
SWAG 215: (Self) Representations of Trans Idendities   

Dr. Jessica Ann Vooris  
Spring 2019, M/W 12:30-1:50  
Barr 102 
 
Email: jvooris@amherst.edu 
Office hours:  M/W 2-3 pm. T/Th 1-3 pm, and by appointment  
Office: Frost A28  

Course Description 

It is said that we have reached a "transgender tipping" point regarding trans representation in 
the media over the last ten years, as trans people in the United States and around the world have 
become increasingly visible to a public audience. This course challenges the idea that trans 
people are a "new" twenty-first century phenomenon and introduces students to examples of 
gender non-conformity and transgender identities across time and cultures. The first half of the 
course examines representations of trans people within sexology, psychology, the medical 
archive, and the mainstream media, while the second half delves more deeply into material 
created by trans people themselves. We will read memoirs and comics, watch films, and listen to 
podcasts produced for, by, and about trans people.  

Required Reading:  

Feinberg, Leslie. Stonebutch Blues. 1993. (Printed for the class as it is out of print).  

Kergil, Skylar. Before I Had the Words. 2017. ISBN-13: 978-1510723061 

Mock, Janet. Redefining Realness. 2014. ISBN-13: 978-1476709130 

Recommended: The Gender Book, found at TheGenderbook.com.  

You do not have to buy the books, but you are responsible for reading them. You are welcome to 
share texts, or borrow from the library.  I am open to you purchasing E-copies of the texts, as I 
know that the e-texts are often much cheaper than print, and you are welcome to bring in a 
laptop or e-reader if you are reading the text there. Other required readings will be printed in a 
reader which will be handed out the first day of class and will be available in the SWAG 
conference room (Grosvener Hall) the first few weeks of class. Please bring a copy of class texts 
to class or arrange to share with classmate during class-time.  

How the Course Will Be Organized:  

We will meet two times a week for a discussion-based class. In order to have a productive 
learning environment students need to come to class having read the material, and be prepared 
to talk and share with others your thoughts on the topic and texts. While class is primarily 
discussion-based, I will also lead mini-lectures, and students will participate in a variety of 
interactive games, dialogues, improv role-playing, and art-based activities.  
 
Creating a community of learning means that we must be respectful of each other and build a 
space where each member of the class feels comfortable about sharing their thoughts. This does 
not mean that we will always agree, and in fact we may often disagree with each other, and this 
can be a positive, productive part of learning! However, we must always be open to listening 
carefully to each other and we treat each other kindly and with respect.  
 



Remember that we all enter the classroom with different knowledges, experiences, and 
identities. We each have something to contribute, every one of us is learning (even me!), and it is 
okay to ask questions. Together we can create a community where dialogue is encouraged, we 
understand that mistakes happen, and that communication and understanding can be difficult 
across differences. Learning means taking risks, trying new things, playing around, guessing at 
times, and recognizing that sometimes we won’t get it right the first time.  
 
Communication for the Course 
 
Moodle: An updated syllabus, and course assignments will be kept on Moodle. Most of the 
readings will be in your course reader (and not on e-reserves), with the exception of some 
recommended texts. Note that some of the readings are links to videos and websites, and you 
will need to read them online. I have indicated which ones on the syllabus, and the active links 
will be on Moodle.  
 
Email: Please send email to jvooris@amherst.edu if you have questions/comments about the 
course, readings, or want to make an appointment with me. It will be helpful if you include the 
course number and a relevant subject heading with your email. Example: SWAG 215, question 
about Janet Mock’s Redefining Realness.   
 
Note that email sent after 7 pm may not be responded to until the morning, and I will not be 
checking email frequently on the weekends. Please give me at least 24 hours to respond, 
however, if you don’t hear from me in 48 hours, do send a reminder email! (Note: if 
you email after 7 pm on Friday, I may not reply until Monday morning). 
 
