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ABSTRACT 
As a video artist who has over fourteen years experience studying the moving image, 

I see a clear historical correlation between societal structure and its representation in the 

moving image. As a transgender person, I take notice of the ways in which transgender 

people have been represented throughout the history of the moving image; I am 

concerned about the affects those representations have on the transgender community. In 

my own work, I strive to create positive representations of transgender people and to 

share my knowledge of the moving image with the transgender community in order to 

encourage diversity and freedom of choice. 

Through learning media literacy tools, the transgender community can analyze and 

inform their understanding of the community’s social status and the ways that status is 

affected by moving image representations of transgender individuals. The experiences of 

other underrepresented groups who utilized the moving image to organize social change 

can help inform the transgender community. This knowledge can empower the 

transgender community to utilize similar approaches to media to create a more 

representative image of the diverse transgender community and to encourage social 

change. This envisioned social change would allow transgender people unequivocal equal 

rights. 

In order to move forward in the creation of a new paradigm of social acceptance for 

the transgender community, it is important to first understand the historic representations 

of the community. Unless there is literacy of the moving image within the community, 

transgender people will continue to struggle for their liberation without knowledge of the 

cause of their own oppression. It is my vision of unequivocal equal rights for the 

transgender community, that drives me to create imagery inspired by my own views of 

the transgender community and that motivates me to help other members of my 

community to proactively participate in social change through moving image 

representation.  
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1. Introduction 
Just as there is no one specific moment in the history when static imagery began to 

move, there is no single defining moment when any underrepresented group established 

an effort to effect social change. Rather, both of these phenomena are defined by a series 

of moments that serve as developmental markers over time. Through study of these 

markers throughout the history of the moving image and the social environment, it 

becomes clear how each influences the other. Information about the relationship between 

moving image representation and social change can be used as a lens through which the 

representations of the transgender community can provide clarity on the current social 

status of transgender people. By setting their own visionary markers for the future 

through moving image production, the transgender community can work to proactively 

change their social status within the greater society. 

The relationship between the moving image and the social environment have clear 

influences over the other. The moving image reflects the social structure of the society by 

mirroring society’s view on social issues. When viewing films, one can begin to identify 

the oppressive representations of specific underrepresented social groups within the 

larger society. When taking a closer look at the social structure of the time, it becomes 

clear that these oppressive images are reflective of the dominant culture’s views of these 

underrepresented groups. In a similar vein, the moving image has influenced society by 

creating images to influence society to believe certain homogenous concepts of 

themselves and other social groups. The moving image’s influence on society is not only 

of social construction, but also that of psychology of the human brain. 

The moving image directly affects a part of the brain that is based on instinct. The 

deep affect that the moving image has on the brain at an emotional level causes 

individuals to be heavily influenced by the content in the moving image. This influence is 

carried with the viewers long after they have left the theatres. The moving image, 

therefore not only mirrors society, but society is affected by the moving image.  

The nature of the relationship between the moving image suggests that it plays an 

important role in the way all social groups are envisioned, both internally and externally. 

The purpose of this study is to interrogate the affects that this relationship has on one 

community in particular: the transgender community. The term transgender is an 
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umbrella term that has been applied to many categories of individual ranging from those 

who “cross-dress” to those who medically alter their gender—transsexuals. For the 

purpose of this study, however, the term transgender refers to anyone who identifies as a 

gender other than the gender they were assigned at birth. The term transsexual refers to 

only those transgender people who desire to medically change their gender through 

hormones and surgery. The term cross-dresser, while still in use today, was typically used 

historically in a humorous and derogatory way. 

Transgender representation in history since the invention of the moving image has 

experienced a gradual increase in positive representation. This more positive 

representation, however, generally does not afford transgender people the same rights as 

other social groups within the modern day United States. This may be due to the fact that 

the transgender movement is relatively new by comparison to comparable movements 

among other underrepresented groups within the United States. Therefore, the 

transgender community can model after other groups that have struggled for and won 

social rights. When the usage of the moving image by other social groups to aid in their 

efforts toward social change is analyzed, the examples set by other groups can be used as 

a foundation for creating social change within the transgender community. 

From the birth of the moving image, it has reflected the dominant culture’s beliefs 

towards oppressed underrepresented groups. There are many examples throughout history 

where particular social groups have taken a stance against the dominant culture’s moving 

image representations of their community. At certain points in history, underrepresented 

groups have protested the negative representations of their communities by appropriating 

the tool that was used to create these representations: the moving image. By taking cues 

from the examples throughout history set forth by other underrepresented groups, the 

transgender community can work toward the effective use of the moving image to effect 

social change.  

As an artist, I began using video as a way to tell my own story. I am, therefore, 

particularly interested in how the imagery I create about my own story shapes thoughts of 

the viewer. After fourteen years working with the moving image, I have broadened my 

artistic scope from a focus on my own experiences to a focus on my community.  My 

work critiques the images of transgender people as represented with the as differentiated 
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between mainstream and self-representation. The majority of the current representations 

of transgender people that are available to society at large are the creations of people who 

are external to the transgender community. With a lack of diverse representation of the 

transgender community these images become based on stereotypes thus offering little 

support to the needed diverse representation within the transgender community. The 

commonly available images, therefore, are not representations of how the transgender 

community sees itself, both as a community and as individuals. Due to the affects the 

moving image has society, the transgender community begins to mirror those images of 

transgender people reflected in the moving image.  Subsequently, those moving images 

created by the transgender community reflect the communities oppressed status within 

the larger culture. 

 I feel it is my obligation to help my community move past the oppressed social 

status and move towards a diverse representation. I strive to create realistic and hopeful 

representations of my community that reflect both my own opinions on and 

understanding of the diversity of opinions within the community. By using the moving 

image to reflect the diversity within the transgender community by providing multi-

dimensional portraits of individual people, I hope to change the one-dimensional views of 

transgender people that have generally been presented in society. Furthermore, I have 

begun to teach a history of transgender representation in the moving image and am 

developing a curriculum to instruct the transgender community on media literacy. This 

curriculum will include media literacy tools for the logical analysis of moving imagery as 

well as workshops on the application of these tools in creating positive representations of 

the transgender community. By becoming more involved in the creation of the moving 

image transgender individuals can begin to set a standard in which the transgender 

community should be reflected in the moving image thereby influencing those non-

transgender individuals to create more positive representations of the transgender 

community. Emphasis on utilizing the tools of the moving image, as other social groups 

have done in the past, to further the social status of transgender people is imperative to 

creating change on a large scale. 
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2. Historical Review 

2.1 Origins of the Moving Image Influences 
It is important to note how all forms of communication have been used as a way to 

influence society. In a theory pioneered by Harold Innis, he states that throughout the 

ages “communication tended to create a dangerous monopoly of knowledge”.i I would 

suggest that, it was not the communication technology itself that created a “dangerous 

monopoly of knowledge,” but, rather, that the use of those technologies by those in 

power positions to assert control over a community. The powerful individuals who assert 

themselves in this way are known as members of the dominant culture. This group of 

people who has the most power to influence and control the societies resources. Through 

controlling communication technologies, the dominant culture influences larger society.  

The moving image has a stronger impact on the viewer than any other form of 

communication to date, hence supporting the significance it carries when influencing 

society. While it is of interest to note there are physiological affects on the human psyche 

from viewing the moving image, it is not within the scope of this paper to discuss these 

affects in great detail. According to the New Mexico Media Literacy Project, “the human 

brain processes images differently than words. Images are processed in the so-called 

"reptilian" part of the brain, where strong emotions and instincts are also located.  Written 

and spoken language is processed in the cerebral cortex, where reason lies.  This makes 

the moving image more effective than print.”ii Since the moving image imprints 

information directly on the part of the brain were basic instincts lie, it is difficult to 

analyze the moving image’s effects on the human emotion and thought processes. This 

paper emphasizes the important impact that the moving image has on social structure. 

