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WOMEN'S STUDIES IN COMMUNICATION 
2016, VOL. 39, NO. 3, 347–351 

BOOK AND MEDIA REVIEWS   

Capuzza, Jamie C., and Leland G. Spencer, eds. Transgender Communication 
Studies: Histories, Trends, and Trajectories. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2015. 
v þ 278 pp. $95.00 (hardcover). ISBN-13: 978-1-4985-0005-0.   

In 2009, I contacted an editor of one of the National Communication Association’s 
sanctioned journals to inquire about doing a literature review on transgender identities 
and experiences—a review that would also justify the need for acknowledging these 
identities and experiences in communication research. However, in e-mail after e-mail, I 
found myself being asked to define what transgender was, describe characteristics of 
persons who identify as transgender, and make a case for why transgender identities and 
experiences were important for communication research. Eventually, the editor said that 
there weren’t enough of “them” to justify such a review. 

I do not expect all communication scholars to study transgender populations or 
experiences, but I do expect scholars to recognize that transgender identities and 
experiences exist. More specifically, I find it ethically imperative for scholars who study 
sex, gender, and communication to, at the very least, acknowledge the experiences of 
persons who identify as transgender. 

As you might sense, I experienced immense joy when I learned about Transgender 
Communication Studies: Histories, Trends, and Trajectories, an edited collection that is 
indeed “the first of its kind in the communication discipline” (ix). This collection offers 
a focused and sincere attempt to understand and advocate on behalf of transgender iden-
tities and experiences. Throughout, contributors interrogate the meanings and experiences 
of transgender identities in relation to key communication contexts (e.g., interpersonal, 
health, organizational, media, rhetorical) and topics (e.g., self-disclosure, intimacy, social 
media, workplace protections); show how discourse (e.g., religious, legal) about persons 
who identify as transgender can have “real, material effects” on their lives (196); illustrate 
the ways in which representations assign motives, establish constraints for, and can be used 
against persons who identify as transgender; and describe various (mis)uses of language, 
the successes and problems of (in)visibility and (un)intelligibility, and how transgender 
bodies can serve as sites of variation and contestation. This collection will no longer allow 
communication scholars and journal editors to easily avoid these topics. 

I want to highlight three key features of the collection. First, many of the contributors 
dissect the relationship between sexual orientation and gender identity. For example, 
Norwood and Lannutti (Chapter 4) describe how some families considered transgender 
identity to be more stigmatized than lesbian, gay, bisexual, and queer (LGBQ) identities, 
and explore how transgender identities were “perceived to be less concealable due to 
readily observable transition changes” (66). Booth (Chapter 7) articulates a dialectic of 
self/other identification by illustrating how documentaries about transgender experiences 
privilege surgical reassignment as the primary evidence of a legitimate transgender identity, 
as well as considering instances when others dismiss the gendered pronouns transgender 
persons use to describe themselves. And Barnett (Chapter 10) describes how Joshua 
Riverdale posts photos on the blog Gender Outlaw to offer a “continuous visual archive 
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of a body in-the-making,” or what Barnett refers to as an example of “temporal pedagogy” 
(156). Issues relating to self/other identification, surgical reassignment, and body changes 
are rarely, if ever, considered by LGBQ persons. 

Second, the essays not only offer practical lessons about transgender identities and 
experiences but also illustrate why communication is a necessary and pragmatic discipline. 
For example, Kosenko, Rintamaki, and Maness (Chapter 1) describe lessons medical 
personnel need to learn when addressing transgender experiences, such as the benefits 
of a willingness to admit ignorance about gender-related topics and the importance of 
having a good bedside manner; for example, if a doctor feels the unfortunate need to laugh 
or smirk about a transgender patient, then the doctor should at least do so away from the 
patient (11). Dixon (Chapter 2) describes situations when gender identity nondiscrimina-
tion policies conflict with the “lived experience of being transgender in the workplace” (29). 
And Capuzza (Chapter 6) and Booth (Chapter 7) demonstrate how the production 
decisions of transgender media representations can contribute to misunderstandings about 
transgender experiences. 

