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Introduction

In a recent JCMS In Focus dossier on “Cripping Cinema and Media Studies,” 
Elizabeth Ellcessor and Bill Kirkpatrick persuasively argue that centering 
a disability perspective in cinema and media studies means far more than 
looking for “the cripple in the text.” Rather, it is about “decentering the phys-
ically and cognitively ‘normal’ character, the ‘normal’ viewer, the ‘normal’ 
producer, and so on.”1 This critical attention to how the dynamics of power 
and normalization construct not only the content but also the form, recep-
tion, and production of media texts has profound implications for every 
aspect of cinema and media studies.

Inspired by Ellcessor and Kirkpatrick’s call to approach cinema and 
media studies through the lenses of disability and able- bodiedness, we ask, 
What happens to cinema and media studies when we center trans, Two Spirit, 
nonbinary, intersex, and gender- nonconforming people, perspectives, and 
cultural production? What becomes possible when we bring theoretical, his-
torical, and aesthetic approaches from the burgeoning interdisciplinary field 
of transgender studies to cinema and media studies?

Sam Feder’s recent documentary Disclosure (2020) explores some of the 
paradoxes of the history of trans representation in Hollywood. The film 
presents a litany of negative stereotypes from the beginnings of cinema 
and television to today but also a chorus of trans media creators describing 
the complexity of their viewing experiences. It calls for the greater visibility 
of trans people but at the same time admits that increased visibility often 
results in greater vulnerability to violence. As Alfred L. Martin Jr. notes in his 
introduction to the JCMS In Focus dossier on “Race- ing Media Industry and 
Production Studies,” “More representation is [also] a relatively easy target 
to hit.”2 Transgender people are certainly visible in our current moment. 

1 Elizabeth Ellcessor and Bill Kirkpatrick, “Studying Disability for a Better Cinema 
and Media Studies,” JCMS: Journal of Cinema and Media Studies 58, no. 4 (2019): 
140, https://doi.org/10.1353/cj.2019.0043.

2 Alfred L. Martin Jr., “Introduction,” JCMS: Journal of Cinema and Media Studies 60, 
no. 1 (2020): 135, https://doi.org/10.1353/cj.2020.0066.

https://doi.org/10.1353/cj.2019.0043
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But who gets to make trans images at all— and what is the function of those 
images once they circulate in culture?

When we survey cinema and media scholarship on “trans” topics, we 
notice a number of tropes that sometimes limit the inquiry taking place at 
this intersection:

• Media scholars write about transgender cinema and media without 
engaging work by transgender scholars or from the field of trans-
gender studies. A few articles, book chapters, or concepts (e.g., Jack 
Halberstam’s “transgender look”) therefore become the ubiquitous 
referents for all of trans cinema and media studies.3

• A handful of well- known and mostly cisgender- authored works— 
such as The Crying Game (Neil Jordan, 1992), Boys Don’t Cry (Kim-
berly Peirce, 1999), Transparent (Amazon Prime Video, 2014– 
2019), Tangerine (Sean Baker, 2015), and, most recently, Pose (FX, 
2018– 2021)— stand in for transgender cinema and media writ large. 
This narrow framing excludes thousands of media texts made by 
transgender artists as well as more interesting and less familiar works 
by cisgender media producers.

• Media scholars reproduce a critically flat approach to studying rep-
resentation that is chiefly interested in identifying “good” and “bad” 
depictions of transgender identities. Scholars using this approach 
then spend more time criticizing stereotypes in mainstream media 
than discovering or elevating alternatives. Similarly, scholars assume 
that older cinema and media texts have nothing to offer critically 
because they contain “negative” representations. In doing so, 
scholars tend to reproduce problematic patterns of avoiding “bad” 
or “outdated” objects that are also present in the study of racial 
representation.4

• Scholars celebrate more and “better” transgender representations 
in mainstream media without considering the intersectional limits 
and risks of visibility for actual transgender bodies, as explored 
by trans filmmaker Sam Feder, media scholar- activist Alex Juhasz, 
and others.5

• Scholars treat queer theories and methods as if they are sufficient for 
understanding transgender phenomena without considering critical 
differences between these approaches, key divergences in the theo-

3 Jack Halberstam, “The Transgender Gaze in Boys Don’t Cry,” Screen 42, no. 3 (2001): 
294– 298; and Jack Halberstam, “The Transgender Look,” in In a Queer Time and 
Place: Transgender Bodies, Subcultural Lives (New York: New York University Press, 
2005), 76– 96.

