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Hello everyone!  Welcome to this Transgender Representation in the Media 
presentation.  My name is Chandler Wilson, and I’m honored to be here with you 
today.  I just want to say a huge thanks to Max for reaching out with this opportunity 
and to all of you for joining me and letting me share my story as well as a bit of my 
research with you!



For captions, visit:
https://chandlernwilson.com/trans-rep

Firstly, for the purpose of accessibility, captions have been provided as speaker’s 
notes in a PDF.  You are encouraged to visit the link and access the presentation on 
your phone or in another window to read alongside me as we progress through this 
presentation if that’s something that would be helpful for you.  You can also save this 
link for future reference if at any point after this presentation you would like to access 
this information again.  This link will be available again at the end of the presentation.

https://chandlernwilson.com/trans-rep


Who am I?

Name:

Age:

Pronouns:

Birthplace:

Chandler Wilson

22

they/them

Charlotte, NC

My name is Chandler Wilson, I am 22 years old, my pronouns are they/them, and I’m 
originally from Charlotte, North Carolina.  Here’s actually a comparison picture I made 
for Trans Day of Visibility a couple years ago with me at age 10 versus me at age 20.  
I personally enjoy occasionally sharing comparison pictures for other trans people 
because I know how common it is for some of us to seek out results of transitioning, 
especially for those of us who want to transition but can’t.  When sharing my story, it’s 
actually kind of difficult to pinpoint what I would qualify as the beginning.  There’s my 
physical beginning in this world, obviously, at birth.  There’s also the moment I began 
to realize I was queer in some way which started when I was 12… but it can also be 
argued that I was suuuuuper gay before then… so maybe when I was 5?  Or what 
about when I came out as a binary trans guy at 14… which was short lived since I 
came out as nonbinary right before I turned 16.  But I also was super trans as a kid 
despite not having language for it… does that count as my trans beginning?  Or what 
about what has ~started it all~ for me to be here?  That could maybe be my career as 
an activist which probably started when I was like 17 ish.  Plus I’m in a new chapter of 
my life now where I myself have gone back to college which means I began my 
newest beginning only two years ago.  All of this is just to say that we are incredibly 
complex people who have the capacity to go down many new and different paths and, 
well, have many new and overlapping beginnings.  I talk to a lot of queer people who 
struggle to pinpoint when exactly felt like the first time they really started to know 
themselves because so much of their early life didn’t really feel like it belonged to 
them.  So I’m going to share all of my beginnings… from beginning to… beginning.



Beginning 1:  Birth

August 7th, 1998

Beginning 1:  Birth.

I think it’s pretty safe to say this is the beginning I know the least about.  I was born on 
August 7th, 1998 at 10:30pm.  My dad used to tease me for having almost been born 
on 8/8/98.  I’ve been told I was a lovely and delightful baby, only crying inconsolably 
24/7 nonstop.  Plus, I think that’s a fair first impression. /joke

I was assigned female at birth and as a youngest sibling.   When I was born, my mom 
was about to turn 31 and my dad was turning 30.  



Beginning 2:  Baby Gay
Age 3

Beginning 2:  Baby Gay.

Some things that are heavily gendered in other families weren’t really a big deal in 
mine.  I was also lucky enough to be born into a family where gender roles didn’t 
really matter when I was young.  My mom was from a small town in West Virginia and 
was herself a massive tomboy, and my dad used to always use gender neutral 
language with me and would often refer to me as a “special person.” 

My parents also never forced me to wear any specific clothing.  However, as a child, I 
really liked many traditionally feminine things, or what I refer to as clothing marketed 
towards girls.  I loved wearing embroidered jeans with flowers and butterflies.  I liked 
wearing the color pink and wearing dresses.  I liked having long hair, and I liked 
painting my nails.  Back then, I felt a freedom to do all of these things so openly 
because they didn’t come with any attached meanings.  I enjoyed wearing dresses to 
wear dresses… I wasn’t wearing dresses to be a girl.  There was no hidden meaning 
and yet it came to feel like I had just clicked yes on the terms of service without 
reading them.  

I also never saw any differences between me and the other kids my age related to 
gender.  Don’t get me wrong, we had many wonderful and beautiful differences, but 
none of those differences in my eyes were gender-specific.  We had kids with long 
hair and kids with short hair and kids with shirts and pants and shoes and sandals 
and leggings and all kinds of differences.  But as a kid, I never attributed those 
differences to gender, and always felt like all of those options were open to everyone.  



