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Introduction
“I DON’T HAVE ONE WAY TO BE”

What does it mean to be a man in America? Leo pondered this ques-
tion as he sat at the kitchen table, recently cleared of dinner dishes, 
in his San Francisco apartment. The evening summer fog had crept 
in over the hills and settled above the streets, putting a chill in the 
air. At the start of the second decade of the twenty- first century, Leo’s 
thoughts turned first to fear, even in the supposed progressive strong-
hold of the Bay Area. The recent killing of Oscar Grant, a young black 
man living in the Bay Area, by a transit police officer in the early hours 
of New Year’s Day 2009 weighed heavily on Leo’s mind:

The consequences of being a black man was made even more 
relevant in my life when a young man named Oscar Grant was 
pulled off a train and shot in the back, and you know, I just 
easily see myself in that position being on a train coming from 
a party. . . . There was just this feeling of being on this crowded 
train and being pulled off because there was some kind of chaos 
and just resembling someone and to have that happen. It’s just 
so tragic.

As a black man in his midthirties living in the same area, Leo could 
easily see Grant’s fate as his own— pulled off a crowded train by po-
lice for fitting the description of a suspect and losing his life amid the 
chaos of New Year’s revelry. The fear of being perceived by others as 
dangerous when in public spaces, by virtue of being a black man, was 
at the forefront of his mind. A big part of being a man meant watch-
ing himself when out in the world, never sure when he might become 
a target.

A few years later, Gavin pondered the same question as he sat in 
his office at the university where he had recently begun teaching. It 
was a late fall evening in his first semester living in a large city in the 
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Midwest Corn Belt state where he had spent most of his life. Frost 
was starting to form on the lawns surrounding the campus building, 
and the halls that had buzzed with students earlier in the day were 
now empty. As a white man in his late twenties, he was not worried 
about violence from the police like Leo. Yet upon reflection Gavin 
did notice that he watches himself in different spaces and shifts how 
he carries himself:

I lower my voice sometimes when I’m going into auto part shops 
or whatever. Not in any conscious way. I just can feel this hap-
pening and recognizing that I’m doing it. Like, being hailed into 
this different version of masculinity or something. And I can 
tell that I move differently. And there have been times when I’ve 
said like [deep voice], “Thanks man,” or something, and I’m like, 
“Who am I?”

His experience teaching courses in gender studies likely helped him 
interpret these interactions with other people in places like the auto 
parts stores.

It’s definitely not consciously this: “I don’t want to be seen as 
gay.” I think I usually feel like, going into auto parts stores in 
particular, I don’t want to deal with the sort of scorn for people 
assuming that I don’t know what I’m doing. I mean, I don’t know 
what I’m doing. So it’s also partly a compensation— if I seem 
more butch, maybe I won’t have to deal.

Like Gavin, Leo also expressed himself differently depending on the 
situation. For instance, at work Leo changed his voice in order to enjoy 
camaraderie with the other men:

At work I’m not going to use the funny high- pitched voice. . . . 
I work in a construction business, so it really is football, con-
struction. Just kind of straight guy stuff, I guess, in its simplest 
form. They have a family, they have kids, they work, they sup-
port them. It really isn’t too much that’s going on. It’s almost 
like a relief to go to work because it’s almost so easy to get into 
that mode.
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It was easy for Leo to fall into the expectations of this typically mas-
culine space and the “straight guy stuff ” that made up his interactions 
with coworkers, whereas Gavin was more uncomfortable in those 
kinds of spaces.

Leo and Gavin see themselves as different kinds of men. Gavin feels 
uncomfortable in “straight guy” spaces like the auto parts store, and 
Leo feels more at home in those spaces. Leo fears violence from the 
police as a black man, whereas Gavin, a white man, does not. Yet they 
both find themselves shifting and balancing their masculinity as they 
move through different contexts— not wanting to seem too feminine 
or gay in some settings but not wanting to be too masculine either. 
Another thing that Leo and Gavin have in common is that they are 
both trans men, in this case men who were assigned female at birth, 
raised as girls, and then transitioned to live as men.1

Despite their shared history of transition, Gavin identified as 
“mostly gay” and Leo as straight, though newly “bi- curious.” Yet for 
both it was not just in straight guy spaces but also in queer or gay men’s 
spaces that they shifted how they spoke and moved their bodies. Leo, 
who formerly identified as queer, was not into the “straight guy stuff ” 
in every part of his life. In queer spaces, he expressed another aspect 
of himself:

If I were to go to Pride or an all- queer event, then I could throw 
out my faggyness that I have and still be Leo and still be whole 
and all that. There’s a time and a place that you allow certain 
things to come up.

In moving from his straight guy masculinity at work to being more 
effeminate in queer spaces, Leo expressed the whole range of himself. 
Even if he muted some of his more flamboyant side at work, he still felt 
that he was authentically himself. Gavin described being in gay male 
spaces versus the classroom where he teaches:

Even though I feel more comfortable in gay male space, I feel 
myself pulled in a particular direction there too. I do more of the 
sort of gay gestures or speak in ways that are more gay in gay male 
space than I would in the classroom on a daily basis. . . . I think 
my movements are kind of like looser or my body moves more 
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in some ways. I sort of would like jut out my hip in some ways as 
part of talking.

Importantly, he did not say that anyone overtly pushed him to be-
have in a particular way but that he anticipated the possibility and 
then shifted his actions. Both Gavin and Leo felt pulled in different 
directions or to express particular parts of themselves, depending on 
the space.

Another trans man, Seth, a multiracial (black and white) twenty- 
three- year- old man living in urban Minnesota, summed up some of 
the tensions that underlie both Gavin’s and Leo’s stories:

There are just general things about, you know, “What does it 
mean to be a man?” And having the relationships with some men 
that I do who are older than me, it’s been eye- opening because it’s 
like we’re all trying to figure out what it means to be a man. Things 
that I thought were maybe more specific to me as a trans guy, it’s 
actually that some of these things are just what it is to be a man. 
So I do fall into the stereotypes sometimes. Sometimes, I like 
stereotypical male things. Sometimes, I give in to the pressures 
of masculinity in America, and there are times where I feel more 
comfortable.

Seth had started living as a man about two years before I spoke with 
him. His was the final interview I conducted for a project that involved 
talking with over five dozen trans men in thirteen states across the 
U.S. West, South, and Midwest.2 Seth’s narrative mirrored one of the 
most consistent themes that emerged across the other men’s stories: 
figuring out who he was as a man was an ongoing process, a process 
not unique to trans men. This process was complex and shifting for 
Seth, as it was for other interviewees. As his quote illustrates, this is a 
process he undertakes with a sense of larger standards for himself and 
other men, standards that line up at times with how he sees himself 
and, at other times, conflict with that self- image. Why did Seth “fall 
into stereotypes sometimes”? When did he “give in to the pressures of 
masculinity in America”? Where was he more comfortable?

The answer for Seth and the other men was that their expressions 
of masculinity and as men depended on the spaces and places they 
lived in and traveled through across their lives. Seth’s own experiences 
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illustrate the importance of context. Though he said being respectful 
and kind toward women was central to his identity, in sexual spaces he 
did not want to be seen as too much of a nice guy, because he thought 
women would not be attracted to him. He talked about how, as a man 
who is read as black, he tried to avoid dressing too “thuggish” when in 
public so that he would not become a target of the police or an object 
of fear to unknown women. In the context of public gender- segregated 
bathrooms, he feared violence against himself as a transgender person 
and, consequently, made sure to follow what he thought was typical 
behavior for men in that space. Visiting his white sister in a rural area 
of another state, he asked her why people were giving him strange 
looks, and she replied they were not used to seeing people of color 
in that town. The increased attention made him feel as if he did not 
belong as a man of color.

Seth’s question about what it means to be a man in America was 
answered by another interviewee, Levi, who said, “I don’t have one 
way to be. I have a bunch of ways, and I decide them situationally.” 
Through the stories of sixty- six trans men living in the U.S. South, 
Midwest, and West, this book shows that men’s experiences of gender, 
race, and sexuality are shaped by the various spaces they inhabit and 
move between throughout their lives. These spaces and places shape 
their masculinities and who they are as men. As the stories of Seth, 
Gavin, and Leo also show, race, sexuality, and class are tied up in these 
contexts. Their stories illustrate that something more complicated is 
happening in contemporary U.S. masculinity. Men do not want to be 
hypermasculine, but neither do they want to be too feminine. Instead, 
the ideal may be somewhere in between.

In the past few decades, feminist scholars have turned to the criti cal 
study of men and masculinities to understand the operation of patri-
archal power and the ways men’s behaviors and interactions consti-
tute and support the systemic dominance of men over women. In the 
same period, transgender people have become more visible in U.S. 
society and transgender studies has expanded dramatically. The mas-
culinities literature has mostly ignored the experiences of transgender 
men, and much of the research on transgender people has focused on 
trans people in urban areas on the East and West Coasts. Thus, it is 
crucial to move beyond these limitations to understand the full spec-
trum of transgender and masculine experiences. This book addresses 
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these limitations by centering the stories of transgender men as men 
in three different regions and across urban, rural, and suburban spaces.

We learn from their stories that a sense of one’s masculinity can 
change over time and is affected by shifts in life events. While a man 
might see his masculinity in a static way, the practices he engages in 
often shift depending on the spaces and places he finds himself. In-
deed, we see that masculinities are tied up in relationship to others— 
spouses, potential sexual partners, parents, and other men in particular.

Further, the masculinities literature has long established that 
masculinities are patterns of practice but does not account for how 
individuals shift their practices, sometimes consciously but often in 
less than conscious ways based on the expectations of the situation. 
Trans men’s stories offer a lens for seeing how the geographic context 
and institutional spaces where all men live their everyday lives shape 
these expectations. Men are pulled and sometimes pushed in every-
day interactions to engage with these normative pressures. In most 
places and spaces, but certainly not all, I found the most common 
model for masculinity that emerged from interviewee’s narratives 
was a Goldilocks masculinity.3 This normative Goldilocks ideal pre-
scribes an in- between masculinity that is not too masculine and not 
too feminine or effeminate and, in turn, shapes what people actually 
do in interaction. This masculine model is relational, meaning it is 
not just about how to be but about how or who not to be. One of 
the keys to this in- between ideal of contemporary U.S. masculinity is 
that men should be able to control their masculinity, such that they 
express it properly for the given situation and exert a spatially based 
control over their masculine expressions. Goldilocks masculinity is a 
hybrid masculinity, as it incorporates aspects of nonhegemonic mas-
culinities to sustain the existing gender order amid challenges to its 
legitimacy. Inequalities persist under hybrid masculinities because 
they represent superficial rather than deep changes to contemporary 
dominating masculinities.

This chapter provides a foundation for the analysis that follows. 
It shows why any attempt to understand contemporary masculinities 
must engage in a deeply intersectional approach that compares men’s 
experiences across multiple dimensions of space, such as region and 
urban and rural, as well as settings from public spaces to the home. The 
understanding that comes from this analysis expands our knowledge 
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about masculinity, manhood, and the lives of transgender people, but 
more broadly, it tells us much about how inequalities of gender, race, 
sexuality, and class persist in the twenty- first century across a variety 
of spaces.

INTERSECTIONALITY

Emerging from the work of black and other women of color feminist 
scholars and activists, such as Kimberlé Crenshaw and Patricia Hill 
Collins, intersectional understandings of identity and social struc-
ture trouble white feminist notions that gender alone is a sufficient 
category of analysis.4 Intersectionality has become something of a 
buzzword in both academic and popular feminist circles. According 
to Michael Hames- Garcia, it is often overused as an “umbrella for any 
and every theoretical contribution by a woman of color” or as a way 
to signal a feminist analysis that goes beyond analyzing gender alone.5 
That said, intersectional approaches generally share the idea that mul-
tiple social identities and positions are socially constructed, created, 
and perpetuated along with one another and are tied up with relations 
of both domination and privilege. Overall, these approaches share a 
nonadditive and complex understanding of power, identity, and so-
cial inequality.6 They can be used to understand interlocking systems 
or matrices of domination, the inequality regimes of institutions, and 
how individuals cannot easily separate their many social identities of 
race, gender, sexuality, class, and other aspects of difference.7

I use Hames- Garcia’s definition of multiplicity as my core under-
standing of the relationship between gender, sexuality, class, and race 
throughout this book. He defines multiplicity as “the mutual consti-
tution and overlapping of simultaneously experienced and politically 
significant categories such as ability, citizenship, class, ethnicity, gen-
der, race, religion, and sexuality.”8 This means all of these categories are 
constantly present, overlapping, and intermingling, even when one or 
another stands out more in a particular narrative or context. Though 
gender is often at the center of the analysis in Men in Place, I return 
regularly to the question of how sexuality, race, and class impact the 
social interactions I describe, whether these interconnections came 
from trans men’s own reflections or by drawing on broader under-
standings of these linked dynamics.

The work of women of color feminist scholars has most influenced 
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my analysis of gender, race, and sexuality as both interconnected with 
one another and shifting among regions and urban, rural, and subur-
ban spaces. In particular, Evelyn Nakano Glenn’s comparative regional 
approach in Unequal Freedom provides inspiration for viewing race, 
gender, and class as interconnected systems, not just individual traits 
or beliefs, that vary based on the regional conditions that shape local 
labor markets and citizenship rights, as well as resistance to inequal-
ity in those spaces.9 Further, Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s description 
in Feminism without Borders of her own experiences as a South Asian 
woman whose race was read differently in different U.S. regions, such 
as when she was seen as alternately Latinx or Native American by oth-
ers on the street when she traveled in the U.S. Southwest, shows how 
the same individual is affected by different regional meanings of race 
and gender by moving between spaces.10 These texts, among others 
by women of color feminist scholars, were both the inspiration for the 
project and the main frame I drew on to analyze the complexities of 
trans men’s stories as they move across regions and urban, rural, and 
suburban spaces.11 Using these frameworks demonstrates that geo-
graphic variation is as important to understanding the lives of men as 
knowing how men’s lives differ from one another and are organized 
based on race, class, sexuality, and gender.

INEQUALITY IN INTERACTION

This book draws on a range of perspectives that explain how gender, 
race, class, and sexuality are produced and perpetuated, particularly 
in social interaction. Though each of these aspects of difference exist 
and intersect at individual, interactional, institutional, and structural 
levels, interaction is a key site where they are linked together, and it is 
the primary focus of Men in Place.12 Race, gender, class, and sexuality 
cannot be reduced to one another and do not always work in the exact 
same ways. But they are each major forces in the social world, and 
the socially constructed nature of each has been extensively theorized 
across the social sciences and humanities. These theories’ understand-
ings of how race, gender, class, and sexuality are reproduced in inter-
action provide the foundation for this book’s larger analysis.

Moments of racial and gender categorization, as well as the ways 
they shape interaction in everyday life, are important sites for the 
maintenance and re- creation of social inequality. Assigning race and 
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gender to others in interaction, whether we get it right or not, sets 
the basis for the interaction that follows because that categorization 
carries with it a set of cultural scripts and ideas about race and gender. 
The importance of categorization is most clear when we have trouble 
categorizing someone else: often, the flow of the interaction slows or 
stops in these moments and, for most, must be resolved before the 
interaction can continue.13

Those resulting interactions, based on how one categorizes others, 
are where larger structures of racism and sexism play out. Candace West 
and Don Zimmerman’s theory of “doing gender” illustrates that gender 
is formed in interaction and is an accomplishment or practice where in-
dividuals manage their behaviors in relation to normative expectations 
based on others’ assumptions of them as men and women. These ex-
pectations of how men and women ought to behave vary between dif-
ferent spaces or contexts.14 This does not mean that individuals always 
conform to what is expected of them; rather, it means that with every 
action, individuals are at risk of being held accountable by others for 
appropriately “manly” or “womanly” behavior, even when their prac-
tice does not meet normative standards. Importantly, individuals an-
ticipate this risk, and this too shapes interaction.15 For example, Gavin 
anticipates that if he goes against the expectations for how men are sup-
posed to behave in the auto parts store, he may have to explain himself 
or face other potential consequences. This consideration of potential 
accountability does not fully determine his behavior but factors into 
what he does in the interaction. In a related vein, Judith Butler’s work in 
Gender Trouble illustrates that the repetitive nature of this performance, 
doing, or practice of gender in interaction creates not only gender as 
we know it but heterosexuality as well.16 Through Michael Omi and 
Howard Winant’s foundational work in Racial Formation, we see that in 
the realm of everyday interaction race acts as a system of meaning mas-
querading as “common sense” that shapes the ways we categorize and 
then form ideas about and expectations of others.17 Following Ruth 
Wilson Gilmore, I define racism as “the state- sanctioned or extralegal 
production and exploitation of group- differentiated vulnerability to 
premature death.”18 Race as a category not only inheres to and affects 
people who are racialized as black, Asian and Pacific Islander, Native 
American, or Latinx but also works in the formation of whiteness as a 
racialized category.19 White or whiteness is an actively constructed ra-
cial identity, though it often remains unmarked, that confers power and 



INTRODUCTION10 ||

material resources to white people.20 Again, the salience of both race 
and gender as central forms of categorization in everyday interaction is 
clearly evident through examples of how interaction is disrupted and 
cannot easily move forward as a consequence of one person’s inability 
to read the gender or race of another person.21

Sexuality scholars in both symbolic interactionist and queer tra-
ditions have also established that sexual difference and inequality are 
formed and play out in interaction. Despite some differences in their 
theoretical underpinnings, these perspectives both see sexual identity 
and the meaning of sexual desires and behaviors as historically con-
structed. The parallel emergence of these perspectives in the second 
half of the twentieth century is best exemplified through the early 
work of Mary McIntosh and Ken Plummer in sociology and the foun-
dational work of Michel Foucault in queer approaches.22 I utilize these 
perspectives in particular to highlight how the construction of hetero-
sexuality as the normative standard of sexuality happens in interaction 
and rests on the perpetuation of a heterosexual/homosexual binary as 
a diffuse and diverse normalizing practice and power, which alterna-
tively can be understood as compulsory heterosexuality.23 Like racial, 
class, and gender subjugation, sexual subjugation is also created in dis-
course and reinforced through a range of disciplinary mechanisms. In 
interaction, individuals can be disciplined if they break the norms of 
the particular space. More important, the norms learned in domestic 
spaces and public settings, such as hospitals and schools, are internal-
ized by individuals, and they actually engage in self- discipline.24 Thus, 
sexuality, gender, and race are all reproduced in interaction through 
a variety of overlapping and interrelated mechanisms and processes.

Space, Place, and Inequality

The ways in which inequality in interaction is interconnected with 
space and place have been taken up unevenly in the social sciences and 
interdisciplinary fields of queer and transgender studies. Feminist and 
queer geographers demonstrate that space and place are simultane-
ously gendered, raced, classed, and sexualized.25 Interactions happen 
in particular spaces and places. Gender, race, and sexuality each shape 
the meanings that people attach to space, how people shape the envi-
ronment, and the ways they move in and through particular contexts. 
At the same time, the gendered and racialized subjectivities and iden-
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tities created in particular spaces continue to shape the raced and gen-
dered meanings of those spaces. Thus, there is a recursive effect and 
fluidity to the relation of gender, race, sexuality, and class to space.26

Sociologists of gender and sexuality often leave space and place 
unmarked in their understandings of social inequality, though some 
subfields, such as rural sociology, explicitly focus on space and place.27 
Space and place are at the center of scholarship on inequality in geog-
raphy. As Tim Cresswell shows, people who deviate from the norma-
tive gendered, racial, classed, and sexual standards of particular spaces 
find themselves to be “out of place” in those spaces and are often pun-
ished for those transgressions.28 Thus, this book is part of a larger ef-
fort to show how space and place are primary to understanding the 
production of inequality in interaction.

Space has been quite important, across a range of disciplines, to 
understanding the formations of sexual communities and identities. 
For example, sociologist Japonica Brown- Saracino’s work shows how 
even small cities that share similar characteristics produce different 
lesbian and bisexual women’s identity cultures.29 Earlier queer writ-
ing tied the formation of lesbian and gay identities to urban spaces.30 
Jack Halberstam and others have argued that this notion produced a 
“metronormative” migration narrative from rural to urban, with the 
general charge for gender and sexual minorities to “get thee to a big 
city” in order to express queer and transgender selves.31 More recent 
queer concerns with place have emerged as a challenge to the body of 
scholarship that tends to assume gay, lesbian, and transgender people 
flourish only in cities.32 Mary Gray’s ethnographic research on rural 
queers in Eastern Kentucky attests to the value of examining lesbian, 
gay, transgender, and queer stories outside urban centers. Gray docu-
ments the creative strategies used by rural queer youth to carve out 
queer spaces in small towns, such as doing drag shows at Wal- Mart.33 
Emily Kazyak’s interviews with rural Midwest gays and lesbians also 
illustrate that individuals can develop sexual and gender identities in 
line with rural rather than urban spaces.34 Further, E. Patrick Johnson’s 
life histories of black gay men and same- gender- loving women in the 
South trace unique “quare” identities and particular racialized sexual 
knowledges across urban and rural spaces in the region commonly 
thought to be the most hostile for sexual minorities.35

The urban gay and lesbian communities that stand as the cen-
tral place of queer and transgender life do not necessarily reflect the 
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realities of many gender and sexual minority people of color. Though 
some queer theorists include race in their analysis, they tend to leave 
the unmarked queer subject as white. One way this commonly hap-
pens is by engaging in racial analysis only when examining texts fea-
turing people of color, whereas their general analysis of sexuality or 
gender focuses on racially unmarked white subjects. Broadly speaking, 
queer of color scholarship integrates queer and women of color analy-
ses, along with materialist approaches, to understand the complex 
workings of social life and relations of domination.36

While trans people are at the center of theorizing in queer theory 
and are treated frequently as objects of theory formation, they often 
face exclusion from the queer, lesbian, and gay spaces that have been 
the primary focuses of research in queer studies.37 A small but grow-
ing literature on transgender geographies illustrates how trans people 
experience urban spaces differently from cisgender gay and lesbian 
people, including a higher incidence of harassment, and demonstrates 
that trans people’s experiences differ between cities and other spaces.38 
Overall, rural trans men and those in urban areas outside the West 
Coast and the Northeast are often missing from the limited scholar-
ship on trans people.39 The approaches to space as developed by femi-
nist, queer, and transgender geographers, along with the insights of 
rural sociology used in this book, are essential to getting at the com-
plexity of trans men’s lives. Thus, the critical focus on trans men in 
these places makes a crucial contribution to queer scholarship on 
space and place, as well as to the study of masculinities and trans men.

TRANS MEN AND MASCULINITIES

This book takes seriously the experience of trans men both as men 
and as transgender people. Some interviewees described themselves 
as men first and as transgender second; others, as transgender first; 
and still others, as equally both.40 The experiences that are particu-
lar to trans men are men’s experiences. Narratives of other particular 
groups of men, such as white men, disabled men, or young men, give 
us both insight into the larger category and understandings of the par-
ticularities of this group of men that may not generalize to all men. I 
do explore further what it means to be a man, but a central aim for this 
book is that readers will come away with a better understanding of the 
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variety of trans men’s lives as men. Trans men, due to their histories 
of being treated as women or girls for at least part of their life and the 
experience of transition, are often more capable than many cisgender 
men of articulating their experiences as men. Thus, this book focuses 
on trans men as a group of men who not only are often left out of 
masculinities scholarship but also may have particular insights into 
contemporary U.S. masculinities.41

The representation of transgender people in medical studies and 
media in Europe and the United States emerged in the early twentieth 
century, though people certainly challenged rigid gender binaries long 
before that. The academic and scientific study of transgender people 
has a troubled history. The medical and psychiatric discourses of the 
twentieth and twenty- first centuries have tended to frame transgender 
people as sometimes ill, deviant, and even menacing. Early writings 
by feminists such as Janice Raymond painted trans people as either 
agents or dupes of patriarchy and sociological studies, and others, such 
as those by Dwight Billings and Thomas Urban, viewed them as dupes 
of the medical– legal complex.42 Feminists of Raymond’s ilk have and 
continue to cause harm to transgender people.43 In addition, trans 
people’s lives and experiences have been objects for gender theory 
formation, as in the work of West and Zimmerman, as well as Butler.44

Newer scholarly efforts often by and for trans people work to ad-
dress these past ills. Both the field of transgender studies and the use 
of transgender as an umbrella term for people whose gender varies 
from their sex assigned at birth or otherwise crosses established gen-
der boundaries emerged in the United States in the 1990s. This emer-
gence signaled a shift in which transgender people themselves were 
able to engage fully in scholarship about their lives and others began 
treating transgender people more as subjects than as objects.45 One of 
the key features of the fast- growing field of transgender studies is that 
it is not just about transgender people or “transgender phenomena” 
but explicitly for the benefit of transgender people. Trans scholars, 
including Jay Prosser, Vivian Namaste, and Raewyn Connell, among 
many others, have roundly critiqued other gender and sexuality schol-
ars for routinely theorizing from trans people’s lives while often ignor-
ing trans people’s own understandings of themselves, as well as their 
material conditions.46 This new field has begun to address its biases 
that center white, U.S. trans scholars and lives through the emergence 
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of robust trans of color scholarship, including scholars such as micha 
cárdenas, C. Riley Snorton, and Jin Haritaworn.47 Snorton, in particu-
lar in Black on Both Sides, exemplifies the potential to understand trans 
and blackness together in ways that remake understandings of race and 
gender.48 Men in Place, while focusing on men and masculinity, shares 
a desire with this work to keep optics of sexuality, race, gender, and 
disability always at the forefront of analysis and to imagine new pos-
sibilities for expanding and rethinking possibilities for trans lives and 
analytics. The critical trans studies work of this book seeks to speak 
with instead of about trans communities— rather than merely draw 
forth trans people’s understanding of themselves and their material 
conditions in order to generate new theoretical knowledge. This text 
combines approaches from transgender studies with critical scholar-
ship on men and masculinities so as to fully recognize this group of 
men as transgender, as people who practice masculinities, and as men 
more broadly. It draws on an intersectional perspective, along with 
an understanding of the instability and fluidity of these categories, to 
show that trans men are men who have sometimes complicated gen-
der identities and that the category of man is unstable and fluctuating.

Masculinities

While this book does contribute to understandings of inequality in 
interaction and to transgender studies, its primary contribution is 
to the field of critical masculinities studies. To analyze trans men’s 
experiences of masculinity in interaction, I draw on the theories of 
masculinity and power associated with Raewyn Connell’s work.49 
With an understanding of the socially constructed and relational na-
ture of gender, Connell shows that masculinities play an important 
role in sustaining contemporary societies that are structured through 
gender, particularly the domination of men over women and some 
groups of men over others. According to Connell, masculinities are 
patterns of practice that “refer to male bodies (sometimes directly, 
sometimes symbolically and indirectly), but are not determined by 
male biology.”50 In other words, masculinities are practices associated 
with bodies assigned male at birth, but they are not always just the 
actual behaviors of men. These two concepts, patterns of practice as-
sociated with male bodies and what men do, are often treated as the 
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same thing in scholarly writing.51 This conflation of the two loses the 
nuance of Connell’s definition and makes these social practices seem 
like natural extensions of bodies assigned male at birth. Yet scholars 
such as C. J. Pascoe, Jack Halberstam, and Kath Browne illustrate that 
women and people with bodies assigned female at birth also practice 
masculinities.52 Thus, the lack of focus by masculinities scholars on 
masculinities practiced by women or transgender people means that 
the field evidences a cisgender and biologically essentialist bias.

To move away from these biases, men and masculinities need to be 
thought of as distinct but connected analytic concepts. Masculini ties, 
as patterns of practice, can be enacted by people with various gender 
and sex embodiments or other aspects of social location (e.g., race, 
class, sexuality, ability); however, particular patterns of practice ad-
here more easily to some kinds of people. Compare, for example, a 
hip- hop masculinity as enacted by a young black man to the same mas-
culinity as done by a white man. The joke of the white rapper shows 
that this particular style never adheres to white men’s bodies as well as 
it does to black men’s; instead, it slips off more easily because it is seen 
as inauthentic. Women and other people who are not men do mascu-
linities, but those practices will likely be evaluated and seen differently 
by others based on how they categorize their sex, race, and so on. It 
can be difficult to define when women are practicing masculinities or 
when men are practicing femininities. This determination must be 
based on the social and historical context and by asking whether the 
practices are associated in that setting with male or female bodies, or if 
the association is contested and in flux. In line with these distinctions, 
trans masculinities are a subset of masculinities. I use this phrase to 
distinguish masculinities in general, which might be practiced by cis-
gender men, trans men, cis and trans women, and nonbinary people 
alike, from those that might be particular to trans men, though women 
and nonbinary people can practice trans masculinities as well.

While the wider field of men and masculinities research tends 
to leave out trans men as a group of men, scholarship that includes 
Henry Rubin’s description of trans men as “always already men” and 
the recent special issue of the journal NORMA on trans masculinities 
consider trans men’s experiences both as transgender people and as 
men.53 Three themes that emerge from the most recent sociologically 
oriented research on trans men suggest that trans men are well versed 
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in discussions of gender and sexuality, practice a variety of masculini-
ties, and experience significant changes in interaction after transition 
that vary by differences in other identities or social positions.54 Kristen 
Schilt’s study of trans men in the workplace in California and Texas is 
an example of how trans men are treated differently at work based on 
whether others perceive them as men or women and that these work-
place experiences vary based on race and other aspects of difference. 
Trans men’s experiences in the workplace after transition illustrate 
that gender inequality, between men and women and for transgender 
people, persists in the twenty- first century.55 Additionally, there has 
been growing research on partners of trans men, such as Carla Pfeffer’s 
work on queer families, that demonstrates the family is a particularly 
important context in which to understand how gender transitions 
are relational.56 Yet like much queer research, this field has tended to 
be geographically and racially limited, focusing on the lives of trans 
people in a few large cities on the East and West Coasts and on the ex-
periences of white trans people.57 In line with Vivian Namaste’s call for 
research on trans people that shows how the construction of gender 
varies in different spaces, including region as a category of analysis, it 
is crucial to move this work across spaces and scales.58

The key insights of the critical study of masculinity drawing from 
Raewyn Connell’s scholarship are that in a given time and place there 
are multiple masculinities, that there is a hierarchy of masculinities, 
and that at the top of that hierarchy is a hegemonic masculinity that 
serves to legitimate male dominance.59 The idea of multiple mascu-
linities, often marked by difference in race, sexuality, and class, im-
plicitly signals something similar to an intersectional framework.60 
For example, Karen Pyke’s work demonstrates that class differences 
among men affect the masculinities they practice between the con-
texts of work and family.61 According to James Messerschmidt, hege-
monic masculinity is “the culturally idealized form of masculinity in 
a given historical and social setting,” and its most important feature is 
that it legitimates patriarchy.62 As theorized by Connell, hegemonic 
masculinity is open to contestation and is not a static type, though 
in practice many researchers treat it as such.63 Thus, rather than being 
associated with whatever form legitimates the dominance of men over 
women and some men over others in a particular time and place, it is 
more often thought of as a fixed and toxic type centered on traits such 
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as violence, a lack of emotional expression, and control. In contrast, 
research has found that hegemonic masculinity varies historically, as 
in the changing meaning of manhood in the United States.64 Hege-
monic masculinity, as Connell and Messerschmidt have argued, also 
has local, regional, and global variants.65

The concept of hegemonic masculinity is so ubiquitous in schol-
arship on men and masculinities that it has many meanings, but as 
when hegemonic masculinity is portrayed as a fixed type, these uses 
often stray considerably from Connell’s original ideas.66 However, 
Demetrakis Demetriou shows that in Connell’s understanding he-
gemonic masculinity is always defined against subordinated mascu-
linities and femininities, without the capacity to incorporate them in 
the process of change.67 This fixed notion of hegemonic masculinity 
has difficulty reconciling itself with observed changes to normative 
masculine ideals.68 Thus, in the sense that Connell’s concept is usually 
used, there is a hegemonic masculinity that is strictly defined against 
subordinated masculinities in a given time and place, but that hege-
monic masculinity can be contested and changed. Demetriou instead 
proposes the concept of a hegemonic masculine bloc, which utilizes a 
more Gramscian meaning of hegemony, to think of hegemonic mas-
culinity as incorporating or appropriating aspects of subordinated or 
marginalized masculinities in order to retain the gender order. This 
can be particularly insidious as a process of change, as Demetriou 
explains: “The hegemonic bloc changes in a very deceptive and un-
recognizable way. It changes through negotiation, appropriation, and 
translation, through the transformation of what appears counter- 
hegemonic and progressive into an instrument of backwardness and 
patriarchal reproduction.”69 In other words, changes to masculinities 
may look substantial but can actually serve to mask the perpetuation 
of inequality.

Building on Demetriou’s critique, C. J. Pascoe and Tristan Bridges 
argue that these softer and gentler hegemonic ideals are hybrid mascu
linities, where some subordinated or marginalized practices are taken 
up and incorporated into hegemonic ideals.70 They describe three dif-
ferent possible explanations for this: that hybrid mascu linities reflect 
local variations but not widespread changes to the global gender order 
(as Connell and Messerschmidt claim);71 that they are a sign of de-
creasing homophobia (per Eric Anderson);72 or (as Pascoe and Bridges 
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argue) that they represent a change to the appearance of these mascu-
linities but do not substantially effect the creation of gender inequality. 
In other words, the final explanation suggests that the incorporation 
of subordinated practices rather than the rejection of them may be a 
new way to produce gender inequality with a gentler face. In speaking 
to this debate, the crucial related questions become, where are hybrid 
masculinities emerging, and how does space figure into these contests 
among masculinities and filter into men’s everyday practices?

Space and Masculinities

Masculinities are constructed in relation to space and place, and local 
through transnational levels are interconnected.73 Rich feminist schol-
arship in the geography of masculinities has developed to examine 
this relationship between masculinities, place, and space. Though this 
area draws heavily from the sociology of masculinities, sociological 
and interdisciplinary masculinities literature tends to leave these geo-
graphic insights unexamined.74 Connell and Messerschmidt, in their 
reevaluation of the concept of hegemonic masculinity, conclude that 
locally specific constructions of hegemonic masculinity have been an 
emergent theme of research on men and masculinities since the intro-
duction of the concept.75 In sociology, studies such as Shannon Bell 
and Yvonne Braun’s research with environmental activists in Appala-
chia demonstrate that the regional hegemonic masculinity tied to coal 
mining prevents men from joining in environmental activism.76 This is 
suggestive in seeing how regional industry shapes gender relations, but 
regions are not shaped by industry alone. For example, Sarah Crawley 
suggests that regional weather patterns affect female- assigned people’s 
ability to practice masculinities through masculine gender displays, 
as when the heat and humidity in South Florida makes chest bind-
ing more difficult.77 Scholars need to do more work to understand the 
multiple factors in the production of masculinities in different U.S. re-
gions. Though there has been scholarship examining regional mascu-
linities, there has been little comparative work between U.S. regions.78 
The comparative approach in this book addresses these gaps.

Throughout Men in Place, I demonstrate that rural and urban spatial 
distinctions are important for locally situated practices of masculinities 
but that individuals themselves are not static.79 They are not fixed in 
one institution or spatial location throughout their life or even in the 
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course of a typical day, and we must examine how gendered practices 
reflect moving between these locations. The spatial nature of masculini-
ties and the contextual influences on gender, race, class, and sexuality in 
interaction point to the need to explore place as an important influence 
in gender relations when examining the lives of trans men.

