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Abstract

In this chapter, we explore how gender diversity is articulated in the erotic imagination 
through a computer-assisted linguistic analysis of a large collection of amateur porn stories 
collected from Literotica (2016), one of the largest and oldest online spaces devoted to the 
genre. We argue that pornography, of which written erotica is a genre, allows for imaginings 
of gender-diverse bodies and experiences that may run counter to the constraints of 
mainstream queer discourse. 

We highlight the range of gender-diverse identities portrayed in these stories, how they are 
described and characterised, and the role that gendered experiences play in narrative 
development. We focus on the terms ‘transgender’, ‘shemale’, ‘tranny’ and ‘sissy’ using 
techniques from corpus linguistics and stylistics. We examine the distinct patterns of use 
these descriptors show in our data, and explore the complex dynamics of masculinity and 
femininity, shame and euphoria, and individuality, transgression and community that these 
texts articulate. 

Introduction
Modern Western culture has taken for granted a natural, immutable and binary divide 
between the categories of male and female. In doing so, it has stigmatised, pathologised and
silenced the experiences and lives of those who fall outside these categories. Even after the 
much-touted ‘transgender tipping point’ of the 2010s, Western media still offer little 
representation of gender diversity, whether informative or fictional. And when the issue is 
covered, it is often in a negative light, presenting diversity as grotesque, dangerous or 
deceptive (Biliard et al., 2020).

Pornography is a striking exception to this pattern of marginalisation (Horak, 2020). Screen 
porn with gender-diverse (GD) performers has been popular and profitable for decades, 
while online spaces have allowed people to share, explore and discuss their fantasies and 
desires for gender play through a variety of erotic media (Davy & Steinbock, 2012; Strub, 
2020). Because of their taboo nature, pornographic texts are often neglected in cultural 
analysis; but sometimes it is precisely this taboo that allows communities to articulate social 
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imaginaries outside the censorship of mainstream culture (Paasonen, 2018; Pezzutto & 
Comella, 2020).

Insights from porn can be particularly useful in shedding light of the complicated and 
sometimes paradoxical politics of representation of GD sexuality. On the one hand, 
mainstream Western culture is shaped by the male gaze, and thus cannot see 
transfemininity except in a sexualised and objectified light (Lloyd & Finn, 2017:163). On the 
other, it is shaped by clinical understandings of gender diversity that assume a dysphoric 
relationship with the self, and therefore cannot conceive of GD people as sexual subjects or 
objects unless medically ‘fixed’ (Davy, 2020; Davy & Steinbock, 2012). Pornography offers a 
rare opportunity to express and explore the ‘spectra of sexual desire’ that are part of GD 
embodiment and identification (Bronstein, 2020).

In this chapter, we explore how gender diversity is erotically articulated in the cultural 
imaginary through a computer-assisted analysis of a large body of amateur porn stories 
collected from Literotica (2016), one of the largest and oldest online spaces devoted to the 
genre. We use techniques from corpus linguistics and stylistics to explore the range of GD 
identities portrayed in these stories, how they are described and characterised and the role 
their gendered experiences play in the narrative development.

Representations of gender diversity
Although our understanding of the representation of gender diversity in culture and the 
media is still very fragmentary — like many other aspects of queer history — we know that 
GD people have historically been marginalised and misrepresented in both fiction and news. 
The ‘explosion of highly visible transgender presence in the mass media’ (Stryker, 2017:197)
has brought wider coverage since the 2010s but much of it is sensationalistic and reductive, 
and so does not necessarily lead to greater public understanding or acceptance (Åkerlund, 
2019; Patterson & Spencer, 2020). Journalists still routinely dismiss GD people's gender 
identity or treat it as deceptive, and even less openly antagonistic portrayals will often 
undermine it by using pre-transition names, pronouns and imagery (Gupta, 2019).

Sometimes what is at issue is the lack of an appropriate language to portray gender 
diversity: it can be difficult to discuss GD experiences when the vocabulary for doing so is 
itself imbued with misleading or prejudicial assumptions (Zimman, 2019:178). Queer and GD
communities have thus sought to create the terminology to articulate clearly, precisely and 
systematically the full range of possibilities in the way individuals experience and express 
gender (Schudson & van Anders, 2019:11). Online spaces have been especially fertile in 
this collaborative development of an ever-growing and more nuanced conceptual repertoire 
(Oakley, 2016).

