking allows 

drag performers to extend their performances beyond the bounds of the stage in ways that 

interestingly complicate the relationship between performance and real life. For example, 

I am personally acquainted with several (homosexual) drag queens whose Facebook 
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profiles use their stage names and feature photographs of the queens both in and out of 

“costume.” The performers also often refer to each other using female pronouns and stage 

names in general social interaction, even when they are out of costume and non-

performers are present; both of these examples imply, as do the passages I cite from 

Phillips and Baudrillard in Chapter 1, that the strict boundary between performance and 

life may in fact be far more permeable than audiences assume. 

If the first major “shift” in drag performance is chronologically situated in the 

post-WWII period and described as the point when homosexuals began to outnumber 

heterosexuals on the stage, a second such “shift” can be identified in the late 1960s, when 

the first pre-operative transsexuals began to join the ranks of professional drag queens. In 

an interesting contrast to the three coordinating definitions of transsexuality I described in 

Chapter 1,
88

 Bullough and Bullough focus their conception not on what is different about 

the transsexual from the cisgendered woman, but on what about the two is similar, 

implying that the transsexual drag queen is in some ways “more like a real woman” than 

the cisgendered man who performs alongside her:  

Preoperative transsexuals can be defined as those individuals who no 

longer depend upon makeup and waist cinchers to create an illusion of 

femininity but have turned to female hormones to develop their breasts 

and give them more feminine curves and have undergone electrolysis 

treatment to remove hair and beards … This trend was accentuated in the 

1980s, and probably the majority of the tourist shows feature preoperative 

transsexuals who have natural breasts and feminine curves, even though 

                                                           
88

 I identify transsexuals “by the dis-identification they experience with the gender label attributed to them 

at birth”; Stephen Whittle describes a person who “experiences a profound sense of incongruity between 

his/her psychological sex and his/her anatomical sex. Transsexual people wish to change the anatomical 

sex, through hormones or surgery, to match the internal perception of their bodies” (66). Finally, Garber 

argues that “[t]ranssexualism is not a surgical product but a social, cultural, and psychological zone” (106). 
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technically to perform as a female impersonator they retain their male 

genitalia. (244-45) 

One reason transsexuals may have been drawn to drag performance is because it could 

offer the more skilled performers a chance to earn the money required for SRS, as both 

pre-op and post-op transsexuals often have difficulty securing stable and lucrative 

employment. Also, it seems naïve to ignore the obvious link between transsexuality and 

performance: many “medical model” transsexuals desire surgical transition because of 

their concurrent desire to “perform” the social role attributed to their new gender, a 

performance that they seem to believe incomplete or inauthentic as long as they possess 

male genitalia. In the absence of their (internally) perceived ability to pass completely as 

female, drag performance might offer such individuals the “next best thing” to actually 

“being” a woman: the glamour and fashion and exaggerated femininity aspects of 

performance allow them, at least for a time, to completely submerge themselves in the 

woman role, temporarily either forgetting their anatomical maleness or pretending it does 

not exist. 

 We might convincingly argue that the last distinct evolution in cross-dressing 

culture is still occurring in this country: beginning with the Stonewall riots in New York 

City in June of 1969, cross-dressers have achieved and held a position of significant 

visibility within the gender and sexuality community. The three-day-long series of 

confrontations between police and various factions of the gay, lesbian, and cross-dressing 

community was led by a group of what Newton terms “street fairies,” cross-dressing male 

prostitutes generally perceived as a more highly stigmatized social class within the 
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homosexual community than stage impersonators. One result of the Stonewall Rebellion 

important to this discussion was the increased politicization of cross-dressing itself; this 

cultural evolution came to be known as genderbending or, more colloquially, “gender-

fuck” (Bullough and Bullough 246). 

 The most significant feature of genderbending is not its attempt at authenticity; 

genderbenders generally do not create their visual appearance with the intention of 

presenting a convincing or passable version of any particular gender. Rather, the 

emphasis is on ambiguity, deliberately blurring the boundaries and binary opposition 

between “male” and “female,” a 

confusion of costume whereby the illusion of assuming the opposite sex is 

not intended to convince the viewer of authenticity but to suggest 

ambiguity. Since it also involves women as well as men, the viewer could 

not be certain whether the person was a man or a woman. Gender-bending 

not only represents a challenge to traditional gender concepts but also to 

cross-dressing as it previously existed in the gay community. (246) 

I raise the idea that genderbending as a cultural evolution is still occurring because its 

emphasis on ambiguity parallels the recent (post-1990) theorist and activist rhetoric I 

have previously cited. Many such thinkers argue that gender equality will depend upon 

the acceptance of an increase in both the number of available gender identity labels and 

the expression/performance of gender androgyny; as I discussed in Chapter 1, Dvorsky 

and Hughes’s postgenderist world will rely significantly on widespread acceptance of 

such androgyny. 

 To return to the topic of popular culture representation, I have outlined the 

evolution of drag performance over time to illustrate the point that even within very 
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highly scripted realms of gender performance, a certain degree of transgression continues 

to exist and in some cases, even be encouraged. The history of images of drag and cross-

dressing in popular culture is well-documented, and I shall not recount it here; instead, I 

will proceed directly to the mid-1990s, which serves as the chronological setting of both 

films discussed in this chapter. In her examination of transgendered images in 1980s and 

90s American popular culture, Gordene MacKenzie focuses mainly on the mass media, in 

particular the afternoon talk show, to demonstrate the effect that media portrayals can 

have on the general public’s perception of transgendered people. 

While the non-fictional or “reality TV” aspect of the daytime talk show assumes 

at least some degree of fidelity to real life that may be less compulsory in fictional 

narrative film, MacKenzie’s assertion about the representations themselves holds true for 

film portrayals as well: 

Since most of these images are media generated and reach large audiences, 

they have the power not only to reflect culturally biased beliefs about 

gender but also the potential to shape them. In most cases, sensationalized 

media portrayals of transgenderists have little to do with the day to day 

reality of most transgenderists and everything to do with the ratings and 

sales of popular cultural products featuring transgenderists … The major 

focus [of this chapter] will be on what cultural ideologies are bring 

conveyed through these representations as well as an analysis of audience 

reactions to them as a measure of contemporary gender attitudes in 

America (103)… While mainstream depictions of transgenderists are often 

confused with gay characters, due to the director’s ignorance or intent to 

confuse sex and gender, gender minorities, like sexual minorities, are 

routinely demeaned and negatively stereotyped in the mass media (108) 

This argument assumes that most transgendered images are created by non-transgendered 

sources; indeed, MacKenzie makes this point explicitly, comparing transgendered people 

to other cultural minorities in the fact that both groups “have little control of mainstream 
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media” (108). With these two ideas in mind, that of popular culture’s ability to shape and 

even create audience perceptions and the tendency of transgendered representations to 

issue from non-transgendered sources, I shall move on to my discussion of the first of this 

chapter’s two films featuring drag performance: 1995’s To Wong Foo, Thanks for 

Everything, Julie Newmar. 

4.2. To Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything, Julie Newmar (1995): “I Do Not Think of You 

As A Man, and I Do Not Think of You As A Woman - I Think of You As An Angel” 

4.2-a. Manly ‘girls’: hypermasculine actors ‘playing’ at drag 

 From the moment its first theatrical trailers were released, To Wong Foo was 

characterized as pure fantasy: its highly recognizable male leads, Patrick Swayze and 

Wesley Snipes, had both gained the entirety of their prior fame from performances in 

hypermasculine, action hero roles. One such trailer shows Snipes violently assaulting a 

punching bag while a voice-over intones, “He’s been a killer and a commando,” followed 

by Swayze throwing a series of martial arts kicks while the voice-over informs us, “He’s 

been a heartthrob and a hero.” Both are then introduced as facing their next major 

challenge – drag (Sauter 38). In one sense, this separational positioning of actor and role 

illustrates what Newton highlights as one of drag’s defining features: 

By focusing on the outward appearance of role, drag implies that sex role 

and, by extension, role in general is something superficial, which can be 

manipulated, put on and off again at will. The drag concept implies 

distance between the actor and the role or “act.” (2006: 121-30, emphasis 

in original) 
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Lest the audience forget the hypermasculine associations of the film’s lead actors and 

become engrossed in their feminine performances, To Wong Foo’s marketing campaign 

reasserted the actors’ masculinity and ultimately their heterosexuality at every available 

opportunity. 

 The actors themselves even participated in this discourse: in an interview with 

Entertainment Weekly, Swayze declared emphatically, “I don’t have anything to prove … 

I am as heterosexual as a bull moose. That is what made me so comfortable as Vida” 

(Daly 35). He made similar claims in The Advocate, a prominent gay and lesbian 

magazine: “[E]verybody knows that I am seriously, terminally heterosexual” (Busch 

52).
89

 This sense of “comfort” derives from exactly the same awareness of fantasy that 

the film as a whole embodies; as Kathryn Kane argues, 

[H]is comfort is a result of the character, which was not so much a 

homosexual as a heterosexist social fantasy. Swayze and Snipes’ real 

identities, and this real includes their public personas and movie histories, 

are, in fact, central players in the film’s narrative. As one reviewer notes, 

“There’s never a moment in this film when the audience isn’t absolutely 

reassured that, should things get really bad, Patrick Swayze and Wesley 

Snipes will tear off those silly dresses and kick some serious ass”
90

 … 

Casting such proven and recognizable heteronormative stars allows the 

audience can be certain that the film represents play, not identity. (166) 

The film succeeds by continuously reaffirming not its lead actors’ queerness, but their 

straightness, reminding the audience that it need not worry about the decline of 

masculinity in contemporary America; these men are, after all, “just playing.” 

                                                           
89

 These statements seem ironic when juxtaposed with the story of how Swayze earned the role of Vida 

Boheme: “by improvising a 30-minute monologue inspired by the bullying he suffered as a boy studying 

ballet in Texas” (imdb.com). 

 
90

 Grant Alden, “Dragging the Line: To Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything! Julie Newmar.” 

http://www.film.com (site now discontinued). 



156 
 

4.2-b. Gender and sexuality: not the same thing 

 The first aspect of the film that merits critical examination is its attempt to 

conflate gender performance and identity with sexuality: if the film is attempting to offer 

some kind of “authentic” portrait of homosexual drag queens, it commits some serious 

conceptual errors that seem very likely to perpetuate public hostility toward both 

homosexuality and transgender identity. First, the distinction between the characters’ 

“queen” personas and their male personas strongly counters the very essence of what 

makes drag performance a performance. The opening scene mirrors the opening scene of 

Transamerica and shows both male leads completing their “transformation” from men to 

women. The first shots feature Patrick Swayze’s clearly male nude form exiting the 

shower covered only by a strategically placed bath towel; he then sits down in front of a 

mirror and examines his masculine face in a stereotypically feminine way, complete with 

high-pitched sighs of dissatisfaction and exaggerated head and shoulder movements. 

