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ABSTRACT

This dissertation examines how metalinguistic discussions within
transgender communities in South Carolina are shaped by experiences,
identities, and ideologies related to intersecting social dimensions, specifically,
gender, age, race, and regional identity. Based primarily on 20 ethnographic
group and individual interviews with 41 transgender individuals living in South
Carolina, as well as over 24 months of participant-observation in two trans
organizations, the analysis illustrates how trans South Carolinians
simultaneously navigated changing norms of community language use,
expectations of regional linguistic practices, and mainstream discussions of trans
linguistic affirmation. I draw on these sociolinguistic and linguistic
anthropological methods to examine how discourses about linguistic choices
reproduced and challenged ideologies of language, gender, race, age, and region
that circulated broadly in the United States, and I offer four main findings.
Chapter 4 illustrates how participants positioned trans-inclusive language
practices as aligned with Southern norms of linguistic respect, despite the
everyday challenges they faced living in this region. Chapter 5 shows how
participants reproduced stereotypes of linguistic age-based differences that
circulated beyond trans communities, such as the “old curmudgeon” and the
“young innovator.” Yet participants also worked toward mutual,

intergenerational understanding about language practices within trans
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communities. In Chapter 6, I discuss how linguistic innovation from Black trans
communities was tied to racialized ideologies of youth identity, “slang,” and
“coolness,” while linguistic innovation from white trans communities was
understood as shaping standardized norms. Finally, Chapter 7 illustrates how
members linguistically created trans joy to sustain trans life by using language as
a tool for both personal identification and for political representation and action.
This dissertation argues that a fuller understanding of language within a trans
linguistic framework requires that we consider how gender, region, age, and race

can intersect as trans identities and experiences are shaped.
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“every day I depend on how we language me”
— TC Tolbert “in our lifetimes”

Dum spiro spero
“While I breathe, I hope”
— State Motto of South Carolina
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Over the past decade in the United States, increased public visibility of
transgender (or trans) and nonbinary people has cultivated a complex
sociocultural context of their growing-yet-contested mainstream recognition and
their linguistic affirmation. There has been increased representation of trans
people and communities in mainstream media, an influx of community support
groups and resources, and progress in gaining legal protections from
discrimination (Nownes, 2019; Stryker, 2006, 2008). Yet this recognition has
catalyzed broader backlash against trans people’s participation in public space,
including limited access to public restrooms, restricted pathways for healthcare,
and anti-trans violence (Grant et al., 2011; Seelman, 2014; Whittle et al., 2007). In
debates about trans people’s existence in public space, language use has been a
key topic, and these debates reveal broader assumptions or working ideas about
how people think language works or should work.

In discussions of trans inclusion, the topic of language figures
prominently in two ways. First, trans people recognize that language can be a
source of marginalization, for example, when pronouns or labels are used in
ways that misgender transgender people (i.e., the use of an incorrect gender
pronoun or gender identity label) (Bradley et al., 2019; Conrod, 2022) or erase

transgender identities (i.e., the maintenance of a gender binary in greetings like



“ladies and gentlemen”). The use of language in these ways can be harmful for
the mental health of transgender people, as they are forced to navigate
unwelcoming or hostile environments (McLemore, 2018). At the same time, trans
people observe that language is a crucial resource for demonstrating respect for
trans individuals, for both gaining community recognition (Zimman, 2018a,
2019) and challenging hegemonic cisgender ideologies.

Second, as public and private understandings of transgender identities
shift, multiple linguistic variants have come to circulate, such that some trans
activists have attempted to create a unified linguistic “standard” (Zimman,
2018a). Examples of standardizing practices include the normalization of
pronoun introduction practices (e.g., encouraging self-description such as “I use
he/him pronouns” among both transgender and cisgender people), the
circulation of online resources that specify trans terminology (e.g., glossaries that
define terms like genderqueer), online manuals and statements that prescribe
lexical usage (e.g., “One should say transgender person; one should not say a
transgender or transgendered person”), and institutional acknowledgement of neo-
pronouns such as ze/hir/hirs or singular they, reflected by their inclusion in
dictionaries and publication style guides and their official “word of the year”
recognition by the Linguistic Society of America in 2015 and Merriam-Webster in
2019. Given the importance of language issues for trans recognition and
legitimation, metalinguistic discussions are common in trans communities.

Mainstream discussion of trans language often elides the fact that trans
communities are in fact heterogenous, and they lack widespread consensus on
language use. Not only has terminology used to talk about gender and sexuality

continued to change, but multiple axes of difference, such as race, regional



identity, gender, sexuality, and age, have shaped language norms within trans
communities. Thus, to understand trans language, it is essential to explore how
language becomes contextualized within specific environments and experiences.
In this dissertation, I examine what it means to be trans and to use language from
specific social locations within trans communities.

The language ideologies that I describe may resonate with those that
circulate nationally, but there are also aspects that are particular to the linguistic
practices of transgender individuals in South Carolina. Despite the increased
public visibility of U.S. trans communities, most research documenting trans life
has focused on large metropolitan areas such as San Francisco and New York,
perpetuating a metronormative narrative of trans life (Stone, 2018).
Consequently, the specific linguistic challenges of trans recognition in the
Southeastern United States remains underexamined. Trans individuals negotiate
pervasive binary gender ideologies, such as those that are presupposed in
common Southern terms and titles, including sir, ma’am, Mister X, and Miss Y.
More generally, queer and trans life in the South is shaped by barriers to health
resources, overt homophobia and transphobia, and threats to safety in ways that
may be palpably different from trans life in other regions of the United States
(Barton, 2012; Griffin et al., 2019). At the same time, while the popular
imagination holds that queer and trans people in the South desire to escape to
urban enclaves in the West and the North, a growing body of sociological
research has explored how trans people have chosen to stay and make their lives
in the South (Abelson, 2019; Rogers, 2020b). Trans people who have stayed in the
South must engage in complex strategies of cultural and linguistic navigation.

Thus, it is crucial to attend to the linguistic ideologies of trans people in the U.S.



South, as they provide a unique perspective in navigating both regional and
gendered language ideologies.

Age is also a crucial and complex social dimension that I examine as it
intersects with trans ideologies of language. Given that norms of trans language
have continuously undergone shift, younger and older members of trans
communities sometimes find themselves at odds concerning what language
should be used to talk about trans identities. Evaluations about younger and
older trans people mirror broadly circulating stereotypes: older adults are
described as maintaining “outdated” language norms (Hummert et al., 1994) and
youth are seen as developing new “overly complicated” terminology (Elbe, 1996;
T. Labov, 1992), which is regularly critiqued for being overly complicated or for
ruining the language (Milroy & Milroy, 1999). Further, a trans person’s
experience with language might be shaped by their experience of “trans age,”
(Pearce, 2018) given that trans people often navigate life milestones at different
times and rates relative to cisnormative expectations. Attending to
intergenerational ideologies within trans communities complicates
sociolinguistic perspectives about language, age, and intergenerational attitudes
towards language change.

Finally, discourses about trans language are necessarily mediated by
ideologies of race, especially as these ideologies manifest in the Southern United
States. First, within the U.S. South, discourses of race often focus on experiences
of race and racism along a Black /white binary (Pereat, 1998). Second, discourses
about language and race within trans communities have recently begun to attend
more closely to issues and processes of linguistic appropriation of African

American Language by non-Black LGBTQ+ individuals. Despite this, many trans



communities are centered around the perspectives and experiences of white
trans individuals, and non-white trans individuals face intersecting oppressions
of both racism and transphobia, within and outside of transgender communities
(Howard et al., 2019; Singh, 2013). It is therefore important to address the
intersecting ideologies of race that are reproduced in discussions about trans
language, linguistic innovation, and appropriation. Given the heterogeneity that
characterizes trans communities, this dissertation argues that a trans linguistic
framework requires examining how language is shaped by trans identity and
experience at the intersection of gender, region, age, and race.
1.1 Theoretical Approach

While sociolinguistic scholarship has demonstrated how trans people use
language in creative ways to subvert gender norms and to construct gendered
identities, notably absent are studies that investigate language ideologies— that
is, culturally shared sets of beliefs about language, language use, or language
users (Gal & Irvine, 2019; Kroskrity, 2004; Silverstein, 1979) —that motivate or
even sometimes serve as rationalizations for these usages within trans
communities. Given both the importance of language for the affirmation of trans
identities and the increasing awareness of trans people in U.S. public discourse,
metalinguistic discussions within trans communities about linguistic practices
are common. Trans individuals evaluate, rationalize, and motivate certain
linguistic choices, and these discussions are key sites for the circulation of
ideologies of language. Thus, a language ideological approach allows for an
investigation into how certain forms of “trans language” are negotiated within

trans communities.