Electronic Policy—Let’s Have a Conversation About It   
 
Laptops/phones/tablets can be useful for taking notes, especially for students with difficulty 
writing by hand. They can also be used to look up information on google during class 
discussions. However, they are also a source of distraction, and it is worth noting that some  
studies shows that many students learn more when taking notes by hand, rather than through 
electronic means. Other studies have shown that a student who chooses to dis-engage with class 
via facebook, etc, will distract and affect the learning of other students.  
 
For these reasons, I ask that students think carefully about their use of laptops/electronics in 
class. The course reader provides everyone with a physical copy of the readings, and it is easier 
for us all to be present in the room with each other if we do not have screens distracting us. 
However, I understand that laptops can be a necessary part of learning for students, and I am 
open to their presence. If you plan to use a laptop or tablet in class, please come talk to me about 
how you are going to use it, and how to incorporate them into the classroom space.  
 
Graded Assignments 
 
15 % Class Discussion/Attendance 
5% Active Engagement Points   
20 % Weekly Reading Journal  
20 % Analytical Essay   
40% Group Curation Project  
 
 
 



Grades: 
 
A work is excellent, unusually creative and/or analytically striking 
B is fine work of high quality, though not as skilled, ambitious, or carefully presented as A 
C is average or usual work fulfilling the assignment; should not be hasty, or insufficiently 
collaborated  
D work is below average or incomplete; shows many difficulties or cannot follow instructions 
F work is not sufficient to pass; unwillingness to do the work, or so many difficulties unable to 
complete 
 
I will explain in more detail what the expectations are for each assignment in the handouts and 
on Moodle. 
 
Graded Assignments 
 
15% Class Participation: This is a discussion-based course, and your participation is 
important. You are expected to come to class having read and taken notes on the material, and 
to be ready to discuss the material. The success of the class will depend on everyone sharing 
their ideas and perspectives. If you are someone who has a hard time speaking up in class, note 
that you can show that you are actively participating through your listening, your reactions to 
what your classmates are saying, and through note-taking. Please visit me in my office hours if 
you are concerned about your participation due to anxiety, neurodivergence, or any other 
reason.  If you are not in class, you cannot receive participation points. Likewise, if you are in 
class, but are asleep or otherwise not paying attention, you will not receive participation points. 
I understand that people get sick, family emergencies happen, or you have an unforeseen 
circumstance that prevents your attendance. You may have one unexcused absence during the 
course of the semester, meaning you do not have to even let me know why you have missed and 
it will not affect your participation grade. Otherwise, please let me know in writing why you are 
missing class (sickness, family emergency, and religious holidays are excused). If you miss three 
or more classes, please set up a meeting with me to discuss how you will catch up. In case of any 
absence you are responsible for the work that you have missed. Check your syllabus and connect 
up with classmates for notes and any information you need to know. Please do not email me 
asking what you missed unless you have already talked to a classmate and still have questions.  
 
5% Active Engagement Points: These are gained through a variety of ways—coming to talk 
with me during my office hours, attending trans-related events on campus or at the Five 
Colleges, writing a short review of a book, blog, or youtube video, etc.  
 
Dates to Save:  
 
Publik/Private. One-Person Show. Friday, February 1st, Webster Studio 3, Amherst College  
 
“Trans Literature Today” Thurs. March 21, 7-8:30, Bernie Dallas Rm, Goodell Hall, UMass 
 
America in Transition: Documentaries about Trans People of Color. Thurs, March 28, 7-8:30 
Bernie Dallas Room, Goodell Hall, UMass 
 
 20 % Weekly Reading Journal:  Throughout the semester you are expected to keep a 
reading journal, with at least 10 entries (2 points per entry). Entries can be in written form (1-2 
pages, typed or handwritten), audio/video form (~3 mins), or in a visual/artistic form 
(comics/collage/drawing). I will provide a list of (optional) question prompts. Your journal will 



be reviewed once before Spring Break, and again at the end of the semester and will be graded 
based on completion of entries as well as creativity, connections between readings, evidence of 
your own thoughts. These can be hand-written/physical journals, or electronic ones. See moodle 
for more assignment details.  
 
