Why Gender Queer Matters Beyond Its Most Controversial Panels
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Readers searching for context on Maia Kobabe’s Gender Queer will find a coming-of-age memoir, not a story defined by a handful of images. The graphic memoir has won major recognition and drawn school challenges, while its author continues to create and champion queer comics. The debate matters because how we read a book can shape which stories young people get to find.
Essential Takeaways
A memoir about growing up: Gender Queer explores Kobabe’s experiences of gender and sexuality, as well as the pressures of fitting in.
Recognised by librarians: The book won a 2020 Alex Award, one of ten awards for adult books with particular appeal to readers aged 12 to 18.
Comics face close scrutiny: PEN America’s 2026 report says graphic novels accounted for 14 per cent of recorded school book-ban instances during the 2025–2026 school year.
Reviews can make a difference: A Book Riot case study found that seven of eight Maine school districts covered had kept the book, though outcomes weren’t uniform.
Kobabe’s work goes beyond one title: The author has supported other queer creators and edited a series of comics about censorship for Xtra Magazine.
A coming-of-age story caught in a wider argument
Gender Queer is a graphic memoir about Kobabe’s experiences of gender and sexuality. Its appeal isn’t limited to one identity or age group: at its heart, it’s also about growing up, navigating expectations and trying to understand yourself.
The American Library Association named it a 2020 Alex Award winner. The award recognises ten books written for adults that have particular appeal to young adults aged 12 to 18, a distinction that helps explain why the memoir has drawn interest from both adult and teen readers.
Yet public arguments about the book have often focused on a small number of panels rather than its full narrative. In the Book Riot interview, Kobabe describes how images can be singled out and shown without the surrounding story, making it easier to provoke a reaction without asking readers to consider the work as a whole.
Why comics are especially easy to take out of context
Comics combine words and images, giving readers a visual way into a story. But that same quality can make them easy to scrutinise panel by panel, especially when a critic can point to an image without discussing the narrative around it.
PEN America’s 2026 spotlight report found that graphic novels made up 14 per cent of recorded school book-ban instances during the 2025–2026 school year. It also describes “context stripping”, in which an image or passage is considered on its own rather than as part of a book. The figures reflect PEN America’s tracking, rather than a complete count of every restriction nationwide.
The issue reaches beyond one school or one country. Alberta’s revised 2025 school-library standards require boards to remove school literary materials containing explicit visual depictions of a sexual act. The Government of Alberta says the standards apply to school libraries, not municipal public-library collections.
Reading the whole book can change the conversation
Local review procedures can matter. A Book Riot case study found that, among eight Maine school districts with challenges to Gender Queer covered by its reporting, seven retained the book after review. The account also describes an exception, showing that outcomes were not the same everywhere.
That distinction is worth keeping in mind: a challenge doesn’t automatically tell you what a book is about, or what a school ultimately decides. When a review considers the whole memoir rather than selected panels, readers have a better chance of weighing its themes and audience in context.
For parents, educators and curious readers, a practical first step is simple: look for a full-book review process and read the work before drawing conclusions from a few images. Discomfort may be part of a difficult conversation, but it isn’t, on its own, a complete assessment of a book.
Kobabe keeps making space for queer stories
The Book Riot interview portrays Kobabe as an author who has continued creating while also supporting other cartoonists. Kobabe edited Xtra Magazine’s Comics Against Censorship series, which brought together creators’ stories about challenges to their work and the wider effects of censorship.
That community focus feels especially important when a memoir becomes a stand-in for a much larger argument. Kobabe’s work and advocacy point towards a broader landscape of queer comics and creators, rather than allowing one contested title to define the conversation.
If you’re looking for more comic memoirs, Kobabe recommends works that explore grief, family and personal history, including Dancing at the Pity Party by Tyler Feder, Something Not Nothing by Sarah Leavitt and Feeding Ghosts by Tessa Hulls. They show how images can carry the texture of an experience in ways that are hard to reduce to a single panel.
Closing line
Read the whole story, and let the full picture count.
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