I draw on sociolinguistic and linguistic anthropological methods to shed
light on how discourses about language in local trans communitirs reproduce
and challenge broadly circulating ideologies of language, gender, and identity in
the United States. Language ideologies function as taken-for-granted systems of
belief about language (Rumsey 1990; Woolard and Schieffelin 1998), and they are
adopted by members of various trans communities in order to rationalize and
evaluate language choices (Silverstein, 1979), including why particular words are
felt to be more “correct” than others, in what contexts they are felt to be more
“appropriate,” and who can claim the authority to define their correctness or
appropriateness. Trans community members become socialized into these
practices and ideologies through participation in online communities as well as
through local, in-person community groups and friendships with other trans
people, where metalinguistic discussions about terminology, pronouns, and
discursive practices are common.

To address these questions, I employ multiple methods of data collection,
including two years of participant-observation in two trans organizations in
Palmetto City', South Carolina and ethnographic interviews with 41 transgender
people living in South Carolinia. I analyze the interview data using a qualitative
method of discourse analysis, allowing me to identify local discursive strategies
for rationalizing lexical and grammatical choices.

1.2 Overview of the Dissertation
The following two chapters provide an overview of the theoretical and

ethnographic contexts of my research. Chapter 2 discusses the relevant
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sociolinguistic and linguistic anthropological scholarship and situates my study
within these frameworks. Chapter 3 introduces the ethnographic context of
transgender and nonbinary communities and experiences in the South.
Following this, I describe my methods of data collection and analysis, address
my terminological choices, and reflect on how my relationship with the
communities where I conducted my research, as both a member and a
researcher, informed various aspects of my analysis, including the data I was
able to collect and the perspective I brought to the analysis.

The subsequent four chapters examine intersections of language
ideologies and identity within conversations among transgender South
Carolinians. Chapter 4 focuses on language ideologies of inclusive language and
politeness faced by trans and nonbinary South Carolinians. I suggest that as trans
South Carolinians navigated expectations of using appropriate Southern
politeness norms, they positioned trans-inclusive language practices as not
oppositional to, and in fact, aligned with Southern norms of linguistic respect.
Chapter 5 explores intergenerational evaluations of language practices within
transgender communities. I address how participants’” evaluative stances
towards both younger and older trans speakers in some ways mirrored
intergenerational ideologies within cisgender communities, such as the
reproduction of the stereotype of older speakers as outdated and younger ones
as innovative yet overly complicated. Despite these tensions, participants
expressed a desire for positive intergenerational relationships. In Chapter 6,
which discusses racialized constructions of linguistic innovation, I examine how
throughout the interviews innovation from Black trans communities was tied to

ideologies of youth identity, “slang,” and “coolness,” while innovation from



white trans communities was understood in terms of standard language norms.
Despite conversations about linguistic appropriation of African American
Language forms reaching broader levels of awareness, specifically within queer
and trans communities in the U.S., participants’ descriptions of innovative forms
of trans language reproduced hegemonic ideologies of language and race. In the
final analysis chapter, Chapter 7, I address the ways in which language was used
as both part of personal self-discovery as well as part of political projects to
protect and educate. These two distinct goals may seem to be in tension, yet I
argue that both uses of language were used in the pursuit of sustaining trans life
and creating trans joy.

In Chapter 8, I conclude with a discussion of the findings and their
contributions to sociolinguistic and linguistic anthropological understandings of
language and gender as well as language ideologies. I propose that taking an
intersectional approach to language ideological research is crucial in
understanding how ideologies of language and gender never operate separately
from those of region, age, and race. Finally, I address some of the limitations of
the project, suggest avenues for future research, and conclude with a reflection

on what it means to do trans linguistic research.



CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

This dissertation lies primarily at the intersection of adjacent academic
subdisciplines: sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropology. Specifically, I
contribute to both a trans linguistic framework in the context of broader
disciplinary conversations about gender and language as well as to scholarship
on language ideologies as it relates to trans life and language in the U.S. South.
To lay out the existing research that I build on, this chapter is divided into four
parts. First, I provide an overview of scholarly work documenting the lives and
experiences of queer and trans people in the U.S. South. Second, I turn to
sociolinguistic understandings of the relationship between language and gender,
focusing on the emergence of a trans linguistic framework, the uptake of theories
of intersectionality, and the consideration of linguistic activism and change.
Third, I adopt a theoretical framework informed by linguistic anthropological
scholarship on language ideologies, or the underlying social and cultural beliefs
that organize users’ understanding of language. Finally, I address what
combining these bodies of literature offers when exploring trans linguistic
communities and practices.
2.1 Queer Life in the U.S. South

This project centers on the lives and language of transgender people living
in South Carolina. As I will discuss in Chapter 3 (Section 3.6.2), not all of the
participants in the interviews understood themselves to be Southerners,

however, they all recognized South Carolina to be a part of “the South” (see



Section 3.5.3). This region was viewed, and continues to be viewed, as
geographically, historically, and culturally distinctive from the rest of the United
States, even if it was recognized as having disparate cultures and norms within it
(e.g., those of the “the deep South,” “the coastal Southeast,” or “the Carolinas”).

A broadly circulating narrative about the South that has circulated in
popular culture for decades is that it is a uniquely racist, bigoted, and
conservative region of the United States, in so far as it is imagined as a white,
Christian South. The South indeed must grapple with histories of slave systems,
segregation, and Jim Crow laws, and the ongoing celebration of the Confederacy
in state flags and monuments. However, within other regions of the United
States, the South functions as “an easy repository for all that is backward and
hurtful in the United States, past and present” (Law, 2001, p. 3), and in turn
elides histories of racism, colonialism, and genocide across the entire United
States.

There is a related narrative that because of this hostile, conservative
climate of the South, queer and trans people do not exist there, and if they do,
they desire to leave. These narratives of the South as being antagonistic to queer
life are not only taken up and shared by residents of other regions, but
sometimes taken up by Southerners themselves. In his reflection on growing up
in the South as a gay child, moving away, and coming back, Kevin Jennings
(2013) grapples with his own uptake of the narratives about the South:

“] came back to the South now with new eyes, eyes that saw that the

mythic, monolithic Southern identity that I grew up with has always been

challenged, by Blacks, by women, by non-Christians, by queers, all of
whom fought for and found space in from themselves in the South —
almost always a contested space, sometimes a tightly contained and

constrained space — but there nonetheless, always there. You just had to
look.” (p. 410).
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Jennings’s reflection highlights one thread across scholarship on queer life in the
U.S. South: the desire and motivation to show that we are here.

Research across disciplines such as history, geography, and sociology all
draw attention to the ways in which, despite narratives that construct the South
as inhospitable to queer life, queer people in the U.S. South are able to find
community, build resistance, and simply exist in the region. Howard’s (2001)
influential book on gay men in Mississippi drew attention to the ways in which
queer life was often shaped around and through local institutions of small-town
life, such as churches, farmhouses, and sports venues. Other scholarship has
demonstrated that queer and trans people in the South find safe places to explore
identity through drag performance (Baker & Kelly, 2016). Further, despite views
of the South as dominated by conservative political leadership, there has been an
array of projects of queer and trans activism and resistance working for viable
futures for queer life in the region (Pope, 2021). While early writing on queer life
in the South primarily focused on the experiences of gay and lesbian
Southerners, there has been an increasing focus on the lives of trans people in the
region. Rogers (2020a) and Ableson (2019) have both explored the experiences of
trans men, their relationship with Southern regional identity, and the
reproduction of normative expectations of masculinity. In sum, this work has
countered the narrative that queer people do not exist in the South and has
highlighted the myriad ways in which queer people in the region are making
community and connection with one another.