This is also how I felt about crushes.



Beginning 2:  Baby Gay
Age 5

Beginning 2:  Baby Gay.

When I was 5 years old, I developed my first ever crush--more than that, my first ever 
crush on a girl.  She had long, straight dark hair and enjoyed tying her hair up with 
ribbons.  I remember that first crush feeling.  I thought she was just so pretty.  Back in 
those days, all throughout elementary school, our whole class would buy those 
Valentine’s Day card packs to hand out to everyone in the class.  I drew hearts on 
hers and only hers.  I used to talk about her all the time to my mom just absolutely 
raving about her.  The very first time my mom met my crush on a field trip she was 
chaperoning, she said, “Oh I’ve heard so much about you!”  I remember feeling so 
embarrassed and pulling the “Mooooom!” card.  It still cracks me up that my mom had 
no idea I liked girls when I officially came out to her.  She genuinely doesn’t remember 
any of this.



Beginning 3:  Androgynous Origins
Age 7-11

Beginning 3:  Androgynous Origins.

As much as I liked things that many people associated with the word, “girly,” I was 
definitely called a “tomboy” more than anything else.  I used to wear tank tops, 
t-shirts, knee-length shorts, and tennis shoes.  I also got a gameboy SP for my 7th 
birthday, and played games like Pokemon and Hot Wheels.  I never felt like any of 
these things segmented my personality into the “girly” aspects and the “boyish” 
aspects though.  For me, all of these things added to me and my interests.  The 
masculine things I liked never subtracted from the feminine things.  As much as I 
enjoyed Pokemon and Hot Wheels, I also enjoyed Barbie and Polly Pocket.  I began 
cutting my hair short and always wearing it up in a ponytail or a bun.

It was around this age that I first learned what puberty was.  My mom had started 
puberty when she was 9 years old, so my parents knew they had to prepare me early 
in case I was also an early bloomer.  They told me that my body would change and 
that I’d start bleeding and so on.  As a kid, I didn’t quite understand how puberty 
worked.  I remember wanting broad shoulders and wide hips, as if I could pick and 
choose the physical characteristics I’d receive.  I didn’t realize that this whole gender 
thing, that had meant nothing to me before, would soon start to identify me against my 
will, pushing my body in one singular direction.



Beginning 3:  Androgynous Origins
Age 7-11

Beginning 3:  Androgynous Origins.

It was around this age that I first learned what puberty was.  My mom had started 
puberty when she was 9 years old, so my parents knew they had to prepare me early 
in case I was also an early bloomer.  They told me that my body would change and 
that I’d start bleeding and so on.  As a kid, I didn’t quite understand how puberty 
worked.  I remember wanting broad shoulders and wide hips, as if I could pick and 
choose the physical characteristics I’d receive.  I didn’t realize that this whole gender 
thing, that had meant nothing to me before, would soon start to identify me against my 
will, pushing my body in one singular direction.  I also, at this time in my life, had 
heard the word “bisexual” for the very first time and would very soon start to identify 
with it.



Beginning 4:  Puberty
Age 12

Beginning 3:  Puberty

I had never felt uncomfortable in my body really until I started puberty.  It was the first 
time I felt my body impact how I was perceived rather than just me.  Up until this point, 
there was still no question on whether or not I was a girl to strangers.  But at this point 
is when being a “girl” felt like it actually meant something to me.  It meant that my 
body was going in one direction and other people’s bodies were going in another 
direction, and I felt too off balance.  I was awkward and often also referred to as an 
ugly girl.  I never felt, however, that I wasn’t myself.  And I think this is a super 
important distinction to make.  I always felt like I was being myself albeit a watered 
down version of myself.  I often describe this as if I was like a clam stuck in my shell.  
There was still plenty of space for water to pass through.  Plenty of the real me had 
shown through, but there was always more that could never quite break free.  I 
couldn’t pinpoint what it was about me that made me feel so awkward.