4 Ella Shohat and Robert Stam, “Stereotype, Realism and the Struggle over Repre-
sentation,” in Unthinking Eurocentrism: Multiculturalism and the Media (New York: 
Routledge, 1994), 178– 219.

5 See Sam Feder and Alexandra Juhasz, “Does Visibility Equal Progress? A Conver-
sation on Trans Activist Media,” Jump Cut: A Review of Contemporary Media 57 
(Summer 2016), https://www.ejumpcut.org/archive/jc57.2016/- Feder 
- JuhaszTran sActivism/index.html; Aren Aizura, “Introduction,” South Atlantic Quar-
terly 116, no. 3 (2017): 606– 611; and Tourmaline, Eric A. Stanley, and Johanna Burton, 
eds., Trap Door: Trans Cultural Production and the Politics of Visibility (Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 2017).

https://www.ejumpcut.org/archive/jc57.2016/-Feder-JuhaszTransActivism/index.html
https://www.ejumpcut.org/archive/jc57.2016/-Feder-JuhaszTransActivism/index.html
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retical assessment of sexuality vs. gender, or the historical tensions 
between gay and lesbian and transgender politics.6

• In general, scholars treat instances of transgender as if a singular 
theoretical or analytic approach will apply, when in reality “trans” is a 
complex and intersectional set of phenomena.

In response to these prevailing trends, we chose for this In Focus to 
solicit short essays that describe visions and versions of what cinema and 
media scholarship informed by transgender studies— and, more broadly, by 
the experiences and insights of trans people and scholars— could be. What 
does transgender studies mean for the field of cinema and media studies? 
What are the vital differences between queer and trans methods and modes 
of critique? What are the key transgender studies texts that should inform 
a new era of media scholarship? What could a genuinely trans cinema and 
media studies be and do? And why is such a trans cinema and media studies 
important to practice in our current moment and moving forward?

In this In Focus, we present scholarly responses to these questions 
that address silent and contemporary cinema, video shorts, video games, 
video art, and trans- produced pornography. Beginning the dossier, media 
scholar and curator Eliza Steinbock suggestively declares that “trans stud-
ies is media studies, and media studies is (or could be) trans studies.” What 
happens when we consider the body “a prime form of media”? Film scholar 
and filmmaker Rox Samer takes readers back to key figures in the field of 
film studies— Charlie Chaplin, André Bazin, and Tom Gunning— to reread 
Chaplin’s lauded “plastic ontology” in relation to contemporary trans and 
nonbinary affect.7 Samer explores how recent trans scholarship can help us 
re- experience this most classic of film figures. Conversely, film archivist and 
librarian Magnus Berg urges readers to look beyond the small set of theatri-
cally released feature films that have constituted “trans cinema” for scholars 
and critics and toward the hundreds of trans- made movies shown at the San 
Francisco Transgender Film Festival in the late 1990s, including a significant 
amount of trans- made pornography. Berg describes the danger that collec-
tions like these face, as VHS tapes deteriorate and archives face a litany of 
legal and financial challenges to preserving them or making them widely 
accessible through digitization and/or streaming.

Horror film scholar Dan Vena and his former student Islay Burgess dis-
cuss one of the pressing generational tensions in the trans community— what 
to do with “bad” trans media, especially the long tradition of horror films 
with monstrous gender- bending villains. Vena describes his discomfort with 
his students’ tendency to want to throw away or forget older trans represen-
tations that are not in line with their politics, while Burgess explains what 
motivates these impulses and how younger transgender media consumers 
express against- the- grain reading practices in forms not always legible to 

6 Cáel M. Keegan, “Transgender Studies, or How to Do Things with Trans*,” in The 
Cambridge Companion to Queer Studies, ed. Siobhan B. Somerville (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2020), 66– 78.