THE STUDY

This book draws on interviews I completed with sixty- six trans men 
living in the U.S. West, Midwest, and Southeast across urban, rural, and 
suburban spaces. The first interviews took place on the West Coast, 
specifically California and Oregon. After seeing the importance of 
space and place in the early interviews, I expanded the study to the 
Southeast, including Georgia, Tennessee, Kentucky, North and South 
Carolina, and Florida. The final set of interviews took place in the Mid-
west, the literal and figurative middle of the United States, including 
Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Ohio, Wisconsin, and Minnesota. Some in-
terviews took place in major cities like San Francisco, Atlanta, Chicago, 
and Minneapolis; others, in medium- sized cities; and still others, in 
rural places known to few people besides the local population.

The interviews in each region cannot fully represent the nuance 
and difference of all places within each region, state, county or city. Yet 
interviewing men in a range of places allowed for a comparative analy-
sis across the three regions and suburban, rural, and urban spaces. 
While this comparative approach may gloss over some differences 
within regions or between rural spaces, the analysis often relies more 
on interviewees’ ideas about different places. These ideas are their 
geographic imaginaries, notions people and groups have about place 
and space that turn out to be quite meaningful for the reproduction 
of inequality in everyday life. It is important to note here that while 
my initial thinking about each region and of urban versus rural space 
started from official definitions, like those used by the U.S. census, 
the general sense of each region— West, South, and Midwest— was 
confirmed in trans men’s narratives of their lives in these places. At the 
same time their experiences were particular to a specific place, inter-
viewees’ narratives of place contained a broader shared understand-
ing of what ideas like “Midwest” or “city” meant. Regions can take 
on meaning and shape a sense of belonging due to shared ideas about 
the regional landscape, history, and literary and artistic production, 
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and they did so among the interviewees.80 As Katherine McKittrick 
demonstrates through an examination of black women’s geographies, 
it is imperative to not just study maps or the physical features of spaces 
but also examine the ways they are imagined so that we do not fall into 
the trap of uncritically assuming that space “just is.”81

At the time of interview, a little over half of the interviewees lived 
in urban places, a quarter in suburban, and the rest in rural or other 
nonmetropolitan settings— though some urban men had lived in rural 
places at some point in their lives and the other way around. About 
one- fifth of the interviewees identified as men of color, and the re-
mainder, as primarily white. They ranged in age from nineteen to 
fifty- five years old and varied from just beginning their transition to 
having started twenty- two years before the interview. As I quote the 
interviewees throughout the book I try to give a sense of where they 
lived, though I am purposefully vague at times in order to maintain 
their confidentiality.

In most cases the interviews took place when I traveled to the areas 
where these men lived their day- to- day lives. The conversations took 
an open- ended approach; I encouraged them to tell the stories of their 
lives as men and to emphasize whatever was most important to them 
and their life. I used a modified grounded theory approach to code 
and analyze the interview transcripts. This method of analysis consists 
of starting from the interviews themselves and systematically review-
ing them to see what themes and patterns emerge across the inter-
viewee’s stories, rather than just relying on what I or other researchers 
think might be important. At the same time, it is “modified” because 
I incorporated a few of those preconceived ideas that came from ear-
lier research or theoretical ideas about masculinities and transgender 
men’s experiences.82 As a non- transgender- identified researcher, I em-
phasize the experiences and voices of the interviewees by including 
direct quotations from them throughout the book. These quotes are 
meant to illustrate various patterns that emerged across the interviews, 
though no single quote or single interviewee can stand in for all men, 
all trans men, or any other group of people. By looking across sixty- six 
men’s experiences in depth, we learn something different from what 
we can through either a single memoir or a large survey about mas-
culinities and space; about intersections of race, sexuality, class, and 
gender; or about transgender lives.
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ORGANIZATION OF THE BOOK

Building on the intersectional lens on space, place, interaction, and 
inequality, chapter 1 intervenes in recent debates about the changing 
nature of U.S. masculinities through trans men’s narratives of contem-
porary masculine ideals. After an overview of the histories of mascu-
line ideals in the Midwest, South, and West, I sketch out the ideals that 
emerged in trans men’s discussion of contemporary masculinity that 
fell on a continuum with hypermasculinity at one end and femininity 
or effeminacy at the other. Racialized hypermasculinities, such as the 
thug and the redneck, as well as hypereffeminacies, such as the faggy 
man, exist at the extremes of this continuum and operate as racial and 
sexual controlling images tied to particular spaces. These spatially 
inflected controlling images, which pose some men as excessive and 
out of control, become an image for most men to define themselves 
against. Instead, they strive to be a regular guy. The regular guy is not 
overtly macho, appears to be heterosexual but is not homophobic, and 
cares for and provides for his family. This is a middle- class white sub-
urban ideal of normalcy, even if it exists across regions and urban and 
rural spaces. Goldilocks masculinity, not too masculine and not too 
feminine, is central to the regular guy. The prevalence of Goldilocks 
masculinity suggests that while there have been some surface changes 
to contemporary masculinities, it does not mean there have been sub-
stantive changes to the mechanisms that create systemic inequalities 
based on gender, race, sexuality, and class.

Chapter 2 focuses on the question, Who, exactly, is a man? Trans 
men’s stories illustrate that inhabiting the social category of man is not 
based in biology, or even solely in one’s identity or legal classification, 
but rather is a process tied to social recognition. This recognition as a 
man in everyday interaction provides a sense of authenticity but also 
carries the consequence of being treated differently by other people. 
Trans men’s accounts of recognition suggest that for all men one is not 
born a man but rather becomes one again and again (and again) as 
they encounter the gendered, racialized, and sexual knowledges and 
related expectations of different social contexts. Thus, the social expe-
rience of being a man is a becoming that happens through recognition 
rather than a static or fixed trait.

Employing both sociological and interdisciplinary queer under-
standings of emotion and affect, chapter 3 demonstrates that the 
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normative ideal for men in the contemporary United States is to be 
not too hard and not too soft. In practice this ideal means that from the 
public arena of politics to everyday life men should neither be emo-
tionless nor show excessive emotion but instead be somewhere in be-
tween. Through an analysis of trans men’s narratives of calm, crying, 
anger, aggression, and sexual urges, it is clear that the key to proper 
masculine emotion is for men to demonstrate control and rational-
ity through expressing emotions that are appropriate in a given space. 
This control and spatially appropriate expression maps onto the in- 
between ideal of the regular guy and Goldilocks masculinity. Further, 
gendered, racialized, classed, and sexualized notions of emotion shape 
who does emotion properly and who does not. The idea of individual 
control of emotion valorizes a self- disciplining emotional subject who 
demonstrates contextually appropriate emotion and at the same time 
constructs its opposite— others who are less rational and unable to 
control themselves. This discourse of masculinity and emotion sug-
gests that hypermasculine classed and racialized men, such as the thug 
and the redneck, cannot control violent emotions and that faggy men, 
as well as women, are overly emotional. Contextually appropriate 
emotion is central to being a regular guy and achieving a Goldilocks 
masculinity in contrast to classed, racialized, and sexualized others. 
Men who can express emotions that are “in place” in a given space are 
suitable citizens and holders of power.

One of the most persistent narratives of LGBT lives in the contem-
porary United States is that if queer and transgender people exist in 
rural spaces and regions, such as the South, they must lead incredibly 
difficult lives. At the center of this story is the idea that these spaces 
should be feared because they are inherently dangerous for queer and 
transgender people. Chapter 4 examines the relationship between 
fear, a powerful emotion shaped by space and place, and masculinities 
in the lives of trans men. Overall, this chapter adds a spatial dimen-
sion to understanding how fears operate and complicates narratives of 
queer and trans violence in rural and urban spaces. Trans men mapped 
their fears spatially, with a particular focus on how race and sexuality 
shape safety in rural spaces. Fears of violence operate as disciplinary 
mechanisms that keep existing social relations in place by encourag-
ing men to enact conforming behaviors and to be complicit in sexism, 
racism, and other modes of domination. Some of the specific fears 
that interviewees expressed are particular to trans men, but these dy-
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namics of fear and violence shape masculinities more broadly. Men’s 
fears draw on racialized, classed, and sexualized controlling images, 
and spatially based fears affect the masculinities men engage in. This 
analysis demonstrates the importance of an intersectional approach to 
understanding the effects of fear and violence on men.

Chapter 5 applies the same framework on violence, fear, inequal-
ity, and space from chapter 4 to illustrate how particular features of 
two institutions, public bathrooms and medical contexts, promote 
specific patterns of social domination. As trans men’s narratives illus-
trate, these institutions are important spaces where disciplinary power 
works through the enforcement of norms. Gender and sexuality— 
and to varying extents class, race, and ability— are particularly salient 
for trans men in these institutional spaces because the spaces are 
largely structured around these social categories. The chapter’s two 
case studies show that these structural arrangements foster fear and 
violence that are produced in interaction; I suggest that these struc-
tural arrangements need to change in order to combat social inequal-
ity. Normative masculinities are reinforced through the structure of 
these contexts. The interactional rules of public gender- segregated 
bathrooms reproduce the link between homophobia and masculinity. 
Further, the structure of medical and psychiatric settings that gives 
authority to providers and makes patients vulnerable sets the stage 
for multiple experiences of violence for trans men. I call these types 
of spaces amplified sites, contexts structured in such a way that pro-
cesses of categorization and norms of gender, sexuality, and race play 
out in heightened ways when people interact in the space. The effects 
produced in amplified sites carry out of these contexts and then rever-
berate or ripple across our social lives.

I conclude by returning to the larger questions about men’s ex-
periences of gender, race, and sexuality raised in the introduction by 
reconsidering the evidence provided throughout the book. The con-
clusion addresses wider discourses on contemporary understandings 
of social inequality, transgender politics, and masculinities. This dis-
cussion emphasizes that knowing how space and place shape every-
day social interaction is necessary for understanding the continuing 
reproduction of social inequality in the contemporary United States 
and that this knowledge is crucial for projects of social justice that seek 
to dismantle this inequality. In this vein, I discuss the possibilities and 
pitfalls of contemporary trans politics that focus legal and political 
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efforts on law- and- order tactics versus more transformative possibili-
ties. Finally, I return to debates about the nature of contemporary 
hybrid masculinities to argue that they actually reinscribe gender, ra-
cial, and sexual inequality and that it is important to locate the spatial 
dimensions of hybrid masculinities in order to produce a sustained 
challenge to inequality.

In all, this book relies on trans men’s narratives to show how space 
and place shape men’s experience of race, gender, and sexuality in the 
contemporary United States. Due to the historical and continuing ob-
jectification of trans people in scholarship, I have often paused to re-
consider whether I, as a non- trans- identified, gender- nonconforming 
woman, should continue this project at all. While I still have moments 
of ambivalence, the desires of the men I interviewed for their stories 
to be out in the world have kept this project going. Levi, a scholar and 
writer I interviewed early on, summed up this sentiment well when 
he said, “I encourage you, as much as you can, to get this stuff out 
there in as many formats as you can. That’s our job. The world needs 
to hear in as many ways as possible.” Even with the rapid increase of 
representation of trans people in recent years, from television shows 
to contentious public policy debates over bathrooms, the broad range 
of trans men’s experiences is often absent. As a feminist researcher, my 
aim in this book is to center the interviewees’ own interpretations of 
their lives in order to bring out the multiple voices of trans men. Fur-
ther, I take the perspective that trans men give us crucial insight about 
men as a group because, quite simply, they are men.



25||

1

Masculinities in Space
THUGS, REDNECKS, AND FAGGY MEN

From Michael Brown to Cliven Bundy, debates over the lives of racial-
ized groups of men are central to the political and media landscape of 
the contemporary United States. In recent years, graphic video footage 
of police killings of black men such as Michael Brown— and its circu-
lation on social media— has attracted public attention to the ongoing 
violence perpetrated by law enforcement against black men in urban 
spaces. This violence, as well as the militarized reactions to the protest 
movements that have risen up in response, illustrates that authorities 
and the public at large perceive black masculinity and black men as in-
herently threatening. At the same time, white rancher Cliven Bundy’s 
standoff with federal authorities in Nevada and the armed occupation 
of a federal wildlife refuge on Northern Paiute lands in eastern Oregon 
by white militants (led by Bundy’s sons) are the latest examples of 
a decades- long fight against what some rural men in the West see as 
federal encroachment onto grazing lands and their rights as individu-
als. Whiteness shapes white rural men’s grievances as they assert their 
frustration over a loss of their perceived rightful privileges as white 
men and largely protects them from overtly violent responses from 
law enforcement, unlike black men. Their own often racist and anti- 
immigrant rhetoric belies the racial nature of these white men’s politi-
cal project. The increasing visibility of white supremacist and white 
nationalist organizing since the 2016 U.S. presidential election further 
affirms the bigoted nature of these movements.

Many have pointed out that race and masculinity are central 
to understanding both cases. Yet the notion that these particular 
black and white masculinities are so inherently connected to space 
is often left out of these analyses. Space is central to these racialized 
masculinities— one symbolizing the inner city and, therefore, ghetto-
ized urban space, in stark contrast to the wide- open spaces of the 
“cowboy West.” Societal forces are swiftly changing these spaces in the 
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early twenty- first century, presenting threats to both groups. In urban 
space, rapid gentrification of many cities is squeezing racially and eco-
nomically marginalized communities. And in rural space, continued 
economic woes in an age of global neoliberal economics threaten rural 
men’s traditional livelihoods.

Trans men’s narratives lay bare the spatially based ideals of mas-
culinity that, like those urban and rural ideals, men negotiate in the 
contemporary United States. The masculine ideals that emerged from 
interviewees’ discussions of masculinity incorporated not only an 
urban/rural dichotomy but also suburban ideals of normalcy. These 
ideals emerged primarily from questions about how interviewees de-
fine their own masculinity, what kinds of expectations men face in their 
particular geographic context, and what they reported experiencing in 
actual interactions, as well as what they anticipated when they moved 
through different spaces and places. The four most common spatially 
based ideals interviewees discussed, forming a continuum from the 
most masculine to the most feminized, were hyper masculine men, 
regular guys, progressive men, and faggy men.1 In addition, trans men’s 
masculine ideals linked to each region on another continuum, with 
the West being most open and flexible and connected to the progres-
sive man, the South being most restrictive and associated with hyper-
masculine men, and the Midwest as being in the middle and coupled 
with regular guys. Faggy men were not tied to a particular region, but 
there were some spatial variations in this ideal. While these ideals lay 
on a masculine– feminine continuum, this is not meant to say that par-
ticular men are more masculine and others more feminine, though 
they may conceive of themselves or others in that way.

These spatially based masculinities are ideals not only in that they 
have some influence on and are important categories for social analy-
sis but also in that it would be rare to find a perfect example of one 
walking around. As ideals or images, they are not necessarily what 
individuals strive to be but rather a type that holds some collective 
meaning and works as an illustrative example. Further, the thug, red-
neck, and faggy man work as controlling images, in the sense that Pa-
tricia Hill Collins uses the term, to describe stereotypical racialized, 
gendered, and sexualized images that mask historical and contempo-
rary power relations. In regard to African American women, Collins 
writes, “These controlling images are designed to make racism, sexism, 
poverty, and other forms of social injustice appear to be natural, nor-
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mal, and inevitable parts of everyday life.”2 Controlling images of mar-
ginalized groups become a foil against which to define the normalcy 
of dominant groups. Thus, the regular guy is constructed as normal 
against these hypermasculine and feminized controlling images. 
Building on Collins’s concept, trans men’s narratives illustrate not only 
how controlling images work to inscribe and reinforce inequality but 
also the ways that men attempt to resist broader cultural meanings by 
taking on and reclaiming aspects of these disparaged images.

Though men can see themselves reflected in one type or another, 
they also engage in practices associated with other types or actions that 
do not fit neatly on this spectrum. Rather, this spectrum is meant to 
reflect that racialized, classed, and sexualized masculinity and femi-
ninity are constructed in opposition to each other and is a simple illus-
tration of the normative pressures on most men to fall somewhere in 
the middle. While interviewees often described these spatially based 
ideals as if they were clear characters, the ideals are not easily reducible 
to individual men or the characteristics they take on.

Trans men’s narratives of the continuum of ideals show that they 
most valued the regular guy ideal in the middle of the spectrum, which 
relied on a “Goldilocks masculinity.” This hybrid masculinity holds 
somewhere between a domineering violent masculinity and an overly 
emotional or weak masculinity— not too hard and not too soft— that 
is fundamentally shaped by race, sexuality, and gender. This regular guy 
ideal is constructed in opposition to controlling images of excessive 
raced and sexualized others— the faggy man, the thug, and the red-
neck. Overall, it is clear that control across contexts is central to norma-
tive masculinities and how contemporary relations of gender, sexuality, 
and race are reinscribed. The black men murdered on the street and 
the white occupiers of federal land are linked not only in their relation 
to space but also as symbolic representations of masculinities that are 
not under control. In one instance, lives that must be eliminated; in the 
other, evidence that hypermasculinity and attendant racism and sexism 
are located only in rural spaces and particular regions.

Indeed, these masculine ideals are racial projects, which Michael 
Omi and Howard Winant define as “simultaneously an interpreta-
tion, representation, or explanation of racial identities and meanings, 
and an effort to organize and distribute resources (economic, politi-
cal, and cultural) along particular racial lines.”3 Projects are large and 
small, from the realm of law and major social institutions to everyday 
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interaction and individual behavior. Through focusing on the realm 
of interactions, individual behaviors, and symbolic meanings attached 
to masculinities, it is clear that these spatially based masculine ideals 
are simultaneously raced, classed, sexualized, and gendered projects.4

Like Goldilocks trying out the beds of the three bears, some mas-
culine ideals are too hard, some too soft, and others just right. Investi-
gating the spatially based, in- between masculinity that is constructed 
against both the borders of femininity and hypermasculinity and the 
effeminate controlling images connected to men addresses key ques-
tions: What is the larger effect of these changing masculine standards? 
Do the changes in masculine ideals affect unequal relations between 
women and men and among men? How are they wrapped up in sex-
ual, racial, classed, and other inequalities? Part of the answer is that 
the Goldilocks masculinity— a hybrid masculinity that incorporates 
aspects of femininity and enlightened masculinities— reflects more of 
a surface than a substantive change to social relations.

MASCULINITIES IN THREE REGIONS

The West, Midwest, and South contain spatial and cultural variation 
within each region but, at the same time, share historical, political, 
and cultural processes and histories that produce particular regional 
masculine ideals. This history of the regions illustrates how landscape, 
industry, and social conditions have created the ground for unique 
masculinities in each place. A broad historical overview might seem 
to gloss over the many differences contained in each region, but it 
is meant to give some background on their geographic imaginaries: 
the mental images we have of spaces and places that give them much 
of their meaning and that these places have produced in the popular 
imagination and among interviewees.

These historic ideals are closely aligned, though not exclusively de-
fined, by regional economic production, especially in rural spaces. The 
rural character of these masculine ideals illustrates that rurality is cen-
trally tied to larger constructions of masculinity and, in particular, to 
the rural economic production often associated with agriculture and 
natural resource extraction and management.5 These rural representa-
tions of the western cowboy, midwestern farmer, and southern good 
old boy are inherently racialized as white, since they are constructed 
against not just women but also men of color, based on the specific 
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historical and contemporary gender and racial relations of the region. 
In addition to being racialized as white, they are also heterosexual and 
able- bodied ideals.

The West is characterized in the U.S. imagination as the frontier 
and as a vast open space awaiting conquest. As eastern cities in the 
1800s became more crowded, the West became a pressure release 
valve where urban men could imagine reclaiming a virility supposedly 
denied in the ever more constrained city.6 Yet as the West was increas-
ingly settled by whites at the expense of Native people, the fantasy of 
a wide- open West became far from reality. This fantasy is embodied in 
the cowboy, a figure who originated with the vaquero, a key agent of 
Spanish colonization who produced beef to feed colonists and miners. 
Thus, the cowboy is inherently tied to “colonial mastery over indige-
nous peoples, animals, and landscapes.”7 The popular image of the 
cowboy as a mythic figure embodying heroic masculinity arose in the 
late nineteenth century in the United States, just as the cowboy him-
self was disappearing from the rangelands.8 This creation, popularized 
in literature and film, emphasized independence and rugged individ-
ualism but has never truly represented the cowboy’s actual life, which 
involved more routinized grunt work and little autonomy from cattle 
owners. While the cowboy is a white racialized image, a large number 
of actual cowboys were in fact Native American, Mexican, and black.9 
Yet the whiteness of the cowboy is popularly constructed in oppo-
sition to the Native American, the Chinese railroad worker, and the 
Mexican bandit. In contrast to the southern good old boy and the mid-
western farmer, the cowboy was in more direct contact with Native 
Americans. This heroic and conservative stylistic image has spread 
globally as a symbol of traditional masculinity, even in urban spaces 
through country music bars.10 Donning the cowboy aesthetic and at-
tending events like rodeos in the twentieth century became a way for 
men to reclaim traditional manhood at a time when their masculinity 
was threatened by changing work, as well as competition from women 
and racialized immigrants.11 The cowboy is the predominant image of 
masculinity in the West, but there are other localized versions, such as 
the lumberjack in the Pacific Northwest.

The Midwest sits in the literal and figurative center of the United 
States; in the popular imagination it is seen as the Heartland and 
the mass of the country or, alternately, as fly- over territory by urban 
coastal elites.12 The midwestern masculine ideal emerged from an 
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early pioneer and settler mentality that rests on the control and settle-
ment of a supposed wild landscape from Native Americans.13 While 
the pioneer mentality still underlies this ideal, it has morphed into 
the upstanding farmer of places like Iowa and Minnesota, often from 
Scandinavian or German descent, who historically tamed and now 
control the expanses of fertile land that make up the Corn Belt of the 
Midwest region.14 The masculine ideal in the Industrial Belt, or now 
more commonly referred to as the Rust Belt, is the urban industrial 
worker steeped in union culture that is central to the large cities of 
Ohio, Michigan, and Wisconsin.15 The Corn Belt retains some of its 
settler agricultural flavor and shares some characteristics with the 
West, while the Industrial Belt shares characteristics with the urban-
ized and industrialized Northeast. In reality, the idealized characteris-
tics of both regions have diminished with the shuttering of traditional 
manufacturing and the replacement of family farming with large- scale 
industrial agriculture in the late twentieth through twenty- first cen-
turies.16 The loss of these traditional livelihoods has led midwestern 
men to compensatory acts in other arenas, such as asserting control in 
the home, owning guns, or brawling in bars.17 The Corn Belt has an in-
creasing Latinx population, and Rust Belt cities have high proportions 
of African Americans, which has increased through outmigration of 
whites from these former hubs of white working- class stability.18

The South is often centrally characterized in the popular imagi-
nation by the horrors of explicit antiblack racism, including chattel 
slavery, lynching, and Jim Crow segregation, on one hand, and by a 
genteel, mannered white aristocracy, on the other. Southerners them-
selves see values of community mindedness and mutual aid, a slower 
pace of life, and southern hospitality at the center of regional identity.19 
Historically, the predominant images of white masculinity in the South 
were of the poor but independent farmer and the upper- class genteel 
plantation owner or businessman. Since World War II, one prominent 
representation of the southern men is the sinister white man bent on 
racial and patriarchal control, determined to protect white supremacy 
and white southern womanhood from any encroachment of black-
ness.20 In contrast, the other most prominent representation is the 
somewhat more benign good old boy. The good old boy comes in two 
forms: in its comic and popular version, like Andy Griffith and Luke 
and Bo from the Dukes of Hazzard, and a more serious, patriotic and 
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blue- collar form. The redneck, a prominent ideal in trans men’s narra-
tives, is a more extreme variant of the good old boy. The good old boy 
is inherently rural, like the cowboy and the midwestern farmer, and 
particular areas within the South have variations of the good old boy 
connected to local industry, like the Appalachian coal miner.21 This 
figure combines a rebelliousness and independence with a defense of 
traditional southern values. The ideal is clearly defined as white be-
cause if a black man engaged in the hell- raising misbehavior of the 
young good old boy, the same southern whites would not explain it 
with a tolerant “boys will be boys” attitude but rather violently punish 
the black man for this behavior.22 This southern masculinity is predi-
cated on the removal, including genocide and dispossession, of Native 
Americans from the land, like the midwestern farmer and cowboy, but 
opposition to blackness is at the center of white southern masculinity.

These historic masculine ideals are based mostly on imaginaries 
of rural spaces, which do not necessarily reflect contemporary eco-
nomic and social realities. Neoliberal policies and politics have had 
tremendous effects globally, and the rural United States is no excep-
tion. The onset of capitalism, with its twin processes of urbanization 
and industrialization, has made for large shifts in the agricultural work 
and resource extraction that is central to U.S. rural life. In addition, 
rural gentrification has made survival while doing traditional rural 
work even more difficult. Rural masculinity varies between region, 
such as the more macho, machinery- dependent farmer of the South 
and the more stoic, less overly macho agrarian ideal of the midwest-
ern farmer.23 Overall, farming masculinity, like that of many resource- 
based rural occupations, tends to center on control and mastery of a 
feminized earth and nature, but traditional agrarian ideals and ethics 
can also contest capitalist impulses that are in conflict with steward-
ship of the land.24 In addition, shifting farming practices, such as a 
turn to sustainable agriculture, necessitate more flexible masculin-
ities, though traditional gender ideals and masculine identities may 
remain relatively unchanged.25 The rural is also a place of white men’s 
anger, such as the invocation by right- wing militia members of virtu-
ous rural men alienated by increasingly liberal cities.26 These histories 
about masculinities in rural spaces and the three regions help form the 
backdrop through which men negotiate competing masculine ideals 
in the contemporary United States.
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HYPERMASCULINITIES: TOO HARD

No one wants to be “that guy.” The trans men I interviewed practiced a 
wide range of masculinities and held conflicting views about how men 
should be. Yet not one of the men said that he wanted to fully embody 
the stereotypical hypermasculinity of an ultra- tough action hero. In 
fact, while some of the men took on a few of the traits of this mythic 
hypermasculine man, they more often defined themselves against this 
image. Interviewees described the ideal of the hypermasculine man 
as aggressive, violent, rigidly heterosexual, and conservative (both 
politically and as generally old- fashioned). This ideal is a strictly con-
trolled masculinity that does not allow any expression of femininity. 
Interviewees’ descriptors of hypermasculinity were consistent across 
discussions of particular regions, and they painted a classic picture of 
loud, aggressive, and swaggering men who typically had short hair and 
beards. While Raewyn Connell’s notion of hegemonic masculinity is 
frequently conflated with hypermasculinity, or what is popularly re-
ferred to as toxic masculinity, this rejection of hypermasculinity sug-
gests that it does not necessarily serve as a legitimator of patriarchy, an 
essential part of the definition of hegemonic masculinity.27 That said, 
a small portion of the men openly identified as hypermasculine and 
took up certain aspects of the type. Overall, the hypermasculine man 
served as an extreme example of what not to be and provided material 
to construct normative masculinities against.

While it was not common for men to identify as hypermasculine 
at the time of the interview, interviewees frequently described them-
selves or other trans men as being hypermasculine early in transition. 
Chris, a white man living in urban Northern California, explained how 
some trans men behaved early in transition:

Swearing a lot or walking in a certain way and sort of swaggering— 
they’re all sort of physical things that I think [they were] trying 
to emulate. There were some people that were over the top and 
starting to talk about women in a certain way. That sort of less- 
than- nice way. As if that makes you more male. Becoming sort 
of an asshole. Sort of like a truck driver or a stereotypical, what 
we like to think of some truck driver that’s all rough, but I think 
pretty ugly. Like putting your feet on the coffee table. I saw guys 
doing that.
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As Chris’s description shows, interviewees saw the hypermasculine 
man as inauthentic for trans men and a form of overcompensation for 
all men. Further, hypermasculinity took on particularly raced, classed, 
and sexualized meanings in trans men’s narratives that reflected larger 
social ideals and images.

Rural Redneck Men

The term redneck came up frequently among interviewees, and they 
described redneck men with ease. Regardless of where they lived, 
trans men marked the redneck as the predominant pattern of practice 
for men in rural places. Historically, redneck emerged in the nineteenth 
century as a largely negative descriptor for rural poor white southern 
men.28 While at times it has been used in media and everyday talk 
interchangeably with terms like hillbilly and white trash, redneck has 
moved beyond its regional roots. In the popular imagination, the red-
neck has come to represent poor and working- class men across U.S. 
regions, from urban midwestern factory workers to loggers in the Pa-
cific Northwest.29

The image of the redneck that emerged from interviewees’ narra-
tives was a politically conservative, backward, and uneducated rural 
man wearing camo who enjoyed hunting and fishing. This image aligns 
well with popular images of the redneck.30 Alan, a white man living in 
urban Kentucky, shared that redneck masculinity was synonymous 
with expectations for men where he grew up in rural Appalachia:

Where I grew up, being a man was very much being a cardboard 
stereotype. It was, you have to grab yourself and spit and be bad 
to women and [be] domineering and macho pretty much. If you 
weren’t anything like that, then you were automatically a limp- 
wristed fag. You’re gonna go mud bogging on the weekends, cow 
tipping, all that kind of stuff, chew ’bacca, you know.31 That’s the 
rural South for you. . . . Yeah, if you think redneck, that’s pretty 
much what it means to be a man where I come from.

The characteristics, aesthetics, and activities of rednecks, that Alan de-
scribed, matched interviewees consistent descriptions of rednecks as 
white, rural, heterosexual, and hypermasculine. Thus, the controlling 
image was raced, gendered, sexualized, and space- based. This white 
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rural working- class masculinity was tied to the control of women 
and nature (cow tipping and mud bogging) along with a crude inter-
actional style. It is clear that the “fag” worked as a subordinated mas-
culinity to define and defend the redneck against. Thus, the redneck 
is characterized not just for his distance from but also for his hatred of 
effeminate gay men.

Racism, along with homophobia and sexism, was at the core of the 
redneck that trans men described. Whiteness is central to the redneck 
ideal. Mason, a white man who lived in urban Tennessee, described 
his redneck brother:

He likes rebel flags and trucks and stuff. . . . There’s been some 
incidences where he’s called me out for a bunch of stuff. Just 
being really rude and disrespectful, and called me a dyke. . . . 
He’s a redneck, basically kind of like Republican and just kind 
of closed- minded.

Mason associates the Confederate flag with racism and bigotry rather 
than the Heritage Not Hate motto attached to Confederate flag– 
emblazoned items sold in gas stations and souvenir shops through-
out the Southeast. If the decision of a person to wear dreadlocks is 
an example of a racial project, as Omi and Winant argue, then cer-
tainly flying the Confederate flag is a white racial project.32 With or 
without this particular symbol, interviewees’ narratives entwined the 
redneck with racism, homophobia, sexism, and violence, and the red-
neck was placed in rural spaces. Indeed, this is why trans men viewed 
rural spaces as particularly unsafe for anyone who was not like the 
redneck. Not only are the individual behaviors or characteristics asso-
ciated with redneck men potentially racial projects, but the invocation 
of this controlling image is itself a white racial project.

To understand the redneck man as a racial project, it is impor-
tant to complicate the representation of the redneck by looking more 
closely at what this racialized hypermasculine figure does in the larger 
cultural context, not just how men experience others as rednecks. Pri-
marily, the redneck is an explicitly marked white racial subject who is 
used among white people to mark in- group boundaries, along lines 
of class and notions of decency, between poor whites and the usually 
unmarked middle or upper- class white subject.33 According to Lucy 
Jarosz and Victoria Lawson’s analysis across rural sites, the image of the 
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redneck as “obsolescent” and “unsophisticated” in the changing rural 
spaces of the twenty- first century has been used by elites as a tool to 
frame rural white poverty as a matter of individual moral failing rather 
than a result of structural inequality linked to increasing capitalist 
accumulation through resource extraction and rural gentrification.34 
This characterization of poor rural whites as backward mirrors larger 
narratives of modernization and colonization that frame particu lar 
places as needing a civilizing force that its current occupants are in-
capable of achieving. Thus, we can see that one of the most impor-
tant functions of the redneck is to symbolically contain and explain 
white racism, along with other forms of bigotry, such as misogyny and 
homophobia. This allows whites to distance themselves from racism 
and the negative characteristics of whiteness, instead assigning them 
to a marginalized “regional culture and class” and opening space for 
an ideal type of “whiteness that is normative and superior.”35 The in- 
group dynamic allows middle-  and upper- class whites a general sense 
of superiority, access to rural land and resources, and a claim to inno-
cence from racism.

The redneck acts as a controlling image of poor rural whites and as 
a racial project that explains racism as a matter of explicit individual 
racial hatred rather than the more subtle acts of discrimination and 
structural policy. This is not to say whether individual rural whites 
subscribe to racist values but rather to point out that poor whites are 
unlikely to be in a position to engage in housing and employment dis-
crimination and are not usually the ones directly making the policy 
decisions that uphold the prison– industrial complex, though they 
may vote for politicians who do.36 In fact, members of militia and overt 
white supremacist groups, such as the Ku Klux Klan, are not just poor 
rural men but come from across class and urban/rural lines.37 Thus, 
the redneck image helps elites distance themselves from and explain 
racial inequality.

At the same time the image of the redneck acts as a foil against 
which proper and purportedly nonracist whites can be distinguished, 
it also provides a symbolic space for expressions of twenty- first- 
century white, patriotic Christian conservatism. Comedians, such 
as Jeff Foxworthy and Larry the Cable Guy, and reality television 
stars, like the cast of Duck Dynasty, have popularized the resurgence 
and reclamation of the redneck in popular culture. This new redneck 
stands as a recuperation of masculinity and rural pride, but with a less 
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overtly racist face than the typical representation of the redneck. This 
shift is an attempt to make the image more palatable for mass con-
sumption. Instead of overt antiblack racism, this redneck expresses 
patriotic anger at foreign others and pokes fun at “yuppie men” or 
“metrosexuals.”38 He is still staunchly heterosexual, as shown in songs 
such as Justin Moore’s “Bait a Hook,” where a man tries to win back 
an ex- girlfriend by showing he can fish and drive a truck, in contrast 
to her new sushi- eating, Prius- driving metrosexual boyfriend. The 
Christian, conservative, and traditional gender values served with a 
working- class aesthetic emblematic of this new redneck present an 
“authentic” masculinity that is taken up by men across class positions 
when they “play redneck.”39 This cooptation is evident in the manner 
and dress of the Bundy family and other occupiers of the Malheur Na-
tional Wildlife Refuge. They often wear cowboy hats and work clothes 
and drive pickup trucks that do not necessarily mirror their social and 
economic status or everyday work but instead appropriate working- 
class aesthetics. In all of these senses, the redneck may operate as a 
local hegemonic masculinity in some rural spaces, but only when the 
image goes beyond the stereotypical redneck ideal.

The three interviewees who identified with aspects of the redneck 
image tried to hold the complexity of these different histories and 
meanings. They did not dispute the connection between bigotry and 
the redneck but also saw positive attributes. For example, to Bobby, a 
white man in suburban Kentucky who grew up in rural Mississippi, 
self- sufficiency was synonymous to his identity as a redneck:

Redneck to me is, your truck breaks down, you fix it. If the elec-
tricity and everything, we just got wiped off the grid, you know, 
all these city folks would either starve to death or be eating rotten 
food or wouldn’t know how to get anything, but we’ll survive. 
You know, you go kill something, you bring it home, you skin it, 
you cook it, you eat it. It’s simple. But they’d starve to death ’cause 
they wouldn’t have running water or anything like that. We don’t 
care. We’ll make it. To me, that’s redneck.

