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ABSTRACT

Choir Boy offers a thorough examination of transgender identities and the sociocultural contexts that influence
and shape them. The story revolves around a young choirboy named Berry who struggles with gender identity
and societal. Apart from being a coming-of-age story, the novel is a thorough examination of the complexities
of transgender experiences. It illustrates how various environments—family, school, choir, and public spaces—
can both support and stifle the path to self-discovery and acceptance. Berry’s internal conflict is profound from
the outset. His soprano voice, a rare and treasured gift within the choir, is more than a musical talent; it is
integral to his sense of self. As puberty approaches, the impending change threatens to strip him of this voice,
symbolizing a loss of identity and a forced conformity to traditional male roles. This fear of losing his voice
highlights an extensive existential anxiety about his place in the world and the rigid gender norms imposed by
society. The choir, an outwardly supportive community, becomes a miniature of the societal pressures Berry
faces.
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Anders depicts the choir as a significant sociocultural environment that supports and confronts Berry’s
exploration of self-discovery and gender identity. The choir acts as a representation of the societal standards
and pressures, showcasing the intricacies and inconsistencies present within these environments. Berry’s
encounters emphasize the dual role of the choir as a safe haven and a source of tension, illustrating the larger
societal challenges experienced by transgender people.

At the outset, Berry sees the choir as a refuge that gives him a feeling of fitting in and a reason to exist. Berry’s
high-pitched singing, valued and rare among the choir members, gives him a special position. This is clear
when the novel recounts Berry’s earliest memory of being abandoned by his parents at the church’s entrance
and then discovering comfort in the choir. The choir becomes a place where Berry can convey himself through
music, discovering solace and his sense of self in his singing. Berry’s commitment to singing is evident in his
daily schedule and his love for music. The choir provides a structured setting where Berry’s talent is
acknowledged and supported: “Teddy came and sat on the other side of Berry. “Hey,” he said. “No matter
what, we’ve kicked some major booty together. And we’ll always know we were in the coolest treble section
on the ... planet. We mixed blood on that tampon, and that makes us brothers.”” (Anders 30)

This support is represented by the intense training and the sense of unity among choir members, initially
making Berry feel included and appreciated. The choir’s practices and shows provide Berry with a break from
the external stresses and difficulties he encounters in other social and educational environments like home and
school.

As Berry’s internal conflict regarding gender identity grows stronger, the choir becomes a place of tension as
well. The strict gender norms enforced by the choir mirror the societal pressures that Berry must deal with. Mr.
Allen, the choir director, personifies these norms by strictly adhering to traditional gender roles. This is
exemplified when Mr. Allen insists on receiving a note from Berry’s parents affirming his gender as male in
order for him to continue participating in the choir.
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Mr. Allen’s demand hung over Berry like a cloud. He knew he needed to get that note, but he also knew that it
meant confronting his parents and their own expectations of him. Berry is challenged by this expectation to not
just conform to societal standards, but also to navigate through his family’s dynamics, shedding light on the
underlying tensions that stem from misinterpretation and a lack of sincere backing. The pressure to affirm his
masculinity stresses society’s insistence on fitting people into predetermined roles, intensifying Berry’s inner
struggle and heightening the difficulty of his path to self-acceptance.

The choir should be a supportive environment for Berry’s talent, but instead, it becomes a place where his
gender identity is constantly questioned. The external pressure Berry faces is made worse by the attitudes of his
peers in the choir. The bullying and exclusion Berry experiences are a reflection of society’s discomfort with
nonconformity.

The role of Mr. Allen, in his capacity as the choirmaster, has a significant impact on both the dynamics of the
choir and Berry’s experience within that environment. “This is the strongest this choir has ever been,” Mr.
Allen told the semicircle around him of terrified men and boys. “We have twenty polished trebles and a dozen
experienced altos, tenors and basses—there’s no excuse for you to sound like the Akron Tourettes symphony
chorus.” (Anders 6) Mr. Allen’s strict adherence to traditional gender roles and his ultimatum to Berry serve to
emphasise the inflexible structures that shape the choir’s atmosphere. Allen affirms Berry’s talent and
professional integrity, stating he would never assign a solo to someone unworthy. He emphasizes Berry’s
potential as the best treble singer and plans to nurture his voice:

“Am I really a good singer? I’m not just, you know, okay?”

