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Pansies in Print: Queer Literature, Social Identity, and the Definition of Community

“We write not only about different things; we also write differently.”

—Brecht 

“Just deal with what is true…you need to do your best to say it correct.” 

—Father Roger Schmit, to the members of the Tectonic Theatre Project in The Laramie Project

Over dainty appetizers the year I turned sixteen, a former wrestler introduced me to my own history. He was well-spoken and polite, with a knack for spirited debate. He was also one of America’s best-selling and most admired novelists, and fourteen star-struck high school writers (myself included) stared at their feet in awe while he spoke.  John Irving had been invited to Walnut Hill School for the Arts to give a public reading and field questions about his creative process. In between events, he chatted with students from the creative writing department about the intersections between his art and politics.  Gay marriage, he said during one of these conversations, should already be guaranteed in the United States, and “gay writing” understood as an established part of the American literary canon. At its best, queer literature creates community and helps shape the social identity of a marginalized group while representing that group’s experiences to the world at large.  The problem, Irving argued, lies in the execution. Today, the would-be queer Don Quixote often falls into the trap of issuing cautionary tales or describing sex positions, confirming the larger community’s preconceived notions about gay life. Too few well-written narratives center on constructing, representing, and re-inventing queer identity. 

“Whatever happened to the Great Gay Novel?” Irving bemoaned to a roomful of teenagers. “Where in the hell is the next Giovanni’s Room?” 

I was surprised to discover I had no idea. Not much more than a year before, I had slammed a Webster’s School Dictionary on the desk of the wise guy in my ninth grade health class. “Look up the word gay!” I growled, one hiking boot propped on a chair by way of challenge. I carried myself with a resentful swagger, lecturing and picking fights at every opportunity. My wrath was clublike, blunt-edged, awful. At the same time, though, I was terrified. I used bizarre metaphors for sexual orientation in my poems and flinched when an acquaintance showed the slightest affection for his boyfriend. My anger at being misrepresented was directionless, my attempts to educate classmates about life as a young lesbian tinged by a comical lack of knowledge (and creeping fear) surrounding what that actually meant. I may have cut my teeth on Oscar Wilde and cried the first time I read a gay community newspaper, but meeting John Irving—a straight male writer—forged my first real connection to queer writing as a distinct art. 

The 1956 James Baldwin novel Giovanni’s Room is a book of regret and frustration, but also (perhaps most controversially for the time period) of love. The story of American expatriate David and his tormented Italian lover Giovanni echoes James Baldwin’s cultural alienation as a gay African-American writer in the 1950s. David leaves the oppression of his masculinity-obsessed society in America in order to find himself in France. There, finds very different kind of love from that he has known in the past. He meets Giovanni while the latter is working as a bartender and is immediately captivated; his anxieties about loving a man, however, hold him back. Eventually, the two begin a love affair by turns both charming and terrifying. David moves into Giovanni’s one-room Paris apartment and experiences some of the happiest days of his life. This, though, does not last for long. The small and filthy room becomes symbolic to David of the guilt and oppression associated with his desires, leading to David’s abandonment of Giovanni, Giovanni’s murder of bar owner Guillaume, and Giovanni’s subsequent execution for murder. 

In Giovanni’s Room, the thing David spends much of the novel running away from—first in leaving America, then finally in abandoning Giovanni himself—is the knowledge that his inner identity is separate from the identity he presents to the world. He knows that his feelings for  Giovanni are in sharp contrast to those he has for his fiancée, Hella, but the terror of separating himself from the comfortable normalcy of his “everyday” (i.e. straight) life leads him to flee. 

This is a key component of great queer literature; it establishes homosexuality and transgenderism as unique and separate social identities, not merely acts someone engages in or attitudes someone holds. There was no real sense of a “gay community” as the term is understood today until the late 19th century, when the usage of newly coined words like “homosexual” and “lesbian” began to establish distinct social identities for members of these groups. Like in any minority group, the separation of the group from the wider society had to be confirmed before that group could form a community on its own terms. In David’s case, an attempt to hold fast to the identity he is accustomed to having results in him rejecting and ultimately abandoning one of the only people with whom he has ever felt a true sense of solidarity.  David’s rejection of Giovanni and Giovanni’s subsequent murder of Guillame are not, as some readers in the 1950s believed, proof of the gay characters’ depravity. Rather, they are extreme reactions produced by the ebb and tug of conflicting social forces in an often hostile society. 


Baldwin’s novel presented an eloquently written and sensitive account of a topic usually reserved for pulp fiction and illegal pornography. For one of the first times, the North American reading public had ready access to debate and education on the subject of homosexuality using material written by someone known to be gay. James Baldwin seems to have understood that his duty as a writer of “queer literature” was to represent and educate in addition to describing. This is the principle described by Father Roger Schmit in The Laramie Project, Moisés Kaufman’s play about the death of Matthew Shepard: “Just deal with what is true…you need to do your best to say it correct.” In this way, GLBTQ writing is a bit like Show and Tell: no one brags to the class about a toy they all know about already. The goal of any “great queer novel” should be to unearth something new (and accurate) about queer identity, culture, and society at large—both to GLBTQ audiences and to anyone else who might be reading. 


This past December, I submitted a short story to Seventeen magazine’s annual fiction contest. The word limit was five hundred, the grand prize $5000. For once, though, I felt conflicted about entering a writing competition. In November of 2009, the magazine published an article called “True Life Drama: My Boyfriend Turned Out to Be a Girl!” In the article, the ex-girlfriend of a transgendered teenage boy discussed her shock upon discovering her boyfriend was not a genetic male. The article, described as “defamatory” and “transphobic” by GLAAD blogger Anna Wipfler, drew comparisons between this young trans man and a sexual predator and even referred to him as a “he-she”. I was alarmed. The magazine article mislabeled and dismissed a substantial part of what I now see as my community. How could I reconcile entering the contest with some of my strongest values and beliefs? 

In the end, I wrote the short story. It’s about Al, a young transgendered bass guitarist, coming out to his boss at the diner where he works.  I understand why the magazine printed the one-sided article. Some readers of Seventeen may not have had exposure to positive portrayals of transgendered characters (or even to transgender issues at all).It’s often a great deal easier to confirm already held suspicions about an issue than it is to introduce new or contradictory information. If I had read the ex-girlfriend’s story three years ago, I might even have agreed with her. Through writing about Al, I attempted to represent the experiences and concerns of GLBTQ youth to a more general reading audience. 

By illustrating and humanizing gay communities and gay culture, writers like James Baldwin have helped to open up an avenue of dialogue leading to same-sex marriage, transgender rights ordinances, and countless other social and political improvements. Queer writing has already brought about significant change, and it will continue to do so. We just need to do our best to “say it correct”. 