Beginning 4:  Puberty
Age 12

Beginning 3:  Puberty

I came out as bisexual when I was 12 and figured my inability to talk to pretty girls 
was probably the only awkward thing about me.  I was pretty content in identifying 
with just a queer sexuality because it seemed to encapsulate how I saw myself at the 
time: a tomboyish queer girl.  At 13, I came out as a lesbian because at the time, I 
was not experiencing any attraction towards men.  My sister, who was 16 at the time, 
had just come out as a trans woman, and back then I didn’t feel anything like a boy, 
so I didn’t think I was trans too.  My only experience with trans identities at this point 
was my sister as a binary trans woman.  I never felt like just one thing.  I always felt 
like I embodied so many things in a way that created a perfectly balanced… 
neutrality.



Beginning 5:  Trans Journey
Age 14-16

Beginning 5:  Trans Journey

After my sister came out as trans, my dad got re-hired at a previous job that was 
relocating people to Richmond, Virginia.  Since my sister was 17 and going into her 
last year of high school, she stayed with our grandparents for the year.  It made sense 
for her to finish at her current school rather than try to move to a new state and try to 
meet new requirements with only the one year left.  I, however, was 13 and was 
definitely moving to a new state.  When my sister came out, I knew nothing about 
trans identities.  I remember being frustrated with her for not knowing how to do things 
that I had already long since been taught how to do indirectly.  She had grown her 
nails out and was struggling to open a canned soda and for some reason it infuriated 
me to feel like my experiences up until that point had been so… alien.  I hadn’t 
realized until then just how differently my sister and I really had grown up.  Even in a 
household where nothing was enforced, society was still enforcing these things on us 
and we internalized that which was “designed” for us.  I had learned how to paint my 
nails ages ago, and yet she was just coming into her own learning which colors she 
even liked let alone what a base-coat was.

I decided I was going to be the best ally little sister I could be, and I decided to google 
transgender identities.  What I expected to come across was resources for binary 
trans people which I could then figure out how to help out with as a third party.  What I 
did not expect was to learn about nonbinary identities.  This was my first step in 
piecing together my trans identity.  I remember seeing the word “bigender” and feeling 
a very pronounced belongingness I never really had before.  I was the only out queer 



girl for years from my friend groups and never felt related to them either.  Seeing the 
word bigender and feeling wholly male and female rather than male or female truly 
changed my life.



Beginning 5:  Trans Journey
Age 14-16

Beginning 5:  Trans Journey

My sister came to visit over the summer before starting her last year of high school, 
and I remember having just turned 14 and telling her that sometimes I wished my 
chest was flat and would just go away.  She gave me an extremely suspicious glare 
and asked me if I was a trans boy.  I was shocked!  I kept saying no, no, no, I am not 
a trans boy.  I never felt wholly a guy, and so the idea of being a boy felt wrong.  

I came out as bigender to maybe three people when I was 14 years old.  My birth 
name never truly felt mine, and so I started going by Mason online privately with an 
internet friend.  I was outed as queer when I was 12, and so I felt that coming out as 
transgender was my precious secret.  I was not going to tell anyone for a long time, or 
at least not until I felt fully right and comfortable to do so.  I had decided to fully 
embrace the butch side of myself I had always watered down.  I cut all my hair off and 
began dabbling in alt styles.  I wore masculine clothes and accessories full-time.

When I started high school, many people thought I was just a very, very butch lesbian 
and I was fine with this.  I still identified very strongly with the term ‘lesbian’ as I still 
felt partially girl-like and exclusively attracted to women.  I was extremely closeted in 
my trans identity, and I can’t help but wonder if that’s because something still didn’t 
feel truly right… as if there were still more pieces to put together.



Beginning 5:  Trans Journey
Age 14-16

Beginning 5:  Trans Journey

When I was 15, I shoved all of that “trans stuff” deep, deep down.  I decided the 
gender journey was not my struggle, not my identity, and I was just a cisgender 
lesbian and nothing more was going on.  Of course that’s not how identity works so at 
the end of my sophomore year of high school, my agender identity came in swinging 
full force and knocked me upside the head as I deserved.  I was so miserable 
pretending to be a girl, that I decided I was agender.  I was so fed up with forcing 
gender onto myself, that I forced it away.  Well, that’s not exactly how identity works 
either, and I remember declaring myself agender and then later thinking… oh wait that 
actually feels super right.

I decided to change my name to Chandler and come out at school with a group of 
friends.  I was in a specialty center where half of my classes were in Spanish with the 
same group of people and the other half of my classes were out with the rest of the 
student body.  In junior year, I was going by Chandler in half my classes and by my 
birth name in the other half.  My mom was a booster club member for my specialty 
center, so I was worried about being outed to her by my Spanish teachers.