A key method that has been utilized to document the lives of queer people
in the South has been the collection and dissemination of oral histories and

personal writing about the queer experience in the South. For example, E. Patrick
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Johnson's two pivotal oral history collections highlight the voices and narratives
of Black gay men and Black queer women in the U.S. South (2011, 2018). The
collections feature experiences of coming out, navigating religious norms,
building family, and experiencing racism and homophobia as told in the voices
of Black gay and lesbian Southerners. Further, edited volumes such as Queer
South Rising: Voices of a Contested Place (Whitlock, 2013) and Y'all Means All: The
Emerging Voices Queering Appalachia (McNeill, 2022) blend scholarly and personal
reflections on queer life in the South, creating space for the voices of queer and
trans Southerners to be presented and shared.

Another substantial contribution of research on queer life in the South has
been to destabilize associations of queer life with the large, urban centers in the
U.S. West and North. Popular conceptions hold that queer and trans people from
the U.S. South desire to leave the region for such urban enclaves—that the only
viable trajectory for queer life is to move to “the big city” to be among a gay
community. Media representations of queer communities primarily center on
people living in large cities, which often have “gayborhoods” with access to gay
bars, pride parades, and large groups of visibly queer people. This
metronormative (Halberstam, 2005) narrative of queer life in the United States
elides the experiences of queer and trans people who, both in the U.S. South and
elsewhere, reside in suburban and rural communities. Gray’s (2009) book Out in
the Country challenges narratives of “visibility” and attends to what resistance,
community, and connection look like beyond such metronormative assumptions
of queer life.

Importantly, while popular imagery often equates Southern life with

rurality, there are Southerners who do live in more metropolitan areas across the
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region. At the same time, it is true that most of the cities across the U.S. South are
smaller than the cities that are represented in broader scholarship on queer
communities. As such, the focus on “great cities” such as New York, Los
Angeles, or San Francisco, omits the experiences of queer people in “ordinary
cities” (Stone, 2018) across the U.S, including South Carolina’s two largest cities,
which have 151,000 and 137,541 people respectively.

A final significant impact of scholarship on queer Southerners has been
the documentation of institutional discrimination and barriers to healthcare
access in the U.S. South, often through mixed methods and quantitative research
(see Caldwell et al., 2022; A. H. Johnson et al., 2020, 2022; A. H. Johnson &
Rogers, 2020). This body of work recognizes that queer and trans people do live
in the region, and yet, there are still a wide array of barriers to access, reinforced
both by regional cultural norms as well as homophobia and transphobia within
medical systems. Through large surveys and quantitative data, this work
provides research to support advocacy to improve the wellbeing of queer and
trans people in the U.S. South.

This dissertation follows the lead of these broader projects in order to
represent the experiences of transgender people in the U.S. South. Through
interviews with trans people living across various regions across South Carolina,
in cities, towns, and rural areas, this project contributes to scholarship that
challenges the metronormative, “great city” representation of trans life. Finally, I
join the cross-disciplinary work that recognizes both the joys and challenges of

queer and trans life in the U.S. South.
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2.2 Language, Gender, and the Emergence of Trans Linguistics

The linguistic subfield commonly labeled “language and gender,” like
some of its neighboring subfields in sociolinguistics, has grappled with the
question of how relations of power are shaped not just by one’s social group
membership but the language a person uses (or is expected to use) on the basis of
that membership. However, as a pioneering area of research, early
understandings of the relationship between language and gender were
characterized by shortcomings. As a result, the study of language and gender has
undergone significant transformation over the past fifty years, setting the stage
for the trans linguistic approach that I take in this dissertation. In this section, I
offer an overview of three major transformations that are reflected in current
scholarship in this area. First, scholars witnessed a disruption of the gender
binary that was taken for granted in earlier research. Second, normative
positionalities ostensibly embodied by early scholars—for example
cisgenderness, heteronormativity, and whiteness—became decentered as the
discipline diversified with an attention to intersectional approaches. Third,
language came to be recognized not just as marker of identity or even a resource
for identity construction but also one for activism.
2.2.1 Approaches to Language and Gender Research

Robin Lakoff’s (1973) description of “women’s language” reflected an
important early effort to understand the linguistic conundrum that some women
have faced—if she speaks as she is expected, then she is viewed as lacking
authority, but if she speaks with authority, she is viewed as embodying gender
inappropriately. This feminist perspective set the stage for a number of different

sociolinguistic studies that attempted to make sense of ostensible linguistics
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“differences” that Lakoff identified between women and men. Did women speak
differently from men because they were powerless (Crosby & Nyquist, 1977;
O’Barr & Atkins, 1980)? Were women and men socialized into different gendered
communication styles (Maltz & Borker, 1982; Tannen, 1990)? Did such
differences apply to non-English language communities (Yukawa & Saito, 2004)?
While this research that explored gender “differences” in language
importantly critiqued systems of gender and power, it continued to reify, and
often naturalize, binary gender categories. In response to the limitations of this
approach, some scholars adopted a social constructivist approach, treating
gendered language not as an abstract system linked to binary gender categories
but as a “practice” (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, 1992) through which multiple

1987). According to researchers who have adopted this approach, language is not
evidence of purported gender group membership but a resource for “indexing”
gendered social meanings, including stances, acts, and activities associated with
particular gender categories (Ochs, 1992). In other words, an individual’s
gendered social positioning is an outcome of discourse, not its source (Bucholtz
& Hall, 2004a).

It was in this framework that early research on language used by gender
variant communities emerged, primarily in non-U.S. contexts, such as research
on the linguistic practices of hijra in India (Hall, 1995), Brazilian travesti (Kulick,

genderqueer speakers of Hebrew (Bershtling, 2014). This work crucially

expanded understandings of language and gender outside of the gender binary
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and Western contexts, yet also in some ways continued to frame gender diversity
as an exotic or ‘other.’

Research within the context of the United States and English-speaking
trans and gender diverse communities has addressed how linguistic features at
various levels, including phonetic features (e.g., pitch and /s/ production),
lexical items (e.g., body part names and pronouns), and semiotic systems (e.g.,
linguistic and aesthetic style), are important resources for naming trans identities
and for constructing and communicating these identities to the world.
Sociophonetic research within trans communities has explored how the gendered
voice is constructed, performed, and heard (Calder, 2019; Zimman, 2012). Lexical
analyses have shown how labels and pronouns have allowed non-normative
gender individuals to claim linguistic agency over their own experiences of
gender (Edelman & Zimman, 2014), as well as to challenge and reclaim
pathological terminology ascribed by doctors and psychologists. For example,
early usage of the term fransgender in the 1980s is generally attributed to trans
activist Virginia Prince as a way to name identity categories that were considered
to fall somewhere between transvestite (a term coined in the 1910s by Dr. Magnus
Hirschfeld to refer to temporary changes in dress) and transsexual (a term
popularized in the 1950s by Dr. Harry Benjamin that emphasized medical
intervention, specifically genital surgery) (Stryker, 2006, 2008). The focus on
gendered category labels emphasizes how social labeling practices, which sort
people into recognizable social kinds, play a central role in shaping and
maintaining—rather than merely reflecting—gendered categories (McConnell-
Ginet, 2003, p. 71). Finally, a robust body of work on singular they and

neopronouns addresses both syntactic and language-ideological debates about
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language change (Bodine, 1975; Conrod, 2022; Hernandez, 2020; Konnelly &
Cowper, 2020).