7 Tom Gunning, “Chaplin and the Body of Modernity,” Early Popular Visual Culture 8, 
no. 3 (August 2010): 238.
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their professors. Communication scholars TJ Billard and Erique Zhang, the 
founding directors of the Center for Applied Transgender Studies, suggest 
methods for pushing past impasses in feminist and queer approaches to 
media, arguing for a sociology of culture approach that explores the specific-
ity of the creation and reception of trans- produced digital media.

This dossier also places trans cinema scholarship in conversation with 
trans media scholarship, particularly trans video game studies. “Video games 
are a rich site for exploring the place of trans identities and experiences 
in digital media,” argues game studies scholar Bo Ruberg. Ruberg demon-
strates “why game studies needs trans studies” and outlines a capacious 
vision for a future trans game studies. Media scholar and multimedia artist 
micha cárdenas expands the vision of our section even further, asking how 
“trans media studies can be relevant for the next hundred years as we face 
the realities of expanding mass extinction and the possible end of our own 
species.” cárdenas draws on Black and Indigenous scholarship to think about 
the trans operations between species and environments, as expressed in her 
own augmented reality work Sin Sol and Ursula Biemann’s short film Acoustic 
Ocean (2018).

It is vital that trans cinema and media studies center the work of trans 
scholars and make more room in academic institutions for trans knowledges, 
methods, and bodies.8 Thus, we suggest all cinema and media scholars adopt 
a “politics of responsibility.”9 Philosopher Alexis Shotwell unfurls this con-
cept: “A politics of responsibility recognizes our relative, shifting, and con-
tingent position in social relations of harm and benefit; it enjoins us to look 
at how we are shaped by our place in history. We can take responsibility for 
creating futures that radically diverge from that history, seriously engaging 
that work based on where we are located, listening well to the people, beings, 
and ecosystems most vulnerable to devastation.”10 Thus, to be cis and to study 
trans cinema and media in dialogue with this section means to do more than 
attend to the way trans concepts work in and alongside media texts. It means 
finding out how your own institutions are harming trans students, faculty, 
and staff and what you can do to change those conditions; it means elevating 
trans voices and centering trans scholars in your own citation practices; it 
means committing to hiring and retaining trans scholars in your programs; 
it means identifying and owning your own motivations rather than project-
ing them onto the transgender “figure.” Trans philosopher C. Jacob Hale’s 
“Suggested Rules for Non- Transsexuals Writing about Transsexuals, Tran-
sexuality, Transsexualism, or Trans___,” penned in 1997, remain strikingly 
relevant and provide an excellent starting place.11 Ultimately, doing the work 

8 For how not to include trans scholars in a professional meeting, see Cáel M. Keegan, 
“On Being the Object of Compromise,” TSQ: Transgender Studies Quarterly 3, no. 1– 2 
(2016): 150– 157, https://doi.org/10.1215/23289252- 3334319.

9 Gary Kinsman, “The Politics of Revolution,” Upping the Anti: A Journal of Theory and 
Action, no. 1 (October 8, 2009), https://uppingtheanti.org/journal/article/01- the 
- poli tics- of- revolution.

10 Alexis Shotwell, “A Politics of Imperfection, A Politics of Responsibility,” Alexis 
Shotwell (blog), April 25, 2017, https://alexisshotwell.com/2017/04/25/a- politics- of 
- imperfection- a- politics- of- responsibility/.

11 Jacob Hale, “Suggested Rules for Non- Transsexuals Writing about Transsexuals, 
Transsexuality, Transsexualism, or Trans___,” Sandy Stone, November 18, 2009, 

https://doi.org/10.1215/23289252-3334319
https://uppingtheanti.org/journal/article/01-the-politics-of-revolution
https://uppingtheanti.org/journal/article/01-the-politics-of-revolution
https://alexisshotwell.com/2017/04/25/a-politics-of-imperfection-a-politics-of-responsibility/
https://alexisshotwell.com/2017/04/25/a-politics-of-imperfection-a-politics-of-responsibility/
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that needs to be done starting now and going forward means listening well to 
trans thinkers and thinking hard about what this work requires of you from 
your specific location.
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https://sandystone.com/hale.rules.html. See also Abbie Goldberg, “How to Tell If 
Your College Is Trans- Inclusive,” The Conversation, April 30, 2021, https://theconver 
sation.com/how- to- tell- if- your- college- is- trans- inclusive- 158348.
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