The affects the moving image as a cultural influence has been reshaping society for 

decades. 
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Figure 1: Two-Spirit 

One pertinent example of how the knowledge monopoly of one culture can be 

overpowered by another can be seen in the affect western colonization had on the 

perception of transgender people in Native American tribes such as the Dinéh, Lakota, 

Mohave, Zuni, and the Cheyenne to name a few. In particular Native American cultures, 

there were tribes that accepted transgender people—who were sometimes referred to as 

“two-spirit”—as a part natural gender variation. In some cases, these two-spirit people 

played integral roles within tribes as healers. The encroachment of television into the 

tribe has resulted in “two-spirit people …being viewed with suspicion by the less 

traditionalist in their community.”iii This strong influence is an example of how the 

moving image can play a role among other communication technology in creating a 

dominant monopoly of knowledge.  

The influences one social group can have over many social groups and the larger 

social structure by simply using the moving image as a tool for communication are 

infinite as long as the control over the medium remains in the hands of the dominant 

culture. By allowing the passive emotional part of the brain to accept the information 

without analysis allows the monopoly of thoughts to continue. Over a century after the 

moving image began having an influence on culture there is still a lack understanding and 

analysis of the effects it has on the social structure and the individual. It is with this 

understanding of the influence and the control that the dominant culture has when using 

the moving image that I begin to analyze the history of the effects.  
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2.1.1 The Invention of the Moving Image 

At the beginning of moving image history, considered to begin with the invention of 

kinetoscope in 1888, the United States was experiencing many cultural shifts. Around 

this time the U.S. Supreme Court upheld the act of religious freedom while Native 

Americans’ land was being swept away from them at alarming rates and African-

Americans were being lynched in the South.iv, v It was within this societal structure that 

audiences began to experience the moving image.   

Figure 2:  

Although when first created the moving image was not regulated, it did not take long 

before it was considered to cause controversy.  Thomas Edison’sshort film, Kiss, a 

twenty-second reel of a man and a woman talking ending with the man leaning over to 

peck the woman’s cheek, was one of the first films viewed by an audience. This film was 

considered by some as a threat to morality and lead to a demand for censorship.vi This 

example reflects the strong emphasis placed on morals of the dominant social structure of 

the time. The social structure held a higher concern over public displays of affection over 

people of color being killed and oppressed to further the dominant culture ideology.  

There was a strong effort to impose this dominant culture ideology on all people even at 

the cost of people’s lives and right to their own expression.  

In this environment of active normalization, transgender people were openly 

scrutinized in extreme ways for not acting in conjunction with societal norms, such as 

dressing as a gender other than their assigned gender. During the late 1800’s some 

women writers were expressing “cross-gendered characteristics” going so far as to speak 

about their desires to live as male.vii Transgender people have existed throughout United 

States history, but at certain times they have risked being jailed for expressing their 
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gender identity. “The police in Stockton, California, briefly held a twenty-year-old 

woman for masquerading in men's clothing”. She confessed,  

“'I loved my mother with all my heart, but I feared even to talk to her 
at times, lest my rough manner might offend her. From a tomboy full of 
ambitions, I was made into a sad and thoughtful woman. I commenced to 
be rebellious. My mother feared for my future, and thought that nothing 
but a convert would save me, and there I remained. How I yearned for that 
freedom I dreamed of and how often I wished I could enjoy the liberty that 
the world sees fit to allow a boy." viii 

 
Just as transgender people were denied visibility in society, at this time there were no 

representations of transgender people in the moving image.  

 The dominant culture in the United States secured a strong hold over the social 

environment by asserting its power over people of color and anyone who did not follow 

the social rules of the time. It was within this dominant social structure that the moving 

image was created. Due to the nature of new inventions and patents, the machines created 

to produce filmmaking were at the hands of the elite. Transgender people did not have 

any positive social status and were either left out completely or, as I will discuss later, 

were misrepresented in a negative light. 

2.2 1900 – 1949 Creating the Foundation 
2.2.1 Regulation and Control 

At the turn of the century, the influence that the moving image would have on 

society at large could not have been predicted. In the United States, as film studios made 

Hollywood their home the moving image was seen as a popular past time rather than a 

tool of social change. However, as the viewing population increased, the ability of the 

moving image to act as just such a tool became clear. In order to maintain the 

representation of cultural norms within this growing communication technology, 

regulation and censorship tools were established. The regulations and censorship 

attempted to stifle freedom of expression within the medium, thus silencing certain 

positive images of underrepresented groups and creating an acceptable norm of 

oppression. It was within the cultural struggle that representation of oppressed groups 

within the moving image fluctuated between positive representations and negative 

stereotypes based on the regulations at the time.  Within the cultural turmoil that resulted 
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from the introduction of a new communication technology, it was the representation of 

marginal groups that suffered the most at the hands of regulation and censorship. 

Due to the growing popularity of the moving image as a favorite past time in the 

United States, the importance it played on influencing society’s thoughts and views also 

grew. Not only did the Hollywood star system evolve, creating a desire for people to want 

the fame and glamour of the newly famed actors, but it also influenced the audience with 

images of various characters played on the screen. When images of underrepresented 

groups where portrayed in a negative light, the audience was influenced to believe these 

representations, including those audience members that belonged to the underrepresented 

group.  Censorship laws encouraged negative stereotypes by creating laws to prevent the 

presentation of anything counter to the dominant cultural ideology. 

The first movie censorship law in United States occurred in Chicago. Other city and 

state governments soon followed Chicago by establishing local censorship boards that 

enacted filmmaking rules and standards. Film studios were forced to follow these 

regulations through the pressure of box office sales in order to keep up with the high cost 

of filmmaking. The establishment and enforcement of the strict regulations resulted from 

a belief in the deep influence capabilities of the moving image. The regulations were 

aimed at censoring any images that were in contradiction of the dominant culture 

ideology. These censored images included, among other things, positive portrayals of 

people of color, free expressions of sex including homosexual relationships.  

 “The Women's Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), which 
[previously] condemned the influence of movies on the health, well-being 
and morals of impressionable youth, begins to lobby aggressively for 
government regulation of films. The WCTU claims that films are 
"addictive," that they glorify war and violence, and that they cause crime, 
delinquency and immoral behavior.”ix 

 
In response to the various regulatory bodies that were established, the Motion Picture 

Producers and Distributors of America (MPPDA), also known as the Hays Code, was 

created. Led by Former Postmaster General William H. Hays, “Hays sought to protect the 

Hollywood motion picture industry from charges of immorality and efforts at censorship 

by having the industry monitor itself.”x Although in place, the Hays Code was rarely 

enforced on the studios. 



 9

This atmosphere of restriction of free speech, in the United States, was not limited to 

restrictions within the moving image industry, but was, rather, a characteristic of the 

pervasive effort toward normalization in this time period. There were other laws enacted 

in the time period that placed restrictions—similar to those enforced on the movie 

industry—on American citizens. During this time period, anyone who publicly criticized 

the United States government, the American Flag, U.S. Military, or the Constitution 

faced arrest under the Sedition Act and Espionage Act.xi 

Although the Hollywood film studios were independently owned businesses, due to 

the amount of influence the moving image had over the culture, the dominant culture saw 

need for regulation and censorship. This monopoly of thought was reflective of the time 

with federal laws that restricted any public critique over the United States government. 

With this kind of control in place, negative images of underrepresented people in the 

moving image influenced and reinforced an already prejudice society to believe these 

negative stereotypes.  

2.2.2 Transgender – A Time of Invisibility 

In the beginning of the twentieth century as the church deemed cross-dressers as a 

sign of the devil, cross-dressers had become a regular image in Hollywood films. One 

example of this is in Henri D’Elba’s Alias Mary Brown. In this movie the main character 

takes revenge for the murder of his family by robbing the perpetrators of the crime. In 

order to avoid detection he dressed up as a woman.  