The adoption of queer theory in linguistics (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004b; Leap
& Boellstorff, 2004; Livia & Hall, 1997; Podesva et al., 2001; Zimman et al., 2014)
has been essential in challenging normative linguistic assumptions of sexuality
and gender. Queer linguistic work centrally critiques constructions of
heteronormativity, and constructions of other forms of normativities (e.g.,
homonormativity and transnormativity), as part of a “broader interrogation of
structures of normative authority and regulatory power” (Leap, 2015, p. 662).
Work within lavender linguistics and queer linguistics has been central in exploring
how categories of gender and sexuality are discursively constructed (Leap &
Motschenbacher, 2012; Motschenbacher & Stegu, 2013).Additionally, queer
linguistics centers the “disruptive potential of transgression, disorder, and
struggles for voice” (Leap, 2021, p. 1). The inquiry into the discursive
construction gender categories afforded space for early scholarship on trans and
gender diverse communities. However, much of this early research was
conducted through the lens of cis researchers, sometimes reifying cisnormative
assumptions about the lives and experiences of transgender individuals.

Emerging scholarship within a trans linguistic framework (Zimman, 2020)
centers the work and analytic lens of trans researchers, attending to the
sociocultural peripheries from an insider perspective. While the effort to look at
the linguistic margins has been a goal in sociolinguistics for many years, this
recent within trans linguistics is primarily led by in-group members and works
for “social and linguistic justice for gender non-normative communities”

(Zimman, 2020, p. 1) and to “uplift collective movements of transgender joy and
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liberation” (Konnelly, 2021b, p. 79). Importantly, research within a trans
linguistic framework has challenged the gender binary in language and gender
research, working to create more trans-inclusive and trans-affirming language
practices within the field. This dissertation enters into conversation with this
emerging set of sociolinguistic studies that have prioritized trans perspectives as
essential to studies of language, gender, and sexuality (Konnelly, 2021; Zimman,
2020) and that work to center the lived realities of trans individuals.
2.2.2 Intersectional Approaches

This dissertation further draws on a framework of intersectionality as it
relates to considerations of how multiple, compounding systems of oppression
are at work in the lives of individuals. The term “intersectionality” itself is often
credited as originating in the work of Black feminist legal scholar Kimberlé
Crenshaw (1989, 1991) and her analysis of workplace discrimination against
Black women. However, a focus on intersectionality has its root within North
American Black lesbian-feminist socialism more broadly (Hill Collins & Bilge,
2020; Nash, 2018). This lineage is seen in the Combahee River Collective
Statement (1977) which recognized the ways in which “racial, sexual,
heterosexual, and class oppression” were “major systems of oppression [that] are
interlocking.” Since Crenshaw’s work, the term and theory has been taken up in
a wide array of disciplines, including studies of language, gender, and sexuality.
While the uptake of intersectionality has led to heterogeneous definitions, Hill-
Collins and Bilge’s (2020) book Intersectionality notes that when using the term,
most definitions center on the idea that “people's lives and the organization of
power in a given society are better understood as being shaped not by a single

axis of social division, be it race or gender or class, but by many axes that work
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Figure 7.1 Protestors on the South Carolina Statehouse steps (Photo by Makhia Green’)

Figure 7.2 Attendees of the field day with Archie, second from the right (Photo by
Makhia Greene)

Figure 7.3 A group of queer, trans, and allied South Carolinians posing after a game of
kickball (Photo by Makhia Greene)

17 The photos of the protest and field day were accessed at
https:/ /www.southcarolinaunited.org/ field-day. Photos are reproduced with permission of the
photographer.
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After the public demonstration, the event then moved to a local park for a
community festival and kickball games (Figures 7.2 and 7.3). In addition to
being a unified political statement from queer and trans organizations from
across the state in opposition to the bills, it was also the first time in 2021 that
many queer and trans groups had met in person since the COVID-19 pandemic
stopped most local groups from having in-person events. While walking around
the festival, I spoke to many people who reiterated that spending time within
trans community in a positive, celebratory environment was a welcome change
after a year of isolation. During the festival, community members shared various
LGBTQ+ flags and pins, took part in lawn games, accessed resources such as free
HIV testing and a clothing swap, and ate sandwiches on the grass. Importantly,
the day celebrated trans joy and community in the face of a transphobic state.

This chapter examines how the intertwined nature of personal and
political stakes were reflected in and produced through community members’
ideologies of language: language was seen as both a tool for self-discovery and
community connection as well as a tool for political action. In other words, many
transgender individuals in South Carolina negotiated community language
practices with an awareness of the multiple political and social projects that built
resources for trans individuals and counter transphobic legislation across the
region. Analyzing metalinguistic evaluations from group interviews, I show how
trans South Carolinians primarily oriented to two distinct approaches to
language and language use. On one hand, a “self-facing” approach to language
centered affect, personal discovery, exploration, and a plurality of truths, while
on the other hand, a “public-facing” approach to language highlighted the

political goals of trans communities, attentive to the cisnormative world, and
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orients to a single, unified truth of language. I argue that these two
understandings of language were not incompatible, but rather offer
complementary approaches for bringing about trans joy through creating space
for trans individuals to utilize language for self-determination and for trans
communities more broadly to move toward the political goal of trans liberation.
7.2 Trans Joy

Mainstream beliefs about trans life often hold that trans people’s lives are
terrible and difficult, aligning with the sentiment that queerness and queer life
must be sad, harrowing, or tragic (Bersani, 1987; Cvetkovitch, 2003). There are
both personally and materially challenging aspects of negotiating gender for
many trans people, including a lack of access to appropriate medical care,
housing, and employment, as well as higher rates of hate crimes and
interpersonal violence (Grant et al., 2011). On a personal level, trans individuals
often deal with dysphoria, exclusion, and personal struggles to feel at home in
their own bodies. In order to combat the negative experiences of discrimination,
exclusion, and anti-trans violence, much trans activism and advocacy has
focused on the experiences of suffering— both personal and social— to
demonstrate the real need for change to support trans communities.

The marginalization of trans bodies in South Carolina became particularly
visible with the proposal of the 2016 “Bathroom Bill” (SC S. 1203/H. 3012) in the
State Legislature, a highly contested piece of legislation that mirrored the “Public
Facilities Privacy & Security Act,” HB2, in North Carolina. These bills, which
propelled the precarity of trans people in the Carolinas to a national stage,
prohibited any anti-discriminatory laws that would protect trans individuals and

maintained that bathrooms should be used in alignment with one’s “biological
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sex.” In other words, they permitted cisgender people to legally police trans
bodies in public space based on their inaccurate attributions of a trans person’s
acts of policing). The “bathroom bills” in South Carolina in 2016 were not
successful in being passed, yet legislators continued to introduce transphobic
legislation over the following years.

For instance, in 2021, the worst year to date for anti-LGBTQ+ legislation in
the United States, over 250 anti-LGBTQ+ bills were introduced into state
legislatures across the country (Ronan, 2021), and South Carolina was no
exception. The “SC Minor Child Compassion and Protection Act,” (SC H.4707)
proposed to prohibit trans people under the age of 18 from receiving gender-
affirming medical care, and the “Save Women's Sports Act” (SC H.3477/S.531),
which was signed into law by the governor on May 16, 2022 (SC A.193), banned
trans youth from participating in school sports on the teams that align with their
genders. However, in the face of this state violence, trans communities in the
state moved towards creating community solidarity and celebration, as in the
Queer and Trans Field Day, described above.