Beginning 6:  Activism
Age 16+

Beginning 6:  Activism

I feel that the best way to share this beginning is by sharing with you excerpts from 
my Creator Keynote.  The full video is available on my YouTube channel, but I feel 
this best encapsulates how those first few months went.

When I first created my YouTube channel, I was 11 years old making casual silly 
videos that are absolutely embarrassing and absolutely still available for your viewing 
pleasure.

But the entire dynamic of my YouTube channel changed when I officially came out as 
agender.  As any young, scared, and newly out queer teenager often does nowadays, 
I turned to the internet for resources.  I went to YouTube and searched for agender 
YouTubers to try and find other people like me, and the sad reality is that… I found 
nothing.

To this day, there are two people I remember watching that explicitly used the word 
“agender.”  One person went back and forth between identifying as agender and as a 
trans man before concluding he’s a trans man.  I thought, well that’s not how I feel, so 
I kept looking.  The other person said that they did feel like they had a gender, they 
just didn’t know what it was yet and resorted to using the term “agender” as a 
placeholder.  I thought, well that’s not how I feel either.  I went looking for 
representation and found none.  All I wanted was some sort of sign that I wasn’t 
alone.



After looking for a YouTuber I could relate to and not being able to find one, I decided 
I was going to have to step up and be the representation that I needed.  If I was a 
young and scared agender kid with no one to look up to, I just figured there had to be 
other people like me who were also desperately looking for some sort of role model 
and community.  I decided, if there were no out agender YouTubers, I was going to be 
the first.  Do I truly believe I was the first person on YouTube talking about being 
agender?  Of course not.  However, I was one of the first people fortunate enough to 
amass a following as an out agender person discussing trans and nonbinary issues.

I uploaded my video titled, “What is Agender?” on March 15th, 2015.  Almost 
immediately, that video skyrocketed to 600,000 views.  Sure, some of them were from 
internet trolls who wanted to tell me I was confused, but who even cares about those 
people when their comments were completely overpowered by the tens of thousands 
of folks reaching out to me telling me that they felt the same way I did and never even 
knew there was a word for it.

The community feeling that I was missing going into that video was then in turn given 
to me by my viewers after uploading it.

Suddenly, people were looking up to me as a voice for an underrepresented 
community.  People were asking me advice about identity and how to come out, but I 
hadn’t exactly… done that yet.  So, after having a wave of support and finding that 
community of folks experiencing life similarly to me, I gained the courage to come out 
to my mom.  I uploaded my Coming Out As Transgender Agender video April 5th, 
2015.  That video currently has 2 million views and has been featured in the Google 
Year in Search 2015 as one of the main segments.

While coming out to my mom has been a wonderful and empowering journey, my dad 
has been extremely transphobic.  He doesn’t exactly get mentioned much in these 
presentations for obvious reasons.

And this last image is from my channel now.



Beginning 6:  Activism
Age 16+

Beginning 6:  Activism

By being vocal about my story, I was able to cultivate a community for transgender 
and nonbinary people to feel welcome, safe, and affirmed--not only in their identities 
but also in their respective journeys.  I was fortunate enough to be invited to VidCon 
Anaheim, the largest conference in the world for internet video content on a few 
occasions, as well as the UK’s largest video conference, Summer in the City.  I’ve 
shared my experiences with audiences both directly through meet and greets, panels, 
presentations, and speeches, as well as indirectly through filmed work.  

This is a screenshot from a segment I filmed with CNN for their original series This is 
Life with Lisa Ling.  The episode I was in was their gender fluidity episode which 
explored my story, and the stories of two other wonderful gender non-conforming 
individuals.  This was my first project I had worked on that would intentionally be for a 
target audience that was not my own.  Usually when I film videos, I am filming them 
for my audience and other people might just so happen across them like with my 
coming out videos.  This show, however, was a really unique experience because the 
target audience is really… anyone who wants to learn more about the world around 
them.  I received so many lovely comments from older folks after this episode aired 
telling me that they felt similarly and now had language to describe it.  I also received 
a ton of wonderful comments about how people were moved to tears by my 
supportive Christian mother.

I filmed an interview for The Lavender Effect’s Oral History Project.  The Lavender 



Effect is an LGBTQ nonprofit in California that aims to create these interview archives 
of LGBTQ activists sharing their stories.  Afterwards, they take these interviews and 
disperse them to schools around the country to make LGBTQ history easier to teach 
in school.