“Berry much as I like you—I put the choir and my own career above all else. I’d never give a solo to anyone
who wasn’t the best kid for it. And there are some very good trebles in this choir besides you right now. I
wouldn’t want you to get a swelled head, but you’re probably the best treble to come through here in the last
few years, if not longer. | want to keep training that voice—even after it changes. We need to think about your
future as a singer.” (Anders 167)

Mr. Allen reassures Berry of his exceptional singing talent, acknowledging him as possibly the best treble in
years, but also emphasizes the importance of continued training. The caution against ‘a swelled head’
emphasises the need for humility despite talent, highlighting a focus on Berry’s future development. Although
he acknowledges Berry’s talent, Mr. Allen’s unwillingness to accept gender nonconformity is indicative of a
larger societal issue:

I’ll let you stay in the choir on one condition: you show up for rehearsal with a note from your parents saying
they know what’s going on and they’re okay with it. As long as you call yourself a boy you can stay with us as
far as I’m concerned. If you dress female or call yourself Betty, you’re out. That’s the best I can do. (Anders
180)

His request for a note from Berry’s parents serves as an example of the external pressures that aim to define
and restrict Berry’s identity. Berry’s struggle is further complicated by Mr. Allen’s position as an authority
figure in the choir. While Mr. Allen offers the structure and discipline that assist Berry in developing his talent,
his strict expectations also inhibit Berry’s freedom to discover and convey his authentic self. This conflicting
nature is seen in Berry’s dealings with Mr. Allen, as instances of mentorship are overshadowed by the inherent
pressure to adhere to gender norms.

The interactions between the choir members are essential in influencing Berry’s experience. Initially, the sense
of belonging provided by the camaraderie becomes a source of conflict as his peers start to challenge his
gender identity. Similar to society at large, the choirboys show discomfort and hostility towards
nonconformity, as seen in their teasing and bullying, which worsen Berry’s feelings of isolation and alienation.
One significant incident occurs when Berry overhears a conversation among his peers, mocking his high voice
and questioning his masculinity. This moment highlights the tension between Berry’s internal sense of self and
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the external pressures to conform, presenting the choir as a microcosm of the societal challenges faced by
transgender individuals:

“Got it. So what are you,” Berry asked Wilson. “L,G,B, T, or some other letter?”
“Hey yo, label-free zone,” P-Fac said.

“You seem all wound up, kid. Must be hormones.”

“Hormones,” said Berry, “are the least of my worries. But I like the label-free thing.”
“So you’re happy,” Wilson said. “Now I’'m a weirdo too. At least I still sing.”

“Sort of,” Berry snorted. “I heard you guys yesterday. Cracks.” (Anders 243-244)

The choir symbolizes larger societal norms and expectations. The strict gender roles and the pressure to fit in
within the choir mirror society’s views on gender nonconformity. Berry’s experiences in the choir show the
difficulties that transgender individuals encounter in dealing with environments that are both supportive and
limiting. The choir’s rigid categorization of individuals reflects the larger societal reluctance to acknowledge
and embrace diverse gender identities. This is made clear in the choir’s treatment of Berry and the pressure on
him to validate his gender. The novel highlights how these sociocultural spaces, while providing structure and
support, can also become sites of conflict and exclusion for those who do not conform to traditional norms.

Berry’s soprano voice is a defining aspect of his identity. As a choirboy, his high singing voice is not just a
talent but a core part of who he is. The impending changes of puberty, which threaten to lower his voice,
symbolize a profound fear of losing his identity. “This time next year, we’ll all sound like dirt roads. We’ll be
into skateboards or pro wrestling or something. All our skills, gone to shit.” ... sugar turning to chalk, the
ground slipping away” (Anders 30). The conversation with Wilson reflects Berry’s anxiety towards losing his
VOICe.

Berry’s obsession with maintaining his high voice reflects his desperation to hold onto a sense of self in the
face of inevitable physical changes. This fear is vividly depicted in Berry’s daily routines and mental
preoccupations. He engages in obsessive vocal exercises, trying to stave off the natural progression of his body.
“He’d wandered his parents’ crumbling neighbourhood, kicking garbage and singing to himself. Every day,
he’d done vocal exercises and monitored every notch in the scale for blemishes. Treble voices die from the
middle and the decay spreads both ways” (Anders 15-16). These actions are not merely about preserving his
place in the choir but are symbolic of his desperate attempt to control an aspect of his life that feels
uncontrollable. Berry’s internal monologue often reveals his anxiety and fear. Berry’s internal conflict is
compounded by societal expectations and rigid gender norms. The societal pressure to conform to traditional
gender roles creates an environment where Berry feels constantly scrutinized and judged. This external
pressure exacerbates his internal struggle, making it even more difficult for him to navigate his identity.

Anders highlights these societal pressures through various interactions and experiences. At school, Berry faces
bullying and ostracism from his peers, who mock his high voice and question his masculinity. The choir, which
should be a supportive space, also imposes strict gender expectations. Mr. Allen, the choirmaster, demands a
note from Berry’s parents confirming his gender as male to allow him to stay in the choir. This stresses the
societal insistence on fitting individuals into predefined categories, adding to Berry’s psychological strain.

The lack of support from Berry’s family further intensifies his psychological strain. His parents, Marco and
Judy, represent conflicting societal attitudes towards gender, neither of which provide the understanding and
support Berry needs. Marco’s whimsical and often dismissive approach to Berry’s concerns contrasts sharply
with Judy’s practical but controlling nature. This creates a home environment where Berry feels misunderstood
and unsupported.