This movie serves as an example of how, throughout the history of the moving 

image, cross-dressers were commonly portrayed as deceptive characters. In this 

prototypical portrayal the character would display irrational and insane behaviors while 

cross-dressed. In these films cross-dressing was presented as a humorous and ironic plot 

twist in which members of “the audience are not deceived, only other characters are 

deceived, and so audience pleasure derives in part from watching the deception process 

unfold. The sharing of the secret with the audience creates endless possibilities for 

dramatic irony, which depends crucially on the audience knowing something that one or 

more protagonists do not know.”xii The concept of the “cross-dresser” as deceiver is still 

present to this day, both in film and society. When a transgender person is honest about 
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his or her identity, it is not uncommon for the people receiving the information to feel as 

though they were deceived.  

      While there were negative representations of transgender people, it was in this 

time period that extensive scientific and psychological study of transgender individuals 

began. European scientists had begun to publicize their attempts to transform the sex of 

animals.  This research led a few doctors to experiment with altering the bodies of 

patients who wanted to change their sex.xiii One of these patients was Lili Elbe, one of the 

leading artists of Art Deco. Unfortunately, she died from complications related to one of 

these pioneering surgeries.  

Prior to World War II Germany led the way in research in sexology, which included 

research in sex change surgery. However, the advances of the Germany clinic were 

stifled by the rise of Hitler. The resulting slowed progression of research into sexology 

and the nature of gender had detrimental effects on the transgender community.  During 

the Nazi attacks, the institute, which was conducting this research, was shut down, all of 

the records where destroyed, and physicians and researchers attempted to flee. In addition 

to the scientific limitations they imposed on those researching sexology, transgender 

people were victims of Nazi persecution during the Holocaust. Transgender people also 

endured forced sterilization and other forms of abuse under the Nazi regime. xiv 

While the United States was fighting the Nazis in Europe, in the United States 

transgender people were treated as “mentally deficient” anomalies. Local authorities 

detained transgender people under the guise of having a condition of arrest or incomplete 

development of the mind. Electroshock therapy, typically used to treat certain forms of 

psychosis, was pioneered in this time period and was used as a “treatment” for 

transsexuals.xv 

For many years transgender people were treated as social other in society as well as 

the moving image. In film, transgender people were portrayed as an inside joke between 

the audience and the cross-dressed character. The larger society treated transgender 

people as having a mental disease and this was reflected in the moving image as a cross-

dressed character acting out of deception, irrational behavior, and acting insane. When 

studies began that were in support of helping transgender people, they were quickly shut 

down by the Nazi regime and it would be years before the research would be duplicated.  



 11

2.2.3 Fight the PowerVarious groups have experienced negative stereotyping in the 

moving image and have learned to use the tools of the moving image in order to create 

more accurate images of selfrepresentation. One example of how transgender people can 

learn from the history of other under represented groups struggles is by looking at the 

response to D.W. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation, a film about the Civil War and 

Reconstruction, which showed a positive representation of the Ku Klux Klan. Based on 

Thomas Dixon's novel, The Clansman, this film incited riots in Ohio, Massachusetts, 

Pennsylvania, and Colorado. Griffith had access to creating and distributing these images 

of racism to a wide audience.xvi  

 
Figure 3:  

The Birth of a Nation was responsible for the first instance of underrepresented 

people utilizing the moving image to help build a positive representation of themselves. 

“To counter The Birth of a Nation, African American filmmakers produced "race films" 

to provide more positive, realistic onscreen images of blacks.”xvii  Unfortunately, due to 

the status of black people in society, the films did not receive a wide distribution. In fact, 

the films are rarely, if ever, mentioned today as a part of cinemagraphic heritage. On the 

contrary, Griffith’s work remains one of the most well known films in history because he 

was part of the dominant culture and was able to influence the nation. Griffith utilized his 

access to professional film studio equipment to manipulate the moving image in a way 

that set new standards for cinematography styles.  

The African American filmmakers used the moving image to create new “master 

narratives” in response to The Birth of a Nation and the monopoly of knowledge it 

represented. In so doing, these filmmakers both battled the racist imagery of larger 

society and fought for their right for self-representation. Paulo Feirre wrote of the social 

dynamics that occur when the oppressed begin educate their oppressors in Pedagogy for 

the Oppressed:   

“the oppressors, who oppress, exploit, and rape by virtue of their 
power, cannot find in this power the strength to liberate either the 
oppressed or themselves. Only power that springs from the weakness of 
the oppressed will be sufficiently strong to free both… Who are better 
prepared than the oppressed to understand the terrible significance of an 
oppressive society?” xviii 
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Although the films created by the African American filmmaker’s are not well recognized 

today for their role in history, the act of the oppressed envisioning themselves through the 

moving image, had a lasting affects: African Americans began to organize the American 

Civil Right’s Movement. 

An important change occurred within the African American community in response 

to Birth of A Nation, they began to take responsibility for changing society’s images of 

themselves within the dominant culture. Just as Paulo Feirre points out, the only way to 

create a change within an oppressive system is for the oppressed to begin to educate and 

recreate their own power to free the discriminating minds from the weigh of hate and 

misunderstanding through education. In turn, the oppression will discontinue. Based on 

these concepts, whether they were conscious or not, the Civil Rights Movement began. 

2.3 1950 – 1990 Moving Forward  
2.3.1  Creating a Voice 

 At the end of World War II, the American Civil Rights Movement began as African 

Americans looked for an end to systematized racial discrimination. As the effort for civil 

rights begins, a battle for rights in the moving image industry began. The Motion Picture 

Association of America reviewed the Production Code, which resulted in loosening its 

monopoly on the moving image. 

 The Black Civil Rights Movement sparked energy for many other 

underrepresented groups to begin organizing large social campaigns. The Women’s 

Rights Movement, the American Indian Movement, the Asian American Movement, 

American Disability Rights Movement, the Mexican American Civil Rights Movement 

and the Gay Rights Movement all began to organize on a large scale in the 1960s and 

1970s. This cultural shift reflected within the moving image. 

The moving image was mirroring the social progression of the time with a newfound 

freedom. It was during this time that Hollywood “would be one of the most socially 

conscious and stylistically innovative”  in history. Considering that “an estimated 80% of 

the film-going population was between the ages of 16 and 25” the youth were at the 

center of radical social change.xix This change continued for decades until a new 

dominant cultural response occurred. 
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Although in the 1980’s there were certain groups that continued work for social 

change, progress on a large scale slowed.  The 1980s marked the beginning of a new 

cultural era in the United States. Referred to as the “Me! Me! Me!” era, the social 

progress of the previous three decades gave way to a consumer culture.xx This consumer 

culture influenced the moving image industry with the creation of consumer grade 

electronics; video equipment and personal computers. The distribution of the mainstream 

moving image also increased with invention of cable television. With the advancement in 

technology and the democratization of moving image technologies people were able to 

create representations of their own. This opened the door for marginalized groups to 

express themselves in new ways. This creative movement was, however, soon stifled by 

the dominant culture. The National Endowment for The Arts (NEA), for instance, which 

provides cash grants to artists, adopted “standards of decency” in this time period, which 

allowed the NEA to only provide funding to those artists that reflect the “values of the 

American public.”xxi 

The shift from a progressive social movement influence to one that relied on strong 

concepts of consumerism stifled what could have been the continuation of social 

progressiveness. The majority of the underrepresented groups which began the social 

movements gained rights within the larger society, which tempered the energy of the 

fight. Instead there was a desire to have a piece of the American dream, which required 

working extra hours and buying consumer goods. Those activists who continued the 

movement for social justice began to use the new affordable video technologies as a form 

of self-expression. All around the country many video production facilities held 

workshops and allowed artists and activists to use their studios. Once again, the dominant 

society did not approve of the images created and feared that their morals would be 

overshadowed by these more liberal ideas. The funding for the video production facilities 

was cut off by creating new rules of morality.2.3.2 The Naming Ceremony 

Figure 4: Although the transgender movement did not commence along with the other 

social movements in this time period there were specific markers that reflected a more 

positive representation of transgender people within society. In 1953, Ed Wood directed 

the film, Glen or Glenda “in what Fredrick Jameson would call 'the political unconscious' 

of dominant cultural discourses and their underlying 'master narratives' - be they 
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biological, medical, legal, philosophical, or literary - and so will tend to reproduce 

itself.”xxii As a politically unconscious attempt, although it is presumed that Glen or 

Glenda was an expression of Ed Wood’s own struggle with gender identity, he recreated 

the conflict as previously discussed of the cross-dresser. As a reflection of the larger 

society of the time it was as if Ed Wood found the courage to write and direct the film 

from a story in news media the year prior to the film’s release: “Ex-GI Becomes Blonde 

Beauty: Operations Transform Bronx Youth”.xxiii Although this Ex-GI, Christine 

Jorgensen, found solace in opening a successful nightclub act where she could find 

pragmatic acceptance of her gender identity, other transgender people were not as lucky.  