I also was invited back to VidCon to give the first 2019 Creator Keynote speech that 
you heard an excerpt from a moment ago.  That was an especially important moment 
in my life because I was speaking about the importance of representation and fighting 
for our space in media to create authentic content to a whole room of people who 
didn’t even know who I was since most of them came for the bigger names that would 
be presenting after me.  And yet, my speech resonated with so many of them, that 
some folks even came to me afterwards to say how inspirational it was for them.



Trans
Representation

in Media

Now enough about me, I’d like to share with you some work I did about representation 
and then specifically transgender representation in the media.



Define representation

Discuss real-world implications of positive and negative representation

Define what constitutes as positive representation

Discuss issues with current transgender representation

Provide examples of transgender representation

Share personal examples of positive transgender representation

Plan

For the purpose of this presentation, whether you’re a newbie to the concept of 
representation or you have already explored it and its effects, I’m hopeful you will get 
something out of this.  We will start broad and then get progressively more specific 
until we are discussing specific pieces of media such as specific films and books.

First, we will define representation at its most basic level.  Then we will discuss the 
real-world implications of both positive representation and negative representation.  
We will discuss what qualifies as positive representation and then dive into some 
issues with current transgender representation.  And lastly, I first will share some 
examples of transgender representation, and then I’ll open it up to everyone so we 
can curate a list of positive transgender representation as a bit of a resource 
exchange.



What is Representation?
(n.) the ways in which content depicts identities, social issues, and events

Content

Audiovisual 
Media Print Media

Magazines
Articles

Books
Comics

Music
Podcasts

Radio

Movies
TV Shows

News Programs

How are people of different ages, races, 
ancestries, gender identities, spiritual beliefs, 
sexual orientations, ethnicities, abilities, 
classes, and geographical locations depicted?

How are social issues depicted?

How are historic events depicted?

Representation, particularly in media, deals with how content depicts identities, social 
issues, and events.

Content can include movies, TV shows, music, radio shows and podcasts, books, 
news, online videos such as YouTube, and much more.
At its most basic, representation is a portrayal of someone or something.

When we want to figure out what kind of representation we are observing, we must 
ask ourselves some questions in order to properly analyze it.  For example, we must 
ask ourselves:  how are people of varying identities being depicted?  What conflicts 
are they experiencing?  What contributes to their resolution?

We must also ask ourselves similar questions about the portrayal of events and 
issues.  Which events are being included and which are left out?  How are they 
describing the events?  Word choice is key.



Media 
Representation 
has real-world 
implications

Community 
solidarity

Raise 
awareness

Provide a platform

Establish us vs. 
them 

mentality

Internalize 
trauma

Increase dangers 
and ostracism 

faced by members

Media representation has real-world implications and also mirrors and informs what 
society’s views of a certain topic or identity are.

There are ways to provide accurate representation in media so that it benefit 
communities.  Positive representation, as it is called, can build community solidarity.  
Community solidarity being that people feel proud in their identities and connected to 
those that share their identities.  Seeing ourselves positively reflected back to us and 
in ways we relate to helps build self esteem, confidence, and self-acceptance.

Positive representation can also raise awareness of identities and social issues in the 
world.  Those who may otherwise not be informed of experiences outside of their own 
can become both more self-aware and also more aware of the world around them.  

It’s also important to directly interact with members of different communities in order 
to establish an open dialogue.  Positive representation can be used to provide a 
platform so that members of communities can share information regarding their 
cultures, their day-to-day lives, and issues their community faces.  People of the 
communities themselves then get to tell their own stories rather than risk other people 
telling improper stories about them.  This allows us to engage with content curated by 
the community itself and therefore see things the way members of the community 
would like us to rather than from an outsider perspective.

--



On the flip side of that, improper representation can be harmful.  Negative 
representation, which includes a lack of any representation at all, can reduce the 
image of a community both inside the community and in society as a whole.  As 
members of a community see themselves reflected back in a negative way, often that 
portrayal is internalized, resulting in harboring negative feelings about the community.  
These negative feelings can make members feel ashamed of their identities and also 
lash out at fellow community members.  Internalizing this trauma of seeing negative 
images associated with identities we have can also push us to desperation.  This 
desperation can drive us to either split from the community, hide our involvement in 
the community, seek approval from members outside the community, and also police 
how fellow community members act.