The scene continues on to alternate between Swayze and Snipes’ dressing 

routines, featuring close-up shots of the body parts most often associated with femininity 

in American culture: lips, eyes, breasts (which in this case, are clearly shown to be 

artificially created), and smooth legs clad in nylon stockings. By itself, this scene might 

be effective in creating a sense of both cognitive dissonance and the uncanny in the 

viewer, perhaps inspiring a serious interrogation of the constructed nature of gender: 

highly masculinized actors donning excessive makeup and female clothing, wigs, and 

accessories is certainly visually jarring. 
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However, the problem inherent in the way the film unfolds from here is that it 

never shows the drag queens taking their costumes off: from this first scene until the final 

credits roll, all three protagonists maintain their feminine performance on a permanent 

basis, undermining their status as drag queens, an identity that depends upon its 

audience’s recognition of drag as a performance that contrasts with reality. As Mary Kirk 

points out in her combined analysis of To Wong Foo and Mike Nichols’ 1996 film The 

Birdcage,  

Although both films attempt to use drag as a locus of discovery, they 

achieve only limited success since they muddy the distinction between 

drag queens (gay men dressed as women) and passing (men disguised as 

women, who are often referred to as transsexuals). Schacht (2002) defines 

“drag queens” as “individuals with an acknowledged penis, who have no 

desire to have it removed . . . that perform being women in front of an 

audience that all knows they are self-identified men” (159). Feinberg 

(1996) describes “passing” as “having to hide your identity in fear, in 

order to live”–making passing a product of oppression, rather than an 

escape from it (89) … 

[W]ith the exception of two scenes when the men are seen without their 

wigs, the characters spend nearly the entire film in drag and dressed as 

women. This makes it questionable whether film viewers are supposed to 

believe that the characters are drag queens (who appear as women only for 

performances). The standpoint is unclear, since these characters who are 

never seen out of female attire might more accurately be depicting 

preoperative transsexuals. Or, are Vida, Chi Chi, and Noxema “passing” in 

the sense that Feinberg describes–hiding their identities as gay men to be 

safe? Throughout most of the story it seems clear that the other characters 

are completely unaware that the drag queens are men in women’s clothes. 

(172-73) 

In other words, the film fails to draw a distinct boundary between transvestite, drag 

queen, gay man, and transsexual; it seems to have simply borrowed elements from each 

of the four identities that seemed most amenable to comedic portrayal, thus failing my 
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test for positive portrayal in its exploitation of gender queerness for purposes of farce or 

comedy.  

 Since Hirschfeld first coined the term “transvestite” a century ago, scholars have 

continually affirmed that not all transvestites are gay men; in fact, most identify as 

heterosexual (see Krafft-Ebbing, Ellis, and more recently, Benjamin, Garber, and 

Shepherdson). Further, as I previously mentioned, transvestism is generally associated 

with eroticism, its practitioners generally assumed to engage in the activity because it 

provides sexual gratification of some kind; this association is completely absent from the 

film (as is explicit sexuality in general, as I shall discuss shortly). Drag queens do indeed 

tend to be homosexual, as Newton discovered in the 1970s, but as both Newton and other 

gay studies scholars point out, not all gay men are drag queens. Like transsexuality as a 

smaller subset of transgender identity, only a small percentage of gay men perform as 

drag queens, often to the chagrin of the more mainstream and conservative members of 

the gay community who want to maintain as much distance as possible between 

themselves and what they see as damagingly stereotypical expressions of 

homosexuality.
91

  

 Also problematic is the way the film associates homosexual and drag queen 

identities: Snipes’ character Noxema Jackson, the epitome of stereotypical black 

femininity, makes repeated references to the group’s personal safety as they travel 

through small-town (conservative) America: “I don’t know if you’ve seen this America 
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place, but it does not respond kindly to our kind of people,” and Vida expresses 

reluctance at Chi Chi’s suggestion for a hotel, saying that “it’s just so middle America”; 

Noxema even suggests sleeping in the car as an alternative to entering what all three have 

coded as a highly heteronormative environment, making explicit the potential threat of 

violence: “People are gonna be cruel to us; it could get violent. Vida, you know, we have 

been there before.” When Chi Chi rebels against such restriction and prances into the 

hotel anyway, Vida laments that “the child is going to go and get herself killed.” 

While this scene can be read as the film’s attempt to acknowledge the existence of 

real prejudice against both homosexuals and people with alternative gender identities, it 

fails to explain exactly which aspect of their identities the trio is afraid will incite 

discrimination or even violence. If we assume that their homosexuality is the perceived 

“problem,” it seems strange that the characters would travel cross-country in such a 

flamboyant visual fashion. Homosexuality is not culturally identified with cross-gender 

clothing and accessories, both of which are visual markers; it is associated with sexual 

desire and behavior between people of the same gender, which are behavior-based 

markers in whose absence homosexual identity would be virtually unintelligible to the 

general public. If they wanted to closet their homosexuality, as I have previously 

suggested many gay men and lesbians do in order to gain access to the public 

(heterosexual) sphere, the protagonists could easily have worn men’s clothing on their 

journey and brought their drag accessories with them; as the “default assumption” for 

sexual identity in this culture is heterosexuality until otherwise indicated, three 
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masculine-appearing gay men in traditional male attire would draw virtually no notice at 

all. 

However, it seems much more likely that their status as “men in dresses” is the 

“secret” the trio wishes to hide from the general public: all of the film’s scenes of 

“concealing and revealing” of the characters’ biological sex, and not their sexual 

orientation, lead to significant plot developments of both a positive and a negative nature. 

When Sheriff Dollard (ironically dubbed Sheriff “Dullard” by each of the characters he 

encounters as a result of the misprint on his police badge) pulls the trio over and attempts 

to sexually assault Vida, she demands in a masculine voice for him to “Get [his] hand off 

[her] dick!” and shoves him to the ground; this leads to the sheriff’s ongoing quest 

throughout the rest of the film to locate his so-called “assailants,” termed by himself and 

by the other officers to whom he reports the incident as “men in dresses” and “girls,” 

respectively. 

The beginning of this scene also demonstrates the film’s overall failure to actively 

queer heteronormative notions of identity or suggest that the three protagonists view their 

drag queen personas as constitutive of their core gender identities. The source of Vida’s 

anxiety at being pulled over stems not from her identity as a homosexual, nor from her 

presence in a car with two people of color (which is apparently the actual reason the 

sheriff pulled them over) but her identity as a biological (cultural) man. Throughout the 

film, all three characters refer to themselves and each other using only female names and 

pronouns, and Noxema seems genuinely surprised to learn that “the name on [Vida’s] 
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driver’s license is Eugene,” implying that in spite of an apparently longstanding 

acquaintance and mentoring relationship, the pair have never discussed the biological fact 

of their shared maleness or verbally acknowledged it. The film surely has insufficient 

narrative space to devote to the entire genesis of Vida’s drag queen persona and her 

identification or lack thereof with alternative gender identity, but the fact that her license 

still identifies her as male implies that despite the consistent maintenance of excessively 

female presentation, Vida still thinks of her “authentic” or “legally official” gender 

identity as male. 

 At the end of the film, Vida attempts to reveal her “true” identity to Carol Ann, a 

central figure in the town of Snydersville, where the queens’ rented car breaks down 

early in the story. In a much more positive reaction than the previous example, Carol Ann 

does not even allow Vida to finish her confession, simply assuring Vida that she (Carol 

Ann) “is very fortunate to have a lady friend who just happens to have an Adam’s apple,” 

which Carol Ann reveals that she noticed on the queens’ first night in town. 

This blurring of boundaries between very different types of identities is among the 

film’s most grievous sins, as Kane argues: 

The director’s substitution of gender for sexuality is troubling. It is not 

that [director Beeban] Kidron is unaware of the various forms of sexual 

and gendered identity. After all, this taxonomy is at least summarily 

covered in the film, in a speech that Noxema makes to Chi Chi … “When 

a straight man puts on a dress and gets his sexual kicks he is a transvestite. 

When a man is a woman trapped in a man’s body and he gets a little 

surgery, he is a transsexual. When a gay man has way too much fashion 

sense for one gender, he is a drag queen. And when a little Latin boy puts 

on a dress, he is simply a boy in a dress.” Kidron’s aforementioned quote 

only makes sense in a culture that regularly conflates transvestites and 
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homosexuals and in a film where the lines quoted above are the only 

clarifying references to Noxema and Vida’s sexuality. Tremendous border 

wars are waged among gay/lesbian and transgendered communities.
92

 

Claiming a clear position within these fights, Noxema and Vida are drag 

queens and gay men. But, failing to reflect the borders with any 

specificity, this movie panders to social ignorance and promotes the 

conflation of transgendered and homosexual identities. (167) 

The film presents a version of homosexuality that is freed from the dynamics of the gay 

closet that Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick describes in Epistemology of the Closet,
93

 which 

suggests the critical nature of the connections in our society between sexuality and 

visibility as well as a number of other binary pairings that, as Kane says, “hold the 

modern social order in place.” 

Such an arguably “false” portrayal of homosexuality “structures a false vision of 

equality as it denies the current systems that control sexuality. So constructed, To Wong 

Foo cannot represent the impact that sexuality structures have on people’s lives” (167). 

Despite her above-quoted self-identification as a gay man, even Noxema makes 

comments that seem to denigrate gay sexuality: when Vida declares that Chi Chi 

accepting Bobby Ray’s invitation to the social is “absolutely out of the question,” Chi 

Chi argues that “[they’ve] got a lot in common.” Noxema concurs, but expresses a strong 

anti-gay sentiment: “Oh yes, like, for starters, the same business in between your legs! 

Boink, boink, boink-boink-boink,” touching her index fingers together in a crude 

pantomime of gay sexual contact, suggesting how implausible she apparently finds the 
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idea. In addition to its unrealistic portrayal of both homosexuality and transgender 

identity, the film offers messages about both race and gender roles that are alternately 

troubling and uplifting, as I shall discuss in the next section. 

4.2-c. Angels with queer faces: parody and divinity 

 This section will rely primarily on Kane and Joyce Hammond’s readings of To 

Wong Foo; the authors come to virtually opposite ultimate conclusions about the film’s 

artistic and social merit, but they do so through examining almost identical aspects of its 

content. Therefore, I apply again Gallop’s idea of placing two authors (or texts) in 

conversation with each other to reveal what is hidden when they are examined separately, 

highlighting the key points of difference in the authors’ interpretations and how each sees 

the film as meeting (or failing to meet) my criteria for a positive portrayal of transgender 

identity.  

 In addition to her criticism of the film’s conflation of the markedly different 

identity categories of gender and sexuality, Kane’s argument examines the discursive 

relationship within the film between queer (sexual and gender) identity and race, 

ultimately suggesting that the film parodies the blackface minstrel tradition of late 

nineteenth- and early twentieth-century America to a degree that “erases” the important 

differences between queer and non-white identity.
94

 Kane situates this erasure within the 

larger tradition of neoliberalism that Lisa Duggan describes as “a pro-market, pro-
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business position that seeks to end redistributive social programs” (xi-xii), arguing that 

such a political approach is ultimately detrimental to social justice objectives because it 

“involves denying that social identities carry specific burdens and the need for socially 

disadvantaged groups to form alliances” (Kane 152). The fact that upon the film’s 

release, “no particular attention was given to the interracial casting” reflects the apparent 

public sense that in contemporary America, race no longer matters,
95

 even as a number of 

films, To Wong Foo among them, continue to “reflect racist ideologies” (153). 

 Kane highlights two major similarities between the blackface tradition and To 

Wong Foo, the first of which she explains using the term she calls “queerface,” a trope 

that secures heteronormativity while “queer voices are silenced through the performance 

of homosexuality by people who act out a vision of homosexuality while simultaneously 

identifying themselves as heterosexual” (157). This silencing or erasure of queer voices 

in To Wong Foo takes place in the same way as in Transamerica: the affirmed 

heterosexuality and gender-normative personas of the lead actors in both films (Felicity 

Huffman in Transamerica; Swayze and Snipes in To Wong Foo) erase queer people’s 

opportunity to speak in their own voices and create a “vision” of transsexual or 

homosexual identity that the audience recognizes only through a heteronormative filter. 