“Michael Mann distinguishes between 'normative' acceptance of the 

status quo and 'pragmatic' acceptance. Normative acceptance occurs when 

dominant social groups manage to mobilize consent in order to legitimize 

their social position. Pragmatic acceptance is where people comply 

because they cannot see a realistic alternative. Similarly, it can be argues 

that stability in modern societies is more likely to be produced through 

cultural atomism and fragmentation that by externally induced consensus.” 
xxiv 

Pragmatic acceptance coincided with the images of the status quo of the time. Once 

allowed hormonal and surgical transition, transgender individuals often took on these 

status quo representations of what it meant to be a man or a woman in the United States. 

 
Figure 5: Christine Jorgenson 

In 1949, the word “transsexual” is first used to refer to people who wanted to change 

their sex.  No sooner did this group of people have a name than Harry Benjamin, an 

endocrinologist, started treating them with hormones in the United States. This brought to 
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light the issues of gender transition and started a nation wide debate on the pros and cons 

of sex-change surgery that continues to this day.xxv 

Although there was a level of acceptance within the dominant culture most 

transgender people lived in constant fear of being caught for attempting to live within 

their gender identity. Police commonly raided social spaces where gays, lesbians, and 

transgender people would meet away from the judgment of the outside world. The 

transgender community was subject to physical and sexual abuse by the police and often 

suffered more abuse during these raids than the gays and lesbians who fit their assigned 

gender identity. During the day, outside the confines of accepting social spaces, 

transgender people where forced to either deny their gender identity or attempt to pass as 

their gender identity with constant fear of being caught and ostracized by their 

community. Throughout history many transgender people have committed suicide due to 

their oppression and lack of support and understanding. From the 1950s to today although 

an increasing number of transgender people are finding support, transgender people still 

have the highest rate of suicide.  

In the 1970s, although the discourse in scientific circles as to whether transsexuals 

should received hormone and surgical treatment were heavily debated, physicians, 

therapists, and researchers who worked with transsexuals formed the Harry Benjamin 

International Gender Dysphoria Association. They created their own standards of care 

and gave “official sanction” that standardized criteria for diagnosis and treatment.13 With 

these new standards, Universities began to operate on transsexuals. 

Reed Erickson, a transgender person who was one of the first Female to Male 

transsexuals made one of the most important additions to the transgender movement. 

After he transitioned Reed sponsored educational films and television appearances 

bringing transsexualism to the attention of the public. He was instrumental in organizing 

several of the earliest international conferences on transsexualism and in bringing 

discussions about transsexualism to conferences of broader interest.xxvi 

Reed knew that utilizing the media was of utmost importance in order to bring the 

subject to the public. Reed educated society about transgender issues as a way to become 

more human in the eyes of the dominant culture. He continued his work by funding the 

Harry Benjamin Foundation that set up guidelines for transgender people to transition. 
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With Reeds financial help Harry Benjamin published The Transsexual Phenomenon, 

which brought recognition of transgender people within the psychological and medical 

community.19  

Figure 6: Candy Darling and Andy WarholAfter this publication, the first transgender 

film star is born. Candy Darling became a star through Andy Warhol’s films where she 

acted in Flesh and Women in Revolt. A year after Candy Darling became a well known 

figure in Warhol’s films, the Stonewall riots occur. The Stonewall riots consisted of 

transgender people, gays, and lesbians resist arrest during a routine bar raid on The 

Stonewall Inn in New York City’s Greenwich Village. This ignites the gay and lesbian 

movement. Some believe that the Stonewall Riots ignited the GLBT (Gay, Lesbian, 

Bisexual, Transgender) movement, but the majority of people within the Gay and Lesbian 

movement failed to recognize the bisexual and transgender counterparts to the 

community.  

The gay and lesbian community left out the bisexual and transgender community as 

they fought for their rights out of concern for further discrimination. "At a certain point in 

their existential experience the oppressed feel an irresistible attraction towards the 

oppressor and his way of life. Sharing this way of life becomes an overpowering 

aspiration. In their alienation, the oppressed want at any cost to resemble the oppressor, 

to imitate him, to follow him”.15 In the struggle for their rights the gay and lesbian 

movement has in most ways left the bisexual and transgender communities behind 

especially when attempting to pass federal laws for legal rights. 

In the 1980s, when other civil rights movements appeared to be loosing steam, the 

AIDs epidemic sparked a surge in gay activism. This strong gay and lesbian movement 

overshadowed and almost silenced the transgender identity in society. At this time, the 

re-immergence of cross-dressing appears in mainstream moving images. While America 

was laughing at the cross-dressers in films such as Tootsie and the television series 

Bossom Buddies, transgender people were allowed greater freedom in order to express 

their gender identities through the ability to transition. 

Although the 80’s were a time when the transgender movement was experiencing a 

lull in having a voice, the silence was broken when famous jazz musician, Billy Tipton 

died. Upon his death it was discovered that for 53 years of presenting as male, Billy was 
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in fact transgender. This story reignited the transgender voice; transgender people began 

to write anthologies about their experiences as transgender people. This new 

acknowledgment of transgender people existing within the United States, with the 

simultaneous increase in access to film and video making technology, allowed 

transgender people to begin to express themselves within the moving image. Due to the 

influence of society and the previous images in the moving image, transgender people 

recreated those stereotypes that had pre-existed. One well-to-do transgender man utilized 

media to create education films about transgender people just as African Americans and 

many other underrepresented groups has done previously. This along with setting up 

research clinics to assist others transition, proved to create social change without the need 

for a large social group of activists. This is part of the power of influence that the moving 

image has over society and an example of creating new “master narratives” in order to 

create social change. 
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3. 1990 – Present Contemporary Critique 
3.1  So Much Media, So Little Time 

In the 1990s a huge shift in communication technology occurred. In a time when 

media access was underfunded and controlled by large conglomerates, the “information 

superhighway” began democratizing access to information as it became part of mass 

society.xxvii The Internet acted as a forum through which transgender people were able to 

tell their stories. Before the wide spread use of the Internet, transgender people began to 

tell their stories in autobiographical accounts through the printed text. The 1990s was the 

beginning of the transgender community beginning to fight for their civil rights. While 

the transgender rights movement modeled itself after other civil rights movements, the 

communication technologies available to the movement were very different.  

Another substantial leap occurred in communication technology when video 

streaming became viable for most Internet users. This allowed the access to the work of 

independent moving image artists. Video cameras were already easily accessible, but as 

the technology developed; just about anyone with a cell phone was able to capture video, 

was able to share these videos via the Internet. In 2005, You Tube was launched, which 

allowed individuals to post video clips in a public sphere.  

