Abstract:

Crossing-Dressing for Fun and Performativity: The Creation of Identity in Children’s Literature through Transgressive Behavior

The self-identification conundrum, a large part of an adolescent’s growth from child to adult, is reflected in youth literature largely by the physical, emotional, mental, and social issues undertaken or experiences by characters who also struggle to evolve within the confines of the story. Fiction written for children and adolescents attempts to tap into the integral process of self-creation and individual identity; a pursuit highly successful with the utilization of the cross-dressing trope. In my research, I extend cross-dressing beyond the basic definition of wearing clothes of the opposite sex to include the performance of individuals across gender, age, race, and class lines. I have analyzed four novels and one folktale for evidence of identity created through transgressive behavior, and have discovered that cross-dressing of individuals in roles oppositional to their own is well-established in children’s literature. The act of transgressing traditional and acceptable roles allows characters - and, in effect, the reader - to investigate unfamiliar and perhaps taboo experiences, and the knowledge and understanding derived from the experiences helps them along their path of self-discovery. Educators, parents, and other individuals concerned with the psychological and mental development of children and teens should recognize the necessity of such literature as relevant and beneficial and strive to explore ways in which to integrate transgressive behavior into the growth process.


