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Introduction 

This essay examines how transgender women (transwomen) learn to be women in Caucasian middle 

class America.  This population is of interest because they have to learn feminine roles and behavior as 

grown adults, and therefore didn’t go through the normal educational process experienced by 

biologically native (cis) girls.  This should give insights into what it means to be a woman in the 21st 

century United States.  I will contrast my own experiences with those of other transwomen and recent 

scientific research.   

Abandoning Privilege?  

There is some discussion among transwomen whether becoming a woman means you give up the 

privilege you had as a man.  A blogger named transcultist maintains that we still benefit from having had 

privilege.  “As a young boy I was consistently praised for my intellect and encouraged to pursue 

academics, and I never had it instilled in me that I was an ornamental object whose sole purpose was to 

submit to and please men. I was never taught that my body was not my own or that my thoughts and 

feelings were irrelevant.”1  Similarly Rachel Ivey in her video The End of Gender: Revolution, Not Reform 

states “being raised with male privilege is the privilege. Being raised with the knowledge that you are 

fully human and you deserve rights and that your body is not fair game and that the court system 

considers you human is the privilege. And that doesn’t just go away.”2   

My experience was somewhat similar.  As a boy I was praised for my intelligence and aptitude for 

science.  My medical experiences took away much agency for my body (I had a birth defect and many 

corrective surgeries as a child), so I was atypical in that respect.  Overall it was emphasized in my youth 

that I could do anything I wanted.  I didn’t have any sisters for a fair comparison, but I can’t imagine 

1 http://transcultist.tumblr.com/post/50532718921/male-socialization-and-privilege-as-experienced-by  
2 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ot8cBm0YmXo  
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Barbie’s not having some muting effect on career aspirations.  When I was first an undergrad, it was still 

an open topic of discussion how many girls were in school for their Mrs. degrees, but there was no such 

thing as an Mr. degree.   

Risk of Violence 

Having had male privilege doesn’t protect transwomen physically.  Asscheman et al studied mortality 

rates in transsexuals and found that “total mortality was 51% higher than in the general population, 

mainly from increased mortality rates due to suicide, acquired immunodeficiency syndrome, 

cardiovascular disease, drug abuse, and unknown cause.”3  A national survey of violence against 

transgender people indicated that “incidents targeting transgender people accounted for 20% of all 

murders and about 40% of all police-initiated violence.”4   

Thankfully I haven’t been the target of violence, but street harassment is common in West Philly, mostly 

from young boys (maybe age 10-12) and occasionally from young adults, even women.  I think dressing 

partly male and partly female incites more negative feedback than dressing 100% female; androgyny 

seems to be extra disconcerting for reasons I don’t fully understand.   

Personal Space Boundaries 

Another cultural distinction between men and women is how much space they take up physically, not 

just from overall size but how they present themselves.  “Men tend to have a larger personal space 

“bubble” around them” says Dr. Riggio5, and this is readily evident on mass transit when men sit with 

their knees shoulder width apart whereas most women sit with their legs parallel at most.  As Dr. Riggio 

states, “Expansive positions are associated with power and dominance and constricted positions with 

submissiveness.”6 As one blogger put it, “when two people interact, the one with higher status is more 

likely to invade the personal space of the other”7 which means that men are more likely to invade the 

space of women as a matter of course.  

3 Henk Asscheman, Erik J Giltay, Jos A J Megens, W (Pim) de Ronde, Michael A A van Trotsenburg and Louis J G 
Gooren.  (2011).  A long-term follow-up study of mortality in transsexuals receiving treatment with cross-sex 
hormones.  European Journal of Endocrinology 164; 635–642. 
4 http://www.transgenderlaw.org/resources/transfactsheet.pdf  
5 Ronald E. Riggio, Ph.D., The Nonverbal Power Cues of Men and Women, 
http://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/cutting-edge-leadership/201211/the-nonverbal-power-cues-men-and-
women  
6 Ibid  
7 http://thefeministagenda.blogspot.com/2012/03/blast-from-past-own-your-space.html  
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A corollary to this is that tall women often refuse to use their full height, and instead shrink themselves 

in a “hunched over semi-apologetic manner” to avoid taking up too much space.8  The cultural image of 

the man being taller than the woman is pervasive, and to imply anything else is borderline sacrilege.  

Witness for example the derision of the short king in Shrek9, or the fact that in The Blue Lagoon10, then 

5’10” tall Brooke Shields had to walk in a trench for romantic walks on the beach with 5’6” Christopher 

Atkins so he could be appear to be taller.   