Such a terminology is clearly important for communicating with the public at large, for 
example in media stylebooks providing guidance for accurate and sensitive representation 
(Bell & Keer, 2021). Simultaneously, creating and using a clear and nuanced vocabulary is 
important in building a shared understanding of the GD community and the diversity of its 
members within the community itself. And yet, though there have been many attempts to 
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establish a systematic nomenclature to ‘clear up [the] conceptual confusions that often 
hamstring work‘ on gender diversity (Stryker, 1998:154), deep disagreement remains about 
the boundaries of — and the attitude conveyed by — many crucial terms (Strub, 2020).

The issue here is that the distinctions represented by these terms reflect not conceptual but 
social authority. GD people may have learned to articulate the ‘embodied and emotional 
dimensions’ of their gendered experience in different contexts and with different resources 
(Schudson & van Anders, 2019:11); the norms they learned in order to be recognised are 
not necessarily the same in different communities or even at different times (Oakley, 2016; 
Tiidenberg, 2013). Empirical examination shows that the terminology trans people use for 
themselves often includes many terms that are otherwise regarded as offensive (Horak, 
2020). Among the ones that are particularly relevant to this paper are ‘tranny’, ‘shemale’ and 
‘sissy’, frequently claimed to be associated with porn.

Sexually explicit genres occupy a singularly important role among cultural representations of 
gender diversity: for many audiences, pornography affords the first opportunity to encounter 
GD bodies, let alone see them presented as desirable (Bronstein, 2020). Unlike other 
popular media, porn was quick not only to hire GD performers but also to specifically portray 
them as an object of desire outside cisnormative constraints (Horak, 2020:277). Early GD 
screen porn is unfortunately poorly preserved and recorded (Strub, 2020:183), but its 
progressive mainstreaming in since the 1980s attests to a growing openness to appreciate 
the trans body as trans. 

Porn – whether visual, audio or written – plays a fundamental role in the way people come to
understand and articulate their experiences of gender and sexuality. Like all aspects of 
social life, understandings of what sexual desire is, how it happens and what may be desired
are crafted out of shared cultural resources (Tiidenberg, 2013). But since taboos forbid open 
discussion of sexual details in many contexts, and mainstream educational or media sources
take a normative approach to its complexities, pornographic texts are one of the few 
opportunities to discover or explore the nuances of desire, (Rupp, 2019:6). For GD people in
particular, porn has provided a rich counterpoint to clinical approaches, in which only bodies 
that have been medically fixed to fit cisgender norms can be conceived as sexual objects — 
or subjects (Davy, 2020; Davy & Steinbock, 2012:272). 

Scholarly work on porn has often been enthusiastic about this liberatory potential, and as a 
result has tended to focus on radical and transgressive examples. It is, however, equally 
important to remember that mainstream porn largely remains unexamined, and a more 
critical approach may be necessary (Pezzutto & Comella, 2020; Steinbock, 2014; Strub, 
2020). In the case of GD porn, a balanced examination requires considering how the 
characterisation and narrative construction of gender diversity may be shaped by the 
‘heteronormative constraints [of a] presumptively straight, cisgender, and male audience’ 
(Strub, 2020:177).
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Interpreting gender diversity in erotic narrative
In this chapter, we seek to provide a broad characterisation of the different GD identities 
featured in one widely-consumed pornographic medium, erotic writing. In order to explore 
the desires GD characters are meant to invoke in audiences, we focus specifically on the 
ways they are described and the narrative roles they are called to play. Our intention is not 
simply to show how this representation differs from that in more mainstream forms of fiction, 
but also to give an account of how it helps produce various — and potentially contradictory 
— imaginaries of trans embodiment and sexuality.

Our approach is drawn both theoretically and methodologically from corpus linguistics, which
uses quantitative computational methods to describe patterns of regularity in language use. 
From a corpus perspective, the meanings of words can be described in terms of the range of
contexts in which they are used: what defines a term is the kind of sentences in which it 
appears and the other words it co-occurs with. In this way, the stylistic and cognitive impact 
intended by using a specific word in a specific textual example can be analysed by 
contrasting it with its habitual usage across a broader, representative corpus. 