Again, Bobby did not disagree with negative characterizations of the 
redneck, but these additional qualities show why one might want to 
transform it and take it on as a point of pride and a symbol of rural 
independence and self- sufficiency. By distancing themselves from the 
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racism of the redneck through active antiracist practice, Bobby and 
other men could reclaim the values associated with survival amid rural 
poverty. These values are evident in groups such as Redneck Revolt, 
which describes itself as “a pro- worker, anti- racist organization that fo-
cuses on working class liberation from the oppressive systems which 
dominate our lives.”40 The group, formed in 2016 with an emphasis on 
community defense and antifascism, illustrates how the redneck can be 
used in the service of racial and class solidarity. This reclamation shows 
promise, but it remains to be seen if the category is truly salvageable.

For most of the men in this study, the redneck was an extreme form 
of hypermasculinity to define themselves against. It exemplified un-
derstandings of more restrictive ideals of masculinity in rural places 
and the South. Yet images like the redneck have complex and multiple 
meanings. One central operation of this controlling image is to define 
proper whiteness, placing white racism solely onto poor rural whites 
while absolving urban and suburban whites from their own guilt and 
blame for racism. Thus, the redneck is spatially situated in the rural 
while the whites who most often use this image as a foil are largely 
placed outside rural spaces.

Urban Thug Men

The varieties of urban masculinities that emerged from trans men’s 
accounts mostly reflected subcultural, racial, and sexual lines in major 
cities. For example, Ben, an Asian American man, talked about rid-
ing a bus across town in order to describe his major midwestern city. 
The bus moved through a downtown business district of mostly white 
middle- class professional men and then through a white gay men’s 
neighborhood to a Chinatown populated by working- class Asian men 
and, as the bus continued, to a predominately black neighborhood. 
Ben explained that one should not travel beyond Chinatown at night 
because it was dangerous. Who, exactly, did Ben fear?

The racialized and classed image of the thug was likely at the cen-
ter of Ben’s fear of the black neighborhood and larger fears of black 
and, perhaps, Latinx men in the United States. The thug, representing 
poor black men, stood in for urban hypermasculinity, like the red-
neck for poor rural whites. The thug is a well- circulated depiction of 
black masculinity that has its roots in slavery and the contemporary 
prison– industrial complex. Patricia Hill Collins explains that the 
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“brute,” or the exceptionally strong, big, unintelligent, and violent 
black man, emerged as one of several controlling images that both 
masked and justified the “objectification, commodification, and ex-
ploitation” of black bodies under chattel slavery.41 The violent brute 
has most often been represented in media and popular discourse as 
a threat to white womanhood. Media portrayals of the brute intensi-
fied after emancipation during the period of Reconstruction, as did 
the practice of lynching black men, white supremacist violence that 
was justified with false claims of sexual assault against white women.42 
Thus, as black freedom increased, so did popular portrayals of black 
men as vicious and violent threats to whiteness and white femininity.

With the increasing migration of black people from the rural 
South to cities after the Civil War and into the twentieth century, a 
discourse of black crime became prevalent in social science and popu-
lar accounts. According to Khalil Gibran Muhammad, the use of ra-
cial crime statistics cemented the association between blackness and 
urban criminality— and thus offered a justification for proponents of 
black inferiority— that was central to the making of the urban United 
States.43 Constructing black people as inherently criminal through ra-
cial statistics then became the basis for blaming racial inequality on 
either biological or cultural causes, as opposed to seeing the main 
sources of black punishment in the agencies, police, and other institu-
tions dominated by whites. As Michelle Alexander and Douglas Black-
mon, among others, have shown, the enslavement and segregation of 
black people did not end after the Civil War but has continued to today 
in the criminal and prison systems.44 The association between black-
ness and criminality that continues to justify racial inequality and state 
violence toward black people is perpetuated by news media accounts 
that disproportionately show black people as lawbreakers and white 
people as law defenders— such as attorneys, police, and judges.45

The thug is the contemporary version of the brute and represents 
a clear symbol of black criminality that excuses the expansion of the 
prison– industrial complex and disproportionate confinement and 
murder of black people. In an era of color- blind racism, explicitly rac-
ist language has fallen out of favor and has been replaced by coded 
language like thug and ghetto, as opposed to more explicit racial epi-
thets.46 Along with this coded language, we continue to see the con-
trolling image of the thug used to explain contemporary crime, such 
as black and Latinx criminality and the media portrayal of “wilding” in 
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the Central Park jogger case in 1989.47 Images of the uncontrolled thug 
are central in contemporary killings of black men by police, such as 
in the cases of Michael Brown, Oscar Grant, and Tamir Rice.48 These 
portrayals effectively shift blame for the deaths of black men onto their 
supposed violence and ferocity rather than onto the police officers who 
pull the trigger. It is important to note that black girls and women, like 
Sandra Bland and Kayla Moore, are also subjected to this racialized 
violence and death at the hands of the state.49 These narratives of black 
threat are likely part of a logic that leads to increased urban policing 
and excuses gentrification of urban black neighborhoods.

The thug is not the only racialized hypermasculinity symbolically 
connected to people of color. The “macho” image portrays Latinx men 
as dangerous, savage, and thus less fully human— operating similarly but 
differently from the thug in various geographic and historical contexts. 
This image is certainly connected to the figure of the “bad hombre” that 
emerged in the 2016 U.S. presidential election, which portrays Mexican 
and other Latinx immigrants as inherently dangerous and criminal. The 
valorization of the thug and the macho have been thoroughly critiqued 
and complicated by black and Chicana and Latinx feminists to show 
not only how hypermasculinity can be damaging to black and Latinx 
communities but also how these images are used to criminalize black 
and Latinx men.50 Among Connell’s multiple masculinities, the thug 
and macho would be considered marginalized masculinities.51

The thug is the racialized hypermasculinity of urban spaces and a 
black racial project that infuses everyday interaction, just as the red-
neck is the racialized hypermasculinity of rural spaces. Each black 
trans man reported that others applied the hypermasculine and vio-
lent image of the thug to them regularly in everyday interaction. The 
expectations of the thug construed them as dangerous, which was 
highlighted when others saw them as newly threatening at work and in 
their interactions with police as men. This gives further evidence that 
the controlling image of the thug is difficult for black men to escape 
and generally puts them at a deficit in interactions because others as-
sume they are untrustworthy and criminal from the start. Encounter-
ing racial stereotypes, profiling, and microaggressions, not to mention 
the threat of extreme violence, creates a heavy burden for black men 
in everyday interaction and may lead to preemptive strategies to fend 
off being subsumed in this image.52 Though few of the black men in-
terviewees identified as a thug, they did find that people treated them 
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as if they were thugs, no matter how they presented themselves. All of 
this attests to the power of this particular racial project.

While descriptions of the redneck as a representation of rural 
spaces came easily, when I asked interviewees to describe typical or 
ideal men or masculinities in urban spaces, most had difficulty de-
scribing one or two and instead attempted to describe a multitude of 
masculine styles and groupings. When comparing typical urban and 
rural masculinities, men said things like “it’s more broad,” “the entire 
spectrum,” or “at least five kinds” to describe urban masculinities. In 
trying to explain this, Sebastian, a white man living in a large city in 
the Great Lakes region, said:

I think naturally in larger cities you get a greater diversity of 
expression, and you get a lot more subgroups in communities that 
develop in a larger city than you do in a small town where every-
thing is pretty homogenous.

Yet when talking about hypermasculinity, many of the men, especially 
white men, used coded references to urban hypermasculinity. Thus, 
the image of the thug emerged in nonblack trans men’s accounts in 
much less explicit terms than the redneck, which aligns with a color- 
blind racial discourse.53 Instead, it was black men for the most part 
who named and grappled with the image of the thug most explicitly, 
as this controlling image was hard for them to escape.

In light of the ubiquitous thug image, black interviewees talked 
about efforts to push against this ideal. For example, Ethan, a black 
man living in a midsized Michigan city, described his brother, whose 
masculinity he admired:

He’s honest. He goes to work every day. He provides for his sons. 
He’s not the typical black male that you would think. He doesn’t 
drink. He doesn’t smoke weed and all that kind of stuff. He goes 
to work every day. He’s in the house with his children, because 
most black males, you know, they’re not in the house with their 
children. He has one baby momma, and he’s been with this same 
woman for like thirteen years.

Ethan holds up this portrait of his brother, very much a regular guy, 
against the hypermasculinity of the thug. Ethan himself seems to share 
a belief in the range of stereotypes that make up this controlling image. 
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Like most descriptions of the thug, Ethan’s narrative suggests that the 
thug’s poverty is a matter of personal failing rather than employing a 
more critical understanding that sees both the image of the thug and 
the material conditions of black men in the United States as the prod-
uct of systematic processes and structural power relations.54

Distancing oneself from the stigmatized thug is understandable, but 
it also illustrates how the thug can function as an image against which 
to define middle- class black propriety and respectability. On one hand, 
this is part of a larger quest to challenge notions of black pathology 
and push against racialized and classed hierarchies of masculinity. On 
the other hand, it is also an embrace of white middle-  and upper- class 
notions of respectability. As popularized in gangsta rap in the late twen-
tieth century, which itself repackages white historical constructions of 
violent black masculinity, the thug also operates as a reclaimed symbol 
of resistance to these politics of respectability.55 Leo, a black man living 
in San Francisco, takes the thug further by both embracing and trans-
forming this controlling image when describing his masculinity. He 
said, “I’m an intelli- thug! Because I’m so non violent. I’m Rastafarian, 
so I’m nonviolent altogether, but at the same time I’m race conscious.” 
Thus, Leo embraces the race conscious and liberationist potential of 
the thug but distances himself from vio lence. Michael Jeffries illus-
trates  that figures such as Tupac Shakur represent a more nuanced 
vision of the thug, as a hard and violent figure that is also capable of vul-
nerability. In this reclaimed vein, the thug embraces the criminal label, 
along with overt and sometimes subtle critiques of morality, freedom, 
and justice, that is both embraced and reviled by the larger U.S. con-
suming public.56 This “complex cool” of the thug, illustrated in some 
ways by Leo, shows both the constraint of the ubiquitous controlling 
image and its potential for subversion and resistance.

Middle- class men also took up the thug as an aesthetic in com-
plex ways. Ben, from a major midwestern city, described a friend who 
took on this thug masculinity even though he came from a privileged 
background:

He looks like he would be a thug, but he’s a radio personality, and 
so like he just dresses according to the attire of the radio show of 
the people he interviews, ’cause he’s interviewed Lupe, Eminem, 
and Wiz Khalifa, all these big rappers in the hip- hop scene. So 
the way he dresses is kind of in that genre, but he’s never had a 
speeding ticket, never been to jail, you know what I mean? Has 
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always lived on the good side of town; his parents are still married. 
So it’s kind of like looks can be deceiving when you’re trying to, I 
guess, portray yourself in a certain, you know, a certain venue, or 
get certain street credibility.

In Ben’s estimation, his friend adopts the aesthetics and practices of 
the thug for work even though his biography does not line up with the 
poverty and broken homes connected to the controlling image of the 
thug.57 Perhaps it was not this version of the thug that Ben feared when 
he earlier described crossing his city on the late- night bus. In fact, the 
adoption of the thug persona by his friend likely appeals to the many 
hip- hop consumers who are actually white, suburban, middle- class 
teens. Thus, in particular contexts the thug as an aesthetic becomes an 
asset, but only when it stays on the surface.

While white interviewees’ discussions of the thug were less overt, 
some said that there was a black urban masculinity but that they could 
not presume to even describe it. White interviewees had particular 
difficulty when asked about their experiences of race, though men of 
color in general saw race as central to their experiences as men. Many 
white men acknowledged that racialized ideals existed in urban spaces, 
but they seemed reluctant to describe them. On the other hand, the 
same men talked about rednecks with ease and, frequently, in a deri-
sive manner. Though it is always difficult to define absences and inter-
pret silence, the whiteness of the redneck allowed for more openness 
for all interviewees in talking about poor men, while white interview-
ees seemed hesitant to represent themselves as racist by presuming 
to talk about thugs. Stereotypes about rednecks are more socially ac-
ceptable, whereas “racetalk” necessitates impression management on 
the part of white speakers so that they avoid being viewed by others 
as racist.58 This further illustrates how talking about whiteness, due to 
its invisibility in discourse, does not usually count as racetalk at all. It 
is also possible that some white men did not have ideas about urban 
racialized ideals or about men of color due to the separation of hyper-
segregated cities, though the discomfort evident when I tried to probe 
white interviewees on this belied an underlying tension.

In sum, no one wants to be “that guy.” None of the men I inter-
viewed fully embraced hypermasculinity as an ideal for themselves, 
but mostly as material to define themselves against. These narratives 
are examples of discursive distancing, where men distance themselves 
from hegemonic and hypermasculinities by framing their own mascu-
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linity as more enlightened.59 Even the men who embraced thug and 
redneck identities felt the need to modify the image in an attempt to 
transform its meaning. It is heartening to find a group of men who 
reject many of the most toxic aspects of contemporary masculinity, 
yet something more complex is also happening. It turns out that “that 
guy” takes the blame for many social ills and becomes a way for other 
men to proclaim their own innocence.

FAGGY MEN: TOO SOFT

Just as the thug and the redneck controlling images allow some men to 
distance themselves from hypermasculinity, as well as culpability for 
sexism, racism, and homophobia, another controlling image allows 
them to distance themselves from its opposite, excessive effeminacy. 
Ken, a white man in urban California, explained the consequences he 
sees in being perceived as effeminate:

I think it’s really scary to be a male that’s perceived as faggy. I 
mean you get that from the gay community, you get that from the 
straight community, you get that from women. Like, if you don’t 
act like a real man, then you don’t really matter.

It is well established that dominant contemporary masculinities in the 
United States often rest on a distancing from homosexuality through 
both overt and subtle forms of homophobia.60 C. J. Pascoe compel-
lingly argues that the ubiquitous fag discourse employed by high 
school boys is as much, if not more, about masculinity as it is about 
sexuality. Because of this, the repudiation of the fag and its use in shor-
ing up normative masculinity can exist alongside acceptance of gay 
men themselves.

The fag discourse operates to police boys across racial groups, 
though the label fag operates differently for boys of color.61 For exam-
ple, in Marlon Riggs’s analysis of the prevalence of faggy black men, 
or snap queens, in 1990s black popular culture representation, he il-
lustrates that this figure is both desexualized as a hyperfeminized joke 
and posed as a sexual threat in the midst of the early AIDS crisis. Both 
dangerous and ridiculous, this figure worked as an other for black men 
to affirm their masculinity and sexuality against.62 Similarly, the faggy 
man that emerged from trans men’s narratives operated as an ideal for 
most men to define themselves against.



MASCULINITIES IN SPACE44 ||

The ideal of the faggy man was most closely tied to femininity in in-
terviewees’ accounts of contemporary masculine ideals. Interviewees 
most frequently described this ideal as effeminate, flamboyant, and 
expressive. Since the patterns of practice associated with this ideal 
refer to men, particularly gay men, one might call it a masculinity 
rather than femininity. At the same time, this image is connected to 
some feminized and effeminate expressions. Further, the faggy man 
represents a subordinated masculinity among the types that Connell 
names.63 Various interviewees saw the faggy man equally as positive 
and as the object of derision and humor, and they described both 
themselves and other men or their practices as “faggy.” The image of 
the faggy man lines up with stereotypical ideas about how gay men 
do masculinity, and thus faggy practices mean the man will be read by 
others as gay. Again, most interviewees acknowledged that men could 
have sex with other men and not be extremely effeminate; thus, not all 
gay men were faggy men.

Few, if any, of the interviewees would use “fag” as an epithet like 
the high school boys C. J. Pascoe studied, but this controlling image 
was still used to construct a normative sexual and racialized mascu-
linity. In most cases, trans men’s histories in LGBT communities and 
antihomophobic attitudes stopped them short of hurling this loaded 
homophobic phrase in a negative way. Yet the extreme faggy man still 
operated as a specter through which normative ideals of masculinity 
were constructed against for the majority of interviewees, regardless 
of their sexual orientation. In addition to being overly expressive, the 
faggy man is silly and unserious like the snap queens analyzed by Mar-
lon Riggs. Where the hypermasculine thug and redneck are violent 
and threatening, the faggy man is ridiculous.64 Luke, a pansexual white 
man living in rural Indiana, described his friend who exemplified the 
faggy man:

He couldn’t keep his wrists straight if he was in splints. He was 
[laughter] dramatic. I mean dramatic. The hair in a bouffant. You 
just could tell immediately. Really, anyone could. And he really 
got very mistreated out in public. . . . Guys would say, “You fuckin’ 
faggot,” and cross the street.

Luke and other interviewees certainly would not harass another man 
for this effeminate display, but the key distinction here is that being 
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a faggy man and being gay are not the same thing. In this instance, 
the faggy man is rejected as too silly and feminine by gay and straight 
men alike. Several interviewees noted the proliferation of terms like 
“no femmes,” “masc 4 masc,” or “straight acting for straight acting” 
on gay dating apps and websites. These preferences suggest that ef-
feminacy is not only an object of mockery but also sexually and ro-
mantically unattractive. As Ken, a queer white man living in urban 
Northern Cali fornia, observed, “Being a faggoty person still, even in 
the gay community, can be a bad thing.” In the aptly titled “No Fats, 
Femmes, or Asians,” C. Walter Han illustrates that these dating and 
sexual preferences reject fat bodies and, along with a general rejec-
tion of femininity, are often racist and work to reinforce stereotypes 
of feminized Asian men.65 In these cases, gay or queer- identified men 
use the figure of the faggy man to construct a racialized and gendered 
normative gay masculinity. Thus, the faggy man is a sexual, gendered, 
and racial project.

Though trans men’s narratives tended to associate the faggy man 
with urban spaces, interviewees described a particularly rigid faggy 
masculinity in rural places. In the same sense that interviewees saw 
hypermasculinity as excessive, some of the men described particular 
images of the faggy man in rural places as being equally exaggerated. 
Michael, a queer white man living in urban California, explained this 
when talking about gay men in rural Appalachia where he grew up:

There is this limp- wristed expectation of what a gay man looks 
like in the South that I’ve never been fond of, and it’s still there, 
which amazes me . . . but it’s still alive and well in bars throughout 
the South. Lisps, oh my god, even down to the lisp. It’s crazy. I like 
a dandy, but, you know.

Michael had a touch of affection for effeminacy in the softer masculine 
aesthetic of the dandy, but the excess of the faggy man was just too 
much for him. This excessive faggy masculinity was one extreme, with 
the hypermasculine redneck at the other end. As Alan, a white man 
living in urban Kentucky, said when describing the ideals of his rural 
Appalachian hometown, “You have this dichotomy of übermasculin-
ity versus flimsy fag boy thing.” In these narratives, gay men exist in 
rural spaces but are locked into an inauthentic and exaggerated state 
in opposition to the redneck. In practice, rural men could express an 
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array of masculinities; however, this was not how rural ideal types 
were constructed in trans men’s discussions of masculinities. Overall, 
this depiction of faggy men means that effeminacy is still largely re-
viled across contexts in the United States.

While the prevalent image of the faggy man as something to define 
normative masculinity against provides evidence of the continuing 
relevance of homophobia to contemporary U.S. manhood, a few inter-
viewees reclaimed this image by embracing it as a positive descriptor 
for themselves. Alec, a white queer man in urban Northern California, 
described his general demeanor as faggy because of his personal style 
and his tight girly clothes:

I always thought that I was kind of like a faggy boy, and people 
used to think that when I was a girl. So it’s always what’s fit. Like 
I’m kind of male. I’m kind of masculine, but I’m definitely faggy, 
and I like to look pretty, and I like to get dressed.

Like Alec, Jeffrey, a white queer man living in a college town in Cali-
fornia, also embraced being faggy as central to his identity. He found 
that this actually helped him to avoid the intellectual posturing in his 
graduate program by cisgender heterosexual men: “For the most part, 
men leave me alone at school because they perceive me to be a fag-
got. That’s my impression.” Jeffrey sought out spaces, such as radical 
faerie gatherings, that embraced effeminacy but also found that as a 
trans man he felt excluded at times in gay men’s spaces. He reported 
not being comfortable around some gay men because of their degrad-
ing talk about women and body parts that many, but certainly not all, 
women and trans men have. He said:

There’s a certain kind of faggotry that is so antivagina. There’s 
no other way to say that, and it’s really gross. I have overheard so 
much vagina bashing that I’m like, “This is so misogynist. Like, 
how do you not get this?”

While faggy masculinity is certainly a subordinated masculinity, the 
outrageous camp humor associated with it can still perpetuate the 
subordination of women and enforce normative ideas about particu-
lar bodies. Thus, the gendered and sexual project of the faggy man is 
a constant negotiation for the men who embrace aspects of this con-
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trolling image. Further, while only a few of the men fully embraced an 
identity as a faggy man, more of the interviewees described engaging 
in faggy practices in particular spaces. Yet some of these same men still 
repudiated faggy practices as being out of place in most contexts and 
disciplined their own and others’ behavior accordingly in those spaces.

The caricatures represented by each of these controlling images 
work to dehumanize particular men— the thug and redneck are so vio-
lent and hypermasculine and the faggy man is so fey and boisterous 
that they cannot be real. Each is marked by excess and an inability to 
constrain themselves properly. These racialized and sexualized ideals 
represent extremes that some men adopt and transform but most men 
use as poles to define themselves against.

REGULAR GUYS: JUST RIGHT

If hypermasculinity was too hard and extreme effeminacy was too soft, 
what was “just right”? In comparing the hypermasculine ideal of Is-
raeli masculinity with what he saw in the United States, Levi, a white 
Jewish man living in the urban West, explained:66

I think American men are more aware of the advances of femi-
nism in the past fifty years and that they tone down their aggres-
sion. They tone down kind of possessiveness about women or 
men, depending on their attractiveness or attraction. . . . There are 
exceptions, like rednecks and assholes, but American men tend to 
be more neutral.

Levi’s description exemplifies the most common ideal that inter-
viewees both described and wanted to emulate. In contrast to both 
hypermasculinity and extreme effeminacy, a majority of the men I 
interviewed strove to be a regular guy. The ideal for regular guys was 
defined most by what they are not, hypermasculine or extremely femi-
nine, rather than what they are. The regular guy represents a balance 
between being solidly and authentically masculine and being secure 
enough in one’s masculinity to not need to defend oneself against any 
appearance of femininity. This predominant ideal embodied through 
a Goldilocks masculinity attempts the “just right” balance between 
extremes. Like in Kathryne Young’s ethnography of men in a Hawai-
ian cockfighting community, a model of masculine balance means 



MASCULINITIES IN SPACE48 ||

that men respond to the gender dynamics of particular spaces, such 
as incorporating subordinated masculinities in particular settings, 
even among men who are not particularly privileged in other places.67 
Similarly, the regular guy incorporates hybrid masculinities, a mix of 
dominant and subordinate practices and styles that ensures endur-
ing inequitable social relations amid political and social challenges to 
that dominance.

Across the three regions, interviewees painted a picture of a regu-
lar guy that is heterosexual or homonormative, cares for and provides 
for his family, likes sports, knows how to fix things, and is fairly “laid 
back.” Operating as a default normal, interviewees most closely con-
nected regular guys to a supposedly neutral suburban middle- class 
white ideal, though regular guys existed across a range of spatial con-
texts, racial identities, and class positions. The regular guy is a middle- 
class ideal, built on notions of a traditional breadwinner. There was 
some variation between region in interviewees’ narratives, with the 
South connected to more traditional masculinities and the West asso-
ciated with a more open style. Overall, the regular guy was tied most 
closely to midwestern and suburban ideals of normalcy, though there 
were variations in each region and in urban and rural places.

Interviewees defined the regular guy primarily through his re-
lations with women and other men. Seth, a mixed- race (black and 
white) man living in urban Minnesota, exemplified both the balance 
and relational qualities of the regular guy:

I don’t want to be a guy that people are afraid of. I want to be a 
good guy. I want to be a nice guy, but not too nice that you’re 
always the friend, you know. I want to be respectful of women. 
If there’s anything about being a man that’s number one, it’s being 
respectful of women, is treating women well. It’s not being a 
douchebag. It’s not treating other guys like shit because it’s 
gonna make me feel better.

Seth resists the violent controlling image of the thug by demonstrating 
his respect toward women and other men. The regular guy does not 
want to provoke fear in others and treat other people badly, especially 
women. At the same time, he does not want to be so kind that he be-
comes unattractive to women because he’s “too nice,” a sort of femi-
nized position that makes him a less attractive object of heterosexual 
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desire. Jack, a white man living in rural Tennessee, illustrated the rural 
South version of this in- between ideal well when he said, “I just wanna 
be a regular old Joe. I’m not the worst of the barrel, and I’m not the 
cream.”

Traditional elements of masculinity are incorporated into this regu-
lar guy style, but consent and partnership in the nuclear family are, at 
least symbolically, important in separating the regular guy from hyper-
masculinity. Taking traditionally gendered roles in the family, such as 
being a husband or father, was central, though not required, for the 
regular guy. Yet to maintain the more relaxed stance of this middle- 
of- the road image, regular guys strove to maintain at least a façade of 
consent rather than being the explicit head of household ruling with 
an iron fist. This mirrors Kathleen Gerson’s “neotraditional” men who 
derive their self- respect from work and thus seek partnerships that pri-
oritize their career even though they profess more egalitarian ideals 
about their relationships with women partners.68 Interviewees’ narra-
tives show that the regular guy defines himself as a husband and father 
against a hypermasculine and domineering man, while maintaining 
a fairly traditional gender division of labor with his partner. Rather 
than forcing these roles in the family, the regular guy sees himself as 
being in a conventional relationship because his and his partner’s pref-
erences happen to line up that way. Tom, a white man living in subur-
ban California, shared a vision of himself as a husband and father that 
exemplifies this balance:

I know exactly what I don’t wanna be. I’ve seen so many relation-
ships that my female friends have gone through with really lousy 
guys. I wanna be supportive. I do wanna be the breadwinner in 
my family. I think it’s important to me because it’s important 
for my wife, ’cause she wants to stay home and she wants to be 
there with the kids, and I want her to, too. I don’t want my kids 
to grow up where we’re not home. I think that sucks. And if that’s 
what she wants, I wanna give that to her. I’m not a stay- at- home- 
with- the- kids person at all. I have no maternal instincts. I share in 
taking care of him, but it’s not for me to stay home and be a mom. 
Mostly, I think just being what my wife wants me to be as far as 
contributing to the family and feeling a sense of worth. I think for 
guys that’s important to feel like you’re taking care of your family, 
and that’s what I want. That’s what I’ve always wanted. And she 
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allows me to be in that role and pursue that role, and that’s how I 
feel good. I don’t wanna be supported. I don’t like that feeling.

This example illustrates how men like Tom establish themselves as 
fathers and husbands against femininity and hypermasculinity. These 
narratives do not necessarily devalue traditional feminine tasks in the 
family, such as being a stay- at- home parent; instead, they characterize 
the tasks as a personal preference or matter of personality. The regu-
lar guy embodies the romanticized notion of suburban normality and 
family as a middle- class breadwinner for the contemporary era. This is 
a separate spheres ideology— that suggests men should be providers 
out in the world and women should be caregivers in the home— with 
a kinder, gentler face.69

Tom’s description of his role in the family is representative of nar-
ratives of the regular guy in the West, but this varied across regions. 
The regular guy in the Midwest or Southeast is more likely to take on a 
stricter role as the decision maker and true head of the household. The 
southern or midwestern regular guy still distinguishes himself from 
hypermasculinity with his respect for his wife or partner and their 
opinions and needs, but he has the final say in most matters. This mir-
rors the relational nature of ascendant middle- class masculinities that 
are constructed in contrast to subordinated working- class masculini-
ties in Karen Pyke’s analysis of relationship dynamics of heterosexual 
marriages.70 Men who portrayed themselves as regular guys were not 
afraid of femininity, and most mentioned a few feminine coded tasks 
that they liked to perform, such as cooking or sewing, but at the same 
time, like Seth, they were careful to not present as “too feminine,” in 
contrast to faggy men.

Through Tom’s description we see how the regular guy is infused 
with traditional gentlemanly manners, but not the rigidity and control 
associated with hypermasculinity. This parallels the distinction between 
machismo and caballerismo in Mexican and other Latinx cultural con-
texts.71 The caballero is not the vaquero of the cowboy West but rather 
draws on the image of a chivalrous knight and scholar to symbolize 
patriarchal protection. The regular guy, like the caballero, reinforces 
patriarchal relations without the control and violence of the macho.72 
For example, Diego, a Latinx man living in suburban Atlanta, said that 
he wanted to maintain a traditionally gendered division of labor in the 
household with his partner, but this meant some negotiation:
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She loves cooking for me; she loves cleaning for me. . . . But it’s 
just the little comments that I make here and there. Or like, I’ll 
tell her not to do something. I’ll be like, “You’re not supposed to 
do that.” Like, she’ll go outside just because I haven’t gotten to 
something. She’ll start doing that. I won’t get mad, but I’ll be like, 
“No, what are you doing?” And like, “That’s my job; that’s what 
I’m supposed to do.”

While Diego pushes to maintain the traditional division of labor to 
maintain their suburban home and lifestyle, he distances himself from 
hypermasculinity by not being angry or violent as he negotiates this 
labor. He sees himself as the protector and provider rather than a con-
trolling oppressor.

Though heterosexuality is central to the regular guy, homophobia 
is more closely tied to hypermasculinity. This is not to say that men 
who have sex with other men or identify as gay cannot be regular 
guys. For example, Ken described the kind of man gay men sought 
in their “masc4masc” dating ads: “They’re looking for a man who is 
very straight acting and who they can maybe feel comfortable sitting 
in a fine restaurant with and not necessarily being read immediately as 
gay.” This illustrates it is not exclusive heterosexuality that makes one 
a regular guy but primarily being read by others as heterosexual and 
distancing oneself from excessively faggy men. This normative mascu-
line ideal clearly draws on notions of middle- class respectability that 
the outrageous behavior of a flamboyant man would disrupt. Thus, the 
homonormative dating and sexual preferences for “straight- acting” 
and masculine men among gay men stems from revering this ideal. At 
the same time, the regular guy stands in contrast to homophobia and 
the overt racial, gender, and other bigotry of hypermasculinity. Once 
again, upholding the regular guy means distancing oneself from both 
hypermasculinity and excessive effeminacy.

In the Goldilocks masculinity that characterizes the ideal of the 
regu lar guy, we see the complex balance of contemporary U.S. mascu-
line ideals. This is a hybrid masculinity in that it represents incorpo-
ration of feminist and other challenges to the contemporary gender 
order in ways that are largely aesthetic or symbolic. The regular guy 
likely represents some improvements to the toxic nature of some 
masculinities, but within this ideal men retain control of the patri-
archal home, reproduce the nuclear family, and continue to distance 
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themselves from women and effeminacy, along with subtly reinforc-
ing white middle- class suburban normativity. Where this ideal has 
perhaps moved away from the overtly patriarchal, homophobic, and 
racist masculine ideals of the past, it does not appear to actually offer a 
sustained challenge to the normative structures that hold these social 
inequities firmly in place.

PROGRESSIVE MEN

The progressive man emerged from interviewees’ narratives as an ideal 
they could aspire to and an alternative to normative notions of mascu-
linity. This ideal was best characterized by its active rejection of hyper-
masculinity and many aspects of the regular guy ideal. Like the regular 
guy, interviewees’ narratives defined the progressive man by the kinds 
of interactions he wants to have with women and other men, but more 
than the regular guy, the progressive man takes on explicit projects 
of equity and justice, especially related to gender, race, and sexuality. 
The progressive man’s expression of masculinity is primarily a project 
of self- improvement. In other words, he sees his masculinity as a con-
stant quest to be better. Though individual enactments of being a pro-
gressive man varied quite a bit among interviewees, their commonality 
was an overall project to consciously work to undermine inequality.

Rather than judging the comfort of the three bears’ beds, the pro-
gressive man might instead question whether entering another per-
son’s home and using their resources without permission resembles a 
problematic colonialist mentality. Interviewees used fairly consistent 
descriptors for progressive men across regions, such as being “open,” 
“aware of privilege,” “egalitarian,” and “vulnerable.” In contrast to the 
association of hypermasculinity with poor and working- class men, 
the progressive man is educated and worldly, though not necessarily 
wealthy. Thus, there is a classed dimension to the progressive man in 
terms of education and bearing.

The progressive man ideal resembles aspects of the “sensitive 
new- age guy,” who was almost as ridiculous as the faggy man in some 
interviewees’ accounts, yet progressive men worked to resist this stereo-
type. The “sensitive new- age guy” label emerged as something of a joke 
in response to the emergence of profeminist men in the late twentieth 
century.73 Progressive men instead emphasized a sharp political edge 
and project of constant self- transformation in order to help distance 
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themselves from an image that is sensitive to social ills but wholly in-
effective. Thus, this ideal indicates a critical awareness of the trappings 
of earlier versions of profeminist or feminist men along with critiques 
of hypermasculine men and the regular guy.

Interviewees often admired qualities of the progressive man and 
held men who approximated this ideal as masculine models. Bert, a 
white man living in a college town in North Carolina, described two 
men who were his close friends that exemplified particular aspects of 
the progressive man:

They both very beautifully modeled a kind of masculinity that I 
admired. There was a softness to it, an openness. They were both 
really opinionated and really strong flavors, but very sweet. I 
have a couple men that I still sort of look to as the kind of mas-
culinity that I admire and I think pretty unilaterally. They’re just 
really open to people, and they’re sensitive. They’re aware of their 
place in a world amongst others. And I think that’s really beautiful.

In Bert’s glowing description, it is clear he aspired to be a similar kind 
of man. James, a white man in urban California, said that sensitivity 
and empathy were central to his masculinity. As a young person in the 
punk scene of a city near the Great Lakes, figures such as Ian MacKaye 
of the band Fugazi provided a model for this sensitive and politically 
engaged masculinity in contrast to the violence and hypermasculinity 
that characterized his local scene.

The project of transformation is especially important for progres-
sive men. Malcolm, a white man living in urban Georgia, described his 
friend, another young trans man, whom he admires:

He’s really conscious of how privilege works and how he gains it 
and what it means to him; also what it means for him to transition 
and being Latino and how that works for him. That that’s really 
complicated, too. And I think he works through that in a really 
good way. He just thinks about everything. And in a lot of ways 
I look to him for like how I wanna construct my masculinity. You 
always have to be looking at what you’re doing and aware of how 
you could be sexist. I think that’s something really critical for me, 
too, like being a white man in the South. That has so many terrible 
connotations and so many things that I don’t want to be.
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Perhaps subtly referring to the redneck and good old boy, Malcolm 
wants to distance himself from both gendered and racial connotations 
of southern masculinity. Taking on the transformative project of the 
progressive man was especially important for a man like Malcolm, 
whose political commitments meant a consciousness of his place as 
a white man in the systems of racial and gender inequality in the U.S. 
South. This illustrates how interviewees evaluated progressive men 
by their engagements with racial justice, like the white man who un-
derstands his racial privilege and combats white supremacy. Thus, the 
progressive man ideal is still a racial project, but it is what Omi and 
Winant refer to as an “anti- racist project.”74

Like the regular guy, his relations with others, especially his inti-
mate partnerships, define the progressive man. The progressive man’s 
relationships are demarcated by flexibility and openness. For example, 
Alec, a white man in urban Northern California, described some as-
pects of his relationship with his partner:

She opens the doors for me sometimes. I’m not always the perfect 
gentleman because our relationship isn’t built on that. I’m not 
the breadwinner. We both bring in the same amount of money. 
We both do the same amount of housework. Actually, I do all 
the cooking in our relationship. So there are a lot of things that 
just when you look at your standard heterosexual couple, where 
you think of the men as the breadwinners and the women as the 
housewives, taking care of the house and the man being really like 
[manly voice] strong and loving and caring and taking care of the 
woman and carrying her around, and opening doors and being 
kind of aggressive, and I’m just not any of those things. I want 
a piña colada with an umbrella in the pool with all the women 
[laugh]. I mean, that’s the other thing: I like girly drinks. I like 
beer, but if I’m in Vegas in a pool, I want something like girly 
and ridiculous.