Third, this collection calls into question the validity of communication research that 
does not qualify gendered-related categories in research about representations of “women” 
and/or “men”; research about the relational practices of “males” and “females”; and 
research about what it means to be “mothers,” “fathers,” “daughters,” “sons,” “uncles,” 
“aunts,” “sisters,” “brothers,” “wives,” and “husbands.” With the increased recognition of 
sex and gender variation, no longer can communication research treat gendered categories 
as “natural matters of fact” (Garfinkel 123). Instead, researchers must use these categories 
with great caution and care, as they continue to crack under the weight of their inaccura-
cies and limitations. These categories also need to be qualified, minimally, with the term 
cisgender (e.g., “cisgender women”; “cisgender aunt”; “all of the participants in this study 
self-identified as cisgender males”). In tackling such topics, this collection may make some 
scholars uncomfortable, especially those who argue that men and women possess suppos-
edly innate ways of speaking and relating, and of being from and inhabiting two different 
subcultures; by its very existence, this collection makes such arguments suspect. 

I also want to note a benefit and limitation of the collection: As the title suggests, it 
primarily engages transgender scholarship in regional, national, and “top-tier” communi-
cation journals, and mostly includes authors who have backgrounds in communication. 
With this focus, transgender scholarship outside of these journals and/or written by 
noncommunication researchers is not included. To be fair, coeditor Spencer acknowledges 
this absence, noting, “I missed a lot of work published by communication scholars in books 
and journals outside the field” (xvi). Given this benefit/limitation, the collection may be of 
primary interest to communication researchers, especially those who make gender a central 
focus of their teaching and research. 

Transgender persons continue to encounter significant communication challenges. They 
are frequent targets of hate crimes, condemned by a variety of religious sects, and lose jobs 
for no reason beyond being transgender. Transgender rights often reside in a state of 
uncertainty, and many medical professionals are unwilling or unable to address sex and 
gender “transgressions.” Persons may struggle with secrecy and revelation, especially with 
when, where, how, and with whom to disclose a transgender identity, as they risk being 
ostracized from families and friends or, at the very least, are required to continually, 
and exhaustively, explain what “transgender” means. Continued efforts are thus vital to 

348 BOOK AND MEDIA REVIEWS 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

24
.1

2.
25

3.
14

7]
 a

t 0
7:

38
 0

7 
A

ug
us

t 2
01

6 



understand transgender identities and experiences; Transgender Communication Studies 
will contribute remarkably to these efforts.   

Tony E. Adams   
Department of Communication, Media, and Theatre, Northeastern Illinois University,  

Chicago, Illinois, USA.  
a-adams3@neiu.edu  

© 2016 The Organization for Research on Women and Communication 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/07491409.2016.1199760 
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Who defines Black female identity in the 21st century? To a large degree, media and 
popular culture construct and influence perceptions of Black women. Black Women and 
Popular Culture: The Conversation Continues explores the ways in which Black women 
are represented in popular culture and digital media and considers how the developments 
in media production affect them as producers and consumers alike. In three parts, the 
collection examines the role of Black women in American popular culture in television 
and film; the music industry; and advertising, print, and digital media. 

The arguments developed in the 14 chapters are based on Black feminist theory in the 
writings of such scholars as bell hooks, Patricia Hill Collins, and Beverly Guy-Sheftall, who 
have paved the way for understanding Black women’s cultural representations. The editors 
and contributors share backgrounds in communication studies and critical race studies, 
and acknowledge how dehumanizing images from the past still influence the portrayal 
of Black women in mainstream media formats. 

The first part of the book focuses on screen culture and Black female characters in film, 
television, and reality programming. While the number of Black producers and characters 
has increased, this development does not automatically equal improvement, and so many 
images of Black women often conveyed on screen remain problematic. For instance, in the 
chapter “Scandalous: Olivia Pope and Black Women in Primetime History,” author Joshua 
K. Wright examines whether the Black female protagonist of the prime-time television 
series Scandal can be regarded as an anti-hero. Other chapters investigate how reality 
TV shows such as Mary Mary or Braxton Family Values enable Black celebrity producers 
to establish a more diverse and multidimensional picture of identity, but also consider how 
representation is limited by market expectations and a mainstream gaze. 

The second part of the book is concerned with the music industry, with a focus on 
representations of women in mainstream hip-hop—a genre that can feature conventional 
portrayals of Black women that are both demeaning and exploitative. For example, in “I 
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