Kane is careful to point out that she is not advocating a “politics that says only gay 

people can play gay characters” (157); I also do not make such a claim about 

transgendered people being the only group capable of portraying transgendered 
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characters.
96

 Queerface’s significant feature, however, is the ways in which it draws 

attention to the narratives that structure the way gays and lesbians operate; it “involves 

representing gay/lesbian sexual identity as a playful performance that supports 

heteronormative ideals” (157). The idea of queer identity as a playful performance 

detracts from its cultural intelligibility as a legitimate and complex reality, allowing the 

audience not to take it seriously, just as Kane argues that the film fails to do. 

One major difference between blackface and queerface is the limits placed on the 

performance of each identity: as I discussed in Chapter 3, racial identity and gender 

identity have important fundamental differences in how both become marked as “Other.” 

Both forms allow people not included within a particular identity category to “act like” a 

person of that identity; Roediger and Eric Lott both discuss blackface’s allowance of 

white people to “act black,”
97

 and queerface performance allows heteronormative people 

to “act queer,” but the differences in epistemological structure between race and sexuality 

limit these “acts” in important ways. As I discussed in the last section, race, though 

widely agreed to be socially constructed, is still marked by the visual cue of a person’s 

skin color, while sexual identities are imagined to be the product of a person’s actions. 

This is not meant to suggest that sexuality is determined only or entirely by an 

individual’s sexual actions; I suggest merely that the dominant means by which sexual 
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identification becomes intelligible is through sexual object choice, and homosexual 

identity is perceived as becoming actualized through the act of having sex with a person 

of the same gender. Given this difference, blackface performance can be adopted simply 

by a white actor applying color to his/her face, thus signaling blackness without actually 

becoming it. Queerface, on the other hand, cannot utilize similar types of visual cues in 

order to signal queerness, since that identity depends on behavior. As Kane argues, 

Queerface cannot act out the central distinguishing feature of homosexual 

identity because heterosexuality cannot be secured in the same way that 

whiteness can be secured … [I]t is constrained by the awareness that if 

those in queerface act so queer as to participate in same-sex sexual 

contact, they cease to be performing queerness: they become queer. (158, 

emphasis added) 

In their complete avoidance of any sexual contact (or even, for the most part, verbal 

declarations explicitly concerning their own sexual identities), the characters of Vida and 

Noxema in particular avoid recognition as queer subjects, remaining carefully in the 

realm of queer performers, or “performers of queerness,” a recognition that is 

substantiated by the highly heteronormative public personas of both actors. 

 The second connection between blackface and To Wong Foo is the film’s dual 

privileging of whiteness and heterosexuality, which allows 

a small, almost exclusively white and indicatively heterosexual 

community to actualize itself through contact with and, eventually, 

separation from sexual and racial others … [and] connects To Wong Foo 

to traditions established in blackface minstrelsy. This link is evident in the 

film’s attempt to create the illusion that race, sexuality, and identity … are 

terms that exist outside of power … Ironically, however, it simultaneously 

posits that people of color need to be overseen by white people and that 

homosexuality is only acceptable when it is devoid of any same-sex sexual 

contact. (Kane 155) 
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In other words, the citizens of Snydersville are able to achieve increased satisfaction and 

fulfillment in their lives as a direct result of the arrival of “sexual and racial others.” The 

film includes numerous scenes showing the integration of the queens into the town’s 

social structure, including their participation in planning for the annual Strawberry 

Social, Vida’s intervention in multiple incidents of domestic violence between Carol Ann 

and her abusive husband Virgil, and Noxema’s friendship with Clara, an elderly woman 

who has apparently not spoken in years, leading the townspeople to assume she is insane. 

 However, this fulfillment is completed only by the townspeople’s eventual 

separation from the queens: rather than embracing queerer ways of being and/or 

integrating the queens into their community on a permanent basis, they achieve narrative 

closure by re-affirming white, heterosexist values and norms. For example, Chi Chi 

decides to abandon her love for Bobby Ray, telling young (white, biologically female) 

Bobbie Lee that “[she] can go ahead and take him,” restoring the heterosexual couple as 

the “proper” form of social union, that institution “considered precious but contested by 

white society” (Lipsitz 65). Rather than accepting Vida’s invitation to accompany the 

queens to Los Angeles, and despite the “years [she] has spent dreaming about how to get 

out of this place,” Carol Ann decides to stay in Snydersville because she “has these girls 

to raise,” suggesting the cultural primacy of the monochromatic (and heterosexual) small 

town as the ideal “family” environment. In a shot during the aforementioned social, the 

three queens stand on their balcony overlooking the festivities, clearly delighted with 

their contributions to the fun, but also clearly separate from the community that is having 

it. 
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 The film casts racial difference in particular in highly problematic ways, 

especially given the above description of its suggestion that race “doesn’t matter.” First, 

it offers explicit bigotry to indicate “the rigid limits around the dominant culture’s views” 

(Kirk 170); the character of Sheriff Dollard “continue[s] a mass media tradition that 

Archie Bunker made famous in the 1970s–the bigot as a mirror upon which is reflected 

the ugliness of racism, sexism and homophobia” (171). From his misprinted name badge 

to his racial epithets to his beer belly, Dollard is the quintessential racist homophobe; 

when he pulls the queens over and discovers Noxema and Chi Chi in the car with Vida, 

he admonishes Vida that “[w]e don’t go in for white girls riding around with niggers and 

spics.” His “investigative strategy” to find the queens after Vida knocks him unconscious 

and the trio leaves him lying on the side of the road involves listing a collection of 

“Places for Homos” that includes “flower shops, ballet schools, flight attendants lounges, 

restaurants for brunch, and antique stores.” 

As the film’s official buffoon, Dollard is clearly intended not to be taken 

seriously, his obvious prejudice meant to offer viewers advice about how not to behave. 

His ultimate function, Kirk argues, is to represent the common fear of all bigots: when he 

makes his way to Snydersville and attempts to find the queens, the townspeople refuse to 

surrender them for arrest. When they do, 

[T]he bigoted sheriff’s greatest fear is revealed: [he says] “Don’t protect 

these freaks; these boys in dresses, corrupting you with their way of life, 

changing the way things have always been.” This represents the 

underlying fear of all guardians of institutionalized prejudice who will do 

anything to keep from changing the way things have always been. (172) 
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Overall, Sheriff Dollard is perhaps the least troubling example of sexual and racial 

bigotry in the film: at least he is clearly identified as the “villain,” whose ramblings are 

meant to be satirical and ultimately reviled. However, the film’s more problematic 

statements about race come from much subtler and more dangerous sources: the sexual 

and racial minorities themselves. 

 Early in the film, Vida is established to be an ultimately sympathetic character: 

the audience watches her steer the classic convertible into her hometown and park in 

front of her parents’ house, followed by a close-up shot of her mother expressing clear 

recognition and then disdain as she hurries back into the house and shuts the door. Later, 

bolstered by the townspeople’s overt support of their attempt to elude Sheriff Dollard, 

suggesting their acceptance of the queens’ queer identities, Vida says she would “like to 

drive to Bala Cynwyd, Pennsylvania and walk into that imitation Tudor-style house ... 

And I will say, ‘My name is Miss Vida Boheme, and your approval is not needed, but I 

will take your acceptance.’” As the queens are preparing to leave town and Carol Ann 

says, “I love you, Miss Vida Boheme,” Vida responds gratefully, “I’ve waited my whole 

life to hear those words said to that name,” an interesting potentially queer moment if the 

viewer pauses to wonder which of Vida’s gender identities Carol Ann is speaking to 

and/or how she means the word “love.” 

 In spite of these moments of genuine pathos, the fact of Vida’s whiteness is 

repeatedly coded to indicate her position of power in relation to Noxema and Chi Chi, 

both members of racial minorities. From the beginning of the movie, Vida is visually and 



170 
 

thematically sutured to the photographic image of Julie Newmar, real-life (white) actress 

and pinup girl whom Vida refers to as “the only Catwoman,” a subtle snub of African-

American actress Eartha Kitt, who replaced Newmar in the role on the Batman television 

series in 1967. This suturing occurs through successive third-person and first-person 

camera shots showing Vida preparing to look into her compact mirror (third-person) and 

then seeing not herself but Newmar reflected in it (first-person). Noxema’s voice emerges 

midshot, saying, “I don’t know if you’ve seen this America place, but it does not respond 

kindly to our kind of people,” to which Vida responds as she glimpses Newmar in the 

mirror, “No one say anything frivolous for the next few moments.” Kane suggests that 

[t]his line is timed to cast Noxema’s comments about the heterosexism, 

racism, and gender rigidity of the U.S. as frivolous … [T]he adoption of 

the photo’s inscription as the film’s title establishes Newmar’s importance 

to the film as a whole. In so doing, the text indicates a structure of 

whiteface; it speaks over the voices of people of color and gives undue 

authority to white ones … The movie’s title … places Vida’s view in a 

position that obstructs both Noxema’s and Chi Chi’s, exemplifying a 

pattern of prioritizing and privileging Vida’s white perspective. (160) 

The theme of things having to be “Vida’s way” persists throughout the film, from the fact 

that only Vida is ever shown driving the rented car, to her declaration that “tomorrow will 

be a say-something hat day” which Noxema and Chi Chi both obey, to the mentoring role 

that she repeatedly reminds both Noxema and Chi Chi belongs to her alone. 

 Vida’s mentoring takes a decidedly non-color-friendly tack on numerous 

occasions, beginning with her and Noxema’s first encounter with Chi Chi after the pair 

have tied for first place in the New York City drag competition: when she sees Chi Chi 

sitting on the stairs and crying, Vida wonders aloud, “Why is that little Latin boy in a 
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dress crying?” Rather than ask the question herself, however, she tells Noxema to “ask 

the little Latin boy in a dress why is he crying,” a simultaneous avowal of her own 

position as authority figure and Chi Chi’s non-whiteness and disavowal of Chi Chi’s 

female, or at least, drag queen, identity. 

Indeed, Vida and Noxema both assert the inauthenticity of Chi Chi’s drag queen 

persona relative to their own, with much of this inauthenticity attributed to her race. Vida 

establishes herself as the “mistress” of the training that she declares will take place, citing 

the “rule” that drag queens “have to help other people,” and Noxema as her “overseer,” a 

term that Kane uses “in a self-conscious attempt to link this narrative to racist systems 

that came before it … Noxema … is always ultimately under Vida’s control” (162): 

Yes, you will start off a mere boy in a dress, but by the time we are done 

with this crusade your Auntie Vida and Auntie Noxie will give you the 

outrageous outlook and indomitable spirit that it will take to make you a 

full-fledged drag queen. So now, I want you to turn your sway-back little 

self around on those Robert Clay knockoffs, and get back into the car. 

As it turns out, the nature of the “crusade” largely hinges on convincing Chi Chi to 

“accept her social position as a racially derided subject, a ‘sway-back,’ and to teach her 

how such a subject might make herself more palatable within a system that values and 

rewards whiteness … [and to] make her racial identity less apparent” (162-3). 