As Alec’s narrative shows, the progressive man rejects aggression and 
hypermasculinity in addition to the gendered roles in relationships 
typical of the regular guy. Where the regular guy is masculine but is 
not afraid of femininity or effeminacy, the progressive man actively 
embraces aspects of femininity. Another notable way that the progres-
sive man embraces femininity is in not being afraid to be seen as gay 
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regardless of his sexual practices or identities. This shows that there is 
some overlap between the more feminine practices of the progressive 
man and the faggy man. Yet there are men who do a faggy masculinity 
without being a progressive man and vice versa.

Overall, the progressive man ideal appeared as an alternative way 
to be a man that allowed interviewees a way out of the constraints of 
normative masculinities and a path toward making change. It was clear 
that the progressive man attempted to go beyond the surface aesthetics 
and shallow discursive distancing of the regular guy. While promising 
as a project of change, this progressive ideal requires vigilance not only 
to work against being “that guy” but also to avoid solely glorifying the 
progressive man himself, which might once again recenter particular 
groups of men rather than shifting inequitable power relations. Thus, 
trans men admired this ideal, but it was difficult to consistently put 
into practice, especially considering the predominance of the regular 
guy. Trans men, from their experiences of being treated as women, 
may tip more toward the progressive guy than some other groups of 
men, but most interviewees wanted to be regular guys. Despite their 
own preferences, their narratives of contemporary masculinity tap 
into their experiences as men and with the larger cultural contexts of 
the contemporary United States.

CONCLUSION

The West, Midwest, and South each have a unique history of re-
gional masculinities connected to their landscape, economic circum-
stances, and social conditions. The geographic imaginaries of each 
region draw mostly on traditional rural occupations and histories to 
prescribe regional masculine standards. In the twenty- first century, 
it is clear that some of the predominate characteristics of traditional 
masculinities are no longer valued as they once were. Racialized 
hyper masculinities, such as the controlling images of the thug and red-
neck, as well as excessive effeminacies like the faggy man, operate as 
gendered, racial, and sexual projects tied to particular spaces that pose 
some men as excessive and out of control. In contrast to these spatially 
inflected controlling images, most men strive toward being a regular 
guy and achieving a Goldilocks masculinity. This regular guy is not 
overtly macho, appears to be heterosexual but is not homophobic, and 
cares for and provides for his family. This is a middle- class suburban 
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ideal of normalcy, even if this ideal exists across regions and urban 
and rural spaces. While regular guys tend to have normative gendered 
relations with their partners, these are based not on authoritarian con-
trol but on consent and personal preference between partners. The 
progressive man represents a less common but promising ideal. He is 
more overtly focused on living in ways that challenge social inequities 
in both his personal life and the broader political realm.

The regular guy seems like an improvement over the hypermascu-
line, emotionally cold, and domineering normative masculinities that 
have existed in varied times and places. It is certainly positive that this 
ideal offers more flexibility for men to enact a wider range of human 
characteristics and behaviors. Yet as C. J. Pascoe and Tristen Bridges 
remind us, it is not just a change in how masculinities look that leads 
to changes in the larger gender order, or for that matter the race, class, 
or sexual orders. Instead, we should look for evidence of how these 
masculinities actually create substantive change in the racially and 
sexually tinged inequality between women and men, as well as among 
groups of men.75 In this sense, the Goldilocks masculinity at the center 
of the regular guy likely falls short. The regular guy is still constructed 
in opposition to femininity, whether it’s women or faggy men, and is a 
white middle- class ideal constructed in contrast to particularly racial-
ized and classed images of hypermasculinity. Rather than substantive 
change, Goldilocks masculinity represents an incorporation of more 
palatable standards in the economic and political context of neolib-
eralism and a response to challenges posed by feminist, racial justice, 
and LGBT movements. Yet through distancing themselves from con-
trolling images of hypermasculinity and faggy masculinity, as well as 
femininity, the regular guy does not really challenge his suitability for 
power. Rather, he displaces culpability for ongoing racism, sexism, 
and heterosexism onto marginalized others. Further, those class, race, 
and sexually privileged men will come closest to embodying the nor-
mative regular guy, whereas men of color, poor men, or effeminate 
men may never be able to fully achieve this standard beyond selected 
contexts, at least partially due to the prevalence and effects of con-
trolling images.

All of these dynamics suggest that flexibility rather than rigidity 
is crucial to contemporary masculinities. Even Donald Trump, who 
often embodies some of the most abhorrent traits of hypermasculin-
ity, still shifts his masculine practices between contexts to retain domi-
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nance in light of the reduced legitimacy of hypermasculinity. Tristan 
Bridges and James Messerschmidt show how through these fluid mas-
culinities Trump takes on the role of protector in one moment and 
bully in another.76 Further, C. J. Pascoe emphasizes how both Trump’s 
actions and much of the discourse opposing them rely on “dominance 
practices over women and other men as well as repudiation practices 
that position other men as unmasculine failures.”77 Amid the rise of 
other strongmen globally, including Vladimir Putin in Russia, Rodrigo 
Duterte in the Philippines, and Norendra Modi in India, the aura of a 
domineering and strong yet tender and protective in some moments 
leader is doing the global political work of legitimating forms of patri-
archal, heteronormative, and economically exploitative control that 
are bringing social inequality to new levels.

The key to the regular guy is not just flexibility in terms of incor-
porating subordinated or marginalized masculine practices but rather 
adaptability to the demands of the spaces and places he moves 
through in everyday life. This may mean finding “masculine balance” 
in a hyper local context.78 Indeed, striving for a Goldilocks masculinity 
means engaging in masculine practices that hit the just- right balance 
that makes them “in place” in a particular setting, while constructing 
other men and other masculinities as “out of place.” From the streets 
of the gentrifying inner city to the ranches dotting the wide expanses 
of the West, this contest of masculine ideals represents key contem-
porary struggles over power and social inequality. In the following 
chapters, I will return often to these masculine controlling images as 
racialized, sexualized, gendered, and classed projects and the effects 
of a Goldi locks masculinity on the contemporary gender order. Some 
readers might wonder if the ideals that emerged from trans men’s nar-
ratives reflect trends among men as a broader group. This raises the 
question: Who, exactly, is a man?
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2

One Is Not Born a Man
SOCIAL RECOGNITION AND 
SITUATED GENDERED KNOWLEDGES

Wesley was a forty- four- year- old white man who lived in a midsized 
city near the Appalachian region at the time I interviewed him. He 
had transitioned twenty years before we met. Early in his transition, 
Wesley lived in a large city on the West Coast, but he was uncomfort-
able there because he felt like people often read him as transgender 
or thought he was a butch woman. He had moved from that city to a 
southern state a number of years before the interview partly because 
he wanted to be seen by others solely as a man. Wesley shared with me 
a remarkable story about an interaction he had with a neighbor early 
in his time living in the Southeast.

Wesley had very large breasts before getting chest reconstruction 
surgery but was comfortable without a shirt on, especially in the yard 
of his home, which at that time was in a rural area.1 Wesley’s next- door 
neighbor in that rural community did not see his large breasts as being 
in conflict with recognizing Wesley as a man:

Went out, he saw me, huge breasts, couple of times. I was out one 
day mowing the lawn, and he came over, and he was speaking to 
my chest. He’d look at my eyes, look at my chest, and he says, “You 
know, dude, I’ve gotta apologize.” And I’m like, “For what?” . . . He 
goes, “You know, man, that’s some nasty glandular problem you 
have. You mean no one’s helped you fix that?”

After Wesley had chest reconstruction surgery, the neighbor brought 
over beers to celebrate and continue their neighborly relationship.

The neighbor, whom Wesley described as a redneck, could have 
read Wesley’s body in a number of different ways. He likely chose the 
option that made the most sense— that Wesley was a cisgender man 
with large breasts due to some kind of untreated medical problem. It is 
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easy, and neatly fits stereotypes of poor white rural people, to think of 
this as some kind of ignorance or simplicity on the part of the neigh-
bor. Yet if we take a moment to see Wesley through the neighbor’s 
eyes, we can understand how his assessment of Wesley represents not 
a lack of knowledge but instead a particular knowledge that is rooted 
in the rural Southeast about who is a man, what masculinities are ac-
ceptable, and how men should interact with one another.

The interaction suggests that the knowledge the neighbor was op-
erating with is based on a binary and essentialist understanding of 
gender, meaning that there are only men and women, that each person 
fits in one of those categories, and that there is no crossing over those 
groups. Even if he knew that transgender people existed, this gender 
knowledge might dictate that trans people would not be found in this 
place, but only in cities and outside the Southeast. That the neighbor 
saw Wesley performing white heterosexual working- class rural mascu-
linities additionally set the ground for the neighbor to accept Wesley’s 
nonnormative body as falling onto one side of a gender binary.2 Thus, 
Wesley displaying the appropriate racialized, sexualized, and classed 
masculinities connected to that place, as well as normalizing his own 
body by unapologetically going shirtless, solidified the neighbor plac-
ing him in the category of man.

The recognition of Wesley as a man and the raced and sexualized 
assessment of his masculinity also shaped how the neighbor treated 
him. This recognition led to the neighbor engaging him in over- the- 
fence neighbor talk, showing concern for what the neighbor clearly 
perceived as an unusual body— one that was perhaps embarrassing 
due to its womanly implications— and then bringing him into the 
homo social fold by offering him a beer once the problem was “fixed.” 
This had the effect of conferring recognition of Wesley’s identity not 
just as a man but also as a man who fit that place.

This encounter shows that Wesley got exactly what he wanted 
from moving to the rural Southeast— the recognition as a man that he 
was often denied by people operating with a more expansive gender 
knowledge that included transgender people. Though Wesley thought 
this incident was rather remarkable— that he was recognized as a man 
despite the presence of his large, uncovered breasts— it illustrates the 
ways he was included in homosocial interactions and spaces in the 
rural Southeast because others consistently recognized him as a man. 
It would be false to understand this recognition as an incident of some 
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sort of deception on Wesley’s part, because he was being recognized 
for exactly who he saw himself to be in terms of gender— a man. Thus, 
the local knowledge of gender helped the neighbor see Wesley in a 
way that felt authentic to Wesley himself.

The process of recognition as a man in interaction occurs in light of 
varying contextual gender, racial, and sexual knowledges. Inhabiting 
the social category of man is not based in biology, or even solely in 
one’s identity or legal classification, but is rather a process tied to social 
assessment and interaction. In other words, trans men’s accounts of 
recognition suggest that for all men one is not born a man but rather 
becomes one again and again as they encounter the gender, racial, and 
sexual knowledges and related expectations of different social con-
texts. The social experience of being a man is a becoming that happens 
through recognition rather than a static or fixed trait, or individual 
identity.

RECOGNITION AND GENDER KNOWLEDGES

Gender in interaction starts at the moment a person categorizes an-
other as a man or a woman, or as something else entirely. This mo-
ment becomes the basis for the social action that follows. According 
to West and Zimmerman’s foundational work, once one is categorized 
as a man or a woman, then one is accountable to the situated and his-
torically specific normative gender expectations connected to that 
category.3 The moment of categorization is potentially a moment of 
recognition. I follow Raewyn Connell’s use of recognition rather than 
the controversial term passing , both to better represent trans men’s 
view of themselves and to ground the process of categorization, or 
being seen by others, as inherently social.4 Recognition not only is a 
more polite description of passing but also highlights that categori-
zation is a social process for all people.5 Indeed, gender recognition, 
based on norms that vary across contexts and are embedded in space, 
can be the basis for being considered fully human, and a lack of recog-
nition can deny some individuals the possibility of livable lives.6

Authenticity is an essential part of being socially recognized as a 
man. I use authenticity to refer to the idea that what an individual is 
doing or saying or how they are presenting themselves are true repre-
sentations of the self rather than mere sincerity, which is an alignment 
between what one is feeling and what one is expressing.7 This means 
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that trans men achieve authenticity when they express themselves as 
the gender they see themselves as and others recognize them as such. 
At the same time, my use of authenticity does not assume a conception 
of a unified and easily identifiable self that can be “truly” expressed; 
the definition reflects instead commonly held beliefs about the self 
and authenticity.8 While it is a popular idea in this moment that in-
dividuals have a core internal being that can be discovered and then 
authentically expressed, I operate with the understanding that this in-
ternal sense is more likely formed by interaction and experiences and 
through the available language and ideas of our particular time and 
place. This does not make any particular identity or gender category 
any less real or valid than any other but refers instead to a generally 
more malleable idea of the self and identity for all people. Regardless, 
social recognition as a man can further legitimize the internal sense of 
being a man and, importantly, open up social action in line with being 
recognized in that category. For my interviewees, gaining social rec-
ognition was an active process that occurred at various points and in 
various forms of gender presentation, ranging from early in transition 
to later when people did or did not see them as men or transgender 
or both.

Trans men’s narratives illustrate that contextually based gender 
knowledges that are simultaneously racialized and sexualized shape 
processes of recognition and authenticity. These gender knowledges 
represent norms that prescribe not only how gender should be done 
but also what gender categories even exist and who can inhabit them.9 
Gender knowledges are primary to, but not separable from, race and 
sexuality in the determination of who is a man and who is not. An 
intersectional analysis extends understandings of gender and recog-
nition to demonstrate the centrality of racial and sexual recognition 
as well.

In my research with trans men, I found that some spatial and institu-
tional contexts offered more expansive notions of who is a man, while 
others relied on more restrictive ideas. The more expansive notions 
often relied on a person’s self- definition— if you see yourself as a man, 
then you are a man— and the knowledge that not all men were assigned 
male at birth, as well as acknowledging the existence of transgender 
people and genders that do not fit an either/or binary. More restrictive 
gender knowledges relied on a binary and essentialist understanding 
of who counts as a man— there are only men, and men are people who 
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were assigned male at birth. Both these expansive and narrow gen-
der knowledges allow for different forms of recognition— as a man, 
as properly masculine, and as transgender. It bears emphasizing that 
those individuals who had more restrictive or narrow gender knowl-
edges were not necessarily less complex thinkers than those with more 
expansive knowledges. That is, expansive knowledges do not necessar-
ily refer to knowing more, but to knowing differently.

While focusing here on interaction, gender knowledges play out at 
the individual level, as well as in legal classification and policy. Raewyn 
Connell writes about self- knowledge of gender for “transsexuals” as 
a key moment of recognition, despite embodiment or assignment to 
a particular sex.10 Yet this self- recognition is not unique to transgen-
der people, as all people operate with a gender self- knowledge and, 
to a lesser or greater extent, may have to grapple with contradictions 
between self- knowledge and their particular embodiments or social 
positions. Cisgender men and women, too, must reconcile the fact 
that they do not always achieve normative bodily ideals of manhood 
or womanhood, such as having chest protrusions that are too large or 
too small for their respective gender. Indeed, it seems that few people 
actually achieve these nearly impossible gender standards. Managing 
the consequences of categorization and potential accountability in 
interaction is based on this gendered subjectivity.11 Legal classifica-
tion and policy debates, often based on cisgender people’s imagined 
interactions with transgender people, are also key arenas where gen-
der recognition is based on varied and competing knowledges.12 Both 
individual self- knowledge and the knowledges employed in policy 
based on imagined interactions rely on historical and culturally lo-
cated discourses of gender, sexuality, and race, which rely on medical, 
psychiatric, and media accounts that both construct and naturalize 
various forms of difference.13 These are taken up in uneven ways and 
have unexpected effects as they are deployed across spatial and insti-
tutional contexts.

The moments of recognition in trans men’s stories illuminate how 
gender knowledge is operationalized as everyday common sense in 
the categorization of others in interaction. This common sense is 
related to other media and scientific discourses but is not reducible 
to them. Much work has been done to understand how gender op-
erates in interaction, but fewer scholars have investigated the mo-
ment of categorization and how it can vary. Trans men’s narratives of 
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deployments of categorization and recognition illustrate that these 
moments are crucial for establishing social positionings of gender, 
race, and sexuality. At the same time, these stories show that the un-
derlying beliefs and knowledges that lead to practical recognition are 
based in particular spaces and places.

CONTEXTS OF RECOGNITION

In discussing the social process of transition for transgender people, 
Raewyn Connell writes:

It is a matter of creating everyday life on new terms. Transition is 
reentry into the historical dynamic of gender, an event in time that 
launches an interactive social process. A great deal, then, rests on 
the responses of others, in public arenas as well as private. . . . In 
the positive case, recognition as a woman need not involve pass-
ing. Recognition can equally be a matter of pragmatic acceptance 
by those with whom one lives and works.14

Though she focuses on trans women, Connell’s words ring true in 
trans men’s narratives. To transition means to reenter gender relations 
from a different position through an inherently social and inter active 
process. Transition is not just a personal change involving bodily 
transformations but is a social process that begins with recognition of 
a gender identity tied up with notions of authenticity. Recognition as 
a man is facilitated in particular spaces, and as Connell implies, it can 
happen with or without knowledge of a transgender past. When trans 
men moved through contexts where individuals knew of their trans-
gender history, they could encounter both expansive and restrictive 
knowledges of who was a man and could be recognized as such or 
not based on those knowledges. These spatially specific gender knowl-
edges exist on one hand as informal discourses, or everyday common 
sense, and on the other hand as matters of formal policy in a variety of 
spatial and institutional contexts.

Organizations

The trans men I interviewed had mixed experiences with recognition 
as men in the contexts they moved in and out of in their everyday 
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lives when their transgender history was known to others. Some 
shared stories of surprising acceptance and affirmation in unexpected 
places, such as an easy and institutionally supported open transition 
at a conservative corporate workplace, while others recounted nearly 
insurmountable barriers and hostility— being continuously misgen-
dered at school or fired from a job. These instances of misrecognition, 
harassment, and violence are important, but here I primarily focus on 
moments of recognition as men in particular institutional and inter-
actional contexts to illustrate common experiences of recognition.15

Transgender support groups were one key place where trans men 
gained recognition as men, regardless of their outward appearance. 
Andrew, a white man living in suburban Tennessee, described this ex-
pansive knowledge in support groups, “If you tell me you’re a guy, then 
you’re a guy. ‘What do you want to be called?’ And that’s it.” While 
these same support groups could at times enforce norms of masculin-
ity or hierarchies of trans legitimacy, they simultaneously affirmed an 
expansive gender knowledge that relied on self- definition.16

In some organizational contexts, expansive gender knowledges 
could lead to recognition as a man and actually help to reframe parts 
of bodies associated with female or male secondary sex characteristics. 
Ian, a white man who lived in urban Minnesota, was a member of a 
fraternity made up of mostly gay men. They accepted all self- identified 
men by policy and also deployed an expansive gender knowledge in 
practice. He described a trip with his fraternity brothers:

I haven’t had top surgery, but this summer we had a retreat at one 
of the guys’ cabins up at this little lake in the middle of nowhere, 
really secluded, and I was really self- conscious. I love to swim. I 
love swimming. . . . And I hate, I just feel so uncomfortable. But 
the guys were like, “Dude, we don’t care. No one’s gonna judge 
you. No one’s gonna stare at you.” And so I spent the entire week-
end in the lake [without a shirt on]. That was extremely validating.

The fraternity as an organization granted Ian recognition through 
their policy that allowed all self- identified men to join. In addition, 
his brothers further recognized him by accepting his body through 
normalizing his chest and promising not to give it undo attention 
through staring. Any man with larger than typical breasts might feel 
uncomfortable with his chest uncovered, but through knowing his 
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transgender status and encouraging him to swim without a shirt on, 
Ian’s brothers recognized his chest as a man’s chest.17 This kind of ex-
pansive gender knowledge put into practice allowed for recognition 
of trans men in these contexts, even when their bodies did not have 
typical male characteristics.

Family Matters

The family as an institution made for a complex site of recognition. 
It was a key space where interviewees sought recognition from those 
who had some sense of their transgender history. While the examples 
here illustrate moments of recognition as men, interviewees also ex-
perienced insistent misrecognition from some family members. This 
misrecognition, like all misrecognition, could be deeply painful and 
marginalizing for those who experienced it.18 When parents, siblings, 
children, and other family members recognized interviewees as men, 
it was particularly meaningful because family often had difficulty 
using new names and pronouns. Tom, a white man living in suburban 
Northern California, was married to a woman and had a six- year- old 
stepson:

My son’s rad. I think he always thought I was a guy anyway ’cause 
kids are so black- and- white. When they see short hair and men’s 
clothes, you are a male then. That’s how our society is. I think 
 explaining to him that I was a girl in the beginning was harder 
than telling him I was gonna be his dad now. . . . He jumped 
into that right away, ’cause he would already call me “Dad,” 
by accident.

His son’s response affirmed the authenticity of Tom’s deeply held gen-
der identity as a man, even before transition. Tom’s masculinity was 
now in line with him being a man and a “dad,” and thus he entered the 
realm of cultural intelligibility and was better aligned with the more 
restrictive knowledge held by his son.

Explaining to his son he was a man actually made Tom “in place” in 
the normative family structure, where masculine people are dads and 
men are married to moms. At the same time, this acceptance relies on 
an expansive gender knowledge that recognizes dads have not always 
been hes.19 This example demonstrates not only the power of norma-
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tive family formations and how they can be simultaneously challenged 
and reaffirmed but also that some gender knowledges might rely on 
a binary not based on biological essentialism. Thus, gender binaries 
in the family, as well as in other spaces, are reproduced at times even 
when the individuals are not cisgender or heterosexual.

Over time, a masculine presentation could seemingly erase more 
distant family members’ knowledge of who the interviewees were 
prior to transition. This illustrates the strength of dominant knowl-
edges and how routinized categorization becomes over time. Morgan, 
a white man who lived in rural North Carolina, had transitioned ten 
years before the interview. He and his partner had been together for 
fifteen years. Morgan had met most of her family when he lived as a 
woman, and his transition had been common knowledge in the family. 
He recently attended a funeral for a member of his partner’s family:

Her great- aunt down here in Jefferson County . . . she says to Sally 
[his partner], “Honey, I’m so glad you found a man” [laughter]. 
“It’s just the right thing to do.” But she had met me before. And I 
don’t think she put two and two together.

Morgan had a thick mustache now but said that he otherwise looked 
about the same as when he lived as a woman. Plus, his gender- 
ambiguous name had also not changed. He explained that other fam-
ily members similarly did not see him as the same person, and thus he 
got recognition in the family as a man. Even though the family knew 
him before, they seemed to assume he was a different person based 
on his more typically male presentation, his ostensibly heterosexual 
relationship, and the restrictive gender knowledges they relied on.

Interactional Spaces

Being recognized as a man by strangers and others who were unaware 
of their transgender biography was often a vital sign of authenticity for 
interviewees, but the reliability of this recognition varied across spa-
tial contexts. Interviewees consistently reported they were more easily 
seen as men when they were not in major cities that had large LGBT 
populations. For example, Raphael, a Mexican American man living 
in Chicago, had these experiences when traveling from his neighbor-
hood to Kansas for a wedding:
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I live in Robertstown, which is very openly gay and queer friendly. 
It’s funny ’cause I still get called “ma’am” in certain situations, 
which I’m totally fine with. And sometimes, I’m called “sir.” . . . 
Outside of my city, as an example, I went to a wedding in Kansas 
City, and no one questioned whether I was male or not; it was just 
automatically “sir” everywhere. I notice in different areas it’s not 
even a question, but because this [area] is so openly gay friendly 
and queer friendly, I think people try to be, I don’t know, politi-
cally correct, or they just don’t assume.

According to Raphael, the expansive knowledge in his city, which in-
cluded butch women and transgender people, gave people a broader 
set of gender categories with which to understand trans men’s gender 
presentations. Trans men were likely to be categorized in more narrow 
ways in places with more restrictive gender knowledges, like where 
Raphael visited in Kansas. Other men noted a shift when moving from 
places like Pittsburgh or rural Ohio, where they were consistently rec-
ognized as men, to San Francisco, where they were more often read as 
transgender or as butch women. These moments of recognition also 
relied on regional and other locally based knowledges where certain 
cues, such as a haircut or a particular piece of clothing, might mean the 
difference between being recognized as men or not.

The particular knowledges present in different spatial contexts 
shaped racial recognition as well. With a complex racial identity, in-
cluding African American, Indigenous, and Mexican backgrounds, 
Gabriel found he was read as biracial or black in the Deep South city 
where he grew up but not in the city a few hours away where he at-
tended university.

It was different for me that I was now no longer being read as 
biracial but by being read as specifically Hispanic and then people 
trying to figure out if I was Cuban, Puerto Rican, or what have 
you from the Latin areas. Which was weird for me because I’m 
Mexican. It’s a very different setup, so it was weird for me. Like, I 
really don’t know the difference between the Dominican Republic 
and Puerto Rico. I’m learning.

Gabriel’s story parallels Chandra Mohanty’s description of being read 
differently in terms of race as she lived and traveled through differ-
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ent regions of the United States.20 Thus, Gabriel was categorized in 
different ways when he encountered new racial knowledges, and this 
meant he too had to learn the nuances of ethnic and national identities 
contained in this particular knowledge.21 Both gender and racial cate-
gorization occur in everyday interactions along with their attendant 
meanings and treatment; in fact, other kinds of status can potentially 
shape racial and gender categorization.22 Though gender is often most 
prominent in interviewees’ accounts of their assessment as a man or 
not, race and sexuality are interwoven into these assessments.

Spatially based recognitions both affirmed and negated the com-
plexity of trans men’s identities. Some interviewees appreciated that 
others saw them as both transgender and a man, whereas others found 
it highly insulting. Levi had moved from a smaller city in Pennsylvania 
to urban Northern California and experienced a major shift in recog-
nition due to spatially based gender knowledges:

There I passed all the time! No question! Never a question! Even 
before I had surgery. No question. People just always treated me 
like a guy, and I got so comfortable and so easy with it, and my 
masculinity was reinforced by the fact that everyone just took for 
granted that I was a guy. There was no question. Coming here, and 
everyone’s trying to be all politically correct. Like, “What’s your 
pronoun preference?” And I’m like, “Fuck you! You can’t tell?” 
And it pissed me off.

Levi’s reaction illustrates that these narrow knowledges grant authen-
ticity to people who most strongly identify as men because they be-
come like any other guy. Levi’s increased comfort with the consistent 
and unquestioned recognition as a man shows that this recognition 
can be a powerful affirmation of a gender self- knowledge. Checking 
for a person’s correct pronouns is usually an attempt to honor an in-
dividual’s self- knowledge and to recognize that an individual’s gender 
might not be apparent from looking at them. Yet this example suggests 
the question can be discrediting and a moment of misrecognition, a 
sort of undoing, when individuals ask it only of people they read as 
transgender.23

These well- meaning moments of misrecognition and questioning 
illustrate how more expansive knowledges are not always preferable 
or more accurate at assessing gender, race, or sexuality. Like Wesley 
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at the outset of the chapter, a number of men I interviewed had or 
planned to relocate to places with more restrictive gender knowledges 
so that they could live being recognized solely as men. These move-
ments reflect spatially based notions of safety and are more available 
to white men who resemble raced, classed, and sexualized ideals of 
particular geographic contexts. Overall, the unexpected effects of dif-
ferent knowledges trouble notions of urban gender, racial, and sexual 
sophistication.

While recognition as a man could affirm self- knowledge for men 
like Levi, most interviewees reported that being recognized solely as 
a man actually presented a limited view of who they were. Aaron, a 
white man in Chicago, explained:

Sometimes, I think the most problematic part of really passing 
as much as I do is that I start to feel like my whole history is 
 invisible . . . and that’s isolating. Because people make a lot of 
false assumptions about not just who you are but where you’ve 
been and your entire life.

Spatially based knowledges that lead to recognition as a man also leave 
less room for trans men who feel a strong connection to their past or 
identify as nonbinary. Thus, for some interviewees the cost of recog-
nition as a man and the sometimes crucial social intelligibility that 
goes along with it conflicted with authenticity to complex gendered 
selves— not just as a man or not but including whether one is trans-
gender or not, nonbinary or not— especially amid more restrictive 
gender knowledges.

Chest Reconstruction

Bodies are significant in interaction and in recognition. The imagined 
presence of particular genitals and their sexual implications are central 
in categorization through policy and interaction.24 However, genitals 
are not the only area where gender and sexuality play out on the body. 
Indeed, Eric Plemons suggests that facial feminization surgery may 
be surpassing genital reconstruction surgery as the most significant 
aspect of a medical transition for trans women.25 Other areas of the 
body, such as chests, are significant in the production of gender and 
sexuality in interaction and for recognition based on contextual gender 
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knowledges.26 The ways that chests are read, reread, and transformed 
in interaction present a particularly good example of the influence of 
gender knowledges on the relationship between gendered and sexual 
embodiment and recognition.

Men’s and women’s chests are treated quite differently across pub-
lic and private spaces. Men typically have greater social permission to 
expose their chests than women, especially in public, largely because 
women’s chests are viewed as sexual objects. A man’s exposed chest 
can be shown on television with little fanfare, but women’s exposed 
chests are far more controversial.27 For example, in a documentary 
that included the chest reconstruction surgery of a trans man, his 
nipples were blurred during the beginning of the surgery. However, 
once a significant amount of tissue was removed and his now smaller 
nipples were reattached, they were no longer blurred.28 According to 
the logic of the producers or censors, the reattachment was the crucial 
moment when his chest went from one that needed to be blurred out 
to one that could be shown.

However, the exposure of men’s chests can become quite fraught 
when they do not conform to embodied gendered ideals. For exam-
ple, when a boy or a man has gynecomastia, a medicalized condition 
where a large amount of breast tissue grows, their bodies can be con-
sidered a source of embarrassment that should be covered.29 In fact, 
gynecomastia is quite common in people assigned male at birth. It af-
fects over 50 percent of male- assigned people as infants in the first few 
weeks after birth, during puberty, and as they are aging.30 The presence 
of breast tissue does not constitute a health problem in and of itself 
but becomes a problem due to social stigma. As Robyn Longhurst 
has found, these “man- breasts” are often considered abject, sources 
of simultaneous horror and fascination for others, and can be a threat 
to a masculine sense of self for men and other masculine people.31 For 
instance, butch women might desire to have chests with smaller pro-
trusions either for practical purposes or so that their bodies fit their 
masculine ideal.32 Thus, chest protrusions in general are out of place 
when they cause conflict with embodying masculinity.

Wesley, Ian, and Jason’s experiences illustrate that varying gender 
knowledges can reshape the fleshy material body in interaction, mark-
ing men’s chest protrusions as abject or normalized depending on 
the space and a reconstructed chest as potentially sexy. This marking 
is crucial to the process of social recognition and of these people as 
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socially embodied men. In the story of Wesley and his neighbor, Wes-
ley normalized his own breasts, but they were clearly an object of fas-
cination and disbelief to the neighbor. Wesley thought the neighbor 
was attracted to his large breasts but simultaneously revolted that he 
had an ostensibly heterosexual desire for large chest protrusions on a 
man’s body. Within the neighbor’s narrow gender knowledge, Wesley’s 
chest protrusions could only be abject appendages on a man’s body 
that necessitated medical intervention. Like Wesley’s neighbor, Ian’s 
fraternity brothers saw his chest as a man’s chest when they encour-
aged him not to wear a shirt during their trip to the lakeside cabin, 
but his chest was normalized rather than abject. Not staring or giving 
his chest protrusions undue attention illustrates that his chest was not 
an object of heterosexual desire, which would have been incongruent 
with recognizing him as a man. As a fraternity made up of mostly gay 
men, Ian’s chest and its potential heterosexual implications might have 
made him out of place with his fraternity brothers. Instead, the expan-
sive gender knowledge that welcomed Ian into the group as a matter 
of policy was reinforced in social interaction to transform the meaning 
of his chest and to treat Ian as the man he is.33

Part of trans men’s work to reclaim and normalize their bodies is 
also about transforming language, which is a powerful tool for gaining 
authenticity. Like other particularly gendered zones of the body, trans 
men often work to linguistically reframe their chests based on self- 
knowledge. For example, Henry, in talking about his decision to get 
chest reconstruction surgery, said with a laugh, “Can’t help that I was 
born with chesticles instead of testicles.” This individual work is im-
portant, but the reframing is particularly impactful when it is backed 
by others’ behavior in interaction, such as not staring, that socially 
affirms men’s embodied status.

Like Ian, Jason, a white man living in suburban Ohio, found recog-
nition as a man in gay men’s spaces, where his chest was not treated 
as a deficit. Bear communities that generally accepted a wide range 
of bodies were especially welcoming to Jason and other men.34 In de-
scribing this recognition, Jason shared an early experience at a Bear 
event:

There was this huge Bear dance party. Oh my God. I gotta tell you, 
it was amazing. I’m out there, I’m dancing, not wearing my shirt, 
and I scarred pretty bad after my surgery. And my friend that I was 
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there with, he was like, “Honey, you spent a lot of money for those 
scars. Show ’em the hell off.”

The expansive gender knowledge employed by his friend to encour-
age Jason to go shirtless and show off his scars transformed the scars 
into a source of accomplishment, whereas they might have been seen 
as a discrediting visual reminder of past incoherencies in his gender 
embodiment. The space was welcoming due to the combination of an 
expansive gender knowledge, where a history of breasts did not dis-
credit categorization as a man, and an acceptance of a range of bodies 
that are scarred, fat, hairy, and differently shaped.35

This recognition of Jason was not just as a man but as a sexually 
attractive man. He went on to describe how the other Bears treated 
him at the party:

Just dancing and men just all around me, grinding on me, and 
making out with random guys, and it was just so open and 
welcoming and comfortable. In the Bear community, the biggest 
compliment you can get from another Bear is for him to look at 
you and say, “Woof.” Okay? And there was this tall good- looking 
guy, and as I was walking by, and he looked at me, and he winked, 
and he was like, “Woof.”

By dancing without his shirt and showing his chest scars, Jason opened 
up the possibility that strangers would recognize him as transgender. 
Due to the expansive gender knowledge employed in the queer space 
of the dance party, other men recognized him in the homoerotic con-
text as a man through dancing with him, making out with him, and 
giving him that customary “woof.” To some degree, like Wesley, it is 
possible that the absence of his former chest protrusions made him a 
man who was compatible with the dominant sexual meanings of the 
space.

Wesley, Ian, and Jason’s experiences of embodiment across these 
interactional spaces illustrate the power of gender knowledges to re-
constitute the material flesh of the body. These stories show that the 
material body does not hold a static meaning. Even the presence or 
absence of flesh, such as breast tissue, which holds central meaning in 
dominant ideas of femaleness and maleness, is interpreted by others in 
different ways depending on the space. These framings and reframings 
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shaped how others treated the men in interaction, especially in regard 
to the status of breasts in heterosexual desire.