It is important to stress that, even in this age of access to moving image technology, 

there remains a low media literacy rate. Searching You Tube I find that the majority of 

videos available reflect the ideologies of the consumerist dominant culture. The You 

Tube videos consist of home made lip synch music videos, America’s Funniest Home 

Videos style animal and human tricks, and low budget sitcoms.  

In this new age of technology with the rise of access to create and distribute the 

moving image, there lacks the media literacy required to create politically conscious 

images required to make social change. Although technology is more readily available 

there still remains a digital divide between those who have more money and education 

and those who lack the resources. It is obvious, however that Internet technology can 

work as a tool for social change. One can also find speeches from Dr. Martin Luther 

King, Jr. on You Tube, which would have been difficult to find previously. What remains 

to be seen is what would happen if people became media literate and where able to 

analyze the images created by the mass media.  
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3.2  The Anthropologic Phase 

The Transgender Rights Movement  began in the midst of a new age in 

communication technology and the community was quick to incorporate this 

technological tools into their fight for rights. The books, the moving image, and the 

Internet became the main tools in which transgender people would begin to create social 

change. What began as a handful of transgender people writing books to share their 

personal experiences soon created a surge of other transgender people speaking out about 

their own transitions. 

Figure 7: Through the written word, transgender people began to create new master 

narratives and to educate each other about transition. Numerous books were published 

starting in the 1990s documenting first person perspective accounts of transgender 

people’s experiences. Loren Cameron’s Body Alchemy is one such work that shows 

intimate self-portraits of the female-to-male transgender photographer. This book, and 

others like it, provided documented accounts of the changes that occurred in the 

transitioning body. Furthermore, these accounts allowed transgender people to see the 

effects that hormones had on the bodies of other transgender people. These anthologies 

lead the way to moving image representation of transgender people.   

When the film Silence of the Lambs was released in 1991 featuring a transgender 

serial killer, it was received by a mainstream society that was still unfamiliar with 

representations of transgender people. This film’s serial killer first tortured his female 

victims and then killed them for their skin. He planned to create a suit made of his 

victims’ skin in order to transform himself into a woman. He was portrayed as detesting 

women because they were naturally something he wanted to be. The problem with this 

portrayal of transgender people is that it occurred at time when there lacked images of 

transgender people within the society. Soon this image was counteracted by a series of 

documentary films, and television series like HBO’s Trans Generation, that portrayed 

real lives of transgender people.    

In the mid-90s the documentary film, You Don’t Know Dick, featured transgender 

female-to-males. The film had limited distribution, only appearing at film festivals and in 

independent film theatres. Yet, here is an honest account of transgender men living their 

lives and sharing their experiences. This film, just as the autobiographic books, would set 
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the stage for how transgender people would continue to represent themselves within the 

moving image for years to come. 

In an effort to educate other transgender people and society at large, transgender 

people continued to explain themselves through revealing intimate details of their lives. 

Some individuals documented their attempts to live in the gender they were assigned, 

their surgical photos, and images of their naked bodies. Although these images may be of 

particular interest to people of the medical community and those who are interested in 

their own transition, to the larger society they feed into the idea of spectacle and other 

that transgender people have endured throughout history. This type of representation is 

what I refer to as the anthropologic phase.  

The anthropologic phase is where transgender people attempt to prove to the larger 

society that they deserve to exist. By doing so in this way, the larger society is allowed in 

on the secret just as films allowed the audience to no longer be deceived by the cross-

dressers true identity. Although this may prove as an effective tactic for social change, it 

demoralized the transgender person to have their most intimate parts of themselves to be 

openly discussed. Just recently on Oprah she asked a transgender man what was in his 

pants. At no other time, with no other group of people, it is culturally appropriate to talk 

about ones genitals in public.  

While it can be argued that mainstream representations of transgender people can 

have some positive effects, namely providing exposure that transgender people exist, the 

ability of transgender people to represent themselves allows for more accurate 

representation. An example where transgender people gained exposure, but the ways in 

which it was done was negative is on some talk shows. An entire game show spectacle 

was created around being able to “guess the transgender.” In these shows, which 

occasionally occurred on Maury Povich, transgender and non-transgender women would 

parade in swimwear; the audience would shout whether they thought this person to be a 

man (transgender woman) or a woman. In the turn of the twenty first century, scientists in 

the Netherlands find scientific evidence that supports that “a region of the hypothalamus 

is about 50 percent larger in men than in women, and almost 60 percent larger in men 

than in male-to-female transsexuals.”xxviii This study also showed that female-to-male 

transsexual’s hypothalamus was similar in size to that of non-transgender men. This same 
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year the film Boys Don’t Cry, a film based on a true story that elicits empathy from the 

audience and received wide distribution in United States, was released in theaters. This 

film tells the story of one transgender person’s life, including his brutal death that results 

from the discovery that he is transgender. The film remains problematic because it 

supports the idea that transgender people live on the edge and eventually will die a 

horrible death. This is particularly problematic because, at the time, this was the only 

mainstream reference point for someone to understand transgender, specifically Female 

to Male transgender.  

In the 1990s transgender people began to use the Internet to share their experiences. 

These accounts are geared towards other transgender people as a means to gather and 

share information within the community. The Internet also supports information 

gathering among doctors who treat transgender patients. Along with the educational 

services the Internet provides, in this time period transgender people begin to create 

moving images of themselves on websites. You Tube images of transgender people 

consist of people documenting the progression of their transition and tips on passing.  

 
Figure 8: TransAmerica 

In 2005, TransAmerica became the most widely released film in the United States 

and is the most positive mainstream transgender film to date. The transgender character  

is not psychotic, is not a murderer, and is not killed. We witness her struggles with her 

identity and coming out and dealing with her family. She also in the end is awarded with 

gender corrective surgery and being reunited with her son.  TransAmerica is an account 

of a transgender woman who, one week before her gender corrective surgery, receives a 

phone call informing her that her estranged son is in trouble and needs her help. This 
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begins cross-country road trip from New York to Los Angeles with her son, who does not 

know she is his father.  

TransAmerica follows certain cinematic standards in the treatment of a transgender 

character. Early on the audience is aware of the main character’s transgender status and 

the fact that her son does not know creates the concept of the antagonist in order to move 

the story forward just as films throughout history did with the cross dressing character. 

The film is also billed as a dramatic comedy when the only thing that could be seen as 

funny is the “man in a dress”, otherwise it is a drama. In the end the son, who once he has 

reached Los Angeles and becomes a porn star, accepts his transgender mother into his 

life. In a sense the film is saying, it is for people who are struggling in their lives and live 

on the fringe of society to accept transgender people. 

The transgender movement began as personal accounts through the written word on 

the transgender experience. Soon to follow were documentary films that took on the same 

autobiographical look on transgender people. The mass media mirrored the dominant 

cultural influences of the transgender as a joke and as psychotic through guess the tranny 

talk shows and Silence of the Lambs. All of these examples, although not perfect in terms 

of creating positive representation, gave transgender people visibility within the larger 

culture where previously there were almost none. With the persistence of transgender 

people to tell their own stories at the risk of revealing intimate details about their lives, 

those negative representations may be the last. With more positive representations being 

created in the moving image, transgender people begin to obtain more acceptance within 

the larger community.  
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4. Media Literacy for Social Change 
For years literacy referred only to the ability to read and write, but in an age with the 

moving image is dominating all aspects of our lives, we begin to see the importance of its 

influence. If the video camera were viewed as a pencil and video editing as paper, we can 

clearly see the lack of media literacy in contemporary culture. Although access to video 

technology is more available than ever before, there still lacks equal representation in the 

moving image. As I have outlined in this paper, there has been progress with regards to 

transgender representation in the moving image, yet there still remains a monopoly of 

knowledge over the technology. 

 Researchers and practitioners are beginning to recognize the importance in 

education for student to address advertizing in the moving image with regards to gender 

identity and sexuality, racism, discrimination, and oppression, but the discourse seems to 

end there. Little consideration is being given to moving image influences outside of 

advertisements even though advertising is heavily embedded in films as well as issues 

listed above.  