To provide an approximate representation of mainstream erotic writing, we analyse a 1.4-
billion-word sample from Literotica.com (2016), one of the oldest, largest and most widely-
read erotic fiction repositories online. The site allows authors to create a user profile — 
though there is no guarantee that this will reflect their offline identity — and upload their 
writing into one of 31 categories with few limits on content other than bestiality, mutilation, 
snuff and underage sexual encounters. Texts range from elaborate novellas to brief wall-to-
wall sexual accounts, and do not necessarily claim to reflect actual lived sexual experiences.
Taboo subjects are in fact a particular ‘object of emotional investment’ (Paasonen, 2011: 
109), and some of the most popular categories concern gender play.

To capture the terms denoting gender diversity in our corpus, we compiled a list from 
existing glossaries and expanded it with variations formed by clipping, blending or 
compounding. After normalising their spelling and grouping related forms together, we 
obtained a final list of 79 headwords denoting GD identities. Table 1 shows the 20 most 
frequent ones and their distribution.
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HEADWORD f f per 1M words stories % of total stories
sissy 22121 15.9899 4009 1.2797
butch 6432 4.6493 1931 0.6164
queer 4998 3.6127 3031 0.9675
shemale 4426 3.1993 1292 0.4124
transsexual 3370 2.4360 1471 0.4695
femme 3027 2.1880 1719 0.5487
tranny 2325 1.6806 900 0.2873
boi 2122 1.5339 417 0.1331
transvestite 1985 1.4348 962 0.3071
crossdresser 1803 1.3033 1058 0.3377
tgirl 1337 0.9664 473 0.1510
transgender 1148 0.8298 657 0.2097
trans 885 0.6397 569 0.1816
hermaphrodite 784 0.5667 422 0.1347
androgyne 717 0.5183 602 0.1922
ladyboy 603 0.4359 155 0.0495
sissyboy 602 0.4351 114 0.0364
drag queen 502 0.3629 282 0.0900
chameleon 479 0.3462 322 0.1028
dickgirl 411 0.2971 114 0.0364

Table 1. The most frequent and most widely used terms for gender-diverse characters 
include many that are often considered slurs

To describe the characterisation associated with each of these identities, we used computer 
scripts to identify other terms that appear near them in the stories (called ‘collocates’ in 
corpus linguistics) and measure the strength of their statistical association. Strong and 
unequivocally significant collocations (PMI ≥ 6, G² ≥ 6.63, measured within a ±4 word 
window) allow us to identify general patterns in the way characters are described and 
inserted into the narrative action. We modelled conceptual similarities and differences 
between the identities denoted by each headword by using the Louvain method to group 
them in communities defined by shared collocates. Figure 1 offers a visual representation of 
this grouping as a force-directed graph.

<Figure 1 here>

Figure 1. Terms for gender-diverse characters form four clusters characterised by distinctive
terminology

Interpreting the relationship between headword and collocate can be difficult without the full 
context in which they appear. To refine the initial analysis, we compiled concordance lists 
showing each occurrence of the headwords. These were manually examined to describe key
narrative, stylistic, semantic and pragmatic features — such as whether they convey the 
voice of the narrator or that of a specific character, or whether they form part of a broader 
dialogic exchange.
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Findings
Unlike more mainstream media, erotic writing features plentiful GD characters. They appear 
in more than one in 20 stories in our data (18,043 texts, 5.76% of the total). Predictably, they
are most common in the ‘Transsexuals & Crossdressers’ subcorpus; however, stories 
involving GD characters can be found in all subcategories of the site.

The language used to refer to these characters is very diverse, ranging from the mainstream
(e.g., ‘trans’) to the dated/biomedical (e.g., ‘transsexual’), to queer activism jargon (e.g., 
‘gender-free’). It represents a wide range of gender performances and practices, including 
cross-dressing, femme/butch identities and genders from non-Western cultures such as 
‘two-spirit’ or ‘travesti’. Even at the surface level, we can see here the diversity of 
pornographic characterisations of GD in terms of not only the range of identities being 
portrayed, but also the different assumptions and evaluations being made about them.

One of the features that makes this vocabulary distinctive is the inclusion of some terms — 
such as ‘dickgirl’ or ‘cuntboi’ — that seem too sexually explicit to be used outside erotic 
contexts. Even more common is the use of terms regarded as defamatory or dehumanising 
by style guides — such as ‘tranny’ and ‘shemale’ — which we examine in more detail below.