CONFLICTS OF RECOGNITION

While gender knowledges are spatially and institutionally based, they 
are not always consistent among the individuals interacting in a space, 
and this leads to conflicting assessments. Trans individuals themselves 
can, of course, intervene to assert their status, but the conflict is often 
settled by others doing what Jane Ward describes as “giving gender.”36 
This is a form of gender labor where a person affirms the potentially 
contested gender of another. For example, Alec, a white man living in 
urban Northern California, worked in a men’s sex club that employed 
an expansive gender knowledge by welcoming all self- identified men 
as customers and workers. Yet he said there were times when some 
customers’ assessments did not align with the policy:

He [a coworker] had just started taking T a few months before. 
I don’t really like to use the word passing, but this person didn’t 
pass enough for the men who were coming in the club to go, “Oh 
yes, this person is a man.” One day it was me, this person, and 
then another trans guy who was the manager working. So it was 
all three trans guys staff, and this customer came up to me and 
the manager and said, “What is that dyke doing sitting at the front 
counter?” [laugh]. And we both just looked at each other because 
we’re both trans guys, and we’re like, “This is so fucked up,” and 
we were just like, “We don’t see any dyke here. There is no dyke in 
the building. This is a men’s space. There’s only men in here.”

The policy of the club to accept all self- identified men as workers and 
customers gave the coworker one form of recognition, and Alec and 
the manager provided another form by “giving gender” through af-
firming to the customer that their coworker was a man. In effect, both 
policy and practice enforced an expansive knowledge.

When family members persistently misrecognized trans men, 
strangers often provided recognition far more easily. Oscar, an Asian 
and white man living in suburban Northern California, was early in his 
transition. He reported that his family and friends would not use the 
correct pronouns and name. He said:
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It still bothers me when people still call me “Octavia” because I 
feel like they’re disrespecting me. . . . When they want to call me 
“he” and “Oscar,” I feel really respected. It’s nice of them to do 
that. That’s why I’m actually more comfortable talking to strangers 
who just met me, because they treat me how I want to be treated, 
which is as a guy. They don’t think of me as Octavia still, and they 
don’t slip into Octavia mode.

Oscar’s ability to be read as a man provided recognition his family 
would not. Thus, it was usually in public spaces with strangers rather 
than the space of the home with family where Oscar found recognition.

In public contexts, family members who did not use correct pro-
nouns or other terms of address for the interviewee created conflict 
when strangers recognized them as men. For example, if a server in a 
restaurant correctly called Oscar “he” but his family did not, it caused 
confusion for the server. Thus, the same gender knowledge, in this 
case likely restrictive for both his family and the server, can have differ-
ing and unexpected effects. His family’s restrictive gender knowledge, 
along with knowledge of his history, led to misgendering, whereas the 
server’s led to recognition as a man. Rather than discrediting the trans 
man, this recognition usually created embarrassment for the family 
member because they seemed to be the one who was getting it wrong. 
Family members then often started giving recognition, at least in pub-
lic. Whether this caused a total shift or just a shift in public, this rec-
ognition from strangers was instrumental in shifting family members’ 
attitudes. This process illustrates one of the many social aspects of gen-
der, that recognition from strangers made trans men’s gender identi-
ties more legitimate to family members. At the very least, in public it 
forced the family member to make a choice between either disrupting 
the interaction and marking themselves as an incompetent actor or 
going along with it.

BE A MAN

Gender knowledges operate not just in terms of being categorized as 
a man or not; rather, trans men’s narratives show that particular ways 
of performing or doing gender help individuals stake their claim in 
that category. Thus, gender knowledges also contain ideas about con-
textually appropriate masculinities. Trans men are not passive in the 
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process of recognition but engage particular masculinities in order 
to be seen as men, especially at times when they have more trouble 
achieving recognition.

Early in transition, most interviewees reported pressure from oth-
ers to conform to some form of normative masculinities in an effort to 
be recognized as a man. This meant distancing themselves from any-
thing considered womanly, not only from femininity but also from 
female masculinity. Levi, a white man living in urban Northern Cali-
fornia, described a common experience of this:

When I was first coming out, people were like, “Oh, well you 
can’t walk that way. You have to walk like a guy. You can’t make 
your words go up at the end of the sentence. You have to keep it 
like this, a flat intonation.” These are the things I got. “When you 
look at your nails, you have to do this, not this.” . . . This is how 
you have to be if you’re going to be a man.

Restrictive suggestions on how to present as acceptably masculine 
came from other trans men, transgender advice websites, family 
members, and medical and psychiatric professionals. This instruction 
reminded trans men that normative masculinities were central to ex-
pectations for men and could be a way of avoiding having to explain 
themselves or defend their incumbency in this category.

Incorporating these normative masculine practices was a strategy 
for some trans men to ensure their recognition as men. However, 
many of these practices became more flexible as time went on. Domi-
nic, a white man living in a town on the Great Lakes, spoke about this 
early transition time:

I wouldn’t say I was overcompensating during the beginning of 
my transition, but I definitely think I tried harder to be more 
 masculine. . . . I was more concerned about it before, watching 
kind of how I acted and stuff, ’cause I didn’t really wanna be per-
ceived as a gay guy or whatever, but now I just don’t care.

Safety was part of Dominic’s motivation for not wanting to be per-
ceived as gay, but recognition and authenticity were at stake, too. 
Hetero sexuality is so central to normative masculinity that Dominic 
felt he had to distance himself from seeming gay in order to be rec-
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ognized as a man— just like the teen boys C. J. Pascoe studied who 
constantly defended their masculinity through engaging in the fag 
discourse.37 Overall, interviewees were more likely to conform to the 
expectations of normative masculinities when they worried most that 
their gender identity would be misrecognized.38

Consistent recognition by others as a man was the most common 
reason interviewees gave for this increasing flexibility in their gender 
expression over time. This reliable recognition allowed them to move 
away from normative masculinities and to be men in a way that felt 
more authentic. In some cases, it even allowed them to embrace as-
pects of femininity. Finn, a white man in urban Minnesota, who de-
scribed himself as effeminate, said:

Actually, one of the things that was enabled by transitioning is my 
ability to be more feminine without being perceived as something 
that I wasn’t. It’s odd because when I was a bull dyke it was very 
important for some reason to still be perceived in a very mascu-
line way, maybe for reasons of gaining respect or something. So I 
couldn’t be feminine. And now my masculinity is not questioned, 
and so I can be effeminate if I want to be. I can wear pink if I want 
to. You know, I can dance if I want to. I can shake my hips, and I 
don’t have to just do the straight white boy shuffle.

This comfort with femininity allows Finn not just more freedom in 
dress but an embodied connection to his hips, a typically feminized 
and fraught part of the body that is also malleable when used in dif-
ferent ways.39 Further, this loosening of the hips and new dance pos-
sibilities appear to distance him from a white, straight, normative 
masculinity.40 Not all of the interviewees embraced femininity or even 
rejected all traces of normative masculinities, but nearly all reported 
some level of increasing flexibility over time.

Trans men’s narratives of increasing flexibility focused on the pro-
cess of coming into authenticity. These stories show that a man must 
be recognized not just as a man but also as the kind of man he wants 
to be, which adds another layer to the process of recognition. Turning 
back to Wesley’s interaction with his neighbor, we see that beyond 
just recognizing him as a man, the neighbor recognized Wesley as the 
kind of man he wanted to share a beer with and have neighborly con-
versations with over the fence. Being that kind of man is about race, 
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sexuality, and also the particularities of gender expression— not just 
for trans men but for all men.

INTERACTIONAL EFFECTS OF RECOGNITION

Recognition as a man not only was an affirmation of gender identity 
but also led to major shifts for trans men in a range of social interactions 
in everyday life. As Douglas Schrock and Michael Schwalbe write, “For 
an individual male to enjoy the benefits that derive from membership 
in the dominant gender group, he must present himself to others as a 
particular kind of social being: a man.”41 While Schrock and Schwalbe 
suggest that a body assigned male at birth is necessary to become a 
man, their larger point is that the social arena is where the meanings of 
social difference and inequality are worked out. An individual gaining 
recognition as a man means they will be treated by others as such and 
receive the social benefits and disadvantages of that social position.

Every man I interviewed spoke to marked differences in the general 
treatment of men and women. This difference centered on being in-
cluded in men’s backstage talk and behavior, being given respect, being 
treated as competent, and receiving shifting sexual attention. Treat-
ment is a consequence of categorization and recognition, so when 
one is recognized, they are treated accordingly. It is in this treatment 
where key forms of gender inequality are produced.42 Chris, a white 
man in urban Northern California, shared the changes in interaction 
he noticed when others started consistently recognizing him as a man:

There’s these very subtle little things daily. Like, just walking down 
the street, or when the bagger bags the groceries, they’re going to 
expect you to pick ’em up. [In restaurants] they sort of give the 
check to you at the table and push it towards the man. They talk to 
the man not the woman, and that is sort of not nice, but I realize 
that that is done a lot. Yeah, restaurants, and I’m like, “Talk to her,” 
because she’s the wine expert and all that stuff. Like, giving me the 
wine to taste, and I’m like [shrugs and holds hands up in the air].

This assumption by others, that by virtue of being a man one has the 
ability to pick up a bag of groceries or do other tasks that require physi-
cal strength, highlights the relationship between masculinity and as-
sumed physical ability. Chris’s own past experience of a debilitating 
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illness that left him with little physical strength illustrates that loss or 
lack of strength can diminish a sense of masculine independence.43 
This same independence and assumed competence came into play in 
restaurants where he was expected to order the food, know what his 
partner wanted to eat, and pay the bill at the end of the meal. Like 
Chris, all but a few men reported marked differences in how they 
were treated by others in interaction, especially by strangers, when 
they were recognized as men. The few who did not report a difference 
believed this was because they had always been seen as men by others.

Several interviewees said that this different treatment set them 
apart from trans men who were not frequently read as men. Mario, 
a white man in urban California, explained, “You can’t even begin to 
know or prepare yourself for how things change once everyone views 
you as male, especially strangers, . . . and the way that your outlook on 
life changes because of that, and your behavior has to change.” These 
new expectations and others’ behaviors toward them due to recogni-
tion as men affected how trans men acted. This different treatment 
affects how trans men interact and is key to the social experience of 
being a man; therefore, recognition sparks a whole range of gendered, 
racialized, and sexualized interactional effects. At the level of inter-
action, this is where these categories are worked out as a matter of our 
everyday social worlds and, most important, as a site of the creation 
and re- creation of social inequality.

Backstage

Being included in men’s backstage talk and behavior, meaning men’s 
talk and actions when women are not present, was the most commonly 
reported difference when others recognized interviewees as men; in-
deed, over one- third of them mentioned this.44 Some talk focused 
on men’s bodies and discussions about sports and heavy machinery, 
while other talk focused on sexuality. They explained that this back-
stage talk and behavior allowed a release from the more constrained 
behavior that some men feel compelled to perform around women.

Backstage talk most frequently consisted of open discussions of sex 
and what some men named as misogynist talk about women. Hetero-
normativity was enforced in much of this sexual talk about women; it 
was a sort of homosocial heterosexual bonding. Dominic described 
his new experience with this talk:
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They’ll just say a lot of things about women, . . . nasty things about 
women, in a very sexual way that I would never hear if I was a 
female, because they would never say that in front of me. So them 
presuming me as male, I think they feel more comfortable saying 
these things to me.

Inclusion in this talk was often surprising for interviewees at first, and 
whether they were comfortable with the content of the talk, it gave 
them a sense of recognition as men and an indication they were now 
part of a world not available to them when they had been recognized 
as women.

Being included in backstage talk by other men also had a transfor-
mative effect on trans men over time. Men like Mario reported a new 
understanding of backstage talk:

It’s not surprising the way that guys will talk about sex without a 
girl there . . . because when you’re a girl and hear that kind of talk 
it seems like a guy’s being an asshole, but you’re a guy and you 
hear that kind of talk, it’s like your perspective is different. Girls 
don’t talk that way, because they see it as disrespectful, when it’s 
not that they’re always being disrespectful. It’s just that they’re 
talking in the way that guys do, and so it’s not.

Mario affirms his authenticity by distinguishing himself from women 
through his inclusion and understanding of backstage talk. This mo-
ment also illustrates the transformative effects of different treatment 
and assessment as men noticed their shifting behavior in light of this 
recognition.45 For example, as they were recognized more frequently 
as men, interviewees reported censoring themselves around women. 
At the same time, these explanations naturalize the heteronormativity 
and misogyny of this kind of talk, making it just a matter of gender 
difference— something men understand and women do not. Progres-
sive men intervened in this talk at times but were more likely to do so 
in contexts where they felt safer.46

Respect

Getting increased respect from others was the next most common ex-
perience reported by interviewees and was mentioned almost as often 
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as backstage talk. This respect came in the form of being listened to, 
being given space by others, and being treated as respectable. Saul, a 
white man in urban California, explained the change in how people 
treated him:

You get more physical space. People are less inclined to step into 
my space as a guy. I also feel that people attend to my voice. It’s 
deeper, and so people pay attention more readily. Those are the 
big things, . . . being seen, being heard. Getting space.

More than one- quarter of interviewees mentioned people listened to 
them more and gave them more physical space when they were recog-
nized as men. Only a few reported they did not. Both being listened to 
and the freedom of movement they experienced made them feel more 
empowered in a range of spaces.

Increased respect often meant being seen as respectable and receiv-
ing better treatment as a customer, but this varied based on race and 
class. For example, Casey, an Asian and white man in urban California, 
reported he was treated better in stores when recognized as a man. 
Workers were more polite to him and gave him a higher level of ser-
vice. On the other hand, Holden, a white man in suburban Wisconsin 
who worked in a retail clothing store, believed the better treatment 
he received in stores was due to being seen not only as a man but as a 
white man. He said:

Being looked at as, like, a white male, . . . getting some of the privi-
leges that go along with [that]. Being helped in a grocery store 
or even at work there’s been some loss prevention, so people are 
being looked at more closely. I feel like some people are preju-
diced, racist, the people that I work with. So, being treated differ-
ently by them.

Holden believed his white male privilege caused the better treatment 
he received as a customer in stores, whereas he saw his coworkers treat 
men of color as automatically suspicious. Further, this privilege meant 
his supervisors and coworkers treated him as automatically innocent 
in a recent theft investigation at work. Comparing Casey’s and Hold-
en’s accounts suggests that gender, race, and class are all implicated in 
this different treatment. Holden talked about black and Latinx men 
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being targets of scrutiny as potential thieves because they were si-
multaneously viewed as poor and, consequently, likely to steal. Thus, 
being recognized as white, or perhaps Asian like Casey, might make 
them seem less threatening. This better treatment meant one not only 
got more respect but also was seen as respectable while shopping.

Competence

Trans men frequently reported that others began to see them as com-
petent and knowledgeable when they were recognized as men. This 
experience was especially prevalent in spaces marked as masculine— 
like hardware stores and auto repair shops. Luke, a white man in rural 
Indiana, explained:

I’ve had really bad experiences at automotive places. If you don’t 
know what you’re talking about and you’re a woman, they will 
screw you over in a second. . . . And I walk in there, and they’re 
like, “Hello, sir,” and they’re totally different. I can be standing 
next to a woman, and they’re treating her differently than they’re 
treating me. They’re really serious with me, and they’re getting 
down to the nitty- gritty, and they’re getting real detailed with 
me, and then, “Oh, I can knock this off,” and, “I can take that off ” 
[the bill]. But they’re not doing the same for her.

Luke got more respect as a man in these contexts, and the presump-
tion of competency and knowledge meant better service and lower 
prices. Again, this different treatment was triggered by the gender 
knowledge of the space that assumes men’s competency and expertise 
in mechanical tasks. Interviewees were astonished that as the same 
person they would get treated very differently.

Mirroring Kristen Schilt’s findings, this assumption of competence 
followed men into the workplace but was mediated by race.47 Brandon, 
a white man in the suburbs of a midsized Michigan city, somewhat 
sarcastically described his experience at his internship at a nonprofit 
organization: “I’m apparently good at setting up internet, which I had 
to do twice now, and setting up phones because I’m a dude, and ap-
parently, I’m technologically literate.” This assumption of competency 
varied for men based on race and other aspects of social location. The 
experience of Ethan, a black man in the suburbs of another midsized 
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Michigan city, shows that gendered knowledges that assume black 
men are violent affected his interactions with the patients and their 
families in the care facility where he worked. He said he experienced 
quite a shift at nursing jobs when he went from being seen as a woman 
to being read as a man:

[Before,] it was easier for me to get a job, interact with my resi-
dents, interact with family members, but since I am transitioning, 
it’s difficult, a little harder. The patients are standoffish, and so are 
the family members. I’m trying to explain to ’em that, you know, 
“I have your family’s best interests in mind. Because what you see 
does not necessarily mean I’m gonna hurt your family.”

As a black man, he is no longer seen as competent doing the same 
work; indeed, the stereotypical image of a dangerous black man is in 
direct conflict with the type of care work he does on the job.48

Returning to Gabriel’s earlier example of encountering different ra-
cial knowledges as he moved to different parts of the Southeast, clearly 
the ethnic and racial knowledges of these places also shaped assump-
tions of competence. For example, while growing up, Gabriel often 
received preferential treatment from teachers in his grade school in a 
predominately black neighborhood because of his lighter complexion. 
When describing his experience with teachers, he said, “Even some of 
the black ones who had kinda internalized a lot of racism themselves 
would favor me just because I was the brown kid who wasn’t that 
brown.” This preferential treatment likely saved Gabriel from the fate 
of many black and Latinx boys, who are often treated more as crimi-
nals than as achievers in the U.S. educational system.49 Thus, colorism 
as well as different racial categorizations affected how interviewees 
were recognized and seen as competent across varied contexts.

Sexual Attentions

Trans men became new objects of heterosexual attraction when straight 
women recognized them as men in everyday interaction. Sexualized 
situations are especially important for recognition, since they raise 
particular limits to recognition where bodies come into play as part of 
the prospect of sexual intimacy.50 A majority of the interviewees had 
sexual interest and relationships with women prior to transition, but 
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transition shifted these interactions, especially with women who did 
not know their transgender history. Bert, a white man living in a college 
town in North Carolina, described a surprising new experience:

One of the things that was really shocking to me when I began 
transitioning was how women would hit on me. Particularly older 
women. Who never would talk to me before, really. I was work-
ing in a store down the street, and these older women would be 
incredibly flirtatious. It was a shock to me. . . . I didn’t know that 
women were like that. I’d never had like quite that attention.

Though he had primarily had relationships with women throughout 
his life, this new heterosexual attention from older women was strik-
ing. A general presumption of heterosexuality meant that Bert and 
other men were seen as worthy objects of flirting by more women. By 
the same token, others found it was more difficult to have friendships 
with women because the pressures and presumptions of heterosexu-
ality gave new meaning to interactions. Actions in the past that would 
have been unremarkable became fraught with possible significance 
and could even be seen as newly sexually threatening. Black men in 
particular reported that others, especially white women, saw them 
more often as sexually threatening than as an object of sexual interest.

Being recognized, or misrecognized, by others as heterosexual 
grants trans men a certain normative approval, but depending on the 
man and his partner, not all heterosexualities are created equal.51 Leo, 
a black man in San Francisco, experienced disdain rather than accep-
tance in what others viewed as an ostensibly heterosexual interracial 
relationship:

I definitely get looks when I’m with my wife, who is white. Espe-
cially older people who, like, you just see physically, can see them 
trip out. Little old white ladies scrunching their faces in disgust. 
Old black women kind of looking my wife up and down and just 
kind of giving her a look.

While they were recognized as a heterosexual couple, Leo and his 
wife’s experience illustrates Cathy Cohen’s point that not all hetero-
sexualities receive heteronormative approval.52 The treatment Leo and 
his wife received from older black and white women shows their dis-
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approval of them as an interracial couple. Bert’s experiences of being 
the object of attraction were also likely shaped by his whiteness, but 
he did not explicitly mention race in his narrative.

Queer spaces where there were more expansive gender knowledges 
could provide nuanced recognitions and sexual attentions, such as 
Jason’s experience among Bears, but at the same time were still shaped 
by assumptions of heterosexuality. For example, when interviewees 
were recognized as men, they were often less noticeable to queer 
women in queer spaces as potential sexual partners than they had 
been before transition. Queer women were desirable sexual partners 
for many interviewees because of shared culture and values, as well as 
often having knowledge of trans men’s bodies and an ability to openly 
communicate, which made for satisfying sexual experiences. Recog-
nition as a man invited potential attention from heterosexual women 
and gay men, yet this same presumption of heterosexuality made it 
difficult to approach queer women as potential sexual partners. In 
contrast, some men saw the ability to maintain a sexual relationship 
with ostensibly heterosexual women as a confirmation of their authen-
ticity as men, whereas sexual interest from queer-  or lesbian- identified 
women made them feel less authentic. For the most part, though, as 
Carla Pfeffer and Jane Ward also found, the gender labors of queer and 
lesbian women in these relationships meant they generally affirmed 
trans men’s gender identities.53

CONCLUSION

Interviewees responded in a number of ways to the different treatment 
they encountered when others recognized them as men. Some men 
embraced this as a form of recognition and authenticity, while others 
rejected aspects of the masculine expectations placed on them. Over-
all, these accounts were filled with ambivalence: moments of pride and 
self- worth as their authenticity as men was confirmed by others and 
instances of discomfort when they felt as if their whole self was not 
recognized, as well as discomfort when this treatment did not line up 
with their social and political ideals. The differing treatment itself in-
dicates the continuing salience of gender, race, and sexuality and how 
difference and inequality are perpetuated in everyday inter actions. 
The ambivalence in their reactions evidences an awareness that mov-
ing from being socially recognized as a woman to a man confers a great 
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deal of privilege, though that privilege is mutually constituted by other 
social identities and not all changes are positive. Recognition leads not 
just to different treatment from others but to being implicated in social 
relations of misogyny, racism, and heterosexism in new ways.54

Trans men encounter different spatially based situated knowledges 
that shape recognition as men in social interaction. The dispersion of 
knowledge of transgender possibilities made for shifts in recognition 
based on place in that they were more likely to be recognized solely 
as men where there was little knowledge of transgender people. Prior 
knowledge of an individual man’s transgender biography could shape 
this recognition, but it could also be forgotten over time or just ac-
cepted. Conversely, strangers could assume a trans history in ways that 
discredited interviewees’ identities as men. The meanings of bodies 
themselves could be reconfigured and transformed through recog-
nition based on spatially based knowledges. Recognition as a man 
provided a sense of authenticity but also meant being treated differ-
ently by other social actors. This differing treatment had a transfor-
mative effect as men sought to balance an authenticity to themselves 
and the consequences of interaction. This recognition and treatment 
as men created an ambiguous empowerment that sometimes denied 
their complex gendered, racial, and sexual identities and also impli-
cated them in relations of social inequality through interaction.55 Re-
gardless of their desires or political intent, the men often found they 
were brought into new experiences of social privilege and domination. 
Thus, gaining recognition that was firmly tied to authenticity had ef-
fects beyond simply being seen as a man or not.

Recognition through self- knowledge, policy, and social inter-
action are all paths to becoming a man. In an ideal world, recogni-
tion through policy and social interaction would always follow from 
self- knowledge, but this is not always the case.56 Each path has par-
ticular barriers to recognition, whether it is fear of coming to a self- 
knowledge that conflicts with societal expectations or policies that 
restrict changes to birth certificates or access to bathrooms. One of 
the key differences among these paths is the effect or consequence 
of each kind of recognition. Legal recognition might lead to access 
to formal rights but would not guarantee recognition in social inter-
action or vice versa.

It is possible this notion of authenticity and recognition is unique 
to trans men, perhaps because they have had to make what seems 
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like a special effort to achieve recognition for themselves as men. Yet 
manhood and masculinity are highly contested for all men. There are 
many examples of how ostensibly cisgender men are compelled to 
constantly prove their authenticity as men, starting with the frequent 
refrain to “man up” or “be a man.” Some men, misguidedly, even use 
the trope of the “real man” to support women’s or feminist causes, seen 
in the refrain “Real men protect women’s rights” displayed in recent 
protest signs.57 The protest signs held by black men that read “I am a 
Man” from the 1968 Memphis sanitation strike show that full mem-
bership in this category is also always a racialized proposition. Finally, 
the notion of becoming is evident not just in trans men’s narratives 
but in those of cisgender men. This becoming is clear in the follow-
ing words attributed to U.S. president James A. Garfield: “I mean to 
make myself a man, and if I succeed in that, I shall succeed in every-
thing else.”58 While every group of men confronts unique challenges 
in being recognized and achieving authenticity, it is precisely that pro-
cess of becoming that creates some cohesion across this social cate-
gory and shows that what it means to become a man is a shifting target 
based on spatially and contextually specific knowledges.

Going back to the opening story of Wesley and his neighbor, al-
though both Wesley and I focused on the remarkable transformative 
moment when the redneck neighbor recognized Wesley and trans-
formed the expected meaning of his chest, we must remember that 
the neighbor also had to be recognized as a man through the gender 
knowledges of that particular place. He too has been shaped and will 
continue to be shaped by negotiating the situated gender knowledges 
and attendant expectations for who is a man and how a man ought to 
be. While we know the neighbor, unlike Wesley, was assigned male 
at birth, it is clear that he too was not born a man. Instead, he had to 
become one.
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3

“Strong When I Need to Be, 
Soft When I Need to Be”
SITUATED EMOTIONAL CONTROL AND MASCULINITIES

Henry, a white man living in suburban Indiana, had a desire for a wider 
emotional life than men were typically allowed. Rather than hiding 
emotional expressions, such as crying, behind a façade of toughness, 
Henry believed that men should express their feelings more publicly.

I told my mom, “If I turn out to be half the man that dad was, 
I’m gonna be twice the man that lots of people are.” ’Cause I 
think men get too much of the “Boys don’t cry” and “You have to 
be tough” and “You have to do this. You can’t do that.” And I really 
think the world would be a better place if people would just be 
themselves. . . . If something’s sad and you feel like crying, cry. It 
doesn’t matter if you’re a man. Men get sad. You know? It’s okay 
to cry.

Yet since starting testosterone seven years before, it had become more 
difficult for him to do just that. He felt more distant from his emotions 
in general, and his ability to cry had diminished greatly:

I have found that since the testosterone it’s very hard for me to do 
so. It takes a lot. Used to be [snapping fingers] just like that. Oh, 
yeah. But, I just wanna be the kind of man that accepts people for 
who they are. You know? Be strong when I need to be, soft when I 
need to be.

Henry’s description of an idealized emotional life for men that com-
bines control and emotion exemplifies the most common pattern that 
emerged in regard to emotion across the stories of the men I inter-
viewed; rather than being unable to express emotions or, conversely, 
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being overly emotive, the ideal man should be soft when he needs to 
be and strong when he needs to be.

While Henry thought it was okay for men to cry, other men I in-
terviewed saw this kind of emotional expression as weak and exces-
sive. Yet even men who saw themselves as particularly tough and who 
ridi culed excessive emotions identified places where a softer approach 
was more desirable. For example, Aidan, a white man in urban Tennes-
see, explained:

I’m not really into sissy things [laughs]. [What are sissy things?] 
Whining. I call everyone I know a titty baby. At some point or 
time in their life, they would get called a titty baby by me. You 
know, “Suck it up. Quit cryin’.” I like to fish and wakeboard and go 
out on the boat. You know, different things like that compared to 
other sissy guys who don’t wanna get wet or sweat. I’m not really 
worried about bugs or animals. I’m not gonna go pick up a snake. 
If there is one, I’ll figure out how to get it away from me. I’m not 
gonna like run and scream. So, things like that. But as far as like 
my partner goes, . . . I’m kind of a ladies’ man. Pretty sweet and 
sensitive and all. I think about her a lot and different ways to do 
surprises and stuff like that. Kind of a typical like traditional guy, 
you know?

Out in the world, Aidan saw himself as rough and tumble but able to 
handle dangerous situations with a calm rationality that “sissy guys” 
lack. Yet the tenderness and consideration that would make others an 
object of his ridicule were perfectly acceptable in the context of his 
relationship with his partner. It was his ability to be tough in the world 
and soft at home that made him a proper man.

Aidan and Henry differ in tone, but both challenge the notion that 
men are, or at least should be, emotionless. Instead, they share the 
sentiment that men should express particular emotions in the right 
spaces. Whether Aidan is comparing himself to “sissy guys” or Henry 
to men who cannot cry when they are sad, they both mark other men 
as unable to do emotion appropriately. Stephanie Shields argues that 
rather than being emotionless, a particular set of masculine emotions, 
when displayed appropriately, are more representative of the mas-
culine ideal in the contemporary United States. Manly emotions, in 
Shields’s telling, are characterized by being strongly felt but under 
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control.1 In the same vein, Michael Messner draws from contemporary 
presidential politics to argue that this wider emotional expression for 
powerful men may not signal a substantive change in the gender order 
but rather an incorporation of critiques of masculinity.2 The display of 
situationally appropriate but controlled emotion further legitimizes 
some men’s suitability for leadership. Accordingly, contextually appro-
priate emotional displays do not necessarily stop men from wielding 
or benefiting from institutional power.3

Socially desirable masculine emotional displays are relational 
in that they form in contrast to women’s emotions, which are con-
structed in broader social narratives as excessive and illegitimate in 
their scope, and to other men, who are either overly rational (e.g., Al 
Gore in the 2000 presidential contest) or who show excessive anger 
or violence. Sarah Ahmed, in her work on the cultural politics of emo-
tion, illustrates that there is a long- standing dichotomy constructed 
in Western thought that defines reason and rationality as superior to 
emotion, where man and whiteness are valued as modern and “oth-
ers” are closer to nature and more savage.4 Stereotypes often depict 
women, Latinx people, and black people as excessively emotional or as 
not having appropriate emotions, such as the image of the aggressive 
and controlling black matriarch or the angry black man.5 It is clear that 
gender, race, sexuality, and class together shape the appropriateness of 
certain emotions and emotional displays.

The social understanding of emotion I use here to consider men’s 
emotional lives draws on sociological and social psychological ap-
proaches to emotion. These perspectives focus on the social influences 
and norms that shape emotional displays and how people think about 
and label their feelings.6 A geographic understanding of emotion of-
fers further insight into how emotion is named and mediated through 
places and environments. Social and geographic understandings of 
emotion offer tools to move beyond just thinking about emotions as 
something that happens within individuals to considering how they 
are socially, culturally, and spatially constituted.7 Emotion became a 
particularly important topic of analysis in other disciplines as part 
of the “affective turn” in the humanities, an effort to bring together 
theo rizing of the interplay between the body and the mind. Following 
Deborah Gould, affect is the “nonconscious and unnamed, but never-
theless registered, experiences of bodily energy and intensity that arise 
in response to stimuli impinging on the body,” and emotion is “one’s 
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personal expression of what one is feeling in a given moment, an ex-
pression that is structured by social convention, by culture.”8 Emotion, 
then, is the expression of affect. It is that which is named or expressed. 
In this formulation, affect cannot be fully captured by emotion, and 
as such, there is always something left out or lost between affect and 
emotion. This distinction allows for an examination of both the bodily 
effects of stimuli and emotions as they are expressed, in addition to 
the analytic space to examine what is lost as affect is expressed as 
emotion.9 Including attention to affect in understanding trans men’s 
narratives of emotion draws out a wider understanding of the role of 
self- discipline in contemporary masculinities.

Rather than a topic I intended to focus on in the interviews, emo-
tion and affect emerged as a strong current in interviewees’ discus-
sions of transition, their own masculinity, and broader contemporary 
ideals of masculinity in the United States. In fact, I had not planned 
to spend much time on discussing the physical aspects of transition, 
partly since earlier work had covered these topics and especially be-
cause these details often speak more to the prurient interests of cis-
gender people than the needs of trans men. Yet it became clear that 
managing their new positions in the emotional economies and feel-
ing rules of a range of settings are particularly salient parts of trans 
men’s narratives of manhood and masculinity. Indeed, these stories 
of bodily change actually reflect how larger narratives of masculinity, 
testosterone, and a masculine ideal of emotional control affect this 
particular group of men. Their descriptions of affective changes with 
transition illustrated that managing and controlling affective states 
are central to achieving appropriate emotion. Calm, crying, anger, 
and sexual urges were the most common areas of affective changes 
that interviewees reported, and these changes featured prominently 
in their narratives of emotional control. These narratives are examples 
of Goldilocks masculinity.

The Goldilocks ideal for everyday men that emerged from trans 
men’s narratives calls on men to be emotionally expressive when the 
space or situation calls for it and to be calm and rational when appro-
priate. A social understanding of emotion and affect shows how dis-
courses of emotional control are a key way of creating and maintaining 
gender, racial, and sexual inequality. On the spectrum of masculine 
ideals that emerged from interviewees’ accounts of contemporary U.S. 
masculinity, from the faggy and the progressive man on the softer end 
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to the hypermasculine classed and racialized thug and redneck on the 
harder end, this contextually appropriate emotion is central to finding 
the sweet spot in the middle. Thus, expressing the right emotions in 
the right spaces is crucial to meeting the most valued masculine ideal 
of being a regular guy and achieving a Goldilocks masculinity in con-
trast to classed, racial, and sexual others. These understandings of 
emotion incorporate naturalized discourses of difference and rein-
force the ideal of the self- disciplining emotional subject. The expe-
rience of transition is particular to trans men, but this ideal is tied to 
larger shifts in the relationship between normative masculinities and 
emotion in the contemporary United States. By understanding how 
emotional control across contexts represents a surface change to con-
temporary masculine ideals but does not necessarily shift the domina-
tion of some men over women and other men, we can further see how 
a hybrid masculinity represents a shallow rather than a substantive 
change to gender relations.

AFFECTIVE TRANSITIONS

The sixty men, out of sixty- six interviewees, who had undergone hor-
mone therapy reported that using testosterone was the most signifi-
cant marker of affective change related to transition that they had 
experienced. The physical and emotional changes associated with 
testosterone were a significant marker for those men who did take it 
as part of their transition, though a few of the interviewees who had 
not taken testosterone lived their daily lives being recognized as men. 
Almost all of those who did use it reported the hormone created sig-
nificant differences between themselves and people who had not hor-
monally transitioned, whether other trans men or nonbinary trans 
people. As Mario, a white man in urban California, said:

Hormones do so much in your body. I mean, they really do. They 
do so much to your brain. They do so much to you emotionally; 
they do so much to you sexually and physically. There is such a 
huge difference between like a genderqueer person and a person 
who has transitioned.

Like in broader discourses of testosterone’s effects on cisgender men, 
trans men attributed their difference from women and nonbinary 
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people to testosterone’s varied changes to their physical bodies (hair 
growth, muscle and fat redistribution, deepening of the voice, and 
other physical changes were common) and, perhaps more important, 
a range of emotional and other affective changes.

It should not be surprising that hormones are so central to these 
discourses of difference among trans men. They line up with com-
monsense understandings that purport gender differences are the 
direct effect of neurological, hormonal, and evolutionary differences 
between male and female bodies. However, the prevailing findings of 
contemporary scientific research in these areas show that plasticity in 
things like brain function and complex relationships between bodies 
and their historical, cultural, and social contexts are more accurate 
explanations for human behavior than gender or sexual difference.10

The common idea that testosterone is at the heart of gender differ-
ences, such as men being more aggressive and violent than women, is 
likely, as biologist Robert Sapolsky argues, oversimplified if not alto-
gether incorrect.11 A naturally occurring hormone in both male and 
female bodies, testosterone was first synthesized in the United States 
in 1935. According to John Hoberman’s history of testosterone, since 
that time there have been attempts to use it to increase energy, sexual 
stimulation, and athletic performance, although synthetic testoster-
one has never gained widespread use, except for a black market life as 
an athletic performance enhancer.12 Research examining the relation-
ship between higher levels of testosterone in individuals— whether 
occurring prenatally, through natural production after birth, or via the 
administration of synthetic hormones— and differences in aggression, 
language, toughness, and status within groups shows little correlation 
between the two.13

Testosterone therapy is widely used by trans men as part of a medi-
cal transition, though there have been few, if any, widespread studies of 
the effects of testosterone in terms of emotion and other psychological 
effects. Trans men’s reports of changes due to testosterone are likely to 
be influenced by measurable changes to the body, in addition to being 
influenced by the strong cultural ideas about testosterone that influ-
ence all people. These influences are difficult or impossible to untangle 
from one another, but it is clear that among the men I interviewed 
the effects and their interpretation of those effects varied from one 
individual to the next.