Marco’s behaviour shows a lack of serious engagement with Berry’s struggles. His whimsical anecdotes and
humorous approach to serious issues reveal his discomfort and inability to fully grasp the depth of Berry’s
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fears. For instance, when Berry tries to discuss his fears about puberty, Marco responds with a fantastical story:
“Oh no, Berry. You should be excited. It’s a rite of passage to have your voice change. It’s like when a sumo
wrestler reaches four hundred pounds or an opera singer grows horns of her own and no longer needs her
helmet”(Anders 36-37). This dismissal leaves Berry feeling unheard and invalidated.

Judy’s approach, on the other hand, is rooted in practicality and a desire for Berry to conform to societal
norms. Her insistence on traditional male activities and behaviours reflects a lack of acceptance of Berry’s
unique identity. Judy’s controlling nature is evident in her directives to Berry:

“Maybe you should make friends your own age.”

... She perched on the coffee table facing the sofa, a drained look on her face. “Do you have any friends your
own age?”’

“The choir,” Berry said.

“Do you see people from the choir outside of choir stuff?”

Berry shrugged. “Sometimes.”

“Maybe you should spend some more time with them.” (Anders 145)

Judy’s suggestion to Berry to make friends his own age reveals her concern for his social life. Her weary
demeanour and question about choir friendships indicate a deeper worry about his isolation. Her advice implies
a belief that peer relationships could improve his well-being. This pressure to conform exacerbates Berry’s
sense of isolation and his internal conflict. The psychological strain Berry experiences manifests in various
obsessive behaviours. His compulsive vocal exercises are a desperate attempt to maintain control over his
identity. These behaviours reflect his underlying anxiety and the immense pressure he feels to preserve his
sense of self.

Berry’s sessions with Dr. Tamarind, his psychiatrist, provide a window into his internal world. These sessions
reveal the depth of Berry’s fear and anxiety, as well as his struggle to articulate his feelings. Dr. Tamarind’s
office becomes a sanctuary where Berry can explore his identity, but it also highlights the limitations of
understanding within a clinical setting. Berry’s psychological strain reaches its peak in moments of profound
desperation. The constant pressure to conform, combined with the lack of support and understanding, leads
Berry to contemplate drastic measures. One of the most moving moments occurs when Berry considers castrate
himself as a way to escape the overwhelming pressure. This moment highlights the severity of Berry’s internal
struggle and the intense pressure he feels to conform to a world that does not accept him. His contemplation of
self-harm for the second time is a cry for help, a manifestation of the psychological strain that has built up over
time.

Berry ended up in the kitchen again, holding the same knife he’d used to attack his balls last summer. This time
he held it to the ridge beneath his breasts. Berry took a deep breath, worth a minute underwater or a long
phrase... He sawed until the pain felt like an animal clawing inside him. Then he sawed some more. He used
his anger to counterbalance the burning. He felt rivers flow down his stomach to his lifeless pubes. He held the
knife in place until his hands lost their strength. (Anders 253)

This passage depicts a moment of intense emotional and physical turmoil for Berry, highlighting self-harm,
body dysphoria, and desperation. Berry’s return to the kitchen, holding the same knife previously used for self-
mutilation, signifies a recurring cycle of self-destructive behaviour. The action of holding the knife to his chest
and sawing at his flesh underlines Berry’s severe discomfort with his body, indicating a struggle with gender
identity or deep-seated body dysmorphia. This scene is a powerful exploration of Berry’s inner anguish and the
extreme lengths to which he goes to cope with his pain, reflecting broader themes of mental health struggles
and the need for intervention and support. This reflects the desperation felt by many transgender individuals
who face similar societal pressures and lack of support.
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Despite the overwhelming challenges, Berry’s journey also includes moments of resilience and hope. His
interactions with friends like Wilson and Lisa provide glimpses of support and understanding, though these
relationships are also fraught with complexity. These moments of support offer Berry brief reprieves from the
constant pressure to conform and highlight the importance of empathy and social support in navigating identity
struggles. Their friendship, though complicated, provides Berry with a sense of association and support. These
moments of understanding emphasises the potential for change and the need for more inclusive environments
that support diverse gender identities. The novel emphasises the need for more inclusive and supportive
environments, both at home and in public spaces like schools and churches.

Choir Boy is a powerful exploration of transgender identities and the sociocultural spaces that shape and
constrain these identities. Through Berry’s journey, the novel probes into the psychological, familial, and
societal pressures that influence gender identity. Berry’s struggle to maintain his high voice and resist puberty
serves as a powerful metaphor for the quest for self-discovery and acceptance in a world that often demands
conformity. Anders calls for a more inclusive and understanding approach to gender, celebrating the resilience
and courage of those who navigate this intricate and often hostile terrain. By highlighting the complexities of
transgender identities and the impact of sociocultural spaces, he stresses on the importance of acceptance and
the need for societal change.
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