Another example of a turn towards trans joy in the face of institutional
transphobia is the emerging focus on experiences of “gender euphoria” as
opposed to “gender dysphoria.” Gender dysphoria, defined as “the distress
arising from conflicts between a person’s gender identity or expression and their
assigned gender/sex,” (American Psychological Association, 2015; Beischel et al.,
2021) is often a required diagnosis for accessing gender affirming medical care,
and has often manifested as a tool for gatekeeping a narrow understanding of

trans identity (Konnelly, 2021a, 2022). On the other hand, gender euphoria is “a
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distinct enjoyment or satisfaction caused by the correspondence between the
person’s gender identity and gendered features associated with a gender other
than the one assigned at birth” (Ashley & Ells, 2018). This understanding frames
a trans identity as organized around experiences of gender that are affirming,
enjoyable, and joyful. While dominant narratives and medical models of trans
experience often assume that trans life is a burden, a shift towards positive
expressions of gender euphoria—moments that make a person feel good in their
body and gender—have been increasingly centered within trans communities
(Beischel et al., 2021; Benestad, 2010).

On a community level, one example of the shifts towards celebrating trans
life can be seen in the creation of “Trans Day of Visibility” (TDOV), an event
founded by Rachel Crandall, a trans therapist and activist, in 2010 in order to
provide a day for the positive celebration of trans life. This celebration was
created to serve as a complement to “Trans Day of Remembrance” (TDOR),
which was founded in 1999 by Gwendolyn Ann Smith to name and remember all
the trans individuals worldwide who had been murdered globally in the
previous year. While ‘visibility’ as a tool for change has itself been critiqued
(Ciszek et al., 2021; Stanley, 2021), the addition of TDOV marked a move towards
a shared focus both on the struggles and joys of trans life.

The work of awareness and somber remembrance of the violence done to
trans people is important and meaningful for many in the trans community, yet
as this narrative of tragedy remains the dominant one in mainstream media, it
may sometimes hide the reality that trans people's lives are also full of joy and
beauty. Hopeful narratives of queer identity focus on the possibilities for

expansiveness, joy, and love within queer and trans communities (Mufioz, 2019;
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Thom, 2019). This turn towards “trans joy” mirrors moves within other
communities that have focused on joy, such as celebrations of “Black joy” (].
Johnson, 2015; Lu & Steele, 2019; Packnett, 2017), “brown boy joy” (Booker, 2018)
and hashtags such as #blacktransjoy (Smith, 2021). For many who take up these
hashtags and phrases, “joy in the face of oppression is, in fact, a form of
resistance because it is rooted in embracing community, deprograming self-
hatred, reclaiming humanity and owning one’s spirit” (S. Davis, 2017). Similarly,
orienting to “trans joy” has been a way to celebrate trans experience, bodies,
community, and life.

This balancing of both the social and political struggles of trans life with
the ability to find joy is essential, because “joy in a marginalized body has always
been a form of resistance entwined with the politics of queerness” (McBee, 2018).
Trans joy is about both the ability to discover and claim one’s identity and the
creation of a world in which trans people can live and thrive. As feminist
activists have asserted, the personal is political; for trans people, whose identities
and existence are often politicized, the intertwined nature of the self and the
political is particularly salient. Crucially, experiences of trans joy are political, as
emotions are “a form of cultural politics or world making” (Ahmed, 2014, p. 12).
In this chapter, I show how trans people used language at the intersection of the
personal and the political to create and reflect trans joy.

While I analyze examples from only three participants across two
interviews (Table 7.1), they represent a common ideological juxtaposition that

recurred across many of the interviews.
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Table 7.1 Participants featured in Chapter 7

Name Pronouns Gender Age Race/Ethnicity Int.#
Violet  she/her nonbinary, trans 31 white 1,8
he/him
they /them
Elias he/him nonbinary,trans, 20 Latino/Brasilian'® 3,8
genderqueer
Pickles they/them nonbinary, trans 43 white 14

In the analysis below, I highlight how the participants primarily oriented to two
approaches to language use within trans communities: “self-facing” and “public-
facing.” Rather than suggesting that these are contradictory, participants
recognized how both were useful and salient for trans communities. Ultimately,
both approaches to language were reflected by other interviewees as intrinsically
intertwined in the creation of trans joy.
7.3 Self-facing Approach to Language

The first part of my analysis focuses on one group interview in which the
group members had a rich discussion of their ideas about language. For
participants in this interview, it was the second interview that they had partaken
in, and all of them already knew at least one other participant, some from outside
relationships and others via previous group interviews. Because of this, the
participants seemed more comfortable talking with each other than interviews I
had conducted where participants were less familiar with each other. I focus on
this interview because the participants were helpfully explicit in their
explanations, and the themes they discussed were echoed by other interviewees
across many interviews. I focus on two participants: Violet (she/her, they /them

or he/him), a 31-year-old, white, nonbinary/trans person, and Elias (he/him) a

18 Spelling choices of the participants has been maintained here.
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20-year-old, Latino/Brasilian, nonbinary / trans/ genderqueer person. I explore
how they discussed the tensions that emerged around language use, especially
when it came to how language was taken up both inside and outside of trans
communities.

In Example 7.1, Violet articulates two of the facets of the self-facing
orientation to language: that language is a part of one’s own journey (i.e.,
prioritizing self-discovery and self-identification), and that there is no one truth.

Example 7.1: “As many labels as there are people”
Violet (he/she/they)- Interview 8
1 and I think it's the same with gender:.
2 there’s-uh-there's probably as many labels as there are people and
experiences
3 and you can drill all the way down if you want? to
4 the point is to just to- you're on your own personal journey.
5 get to a spot where you feel like the best version of yourself.

Unlike views of language that hold that there is a singular, knowable truth of
language or one “correct” form of language, Violet points to an individuality,
both in experiences of gender and labels of that experience that are all unique—
where there are “as many labels as there are people and experiences” (line 1) The
goal of language in this case is not to provide broad, overarching categories of
identification, but rather to aid in the “personal journey” (line 4) and help each
person “feel like the best version” (line 2) of themself. Violet’s focus on
understanding the self through language reflects the prioritization of linguistic
self-determination within trans communities more generally.

Further, the process of “drill[ing] all the way down” (line 3) and figuring
out what different words mean is not just an activity for personal fulfillment; it

can also be an intellectually joyful activity in and of itself. While for many trans
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people, coming to find the terminology that feels correct to describe themselves
is a challenging process, Violet and Elias both orient to this process as fun and
fulfilling, not stressful. Elias notes that it is a “fun activity” and a “puzzle” for
him:

Example 7.2: “it’s a philosophy puzzle”
Elias (he/him)- Interview 8
1 um-it’s like- it's a fun activity hhh
2 for like- I feel like- for the people who really like know all these
terms
3 and like are into it
like may- myself and Violet
5 like it's because we're people who enjo:y delving into that sort
of thi:ng
6 and cause it's like- it's like a puzzle
7  like for me it’s a philosophy puzzle

e~

Elias categorizes himself and Violet as “people who really like know all these
terms and are like into it” (line 1). While Violet and Elias had just met for the first
time at this interview, they have clearly aligned themselves with one another as
both embodying a social type: “people who enjoy delving into that sort of thing”
(line 3). This figure of a trans person who enjoys playing and exploring with
language is contrasted elsewhere in the interview with people who “don’t care,”
people who “don’t have time,” and people who are “not as online.” It is also
contrasted with people (both cis and trans) who care about finding and
prescribing one correct use of language, rather than taking language as an
individual and personal process. Interestingly, Elias describes himself and Violet
as “know[ing] all the terms” (line 2), however, despite “knowing” them, he does
not then assume there is one correct way to use the terminology; he thinks of it

more as “a puzzle” (line 7).
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Rather than focusing on finding and articulating one correct version of
trans language, Violet and Elias found joy in the exploration of language for its
own sake, as part of a philosophical endeavor (which is how Violet articulated
the experience in Example 7.3 below). It is through this exploration of language
that they were able to tap into a sense of trans joy— that finding language that
felt good was a way to articulate a true sense of self that is authentic for each
individual. Talking about using language that “feels right” has often been a
central way that trans people advocate for the use of gender-affirming
terminology (Crowley, 2022). There was a sense of joy in the expansive
possibilities of trans identity that excited Violet and Elias. The linguistic
articulation of an endless array of genders was not scary or daunting, it was in
fact, a move to a better trans future. Their linguistic practices reflected an
understanding of the “horizon of possibility” (Mufioz, 2019), a vision of queer
futures imbued with the wide range of potentialities. Although the participants
in this interview rejected that there was one correct way for any trans individual
to describe their gender, they acknowledged that this joyful exploration of
language must be set aside in instances of political necessity.