The few men I interviewed who had not taken testosterone— most 
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planned to start eventually— reported that one of their main de-
lays was their fear of the emotional changes that testosterone would 
bring. During a discussion of his decision to wait to start testosterone, 
though he already had a doctor’s prescription, Mason, a white man 
living in urban Tennessee, said what he feared most:

The emotional changes, like the negative ones. I don’t wanna be-
come unemotional. I’ve heard people, like, they can’t cry or they 
just don’t know how to process stuff and their frustration turns to 
anger or violence or whatever. That’s just not who I am. So, that’s 
just what scares me.

Mason was worried he would become the stereotypical inexpressive 
or even angry man upon taking testosterone. Interviewees shared simi-
lar fears of emotional changes throughout their stories; however, the 
results reported by men who did use testosterone were in fact more 
complex.

Feeling Calm and Feeling Right

While interviewees broadly feared increased anger due to testosterone, 
and there were some instances of this, more than half of the men actu-
ally reported feeling calmer. More calm made for increased clarity and 
control in managing their inner states. This sudden or eventual calm was 
one of the most consistent reports from using testosterone. For most 
men calm meant that they had fewer feelings and that those feelings 
were less intense overall. These feelings of calm were part of an overall 
pattern of reported distance or dulling of emotion with transition.

A number of men actually went from having extreme problems 
with aggression and violence to feeling generally more composed and 
reporting significantly less anger after starting testosterone. This often 
signaled a departure from hypermasculine violence toward the calm 
self- control of the regular guy and moving closer to Goldilocks mas-
culinity. It is notable that the surprise many men reported as they be-
came calmer upon starting testosterone reflected the strength of the 
popularly constructed connection between testosterone and aggres-
sion. Aidan described his mental state before testosterone as “really 
aggressive. I wasn’t happy with myself, my life, with anything.” Before 
taking testosterone, he hit his girlfriend on several occasions and even 
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made her bleed. He expressed remorse as he recounted these inci-
dents, even though he said she brought it upon herself and used other, 
similar language as an excuse for his violence. Regardless, he did not 
want to continue to be aggressive and violent:

I don’t wanna hurt anyone. It killed me to see her bleed. It was a 
terrible experience. I felt so bad about it, but I just snapped. You 
just don’t make decisions at that time— it just fucking happens. 
So, since I’ve been on the T and transitioning, I’m a lot more 
calm. I don’t get mad about things. I don’t get frustrated. You 
know, a lot of people will say it’s like compared to ’roid rage or 
whatever. You get really aggressive— and I don’t. Like, I’ve had 
one time that I got mad. I just like flipped my shit, and it was at 
my GPS, so my GPS can handle my wrath. That was the only time. 
Everything else, I actually think I handle things a lot more calmly 
than ever before.

Aidan went from being a more dominating, hypermasculine man in 
the space of the home to being a man who could control his violence 
and who was more able to engage with his girlfriend in the less rigid 
partnership characteristic of the regular guy and the idealized white 
middle- class family norm. Being calm gave him a sense of control over 
his formerly unruly emotions. This control was particularly evident 
when he could direct his anger in an appropriate direction, toward an 
object rather than a person.

This newfound sense of calm was often difficult for the men to 
name, other than saying they finally “felt right” in their bodies. The ef-
fort to put these feelings into words, the translation of the bodily sen-
sations of affect into named feelings, in any stage of life is an inherently 
social undertaking regardless of the chemical source of that affect. For 
example, the ability to name one’s emotions is gendered in the sense 
that being “in touch” with one’s emotions is a feminized characteristic. 
Aaron, a white man living in Chicago, recalled a similar feeling:

I went on testosterone, and emotionally . . . I felt so much better. 
I started feeling really comfortable in my body in a way I hadn’t 
expected or looked for or been aware that I wasn’t feeling. I was 
aware that I wasn’t super comfortable, but it was like this huge 
weight that I didn’t know I was carrying.
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This general bodily sense of “feeling right” was an overall positive 
feeling that confirmed taking testosterone was the right decision. In 
addition to showing how these men associated testosterone with feel-
ing more comfortable in their bodies, this also illustrates an overall 
pattern where they had more difficulty naming and clearly defining 
some affective experiences after starting testosterone.

Some trans men who experienced this sense of calm or control 
attributed it to the higher level of testosterone in their bodies, while 
others attributed it more to satisfaction with the physical changes 
of transition and the benefits of being recognized by others as men. 
It is likely that a mix of the bodily effects of testosterone, the social 
changes of transition— a long- anticipated goal for many of the men— 
and having their gender identities reliably recognized by others shaped 
these changing feelings. These stories mirrored common age- based 
discourses of going from an impetuous hormonally driven youth to 
a calmer and more controlled man. Moving into the social status of 
man, as well as some men becoming more visibly gender conforming, 
contributed to feelings of confidence and calm as well. When trans 
men are recognized by others as men, they are generally afforded more 
respect and given space. This change increases feelings of confidence 
and calm, but better treatment varies depending on race and class. 
Thus, race-  and class- privileged men are more likely to receive these 
emotional benefits. Overall, the ability to obtain an aura of calm and 
confidence aligns with the in- between balance of the regular guy and 
Goldilocks masculinity.

Boys Don’t Cry

While he shared his story, I asked Simon, a white man living in a mid-
sized city near Appalachia, what it meant to be a man in the South:

To me, a southern man is strong. Well, I hope I’m strong, but I 
also know that I have a tender side. . . . And most southern men 
do have tender hearts; they just don’t let ’em show very often. 
’Cause, you know, you get told, “Boys don’t cry. Man up. Grow a 
set.” Whatever. I mean, I love sports, and almost every southern 
man does. See, to me, a man is not just tied up in manual labor or 
beatin’ on the chest or the macho stuff. A man is crying when they 
put your daughter in your arms, or your son in your arms, because 
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you realize your whole life has just changed and something great’s 
come into it.

Across trans men’s narratives, they framed crying as the emotional 
expression most closely tied to women and femininity. Sobbing or 
uncontrollable tears were the antithesis of emotional control and ra-
tionality. This did not mean most of the men embraced the idea that 
boys do not or should not cry. Like Simon’s southern man, it was un-
derstood as appropriate for a man to cry in particular situations, like 
meeting his newborn child. Thus, by crying in the appropriate spaces 
and moments, men could achieve a Goldilocks masculinity that was 
between controlling images of hypermasculine men who cannot cry 
and feminized faggy men and women who cannot help but express 
their overflowing emotions.

Formerly difficult- to- control feelings became controllable and 
appeared only in particular spaces and situations, making for a more 
predictable emotional life. Interviewees said that they could not cry as 
easily overall, not just that they should not cry in particular settings. 
Nearly every interviewee that mentioned crying reported they cried 
less often, and only a few mentioned they missed the ability to cry. In 
fact, nearly all of the men experienced the lack of excessive emotion, 
exemplified by fewer incidents of crying, as an overall positive change. 
They often linked these previous uncontrollable emotions and bodily 
feelings to the menstrual cycles most had experienced in the past. 
These former hormonal swings were chaotic in contrast to the control 
that went along with their new emotional states as men. As Phillip, a 
white man living in a midsized North Carolina city, explained:

Emotionally, it’s been different. Because I was so up and down be-
fore and I would cry all the time. You know, I was so depressed. . . . 
I would just have so much emotion as a woman, and now, I mean, 
yeah, do I still occasionally cry at some things? Like when my 
sister passed? Or if I just am frustrated with life a certain day? Is 
it a lot? No, not at all, but it’s better. Because I was just, I felt so 
overwhelmed with emotion. . . . I mean, it was just terrible, and 
then the mood swings and everything was just ridiculous. More 
than normal [women], and without that, the quality of life’s so 
much better.
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Phillip’s description of the affective turmoil he remembered before 
and the relative control over his emotions now mirrors the narratives 
most of the interviewees shared about their experiences. This con-
trast is especially clear between his life before, when he “would cry 
all the time,” and his life now, in which he identifies particular spaces 
or events that prompt tears— his sister’s death, for example. Phillip 
recounted later that these infrequent incidences of crying were un-
likely to occur in public spaces. Thus, his formerly public expressions 
of emotion were relegated to more appropriate private spaces as well.

Trans men framed this new emotional control, especially between 
public and private spaces, as increased rationality in opposition to ex-
cessive emotional display. Rationality is an inherently raced, classed, 
and gendered concept, as it is closely associated with whiteness, 
discourses of Western modernity, and middle- class propriety.14 This 
links the spatially based emotional control to the regular guy ideal and 
Goldilocks masculinity. Josh, a white man living in rural Northern 
California, had formerly experienced most emotions as just under the 
surface and ready to bubble out of him. This shifted with testosterone:

I’m in more control of what it is I tell people and what I can tell 
people. ’Cause it just felt like [before], “God, I can’t keep this in.” 
And the whole crying when I was angry, because nobody gets 
that. They just think that you’re all hurt or whatever. They don’t 
get that you’re so infuriated that that’s the response that comes. 
I know a lot of women that that happens to. More than it doesn’t. 
So, I don’t get angry very often now, but when I do, it’s more, 
it’s not as visceral, it’s not as visceral at all. It’s more in my head, 
and I cannot just blurt out stuff. I can think about it and be more 
rational about it. . . . I have emotions and I feel them, but I’m not 
so emotional that I can’t keep it under wraps. I really appreciate 
that. I mean, I still get touched by movies, but I don’t cry so often 
at movies, but I still can.

In this narrative, Josh contrasted his newer rationality with  women’s 
excessive emotional display of crying, especially from anger and frus-
tration as opposed to sadness. He could handle his emotions  rationally, 
with his feelings being more linguistically nameable and less connected 
to his body. According to him, it was still okay to cry in a darkened 
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movie theater, a public space that offers a measure of privacy, or other 
suitable contexts, but overall his feelings of anger and frustration were 
less visceral and more easily managed in a logical fashion.

Importantly, this ideal of increasing rationality and emotional 
control was not a total lack of emotion. Instead, the ideal reflected a 
desirable ability to self- regulate one’s emotions so that they were ex-
pressed only in appropriately measured ways and in the right spaces. 
Even when transition narratives described an opening of emotional 
expression, it was still a narrative of spatially based emotional con-
trol. Paul, a white man also in rural Northern California, stringently 
avoided crying, especially in public, before transition. He felt like he 
had “something to prove” and that crying, even in a semipublic setting 
like his father’s funeral, would be a sign of weakness, “and I didn’t want 
to show weakness.” After transition he felt more open and had even 
recently shed a few tears at a friend’s wedding. When trying to explain 
his former state, he said:

I think it had a lot to do with my brain being male and not realizing 
it. And always knowing that when you’re younger, even though 
you’re not male, if you’re around other little boys, and they like 
skin their knees and they’re like crying to their mom or their dad 
or whatever, especially their dad, and dads are all like, “Boys don’t 
cry.” You pick up on that. I think it had a little bit to do with that. 
But mainly the whole weakness thing, because that’s another male 
thing. If you cry in front of people, you’re showing weakness. Well, 
I’m not a weak person. I don’t want to show anybody that I’m weak. 
So I’m going to do my damnedest to not show emotions, even if 
that is a detriment. That’s just the way I felt when I was younger. 
Now, I don’t really care, although I’m still not really a crier.

Thus, what Paul describes as an innate gender identity as a man made 
him more susceptible to the messages about emotional control boys 
around him received as children. Overall, it was the need to distance 
himself from vulnerability that was the primary driver for extreme 
emotional control that characterized his life before transition. Paul 
actually sees his increased emotional expression as a sign of strength 
as a man, with the insinuation being that men who cannot express 
emotions are doing so to cover for insecurity. At the same time, Paul 
continues to distance himself from being “a crier” and still notes it is 
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appropriate only in particular spaces. His expressions have become 
more contextually appropriate and, thus, more rational than they were 
in the past.

Overall, trans men reported they did not cry as often after starting 
to take testosterone. The social expectations for men’s emotionality 
likely had an effect on trans men’s ability to cry, especially as they wor-
ried most about misrecognition of their gender when early in transi-
tion. While most of the men attributed their change in crying behavior 
directly to the effects of testosterone, they also had to contend with 
the strong cultural message that “boys don’t cry.” Some men missed 
the emotional release of crying, but most appreciated their increased 
emotional control and ability to rationally respond to stimulus. This 
rationality was a relative relief in contrast to the excessive and out- of- 
control feeling of crying. These narratives evidence a shift in bodily 
intensities and respondents’ experience and articulation of these feel-
ings in relation to emotional expression and emotional control. In the 
end the ideal relation to crying for most of these men was to be able 
to cry in particularly sad or sentimental spaces— such as funerals or 
weddings— whereas they wanted to maintain a controlled emotional 
display otherwise.

This spatially based control of their bodies was central to embody-
ing Goldilocks masculinity and illustrates how bodies and affect figure 
into hybrid masculinities. In the face of the apparent myth of men’s 
total inability to cry, many men will now cry in public. However, this 
does not necessarily mean men are showing a vulnerability that threat-
ens the maintenance of patriarchal relations. As Pierrette Hondagneu- 
Sotelo and Michael Messner argue, “A situationally appropriate 
display of sensitivity such as crying, rather than signaling weakness, 
has instead become a legitimating sign.”15 Thus, crying in appropriate 
situations in the face of the myth that “boys don’t cry” is a sign not 
necessarily of substantive change in social relations but that hybridity 
in emotional expression is the ascendant norm in everyday life.

Anger and Aggression

Stories of increased anger and aggression, sometimes referred to as 
“T- Rage” or “’roid [steroid] rage,” appeared consistently in men’s dis-
cussions of the effects they anticipated before taking testosterone, 
and some men did experience these feelings. For example, Dominic, 
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a white man living in a town on the Great Lakes, explained his fear of 
increased anger and aggression:

My therapist said, “You know, when you start T[estosterone], you 
might become more aggressive,” or whatever, and I didn’t wanna 
become more aggressive, but I definitely can feel that I am more 
aggressive now.

Despite his wishes, Dominic did experience increased aggression. 
However, although many of the men I interviewed expressed worries 
about increased anger and aggression, less than one- third reported 
actual increases in anger or aggression. As Robert Sapolsky explains, 
rather than a direct effect between testosterone and aggression, testos-
terone has a permissive effect, which means it does not cause aggres-
sion but exaggerates preexisting behavior and patterns of aggression. 
Thus, testosterone may encourage already existing aggression toward 
those with less power or status but will likely not produce increased ag-
gression directed at higher- status individuals. In fact, socially learned 
patterns of aggression will often persist even when testosterone is re-
moved from the body.16 Cultural scripts about testosterone also have 
a permissive effect for men to enact particular expressions. For exam-
ple, lab experiments have shown that people who believe testosterone 
causes certain aggressive and antisocial behaviors are more likely to 
enact those behaviors when they think they have been injected with 
it, even if they were actually injected with a neutral saline solution.17

Interestingly, during the interviews the men did not usually label 
anger as an emotion, though I name it as such for this analysis be-
cause anger is a cross- culturally common human emotion. The nam-
ing of affective feelings as emotions or not is a common way to 
distinguish gendered and racialized emotions.18 This follows a general 
trend in which expressions associated with women are regarded as 
emotions and most of men’s expressions are seen as something other 
than emotion.19 Trans men’s accounts mirrored this gender division. 
They labeled feminine- coded emotional expression as emotion and 
did not label affect more tied to masculinity as emotion.20 Further, 
what is considered anger, especially appropriate anger, is classed and 
raced. In all, these narratives of anger and spatially based emotional 
control reinforced the Goldilocks ideal of masculinity.
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The increase in emotions related to anger and aggression from 
those trans men who did report this experience ranged from mild ir-
ritation to intense feelings of rage. Much of the anger associated with 
testosterone therapy appeared early on in taking the hormone, as well 
as right between doses. Trans men’s narratives often linked increases 
in anger to having too much testosterone or having a period of ad-
justment to new levels of this hormone in their body. Interviewees 
also connected heightened levels of anger and aggression to the timing 
of their testosterone doses. Casey, an Asian and white man living in 
urban California, described it as follows:

I am more of a jerk sometimes. Especially if it’s Wednesday, be-
cause I take my shot on Monday. So like, Wednesday is peak tes-
tosterone day, and if somebody gets on my nerves, I can feel like 
this little like grrr, this like anger bubble where I get like mouthy 
with them. Whereas normally I would never have raised my voice. 
Like, I don’t think I ever raised my voice to my mom before T, 
and I would like stand up and like yell at her. That, and sometimes 
a weird thing that probably happens more on Wednesdays, but 
sometimes if a woman says something that makes me mad, I get 
this extra rage feeling, and I want to hurt her, and I’m like, “Whoa, 
what is this?” And it’s like, “Wow!”

He went on to explain why he thought he had these new violent feel-
ings toward some women:

In my head I just label it as this monkey thing. It just feels like 
this real animal thing. Like, an immediate, it’s like the dog pack or 
something, and you want to like pummel the dog back down into 
its place or something. It can be on the phone. A certain kind of 
woman voice where, where sometimes she won’t even say any-
thing bad, but she’ll be like, “Can I put you on hold?” And if it’s 
the wrong voice, then I’ll be like, “Grrr, I just want to punch that 
woman!” [laugh]. Or just at the bank last week, some woman was 
like, “We might need to put a hold on this check.” And I was like, 
“Grrr, I’ve been banking here for ten years!” And it didn’t mean 
anything, but it was just like this rage, and I felt like, “Man, if this 
glass wasn’t here, then I’d kick your ass!”
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Notably, Casey reported experiencing these heightened moments of 
rage in connection with his dose cycle and saw them as biologically 
based. At the same time, these strong feelings of anger and aggression 
were not random, because they were directed solely at women, who 
were the most common targets for heightened levels of anger and ag-
gression in trans men’s narratives. Casey’s expression of anger toward 
his mother in the private space of the family, rather than holding in his 
anger in the public space of the bank also likely reflected his under-
standing of spatially appropriate emotional display.

While Casey and other men reported increased verbal aggression 
and the desire to be physically aggressive, they often acknowledged 
they should restrain themselves from actually committing physical 
vio lence against women. In fact, it was this restraint and ability to con-
trol the expression of their anger that set them apart from other, raced 
and classed, men. He continued:

Of course, I wouldn’t [be physically violent toward women], but 
I could see how, depending on how people are socialized, if that 
kind of thing is considered okay in your culture, I could see how it 
could happen really easily and if you didn’t have a million safety 
locks in place where you know it’s bad that you don’t hit women 
[laugh]. I could see how it could happen and how people could 
get conditioned to think that it’s normal because it’s in there. In 
the programming.

Here, Casey mixes biological and social explanations for more ex-
treme types of aggression. In this way of thinking, testosterone in gen-
eral makes one angrier, and fluctuations in the level of testosterone 
cause more extreme feelings of rage that produce violent aggression. 
If one is taught that this kind of violence is acceptable, then one might 
engage in it, though men who are taught not to can control these ag-
gressive feelings. The key question becomes, who are these men who 
do not learn control?

Out of Control

When trans men described the hypermasculine men who could not 
control themselves, they talked about other trans men early in transi-
tion, but when talking about hypermasculine men more broadly, they 
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evoked raced, classed, and sexualized ideas about masculinity and 
emotional control. Interviewees often critiqued other trans men and 
questioned the authenticity of their masculine practices for newly ag-
gressive behavior that appeared along with transition. As Mario noted 
previously, there were substantial differences between people who 
had and had not undergone testosterone therapy. At the same time, 
he thought other trans men went too far in explaining all behavior 
changes through that narrative:

I think for a lot of people things come out when they transition 
that were there before. You know, when people say you get ’roid 
rage kind of feelings? Like, you get really angry and violent? That 
is total bullshit unless you happen to have those things naturally. 
Testosterone does heighten things like that. I mean, if you’re the 
kind of person that would let your anger get carried away, then 
you can get carried away if you have more testosterone in your 
body. That’s always been very interesting to me, like the guys that 
transition and get to be like these really macho jerk- offs, and I 
wonder sometimes if part of it is like that is like their, the epitome 
of being a guy to them, of like being very macho and being like 
a very like, it’s almost like they’re continually having to prove 
their masculinity by being like that. I mean, maybe they’re just 
kind of a jerk anyway. They’re just kind of a jerk as a girl, and now 
they’re more of a jerk as a guy, but I think the element of being 
like this macho asshole that’s almost misogynist. That seems so 
inexfucking scusable coming from where they come from, but it’s 
almost like they take these liberties that they think they can get 
away with it because they’re trans. Because they used to be female, 
it’s impossible for them to be misogynistic, so they can say and do 
a lot of things.

Mario saw this hypermasculinity through expressions of anger, sex-
ual dominance, and misogyny as a possible overcompensation for a 
threatened masculine self. At the same time, he questioned whether 
trans men take on this unquestioned hypermasculinity because they 
feel like they can “get away with it.” Mario’s explanations of changing 
behavior focused on the culturally permissive effects of testosterone, 
as well as a feminist critique of misogyny, but he still emphasized an 
ideal of individual control that aligns with Goldilocks masculinity.
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The interviewees continued the theme of masculine compensa-
tion when speaking about anger and control for men more broadly 
but also evoked hypermasculine controlling images to explain differ-
ences in anger and violence. This worked as a rhetorical move to dis-
tance themselves from violent masculinities by shifting the blame for 
cultural violence to men in particular spaces.21 In these images it is the 
thug and redneck— poor men, white rural men, and men of color in 
urban spaces— that supposedly are unable to control their rage and 
aggression. This lack of control and propensity for violence are cen-
tral to what marks the masculinities of the redneck and thug as unac-
ceptable. These narratives reify difference between men and women 
through the effects of testosterone— men are just biologically more 
aggressive— and difference between groups of men— those who can 
control their aggression and those who cannot. In this framing, vio-
lence against women is naturalized, marking it as an expression of indi-
vidual men’s aggression and their lack of ability to control it rather than 
an expression of power. Regular guys, on the other hand, can achieve 
that Goldilocks masculinity by expressing spatially appropriate emo-
tion. While it is possible that testosterone therapy enables more ag-
gressive behavior, it is telling that this aggression still follows lines of 
already existing social categories. Additionally, these narratives locate 
the cause of violence against women in the individual characteristics 
of men who are gendered, classed, and racialized as hypermasculine 
and distances other men, also gendered, raced, and classed, from cul-
pability in a culture that promotes this violence.

Hypermasculinity as an individual trait was once again the source 
of violence and inequality and a foil for other men to construct their 
own acceptable Goldilocks masculinity against. These narratives that 
framed some men as especially uncontrolled and violent were espe-
cially prominent in contexts, such as therapeutic settings, that were 
supposed to offer a place for hypermasculine men to shed the tough 
demeanor they carried elsewhere. Wesley, living in a midsized city near 
the Appalachian region, organized a support group for cisgender men:

I’ve actually facilitated men’s groups for my job. Natal [cisgender] 
males sit there who are crying to each other about shit, problems 
they’re having with their women, and they will get up, and when 
they walk out the door, they’re right back to the “I’m a super 
redneck. I’m in control. And that bitch better have dinner waiting 
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for me when I get home and a cold beer on the table” kind of 
thing. But twenty minutes ago, they were crying about the fact 
that they can’t get their woman to blow ’em when they want to. 
You know? So there’s always another side to what you see outside. 
And if all you ever see is the outside, you might think you’re not 
that. But the culture out here tells these guys you can’t be weak in 
public. It’s hard as hell to get men to show up to a friggin’ support 
group. Which is why there’s so much domestic abuse. There’s a 
lot of domestic violence out here, a lot more per capita than other 
parts of the country.

Wesley’s account draws on the ideal of the redneck to show that even 
these men could open up about their softer feelings and cry in the 
setting of the support group. These redneck men represented a hyper-
controlled emotional life that Wesley tied to a propensity for domestic 
violence. For most of the interviewees, family was a space where they 
valued emotional openness; therefore, redneck men were marked as de-
ficient because they supposedly could not control their anger at home.

These narratives of emotion framed uncontrollable men as im-
proper self- disciplining emotional subjects and unsuitable citizens 
of the society. In a similar vein to Wesley, Saul, a white man living in 
urban California, talked about his work as a therapist at a treatment 
facility for mostly poor men of color:

It’s just not that comfortable for me to relate to really masculine 
guys. I had clients who were, either because they were overcom-
pensating or whatever. I had this guy who was a little bit taller 
than me and really kind of buff, and every single session was a 
chess match. We were in there, and it was like fighting with him. 
I finally said, “Dude, what’s up with this?” And he said, “Well, 
you’re not the kind of person I would normally associate with” 
[laugh]. I’m like, “Really? Tell me more about that.” Well, he 
basically meant that I’m too soft and that’s kind of weird for him, 
and so we had to work through some of that. I think it was really 
valuable, but it wasn’t easy [laugh]. You know, trying to get him 
to look at it was like, “What about you and the softer parts of you 
that you’re not comfortable expressing?” These were guys with 
substance abuse problems, so you would get the front was very 
hard and defended, and inside they would be eleven- year- old 
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boys, and it was like, “Aww.” And there would be sweetness there, 
and they couldn’t show it to anybody because they would just 
be targets.

Even if Saul showed quite a bit of sympathy for his client’s inability to 
express emotion, his narrative still marked his own ability to be soft 
in those settings as more desirable than his patient’s comparatively 
deficient emotional expression. His somewhat paternalistic response 
when the men did show softer emotions framed them as immature 
adolescent boys on the inside. The therapeutic setting is a particularly 
important space for modern self- disciplining subjects to lay out their 
emotional sins, and an inability to do so is evidence that they are less 
evolved. This is not to say most men would not benefit from therapy 
and learning to be more emotionally expressive but rather to high-
light how hypermasculinity frames racialized and classed groups of 
men as more savage and how this narrative turns the problem of vio-
lence into a problem of individual emotional control across spaces. 
This has the symbolic effect of marking these classed and raced men 
as less rational and modern, unable to achieve the control of Goldi-
locks masculinity.

Properly Angry

Most of the men I interviewed did not embrace excessive displays of 
anger but did identify particular spaces and ways of expressing anger 
that were acceptable. According to these narratives, anger was some-
thing to be used judiciously, often in more extreme situations, and was 
most appropriate when used in the service of others. Again, control 
was the key component of the proper relationship to anger for men. 
The control of anger, as an aspect of rationality, evoked the white, 
middle- class, subdued heterosexual propriety of the regular guy. In a 
nod to neoliberal ideals of individualism, anger in these narratives was 
a matter of individual control and exertion.

Interviewees’ discussions of anger were most often coupled with 
their efforts to engage in emotion management and shift expressions 
of aggression. As conceptualized in the work of Arlie Hochshild, emo-
tion management or emotion work is the process of bringing one’s 
emotions in line or in response to the feeling rules of that setting.22 
Some men could control their anger through recognizing that anger 



“STRONG WHEN I NEED TO BE, SOFT WHEN I NEED TO BE” 109||

and talking themselves down. Physical exercise was another common 
tactic to control anger and aggression. For example, Bobby, a white 
man living in suburban Kentucky, relayed this advice to trans men first 
starting testosterone:

You’re gonna have a attitude change. You’re gonna be an asshole 
until you get your level right. Expect it. Okay? Make sure the 
people around you expect it. And if you can’t control it, learn 
how [pause] quickly. Work out, punching bag, whatever you gotta 
do. . . . Because if you don’t have a way to take the aggression out, 
you’ll take it out on the people around— not physically, but you’ll 
just gripe at the people around you. You don’t mean to, but you 
don’t have an opening beside the people around you if you don’t 
learn to deal with it. Like me, I learned, you know, push- ups. If 
you get mad, you do push- ups. Just do it.

In Bobby’s advice we can see the gym is the appropriate space not just 
to sculpt muscles but to express the affective impulses of anger. Clearly, 
many of the men experienced anger and rage, yet they managed those 
emotions in order to not be the violent men they disparaged.

Learning how to control emotions was the primary aim of emotion 
work in contexts such as work and family. Sean, a white man living in 
the rural upper Midwest, found that his anger hurt his work life and 
that he no longer wanted to be angry toward his wife:

I would lose my temper a lot more early on in our relationship, 
and somewhere along the line, I just— I don’t know what I 
thought, if I thought that I was being tougher somehow or if I 
was being stronger that way or showing strength. But I realized 
at some point that I was weaker to do that. I wasn’t controlling 
myself; . . . that’s always what I thought about being a grown- up. 
Then I’d go, “Man, I have to do this self- control.” That seems to 
be the theme of most of the lectures I give to my son.

Sean realized that to be truly strong he must control his anger and 
stop directing it at his wife. In a way, coming into being a “grown- up” 
reflects the age transition that’s often mapped onto trans men’s gender 
transitions. Yet it also signaled that maturity meant moving away from 
hypermasculinity toward a Goldilocks masculinity, with its spatially 
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appropriate control. In this sense, control was another manifestation 
of the same underlying quality of masculine strength. The family space 
was an opportunity to help his son learn to appropriately control anger 
in order to manage emotions across contexts like his father.

To achieve this emotional control, the interviewees would often 
have to find a new target for their anger. Violent incidents among 
inter viewees, whether before or after transition, were directed primar-
ily toward women in the space of the family, and the ability to control 
these expressions of anger made them stronger men. Eric, a white man 
in a midsized Michigan city, had been particularly afraid of increased 
anger when using testosterone due to previous incidents of rage and 
physical violence:

My anger got me in trouble once just a bit— probation for nine 
months and anger management. Basically, I assaulted some-
one. Anger. . . . It was my mom. As I’ve told you, my mom is 
close to me. We’re much tighter these days. [Do you think that’s 
something that could happen again?] Like me? I don’t think so. 
I actually don’t. I mean, sure, I get angry, but I tend to take it 
out on myself, sometimes physically, but you know, I have more 
internalized things, I guess. Which isn’t always a good thing, but 
I don’t see myself taking it out on other people.

In actuality, he found he was somewhat calmer with testosterone, like 
many of the men. He directed angry feelings toward himself instead 
of externalizing them through physical violence against others, which 
while still problematic showed he was working on establishing the 
spatially based control of Goldilocks masculinity.

Relabeling Aggression

While men attempt to manage their emotions, the labeling of those 
emotions is a social process in interaction that is racialized and classed. 
For example, expressions of anger are often legitimate only in particular 
contexts and when done by white middle- class men. In these cases, this 
appropriate anger is relabeled as assertiveness or as justified aggression. 
For men to achieve the emotional ideal of a self- disciplining subject, 
not only must they control their own expression based on the situated 
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expectations of a context, but that expression must also be named by 
others as appropriate to the situation. Thus, when we move from the 
realm of affect to the realm of emotion, not only do we lose something 
about that feeling that is not captured in language, but race and other 
aspects of social location shape the way feelings are labeled and rela-
beled and judged as appropriate for the situation or not.

The moments when emotions are labeled become sites of con-
testation over meaning and the feeling rules of a particular context.23 
Gabriel, a multiracial (black, Mexican, and Indigenous) man living in 
a Deep South suburb, belonged to a fraternity that had a strong social 
justice mission. He described an incident with his fraternity brothers:

Someone had posted a picture in a Facebook group that was try-
ing to sell stuff. They were trying to sell their bedding, and behind 
the bed was a giant confederate flag. Somebody commented, 
“Hey, how much for the flag so I can burn it?” “Ha, ha, ha. Clever” 
[laughter]. And they were like, “Look, it’s not racist.” And I was 
like, “No, no, no, it is really.” I basically got into this Facebook 
argument with this person. I’m like, “No, that’s actually a really 
racist flag. Don’t be offended that someone was offended at your 
flag.” I remember I was rushing, I was a pledge at this point, and I 
remember asking some of my pledge brothers, “Hey, can you help 
me with this person?” Like, “You’re white. Please tell your other 
white people to stop.” And they didn’t— they refused. Basically, 
for them it’s like, “Well, this is bullying.” And I’m like, “No, no, no, 
you don’t understand. That flag is like bullying extreme.” I was like 
just so distraught over the fact that they couldn’t understand why 
this is such an issue.

Gabriel felt as though his fraternity brothers had minimized his reac-
tion to the racist imagery, and they suggested he was overly aggressive 
toward, even bullying, the other man on Facebook. As Amy Wilkins 
and others have shown, black men’s anger at racism is frequently char-
acterized as excessive.24

It is illustrative to compare Gabriel’s experience with another inci-
dent, in which Paul, a white man living in rural Northern California, 
challenged the behavior of others and had his action affirmed by other 
men. Paul described a recent incident when he was riding the bus:
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These guys at the back of the bus, I’m at the front, and they’re like 
using the F word every other word. In between me and them, so 
I knew anybody between me and them could hear, because if I 
could hear, they could hear— there was a mom with her kid there, 
between the guys in the back and me. So, when they finally took 
a breath, I said something like, “Do you honestly have to use the 
F word every other word? Because there is a child right here.” And 
they’re like, “What?” You know, so I repeated myself, and they were 
getting all agitated about what I was telling them. Then the bus 
driver backed me up. He goes, “If you don’t knock it off, you can 
get off on the next stop.” The bus driver kicked them off, and they 
wanted me to get off the bus so they could get in a fight with me. 
I’m like, “No.” But blood pressure was going through the roof, so I 
thought it was an anger issue. I wrote it to the [online] group, and 
they were like, “No, you were just being assertive.” And I’m like, 
“Oh.” So, I think most of the people, when people assume that it’s 
’roid rage or whatever, it’s most likely they’re being more assertive.

In this scenario Paul used his newfound comfort and confidence that 
went along with transition, which he described earlier in the interview, 
to intervene in the men’s behavior in the back of the bus on behalf 
of the woman and child. His narrative suggests the woman and child 
needed his protection against the crude behavior of the other men. In 
contrast to Gabriel’s experience with the man with the Confederate 
flag, the driver affirmed the appropriateness of Paul’s behavior when 
he ejected the offending men from the bus. In addition, through the 
online group, Paul relabeled what he initially named anger as asser-
tiveness. As a white man, Paul’s intervention was appropriate and con-
trolled, whereas Gabriel’s, usually read as a black man, was out of line 
and bullying.

The ideal of the self- disciplining emotional subject may be difficult 
to achieve if nearly any action could be relabeled as excessive anger. 
President Obama’s careful avoidance of being seen as angry in order to 
soothe white racial fears, an experience very familiar to other profes-
sional black men, as Adia Harvey Wingfield shows, is a clear example 
of this dynamic.25 As Ta- Nehisi Coates describes:

Part of Obama’s genius is a remarkable ability to soothe race 
consciousness among whites. Any black person who’s worked in 
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the professional world is well acquainted with this trick. But never 
has it been practiced at such a high level, and never have its limits 
been so obviously exposed. This need to talk in dulcet tones, to 
never be angry regardless of the offense, bespeaks a strange and 
compromised integration indeed, revealing a country so infantile 
that it can countenance white acceptance of blacks only when 
they meet an Al Roker standard.26

The image of the angry black man, at the center of the thug con-
trolling image, is present too in the realm of politics.27 Thus, the power 
of whiteness allows Donald Trump to frequently lash out in anger 
during rallies or through social media but compels President Obama 
to control his emotions as a black man. The expectation of Goldilocks 
masculinity is still there, but it is racialized as well as gendered. The de-
sirability of this hybrid for everyday men both supports this formation 
in the political realm and reflects how everyday men maintain their 
own legitimacy in local contexts. In other words, a man might aim to 
be a regular guy, but if others label every action he takes as aggression, 
he will always be a thug.