There are other ways in which the representations of GD in erotic stories more closely 
resemble mainstream media. One of them is the hyperfocus on transfeminine characters at 
the expense of transmasculine ones, shown in the unequal frequency of equivalent terms: 
our data include 179 instances of ‘trans woman’ (across 69 stories) vs 67 of ‘trans man’ 
(across 21 stories), 108 of ‘female impersonator’ (73 stories) vs 3 of ‘male impersonator’ (3 
stories) and 502 of ‘drag queen’ (282 stories) vs 10 of ‘drag king’ (8 stories). Another is the 
scarcity of non-binary representation: although ‘two-spirit’, ‘genderqueer’ or ‘third-sex’ 
characters are occasionally mentioned, they are two orders of magnitude less frequent than 
the most common binary terms, and stories where they play a central role are vanishingly 
rare.

Context can show us how these identities are characterised, and similarities measured in 
terms of shared lexicon (Figure 1). The typical ‘butch’ character in erotic prose, for example, 
is described as ‘masculine’, ‘short-haired’, ‘aggressive’ and ‘tattooed’, while ‘femmes’ are 
petite, sultry or superior. Shared aspects of characterisation include sexual orientation 
(‘bisexual‘, ‘dyke’) but also link to ‘dominant‘/‘submissive’ relationship dynamics.

A second group (‘fag’, ‘queer’, ‘sissy’) comprises identities defined in part by sexual practices
(‘cocksucking’) but also by being targets of derision. These characters are often called 
‘disgusting’ or ‘filthy’, though this typically represents another character's point of view rather 
than the authorial voice. Stories can also reclaim these as in-group terms, using them to 
describe a character's ‘buddies’, ‘community’ or ‘folks’.

The final and largest group of terms suggests that, for the purposes of erotic narrative, the 
distinction between cross-dressing and transness is a labile one: terms associated with 
medical transition (e.g., ‘pre-op’, ‘genetic’) are used to describe ‘transvestite’ characters as 
well as ‘trans’ ones. Other key themes associated with this group include sex work 
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(‘dominatrix’, ‘hooker’), especially adult entertainment (‘magazines’, ‘movies’) and fetishistic 
attraction (‘admirer‘, ‘chaser’). Cross-dressing is distinguished primarily by concerns about 
‘passing’ and the fear of being outed from the ‘closet’.

This suggests that the way the erotic imaginary is organised bears little resemblance to the 
systematic taxonomies of queer scholarship and online activism. Or, to put this another 
ways: the different ways in which gender diversity can be mobilised as an object (and a 
subject) of sexual fantasy do not neatly map out to conventional distinctions between sexual 
orientation, gender identity or performance. In the following sections, we explore these erotic
conceptualisations in four distinctive terms: ‘transgender’, ‘shemale’, ‘tranny’ and ‘sissy’.

4.1 Transgender
One noticeable feature of erotic writing is that mainstream vocabulary for gender diversity is 
present, but only in a peripheral role: few characters are described or refer to themselves as 
‘transgender’ (or ‘trans’). When the term appears, it is primarily in the name of organisations,
or discussed in relation to other groups in the queer spectrum:

She met Selena at a help group for transgender and transvestites over a year ago 
and the two became fast friends

[….] she had no trouble finding partners among the men at the Gay, Lesbian, 
Bisexual and Transgender Association

Some of the groups that transgender people are presented in tandem with are ‘transvestites’
and ‘crossdressers’. In these narrative contexts, attention is drawn away from what 
distinguishes GD practices and towards their underlying affinities: for example, by positing 
communities that span both groups, or by highlighting the shared and troubling fascination 
they can provoke:

It started some years back when my wife Chris noticed that I was spending a lot of 
time looking at pictures transgender [sic] and crossdressers

In other contexts, a contrast is drawn with ‘transsexuals’, usually following a medico-
psychiatric model; the latter term suggests gender dysphoria and the desire for medical 
intervention to conform to cisnormative embodiment. But these distinctions are not always 
observed, and the terms are sometimes used almost interchangeably:

In short, I was on the heavy side of transgender and possibly tipping over into 
transsexualism with my gender dysphoria

I would still list myself as transgender because it is who I am. I am a post-operative 
transsexual and I am comfortable with it.