 Noxema also fails to escape the rule of Vida’s whiteness: her drag persona’s name 

is taken from a thick, white face wash, clearly connecting to what Kane calls the tradition 

of whiteface, wherein 
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people of color are encouraged, not mocked, for their attempts to act 

white. This creates an image of social opportunity. This is only an image, 

however, because nothing has been done to disrupt the … ideology that 

ties people of color to pre-industrial pleasure, something that casts [them] 

as a libidinal, pleasure-driven group who can never fully embody 

whiteness. (159) 

Like Vida’s visual merging with Julie Newmar, Noxema’s function as Vida’s Pygmalion 

is also established through the use of mirrors: in the speech where she attempts to 

convince Noxema that it is their duty to take in Chi Chi, Noxema is seated in front of a 

vanity table looking into a mirror, through which the audience sees her reactions to what 

Vida says. This composition visually reinforces the idea that Noxema’s image is itself an 

object warranting concern, and that Vida’s words “help her see herself more clearly” 

(163). 

Additionally, this scene casts racism in general as a problem that is experienced 

by non-white people, but that can be overcome by the powers of whiteness: 

[Noxema] “You and your causes! Look, that child is Latin. You don’t 

want to get mixed up in all that Latin mess. She might turn out to be a 

Sandinista or something. 

[Vida] “Noxema Jackson! I have to admit that I am shocked and just a 

little bit saddened by you. I mean you, of all people. Hon, I remember the 

first time I laid eyes on a certain ebony enchantress in the rough, and how 

through styling and the occasional make-up tip I helped her look a little bit 

less like Moms Mabley. And who would think that ebony enchantress 

would one day share a title with moi?” 

Kane suggests that Noxema’s “racial rejection of Chi Chi lends credence to the idea that 

racism, when it is a problem, is a problem created by people of color” (164). Vida’s 

comparison between Noxema and Moms Mabley is also ironic: Mabley was an actress in 

the Chitlins Circuit, an early twentieth-century America bastion of blackface minstrelsy, 
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known for her Negro vaudeville stage persona who “wore a baggy house-dress and 

sported a toothless grin” (Violante 23G). Vida’s equating of Noxema’s present carefully 

crafted visage with such a contrasting image implies that Vida believes Noxema’s “true” 

nature to be much less refined than her current state, and only her (white) guidance will 

prevent Noxema from slipping into her “old ways.” 

 In one of the trio’s most serious moments of conflict (which results from Vida’s 

decree that Chi Chi must not “go out with Mr. Bobby Ray”), Vida and Chi Chi both 

launch verbal attacks that employ overtly racist language: Chi Chi says she is “just so 

sick and tired of this freakazoid white lady tellin’ the black lady and the Latin lady which 

way is up, down, and under because she is Vanilla White Superior” and states her 

intention to stay in Snydersville after the car is repaired. Noxema pithily concedes, 

reminding “Miss Jennifer Holliday” not to “forget to write”; Vida is not content with Chi 

Chi’s attempted expression of autonomy, however, and snidely comments to Noxema 

that Chi Chi “clearly has a piñata for a head.” Noxema attempts to defuse the situation, 

telling Vida “not to go there,” and Chi Chi refers again to Vida’s racial identity, calling 

her “an oppressive gringa with a pinga … an uptight, cellulite dinosaur fossil-faced white 

honky cracker.” Not to be outdone, Vida snaps back, “Now you listen to me, you little 

sway-back, Third World selfish, self-absorbed little girl off the street”; finally, Chi Chi 

explicitly names Vida’s ongoing application of white privilege: “You’re the selfish one, 

running into people’s houses and bossing their lives around with them not even asking 

you, okay, Mrs. Dear Ann Landers, pain in my cula!” 
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 This tense moment is interrupted by sounds from the next room of Virgil 

assaulting Carol Ann, and Vida immediately declares that the queens “have to help her,” 

suddenly deflating the “angry white master” persona she has spent the last few minutes 

creating. This time it is Noxema who criticizes Vida’s perception of herself as arbiter of 

others’ behavior, arguing that “there are times when you help people. And then there are 

times when if you help people, you end up being killed.” Clearly echoing the self-

preservational rhetoric of oppressed minority groups, Noxema suggests that the 

ostensibly universally “good” act of helping others is worth doing only when it involves a 

significantly low cost to the rescuer. When that rescuer holds less cultural power than the 

person she attempts to rescue, the consequences to herself might be dangerous indeed; 

this is a position that Vida is unlikely to have experienced in her life as a result of her 

white racial identity. 

 In strong contrast to Kane, Joyce Hammond offers a reading of To Wong Foo that 

understands the queens not as heteronormatized robots whose every act is an attempt to 

restore or maintain white heterosexual privilege, but as creatures of a much higher level 

of enlightenment, titling her essay “Drag Queen As Angel” to emphasize what she sees as 

the literally divine aspects of the role. Largely ignoring the racist and sexist tropes that 

Kane identifies, Hammond ultimately suggests that the film’s most powerful message is 

the advocacy of tolerance and acceptance of diversity; to accomplish this, the film 

irreverently usurps the moral/religious argument against gay men and 

lesbians and sends a message that urges a spiritual transformation in 

people's attitudes and practices and a transcendence of individual 

differences in the quest for a shared humanity … [T]he highly visible, 
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deviant character of the "drag queen" [is] an angelic messenger/catalyst 

capable of effecting change in the moral precepts and practices of 

"everyday, middle Americans” … [T]he persona of the drag queen is 

particularly well suited to the angelic tasks of messenger, guardian, and 

miracle worker.  (107) 

Hammond does not utterly fail to observe the border-troubling aspects of the film’s drag 

performances; rather, she seems to simply prefer to cast them in a more positive light 

than Kane, allowing for a more favorable reading of the film as a queer text. 

 As I mentioned before, Kane’s strongest criticism of To Wong Foo is the film’s 

tendency to conflate different types of minority identity, which ultimately erases the 

important discursive differences between them and allows the audience to absorb 

inaccurate and/or negative perceptions of homosexual and transgender identity. 

Hammond does not deny that the film performs this conflation; she seems to agree that it 

does so and actually uses that conflation to support her argument for the film as an 

ultimately positive portrayal of difference: 

The message of shared humanity is not conveyed through erasing 

differences: the film focuses on characters of different ages, abilities, 

races, and classes, not to mention sexual orientations. Rather, in larger-

than-life, angelic terms, the alternative message to blind conformity, 

prejudice, and ignorance is one that mirrors the drag queens' own 

transformative and transcendent responses to rigid, dogmatic categories of 

gender and sexual expression. (112) 

Both authors identify the film’s lack of specificity in distinguishing between various 

types of identity, but Hammond argues that this is among To Wong Foo’s strengths, 

rather than its weaknesses. 
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 Kane’s second claim identifies troubling parallels between the film’s performance 

of both queerface and whiteface and the blackface minstrelsy tradition. Queerface is 

problematic because of the discursive distance it creates between the performance of 

queerness and queer identity itself, which allows the audience to interpret the entire 

performance as “play” that is not intended to reflect some larger truth. The main factor 

contributing to this distance is the lack of explicit sexuality attributed to queerface 

performers, in this case, the three overtly heterosexual male lead actors; Kane cites the 

need of all three men to perform queerness without actually engaging in queer (sexual) 

acts; by doing so, the characters would no longer be performing queerness but “becoming 

queer.”  

 Hammond too acknowledges the film’s omission of bodily sexuality in relation to 

the queens, but again, she comes to a different conclusion than Kane regarding that 

omission’s significance. Rather than resulting in the “queer vision of gay life” that Kane 

describes (165), Hammond argues that the queens’ lack of sexuality is an indication of 

their divinity, having transcended so-called “earthly” desires and experiencing 

themselves on a level that is more spiritual than corporeal: 

Homosexuality as identity is rooted in a recognition of the sexed body and 

bodily acts, but the transcendence of the body into the realm of the 

spiritual is being increasingly highlighted within the gay community in an 

era in which so many gay men die untimely deaths.
98

 This, coupled with 

the inspirational creativity that is ascribed to many gay men in the arts (of 

whom drag queens qualify as consummate self-costumers and dramatic 

performers), lends an "aura" of drag queen transcendence over the 
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physical and material needs of life. The drag queen mediates between the 

physical and the spiritual realms. 

[T]he characters in To Wong Foo are portrayed to maximize their likeness 

to angels. Verbal allusions to their attraction to other men aside 

(emphasized only for Chi Chi), the three are depicted as essentially 

asexual in their activities. They all seem to be without sexual partners, and 

they only refer explicitly to sexual acts in the film. (110) 

Drag queens’ capacity to move “beyond” the physical and into the spiritual realm places 

them in an ambiguous position between recognized status quo categories, strengthening 

their association with the realms of the mysterious, the sacred, and the taboo
99

 and 

placing them in the position of eliciting the transformative properties associated with the 

liminal.
100

  

 Queerface also often features over-the-top performances of gender or sexuality; 

this idea is explicitly stated at the end of the film during the Los Angeles drag 

competition when a voiceover proclaims the fourth rule of being a full-fledged drag 

queen: "Larger than life is just the right size." Kane suggests the possibility of such 

exaggerated performance to be read by the audience only as parody and thus dismissed, 

but Hammond again finds the bright side of this potential disadvantage, identifying the 

queens’ larger-than-life personas as being among their angelic qualities: 
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relative to a larger society (usually the society whose norms are dominant within that individual or group’s 

life), describing these people as “liberated from normative demands…betwixt and between successive 

lodgments in jural political systems” (13). 
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A significant characteristic shared by drag queens and angels is their out-

of-the-ordinary, larger-than-life appearance. Descriptions of some angels 

depict them as towering and gigantic. As female impersonators, the drag 

queens of To Wong Foo are larger-than-life females. … Traits commonly 

ascribed to angels are extraordinarily beautiful faces, majestic and 

powerful wings, and a wondrous and mysterious radiance--an unearthly 

beauty matched by superior strength, purity of spirit, and incredible deeds. 

As extraordinary beings in the film, drag queens augment their larger-

than-life look through exaggerated make-up, outrageously showy wigs, 

extravagantly theatrical clothing, and fantastic accessories. … Rising 

majestically above the pettiness of routine, constrictive human life is what 

being an angel or a drag queen is all about. (110-112) 

Rather than reading the queens’ feminine performance as ironic or indicative of camp,
101

 

Hammond categorizes it as the feature that draws the townspeople to them so strongly 

and allows them to have such significant and long-term effects on the community. 

 Another topic addressed by both Kane and Hammond is the film’s negotiation of 

boundaries; in particular, the boundaries between both different identity categories and 

different identities within those categories, and the boundaries between the queens and 

the community members with whom they interact. I have already discussed the first of 

these three sets of differences by pointing to the film’s conflation of different identity 

categories, about which Kane and Hammond draw largely opposed conclusions. 

Hammond draws attention to the second of these pairings, the boundaries between 

different identities within the same categories (in this case, those of gender and sexuality) 

by arguing that the film meets my criteria for positive portrayal of transgender of 

including “onscreen conversation about gender identity that highlights characters’ [or 
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other people’s] perceptions of themselves as simply ‘not fitting’ the male-female binary, 

either occasionally or permanently” (Pawlak 91). 

 Hammond explicitly describes the queens as occupying a space that might be 

imagined as either “outside of” or “between” the traditional categories of male and 

female, created by their overt juxtaposition of masculine and feminine attributes, which 

Hammond describes as ultimately “androgynous,” exactly the term I suggested in 

Chapter 1 to characterize the postgenderist world that this project envisions: 

Another trait frequently ascribed to both angels and drag queens is 

androgynous essence. In Christian theology, angels are frequently 

described as androgynous in both demeanor and appearance. Even when 

they are clearly identified as masculine, they are often described and 

depicted as "feminine" in appearance by the standards of Western society-

-beautiful countenances, long hair, and flowing robes are associated with 

such famous angels as Gabriel, Michael, and Rafael.  