Altogether, the men I interviewed valued masculine control over 
anger. In their narratives anger can be appropriately expressed in 
order to help or protect people who are weaker or more marginalized 
than themselves, like women and children. Emotional displays were 
affirmed by others and themselves in interaction or upon reflecting 
on an interaction through relabeling them as assertiveness rather than 
aggression. This process frames the behavior as a rational response 
rather than an emotional one— again reinforcing classed, raced, and 
sexualized notions of spatially appropriate emotion. Throughout these 
narratives of anger, trans men used their bodily experience of anger to 
distinguish men from women. Crucially, these narratives also differen-
tiated between the ideal of the self- disciplining emotional subject and 
the unacceptable men who were prone to uncontrolled violence. As 
with crying, this emotional control was about disciplining excessive 
emotionality at its core.

Affective Sexual Changes

Nearly half of the interviewees mentioned an increase in sexual de-
sire as one of the most prominent affective changes with testosterone 



“STRONG WHEN I NEED TO BE, SOFT WHEN I NEED TO BE”114 ||

therapy.28 These interviewees still valued an element of control over 
what they often described as nearly uncontrollable and difficult- to- 
describe bodily sexual urges during transition. Like anger, this tended 
to be stronger early on in transition and taper over time. Overall 
though, trans men reported experiencing lasting changes in their li-
bido, sexual object choice, and other elements of sexuality.29 Yet the 
most striking change for most men was the relationship between ro-
mantic emotions and sexuality, which was intertwined with the twin 
pressures of compulsory heterosexuality and gender conformity. 
These narratives of sexual desire and shifting emotional attachments 
mirrored larger discourses of masculinity and sexuality and, again, 
reaffirmed the value of Goldilocks masculinity. In this instance, it 
was more about detaching emotion from what had previously been a 
markedly emotional realm.

Barely Controlled Urges

The men who reported increases in sexual desire early on in testos-
terone therapy typically likened these feelings to those of a teen boy 
going through puberty: thinking about sex constantly, wanting to en-
gage in sexual acts more frequently, and feeling sexual desire more in-
tensely than before. As James, a white man living in urban California, 
explained, “A lot of guys find out when they start testosterone that 
sex changes a lot, as in how much more horny you are. The libido’s 
bananas. It’s out of control.” Some men reported they initiated sex 
much more often with their partners. As part of this increased libido, 
men also described the urge to masturbate much more frequently and 
in places where they would not have before, such as several men men-
tioning masturbating in the bathroom at work in the first few months 
of taking testosterone. This trope of uncontrolled sexual urges at pu-
berty is pervasive in U.S. popular culture and usually framed as hu-
morous, such as the protagonist in the American Pie franchise who 
ultimately directs his urges to a freshly baked pie in the family kitchen. 
Like at work or on the kitchen counter of the suburban middle- class 
family home, these desires were often considered out of place in the 
spaces they occurred, even by the people themselves.

A majority of the interviewees that reported increased sexual desire 
mentioned a new and intense arousal from visual stimuli, but these de-
sires, too, were often described as out of place. The men shared strik-
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ingly similar stories of barely controlled sexual urges in which they 
experienced intense arousal from looking at a woman in a nonsexual 
space, where trying to enact their desires would have been inappropri-
ate or even threatening. These incidents involved interviewees staring 
at parts of women’s bodies, which they thought was probably inappro-
priate but difficult to stop. For example, Phillip, a white man living in 
a midsized North Carolina city, shared this story about a former boss:

I couldn’t stand her, but I remember having a meeting with her 
one time, and I couldn’t stop staring at her breasts. And I’m like, 
“Are you freakin’ serious? Stop looking at ’em.” I’m telling myself, 
literally, in my mind, “Stop looking at her tits,” and, “What is my 
problem?” But I mean really, there’s not much control, especially 
in that pubescent boy or, you know, adolescent boy thing. It’s like 
this drive. I mean, it was, it was rough at first [laugh]. . . . I was not 
realizing it was gonna be that high, and I’m like, “She was in a lot 
of cleavage, I mean probably more than she should have been, you 
know.” But, I’m like lookin’ at ’em, and I’m like, “God, it’s so obvi-
ous I’m doing it, too,” and I couldn’t stop. I’m like, “What the hell’s 
gone wrong?” [laughter]. That’s toned down of course.

The struggle evident in Phillip’s internal discussion was a common 
feature of these stories, as was a narrative of empathy for adolescent 
boys experiencing the onset of puberty. These urges were not always 
heterosexual, as a few of the men reported a new intense interest in 
pornography made for gay men and interest in sex with men. Across 
these similar stories, the men emphasized the bodily and barely articu-
lable sexual urges that attended their early days on testosterone, but as 
their physical transition progressed these urges became more easily 
controlled and less urgent.

Oft- repeated stories of these urges were so striking to each man 
because they felt like they were on the edge of losing control, a feeling 
that was especially disturbing in spaces where sexual feelings were out 
of place. These narratives show that sexuality is disciplined through 
notions of what spaces are appropriate for sexual urges. Thus, barely 
controlled sexual urges are another example of Goldilocks masculinity 
playing out in affect. Command of these desires signals a spatially ap-
propriate masculine control. At times, the notion of appropriate emo-
tional contexts mirrors distinctions between private and public space 
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but also reaffirms how those spaces intersect with sexuality.30 None of 
the men said that they had actually sexually assaulted a woman or that 
anyone had noticed their inappropriate looking, but they still felt am-
bivalent about these incidents. On one hand, they found these barely 
controlled sexual urges uncomfortable. On the other hand, the desires 
were a marker of coming into being a man, just like boys in puberty. 
This conferred a sense of authenticity as they recognized their own 
bodily impulses that lined up with the experiences of other men. In 
fact, their narratives did align with larger cultural discourses of men’s 
sexuality, especially in the comparison to adolescent boys.

The more troubling issue is that these narratives of barely controlled 
urges subtly feed into the rape culture narrative of sexual assault being 
a result of men’s natural irrepressible lust, as opposed to a feminist in-
terpretation of sexual assault as a form of social domination. In other 
words, if these “good” men can hardly control their impulses, it becomes 
more understandable to some trans men that some other men cannot 
control themselves. There was a suggestion present across interviews 
that a total lack of control of their sexuality was a sign of hypermascu-
linity. It is clear here that the line is not necessarily just between having 
strong sexual urges or not but rather is a thinner line of being able to 
(barely) control those desires and express them in the proper spaces. 
Learning to control these excessive bodily urges, feelings that women 
and other people without as much testosterone coursing through their 
bodies could never understand, was part of the larger project of emo-
tional control in different contexts. This control was at the heart of 
interviewees’ ideals of themselves as men, since the majority of them 
strove to be regular guys and achieve a Goldilocks masculinity.

This raging- hormone vision of adolescent sexuality is not actually 
universal across contemporary cultures, which suggests that broader 
cultural narratives also shape trans men’s accounts of testosterone and 
sex, as they do for cisgender boys and men.31 It is important to note 
again that there was not only a wide range of narratives on the effects 
of hormones on each individual but also critiques of these narratives 
among interviewees. Jeffrey, a white man living in a college town in 
California, had misgivings about the connections other trans men 
made to new behaviors after starting testosterone:32

When I was nineteen or twenty and getting ready to start taking 
T, I’d moved to the city to get T in a clinic. This culture, this big 
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bubble of young trans men that was coming up and we were all 
pretty new to it, and so was the medical industry, so there was not 
much dialogue checking the behaviors of transmasculine people. 
I was experiencing a lot of people in my immediate and extended 
community just totally using it as a free card. You know, like, “I’m 
more aggressive because of this,” or, “I’m more horny because 
of this, and so I push boundaries, and I’m working it.” Stuff like 
that. Okay, whatever, maybe your hormones are making you act 
in these more jerky ways, but now it’s your responsibility to learn 
how to deal with it. And also as a person being on hormones, 
and, granted, I have been on low dose, however, I’ve been on it 
for a long time and a pretty wide range, and never anywhere in 
that range did I experience any of that sort of behavior that I felt 
like I could excuse. So, being somebody that didn’t personally 
experience it, whenever I hear transmasculine people talking 
about that, it gets incredibly hard for me to believe, and I feel like 
it’s an excuse.

This critique from trans men like Jeffrey exemplifies the possibilities 
of the progressive man to rethink dominant narratives of masculinity 
and biology. His counternarrative affirms the idea that the permissive 
effects of testosterone are likely related to different affective potential-
ities of the individual body and personality but also reflects a sense of 
cultural and social permission to experience and, in some cases, enact 
the “raging hormones” of the boy in puberty. The connection to ado-
lescent boys further reifies the naturalized discourse of testosterone 
and puberty.

Sex among Men (Without Feeling)

One of the most significant and consistent changes that trans men re-
ported with taking testosterone was that they felt less of a need for a 
romantic emotional component to their sexual activity than before. 
Jason, a white man living in suburban Ohio, shared:

I’ve tried to explain it to women and just be like [smack] that just 
need. It goes beyond want; it goes beyond . . . I don’t need the 
touchy- feely. I don’t need any of that. I just need to get off and 
go on about my day.
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In going from sexual desire and emotion as intertwined to sexuality 
as an urge, narratives like Jason’s evidence an exit from a particular 
emotional economy of gender and sexuality.33 In a sense, this operates 
as a disavowal of emotion in some sexual spaces. This new orientation 
to emotion mirrors gendered notions of sexuality where women are 
more interested in emotional connection and men’s sexual urges re-
flect affect. The affective sexual urges were often difficult to name for 
interviewees, in a prelinguistic sense. In general, as the men felt that 
their sexuality was less connected to romance or emotional expres-
siveness, sex with other men became more appealing.

A substantial portion of the interviewees divided and gendered 
their sexual relationships by engaging in sexual relationships devoid 
of romantic emotions with men, while reserving emotionally intimate 
sexual and romantic relations for women. A majority of the men I in-
terviewed that talked about their sexuality said they no longer wanted 
or needed a romantic emotional component to sex. Instead, they 
wanted to satisfy their affective bodily desires without the “touchy- 
feely stuff ” that Jason mentioned. For a number of the men, sex with 
men offered just that. Ian, a white man living in urban Minnesota, 
went from having relationships with mostly women to mostly men 
after his transition six years before the interview:

Obviously, when you’re taking hormones, it increases your sex 
drive, and I think my approach to sex is different. It shifted. Rather 
than being more of just an enjoyable and deep bonding relation-
ship to being like this is just part of just a simple physical need. 
Like, there was a shift in mentality in that sense, but it was also 
how just like sexuality goes. Being comfortable with myself as a 
guy has really helped because now I feel like I can actually have 
rela tionships. You know, if I want to go out and meet somebody 
for sex, I can do that, and I don’t have to feel weird about it being 
like, you know, because it’s like, yeah, now if you don’t like this 
that’s fine. I was able to come to terms that I’ve always been at-
tracted to guys. That’s something I’ve known, but I’ve repressed it.

Thus, for Ian both the shift in his sexuality from an emotional base to 
an affective need, as well as his comfort in being seen as a man, allowed 
him to engage in sex with other men, whether through long- term rela-
tionships or shorter- term encounters.



“STRONG WHEN I NEED TO BE, SOFT WHEN I NEED TO BE” 119||

In an interesting juxtaposition of the virializing effects of testoster-
one usually associated with heterosexual men, more than one- third 
of the interviewees reported an increased sexual interest in men after 
taking testosterone, though some never acted on it.34 Still more of the 
men mentioned this was a common experience for trans men. Felix, a 
white man living in urban Minnesota, talked about this potential as he 
pondered his decision to start taking testosterone:

I think that’s one of those things that I’m a little bit nervous about 
starting T. A friend of mine, who actually lives in another mid-
western state, took me aside one day, and he was like, “You know 
that you will be taking gay juice, right?”

Using the phrase “gay juice,” Felix’s friend referenced the common 
idea that trans men develop a sexual interest in men as a direct effect 
of testosterone. Some trans men partially attributed this sexual explo-
ration with other men to a fascination with other men’s bodies. Sex 
with men provided a way to learn about embodied aspects of being 
a man through the exploration of others’ manhood. In other words, 
this offered a way for men who had little experience with men’s bodies 
to get an understanding of how parts, such as penises, feel and work.

Sex with men was also a less complicated outlet for increased sex-
ual drives because it involved sexual engagement without emotional 
entanglement. Luke, a white man living in rural Indiana, also experi-
enced a surprising change to his sexuality when he transitioned:

When I started to transition, all hell broke loose. I found myself 
looking at guys all the time. I found myself wanting to have sex 
without protection [pause] in like cemeteries . . . anywhere I could 
find. It really tore me up. It turned my world upside down because 
I identified as a lesbian my entire freakin’ life, even as a kid, and 
now this. And I’m like, “What?”

Eventually, he found a measure of relief in his new sexuality. Luke said 
casual encounters with men he met through a personals website were 
satisfying because they fit his new matter- of- fact sexual desires:

In fifteen months, I’ve probably met about fourteen people. 
So, just for a one- night stand kind of thing. Yeah, I just want it 
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quick and easy, don’t wanna cuddle, whatever. “Do it, please. 
Thank you.”

Each of the fourteen people he found through the website were men, 
and these encounters satisfied his new higher sex drive. Sexual ex-
changes like these provided relief both from barely controlled sexual 
urges and from the demands of the emotional economies tied to their 
past or current sexual relationships with women.

Interestingly, in this new or heightened interest in sex with men, 
ten of the men I interviewed had sexual relationships with other men 
but stated they were interested in longer- term emotional relationships 
only with women.35 Woody, a white man living in urban California, 
had considered himself bisexual when he first became sexually ac-
tive in high school and had sexual relationships with both men and 
women for some time. When he became less comfortable living as 
a woman, he stopped having sexual relationships with men. Woody 
said he could not bear for them to see him as a woman, but once he 
transitioned, he was comfortable having sex with men again. He felt 
occasionally frustrated, however, with the fact that because he was a 
trans man, other men would assume he was more emotional:

I’m supposed to be more sensitive and talk about my feelings and 
wanna cuddle. I’m like, “Actually, I just wanna suck your dick. I 
want you to fuck me. I want you to suck my dick, and then I want 
you to go home.” You know, “I don’t wanna talk about my feelings, 
and I don’t wanna cuddle with you because that’s weird and that’s 
not what I’m into.” And they’re like, “Ah!” I’ve had these conver-
sations with gay guys that know that I’m trans where they’re just 
like, “It’s like you’re a straight guy,” and I’m like, “Well, I kind of 
am a straight guy.” I date exclusively women, but I sleep with men. 
I never date men; I just sleep with them, you know. And I have 
like friends that are guys that I sleep with, but it never turns into a 
romantic situation, and I’m okay with that. You know, I just don’t 
have those feelings for men.

He went on to explain that he does have close emotional friendships 
with other men but that he does not mix sexual and romantic rela-
tionships with men. Like Jane Ward’s str8- identified men, part of the 
way Woody maintains an identity as a straight guy is through the way 
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he has sex with other men. In Ward’s analysis, this means men associ-
ate themselves with “straight culture” while taking part in homosex-
ual and homoerotic acts.36 Woody went on to explain why he had not 
been able to have sex with men in the years leading up to transition 
and what had changed:

It just never really happened again until I transitioned, and then it 
was like I kind of felt more comfortable being with a guy because 
I felt like I was finally getting to relate to them the way that I’d 
always wanted to, which is like, “I am your bro- dude- friend,” you 
know, like, “and we’re gonna have sex” and then like continue to 
be like broing down together.

This distinction between romantic and sexual relationships was an-
other form of emotional control. For these men, romantic emotions 
were suitable only with women, whereas with men they could enjoy 
purely sexual pleasure without romantic entanglements because they 
labeled them as sexual and not emotional spaces. There were, how-
ever, men who had long- term romantic and emotional relationships 
with other men, whether these relationships were monogamous or 
not, and gained immense satisfaction from them, though they were a 
small minority among the trans men I interviewed.

Overall, the connection between heterosexuality and emotional 
relationships reified a form of heteronormativity in the institution of 
the family. This allowed those men to have sex with other men but 
avoid being tainted by feminine ideas of romance or the controlling 
image of the faggy man, who is overly emotional. In this hybrid mas-
culine formation, which is another example of Goldilocks masculinity, 
sex with other men might be acceptable as long as it does not interfere 
with the emotional space of the heterosexual family. One could inter-
pret this as a queer effort to delink the connection between sexuality 
and family, but these sexual practices still reproduce the normativity 
of emotion in the heterosexual family and thus potentially the superi-
ority of heterosexuality.

CONCLUSION

Emotional control, related to calm, crying, anger, and sexuality, was 
central to trans men’s narratives of the shifting affective states they 
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experienced when taking testosterone. This journey frequently mapped 
onto the age- related narrative of boys becoming men through puberty 
and adolescence. Indeed, both transformation narratives draw on the 
same essentialist popular discourse of bodies, hormones, and sexuality. 
Most men feared increased anger and aggression before they started 
transition, but the majority actually felt more calm and rational after 
transition. Some men did experience increased anger, and that anger 
was directed mostly at women. While generally they reported a new 
distance from emotion, some strongly held feelings, such as sexual 
urges, grew in intensity. Increased sexual interest and practices with 
men would seem to contradict the traditional connection between 
idealized masculinity and heterosexuality; however, the connection be-
tween heterosexuality and intimacy was maintained through narrating 
sex with other men as unemotional. Again, these narratives of emotion, 
hormones, sexuality, and masculinity were quite similar, if not nearly 
the same, as those of cisgender men.

What is clear throughout these narratives is that trans men’s ideal-
ized notions of emotion and masculinities were, for the most part, 
not the traditional ideal of the emotionless man, or the man who can 
express only anger. Rather, interviewees thought those men were 
problematic and regressive. Instead, the ideal emotional man of the 
contemporary period is one who is able to control his emotions, in 
that he uses his distance from emotions to be rational when the space 
calls for it and to be more emotionally expressive when appropriate. 
This is Goldilocks masculinity as played out through emotion and 
the body.

In this formulation, hypermasculine men, through racialized and 
classed depictions that invoke the thug and the redneck, could not 
control anger, aggression, and their sexuality. By claiming that the 
lack of appropriate emotion by some men is the primary cause for 
violence against women and others, men lay blame for these social 
problems solely on an individual’s ability or inability to control them-
selves, rather than focusing on structural explanations for violence and 
inequality. In other words, good men can control their sexual urges 
and expressions of anger. They can even cry when the situation calls 
for it. Bad men, on the other hand, cannot control themselves and 
are the sole perpetrators of violence. Proper men can discipline their 
bodies, especially their affective experiences and expressions, whereas 
the bodies of women, feminine men, black men, and poor men are 
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ungovernable. The process of labeling and relabeling emotional dis-
play is another means of creating gendered, raced, classed, and sexual 
difference when the meaning of a particular expression is contested.

Much of this narrative of masculinity and emotion relies on testos-
terone as a driver of emotional difference. Testosterone has material 
effects, but individual men experienced and interpreted these effects 
in a range of ways. It appears to be permissive in the sense of both ex-
acerbating feelings already there and giving permission for particular 
behaviors and expressions. This permissive effect is both biologically 
and socially sourced. Thus, cultural narratives of testosterone and the 
related ideas about men’s affect and emotion likely give just as much 
permission to name, express, and control particular feelings. Testos-
terone narratives, whether about adolescent boys or adult trans men, 
ignore the constellation of changes and events that occur simultane-
ously with chemical changes and both produce new or different af-
fect. For example, trans men had to reckon with their decision to start 
taking testosterone itself. They also experienced the often- permanent 
physical changes, such as hair growth and fat redistribution, that went 
beyond shifts in their internal emotional state. In addition, these physi-
cal changes often simultaneously marked the achievement of a long- 
term goal and relief at satisfying a deep need for bodily change, not to 
mention the different forms of social recognition that a beard or other 
testosterone- induced changes make in social interaction. Some men 
found these changes exhilarating, while others were more ambivalent. 
In all, the centrality of biologically centered narratives of before and 
after testosterone say something both about the differing effects of this 
chemical on men’s bodies and about the cultural story of testosterone 
as a powerful trope to draw on and explain moments of socially signifi-
cant life changes.

This analysis of the contemporary emotional ideal offers further 
evidence of a hybrid masculine formation, the Goldilocks masculin-
ity, that incorporates the challenges to existing gender and racial rela-
tions from feminists and other critics. Thus, while the normative ideal 
shifts from a lack of emotion to appropriate emotion, the basic prem-
ise that some, racialized, classed, and sexualized, people are in control 
and some are not remains the same. Those who can achieve the ideal 
of the self- disciplining emotional subject, who can be soft when they 
need to be and hard when they need to be, are suitable for power in the 
political realm and as proper citizens in everyday life.
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Fear is also a powerful emotion that is gendered, classed, and ra-
cialized, and violence has many emotional components and conse-
quences. The next two chapters continue to explore elements of affect 
and place through examining men’s narratives of fear, vulnerability, 
and violence. Both spatially based fear and violence have the potential 
to discipline men’s bodies according to normative ideas of sexuality, 
race, and gender.
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4

Geography of Violence
SPATIAL FEARS AND THE REPRODUCTION OF INEQUALITY

The image of a woman walking down a deserted city street at night is 
a familiar one. On her way home from work or a party, she hears foot-
steps behind her. A furtive glance over her shoulder reveals a man a half 
block behind. Depending on who she sees, her body may tense, and her 
pace may quicken, but not so much that she draws attention to her fear. 
As her eyes search the shadowed block ahead, she wonders, “If he at-
tacks, where will I run, what will I use to fight back, and would anyone 
hear my shouts for help?” At its core, this common image is about the 
vulnerability of women and how fear of violence is tied to space.

This vulnerability and attendant fear are encapsulated in the fear of 
violence Ethan, a black man, felt when he grew up living as a woman 
in his midsized Michigan city.1 As he explained, this fear was pervasive 
and affected his access to public space:

Growing up, that’s always been a fear of mine, to be sexually as-
saulted. It was always on my mind, especially when I was younger 
and looked more like a female. That bothered me a lot, so I stayed 
in the house a lot of the time because that was a very big fear of 
mine. But as I got older and I started to change [transition], the 
fear level of that happening started coming down.

Though his fear of sexual assault went down with transition, he real-
ized that, as a black man, others now saw him as dangerous in the same 
public places:

I mean, you just notice certain things. Like, if you get in an eleva-
tor and it’s a Caucasian woman in there, she’ll hold her purse a lit-
tle closer, or she’ll move over to the corner, but since I’ve noticed 
stuff like that, when I get in an elevator, I will move to the other 
side. You know, ’cause I know I make them feel uncomfortable.
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With Ethan’s calm and sweet demeanor, it was hard for me to imagine 
anyone being afraid of him, but like the woman on the dark street, 
white women in elevators shifted their bodies and clutched their 
purses because Ethan apparently provoked their sense of vulnerabil-
ity. Even though he was not afraid of violence against himself in these 
situations, Ethan too altered his behavior in response to other’s fears 
so that he was perceived as less dangerous.

As a black man, Ethan also experienced increased scrutiny from 
the police:

I get harassed a lot more by the police. And I really don’t care for 
that. I don’t have a criminal record. I’ve never been to jail. I’ve 
never been in handcuffs, but I’ve been spread- eagled plenty of 
times. And I’m not that type of person. So, for you just to [siren 
sound] pull up on me, just up out of the blue . . . and be like, 
“Okay, assume the position,” I’m like, “Again?” You know, “You 
fit the description.” “Of what? A typical black man?”

Ethan’s experiences of harassment from the police also pushed him 
to avoid going out in public, though not as much as his fears of sex-
ual assault did before he transitioned. The image of the thug followed 
Ethan through public spaces, even if it did not line up with how he saw 
himself. Ethan’s fears and experiences of violence (of sexual violence 
when he lived as a woman and of being seen as dangerous while living 
as a man), as well as other’s fears of him, shaped his behavior and the 
ways he was able to access different spaces.

Clearly, both fears and experiences of violence are connected to 
the context in which they happen and are shaped by race and gender. 
Both Ethan’s map of fear and experiences of harassment altered his 
behavior when navigating the spaces of his city. As men and as trans-
gender people, trans men have a complicated relationship to fear and 
violence. Like Ethan, most of the interviewees reported that they had 
feared sexual assault as women but that the fear diminished once they 
transitioned. In fact, they reported the jarring experience of women 
now being afraid of them when they walked down a dark street at 
night. Men of color, such as Ethan, were especially seen by others as 
dangerous in a number of settings. While many of the interviewees 
discussed a broad feeling of vulnerability as transgender people, men 
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of color tended to be more concerned with the violence that might 
come from being recognized as black men.

Ethan’s story demonstrates that broad narratives of vulnerability to 
violence and images of potential perpetrators shape men’s everyday 
behavior and their experiences of violence. Trans men simultaneously 
negotiate pervasive images of transgender vulnerability and normative 
masculine ideals that suggest men should be neither excessively vio-
lent nor the victims of violence. Thus, managing fears and violence is 
another example of the Goldilocks masculinity at the center of the reg-
ular guy. In this case, Goldilocks masculinity is the sweet spot between 
being a hypermasculine perpetrator of violence— as in the controlling 
images of the thug, a black poor man in urban spaces, or the redneck, 
a white poor man in rural spaces— and not being a victim, like the 
image of the faggy man. By examining how trans men negotiate larger 
narratives of vulnerability and map out their fears based on region and 
other spaces, it becomes clear how this hybrid masculinity represents 
a shift away from promoting violence as a masculine ideal but simulta-
neously reproduces racial, sexual, class, and gender inequality.

NARRATING VULNERABILITY AND INNOCENCE

In the United States, the predominant image of vulnerability is that 
of a woman, usually white and middle class, walking alone at night. 
However, sexual assault by strangers, the fear at the core of this image 
of vulnerability, is actually an unlikely scenario. Women are much more 
likely to be assaulted by an acquaintance or someone they know rather 
than a stranger.2 Feminist scholars in sociology and geography have 
long studied the effects of gendered vulnerability and fear. Sociologists 
such as Jocelyn Hollander and Esther Madríz and geographers such as 
Gill Valentine and Rachel Pain have shown the image of a vulnerable 
woman walking alone at night is a key component of a culture that 
shapes women’s behavior and limits their access to public space.3 Like 
Ethan, many people living as women avoid public space altogether 
because they fear they will be sexually assaulted. This leads them to 
spend more time at home and among family and friends, where they 
actually experience most gendered and sexual violence.

Fears and experiences of violence shape men’s actions and how 
they practice masculinities as well, whether in being seen as violent or 
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avoiding being a victim of violence. An imagined lack of vulnerability 
to violence is central to contemporary normative masculinities across 
most settings. This image of invulnerability increases most men’s ac-
cess to public space, since they are generally less afraid to do things 
like walk alone at night.4 At the same time, men are more likely to 
experience physical assault by those strangers that women fear. Race, 
class, sexuality, and transgender status, among other categories of dif-
ference, also simultaneously shape these gendered patterns of fear and 
violence.5 For example, the controlling image of the thug constitutes 
the most common image of perpetrators of violence.6 Ethan’s expe-
rience of being seen by others as newly dangerous, as well as a likely 
criminal by police, illustrates the effect of this common image. Once 
again, Ethan cannot escape the controlling image of the thug, which 
translates into increased harassment from police, as well as those 
subtle shifts in interaction that caused him to change his movements 
and behaviors in order to appear less threatening. Hypermasculine 
racialized controlling images like the thug construct certain men of 
color not only as threats to women and children generally but also as 
transphobic and homophobic threats to largely white lesbian, gay, and 
transgender people.7

While Ethan as a man was newly seen by others as dangerous, so-
ciologist Laurel Westbrook has shown media and activist discourses 
also work to construct transgender people as inherently vulnerable. 
This is because the most common cultural images of trans people 
are as tragic victims of violence.8 Recent surveys indicate that trans-
gender people experience unacceptably high levels of violence and 
discrimination overall but that trans people of color, especially black 
trans people, tend to experience far higher rates of violence.9 Yet these 
larger vulnerability discourses reinforce the vulnerability of all trans-
gender people to incidents of spectacular violence, meaning murder 
or brutal assaults. These incidents of spectacular violence are much 
less frequent and tend to most often affect trans people who live at the 
intersections of class, race, and sexual marginalization. This vulnera-
bility discourse also has a spatial dimension. In analyzing reactions to 
the murder of Brandon Teena, a trans man in small- town Nebraska, 
Jack Halberstam demonstrates that rural and midwestern transgender 
people are viewed as especially vulnerable, particularly by queer and 
transgender people in cities on the East and West Coasts.10 Trans men 
face a contradiction: as men they are not supposed to be vulnerable, 
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even though men are actually more likely to experience physical vio-
lence than women, but as trans people they are supposed to be inher-
ently vulnerable.11

Events meant to empower transgender communities and address 
transphobic violence, such as Transgender Day of Remembrance 
(TDOR), can actually produce or reinforce trans vulnerability. A typi-
cal TDOR event involves a candlelight vigil and public reading of the 
names of murdered trans people from the prior year to bring aware-
ness to their lives and the violence they have suffered.12 TDOR serves 
the crucial purpose of giving activists and community members the 
space to reflect and mourn and a chance to build movement commit-
ment and energy. At the same time, events like TDOR act as what I 
term vulnerability rituals, moments that performatively reinforce the 
notion of vulnerability of a group of people to violence. These mo-
ments often mark all transgender people as inherently vulnerable to 
heinous acts of violence but gloss over the fact that some trans people 
are much more vulnerable than others.13

The vulnerability produced at events like TDOR is all the more 
striking given that those who most often do the memorializing are 
white middle- class people on college campuses, while those being 
memorialized are nearly all poor trans women of color, who are si-
multaneously centered and erased in these narratives of violence. This 
dynamic related to TDOR is increasingly the subject of critique by 
scholars and activists alike, but media and community discourses still 
frequently reproduce notions of a broad vulnerability to extreme vio-
lence for all transgender people. In the course of his interview, Tim, 
a white and Latinx man who lived in suburban Georgia, talked about 
the omnipresence of the fear of transgender violence and whom he 
thought vulnerability rituals such as TDOR served. He said these 
fears when expressed by white trans people were overinflated:

I feel it comes more from people who are less directly affected 
by the threat [of transphobic violence], and maybe that’s not 
true in all spaces, but I don’t know. I feel like Atlanta in particular 
has a fairly strong presence of older black trans women who are 
the people most at risk for assault for being trans. Who actually 
tend to use that discourse somewhat less than people with more 
power because I feel like when it comes from like this middle- class 
white person appealing to like terror and violence, it can mean 
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something. . . . [More] than coming from black people. . . . I really, 
really don’t want to minimalize the extent to which, especially 
when like black trans women talk about the threat of violence, how 
real that is, but I also feel like to some extent they don’t talk about 
it as much as people who get more out of displaying their fear do.

What might more privileged people get out of displaying their fear in 
general and in vulnerability rituals such as TDOR? Showing this fear, 
regardless of whether it is actually felt, marks individuals as vulnerable 
and potentially absolves them of their culpability in other forms of 
inequality and violence. In this line of thinking, if they are vulnera-
ble, then their actions or inactions that reinforce inequality become 
excusable because they are done as an act of understandable self- 
preservation. Indeed, trans people who are more privileged but also 
express vulnerability may draw resources away from the trans people 
who are more likely to actually experience violence. The racially, eco-
nomically, and otherwise multiply marginalized trans people who 
actually experience this violence are often discredited as disrespect-
able, and the violence they experience is blamed on personal moral 
failings and other individual characteristics. Thus, there is a tension 
between whose voice is heard and whose claim to protection is seen 
as legitimate.

In an analysis of TDOR events and websites, Sarah Lamble refers 
to this dynamic, where white trans people invoke fears of transphobia 
through citing the violence overwhelmingly committed against trans 
women of color, as remaking white innocence.14 Framing the violence 
as purely transphobic allows white people to distance themselves from 
culpability in white supremacy and antiblack violence. Lamble builds 
on Mary Louise Fellows and Sherene Razack’s understanding of the 
“race to innocence,” wherein marginalized people respond to their 
own complicity in the marginality of others by reinforcing or cen-
tering their own subordinated statuses and, thus, their innocence in 
producing or benefiting from the oppression of others.15 “Moves to in-
nocence” happen not just through claiming one’s own oppression but 
also through asserting a lack of experience of the oppressions other 
groups face.16 For example, when a white person in an organization is 
confronted with charges of institutional racism, they might not race to 
innocence by emphasizing their own marginalized statuses but instead 
might claim they cannot understand racism because they have no ex-
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perience of it as a white person. Although they might have the best of 
intentions in making these claims, this person is still moving toward 
innocence because these claims make further invisible the privilege 
white supremacy systematically rewards to white people, even if me-
diated by class, sexuality, or other aspects of difference. The stories of 
fear produced by many of the trans men I interviewed followed this 
pattern: when they narrated their fears of extreme violence, they also 
narrated themselves into innocence. This is not to say interviewees 
or TDOR organizers have consciously intended to emphasize their 
marginality at the cost of others. Rather, their narratives of vulnera-
bility that center only one social status, being transgender, erase the 
race, gender, sexual, and class inequalities that contribute to specific 
vulnerabilities and patterns of victimization.17

Furthering this discourse of vulnerability, Brandon Teena’s story 
hung like a specter over trans men’s discussions of fear and violence, 
which reinforced the controlling image of the violent, white, rural, 
poor redneck man. Without being prompted, nearly half of the inter-
viewees mentioned Brandon Teena or the film Boys Don’t Cry, which 
dramatized Teena’s murder, in their discussion of violence. Ken, a 
white man living in urban California, shared a typical story of learning 
about Brandon Teena and how the story stayed with him:

The Brandon Teena story, which they talked about and hyped, 
I’m really glad that that story is out there, but at the same time I 
remember before I ever even thought of transitioning I went to the 
youth group, and I was maybe nineteen. They showed the Bran-
don Teena documentary, and I had to get up and leave. Because I 
remember looking at pictures and thinking that that’s me, that that 
could be me. It wasn’t even so much that I was tied to the gender, 
at that point. Or the fact that he identified as male. It was that he 
looked like me, short hair, very sort of presenting as masculine. So, 
I think it was this built- in fear. From stuff like that. . . . But no, I’ve 
been very, very lucky, and sometimes I feel like I’m paranoid about 
this kind of stuff. I couldn’t believe how much safer and how much 
better it felt once I moved here. It’s not as if things don’t happen 
here, because they do, but if something happened here, I feel like 
it’s so much less than in a little redneck town. I definitely watch 
myself more [in a small town]. How I talk, and how people are 
perceiving me. I pay a lot more attention to that.
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As Ken acknowledged, violence happens in major cities, but spectacu-
lar violence against trans men is associated with rural spaces. These 
fears reinforce the image of the bigoted single perpetrator, the violent 
redneck in rural spaces, as the source of transphobic and homophobic 
violence, rather than a consideration of the structural effects of rac-
ism or poverty that make some trans people more vulnerable. Teena’s 
story worked as a vulnerability ritual that not just shadowed descrip-
tions of rural violence but also fostered imaginings of the possibility of 
spectacular violence in all kinds of settings marked as unsafe.