7.4 Public-Facing Approach to Language

Although Violet and Elias described the joy in discovering language that
worked for them and understanding how language works within trans
communities more generally, throughout the conversation, they also oriented to
a public-facing approach to language. This understanding of language focused
on language as goal-oriented, with one (strategic) truth, and specific attention to

the broader cis world. In the following two examples, both Violet (Example 7.3)
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and Elias (Example 7.4) point to legal issues that trans communities face and how
language plays a role in the fight for legal representation.

Example 7.3: “we have to get behind words”
Violet (he/she/they)- Interview 8
1 there's- there's the philosophical part of it
which I really love.
but then there's also the political angle to it where we have to
you know
get behind words in order to build a movement and lobby
and we have to- you know-
get behind words to make- create safety for people.
and- and you know
like that aspect isn't- that's- that's the part that's not fun.
right that's the part that's way too real.
um and it's very necessary and it sucks.
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Example 7.4: “Are they going to target you with this”
Elias (he/him)- Interview 8
1 and it's- it's very difficult to like decide what language goes into:
um
yeah into laws and such
because like you have to think about it.
are they going to target you with this
or are they going to protect you with this?

O = W N

In Example 7.3, Violet explicitly contrasts the “philosophical part” (line 2) of
language use which is self-facing and the “political angle” (line 3) which is public
facing. For them, this public-facing focus of language is necessarily goal-
oriented— about building power for a movement for transgender rights. Further,
while Violet earlier advocated for multiple truths, here they argue that trans
communities have to “get behind words” (line 5) to put forward a unified front
that promotes one (strategic) truth. This approach to language is not “fun” (line
9); it is “way too real,” “very necessary,” and it “sucks” (line 11). Elias echoes a

similar belief (Example 7.4) about the political strategy and agency of trans

160



communities in “decid[ing] what language goes into laws” (line 1), but he is
additionally worried that even once this is decided on, it could still be used to
harm trans communities. These worries echo broader critiques of the limits of
legal protection for transgender people (Salamon, 2018; Spade, 2015; Vipond,
2015; Wagner & Crowley, 2020); Violet and Elias also recognize that linguistic
inclusion does not necessarily mean actual protection from the state.

The public-facing approach to language stems from the awareness of the
reality of harm and attempts at identity delegitimization targeting trans
communities. Throughout the discussion, the participants reflect on how in any
instance of language usage, they are attentive to the outside world and the
potential audiences of that language use. They are not simply thinking of this
when it gets put into law, but in any instance when non-trans people become
aware of trans people and their language practices.

Example 7.5: “I worry about...the way harm could come”
Violet (he/she/they)- Interview 8

1 there's like a part of me that wants to just like

2 you kno:w

3 kind of (.) stop worrying so much about what people see from
the outside.

4 but like- you know-

5 you can't be too Zen about that?

6 when there's like violence out there right?

[lines omitted where Violet talks about privacy precautions they have taken on
their social media]

10 you know me- being like

11 yeah- going into some discourse with other trans and
nonbinary people?

12 like to me- that feels very fruitful and productive and I'm glad
for it?

13 but there's a lot of bias out there from- from cis people:

14 people- people who don't kno:w- from transphobic people:

15 and I would worry about- you know-
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16 about the way that could be taken and the way that that harm
could come so?

Violet is aware that having in-group community discussions about language is
fun, fulfilling, and “productive” (line 12), but they worry that if outsiders see that
and take it up in ways that were not intended, that harm could come. While the
earlier examples point to the possibility of harm via a transphobic state, Violet is
aware of the ways in which the personal and political are intermeshed. The
uptake of language by any outside interlocutor, not just politicians, but also “cis
people” (line 13) or “people who don’t know” (line 14), such as older family or
community members, could potentially bring harm.

Despite their enjoyment in pulling apart language, Violet's awareness of
potential outcomes meant that they “can’t be too Zen about that” (line 4): in this
sense, metadiscourse about language practices was imbued with a sense of
responsibility for one’s community and a high degree of attunement to the
implications of community-internal discourses were they to be reproduced and
weaponized against trans individuals elsewhere. Although the public-facing
view of language was contrasted with the self-facing view — primarily through
the first being characterized as “fun” and the second as “not fun” — an
orientation to joy as a political motivator still underlay the goals of the
community members. They want there to be space for “fruitful and productive”
discussion (line 7) but were attentive to how this language will be taken up.
Crucially, political action was not separate from moving towards trans joy; in
fact, the participants wanted to create safety and space for trans people to live

and thrive—the ultimate orientation to trans joy.
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7.5 The Personal and Political

Violet and Elias’ discussion articulated two salient approaches to
language—self-facing and public-facing—for this trans community. The self-
facing orientation to language offered clear examples of trans joy; it encompassed
a way for trans individuals to celebrate and understand themselves. However,
trans joy could be found even in more strategic uses of language that were aimed
at public audiences. Both the personal, “philosophical” exploration of language
and the public, “political” impact of language were seen to be both present and
relevant in trans lives and in the creating the possibility for trans joy and
thriving.

The awareness of the dual purposes of language are again articulated in a
different interview by Pickles, a 43-year-old, white, nonbinary / trans person:

Example 7.6: “Every tool is a weapon if you hold it right”

Pickles (they/them)- Interview 14

while you were talking I was thinking of-

I- I was reminded of this- I'm going to date myself now

Ani deFranco hhh back in the day-

speaking of TERFs isn’t she a TERF now?

I don’t know yeah

but my young queer heart used to listen to Ani deFranco and
there is a poem

I think Coming Up?

there's a line in it that says every tool is a weapon if you hold
it right

9 that's what- that's what I think of with language

10 like language can be a tool?

N Ul =~ W IN -

(o< IN|

11 um (.) especially~with~the~trans~community it can be a way
toum

12 find your community

13 can be a way to build yourself um

14 but it can also be used as a weapon

15 so um we have to be very careful

16 it's a powerful powerful thing.
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For Pickles, language encompasses both the ability for personal
understanding, “a way to build yourself” (line 11), and a “weapon” (line 12).
While bringing up this lyric, they refuse to let the “TERF”" label occupy time
(lines 4-5). Instead of focusing on the possibility that Ani deFranco is opposed to
trans life, Pickles centers their own interpretation of the lyrics as a way to
understand trans linguistic practices— they refuse to focus on trans sadness and
instead vocalize trans joy by mentioning the past fulfillment of their “young
queer heart” (line 7). They reference the power and possibility that language has
for both community and self-identification (line 10). However, like Violet and
Elias above, Pickles is also aware of the implications of uptake, that “we have to
be very careful” (line 13) about how trans language is taken up. Like many trans
people, they are able to metalingustically reflect on the importance of language
in the lives of trans people, which Pickles describes through the imagery of
language as both tool and weapon.

