Transgender Representations in Popular Culture

Course Description: From the Oscars to Ugly Betty to Dentynne commercials, transfolk have suddenly become very visible in popular culture. No longer relegated to the freak category in the daytime talkshow, we are being sold like any other commodity in the United States. But who is selling, who is buying, and who is profiting from these representations? How is access to re/presentation mediated, and what modes of resistance and subversion are available to transfolk and their allies?  In this course, students will consider Youtube postings, news articles, films, television shows, commercials, and media of any other type they desire in order to examine the varied costs and benefits of visibility for transgender communities. The willingness to learn and engage in a multi-identity, intersectional analysis is a must.

Students will be expected to have completed the reading and viewing of all assigned materials for that week by the discussion section for that week.

Assignments:  

Five 2 page response papers 

Final project/Presentation
Response Papers: Response papers may be written anytime over the course of the semester, but no more than one response paper may be written per week. Due by 10 AM the day directly preceding the discussion session, response papers are an opportunity to critically engage with the material assigned for that week.


Final Project: Final projects may take whatever form appropriate to their purpose (paper, media, performance, etc), but must respond to some aspect of popular culture’s representation, or lack thereof, of transpeople. Projects must be discussed with and approved by the instructor by April 11 and are due on May 10 by 5 PM. Project presentations will take place during the last two weeks of class and will take the place of media screenings and discussion sessions. Presentations are to be approximately 15 minutes in length and allow students to engage their classmates in conversation about their chosen topic by offering further information, critical analysis, and questions that
promote discussion.

Grades:

Grades will be assigned based on the following percentage breakdown. 

40 % Response Papers

10 % Participation

20 % Project Presentation

30 % Final Project

Attendance/Participation:

Students may miss no more than 2 discussion sections (for the purposes of absence counting, The Aggressives screening counts as an extra discussion section that week as it takes the place of the normal screening). Attendance is not required at screenings, but students are expected to have viewed the assigned material by that weeks discussion section. Participation is not limited to talking in class. Blackboard open and individual discussion forums are available, and I’m open to reasonable suggestions.
Readings and Screenings Schedule*:

Week 1: Feb 10-16: How have transpeople represented themselves?
Prosser, 99-134; Trans Definitions; youtube videos—Students are to search youtube using the keywords: hormones, transgender, transsexual, FTM, MTF, and any other keywords you can think of.  View at least three videos and think about what you find. What kinds of representations are there? Of whom, and under what terms are they listed? Are there keywords that you used that brought up pertinent videos? How do these self-published video representations differ from the more traditional kinds of trans narratives Prosser describes? What subversive opportunities are available and used within the different mediums?
Week 2: Feb 17-23: How have transpeople been historically and medically represented?

Spade, “Resisting Medicine…,” 15-37; 20/20 “My Secret Self: Part 1 of 5”
Screening: Nip/Tuck Clips, Juggling Gender
What are some of the medical/access concerns transpeople face? Why is there such a focus on medical transition in discussions of transpeople’s experiences? Who are we including when we say transgender? How does Jennifer fit and not fit within which conceptions of transgender?
Week 3: Feb 24-March 1: Selling Transgender: Who Buys, Sells, and Gains?

“Where We Are on TV: GLAAD's 11th Annual Study Examines Diversity of the 2006-2007 Primetime Television Season”; Dentyne ad; Better Results,” Get a Mac ad; Shoes youtube video; “Love, Transamerican Style”; Calpy Slams youtube video
Are transpeople benefiting from this increased visibility? Who else benefits? How do marketable trans identities intersect with social identities other than gender in these representations?
Week 4: March 2-8: Who is relegated to the margins? What does that mean for us as consumers, creators, and critics?

Screening: The Aggressives, World’s Fastest Indian clip
*The Aggressives will be screened on Tuesday, Feb. 26th, 7 PM, Afrikan Heritage House, Lord Lounge as a part of Black History Celebration. Students are REQUIRED to attend both the screening and the discussion which will follow. World’s Fastest Indian will be on reserve at the library with scene selection instructions, and students are responsible for viewing it before discussion section. There will be no Monday screening this week.
How do the individuals describe themselves? How does that fit and not fit within standard conceptions of transgender? How do social identities like race and class impact individuals’ decisions to identify as transgender or within the trans umbrella?
Week 5: March 9-15: Daytime and Primetime: What are the benefits and drawbacks of visibility? 

Gever, 11-44; Jensen, “TV Landscape Changing”; Candy Cane DSM youtube video
Screening: L-Word Clips

What does it mean that the L-Word/similar media is frequently available only on cable? What are the social and political implications of visibility?

Week 6: 16-22: Daytime and Primetime: What are the benefits and drawbacks of visibility? Screening: Ugly Betty Clips
Munson, 184-193, 165-169; Crossdresser Grae Phillips youtube videos; Zoe Goes for Hormones youtube video; Zoe trans support group youtube video
What are the subversive possibilities of freakish moments, of shame? What are the class implications of these particular trans representations? How do representations in public daytime television operate differently than those in primetime or on private pay-for-viewing networks?
Week 7: March 31-April 5: Which transpeople are legitimized?

Screening: Transamerica
Pettitt and Marciano, “Transamerica: A Journey Worth Taking?”; Cops youtube video; When transvestites attack youtube video; Drag queen fools college jock youtube video
What are some of the subversive ways Bree is represented? How and what stereotypes might the film reinforce? What about the other clips? How do race, class, ability to pass, gender expression, histories of institutionalization, etc affect the individuals seen and spoken about here? What might the intention of the game show format be? What are some of the effects of the game show format?
Week 8: April 6-April 12: What is the rhetoric of the documentary—as a narrative form and as an advocacy tool? 
Screening: Cruel and Unusual

How do these transwomen resist the oppressive forces they face within the prison system? In the world more broadly? What narrative structures are at play here? To what effect are they deployed? 
Week 9: April 13-19: What possibilities does ambiguity offer?

Screening: By Hook or Crook

Halberstam, 92-96; Spade, “Compliance is Gendered,” 217-241; Levi and Klein, 74-92 (Levi and Klein is supplemental reading and is not required).
Who do we mean when we say transgender? What are the possibilities offered by keeping that term open? What might inclusive and empowering models of advocacy look like?
Week 10-11: April 20-May 3: Student Presentations 

*All readings, clips, and films will be supplied, screened, or placed on reserve at Mudd library.
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