These two excerpts are unusual in unequivocally discussing someone’s personal 
relationship to the ‘transgender’ label; as a norm, characters in our corpus do not choose this
terminology to account for their own individual, unique experience. Transgender identities 
appear as an objective possibility among many, but rarely as a matter of subjective 
attachment:
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she wore a uniform that equally attracted and appealed to both sexes, as well as all 
sexual orientations, whether heterosexual, bi-sexual, gay, lesbian, transsexual, 
transgender, and/or cross dresser

[…] is she straight, bi-sexual, lesbian, transsexual, transgender, or just a male 
impersonator?

It may be precisely the public acceptability of the term ‘transgender’ that makes it unsuitable 
for personal identification in these narratives. Davy & Steinbock (2012:272) have pointed out
how the mainstream acceptability of transgender identities has been made contingent on 
their respectability and de-eroticisation. In order to obtain legal recognition and transition 
support, GD people have long needed to deny themselves as sexual subjects (or objects) 
outside clinically-sanctioned parameters, ‘los[ing] the right to define their existence in 
specifically sexual ways’ (Bronstein, 2020:248; Lloyd & Finn, 2017).

Because of this, the term ‘transgender’ may be difficult to apply in an erotically-charged 
context full of confusing, often contradictory and almost invariably shameful desires. To 
name their subjective investment in GD, authors of porn turn to different and potentially more
controversial terminology.

4.2 Shemale
One of these contentious terms is ‘shemale’. While often regarded as a slur and associated 
with the porn industry (Pezzutto & Comella, 2020:162), the term has been used for GD 
people since the 19th century, including by members of queer and BDSM subcultures. 

In our corpus, what characterises ‘shemales’ is the fascination produced by their 
transgressive bodies. This transgression takes a specific form: stories about shemales are 
typically stories about the overabundance of gendered elements. Both anatomically and in 
their sexual behaviour, shemale characters conspicuously display both feminine and 
masculine characteristics.

[…] shemales, by sporting both feminine breasts and masculine genitals, confuse 
everything in the most delightful ways! This confusion is a needed corrective to the 
belief that everyone is either male or female

Unlike mainstream media representations, within porn narratives this excess is not 
presented as grotesque but as powerfully compelling. The distinctive vocabulary associated 
with ‘shemale’ places heavy emphasis on appearance: ‘beautiful’, ‘hot’, ‘sexy’, ‘gorgeous’, 
‘lovely’. Narrative plots are often centred on the fascination that these characters inspire:

Since he'd first learned that such fabulous creatures as shemales existed, Derek had
been obsessed with the androgynous creatures who were neither male nor female 
while being, at the same time, both

In some ways, the narrative figure of the shemale conspicuously illustrates the hyperbolic 
excess that is characteristic of online porn (Paasonen, 2011). But, at the same time, it can 
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be read as one of the forms of embodiment, pleasure and desirability that trans communities
have sought to imagine for themselves outside the cisgender matrix (Davy, 2020).

4.3 Tranny
Another difficult term is ‘tranny’, often reproved in the strongest terms as a dehumanising 
slur popularised by porn (GLAAD, 2006). This obscures a complex history of usage in other 
contexts, including within GD communities that found the term’s versatility useful: standing 
equally well for ‘transvestite’, ‘transsexual’ or ‘transgender’, it could highlight commonalities 
across different groups of GD people in the same way that ‘trans’ has done in more 
academic contexts (Horak 2020: 275). 

In our corpus, characters of various gender identities invoke the term to articulate the 
euphoria that gender performance and recognition can provoke. Tranny stories are often 
extensively concerned with obscuring one’s gender trajectory thoroughly enough to ‘pass’ 
(be read as) a cis person.

Oh, and my breast-forms, my prize tranny possession, my big bouncy breast-forms, 
carefully stuck on this time and looking very realistic

This requires elaborate rituals of transformation, reflected in a vocabulary that documents 
careful choices of clothing, make-up and shapewear. These rituals tenderly highlight 
characters’ anticipation, excitement and joy at performing and being recognised in their 
gender, but also anxiety and fear about being clocked:

[…] tranny decisions were being made, the shoes matched the skirt, the blouse went 
with the lingerie, the change in jewellery co-ordinated.