Negative representation can also establish an ‘us’ versus ‘them’ mentality.  This can 
cause ignorance resulting in one group fearing, hating, and even enacting violence on 
those of different groups.  This increases tensions between communities and disrupts 
any sort of solidarity between them.  In the case of misrepresenting historic events, 
this can mean actual historical facts are being obscured, erased, or rewritten.

This ‘us’ versus ‘them’ mentality can have grave consequences, such as increasing 
danger and ostracism faced by members of a community.  These instances of danger 
and ostracism have a wide range of how violent they may be.  Negative 
representation can reinforce a hierarchy where members of certain groups oppress 
other groups and also be used as justification for that oppression.



Characters are multidimensional

Does not reinforce stereotypes

Flaws are not directly caused by identity

Transformations are affirming

Consults and collaborates with members of the community

Offers a tangible benefit to members of the community

What Constitutes GOOD Representation?

Here is a list I made of what constitutes good representation for me.
When I am watching movies or reading books, these are some of the criteria I look 
out for to see if something is good representation or not.

First, I like to see if the characters are multidimensional.  Are they being portrayed in 
only one way with only one identity or are they shown as complex?  This is not to say 
that identity can’t be a huge part of the character arc, it just means that other 
personality traits and intersectionality are incorporated in some way.

Secondly, I want to make sure the content does not reinforce stereotypes.  For 
negative stereotypes, this may be more obvious because I don’t want to see someone 
of a certain identity always portrayed as bad.  However, even if a stereotype seems 
like it may be a positive thing or a compliment, it is still damaging to see only one 
example of an identity.  For example, if every depiction of a certain identity shows the 
person as studious, smart, and overachieving, folks with that same identity might feel 
like they aren’t good enough.

Next, I like to make sure that a character’s flaws are not directly caused by their 
identity.  Flaws should have multiple causes working together in order to make both 
the character development and resolution more complex.  If the identity is the direct 
cause of the flaw, often the resolution is to stop being or participating in the identity 
and culture.  This reinforces that the identity itself is the problem, rather than say, the 
unique struggles someone with that identity may face.  As an example, transphobia is 
the issue, not trans people.



Related to that, I look to make sure that the transformations and character 
development are affirming.  As I said before, it is common in negative representation 
for the transformation to be rooted in shame of an identity and then distancing oneself 
from it.  We commonly see this with depictions of religion and, by extension, culturally 
significant clothing and accessories.  Many characters are shown as having a 
“positive” transformation when they stop wearing cultural attire or stop practicing 
religious beliefs.  This transformation, however, is not actually affirming despite being 
shown as if it is.

There are also different things I look for behind the scenes.  I want to make sure that 
throughout the entire process, real members of the community were involved.  This 
ties into the next one which is that the content offers a tangible benefit to members of 
the community.  Exposure itself is not enough.  This, instead, means that the creators 
of the content are members of the community or are hiring members of the 
community.  This means that they are giving back by donating time, money, and 
resources to the community.



Issues with Current Trans Representation

Nonbinary characters overwhelmingly non-human

Cis actors playing trans characters

Hypersexualization of queer and trans women and femmes

Sexual trauma of trans men and mascs

Trans women exclusively heterosexual and sex workers

Here we have some issues with transgender representation in the media currently.  
It’s also important to note that while some things we discuss individually might not be 
an issue, the issue stems from the exclusivity of the representation.  We can observe 
this through our first example here. 

In the case of nonbinary representation, we often see that nonbinary characters are 
overwhelmingly non-human characters.  This isn’t necessarily an issue if all or most of 
the characters are also non-human, but again, having all representation the exact 
same limits the audience’s understanding of the concept.  If all nonbinary identity 
representation is non-human, it reinforces this idea that nonbinary identities are 
somehow separate, and therefore people cannot be nonbinary.

Another issue we see in relation to transgender, nonbinary, and gender 
non-conforming representation is that cisgender actors play transgender characters.  
Even more than this, it is cisgender actors who are the same gender that the 
transgender person was assigned at birth.  This means cis men are playing trans 
women and cis women are playing trans men.  This reinforces the idea that trans 
people are never the gender they say they are, rather they are portrayed as “men who 
want to be women” or “women who want to be men”  Here, cisgender people are still 
centered and prioritized over transgender people.