As I observed during the Drexel performance of the Vagina Monologues, women often sit with legs 

crossed at the thigh, but I can’t recall ever seeing a man sit that way.  The overall message seems 

unstated but powerful:  women are discouraged from taking up space and they have to fight for the 

right to exist at all.   

Physical Vulnerability  

In addition to not being allowed to take up space, women’s clothing is vastly more physically vulnerable 

than men’s.  Dennis Chapman notes “Clothing puts a physical (and psychological) barrier between the 

self and other.”11  Revealing clothing advertises a woman’s body, and much of women’s clothing makes 

it easier to access her.  For example, short skirts make it easy to access her genitals, open tops expose 

her breasts and neck to gaze and potentially touch, high-heeled shoes make it nearly impossible to run 

away from a threat, and purses make women vulnerable to theft by keeping their valuables further from 

their bodies.   

One of the first times I wore sandals and a skirt to an event downtown, I was being harassed by men 

near the city hall subway stop, and I clearly remember being grateful I was wearing flat shoes instead of 

heels so I could run away if needed.  On another occasion, wearing a mid-thigh length skirt I was 

shocked how vulnerable I felt in my groin, even though that’s not a shockingly short skirt by many 

standards.  A rash of purse thefts in Philadelphia led me to carrying my purse under a winter jacket to 

hide it.   

8 Ibid. 
9 http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0126029/?ref_=fn_al_tt_1  
10 http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0080453/trivia?ref_=tt_trv_trv  
11 Dennis Chapman, Why Do Women Wear Skirts and Men Wear Trousers? A Post-modern Reflection on Fashion, 
Sex and Gender Inequality, http://www.stateofnature.org/?p=7489  
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In a very short time I became intensely aware of the chronic vulnerability most women feel on a daily 

basis.  Having been a middle class white man, I almost never felt any trace of physical vulnerability, so 

this was a real revelation into everyday women’s issues.   

Acceptance 

Another major issue of transition is getting acceptance in the new gender.  Ciswomen don’t have to deal 

with this issue, except for very masculine-looking women who might be mistaken for men.  As 

transgender women we have to deal with the hazards of the gender binary on a nearly daily basis.   

Take for example something as basic as going to the bathroom in public.  Which one do you use, Men’s 

or Women’s?  So far no one complains if I use the former, and if I’m dressed fully female I’ll use the 

latter, but later in transition I could get odd looks or more vocal harassment or complaints in either 

bathroom.  That’s part of the ‘joy’ of being transgender, sometimes you don’t fit in with either gender.   

Similarly when shopping for clothes, I have to deal with stress over whether I’m allowed to use the 

changing rooms.  Are there male and female segregated rooms, or unisex?  It depends on the store.  

Some places I’ve been refused me from trying anything on because they don’t want me to scare the 

other women.  Some places I can ask nicely if I can use the changing room, and get permission to do so 

after some furtive looks are exchanged among the store’s employees.  Some confused young clerks have 

had to call their bosses to see what to do about my request.   

I recently performed in the Vagina Monologues on the Drexel campus12, and in order to do so I was 

taken aside before the first rehearsal and asked what my gender status was.  After I explained to the 

director and later to the rest of the cast, I was accepted as part of the cast, but no one else was asked 

about their gender status. 

Gender-specific sports teams are another sensitive area for transgender people.  It’s becoming 

increasingly common, though far from ordinary practice, for transgender people to be allowed on the 

team of their choice.13  I now play on a women’s soccer league, but was accepted readily because my 

team is explicitly LBT (lesbian/bisexual/transgender) friendly.  Even still, special accommodations had to 

be made to inform the referees about my position on the team.   

12 http://thetriangle.org/entertainment/vagina-monologues-play-addresses-womens-plight/  
13 http://www.sgvtribune.com/sports/20140213/transgender-student-to-play-on-azusa-high-school-softball-team  
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Some radical feminists such as Deep Green Resistance insist that “women have the right to define their 

boundaries and decide who is allowed in their space”14 and this right includes barring transwomen from 

women-only spaces.  Ironically, they also describe themselves as “gender abolitionists” in spite of such a 

separatist view of gender.   

Conclusion 

Being a transgender woman in current-day America raises significant questions and issues surrounding 

the abandonment of male privilege, exposure to enormous risk of violence and harassment, awareness 

of personal space issues and the lack thereof for women, vulnerability from wearing women’s clothing, 

and everyday struggles to be accepted as women by society.   

 

14 http://www.deepgreenresistance.org/en/who-we-are/radical-feminism-faqs  
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