While drag queens do not attempt an androgynous image and consciously 

exaggerate "feminine" behavior, the viewer's knowledge that the drag 

queens are biological males who wear make-up, dresses, high heels, and 

wigs; use feminine names and mimic feminine speech and behavior 

parallels the combination of male and female elements in the expression of 

androgyny. (108) 

As I said before, the queens never refer to themselves as men; even their 

acknowledgements of drag queens’ homosexual identity use third-person pronouns 

(“When a gay man has too much fashion sense for one gender…”). 

However, Hammond’s idea about the ability of other people to recognize the 

queens as some type of gendered “third” certainly seems plausible, given Carol Ann’s 

parting words to Vida at the end of the film: “I do not think of you as a man, and I do not 

think of you as a woman. I think of you as an angel.” Vida’s response clearly seems 
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intended to suggest that the viewer should share Carol Ann’s perception; she says 

happily, “Well, I think that’s healthy!” This celebration of androgyny also reflects the 

reverence given in other cultures to people with alternative gender identities: 

The figure of the drag queen as a spiritual being is analogous to the 

recognition of the spiritual characteristics of certain people in a number of 

other societies that have recognized and sanctioned alternative gender 

roles. The hijra of India (see Nanda); the "two-spirit" people of native 

American groups (Williams); the yirka-la ul of the Chukchee people of 

Siberia (Bogoras), and the mahu of Hawaii (Williams) have all been 

associated with supernatural and mediatory powers as a consequence of 

their "in-between" gender status. Marjorie Garber, Will Roscoe (Zuni), 

and Judy Grahn, among others, have documented the spiritual aspects of 

cross-dressing, same-sex relational individuals from a wide variety of 

cultures. (110) 

In the midst of an apparently highly heteronormative film, Hammond manages to identify 

a decidedly more queer interpretation of the drag queens’ identities than that offered by 

Kane. 

 The final point of Hammond’s argument I shall discuss in this section is her 

description of the queens as performing a “mediatory” function throughout the narrative: 

both angels in various cultural narratives and the drag queens in To Wong Foo are 

positioned as separate from, and in a sense, “above,” the other characters with whom they 

interact, both “crossing” and simultaneously “creating” a boundary between themselves 

and mere mortals: 

Just as angels serve a mediatory role between heaven and earth, God and 

humans, so the drag queen mediates between male and female, 

heterosexual and homosexual. … [D]rag queens position themselves 

between the posited bipolar entities of male and female. They also mediate 

between the spiritual and physical dichotomies that Western society 

creates. As individuals who do not conform to the gender norms and 
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sexual expectations of their biological sex, drag queens are, by the 

accepted norms of society's predominantly bipolar structures, neither man 

nor woman. (109-10) 

Vida herself makes statements that imply her own perception of drag queens in general as 

in some way outside the boundaries of human society: her justification for “not allowing” 

Chi Chi to accept Bobby Ray’s invitation lies in her assertion that “[t]here are human 

rules by which we operate, sweetheart.” Early in the film, at the start of Chi Chi’s 

training, Noxema exclaims indignantly that not just “anyone” can be a drag queen; four 

distinct “steps” must be completed to achieve “full-fledged drag queen” status: “thinking 

good thoughts, ignoring adversity, abiding by the rules of love, and acting larger than 

life.” Both of these examples demonstrate that for Vida and Noxema, a drag queen 

identity is not one by which a person comes naturally, nor is it one to whom every 

aspiring “princess” may be granted access. Rather, drag queen status exists separately 

from “normal” human society, allowing those who do achieve it a power to influence 

others in powerful ways. 

4.3. The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert (1994): “Just What This Country 

Needs: A Cock in a Frock on a Rock” 

4.3-a. A question of intention – drag’s relationship to the feminine 

 Drag performance has at best a complicated relationship to the cultural 

construction of femininity: critics argue alternately that drag tends toward misogyny and 

gynophilia
102

 or that it is an ultimately subversive (and thus progressive and potentially 
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liberatory) act in its potential to reveal the constructed nature of gender in general.
103

 The 

defining difference between these two perspectives seems to be the function that critics 

assign to drag performance within the film narrative, whether they assume the 

filmmaker’s intent is to create an ironic parody of femininity or to “defy victim-centred 

feminism by asserting the dominance of women in the universe” (Paglia 99) and effect a 

corresponding subversion of masculine dominance. Depending which interpretation a 

critic chooses, drag performance can be characterized as either a positive or a negative 

portrayal of gender transgression, as the readings I discuss in this section will 

demonstrate. 

 Tincknell and Chambers argue for the former, suggesting that the film reveals its 

misogynistic and gynophilic attitudes toward femininity and by extension, women, in its 

marginalization and/or exclusion of women from central plot developments: “[W]hile the 

film attempts to critique some aspects of the misogyny of drag culture, at the heart of the 

film are a profound gynophobia and a residual attachment to … traditional gender roles” 

(154). The focus throughout the film is on men and male bodies (even in the case of 

Bernadette, who though she identifies as a male-to-female transsexual, is clearly coded in 

a masculine way through actor Terence Stamp’s recognizability as a biological male) and 

privileges male experience at the expense of women’s experience: “[T]he marginalization 

of women is … complete. It is as though the transfer of the spectacular elements of the 

genre to male bodies is part of a greater process of exclusion” (152). Even when women 

do appear in the film, they are represented as a “threat or a source of fear” (154), which 
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ultimately gives narrative “power” to the male characters and their perspectives and 

positions them as the intended target of identification for the viewer. 

Tincknell and Chambers also point to the queens’ drag performances themselves 

as caricaturing the feminine: 

Throughout the film Tick and Adam foreground this performative 

relationship to femininity by their parodic stylization of it as grotesque … 

[and] a series of comic turns, from the “slags” of the Outback through 

prima-donna musical comedy stars to the American black southern 

"mammy." (153) 

Drag has subversive potential in its ability to reveal the constructed nature of gender, but 

in this case that potential is unrealized because the queens only perform versions of 

femininity that are meant to be read as “extreme” in their carefully crafted imitation of 

various cultural stereotypes of women. 

Brooks’ reading focuses less directly on film’s depiction of women in particular 

and more on what she views as its overall marginalization of transgender identity: 

Though these films offer a form of resistance to stereotypes and social 

attitudes, they ultimately reinforce the marginalization of transgenderism, 

thereby reducing their subversive potential (1) … Unfortunately, the 

power that [Priscilla] has to challenge gender and sexual constructions is 

lost in the overt racism and misogyny that it embraces, placing it once 

more within an exclusive masculinist and heterosexual paradigm. (3) 

She also argues that the film suggests the preferability of men as companions over 

women, citing repeated instances where the queens are granted access to spaces and 

levels of acceptance that are denied to “real” women (Shirl in the pub; Cynthia, Bob’s 

Filipina wife). Regarding drag performance specifically, Brooks says more than once that 

the film “turns transgenderism into a fetish” (5) by casting well-known heterosexual 
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actors to play the drag queens and depicting the queens as continually marginalized on 

the basis of their overt performance of gender transgression.  

 As a result of these “dual meanings” assigned to the characters, they “appear to 

maintain the boundaries of the cultural matrix that expels or denies alternate sexualities 

and identities” that Butler describes in the following terms: 

The cultural matrix through which gender identity has become intelligible 

requires that certain kinds of "identity" cannot "exist"--that is, those in 

which gender does not follow from sex and those in which the practices of 

desire do not "follow" from either sex or gender. "Follow" in this context 

is a political relation of entailment instituted by the cultural laws that 

establish and regulate the shape and meaning of sexuality. Indeed, 

precisely because certain kinds of "gender identities" fail to conform to 

those norms of cultural intelligibility, they appear only as developmental 

failures or logical impossibilities from within that domain. (1990: 17)  

Because the queens are both identifiable as real-life heterosexual men conducting a 

“performance” of transgender identity and shown within the film narrative to be socially 

marginalized, they are “able to exist within the film and outside of its parameters as well” 

(Brooks 5) and allow it to be commercially successful. 

 Finally, Phillips also reads drag performance as a caricature, describing the 

queens’ performance as a 

parody of femininity, a male joke for other men, that far from subverting 

masculinity, reinforces gender polarity through caricature and excess. … 

[W]e are never allowed to forget that beneath the carnivalesque mask of 

woman is a man. Indeed, much of the humor associated with drag depends 

on the audience’s awareness of this duality … The explicit campness of 

drag invites an ironic rather than a sympathetic reading of femininity, 

which is donned as a jester dons his fool’s cap and bells. (129) 
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The juxtaposition of masculine and feminine in drag performance is dominated by the 

appearance of the masculine, ever reminding viewers that the man is always ultimately in 

control, an idea which reinforces and serves the interests of heterosexist norms rather 

than challenging them. Drag also upholds heteronormativity through the audience’s 

ongoing recognition that it is only ever a performance and not intended to be read as 

“real,” a relationship more akin in stylistics to simile than metaphor. As Paul Ricoeur 

explains, “[N]o transferal of meaning takes place; all the words keep their meaning and 

the representations themselves remain distinct and coexist with an almost equal degree of 

intensity” (236). In other words, A (the act of cross-dressing) is like B (femininity), but 

does not ever actually become it, a mere likeness that retains its original underlying 

identity rather than replacing it with a new (and more threatening) one. 

 In contrast to these interpretations of drag as an ultimately negative portrayal of 

gender transgression, many scholars cite Butler’s conception of drag,
104

 which attempts 

to complicate readings that describe it as demeaning to women or reproductive of gender 

stereotypes. Instead, she argues,  

The performance of drag plays upon the distinction between the anatomy 

of the performer and the gender that is being performed. But we are 

actually in the presence of three contingent dimensions of significant 

corporeality: anatomical sex, gender identity, and gender performance … 
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 In the preface to the 1999 (revised) edition of Gender Trouble, Butler clarifies her view slightly, saying 

that her discussion of drag is “not precisely an example of subversion. It would be a mistake to take it as 

the paradigm of subversive action or, indeed, as a model for political agency” (xxiii). Rather, “Drag is an 

example that is meant to establish that ‘reality’ is not as fixed as we generally assume it to be. The purpose 

of the example is to expose the tenuousness of gender ‘reality’ in order to counter the violence performed 

by gender norms.” (xxv) Drag in itself is therefore not automatically subversive; theorists after Butler have 

simply used the example in the same way that Butler originally did: to point out its potential to actively 

counter expectations and norms about gender expression. 



186 
 

In imitating gender, drag implicitly reveals the imitative structure of 

gender itself – as well as its contingency. (1990: 187, emphasis in original) 

In another of her well-known essays, Butler counters the notion that drag represents the 

adoption of a gender that belongs “properly” to some other group; rather, drag 

performance reveals the imitative nature of all genders: 

Drag constitutes the mundane ways in which genders are appropriated, 

theatricalized, worn, and done; it implies that all gendering is a kind of 

impersonation and approximation. If this is true, it seems, there is no 

original or primary gender that drag imitates, but gender is a kind of 

imitation for which there is no original; in fact, it is a kind of imitation 

that produces the very notion of the original as an effect and consequence 

of the imitation itself. (1991: 313, emphasis in original) 

Drag, then, is not necessarily demeaning to women or reinforcing of stereotypes because 

such readings assume an erroneously simple connection between “imitation” and 

“original.” If some “original and authentic” version of femininity could be proven to 

exist, drag might then be read as demeaning or parodying this “reality” by audiences 

unimpressed with its similarity to that reality. 