For the participants in my interviews, orienting to both of these
approaches to language at the same time—in fact, moving fluidly between them
for strategic purposes—was is essential. One might assume that these two
approaches to language would cause an ideological tension within a community
(c.f., Chun, 2017); however, within this community of trans people, they held that
there may be both one politically strategic use of language as well as a plurality of

terms for self-discovery. For them, language was for the individual and also for

19 “TERF” is an acronym for “Trans Exclusionary Radical Feminist”. It originally referred to a
minority of people within radical feminist spaces who sought to exclude trans women from
women’s spaces and movements. Now it is often used to describe people who espouse a range of
transphobic views, primarily that trans women are not women and that transness is a mental
illness.
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the collective. They were aware that language was not just in the power of the
original user, but that the uptake of the audience, and particularly that of the
dominant group, needed to be considered. On one hand, participants oriented to
an internal experience of language- they spent time figuring out what language
felt good to them and could appropriately name their experience of gender. This
use of language as crucial to the creation of trans joy; it provided a resource for
trans people to explore, name, and celebrate themselves as trans people. On the
other hand, the participants recognized that at some point, even self-facing uses
of language might be taken up into public discourse in unintended or
unexpected ways. Thus, it is essential that linguists expand our understanding of
the creation of trans joy through language: it is not only about the ability to self-
define, but also about creating a world that supports trans life.
7.6 Conclusion

Like many trans people, Violet and Elias were working to puzzle out the
nuances of what language meant for trans individuals and communities and as
well as non-community members. They recognized that language was
simultaneously a fun, philosophical puzzle, a tense in-group debate, a practical
tool for communicating identity, and a political intervention. While these
approaches to language might seem opposing and contradictory, they
encapsulate the nuance of language as an ongoing political project within trans
communities. In other interviews, Pickles and Jamie articulated how the goals of
trans language practices were, at once, about personal, community, and political
change.

Both the self-facing and public-facing views of language were oriented

towards creating a space for trans people to safely be our authentic selves, both
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through self-determination and exploration and through political action that
pushed for a safer world. Thus, these two approaches to language prioritized
trans joy by envisioning a world in which trans people could truly be themselves
and have flourishing lives. It is crucial to simultaneously make space for both of
these theories of language in order for trans individuals to utilize the power of
language for self-determination and for trans communities more broadly to
move political goals forward and push for social change. Joy comes through self-
realization (and finding the right language to reach it), but also, trans joy is a
political goal through which trans people can build a future in which we are able
to thrive. Violet, Elias, Pickles, Jamie, and other trans South Carolinians
recognized how language played a role in making this future a reality. While the
realities of the political landscape in the United States and in South Carolina
were often challenging for trans individuals, working for a world in which trans
people could both understand themselves and exist in society was ultimately a

prioritization and expression of trans joy.
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CHAPTER 8: CONCLUSION
8.1 Findings

This dissertation has described a complex set of language ideologies that
trans South Carolinians navigate when engaging in and talking about trans
language practices. I have explored the multiple ways in which trans people
justify lexical and grammatical choices as they negotiate their sociocultural
positioning in the face of normative cisgender ideologies, specifically among
transgender Southerners, a group that has been underrepresented in research in
trans linguistics. Specifically, I investigated the language ideologies that trans
participants invoked when discussing and evaluating what language is
appropriate to use when talking about the trans community. My findings were
situated within the current context in the United States where there has been
increasing awareness of trans people and our linguistic affirmation.

Despite this increased public recognition of trans identities and
experiences, mainstream discourses about trans identity continue to paint a
homogenous picture of the experiences of transgender people, and consistent
with this view is the assumption that there exists a consensus with respect to the
“appropriate” or “correct” way to talk about trans people. I have shown,
however, that in-group beliefs about language use are far from agreed-upon.
Within the trans communities where I conducted my research, ideologies about

language were shaped by considerations of gender, regional identity, age, and
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race. In other words, social factors beyond gender shaped understandings of
what it means to talk about trans identity.

One key finding of the dissertation was that regional identity and
ideologies of regional language forms shape ideologies of trans language use. In
Chapter 4, I addressed how the widespread narrative that trans people want to
leave the U.S. South assumes that transness and Southernness are incompatible.
Further, for many of the participants, there were aspects of life in the South that
posed challenges, such as widespread conservative values and lack of access of
trans affirming medical care. Linguistically, participants pointed to features of
Southern American English, such as the gendered address terms sir and ma’am,
as creating a uniquely challenging environment for trans people. For some of the
participants in this dissertation, however, it was important to demonstrate how
the affirmation of trans people and Southern politeness practices were not
incompatible. In fact, elements of Southern American English, such as y’all, were
taken up for their gender-inclusive potential in queer and progressive
communities outside of the U.S. South. While much research on transgender
communities has focused on trans people in metropolitan areas of the U.S. West
and North, it is crucial to continue to attend to trans communities within the U.S.
South, as these communities provide an important linguistic and cultural
perspective.

In some cases, trans participants reproduced ideologies about language
and identity that continue to circulate within broader communities in the United
States. In Chapter 5, I explored how both younger and older trans participants
took up ideologies about language and age that mirrored widely held cultural

beliefs about language use, particularly in the invocation of the figure of a
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“progressive, innovative young language user” and a “cringy, outdated older
language user.” While there were some factors of trans identity that shaped the
understandings of intergenerational language use, such as the importance of
“trans age” in shaping each participants positionality within trans communities,
broader cultural ideologies regarding language and age remained salient within
these trans communities.

In Chapter 6, I addressed the reification of ideologies about linguistic
innovation, race, and standardization within trans participants” discourses about
language and race. Among some of the participants, there was a growing
recognition of the linguistics contributions of Black queer and trans communities
as well as the appropriation of such linguistic resources by non-Black queer and
trans people. However, despite the recognition of these processes, within the
discussions about linguistic innovation, such as new terminology, participants
reproduced racialized ideologies about linguistic innovation. The innovations of
Black trans communities were typically referred to as “slang,” while innovations
of white trans communities were discussed as part of a creation of a standard
typology of trans identities. In these discussions, the racialized ideologies
regarding whose language use was seen as “standard,” namely that of whites,
continued to be reproduced within these discussions. Both of these chapters have
demonstrated how broadly circulating ideologies of language and identity were
taken up within transgender communities.

Finally, I have shown that in some cases, participants navigated seemingly
competing ideologies about language use. In Chapter 7, I explored how trans
interviewees demonstrated an attention to the use of language for both personal

use as well as for strategic public use. When used for personal exploration,
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participants prioritized the multiplicity of language forms and the ability to
change and experiment. When using language that might be heard by non-trans
people or wider public audiences, participants focused on using terms that were
less likely to have negative ramifications for trans people, if the terms were to be
taken up by cisgender speakers. Though these two uses of language might seem
to be incompatible ideologies of language, participants moved between both. The
chapter suggests that the shifting orientations to these understandings of
language were in fact a strategic prioritization of trans joy. The participants
understood that it was crucial to use language to create joy through personal
identity discovery as well to create safe futures for trans life.
8.2 Implications for the Study of Language Ideologies

This research contributes to our understanding of trans language practices
from a language-ideological lens as well as to our understanding of language
ideologies from a specifically trans linguistic perspective. Importantly, in taking
up a trans linguistic framework, I “depend[] on the wisdom of marginalized
communities,” (Zimman, 2020, p. 15). While I attend to the contradictions,
tensions, and hegemonic reproductions in the ideologies of language and gender
articulated by the participants in this project, I ultimately recognize the
astuteness and perception with which trans people are thinking about language
use. Centering the everyday theories of language that my collaborators used to
describe their own lived experiences and uses of language serves as a reminder
that these understandings of language were both as complex and as partial as
scholarly theories and ideologies of how language works in the world. In
different moments, participants foregrounded the use of language as part of their

own relationship with their inner self, as intimately entwined with regional,
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generational, and racial identities, and crucially, as a tool through which trans
people could describe, protect, and support trans communities. These
perspectives on language reflect the uptake of various, often competing,
ideologies of language, and ultimately demonstrate the creative ways trans
people are using language to survive and thrive.