A small group of people within the dominant culture control the giant corporations 

that control the media. Not having media literacy affects our democracy and continues to 

feed an oppressive culture on both a small and large scale. If people remain illiterate, the 

moving image will continue to affect thoughts and actions of the society both directly and 

indirectly. Therefore it is imperative for the oppressed to become media literate and begin 

to redirect the mirror to influence their thoughts, struggles, and stories. 
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5. My Work 

5.1  Past Work 
5.1.1 Read This Before Coming Out to Your Parents 

 
Figure 9: Read This Before Coming Out to Your Parents 

At the same time transgender people were gaining exposure through sharing personal 

experiences in literature, I was discovering my passion for working with video. At The 

Evergreen State College where I studied for my undergraduate degree, I was in the hay 

day of dyke culture in Olympia, Washington. I was active in counter anti-gay legislation 

and began to become exposed to transgender experiences through text. It was through 

small publications like Body Alchemy that I began to familiarize myself with transgender 

identity.  

I began creating semi-autobiographic video art pieces about my experiences as a 

queer person in college.  The first was a group project, which included four queer 

identified students who were all Caucasian and, at the time, dyke identified. We divided 

the project into four sections with each person received equal time revealing different 

parts of their lives. 

The second video, entitled Read This Before Coming Out to Your Parents (1995) 

was a solo piece that focused on the turbulence of my own coming out to my parents. The 

video highlighted an interview with my mother over the phone. Her interview was 

intercut with my voice over. I conducted her interview and at times my lack of comfort 

was obvious in response to my mother’s struggling with my identity. The visuals 

consisted of a progression of still images from my childhood to the present. The photos 

reflected how my life changed from spending time with my family to showing only 

images of myself and my friends. This showed a lost connection with the family that was 
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recreated through friends, which often occurs in queer and transgender people. My 

mother’s shaky voice said, “I decided to accept it. Maybe not accept it, but not loose my 

daughter.” Other than a couple of images from my childhood, there is a strong absence of 

my father. We end on the solemn note with my mother’s voice speaking of my father’s 

lack of acceptance. My mother stated, “ he doesn’t accept it, but he has more of an 

acceptance of that than he does the hair and the ear rings.” At the time I had a mohawk 

and multiple facial piercings.  As I looped the last quote I jumped cut video images of 

myself putting in all of my piercings as if in a direct defiance to my father’s disproval. 

Looking back on these projects, I see how they are similar to the early documentary 

films about transgender people. My reasons for making them also seem very similar. At 

the time I felt I needed to prove myself in some way at a time when my family was not 

there for me. Utilizing the moving image was a perfect way to share my experience with 

a broader audience and allow me to express an honest account of the painful process I 

was going through. I wanted people to have empathy when my family and the larger 

society lacked it. It was an important part of my personal process and believe it helped 

me feel that I could take a painful experience and turn it into a something positive if more 

people could understand.  

5.1.2 Evolution 4.2 

 
Figure 10: Evolution 4.2 

Evolution 4.2 is a short experimental video that invites the audience not only to 

observe one of the most delicate issues a transgender person may face, the fear of dating, 
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but it also challenges the audience to emotionally participate. By bridging a glossy 

narrative with a second layer of reflective documentary style video, Evolution 4.2 offers a 

glimpse of reality. The audience is forced into emotionally engaging with the character’s 

experience.  

Evolution 4.2 began as a narrative film. At the time, I developed the idea to write the 

script loosely based on my own experiences as a transgender person who was 

experiencing my first year of transition where my gender remained ambiguous to most 

people. At times, clerks would be so confused that they would just stare at me and say, 

“um he, um she, um he.” In a way, I found the experience entertaining to witness how 

easily confused people would become and how it would often stop them in their tracks 

just because they could not easily identify my gender identity.  

At the time I had incidences of discrimination on the job. I worked as a registrar at a 

school of Chinese medicine. When some students began to graffiti on the fliers I posted 

about school related information, I reported the incidents to the CEO, who happened to 

be a lesbian. She issues a statement upholding the school’s no discrimination policy and 

stated that if it were to happen again, the guilty party would be immediately expelled. All 

the graffiti stopped immediately.  

As the time past, and the hormones continued to affect my appearance, the more 

people began to identify me as male. I began to experience how other men treated each 

other. It did not help that I was in my late twenties and I looked like I was fourteen. I had 

begun to learn to navigate the world as male and the rules where different. Men would 

constantly tease and harass, in playful ways, but in what also appeared to be as a sign of 

dominance over what appeared to be an awkward fourteen-year-old boy. I was often 

taken off guard especially because I was constantly nervous about whether or not I was 

presenting as male. 

It was during this time that I was also single. I had always been attracted to women, 

but now I wondered what type of women I would date and what type of women would 

date me.  I became extremely nervous about what would happen if I picked up on a 

straight girl, brought her home, and then she found out that I lacked something we both 

thought I should have. Conversely, I wondered what would happen if I picked up on a 

lesbian, or queer identified girl, and she was not able to see me as my male self.  
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Image trying to date in a small town when your perceived gender is ambiguous and 

you may begin to understand how frustrating, afraid, and confused I was. These feelings 

are what Evolution 4.2 attempts to convey through experimental video. I feel that this 

video contains a more developed sense of the medium as art, and utilizes more advanced 

techniques, like green screen and narrative structure, to convey it’s message. Although 

there have been examples of experimental video I could compare Evolution 4.2 with, I 

have not viewed any other similar videos dealing with transgender issues. 

In terms of placing my own work in relation to the timeline and terms used 

previously to describe other transgender representations, I feel there exists some 

similarities. For instance, here I am still attempting to convey my personal experience as 

a transgender person to the audience. In the film I undress in an attempt to create 

confusion and eventually shock the audience. With regard to the nudity, I feel there is a 

difference between the use of nudity in Evolution 4.2 and other representations of 

transgender people in the moving image where they expose their bodies. I was not 

exposing myself in order to give people the pleasure of seeing a transgender person nude, 

but instead I was exposing myself in an attempt to add a level of intensity to the story 

being conveyed in the video. I wanted people to feel confused and uncomfortable because 

that is how I felt about dating. I wanted people to be shocked at my body because I felt 

that whom ever I dated would also be shocked by my body.  

5.1.3 Introversion 

 
Figure 11: Introversion 

Introversion was an interactive video installation created to challenge the viewer to 

sit still and look through a live image of themselves in order to see the greater beauty that 
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exists. In this case an abstract video of a sunset. As a sort of psychological experiment, I 

was interested to hear the participant’s reactions to the project.  

Introversion utilized a laptop computer and coding software. When the viewer sat 

down they would see a reflection of themselves at 80% opacity. As they sat still and gaze 

into the screen, their image began to fade and they are able to see the video of an abstract 

sunset. The sunset was not revealed unless the participant remained absolutely still.  

From my perspective, the participant’s accounts of their interaction with the project 

appeared to reveal information about the own behavioral patterns of avoidance when it 

comes to self-reflection. One participant stated that she did not have the patience to sit 

and try to figure it out. Having known this participant personally, I can attest that she 

often had to have many things going on at once and quite possibly never sat still long 

enough to have in-depth self-reflection. Another participant stated that he could not 

figure out how the installation worked and kept moving into different positions and 

testing the project in order to “make it work”. Again, knowing this participant his 

disposition was one of often over analyzing situations, which could have kept him from 

being involved in self-reflection. 