However, Butler argues that there are no such “real” genders: gender is itself 

performative in that it “constitutes as an effect the very subject it appears to express. It is 

a compulsory performance in the sense that acting out of line with heterosexual norms 

brings with it ostracism, punishment, and violence” (1991: 314-15, emphasis in original). 

Newton also reveals the fabricating mechanisms that control the social construction of 

gender, arguing that drag performs a conceptual inversion that “effectively mocks both 

the expressive model of gender and the notion of a true gender identity” (Butler 1999: 

186), completely separating gender signification from the discourse of “truth and falsity”: 



187 
 

At its most complex, [drag] is a double inversion that says, “Appearance is 

an illusion.” Drag says, “[M]y ‘outside’ appearance is feminine, but my 

essence ‘inside’ [the body] is masculine. At the same time it symbolizes 

the opposite inversion; “[M]y appearance ‘outside’ [my body, my gender] 

is masculine but my essence ‘inside’ [myself] is feminine.” (Newton 103) 

In other words, drag highlights the questionable nature of both conceptions of gender 

identity, one that sees gender as becoming intelligible through an individual’s 

performance of it, and the other that sees gender as some essential internal “truth” that is 

shared by all members of a given gender category. The outcome of this inversion is to 

emphasize the impossibility of imagining gender in terms of a given gender expression’s 

relationship to “reality” or “unreality”; no such reality exists. In the next section, I shall 

discuss the relationship of this version of “gender trouble” to the queens’ social 

positioning within the various cultural and geographical spaces they inhabit in the film, 

examining the ways in which their queered gender identities are either mainstreamed or 

relegated to marginal status. 

4.3-b. In the center or at the margins? ‘Locating’ identity in the outback 

 In a move strikingly similar to both Transamerica and To Wong Foo, The 

Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert (referred to hereafter as Priscilla) follows 

the narrative structure of the road movie genre that I discussed in Chapter 3.
105

 Brooks 

argues that the queens’ “physical quest, in keeping with the road movie genre, 

synchronizes with a psychological journey” (1); Rama Venkatasawmy describes the road 

movie’s focus on “mobility and freedom…the impetus for this particular notion of 
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‘journeying’ is generally triggered by: the Escape motive—from country, from the city, 

the past, family, ‘home’, authority or enemies; the Quest motive—for people, places, 

‘home’, objects or understanding of self” (75), and Hilary Harris calls Priscilla “the most 

important road film of the last twenty years in Australia that has attempted to create a 

narrative in which the normally (or, perhaps nominally) separate discourses of 

indigeneity and immigrancy are both featured” (99). With its emphasis on the concept of 

movement, both physical and psychological, the road or journey motif is central to both 

the film’s plot and its thematic content, as I shall explain in this section. 

 Filmed on location and written by native Stephen Elliott, Priscilla is very much 

an Australian movie, yet it also managed to gain significant cultural footing as a cult 

classic in the U.S., placing it within the scope of this project. A large part of the film’s 

appeal in foreign markets may be due to this very separation: according to Alex Evans, 

Priscilla … enjoyed massive crossover commercial success, its 

“independent” pedigree and “foreign” status in the United States and 

United Kingdom (it was geographically, as well as subculturally, exotic) 

tending to foster the perception that the film had crossed over from a 

subcultural position to become the more mainstream hit it later was—we 

might propose that Priscilla’s perceived geographical separation from US 

cultural hegemony had the effect of bolstering its gay subcultural 

credibility. (43) 

Ann-Marie Cook points to the film’s often seemingly cruel and mean-spirited humor as 

indicative of its culture of origin, in which 

the national funny bone is tickled by jokes that appeal to black humour, 

anti-authoritarianism, irreverence and self-deprecation. Refusing to take 

anyone or anything too seriously and relying on humour to get through 

difficult circumstances are widely regarded as throwbacks to the nation’s 

brutal convict past. (11) 



189 
 

The film’s interactions between people of different national and sexual identities also 

parallel developments in 1990s Australian society: Harris argues that it “was made and 

released during a significant period in the distinct but related histories of indigenous and 

immigrant discourses” (99), and Tom O’Regan suggests that Priscilla’s treatment of 

homosexuality seems “sensible against the background of the Sydney Gay Mardi Gras as 

a nationally televised event in 1994, the acceptance of gays in the military, the treating of 

gay couples as families in the 1994 census, and an anti-discrimination campaign 

combating homophobia” (262). Finally, Jennings and Lomine suggest that Priscilla also 

indicates an important cultural shift in the depiction itself of queerness in Australian film, 

asserting that “filmic representation of queer characters remained securely within the 

closet until the 1990s” (146). 

 Conventions of the road film genre structure the film’s plot by creating an 

ongoing visual suture between the spatial (geographic) and the performance of gender: 

[T]ick, Adam, and Bernadette travel across Australia into the "empty 

space" of the Outback where they will be tested, both physically and 

emotionally. The challenging and potentially transformatory qualities of 

the desert are part of the visualization of this inner journey offered by 

striking and dramatic images of the landscape. (Tincknell and Chambers 

150) 

The generally hostile conditions of the Australian desert here serve as a metaphor for the 

difficulties the main characters have already undergone in their performances of gender 

and suggest that they will surely encounter more; three individual landscape shots 

position the characters as physically tiny and insignificant compared to the massive 
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topographies that surround them, in much the same way that hegemonic gender norms 

attempt to dwarf and render insignificant any deviations from an ideal standard. 

 Brooks connects this spatial metaphor to Kristeva’s abject, asserting that the 

characters’ repeated utterance, “Shit, shit, shit” in each of these shots inscribes them as 

abject figures, refusing the “forces, metonymically represented by the landscape, which 

seek to contain them within a binary frame” (2). Rather than remaining static and 

allowing their identities to be defined by or subsumed within the hostile landscape, 

though, the queens embrace movement, which earns them a degree of legitimacy, 

however brief it may be: 

In a “deviant” gesture of excess and transformation, Adam paints the bus 

lavender; Tick dresses in a lurid outfit of scaly green and dances in the 

wilderness--he refuses to blend into the landscape like the native “scaly” 

creatures with which the camera contrasts him. Bernadette, dressed in 

virginal flowing white, strikes off into the heart of the land; references to 

Picnic at Hanging Rock here are evident. These “girls,” however, will not 

be lost or displaced. Their constant movement opens up a space where 

nature/culture, man/woman, male/female, animal/human are blurred. (2) 

In their refusal to abandon their quest to reach Alice Springs, despite the mechanical 

obstacles that the rickety old bus continually creates, as well as their insistence on 

maintaining their gender-transgressing identities, regardless of how these identities are 

received by the backwards townsfolk they encounter, the queens embody the spirit of 

progress that defines the road movie, as the film’s conclusion brings them to the 

achievement of both their geographic and psychological goals.  
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 To further suture the main characters with the abject and emphasize their visual 

marginality, Brooks highlights the film’s early placement of the characters only in 

“interior” spaces: 

Visually and spatially they are confined to interiors: clubs, dressing rooms, 

a telephone box, and domestic spaces in inner city Sydney. A brief funeral 

scene, the first exterior space, further displaces the transgendered subjects 

to the periphery of the social world by aligning them with death--the 

ultimate in "abjection" (Kristeva 3-5). The corpse being buried is a … 

reminder of the fragile boundaries that demarcate death and life. Similarly, 

the transgendered figure also hovers at the threshold between a series of 

opposites, blurring borders and destabilizing the boundaries between self 

and other. (2) 

In their association with the abject, the queens are thus able to remain figuratively 

“outside” of the cultural matrix and refrain from disrupting it; the “transgressions” they 

do commit throughout the narrative are always viewed in a comedic manner, the framing 

of that comedy always governed by a “specular” recognition of what counts as 

“normality.”
106

 

 A final example of the connection between spatiality and marginalization occurs 

in the scene where the queens enter the bar at the Palace Hotel, where they arrive tired 

and cranky after a long day of traversing various geographic locations. Some critics
107

 

read this scene as indicative of the film’s gynophobic tendencies, and while I do not 

entirely disagree with this characterization, I find the exchange more relevant to a 

discussion of how the queens negotiate various cultural spaces within the diegesis and 
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what leads to them being either accepted or marginalized. As Bernadette seats herself at 

the bar and very politely asks for a “Stoli and tonic, a Bloody Mary, and a lime daiquiri, 

please” (certainly an uncommon drink order in this small mining camp pub), Shirl, a 

stereotypical angry butch lesbian, enters and snarls at the trio, “Well look what the cat 

dragged in.  What have we got here, eh? A couple of showgirls.  Where did you ladies 

come in from?  Uranus?  We’ve got nothing here for people like you.”  

 It certainly seems difficult to avoid reading Bernadette’s response as gynophobic, 

violent as its imagery is, and issuing as it does from a person lacking the mentioned 

anatomy. Without missing a beat, she retorts, “Now listen here, you mullet.   Why don’t 

you just light your tampon and blow your box apart, because that’s the only bang you’re 

ever going to get, sweetheart.” The entire assembled crowd, men and women alike, bursts 

into spontaneous laughter, instantly affirming the queens’ place within the temporary 

social structure. Emily Rustin sees this laughter at Shirl’s expense as allowing the men, a 

category that in this case, includes the drag queens, to bond by “affirming the humiliation 

of the local woman” (140), and Champagne points to the “sharing in this put-down of a 

woman by a former man” (83). In this case, the drag queens’ transgressive identity and 

appearance becomes less important than their participation in another set of cultural 

norms, what Cook terms the “brutal nature of Australian humour … [which] is predicated 

upon generating laughs at the expense of others” and not necessarily an example of the 

film’s attempt to single out one particular group to abuse (1); ultimately it is Shirl who is 

marginalized, not as a lesbian but as a performer of bigotry herself, and the queens who 

are accepted. As Brooks argues, 
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A crude joke at [Shirl’s] expense … allows the three drag queens to blend 

into the crowd, sharing drinks, makeup tips, and history. Bernadette's 

"male" name "Ralph" is revealed in this scene, thereby permitting her 

participation and presence in masculine activities. So, despite the exotic 

presence and experience of the cross-dressers and the social relations that 

develop, they do not threaten the masculinity that dominates the pub. (3) 

Cook explicitly refutes the reading of this scene as indicative of the film’s overall 

misogyny or gynophobia, arguing that it actually discourages discord between 

marginalized characters: “[I]ll-will between socially marginalised, queer characters is 

symbolically punished in the narrative, thus I find it hard to accept the claim that the 

film’s articulation of stereotypes represents an endorsement of either misogyny or white 

male privilege” (9). 

4.3-c. Which camp is the best camp? The limitations of camp theorization 

 A common issue raised by critics about any film featuring queer content is the 

question of the film’s relationship to a so-called “queer authenticity.” Film critics often 

subject the films they review to comparison, often between the film and the perceived 

norms and conventions of the genre to which it belongs; action films are evaluated based 

on the quality of their explosions, special effects, and car chases; romantic comedies are 

judged in terms of how well they execute standard romantic tropes and achieve a fairy-

tale ending. 