Further, this research contributes to sociolinguistic theory by examining
language ideologies from an intersectional lens. With the uptake of intersectional
approaches within language and gender studies, there has been increased
attention to issues of intersectionality in the context of a person’s lived
experiences at the intersection of various systems of marginalization. Emerging
intersectional approaches to sociolinguistic research have attended to the
production of language by people at the intersections of various identities. My
work builds on this attention to intersectionality by investigating how language
ideologies becomes contextualized within specific environments and how race,
age, and regional identity shape the ideologies of language that are mobilized in
conversations about trans language. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 demonstrate how the
various language ideologies that participants invoked when evaluating language
use within trans communities were shaped by participants” own positionalities
(e.g., as trans and as Southern or as trans and as an older adult), as well as
intersections of ideological belief systems. This can be seen in the ways that
participants’ evaluations about language use within trans communities were
shaped by their racial ideologies about language innovation in Chapter 6.
Understanding how speakers invoked ideologies of race and age, for example,
when talking about language and gender within trans communities

demonstrates the inextricable links between these various categories.
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8.3 Limitations and Future Directions

This dissertation expands upon the growing area of trans linguistics that
centers ethnographic analyses of trans language conducted by researchers who
are also trans. Although I am a trans and nonbinary researcher, and thus
considered an in-group member by many of the participants that I interviewed,
my specific positionality as a white, transmasculine transplant to the South,
inevitably shaped the recruitment, data collection, and analysis present in this
dissertation. As I have discussed in Chapter 3, participants skewed young, white,
and nonbinary or trans masculine, reflecting my own personal networks. As I
have argued in this dissertation, recognition of the heterogeneity of trans
communities and trans language practices is crucial in building a trans linguistic
framework. Thus, future research must further attend to language ideologies
within trans communities that continue to be underrepresented in linguistic
research, such as trans communities of color, trans feminine people, and trans
women, as well as older trans adults.

Another key area for future research is to explore how these ideologies are
taken up and circulated outside of transgender communities. While looking at
trans communities in the South, this project attends to current changes in
progress and how the uptake, or its absence, of new forms of language are
shaped by beliefs and ideologies, both about social identities and about
language. This perspective is important for broader theories of language change,
and future work should attend to how these ideologies of language are
mobilized in discourses about trans language, both by transgender individuals in

other regions as well as by cisgender people more generally.
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Additionally, this dissertation has focused on face-to-face video interview
conversations among transgender people from South Carolina, but in the
interviews, many of the participants talked about the relevance of online
communities and social media in the circulating discourses about trans language.
Media discourse about trans people in some cases may reproduce ideologies that
emerge within local communities, such as the ideologies expressed by
participants in the interviews here, but it is possible that once discussions of
trans language reach other forms of media, the language ideologies invoked may
be distinct from those taken up within in-person trans communities. By looking
at how debates about language take place online, both within trans communities
and outside of them, we will better be able to understand how these ideologies
shape the uptake and spread of new forms used to talk about language and
gender.

8.4 Closing Issues

Throughout my time with trans communities in South Carolina, in both
participant observation and interviews with trans Southerners, it became clear
that there was not a consensus on what “trans language” is. Within the
interviews, participants shared highly contested ideas about what lexical items
were seen as “outdated,” what linguistic practices aligned with regional norms,
what forms were appropriated from trans communities of color, and what
language should be used in specific contexts. In this dissertation, I have argued
that attending to localized social contexts and intersections of identity is crucial
in developing a trans linguistics. As linguists attend to trans communities, we

must continue to recognize the creative ways in which trans people use language
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to describe our experiences, and how these forms of language are shaped within
specific contexts.

As I conclude this project in 2023, the current social and political climate
for transgender people in the United States is, to be honest, scary. Throughout
this rise in public transphobia over the past few years, I have felt lucky to be able
to stay connected to on-the-ground trans communities in South Carolina. They
have made navigating the transphobia of the world a little more bearable, a
reminder that I am not alone. I am grateful for the opportunity to interview such
creative and insightful individuals, who are each in their own way creating space
for themselves as trans people in South Carolina.

As I discussed in Chapter 7, trans people are always aware of the potential
uptake of our language; the political realities of trans life are ever-present. While
attending to the uptake of ideologies of language and gender outside of trans
communities is important, this dissertation centers how language is working
within trans communities. I hope to have contributed to a trans linguistics that “is
attuned not only to oppressive language but also to agency in, through, and
beyond language” (Zimman, 2020, p. 15). Ultimately, I celebrate the complex,
contradictory, personal, joyful, and political ways that trans people are using and
thinking about language to create better, more equitable, and more joyful trans

futures.
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APPENDIX A: RECRUITMENT MATERIALS

This flyer was distributed on community Facebook pages, listservs, Discord
Servers, and group chats.

Uof
. SC.
Are you trans 1n

South Carolina?

Sign up for an online
group interview about
trans communities and

Participants will be language.
compensated $20!

Sign ug;
tinyurl.com/TransLinguistics

h This study hasfbee;n
CO ntaCt Ar\c h ie C POWley Ianpsptr\iotvue‘éjiobnyaluoReSvCiesw
(they/them) acrowley@sc.edu Stucy, 300083584

Figure A.1 Recruitment Flyer
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APPENDIX B: PRE-INTERVIEW SURVEY

The pre-interview interest survey was distributed on Qualtrics and all the
questions were open-ended.

What is your name?
What pronouns do you use?
How do you describe your gender?
How old are you?
How do you identify your race and/or ethnicity?
How long have you lived in South Carolina?
What is your email address?
What is your availability?
Feel free to add any additional scheduling information:
. Do you want to participate in this interview with people you already

know? If so, provide their names (1-2 people) below so I can schedule you
together.

WO N R WD R

=
o
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APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

Opening;:
e Greet everyone
e Ask to change display name to pseudonym
¢ Remind them I am recording, saved to my computer
e Frame conversation, ask not to spread
e Remind about payment
e START RECORDING

Interviewee Labels
1. What labels do you use to describe your gender identify, if any?
a. How did you come to pick that particular label over others?
[coming out experience]
2. What other labels do you use to identify yourself? E.g., ethnicity, social
class, etc.
3. Do you identify as transgender? Why or why not?

The trans community
1. Where did you first learn about trans identity? Where did you look for
information?
2. What is your relationship like with the transgender community, online
and in person?
What has it been like to be trans in SC for you?
. What have your interactions been like with transgender individuals
from other generations?

W

Trans Language
1. Do you think that language around gender has changed in the past 10
ears?
g a. How do you perceive the change in the language used to talk
about gender?
2. What kind of discussions about language use in the community have
you seen/heard in person or online?

a. Have you heard of disagreements about labels in the trans
community? What kind? Do you think there should be
agreement?

b. Have there been disagreements/ conflicts/discussions between
any specific groups/parts of the community?

3. Do some gender labels bother you? Why?
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a. What do you think about the term X, Y, Z? [build off terms they
might have brought up, some other examples: transtrender,
transsexual, singular they, neopronouns]

4. Besides labels, are there certain ways of speaking (pronunciations or
turns of phrase) that people use in the trans community that are not
really used in the cis community? For example "cis"?

5. What other language communities are you a part of (racial, ethnic,
class, hobbies etc) and how do those communities influence your
understanding of trans language?

a. Can you predict what label someone might use based on their speech or
their clothing or something else?

b. Are you sometimes misgendered? How have you responded? Can you
tell me about a specific instance?

Language/Linguistic Activism
6. What is language activism to you? Do you do it? Do you see it?

a. Give examples?

b. what kind of ways have you seen like, advocacy or activism
around language coming out of trans communities, like what
kinds of projects or movements have you either been involved
with or just seeing that people do?

7. What do you think the impact of language activism has been for the
trans community in broader society?

a. what do you think the impact of like language advocacy and
language activism has been for the trans community?

b. What kinds of change should happen around language?

In the end:

1. Is there anything else you want to say about the language and the
trans community? Or is there anything else I should have asked?

2. Is there anything you want to clarify or want to go back to, change
what you said?

3. Would you be willing to do a follow-up interview?

4. Message me—pseudonym (fake name) you want to use & how to pay
you (cashapp, venmo, paypal)

Additional Questions for Returning Interviewees

1. How do you perceive the change in the language used to talk about
gender?

2. What kind of discussions about language use in the community have
you seen/heard in person or online (since the last interview)?

3. Have you had any thoughts about trans language since we last talked?

4. Have you noticed any new conversations about language practices in
the news/on the internet?
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