The term can be used derisively as well: if the deliberate performance of femininity brings 
euphoria, its imposition can be deeply humiliating. However, this often happens in a context 
where humiliation is part of ritualised sexual play.  We see in the following section how these
stories tread a highwire act of pleasure and fear in their public reveal of private desires.

Today is your first day as my little tranny bitch. Let me state clearly what you 
probably already fear and expect - your wife will see you in panties today.

4.4 Sissy
‘Sissy’ might seem the most surprising term in our corpus, as it rarely appears even in 
extensive lists of identity terminology (though see Ekins & King, 2006:35). Our narratives use
it in contexts that make it highly distinctive.

Narratives about sissies are characteristically narratives of unmanning. In the canonical 
story, sissy characters experience their relationship to (male) gender as a burden. They may
try to live up to the norms and standards of masculinity, but eventually the pretence 
becomes impossible to keep up and circumstances force them to accept their true nature.
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He really isn't man enough to even accept what he is. He does need women like us 
to help him though. Women like Mistress Anne understand how to properly take a 
man and train him to become your sissy and get him to accept himself as such.

Self-acceptance brings pleasure and release on a psychological as well as the more obvious
sexual ways; but at the same time failure brings shame due to the compulsive nature of 
hegemonic masculinity. And it is this shame itself that, in an apparent paradox, gets 
mobilised as a further source of pleasure. 

[…] this was exactly what a sissy deserved, and I felt oddly grateful for their abuse 
and was ready to beg for more.

Whether storied as non-consensual assault, as a consensual scene within a BDSM 
framework, or even as a gentle if erotically-charged game privately played by a couple, sissy
joy is inseparable from the gender euphoria of accepting not being man enough.

It was glorious and smooth. I let out the most submissive sissy moan even [sic] and 
wiggled my ass back and forth as he pounded into me

5 Conclusion
Present day mainstream accounts of sensitive terminology often command readers to avoid 
terms such as ‘tranny’ and ‘shemale’ and consider them slurs. However, we have shown that
these terms are frequently used in erotica without this derogatory affect. Instead, they 
powerfully articulate a sense of gender euphoria, whether found in carefully applied make-up
or in overabundantly gendered embodiment. 

Rather than accept the strict typology of heterosexual ‘true transsexuals’ versus those who 
only intermittently present as a different gender (cf. Benjamin, described by Davy 2020), our 
texts display an erotic imagination where the boundary between ‘transgender’ and 
‘transvestite’/‘crossdresser’ is fluid — if it exists at all. The GD characters in these texts run 
the gamut from characters who can be assumed to have sought some kind of medical 
transition and who present as their chosen gender to the world at large, to characters who 
surrender cissexuality through their rejection of hegemonic masculinity in individual and 
private interactions. 

The texts in our corpus articulate the many and varied ways in which gender diversity can be
expressed and understood and, in tandem with this, how easy it is to step beyond the 
bounds of cissexuality. Instead of developing ever more strict criteria for ‘true transsexuality’,
erotic writing expresses an opening and a widening of the gates of gender diversity. 
Cisheterosexuality is precarious and constantly undermined, and the GD characters 
themselves and those attracted to them find sexual desirability and satisfaction when it is 
rejected. 

However, these texts cannot be read as a straightforward celebration of GD bodies and 
sexuality. Chief among the problematic elements in these stories are the ways in which they 
reflect mainstream media in their hyperfocus on transfeminine bodies: the tropes of the 
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chaser, the image of the transfeminine body as having both breasts and a penis, the 
narratives of concealment and transformation. We argue that, despite these problematic 
dynamics, the texts in this corpus successfully carve out space for gender diversity. 

A second consideration is that we simply do not know who wrote the texts we have explored,
when they were written, or the context in which they were written. Although users of the site 
can create a profile and include a username and information about their gender and 
sexuality, it is impossible to know how far these map onto the authors’ offline identities, or 
how far they reflect actual lived experience of gender diversity.

But rather than view this as a limitation of the study, we argue that this instead opens up new
possibilities. These stories do not have to be an account of real-life experiences in order to 
be interesting or worth studying.  Instead, the freedom of erotica is that authors can explore 
desires and encounters that they have not experienced but wish to, that they find arousing 
but would not want to experience, that they are prevented from experiencing or that are not 
possible in our world. In the worlds that are created in these texts, rather different rules 
apply.
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