My attempt was to convey this message of avoidance to self-reflection to each 

participant. In the project critique it appeared that the interactive video was ineffective in 

revealing these attributes to each participant and perhaps I was the only one who truly 

understood the significance of each persons behavior in response to the interactivity. In 

the future, I would like to create similar works, but make the intent more obvious to the 

viewer.  
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5.2 Current Work 
5.2.1 Reclaiming the Pieces 

 
Figure 12: Reclaiming the Pieces 

Reclaiming the Pieces is a documentary film that walks us through the lives of four 

transgender people who have found their sense of place. Beyond just politics and 

anatomy, this documentary showed transgender people as multifaceted individuals who 

shared insights on life from their unique experiences. I traveled across the US and 

interview transgender people from various backgrounds, transgender identity, and  

locations. From New York City to Santa Fe to San Francisco, this documentary used 

poetic contemporary filmmaking techniques to tell the stories of transgender people.  

The development for Reclaiming the Pieces began years ago while I was editing for 

a documentary film, Enough Man by Luke Woodward. Enough Man was a documentary 

film, which interviewed nine transgender men regarding identity, intimate relationships, 

and sex. While the film is representative of most documentary films on transgender 

people, by explicitly showing transgender men having sex with their partners makes the 

film unique. The problem with Enough Man, as well as all of the other documentary 

films I have come across, is that it portrays a homogenous culture of transgender people. 

First, the film is segregated into only transgender males and secondly, it portrays all 

white people and thirdly, all the people interviewed were around the same age. It was 

then that I realized I needed to create a more accurate representation of transgender 

people.  
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I began the process with one thing in mind, to represent the transgender community 

and the diversity within the community. This included people of color, people with 

disabilities, and a wide range of ages and experiences. I began to have discussions about 

the project on an on-line message board where many progressive transgender people 

could speak of the various issues that transgender people have to face. This group of 

people was an instrumental sounding board for the questions I had regarding this project 

and the members helped in the development of interview questions.  

Here was a community of transgender people who were politically conscious 

individuals. They took pride in analyzing and critiquing culture within the United States 

and many had studied related topics at universities, some were artists, and others were 

there to simply share their own personal experiences. We discussed issues of diversity, 

transgender representation in the media, and what sort of images were lacking of 

transgender people. 

It was not until I considered the project for my master’s thesis that I felt prepared to 

begin shooting this documentary. I scheduled seven interviews and planned my trip 

across the United States. My budget limit was to not max out my credit card, so my crew 

of me, myself, and I who operated two cameras, microphones, and interviews. I was in 

charge of everything from scheduling, interviewing, and arranging permissions with local 

film offices to shooting b-roll. 

At the end of the summer, I had obtained four out of the seven intended interviews, 

and decided to proceed with editing these four interviews into a self-contained short 

documentary film.  

5.2.1.1 People Interviewed 

I have always been a traveler, a people person, and one who has an appreciation for 

diversity. It was on my travels and explorations that I have had the opportunity to meet 

many interesting people with unique life experiences. Because of my own identity as a 

transgender person, a number of people I have met along the way share this identity. It 

was from this resource of friends that I found the people I interviewed for Reclaiming the 

Pieces.  

The following people were interviewed in Reclaiming the Pieces: 
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At the time of the interview Cooper Lee was 37 years old and lived in Santa Fe, New 

Mexico. He is a Caucasian Female-to-Male who identifies as trans. He is straight and 

lives with his fiancé. Cooper Lee worked for the Santa Fe Opera and previously worked 

odd manual labor jobs including: stagehand, construction, and truck driver. He has 

traveled the United States performing his spoken word and is currently working on his 

first novel. 

Mekah was 56 years old and lived in Santa Fe, New Mexico. Mekah is a Jewish 

Male-to-Female who identifies as “female, through and through.” She is straight, lives 

with her husband, and is running for New Mexico State Representative in 2008. Mekah 

transitioned at the age of 52 while working as a high school art teacher. She was a Navy 

Seal during the Vietnam War in order to prove her “manliness”. 

Naomi�was 30 years old at the time of the interview and lived in New York City, 

New York. �Naomi is a multiracial/Asian American Male-to-Female who identifies as 

female. She is a lesbian who worked as a graphic designer, game designer, and project 

manager. Naomi’s family and friends have offered her so much support that she has 

decided to give back by her involvement with Sylvia Rivera Law Project, which helps 

low-income trans communities of color fight for change 

Jay�was 38 and lived in Berkeley, California. �Jay is a Caucasian Female-to-Male 

who identifies as genderqueer. Jay is polyamorous and bisexual and is was working on 

his Master’s degree in social work. Jay had just started hormones and was dealing with 

finding his place in his community as he transitions. He was involved in the leather 

community, which has been a foundation for him to feel acceptance. 

5.2.1.2 Music 

The music for Reclaiming the Pieces is a song entitled Something Different by 

Katastrophe. I chose this music because Katastrophe not only raps about his experience 

as a transgender person, but he is also one of the top artists in the transgender community 

in terms of his skill level and natural talent.  

Some of the lyrics include:  “My lips spit shit nobody wants to hear. … fuck all this 

pain. I am standing right next to you, a transsexual, intellectual…Not out to fight the 

world because you think I’m a perve, deserve … I’m not impervious to hurt.” “A moral 
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on the gay community. Too soon for me to promote unity when we only see as far as a 

mirror. Fear. Hate. Try to keep us in our place…Try to save face in a rat race.” 

The music is used to reinforce the storyline that transgender people are members of 

society that not only deserve equal rights, but that don’t want to be enveloped into a gay 

community. 

5.2.1.3 Distribution 

With regards to my experience in representation of under represented people in the 

moving image, I have discovered that one of the main problems with creating a new 

master narrative is in the lack of distribution. When considering the distribution of 

Reclaiming the Pieces, I am challenged with similar question of where to distribute, who 

is my audience, and who I want to have access.  

My goal is to have the widest audience possible without signing a contract with a 

distributor who will then have ownership as to where the film can be viewed. I am also 

concerned with maintaining the utmost respect of those people I interviewed. For 

instance, when I spoke to Cooper Lee about distribution we discussed how easily 

viewers of You Tube are able to download the video. Although there are ways to turn 

this function off in the You Tube settings, there are many third party free software 

applications that allow a viewer to download any video displayed on You Tube. Cooper 

Lee was emphatic about not allowing others access to using his image to recreate their 

videos. I am respectful of Cooper Lee’s wishes and therefore will not be distributing this 

documentary on You Tube.  

Instead, the video will be available for viewing on my up and coming website, 

www.reclaimingthepieces.com. The video will also show at academic and transgender 

conferences as well as film festivals around the world. I am considering releasing the 

video on DVD as a self-contained video. One DVD would only contain Reclaiming the 

Pieces for a small price. The other DVD would be a special collector’s edition to include 

Reclaiming the Pieces along side my other work dealing with transgender or queer 

issues, most of which was mentioned above. I would distribute all of this myself in order 

to retain rights. 
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5.2.1.4 Personal Critique 

Reclaiming the Pieces is my most ambitious project to date and I am happy with the 

results. That being stated, I feel that there is much to be learned from this project. I 

realize that my ideal in creating a visionary new master narrative for transgender 

representation is a difficult one. I hope to not only influence change on the larger 

society, but to help transgender people break free from the social duality of choice that I 

see as limiting the community.  

In the completed seventeen-minute project, I ended up spending almost half the 

time on the coming out section of the documentary. I had intended for the coming out 

section to be shorter and spend more time on the visionary portion of the film. The 

visionary portion would consist of two parts. One, transgender people becoming active 

members of the larger community and providing positive social change and two, 

transgender people offering insight from their own experiences to provide some 

betterment for humanity as a whole. It was not until I completed this film that I realized 

that this was a large order to fill. I feel I did achieve the visionary content to an extent, 

but I had hoped for the last section to be larger. I feel I could write many pages on what 

I would like to do differently. Instead, I am going to explain how I would like to present 

the feature-length version of this documentary, Reclaiming the Pieces 5.0, or just RTP 

5.0.  
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5.3 Future Work 
5.3.1 Reclaiming the Pieces 5.0  

Reclaiming the Pieces 5.0 is a feature-length documentary film that explores a 

diverse population of the transgender community. Through the lives and experiences 

these individuals who envision a community that looks past the confines of just the 

straight or transgender culture, This poetic representation of transgender people through 

the moving image portrays transgender people. 