Queerness in film, on the other hand, is not confined to a particular genre; queer 

characters and themes can appear in virtually any film, thus escaping subjection to some 

set of norms dubbed “conventions of the queer film.” As a result of this lack of clear 

generic boundaries, a film’s perceived queerness is most often compared to the critic’s 
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(or perhaps, the viewer’s) internal sense of what “authentic” or “real” queerness looks 

like. As Cook points out, “[I]t is … important to question the extent to which claims 

about negative representations [of queerness] are actually a function of the critic’s own 

worldview rather than an index of the film’s ideological stance” (6, emphasis added). As I 

suggested in earlier chapters, the term “queer” is itself inclusive of a wide variety of 

identities, lifestyles, and ideological positions; as Alexander Doty explains, 

Queer was not only meant to acknowledge that there are many different 

ways to be gay or lesbian, but also to encompass and define other sexually 

defined minorities for whom the labels homosexual and/or heterosexual 

were less than adequate: bisexuals, cross-dressers, transgendered people, 

interracial couples whether homosexual or heterosexual, disabled 

sexualities, sadomasochistic sexualities whether homosexual or 

heterosexual, etc. (2004: 5) 

This multiplicity makes the task of deciding if a film is “sufficiently queer” or “correctly 

queer” an ultimately pointless one: a single individual’s personal criteria for queer 

authenticity would seem to hold no more weight than those of any other single individual, 

thus rendering a judgment of a film as a “good” or “bad” portrayal of queerness arbitrary 

and meaningless. 

One common methodology for appraising queer films is to apply the framework 

of camp, or camp sensibility, a term that has persisted in pop culture discourse since the 

publication of Susan Sontag’s landmark 1964 essay, “Notes on Camp.”
108

 Sontag 

distinguishes between what she calls “naïve camp” and deliberate “camping,” 

establishing a clear prioritization and order of authenticity in camp performance; Alex 
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Evans humorously points to this hierarchy’s obvious potential to create debates over 

which (or whose) camp is the “best” camp: “From this point on, critics have wielded 

handbags at dawn over who can find a more authentic version than the last” (47). 

Interestingly, Sontag attempted to sever the connection between camp and 

homosexuality: she never even used the word “gay” in her essay, describing camp instead 

as “something of a private code, a badge of identity even, among small urban cliques.” 

Since then, however, various critics have re-established this link; Jack Babuscio 

describes it as a “gay sensibility” that finds articulation through irony, aestheticism, 

theatricality and humour and is rooted in a feeling of being at odds with the social 

mainstream where heterosexuality is “normal, natural, healthy behavior” while 

homosexuality is defined as “abnormal, unnatural, sick behavior” (121). Richard Dyer 

highlights camp’s unique ability to function as a weapon against the assumptions and 

practices that define the norm in mainstream society: “[Camp] is precisely a weapon 

against the mystique surrounding art, royalty and masculinity: … it demystifies by 

playing up the artifice by means of which such things as these retain their hold on the 

majority of the population” (52). 

Cook argues that camp is an inherently political concept, despite some critics’ 

misunderstanding of its aesthetic as merely shallow and mocking humor that fails to take 

some things as seriously as it should, suggesting that “[t]he trouble with this view is that 

it overlooks the fact that humour and superficiality can form the basis for social critique 

just as powerfully as serious drama does” (13). The basis of this power lies in camp’s 
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combining of what Cook terms “surface-level wit” and what Babuscio labels “underlying 

hostility and fear […] imbued with self-hate and self-derogation” (128). This hostility is 

directed at two sources simultaneously; first, at the society that would prevent gays from 

achieving equal status; secondly, in an inward direction, fostering ambivalence about gay 

people’s own bodies and the qualities therein that alienate them from the mainstream. 

With its focus on disrupting mainstream norms, camp does seem an ideal frame 

within which to examine film portrayals of queerness; however, Evans summarizes the 

potentially interminable nature of the type of camp theorizing that seeks to identify 

certain texts or practices as “more” or “less” camp than others, and thus more or less 

authentic, a practice that proliferated among gay liberation theorists in the 1970s
109

: 

In practice, assignments of camp authenticity, or ontological status as 

“camp” to certain texts, and not to others, are far from arbitrary; however, 

such assignments are remarkably complex. Fitting them into “logical” or 

critical/theoretical frameworks of spectatorship and cultural production 

arguably tests these theories to the point of crisis. … [C]amp tends to 

appear, or not to appear, in oddly disjointed, strangely discontinuous 

situations, which makes the holistic theorization of camp all the more 

unmanageable. (48) 

The task, then should perhaps be not to determine whether a text is authentically camp or 

not, as this distinction is so inherently problematic, but instead to examine the ways that a 

text uses the discourse and practice of camp to advocate some ideological positions and 

critique others. 

                                                           
109

 See, for example, Babuscio (2004); Andrew Britton, “For Interpretation: Notes Against Camp,” Gay 

Left 7 (Winter 1978/79), rpt. in Cleto 136–42; Moe Meyer, “Introduction: Reclaiming the Discourse of 

Camp,” The Politics and Poetics of Camp (London: Routledge, 1994) 1–28. 



197 
 

Virtually all applications of camp sensibility to texts’ queerness raise the same 

underlying question which is perhaps the most important one, focusing on how a text 

may be actually read by an audience, as opposed to how one critic may arbitrarily apply 

a set of criteria to it: as Evans puts it, “what are queers supposed to do with … cinema?” 

(49, emphasis in original). The essence of this question concerns the role of spectators 

themselves, and queer spectators in particular, in the reading (or, to use Mulvey’s term, 

the “looking”) process: they have the capacity to produce what Doty calls “historically 

specific cultural readings and uses of texts by self-identified gays, lesbians, bisexuals, 

queers” (xi), which produce responses in viewers that might be widely disparate in their 

degree of approval or disapproval of the text’s portrayal of queerness. 

4.3-d. Queer reception: how queer is Priscilla, really? 

 As one example of evaluating film in terms of how it attempts to disrupt 

heterosexist norms (or fails to do so) and what a viewer’s response might be, Evans 

points to an interview Patrick Swayze gave after To Wong Foo’s release that emphasized 

his perception of the film’s adherence to heteronormative customs, those that foreground 

the nuclear family and minimize sexuality in particular: “For me, it’s a drag queen movie 

that reinstates family values … We could never let this movie be about addressing sexual 

issues … It had to be about people … you [put] sex … in a drag queen movie and you’re 

gonna alienate 98 percent of your audience” (qtd. in Shulman). Despite its very apparent 

use of camp imagery (the queens’ exaggerated speech patterns, gestures, and wardrobes), 

in this reading the film fails to effect a “real” disruption of heterosexist norms in its 
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apparent privileging of a family-centered, sexless version of gay (drag) identity, which 

seems to echo Duggan’s assertion that homonormativity features queer people doing their 

best to “act straight.” 

 Despite the claim that Priscilla is overall a “queerer” film than To Wong Foo and 

the very vocal praise it received from members of the LGBT community, many critics 

lambasted it for the same flaws attributed to Kidron’s film, calling it a “racist, sexist and 

homophobic narrative” (Farrell) and a “limited, old-fashioned and unconvincing 

depiction of a drag show trio” (Mast). Others saw the film as “playing along with 

antiseptic myths about the delights of the gay lifestyle [while] paper[ing] over the 

difficulties of homosexuality” (Breen), arguing that “[t]he more radical queer viewers 

might have seen the film as another example of fag caricatures—little more than a gay 

minstrel show” (Murray), much like Kane’s criticism of To Wong Foo’s parallels with the 

minstrel tradition. Chris Straayer refers specifically to the film’s reconfiguring of the 

definition of family, suggesting that it “not only deconstructs a very odd nuclear family, 

but constructs an alternative queer family” (182), a potentially queer reading that Evans 

“straightens” by again likening Priscilla to Kidron’s film: “Deconstruction it may be … 

but the focus remains ‘family,’ and as such, Priscilla too might be considered as a film 

that reinstates ‘family values’” (45). 

While American queer politics remain divided on the issue of how much cultural 

importance membership within a family should hold (some feminists, for example, have 

valued the liberation of women from the family, while others, like Cheshire Calhoun, 
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advocate the liberation of women (and queers) into the family), the idea that a nuclear 

family is the most important or most “legitimate” type of community originates very 

much within heterosexist culture. In either case, a queer perspective can allow for at least 

a critical examination of, in Doty’s words, “both straight and non-straight sexualities in 

order to deconstruct the ways and means that patriarchal hegemony constructs and 

maintains the idea that only one sexuality (married-straight-white-man-on-top-of-woman-

sex-for-procreation-only) is normal and desirable” (2004: 5-6). 

 The denial and erasure of queer sexuality is also cited as a feature that makes 

Priscilla less queer than it might be, particularly by critics like Evans, who attribute that 

erasure to a commercial desire to make film in general more “palatable” to mainstream 

audiences: “[T]here is certainly no denying that the … asexual nature of the drag queens 

[in To Wong Foo] means that the film is less likely to offend Middle America … 

[C]ertain gay subcultural reviews suggested that ‘Hollywood’ had rendered the film 

palatable by making the drag queens eschew sexual contact (e.g., Shulman)” (45). Even 

with its subcultural status relative to To Wong Foo, Priscilla also provides a portrait of 

homosexuality with questionable similarity to real gay identity:  

Priscilla is a curious example of a film which is both very “gay” and very 

straight. Raucous drag queens, fierce frocks, blue language, and a hilarious 

collision of Sydney Culture with Outback Nature—but no homosexuality, 

thank you very much. Only Terence Stamp’s sour and feisty transsexual 

Bernadette (i.e. a “woman”) is allowed a hint of a sex life … The nearest 

Priscilla comes to same-sex contact is when Felicia … is nearly raped by 

a queerbasher … [Likewise, Pearce’s] hammy queening … serves to 

remind that he is dissimulating—it’s really nice Guy Pearce—the straight 

surfer dude out of Neighbours. (Simpson 152–53) 
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This description calls to mind both Calhoun’s gay displacement and camp 

sensibility: to gain access to the public sphere, gays and lesbians are forced to adopt an 

apparent heterosexuality, using the techniques that Yoshino terms converting, covering, 

and/or passing to achieve this public persona; such adoption necessarily eliminates the 

possibility for open expression of an explicitly gay sexuality. Cook provides a reading of 

Simpson’s “hilarious collision” that she argues has been largely overlooked by critics, 

citing the (camp) humor created by the irony of its “incongruous situations,” such as 

the presence of elaborately dressed drag queens from Sydney in quiet, 

traditional bush towns and Aboriginal people disco dancing with the 

queens in the middle of the Outback. This incongruity generates laughs 

whilst providing a basis for exchanges between characters who represent 

marginalised social groups. (14) 

The same images that some read as homophobic and racist provide the basis for Cook’s 

claim of the film’s campness: at the same time that the queens feel hostility toward the 

heteronormative system that places them at its margins, which they express through their 

over-the-top comportment, they occasionally encounter hostility from members of other 

groups that are also marginalized (Shirl, Bob’s wife Cynthia). As Brooks puts it, the 

film’s performances “have clear camp overtones allowing for simultaneous parody of the 

structures that exclude transgendered figures while acknowledging their power” (3). 

On other occasions, however, the queens find acceptance and assistance where 

they least expect it, from the very traditionally heterosexual Australian “mate” Bob, who 

makes the first repairs to the bus and then accompanies the queens on the rest of their 

journey to Alice Springs, even forming a romantic relationship with Bernadette, and from 

the group of aboriginal people who rescue them from another mechanical transportation 
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failure and eventually join the queens in their lip-synched performance of Gloria 

Gaynor’s “I Will Survive,” producing a mash-up of pop and tribal music, stage make-up 

and costumes and indigenous cultural rituals that it seems difficult to label as anything 

other than queer. As Cook states, “the blending of traditional dance and the didgeridoo 

with the modern disco sound implies a mutuality between Aboriginal and drag cultures 

that appreciates both in equal measure” (10). An audience’s reception of this performance 

relies on its ability to focus on the scene’s thematic elements rather than its (surface) 

visual ones: ultimately, it promotes the idea of cross-cultural cooperation and acceptance 

using the camp aesthetic of ironic or unexpected juxtaposition. 