20% Analytical Essay: You will choose a piece of media or literature which features 
transgender people, and/or is created by trans people, and write an analytical essay that 
examines the narratives and representations about gender and trans identities within this piece 
of media/literature. 4-5 pages.  
 
40% GROUP PROJECT: Together as a class, or in two groups (depending on how many 
students enroll), you will create an end of the semester project that show-cases the work of trans 
artists/creators/writers. The exact shape/form of the project will be up to you, and you will 
receive a group grade, plus an individual grade.  
 
WEEK ONE—INTRODUCTION TO THE COURSE  
 
Monday, January 28th  

 
--syllabus  
--How to Read  

 
Wednesday, January 30th  
 

Sandy Stone’s “The Empire Strikes Back”  
Eli Clare’s “Disability and Queerness”  
Cathy Cohen’s “Punks, Bull-daggers and Welfare Queens”  
Gloria Anzaldua’s “La Conciencia de La Mestiza: Toward a New Consciousness”  

 
WEEK TWO---Thinking Sex/Gender and Trans/Cis  
 
Monday, February 4th  
 

Excerpts from Evolution’s Rainbow, Joan Roughgarden   
 Animal Transsex, Myra Hird  
Sex/Gender, Chapters 1-4, Anne Fausto-Sterling  

 
Wednesday, February 6th  
  

The Gender Book excerpt  
Navigating Masculinity as a Black Trans Man, Kai Green  
The Education of Little Cis, A. Finn Enke   

 
Recommended: Are Lesbians Women? By Jacob Hale (MOODLE)  
Toward a Theory of Gender, McKenna and Kessler (MOODLE)  
 
WEEK THREE –HISTORIES  
 
Monday, February 11th  
 

Towards a Transgender Archaeology, Mary Weismantel   



Extermination of the Joyas, Deborah A. Miranda  
 
Wednesday, February 13th  
 

Chapter 2 and 3 of Transgender History, Susan Stryker  
Collective Memory and the Transfeminist 1970s, Finn Enke   

Art: Know Your Trans History by Noah Grigni,  
Marsha P. Johnson by Micah Bizant 

 
Recommended:  
Before Transgender: Transvestia’s Spectrum of Gender Difference 1960-1980 by Robert Hill 
(MOODLE)  
 
WEEK FOUR –STONE BUTCH BLUES (content note, sexual assault implied, police 
brutality)  
 
Monday, February 18th 

 
Stone Butch Blues part 1  
Of Catamites and Kings, Gayle Ruben  

 
Wednesday, February 20th 

 
Stone Butch Blues Part 2  

 
WEEK FIVE—MEDICALIZATION and SURGERY  
 
Monday, February 25th  
 

Psychopathia Sexualis, Richard Von Kraft-Ebing 
Passing and the managed achievement of sex status in an intersexed person, Garfinkle 
Untranslatable Subjects: Travesti Access to Public Health Care in Brazil, Alvaro Jarrín 
 

 “And yet” by Eli Clare (poem to read in class)  
 
Wednesday, February 27th  
 

Mutilating Gender, Dean Spade  
Spider City Sex, Eva Hayward  
Romance of the Amazing Scalpel, Aren Z. Aizura 
 

WEEK SIX— TRANS VISIBILITY AND CULTURAL PRODUCTION  
 
Monday, March 4th  
 

The Known Unknowns, Introduction to Trap Door edited by Reina Gosset et al.  
In Lipstick and Heels: Trans Women in the Media, Julia Serano, from Whipping Girl  
Look, No Don’t! The Politics of Visibility, Jamison Green  
Trans Girl Next Door, The Media  

 
Wednesday, March 6th  



 
“Gawking, Gaping, Staring” (pg 81-86) The Marrow’s Telling  
Cautious Living, Black Trans Women & the Politics of Documentation, from Trap Door 
Major! (movie)  

 
Recommended: The Good Transsexual, Emily Skidmore (MOODLE)  
 
WEEK SEVEN: SPRING BREAK March 9th-17th  
 
WEEK EIGHT – Memories of Childhood and Social Media  
 
Monday, March 18th  
 

Redefining Realness  
Before I Had the Words  

 
Wednesday, March 20th  
 

Before I Had the Words, part two.  
 