When it comes to sexuality, we see issues of hypersexualization throughout all media 
but society’s hyperfixation on controlling the sexuality of women continues for queer 
women and femmes.  Often, queer women in media, including pornographic media, 



are shown as hyperfeminine and also hypersexual in attempt to appeal to a 
cisgender, heterosexual male gaze.  It is very common for queer women regardless of 
their specific gender identity to have sex scenes and even have their character 
introduced via a sex scene.

On the flip side of that, we see that trans men and masculine characters often have a 
sexual trauma plotline, again, with this plotline also commonly being that character’s 
introduction to the series.

And lastly we have another example of exclusivity as an issue in that trans women 
are very often portrayed as heterosexual sex workers.



- Who is in charge of the content?

- How much power do the trans folks involved 
actually have?

- How accepting is the region where this content 
was made?

- How does this piece of media compare to other 
media of the region?

- Who was chosen to be included?  Do they 
contribute harm to the community outside of 
this content?

Contextualizing Trans 
Representation

It’s also important to note that ‘good representation’ can mean different things to 
different people around the world and under different circumstances.  For this reason, 
we must look at a piece of media and understand where it’s coming from.  For 
transgender representation globally, this can sometimes be seen in how what may 
constitute as ‘bad’ representation in a western context for say, not being explicit 
enough, could be considered incredibly explicit, forward, and affirming in less 
accepting regions.  On the flip side, many forms of transgender representation in 
western media can be seen as ‘bad representation’ because they are often seen as 
too dramatized and sexualized.

So then how can we better contextualize transgender representation and understand 
these limitations?  First we have to acknowledge some of the primary struggles with 
trans representation in media.  One key struggle is that trans and nonbinary folks 
involved in creating content, by nature of being a part of a marginalized group, have 
to answer to higher-ups or other folks in power.  This results in trans actors, writers, 
creators, and anyone else involved not having a lot of say in what is actually allowed 
in their content.  They are either forced to include things they don’t want to or forced 
to omit things of value.  This further extends to those who seek out independent 
production where they are in control of the story because then they risk being 
silenced.  Even if they get to create the content exactly as they envision, those who 
run radio stations can decide not to play their music; those who run movie theaters 
can decide not to play their films, and those who create internet algorithms can decide 
to reduce the circulation of their content.



It is crucial that we understand all of the potential factors at play.  I have a list of 
questions here that don’t necessarily need to be answered.  These questions, rather, 
are meant to remind us of the potential limitations.  First, we must remind ourselves 
that frequently trans folks are either not fully in charge of the content they produce or 
have to answer to some sort of outside entity.  Then, we must remind ourselves that 
trans acceptance varies all across the world.  The atmosphere can vary greatly within 
one country, state, or even city.  These questions are not excuses, rather they remind 
us of who all can contribute to representation.  One way we can think of that is by 
considering how the media we are consuming compares to other media.  Is the media 
actually revolutionary when contextualized or not?

We can also look at who was chosen to be included in the projects.  This is important 
as it shows us how just because someone claims a certain identity does not 
necessarily mean they are good representation for that community or even benefit the 
community outside of that immediate piece of media.  Just because someone is 
transgender doesn’t mean they are supportive of and uplift the transgender 
community.  Similarly, they may also contribute harm to other groups.

For the purpose of this presentation, we will only be discussing content in the forms of 
movies and books.



Trans
Representation

in Media

Now we will move forward into actual examples of transgender representation in 
media. 



Here I have a quick glimpse of a few movies that have transgender actors playing 
transgender characters, with Disclosure being the documentary you all just finished 
watching.

Tangerine is a 2015 comedy-drama film that follows a Black transgender sex worker 
as she is released from prison and discovers her boyfriend has been cheating on her 
with a cisgender woman.  It tackles many real life issues and does an excellent job of 
developing that connection with the characters as they go about their journeys.  It 
features trans actresses playing trans characters and interestingly enough, was filmed 
on three iPhone 5S smartphones.

Saturday Church is a 2017 musical fantasy drama film that follows Ulysses, a 
14-year-old exploring queer identity.  Ulysses, who is bullied for being feminine, 
befriends a group of transgender and gay individuals in the city.  This group of friends 
show Ulysses a church program that feeds and provides shelter for LGBTQ youth.  
This film discusses ballroom culture and features trans and nonbinary actors playing 
trans characters.  A few of the trans actresses from Pose are in this movie which 
predates Pose by only about a year or so.