Overall, even critics who acknowledge the troubling nature of Priscilla’s at least 

occasional privileging of heterosexist norms tend to agree that camp ultimately functions 

within the film to disrupt those norms and/or account for the possibility of sexual and 

gender fluidity. According to Cook, “Sexuality and gender are … framed as modes of 

performance in a challenge to mainstream assumptions about identity and normality” 

(15), and Jennings and Lomine observe that 

the creation of the three main protagonists who so clearly disrupt 

hegemonic notions of a stable trinity between sex, gender and sexuality 

invited audiences to question their own perceptions of Australian identities 

and lifestyles. Pre-conceived notions of the relationship of the mainstream 

to the margins become destabilised by putting these three characters at the 

centre of the narrative. (146) 

Champagne asserts that the very subject matter of the film is campy in its emphasis on 

style, surface appearance, and irony, and Tincknell and Chambers agree that “this 

campness … also makes it ‘queer,’ for it is through a camp discourse that the possibility 
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of sexual and gender fluidity is popularly mediated” (151). Regardless of the nature of a 

viewer’s final interpretation of Elliott’s film, it seems difficult to completely overlook the 

many examples it contains of overt camp that seem more concerned with questioning 

mainstream cultural values than upholding them. 

4.4. Conclusion 

 Upon its release in American theaters, To Wong Foo met with somewhat 

lukewarm reception; audiences widely dismissed it as simply “the American Priscilla” 

(see Woodruff; Floyd; Murray 77) or worse, a “rip-off of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert” 

(Floyd). As Evans points out, 

Indeed, a very particular myth formed early on—that To Wong Foo was, 

specifically, a remake of Priscilla (e.g., Woodruff) … Despite common 

perceptions, [it was not]. The two were in almost parallel production, … a 

factor of some concern to the makers of Priscilla … (Clark 88). The 

coincidence of the two appears to have been an accident of fate/market—

due, no doubt, to the … omnipresent mania about drag in the early 1990s. 

(42-43) 

Both films have been accused of featuring toned-down or softened versions of queer 

gender or sexual identity, mostly out of a desire to increase their chances of commercial 

success within a mainstream market. Unfortunately, this very strategy may have ensured 

at least the partial alienation of queer viewers, whose identities they purported to portray:  

To Wong Foo’s publicity was widely directed at mainstream audiences … 

alongside more subculturally oriented marketing in gay sources. [These] 

volleys toward the queer subcultural audience might have been 

significantly damaged, however, by the thrust of their mainstream 

parallels. Indeed, aspects of To Wong Foo’s publicity campaign did little 

to endear themselves to the gay market. (Evans 44) 
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Still, both films fit within the larger trend toward progressive images of identity in 1990s 

cinema, rendering visible that which was previously closeted. 

Champagne even argues for Priscilla’s potential to create a positive response in 

gay male viewers in particular as a result of its emphasis on musical and dance 

performance: 

[T]he nightly ritual of attending the disco was central to post-Stonewall 

pre-AIDS gay white male urban culture … Priscilla … focus[es] on the 

rehearsal process itself, and [is] reminiscent of the hours we spent 

practicing the latest dance moves in our basements in preparation for that 

evening's dance contest. (72) 

He also suggests the pleasurable associations gay men might experience between both 

films and the classic musical genre with its embedded “utopian fantasies,” the 

“energy” of the musical contrasting with the paucity of affect one must 

assume to pass as “straight” and “masculine,” a sense of “community” 

contrasting with the isolation felt by many gay men in their daily lives, the 

“intensity” and “transparency” of performance style contrasting with the 

duplicity of life in the closet, and so forth … [M]usicals seem to have 

provided some gay men with a device for fabricating a rich and sustaining 

utopian mythology in response to their shared sense of oppression. (73) 

A number of the critics quoted in this chapter highlight both films’ emphasis on the 

acceptance of diversity, some even characterizing it as their central message. In any case, 

we must certainly acknowledge that something significant has indeed shifted in 

contemporary American culture, which has allowed gender-transgressing figures to 

escape out of the closet and the annals of psychiatric literature and onto the big (and 

small) screen as worthy subjects for mass cultural consumption. 
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CONCLUSION 

 When I began this project, I had in mind the lofty goal of creating a complete 

history of transgender representation in late-20
th

-century American film, grouping the 

films into the very simple categories of “good” and “bad” representation. As I actually 

started analyzing and comparing the films, however, it quickly became evident that this 

framework would fail to contain the theoretical moves I wanted to make, first because the 

list of transgender-themed films was long enough to preclude an in-depth reading of each 

individual movie, and second because my initial “good” and “bad” categories were far 

too simplistic to account for the degree of nuance that exists in cinematic portrayals of 

gender transgression. As I have endeavored to point out in my readings, no film is 

entirely good or entirely bad; films that seem on the surface to be highly transgressive 

actually uphold some of society’s most conservative mainstream values, and others that 

appear to be mere reproductions of the most clichéd gender/racial/sexual stereotypes 

contain some of the queerest moments. To complete this dissertation, I will review the 

major questions I have attempted to address as well as suggesting directions for further 

research and scholarship, which I hope will continue to examine the relationship between 

representation and ideology and the cultural work that is possible for film to do, 

conveying knowledge as well as new paradigms for looking at the world in terms of 

gender.  

 I began by suggesting that many films have associated transgender identity with 

various forms of monstrosity and/or deviancy, alternately depicting transgendered people 
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as murdering sociopaths, aliens, pathetic victims, or farcical caricatures. Such portrayals 

tended to focus on the marking of difference between transgendered and cisgendered 

people, participating in what Cheshire Calhoun terms displacement, effectively erasing 

transgendered identity from the public sphere and relegating it to marginal status when 

acknowledging it at all. I provided a brief summary of recent scholarship that has 

suggested complete abolition of the binary gender system with its acknowledged inability 

to account for the actual diversity that exists in real gender identities, suggesting that a 

collective societal progression toward this end would help facilitate the elimination of 

transphobic “words and deeds” from contemporary American culture. 

 In my analyses of four selected films featuring transgender or gender-

transgressive identities, I wanted to answer two questions: first, what qualities contribute 

to a progressive portrayal of transgender identity, and second, what response(s) do such 

portrayals have the potential to create in their audiences? The films I chose to analyze 

depict very different versions of gender transgression, transsexuality on what we might 

term one “extreme end” of the spectrum of mind-body symmetry with respect to gender, 

and drag queen performance on the other, which relies for its intelligibility on the 

viewer’s knowledge that the performance is “just for show” and generally assumed not to 

indicate an individual’s desire to undergo physiological transformation. 

In Transamerica and Normal, both of which feature transsexual protagonists, I 

suggested that positive portrayal depends largely upon a film’s depiction of behavior that 

overtly transgresses heterosexist norms and binary gender roles, the degree to which it 
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shows the protagonist’s acceptance within a stable family or community and avoids 

exploiting transgender identity for merely comic purposes, and the effects that the gender 

transition process has on the people around the protagonist. Transamerica broke new 

ground by featuring a transsexual protagonist in a fairly mainstream film and casting a 

well-known actress to play the role, thus potentially achieving the educational or 

knowledge-dissemination function I mentioned above. However, because of its 

exploitative tendency to trivialize the difficulties of transgender identity for comedic 

purposes and its rigid adherence to the binary gender system, the film ultimately falls 

short of being an overall progressive and positive portrayal of transgender identity.

 Normal, on the other hand, does show the protagonist performing overtly 

transgressive gender behaviors, and much of the narrative focuses on how Roy’s 

transition into Ruth affects not only herself, but her family and community. Placing the 

film within the cultural milieu of rural white America creates a sense of the uncanny in 

the viewer by juxtaposing all of the familiar trappings of Midwestern conservatism with 

the very unfamiliar depiction of a middle-aged man who suddenly reveals that he has 

spent his entire life up to this point “in the wrong body.” The film shows both Roy’s 

family and community’s initial resistance to his revelation and their eventual acceptance 

of it, which is at first grudging and reluctant, and then, eventually, driven by genuine love 

and compassion. While Bree undergoes almost her entire transition before the film even 

begins, the viewer follows Roy through the entire process, thus receiving a more 

complete picture of what it “looks like” to come out as a transsexual in the midst of 

small-town conservative values. 
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In a seemingly very different manifestation of gender-transgressive identity, To 

Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything, Julie Newmar and The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen 

of the Desert each feature three male drag queen protagonists and chronicle the trio’s 

road trip that ends with both a final and long-awaited stage performance and the 

resolution of the characters’ various psychological journeys. Priscilla was released first, 

leading some critics to assume that To Wong Foo was merely an Americanized remake of 

the Australian film that achieved cult status both at home and abroad; however, this claim 

was eventually proven false and the films’ similarity attributed to coincidence. I chose to 

contrast the portrayals of transsexuals and drag queens because of the significant features 

of gender’s constructed nature that is revealed in both films: with her excess of pink 

accessories, Bree’s performance of femininity reads as no less constructed than both trios 

of queens’ donning of extraordinarily flamboyant clothing and make-up, and both 

“performances” are met with varying degrees of hostility by ignorant individuals and 

groups.  

To Wong Foo employs a great number of the stereotypical features attributed to 

gay men and drag queens; Vida, Noxema, and Chi Chi are all flamboyant in their 

femininity, and their behavior and conduct is ultimately monitored and regulated by the 

white, heteronormative force represented by Vida, the group’s generally unquestioned 

leader. As I pointed out in Chapter 4, the film also makes use of a number of troubling 

racial stereotypes that make even its attempt to advocate tolerance and acceptance 

ultimately ineffective; the queens’ separation from each other as well as from the 

townspeople with whom they interact is continually framed in racial terms. The film’s 
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conclusion ultimately upholds both heteronormativity and whiteness, both decidedly un-

queer constructions.  

Priscilla, on the other hand, portrays gay identity and drag performance in slightly 

more nuanced terms, showing the queens out of costume as much or more as it shows 

them in it, reinforcing the idea that drag is in one sense contained within the temporal 

(and geographic) space of the stage show (when not onstage and in costume, Mitzi and 

Felicia appear at least visually to be “just” Tick and Adam). Bernadette queers this 

boundary, however, by being a transsexual who performs as a drag queen, once again 

collapsing the boundary between performance and identity and providing a much more 

complex examination of gender than that provided by To Wong Foo. 

The question of “where to go from here” is always an important one, especially in 

a project that has attempted to trace the evolution of a given cultural phenomenon. This 

dissertation has taken some of the early steps toward achieving Dvorsky and Hughes’s 

postgenderist society, pointing out the moments in even seemingly mainstream films that 

perform active interrogation or disruption of heterosexist ideologies. Film portrayals 

alone cannot change the world; the path toward real change lies in what audiences do 

after they leave the movie theater, whether they allow film to alter their existing 

perception of the world and how gender functions within it or cling even more fervently 

to their existing narrow beliefs about gender and sexuality, ignoring the lessons that film 

has to teach. Filmmakers have the ability, by nature of their craft, to engage with the 

world around them, and present their audiences with problematized and complex 
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negotiations between frequently conflicting belief structures. As long as filmmakers 

continue to expand their representations of gender and actively question existing 

hierarchical structures, viewers must continue to absorb, process, and ideally, share the 

ideologies in films that suggest a permanent abandonment of the two-gender system and 

adoption of a much broader concept of what it means in modern society to be a gendered 

human being. 
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