I feel it is necessary to continue working on this project and expanding it into a 

feature-length documentary for several reasons. A feature-length documentary holds 

more importance within filmmaking circles and therefore this film would receive more 

attention. The intensions of this film is to show a wide diversity within the transgender 

community and the short version did not capture the amount of diversity I had hoped. I 

am concerned with representations of people of color, various identities, and a larger 

variety in age range.  

In this feature-length project, Reclaiming the Pieces 5.0, I will include interviews 

from the following people: 

At the time of writing, Yasmeen is 23 year old and lives in Redwood City, 

California. �She is a Native American pre-transition Male-to-Female. She found her 

sense of identity through singing and performing in drag. Yasmeen moved to California 

in search of a more accepting community in order to discover herself. 

Ethan was 47 years old at the time of filming and lived in Toledo, Ohio. �Ethan is 

an African American Female-to-Male who identifies as a gay transman. He receives SSI 

and was attending the University of Toledo to study social work and photography. He is 

confined to a wheelchair due to cerebral palsy. Ethan has only been able to express 

himself physically in relationships since transitioning. He is part of the BDSM 

community and writes erotica. 

Adam was 28 at the time of writing and living in Los Angeles, California. �Adam is 

a Caucasian former Male-to-Female who identifies as somewhere between male and 

female. He dates female identified people and works as a director of interactive 

programming/designer/animator. Adam lived as female for two years and a few months 

before he was scheduled to have surgery decided to try living as a male bodied person 
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again to make sure he was doing the right thing. Although he no longer takes estrogen 

and did not go through with surgery he feels that “overall it was a successful transition.” 

5.3.1.2 Storyline 

 In speaking with Jim de Seve’, Director of Tying the Knot, a documentary that 

took a concerted look at the heated and ongoing debate about same-sex marriage in the 

United States, I realized the importance of creating a larger more complex storyline for 

the feature length version of Reclaiming the Pieces. Although it is still in development, 

one of the elements of the larger film will be to follow Mekah through the next seven 

months as she runs for State Senate in New Mexico.  

I will shoot pick ups and update the people interviewed as they continue with their 

lives creating their own stories in order to add depth. The interviews previously 

conducted I spent three days with each person. I would like to get a more well rounded 

intimate look into their lives and ask them more questions.  I feel that each person is 

highly intelligent and has insight on life that I have yet to tap into.  

Naomi and her friend, who is also a Male-to-Female transsexual, have started a band. 

Cooper Lee now works at an organization that helps youth to empower themselves 

through outdoor adventures and challenge courses, and Jay will complete graduate school 

and begin looking for a job where he will influence public discourse about transgender 

youth. 

The other interviews will be added along with artistic video vignettes creating 

commentary on the social progress of transgender people in society and the moving 

image. These vignettes will be used to help clarify some points on social commentary 

that I would like the film to convey. 

   

5.3.1.2 Music 

Music for Reclaiming the Pieces features the song Something Different by 

Katastrophe. Title piece performed by the Ice Cream Socialites, which includes 

Katastrophe and Jena Riot. The feature song will include specific lyrics based on the film. 

Ice Cream Socialites are an up and coming group from San Francisco, California and 

have established themselves both within the transgender and queer communitiesw. 
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5.3.1.3 Distribution 

As stated before, I am interested in retaining rights to this film, however I may find 

that I will get a wider distribution working with a distribution company. I am interested in 

dealing with a detailed contract that limits the distribution company’s rights over my own 

as the filmmaker. This film will be distributed to film festivals worldwide, television, and 

DVD. 

5.3.2 Other Future Projects 

 I hope to expand on my own work within the moving image by creating more 

interactive video projects. I have considered creating interactive work for the web as well 

as gallery installation projects. Over the past 8 years of my transition from female-to-

male I documented the changes in my physical body with still pictures. I have been 

experimenting with morphing the images between each other showing the changes that 

occurred. My interest lies in pushing the boundaries of what video means. Interactive 

work such as that of Toni Dove and David Rokeby have particularly sparked my interest 

in interactive video art as a way to convey a message. 

5.4 Media Literacy Project  
Along with presenting my talk, Transgender and Claiming Space in the Moving 

Image, I am interested in created a set of ongoing media literacy workshops. The 

workshops will start geared specifically at conferences with a high attendance by 

transgender people with a plan with a wider audience in mind. My hope is to increase the 

level of political consciousness within the transgender community and to encourage 

transgender people to create diverse representations through the moving image.  

The media literacy project will focus on discussing the history of the moving image 

and its use as a mirror on the larger social structure, as outlined in this paper. This 

presentation will include video clips of examples to aid in the discussion of 

representation in the moving image. The purpose of this section is for the transgender 

community to become familiar with their own history and realize how these historical 

representations in the moving image effect the transgender community today. I also hope 

to help the transgender community to develop a language in which to analyze 

contemporary images portrayed in the film, television, and art. With the increase in media 

literacy within the transgender community, I foresee a decrease in tolerance of the 
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negative stereotypes, an increase in intelligent discourse, and an increase in the creation 

of new master narratives. 

The second part of the media literacy project will consist of hands on learning and 

assigned video projects through three workshops. In the first workshop, participants will 

be encouraged to bring their video equipment to the workshop, what ever it may be; VHS 

camcorder, professional HD, or just a cell phone. We will study basic concepts of 

filmmaking to include image composition, storyboarding, lighting, and sounds. Each 

individual will be assigned a basic 3-minute project of their choosing consisting of in-

camera edits. In the second workshop, we will briefly review the projects and discuss and 

critique the short videos. We will then discuss concepts in editing techniques and options 

for creating edits including software that is available and how to use the camera to create 

edits directly to tape. Each participant will be assigned to create a 15 – 30 minute video 

either individually or collaboratively. Each person will walk away from the course with a 

list of resources about topics discussed including types on shooting on a budget. I am 

considering having the third workshop at the next annual conference. This would require 

offering support via email to further their development throughout the year and to answer 

questions. This will allow time for the new filmmakers to develop their projects and 

ready them for presentation in a section of the conference open for public viewing. The 

workshop portion will consist of discussion of the projects and critique. We will also be 

able to discuss future projects. Each participant will be charged with teaching other 

people what they have learned and to continue creating video. 

 this grass roots approach to media literacy my hope is to influence transgender 

people to have proactive participation to create social change. By utilizing one of the 

most influential forms of communication of our time, the moving image, transgender 

people can increase the amount of acceptance of transgender people within the larger 

culture. The more transgender people who create new master narratives from a place of 

political consciousness, the more diversity will be represented. The more diversity 

representation of the transgender community, the more choices transgender people will 

have when choosing their place within the world. 
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7. Discussion and Conclusion 
 

The video artwork completed up to this point in my career has been consistent in the 

theme of change, both at the personal and the social level. This work has led me to study 

the moving image as it has affected society over the past century. Because of my identity 

as a transgender person I see a specific need that needs to be filled in order to further the 

transgender movement. In a time when the moving image has saturated every part of the 

modern day culture, it has become clear that in order to move forward, not only as 

transgender people, but as a society, there has to be literacy of the moving image. 

I have a new interest in learning about video from an engineering standpoint. By 

becoming more literate with the technical aspects of video as well as video’s social 

implications, I hope to increase my influences in society. Through my own art as well as 

by teaching others media literacy I hope to become a proactive participant in social 

change.   
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Appendix A: DVD Video Examples 

DVD Video Examples 
 

Read This Before Coming Out.mov     Length: 05:27 
Evolution4.2.mov        Length: 05:19 
ReclaimingthePieces.mov      Length: 16:22 
  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