WEEK NINE— Colonization and Indigenous Identities  
 
Monday, March 25th  
 
 Redefining Realness  
 
Wednesday, March 27th  
 
 Redefining Realness   
 
WEEK TEN—Two Spirit Identities 
 
Monday, April 1st  
 
 Joshua Whitehead: Why I’m Withdrawing From My Lambda Literary Award 
Nomination 

Intro, Asegi Stories: Cherokee Queer and Two-Spirit Memory by Qwo Li Driskill  
 

Wednesday, April 3rd-----Spatial Exclusions  
 

Whose Feminism is it Anyway? Emi Koyama 
   Touching Gender: Abjection and the Hygienic Imagination by Sheila Cavanagh  

Bathroom Comics  
D’Loh’s poetry from Troubling the Line 

 
Recommended: Ivan C. Coyote, “The Facilities”, pages 204-211 in Gender Failure (MOODLE)  
 
WEEK ELEVEN---Narratives of Violence and Race  
 
Monday, April 8th  
 



Transsexual Necropolitics, Jin Haritaworn and C. Riley Snorton 
The Calculus of Pain, from Imagining Transgender, David Valentine  

 
Wednesday, April 10th  
 
 Their Laws Will Not Make Us Safer, Dean Spade, Against Equality  
 Cece McDonald’s Prison Letters “Go Beyond Our Natural Selves” Trans Studies 
Quarterly May 2017.  
 
WEEK TWELVE –Relationships and Families     
 
Monday, April 15th 

 
Problematic Men: http://transgirlnextdoor.tumblr.com/post/99672717489 
Catcalling: http://transgirlnextdoor.tumblr.com/post/95662262474 

 Sexuality: http://www.transgirlnextdoor.com/post/132508357339 
 How to Make Love to a Trans Person (poem)  
 
Wednesday, April 17th  
 

POSE (episodes on Moodle)  
 
WEEK THIRTEEN—Trans Families and Trans Reproduction  
 
Monday, April 22nd 

Beyond Mom 'n' Pop   

“Donor Mom” by Tobi Hill-Myers  
How to Be a Girl Podcast: Maybe (Moodle)  

 
Wednesday, April 24th  
 

Yes, Trans Women Can Breastfeed, Here’s How.  
"Breastfeeding, Bias, and Men Who Give Birth: Q&A With Trans Activist Trevor 

MacDonald 
 

WEEK FOURTEEN-Queer Ecologies and Museum Curation  
 
Monday, April 29th  

 

Eli Clare’s Interludes I-VI and “Angels, The Marrow’s Telling  
 
Photography by queerquechua and queernature (photo and description) 

  https://www.instagram.com/p/BmTY5mShzPl/  
https://www.instagram.com/p/Bk8oLgfBxqZ/  

  https://www.instagram.com/p/BjzaC1uh2Nh/  
  https://www.instagram.com/p/BkIHd1HhJA3/  
  https://www.instagram.com/p/BsYG-B8h-Fi/ 
  

Photography by Shoog McDaniel  
 https://www.instagram.com/p/BpAIcBWF5my/  



 https://www.instagram.com/p/BmLq4HXlyf6/  
 https://www.instagram.com/p/BhCATYoF4PW/  
 https://www.instagram.com/p/BpMzf5jFusB/  

 
Recommended: Intro to Emergent Strategy by Adrienne Marie Brown and Beyond Community, 
True Sex, by Emily Skidmore (MOODLE)  
 
Wednesday, May 1st MUSEUM CURATION  