A Fantastic Woman is a Chilean film that follows the life of a transgender woman 
named Marina, played by trans actress Daniela Vega, following the death of her 
partner, Orlando.  This film tackles grief, healing, homophobia, and transphobia as 
she is scrutinized by everyone around her with no regard for her privacy.  She 
experiences queerphobia and abuse at the hands of her deceased partner’s family 



while trying to find solace in his passing but eventually has a happy ending.  This 
movie was revolutionary for LGBTQ+ rights in Chile.  In a country that was already 
particularly forward in advancing LGBTQ+ rights, this movie was utilized by Chilean 
LGBTQ+ activists to accelerate local discussions on a gender identity bill.  Chile 
subsequently approved laws for transgender citizens to change their official details in 
late 2018.

And of course you all know about Disclosure: Trans Lives on Screen which is a 2020 
Documentary that follows an in depth look at Hollywood’s depiction of transgender 
people and the impact of their stories on transgender lives and American culture.



Just like with the movies, we will simply go through these one by one sharing what 
they’re about.

I Wish You All the Best is a fictional novel about a nonbinary person, named Ben, who 
is kicked out of the house after coming out to their parents.  After moving in with their 
estranged older sister, they attempt to keep a low profile in a new school until 
befriending Nathan.

Super Late Bloomer:  My Early Days in Transition is a collection of autobiographical 
vignette-style comics illustrating Julia Kaye’s life while transitioning as a trans woman.  
She actually also just released the sequel comic collection which is My Life in 
Transition.

Sissy:  A Coming-of-Gender Story is a memoir detailing nonbinary activist, Jacob 
Tobia’s experiences and explores ideas of liberation, healing, inclusivity, and growing 
up Methodist in North Carolina to a Syrian immigrant family.

Gender Queer:  A Memoir is an autobiographical comic by Maia Kobabe.  Kobabe 
chronicles eir journey of self-identity as an asexual and nonbinary person.

We Are Everywhere:  Protest, Power, and Pride in the History of Queer Liberation is a 
photographic history of the queer liberation movement that comes from the creators of 
the massively popular @lgbt_history Instagram account.  It traces queer activism from 
late nineteenth century European roots to Stonewall to today.



Nepantla:  An Anthology dedicated to Queer Poets of Color is a collection of poetry by 
various different writers throughout US history.



This slide and the following slide are a list of books recommended to me directly by 
the author of I Wish You All the Best from the previous slide.  Here is a list of books 
with some very brief information about what they discuss.  I won’t go through these 
individually like the previous slide because I personally have no experience reading 
any material from any of them, but I highly recommend looking through this list to see 
if any of these may interest you.  Some of these are not trans specific because when I 
asked for recommendations originally, it was for my broader LGBTQ+ representation 
in the media workshop presentation.  I still wanted to keep them here in case any of 
them were of any interest to you all.



This list continues from the previous slide.  If you would like to review any of the 
information including that of the movies and books we have discussed, I will just 
quickly reiterate that the link to this complete presentation will be available again at 
the end so definitely make sure to check that out and keep it bookmarked.  You can 
also reach out to me personally at any time to request this information again.



TV Movies Music Books

Steven Universe Paris is Burning Shea Diamond Cemetery Boys

POSE fx Boy Meets Girl Janelle Monáe Sorted by Jack Bird

The Chilling 
Adventures of Sabrina

Angel Haze Before I Had the Words

Euphoria Against Me!

Ryan Cassata

Lastly, I just want to share some more examples of trans representation.  Here is a list 
of a few things folks shared when I ran a representation workshop so you all can get 
even more ideas.



Final Remarks

For access to this complete presentation please visit the link below:

https://chandlernwilson.com/trans-rep

Find me at
https://www.chandlernwilson.com

And with that, we are done!  Thanks so much everyone!  Feel free to use this time to 
ask any questions or if you’d like, I can go back to any slides.  Here’s the link again so 
you can have access to this whole presentation for free.  

If you enjoyed this presentation and want to find more from me, you can follow me on 
Instagram, Twitch, and Twitter or subscribe to my YouTube channel.  You can also find 
valuable resources on my website www.chandlernwilson.com

https://chandlernwilson.com/trans-rep
http://www.chandlernwilson.com