In addition to creating a narrow focus on the source of violence, 
the kinds of fear both produced and recognized in vulnerability rituals 
act as powerful forms of social control that reproduce systems of so-
cial domination in spatially specific ways. For most of the men I inter-
viewed, Teena’s murder was the one incident they could actually name 
of the type of violence they feared most. In discussions of violence 
across the interviews, all participants combined could name only a 
small number of instances of spectacular violence committed against 
trans men they knew.18 Thus, the fear provoked by Teena’s story rather 
than direct experiences of violence shaped a sense of spatially based 
vulnerability. The effect of this spatial vulnerability is evident in Ken’s 
heightened fear of violence for not being appropriately masculine in 
rural spaces and the relative safety he felt in his city. In the “redneck 
town,” Ken watched his behavior so that others would not think he 
was gay, but in the city he felt less threatened. These fears tended to 
lead to more conforming behaviors for trans men— following the 
every day rules of social interaction that re- create inequalities and not 
intervening when they observed racism, sexism, and homophobia in 
others, even if they said they wanted to. Thus, narratives of violence 
highlighted trans men’s own vulnerability and encouraged more con-
forming behaviors. In the move to innocence, vulnerability became 
an excuse for conformity in their own behavior and complicity in the 
oppression of others.

Brandon Teena’s story evoked the vulnerability of trans men, es-
pecially tied to rural spaces, but that same rurality and other aspects 
of his story became a way for interviewees to differentiate themselves 
from him. The obviousness of the threat to transgender people in rural 
places was a common explanation of this violence. Several interview-
ees wondered why Teena would stay in the town and why any trans-
gender person would. Other men further differentiated themselves 
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from Teena by positing he might be partially responsible for his own 
violent fate. For example, Colton, a white man living in suburban Wis-
consin, explained:

If you look at the situation with Brandon Teena, he was hang-
ing out with drug dealers. He was hanging out in situations that 
would have been dangerous even if he wasn’t trans. And he was 
also living in a very small- minded town at a time when these 
things were not as well known, and I think that probably made a 
difference. I would be wary of moving to certain parts of the coun-
try, and maybe without reason, you know. One thing that I think 
is nice about the Midwest is that it tends to be a very live- and- 
let- live kind of area, where it’s as long as you’re not messing with 
my personal freedom, then you can do what you want. Whereas 
I think there are some areas that are more fundamentalist, for 
example, where a person would be in more danger than they 
are here.

Colton lays out assumptions about where others will be tolerant of 
trans men and also about the activities that make one more likely 
to become a victim of violence. Like most other men I interviewed, 
Colton did not explicitly blame Brandon Teena for his own murder. 
Yet this process of differentiating themselves from the characteristics 
that lead to victimization does have this effect: it becomes a caution-
ary tale of how to avoid violence. In these explanations, conformity to 
a range of social mores becomes the way to prevent violence, rather 
than addressing the structural factors that might make some individ-
uals more likely to experience victimization than others. The move to 
innocence here is about gaining a “toehold of respectability,” where 
marginalized people can construct themselves to be aligned with nor-
mative social ideals in opposition to “degenerate” others.19

Balancing threats of victimization, spatially based fears, and claims 
to innocence also invoke the racial, gender, sexual, and class projects 
wrapped up in the ideals of the thug, redneck, faggy man, and regular 
guy. The thug and redneck often stand as the hypermasculine sources 
of violence in urban or suburban and rural spaces, respectively. Vic-
timization, on the other hand, is a sign of weakness and therefore can 
potentially delegitimize men’s hold on normative masculinity, taking 
a man closer to the femininity of women and the effeminacy of faggy 
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men. Thus, being either a violent perpetrator or a victim of violence 
can make a man illegitimate in regard to proper masculine ideals. 
This dynamic provides further evidence of the predominance of the 
regular guy ideal, where one should be neither overly violent nor a 
victim. In this Goldilocks masculinity, some fear is acceptable, since 
extreme violence is the property of those classed and racialized men 
who cannot control themselves, but being a victim is a sign that a man 
is “too soft” or too deviant. Overall, this means men must carefully 
navigate their spatially based fears based on region and other spaces in 
order to avoid victimization. These narratives of the causes of victimi-
zation, along with discussions of violence that evidence a disjuncture 
between spatially mapped fears and actual experiences of spectacular 
violence, may displace attention from the larger systems that actually 
make some people more vulnerable to violence.

SPATIAL CONTEXTS OF VIOLENCE

Trans men’s ideas about violence and place shape their fears of violence, 
which are both very real concerns for safety and also moves toward 
innocence. Interviewees mapped their perceptions of safety spatially, 
and this varied based on race, sexuality, ability, and class. A sense of 
trans vulnerability heightened the fears of homophobic, racist, and 
other violence they likely shared with cisgender men. Overall, inter-
viewees mapped the specter of spectacular violence, including severe 
physical assaults, murder, and sexual assault, onto particular places, 
and this encouraged a space- based conformity to gender, sexual, and 
racial standards. As geographers Gill Valentine and Alec Brownlow 
have argued, while women report higher levels of fear in general, both 
men and women map out their fears spatially as “geographies of fear” 
and what I also refer to as geographies of safety.20 At a basic level, this 
means both men and women tend to think some places and spaces 
are more dangerous than others, and they attempt to avoid or manage 
their interactions within these spaces accordingly. Men’s geographies 
of fear have been mapped in specific urban contexts, noting how men 
engage in constant work both to avoid victimization and to perform 
fearlessness, yet there has been less investigation into how these fears 
are based on the region where they live and their geographic imaginar-
ies of other spaces. Further, there is a lack of knowledge of how these 
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geographic imaginaries shape the intersection of fears of transphobic 
and homophobic violence.

Regions figured prominently in the interviewees’ geographies of 
safety. Both the region they lived in and their imaginaries or prior ex-
periences of other regions shaped their fears. These fears based on re-
gion were broad and mostly focused on concerns about general social 
conservatism, along with the idea that the people found in those places 
were prone to violence. This assessment of the potential for violence 
often drew on the redneck controlling image and, thus, was a racial-
ized, gendered, and classed judgment. Men who currently lived or had 
lived in each region tended to articulate a more nuanced geography of 
safety in each place— of which an urban and rural distinction was one 
of the primary organizers. Overall, interviewees tended to describe the 
West as the most tolerant of the U.S. regions due to a perception that, 
on the West Coast at least, a wide range of masculinities were accept-
able and there was greater acceptance of LGBT people. The Southeast 
was characterized by both trans men who had never lived there and 
those who had as the least tolerant of the three regions. The Midwest 
was generally viewed as somewhere in the middle, as both more open 
and tolerant than the South but less so than the West, though really 
only slightly better than the South according to men from the West. 
The reality of legal protections for transgender people at the state level 
actually mirrors the interviewees’ mapping. The twenty states that ban 
discrimination based on gender identity or expression, as of 2018, are 
clustered on the West Coast and in the Northeast, with three states in 
the Midwest and none in the Southeast offering such protections.21 
Crucially, whether these ideas about space and safety were accurate 
assessments of the potential for violence, they still affected trans men’s 
interactions as they inhabited or traveled through these places.

West

Overall, interviewees living in the West characterized everywhere 
outside major cities on the coasts as unsafe and undesirable, though 
they described more subtle understandings of safety in the places 
they lived. For example, there was consensus among men living in the 
San Francisco Bay Area about which places were safer than others. 
They mapped their geography of safety as follows: the Castro, the gay 
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neighborhood, was safer than other neighborhoods; San Francisco 
was a safer city than others; the San Francisco Bay Area was safer than 
nearly everywhere else outside it. Men from the West characterized 
the South and the Midwest and rural places in general as far less safe 
for trans men than the West Coast.

Generally, the men I interviewed who had spent their lives as trans 
men in a place like the San Francisco Bay Area described a sense of 
freedom to express a range of masculinities and, perhaps, to live more 
openly as transgender because they felt little threat of transgender- 
related violence. For these men, living elsewhere not only seemed 
difficult but was almost unimaginable based on their spatial under-
standing of the possibility of violence. Woody, a white man, described 
how his lack of fear living in this area allowed him more freedom in 
interacting with a broad range of people:

I might be spoiled because I live in the Bay Area, so there’s not 
really the same threat of violence that there is in other parts of the 
country or the rest of the world. I might feel different in places 
like that.

He imagined a different life for himself in other places where his inter-
actions would be more restricted. Leo, a black man, also thought his 
life would have been significantly different if he did not live within the 
safety of the Bay Area. He explained:

In the Bay Area guys are just spread out. There’s a lot of us, but we 
blend in really well and are just scattered to the four winds as far 
as the greater Bay Area. I’ve often thought of what my life would 
be like if my parents never moved us out of Texas. It’s really hard 
to comprehend.

Like most interviewees, Leo felt more comfortable in a place where 
there were more trans men and easy access to resources. He felt par-
ticularly safe with the knowledge that there would be trans men wher-
ever he went in the local area. The inability to imagine trans men living 
in more dangerous places created a sense of social distance from those 
inconceivable lives.

In direct conversation about safety, nearly all of the men in the Bay 
Area and urban parts of the West said most other places were unsafe 
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for trans men. At the same time, more than half of this subset men-
tioned elsewhere in their interviews that those more dangerous places 
actually provided a form of safety because they allowed trans men to 
remain unrecognized as transgender. Alec, a white man living in urban 
Northern California, shared an experience moving from the Midwest 
to California that exemplifies this pattern:

I started passing in Ohio probably sooner than I would have 
passed out here, if that makes any kind of sense. I think here there 
would have been more support for, “I’m trans— please use male 
pronouns,” than there would be in Ohio, but I think there was 
that automatic sort of switch. Whether or not they recognized 
that I was a trans guy or not, they just recognized that I was a guy 
[in the Midwest].

The same openness to transgender identities and understanding of 
politics that made places like the Bay Area feel safe also made it more 
difficult to be recognized as a man. Encountering the different gen-
der knowledges of these spaces had unexpected effects on both their 
recognition as men and their sense of safety. According to this experi-
ence across interviews, when people do not have an understanding of 
a third category of gender, transgender in this case, then they are likely 
to choose man or woman when they are categorizing another person.

In fact, moving to a place where they could blend in held an ap-
peal for some trans men, especially if they could fit with the raced, 
gendered, and classed expectations of that place. In contrast to the 
overall depiction of trans men’s lives outside cities as unlivable, about 
a third of interviewees talked about men they knew who had moved 
from cities like San Francisco to small towns in supposedly dangerous 
parts of the country. In these accounts, the same lack of knowledge 
of transgender identities that allowed Alec to be read as a man in the 
Midwest gave trans men the opportunity to move to a town and blend 
in and just be a man.22 Drew, a white man, explained this pattern when 
talking about men he knew who had transitioned before him when he 
lived in San Francisco:

I was pretty good friends with this guy that transitioned like five 
years before. Then randomly he, well, most of them moved. A 
lot of the guys I knew back then moved to like seriously to like 
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small towns. Just really stealth- like in a trailer and just not be part 
of the queer community at all. I remember that happening and 
being like, “Whoa.” It was a trip. I understand the concept a lot 
more now, but at the time I was like, really? You’re just going to 
leave San Francisco and go live in like Arizona in a trailer? Okay. I 
understand what their journey was. They just didn’t feel gay at all 
or part of the queer community. I still super feel part of the queer 
community because I’ve been part of it for so long. I can’t imagine 
leaving it. It’s part of the security blanket with all my friends. I 
can’t imagine just going off and then not being a part of it.

Drew found a crucial sense of safety and belonging as a queer person 
in queer communities, which he thought would be unavailable in a 
small town. Yet he found that the further he went along in his transi-
tion, the more the notion of living in a small town appealed to him. 
When he talked about retirement, he said:

I wonder if I would just be one of those guys that would get a little 
cabin in fucking Wyoming or Montana and go fly fishing and retire 
and just live there and just be like a dude in town. I can see myself 
doing something like that. Even now, I think about moving to the 
suburbs, like if I want to get a house or something. I don’t think 
I would be out to my neighbors at all. I would just be like this 
straight guy with my girlfriend living in like a freaking suburb.

Thus, while these “other” places were where many men mapped their 
fears, a number of those same men identified aspects of those places 
that made them safer as trans men. Suburban spaces perhaps offered 
not only an in- between place free of the threat of the violent rural red-
neck but also the opportunity to blend in as a regular guy. For men like 
Drew, there was an appeal to the idea of living out a more conventional 
life now that they appeared no different from cisgender men to their 
suburban neighbors. Ultimately, this movement enacts a fantasy of 
white normative masculinities, whether as a working- class rural man 
or a suburban middle- class man, at the same time that it might shore 
up their identity as men and a particular aspect of safety. For some 
trans men, the desire to blend in could also be an escape from identity 
itself. Certainly, these same fantasies operate for many transgender 
and cisgender men alike in urban centers when they seek to escape 
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constraints of contemporary masculinities to the supposed relief of 
rural and even suburban idylls.23

Trans men’s narratives of a lack of awareness of transgender possi-
bilities construct suburban and nonmetropolitan spaces as less modern 
than the cities where there is both broad knowledge and some legal 
protection for transgender people. Yet these supposedly less modern 
spaces allow trans men to find safety in a place where they imagine they 
will solely be recognized as a man.24 This life may only be available to 
men who can enact particular gender, racial, and sexual subjectivities. 
In any case, the safety of the city offers a bind for trans men who wish 
to leave transgender and queer identities and histories behind.

Midwest

Trans men living in the Midwest mapped out a more varied and de-
tailed geography of safety than those in the West, though it was also 
racialized and classed. Felix, a white man, was happy living in urban 
Minnesota after stints living in a more conservative city. He had a pos-
sible move for work in his future, and I asked him if there were any 
places he would not want to live. He responded:

I would avoid the South. I mean, basically we’re looking at an elec-
toral map, pretty much the red states. It’s almost that cut- and- dried. 
Also, the sort of the Middle West. Yeah, the South and sort of the 
big square states I would probably avoid. I mean, maybe Colorado, 
but still I would feel much more comfortable on the coasts. That 
would be the only conceivable place I would look for jobs.

Like other people living in major cities, he believed large cities on the 
East and West Coasts to be most safe, yet his feeling of safety, like 
those of other midwestern trans men, showed a finer distinction. 
When I asked if there was anywhere he felt unsafe traveling, he laid 
out a more nuanced geography of safety:

I would say the Iron Range. So west, closer to the Dakotas. 
Basically, the whole stretch of the side of the state I would avoid. 
Whereas starting with the Twin Cities and up to Duluth and then 
even farther, like, along the North Shore of Lake Superior, that is 
just a lovely little corridor of kind of, yeah, there’s some kind of 
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aspects of rural life; you know, if it snows ten feet, you’re not going 
anywhere for a couple of months. And you’ll see the occasional 
incendiary yard sign. But for the most part because it’s touristy, it’s 
really open- minded, and I feel perfectly safe. I vacation there every 
year, feel perfectly safe. And then, even I traveled down south for 
work to a couple of the smaller towns in Rochester; even that’s 
okay. I think it’s like, when you get into sort of a little farther out 
and then like, in Michele Bachmann country, in St. Cloud. I would 
not go to St. Cloud. I’m just like, “Nah, I’m not going there.”

The rural areas he actually traveled to, those geared toward tourism 
and educational and medical industries, felt safer than the area that 
had elected one of the most radically conservative politicians of the 
era. Thus, unlike most men in the West, Felix saw more nuance in rural 
places, even if he did not necessarily want to live in them. To some 
extent, rural gentrification based on tourism and particular indus-
tries, like the Mayo Clinic located in the Rochester area, made some 
rural areas friendlier, whereas the western side of the state was still 
not. Electoral politics stood proxy for the kinds of conservative and 
potentially violent people trans men expected to find in these places. 
Like Felix, the majority of men in the Midwest painted their broad 
map of safety using the language of “red states” and “blue states.” These 
labels were particularly salient, as Barack Obama’s reelection in 2012 
occurred during the month- long trip when I conducted most of the 
Midwest interviews. This specific language was not necessary for trans 
men in the West, who depicted most places outside the West Coast as 
dangerous. At the same time, the language was too broad for men in 
the Southeast, who all lived in “red states.”

Again, there were few clear incidents of spectacular violence against 
trans men that Midwest interviewees could name, beyond the story of 
Brandon Teena. When I inquired if they knew any trans people who 
had experienced physical violence or heightened harassment, the 
men turned to stories of violence against trans women of color, like 
the ones featured in TDOR. In fact, the one incident of spectacular 
vio lence against a trans person that Felix mentioned happened in the 
place where he felt most safe— his own neighborhood:

Have you been up on the CeCe McDonald murder? That would 
be the biggest one that comes to recent memory. I think that some 
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of my friends have had one, of incidents of like vocal harassment, 
and that especially goes for the kind of genderqueer kids who are 
passing by a different bar on their way to a show or something. 
But nothing. As far as I can tell, aside from the CeCe McDonald 
thing, nothing violent. But that was a big deal. And I actually live 
like a few blocks from there. It’s been interesting because we live 
in a very liberal neighborhood, and then this crazy thing happens 
in front of the grocery store that I go shop at. That was weird. I 
don’t know if you know the story, but basically the guy [Dean 
Schmitz] and his friends started, basically initiated an attack on 
CeCe, and she stabbed him with a sewing scissors. And it turns 
out he had a giant swastika tattooed on his chest and stuff like 
that, which they admitted her history in court of having written 
bad checks, but they would not admit the evidence that he had a 
giant swastika tattooed on his chest.

From reports of the incident, the violence against McDonald was likely 
motivated by a combination of racism, transphobia, and homo phobia. 
Felix said the incident made him feel “more wary” in his neighbor-
hood for a time, but this diminished because the area he lived in was 
known to be safe for LGBT people. While Felix believed the attack was 
at least partially motivated by racism, his expression of fear also acted 
as a move to innocence, away from the privileges he gains as a white 
man, who also presents as straight and middle class, and the measure 
of safety it allows him.

Though there is a pervasive idea that individuals who will com-
mit acts of spectacular violence are disproportionately found in rural 
places, home of the racist redneck, cases like CeCe McDonald’s show 
those individuals are also in the major cities viewed as most safe for 
transgender people. John Howard, in his queer history of the South, 
argues that queer people in rural places use their local knowledge to 
avoid particularly violent or homophobic people.25 Similarly, trans 
people living in rural places are more likely to know and avoid those 
people they perceive as dangerous, whereas urban trans people, like 
Felix or CeCe McDonald, may not know which of the strangers 
around them is likely to be violent. The politics reflected by the swas-
tika hidden under Dean Schmitz’s shirt might not be known in an 
urban space but would likely be common knowledge in a small rural 
community. There were no more reports of this kind of violence in 
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rural places than in urban places across the interviews; rather, trans 
men’s stories were similar across spaces in their lack of experience of 
physical violence overall.

The specter of violence limited where Felix felt safe to travel and 
live, which restricted his job prospects; however, as he would agree, 
through being recognized as a white middle- class man, he was not 
subject to scrutiny by the same people who attacked CeCe McDon-
ald. The lack of surveillance allowed him to feel safe in a large city and 
maintain the belief that potential violence was somewhere outside 
it. The larger institution of the criminal justice system reaches across 
these spatial contexts. At the same time, the system is very much tied 
to the control of urban communities of color.26 In fact, that system 
may be the ultimate perpetrator of violence against CeCe McDonald, 
who served nineteen months in a men’s prison for defending herself 
against violence, and against many trans women of color who face 
particular and disproportionate brutalities in this system.27 Felix, as 
a white middle- class man, is more likely to avoid both the scrutiny of 
the white supremacist who attacked McDonald and the apparatuses of 
the prison– industrial complex that punished McDonald for defending 
herself from attack. Again, though he truly felt this fear and an atten-
dant lack of safety, the narrative also allowed him a claim to innocence 
in the interlocking structural inequalities at work in the situation.

Those living in rural places in the Midwest also plotted a more 
finely graded geography of safety, where particular rural spaces were 
safer than others. For example, Dominic, a white man, had recently 
moved nearby the large conservative rural town in the Midwest where 
he grew up. Other interviewees from Dominic’s state characterized 
this section of the state as particularly unsafe for LGBT people. His 
experiences of homophobia growing up and attending a local college 
in the town gave weight to the assumptions of those living outside the 
area. He explained:

When I was in high school— back in ’03 is when I graduated— if 
people were gay, they didn’t come out for sure, definitely in my 
high school. ’Cause I remember this one couple, this one girl who 
was kind of out, because she’d walk around with her, holding her 
girlfriend’s hand, and that was the only one lesbian couple I knew 
of in my whole high school. It wasn’t till years later where I found 
out through a couple friends of mine that people actually ended 
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up— or not ended up— but just came out. So, you don’t really 
hear too much about it, but it does exist. Does that make sense? 
The large town is a kind of the more hush- hush type of place. 
When I was a lesbian— and I’m with my girlfriend, I’d get looks, 
for sure.

This climate made him fear reprisal if his current work were to find out 
he was transgender.

While this entire part of the state was seen as unsafe by trans men 
living in large cities elsewhere, Dominic now lived fifteen minutes 
away from his hometown in a smaller town that was a vacation des-
tination for gays and lesbians from around the region.28 This part of 
the state both confirmed and was contrary to the characterizations 
of safety and danger by trans men living elsewhere. Dominic’s local 
knowledge allowed him to make more subtle distinctions in marking 
the places that were safe and the places that were not. He was afraid 
of people in the larger town knowing he was transgender, but he was 
able to cultivate a community of gay and lesbian people with whom he 
could be open in the smaller town.

Though rural midwestern trans men, like Dominic, saw more varia-
tion in the rural Midwest, they too characterized the South as par-
ticularly intolerant; only a small minority even allowed that some of 
the large cities, or more tolerant areas, such as the Raleigh/Durham/
Chapel Hill area of North Carolina, might be safer. A few of the men 
went so far as to suggest the more intolerant midwestern places were 
actually somehow polluted with cultural values from the South. Bran-
don, a white man who lived in the suburbs of a midsized Michigan 
city, had a geography of safety that exemplified this pattern. When dis-
cussing what places he considered dangerous or where he would be 
less comfortable traveling, he named parts of particular midwestern 
states, rural areas, and the South. Prior to the interview, he had spent 
time working in a small town in another midwestern state he said was 
quite conservative. Brandon described his coworkers in the town as 
particularly homophobic, and the only gay man he knew there left due 
to harassment. Interestingly, while the town was in a clearly midwest-
ern state, he connected the homophobic violence there to the South:

I moved with my fiancée to there; [it was] very conservative. It’s 
the middle of nowhere; it’s BFE. I mean, it’s Springfield- tucky; 
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you get all the inbred people from Kentucky come up. It’s horribly 
conservative; it’s gross.

He said that due to his fear he did not tell many people there he was 
transgender. Through using a crude generalization, he alluded to the 
image of the poor rural southern white, the redneck man, as the source 
of the conservatism and violence he feared. Thus, even though Bran-
don had a more nuanced spatial distribution of fear than that of men 
who lived in major cities, the idea of the South as a source of intoler-
ance still permeated his understanding of danger.

Southeast

Men in the Southeast agreed the West and East Coasts were generally 
safer than the South; however, they identified and sometimes lived in 
the same kinds of tolerant areas that men in the West and Midwest de-
scribed. These safer areas were usually major cities or liberal enclaves 
in college towns. For example, Bert, a white man, found a tremendous 
amount of support in the college town in North Carolina where he 
lived when he was raising money for chest reconstruction surgery:

The community are so supportive, and my sense of what hap-
pened around my fundraiser was that people just really wanted 
to help. There was just a lot of love, and people were like, “Well, 
we just love you, and we want whatever you want,” you know, 
“Here.” . . . Maybe other areas aren’t quite like that. I get the sense 
that they’re not. Particularly like, you know, small towns in this 
state. I mean twenty miles from here, it’s a different world.

Bert, like other men living in the areas of the Southeast they charac-
terized as safer, marked out distance between where he lived and more 
dangerous nearby places.

The story of Alan, a white gay man living in urban Kentucky, fit the 
metronormative narrative of moving from a dangerous small town to 
a more accepting city, though he challenged the idea that all places in 
the Southeast are inherently dangerous.

You’d think in a place like this where we’re not exactly the most 
tolerant atmosphere, you’d think it would be more hoop jump-
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ing [for medical and legal transition], but, no. This city is unique 
from the rest of the state in that we do that here and we’re pretty 
understanding. If you tried to do that in, say, that small town a few 
hours away, you’d have an issue. This city is definitely unique, and 
a lot of people come here because they know they’re gonna have a 
safe environment here. People flock here.

He went on to say he was one of the people who had flocked to the city 
from a small Appalachian town. Describing the area where he grew 
up, he said:

Awful. It’s a small town in the backwater of the state. And just to 
give you an idea, we had evangelists who’d get on the radio on 
Sunday morning, and they would give you sermons about how 
homosexuals should kill themselves so they wouldn’t be tempted 
to hurt children. I went to band camp, and we actually had some-
one that was outed during the camp, and we were all forced to line 
up while this kid was dragged bodily out of the camp and thrown 
out. He didn’t do anything to anybody; they just found out he was 
gay. So not exactly the most tolerant environment. They have the 
hate down there quite a bit, so I was very, very happy to leave. I was 
terrified of myself being down there because if anybody even sus-
pected, then, you know, something bad was gonna happen to me.

Alan felt as though he had to leave his small town for the more accept-
ing city. He did appreciate certain aspects of small- town life, but he did 
not think he would have survived there as a gay or trans man.

Overall, interviewees mapped their fears spatially, relying on re-
gion and urban and rural distinctions to locate their fears of violence. 
No matter their own location, individual men tended to use their 
local knowledge to articulate a more detailed understanding of where 
was safer and less safe. Men who lived in the West tended to think 
everywhere outside coastal cities was unsafe, whereas men who lived 
in the Midwest and the Southeast made finer distinctions between 
and within regions. Overall, men across the three regions viewed the 
South and most rural places as less safe. While their sense of vulner-
ability as trans people heightened their fears, the intolerance they ac-
tually reported seeing was most often about homophobia and racism. 
The fears that trans men attach to particular spaces, whether realized 
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or not, do not just exist inside their thoughts but also shape how they 
interact in those spaces.

RURAL CONTEXTS AND CONFORMITY

It is clear that trans men’s geographies of safety influence how they 
think about where they want to live and the places they would con-
sider traveling. In addition, other people might evaluate their mascu-
line practices differently depending on the gender, racial, class, and 
sexual norms of a place. Men’s fears of violence tied to those evalua-
tions affected the masculinities they practiced and how they interacted 
in the places. These shifts in masculinities, both how men practiced 
them and how others evaluated them, occurred both where trans men 
felt safe and where they feared violence. In dangerous places, inter-
viewees used shifting interactional practices to try to avoid violent 
victimization.

Rural spaces provide a particularly telling example of how the gen-
dered, raced, classed, and sexualized features connected to place shaped 
both these shifting masculine practices and evaluations by others. 
Across the interviews, fear of homophobia, racism, and trans phobia 
was higher in rural places than in most urban or suburban places. Yet in-
stead of transphobic violence, for the most part interviewees reported 
experiencing or witnessing explicit evidence of homophobia, the at-
tendant enforcement of normative masculinity, and racism in rural 
places.29 Due to these fears and this knowledge of violence, men were 
more likely to conform to local expectations for gender and sexuality 
and, for white trans men, to participate at least passively in systems of 
racial domination when interacting in rural settings.

Again, Brandon Teena’s story came up frequently and tied the men’s 
fears to rural spaces, which made for a heightened fear of vulnerability 
to transgender- based violence overall. Holden, a white man living in 
suburban Wisconsin, described the difference in his fear when inter-
acting with other men in the large college town where he lived versus 
interacting with white rural men nearby:

I guess for me I would feel more safe in a group of college- town 
guys than in a group of redneck guys. Um, you know, like the 
whole Brandon Teena story . . . definitely that’s like, it makes me 
uncomfortable. I guess because I feel like I don’t fit the typical 
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male stereotype that’s kind of in place in that type of culture. So 
yeah, so it makes me feel really uncomfortable, and if I were to be 
confronted or something, that would be a scary situation.

Holden believed that because his masculinity did not line up with the 
hypermasculinity of redneck men, he might face violence like Bran-
don Teena. Holden’s narrative intimately connected the violence that 
Teena experienced to the violence of the controlling image of the red-
neck man— this was a fear of white heterosexual violence. Thus, to 
avoid potential violence, he avoided interacting with such men and 
modified his own behavior when he could not avoid them.

Because others recognized the majority of these men solely as men 
in most everyday situations, a fear of transgender violence was not 
usually at the forefront of their minds. Rather, it was not being prop-
erly masculine, being perceived as a gay man, or being marked as a 
person of color that triggered trans men’s fears in most settings. For 
example, Jason, a white man living in suburban Ohio, found that as his 
sexuality and gender presentation changed he had new fears.

Coming out as a lesbian and being able to hold my girlfriend’s 
hand walking down the street never once was an issue, never, not 
once. When I began my transition and I was married to a woman, 
holding her hand obviously, we were every other straight couple 
on the planet. But once I transitioned and really started dating 
men is when that fear of [pause] “Am I gonna get my ass kicked 
for holding my husband’s hand?” Really . . . that was something 
that scares the shit out of me. You know. Transition never. It didn’t 
scare me. Being a gay man scares me.

When Jason was partnered with women— read as a lesbian when he 
was living as a woman and as straight when living as a man— he was 
not afraid. But once partnered with men as a man, he was afraid. Thus, 
the fear of homophobia, which was even more dangerous because 
being a gay man is often considered an affront to normative masculin-
ity, was particularly heightened for Jason. In general, there is greater 
tolerance for the female masculinity associated with lesbians than the 
effeminacy associated with gay men in rural places.30 Although this 
may be true of urban places as well, it reflects the more flexible gender 
expectations for women in rural places.
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While Jason had a heightened fear of homophobic violence in rural 
spaces, his ability to be read by others as a cisgender straight man— 
and particularly as a white man— offered him access to the rural space 
and a relative sense of safety. Jason went on to say that although fears 
of homophobic violence were often present in the back of his mind 
across spatial contexts, he and his husband had not experienced any 
problems in their midsized Ohio city with a sizeable gay population. 
When I asked if there was anywhere he would feel less safe holding 
hands with his husband, he described the very small town in another 
Midwest state where his family lived and said, “Never, never, never, 
never, never, never . . . no, never in a million years” would he hold his 
husband’s hand there. In the small town, he feared physical violence 
against himself and his husband as well as problems for his family in 
the community. Public affection between gay men was certainly not 
“in place” in the rural space. Jason’s heightened awareness of the po-
tential for transgender violence in rural settings sharpened his fear of 
homophobic violence in the town, even though no one outside his 
family knew he was transgender.

Again, trans men living in rural areas, especially in the Southeast, 
mapped their fears of social violence, like transphobia, racism, and 
homophobia, in more specific terms than men who saw everywhere 
outside Chicago or San Francisco as unsafe. According to their stories, 
this mapping and the shifting behavior that went along with it were 
crucial for their survival. For example, Jack, a white man living in rural 
Tennessee, was early in his physical transition, and he had fears about 
transphobic violence because he worried he was not recognized reli-
ably as a man, although others read him as a man in most situations. 
He said:

I don’t wanna be a freak. Because, again, they’re not as accepting 
here. . . . You know, of cross dressers and drag queens or whatever. 
Coming from the Albuquerque area, you see that all the time. . . . 
But, here? You’ll get shot and thrown in a holler.

I asked if that danger was true for the whole area, and he replied:

I think it’s a little bit more accepting in the city. I think the lesbian, 
gay, transgender, [but] as you get further into rural, it’s definitely 
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not. I mean you still see KKK signs. . . . Uh, no, they don’t take 
kindly to Hispanics or blacks or any of that.

Since Jack was not secure in the recognition as a man that made other 
men feel safer in rural settings, he had heightened levels of fear. This 
fear made it particularly important to Jack to fit in and not be seen as 
a “freak.”

Yet what did it mean to be a “freak” and not to fit in these rural 
spaces? Like several other interviewees, Jack went from talking about 
potential violence for sexual or gender transgression to discussion of 
racist violence against people of color. This suggests a conflation in 
these narratives of different forms of bigotry. In some senses, even 
white respondents, who were quite unlikely to experience racist vio-
lence, feared people they thought were racist because they thought in-
dividual racist attitudes were likely to be accompanied by transphobic, 
sexist, and homophobic attitudes. These combined fears encouraged 
men to be complicit in some forms of intolerance in order to protect 
themselves from the bigotries that could be directed at them. Again, 
these fears are sincerely felt, but when fear narratives work to center 
white men’s own marginality in the face of racism, they are also moves 
to innocence from complicity in white supremacy. Nearly all of the 
men I interviewed who lived in rural places were white and described 
particularly high levels of racism in their rural communities. Though 
these fears of transphobic violence were very present in Jack’s mind, 
like other white working- class rural trans men in this study, he gained 
acceptance in the community where he lived through being read as a 
white straight man doing masculinities in line with rural community 
ideals. In other words, these men were “in place” due to their apparent 
race, masculinities, sexuality, and class in rural spaces. Fitting in, in this 
sense, is not just being seen as “normal” but rather conforming to the 
dominant gendered and racialized ideals of the local community and 
even, at times, leaving the racism of other whites unchallenged.

Conforming to these local ideals of gender, sexuality, and race 
was not something an individual could necessarily control. Gabriel, a 
multiracial man living in a Deep South suburb, echoed the sentiment 
about the strong racial divisions of rural communities. When I asked 
him about his sense of safety when he would visit his black family 
members in a rural southeastern community, Gabriel said:
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Most of my concerns when traveling through that area is making 
it from pocket to pocket of black communities. I get very uncom-
fortable in a racial sense. I’m not actually too concerned with 
being perceived as queer, ’cause that usually isn’t the first thing that 
comes to mind in those areas. At this point I’d have to be like on 
top of a dude making out for them to notice that there was some-
thing queer about it. So, that usually isn’t the first thing. I’d be more 
concerned about the white communities in those areas. My family 
is from that area, but there that line between black and white is way 
broad, like it’s a thick, thick line that isn’t often crossed.

Even though he had relationships with people in that area, those prior 
relationships would not break the line of white supremacy. He felt that 
because he could fairly easily shape stranger’s perceptions of him as 
a heterosexual cisgender man, he did not worry about transphobic 
and homophobic violence among strangers— only racist violence. 
He could escape this feared racial violence only by avoiding predomi-
nately white rural spaces. Notably, Gabriel did not mention the same 
strong fears of transphobic or homophobic violence that were so 
prominent in white men’s narratives of safety and space.

Sean, a white man living in the rural upper Midwest, reiterated the 
role of whiteness in surviving and claiming belonging for people living 
in predominately white rural communities, particularly since race was 
understood here as a fixed visible marker of difference:

If you’re of another race, you’re not going to fit in here. The people 
that have money and power are white around here, and if you 
can’t figure out how to get in with that, you’re not going to get 
anywhere. I mean, I don’t feel like I have a lot in common with 
most people in this town, but I feel like I can pass. I do what I can 
with that, but I realize that it’s a gift I’ve been given. Race makes a 
huge difference because it’s so obvious that you’re an outsider.

Unlike men of color, white trans men can find a measure of acceptance 
and space from transphobic violence in rural communities by taking 
part in systems of racial subordination and division. As Andrea Smith 
explains, it is common for marginalized people to gain a little space 
from their own oppression through actively or passively taking part in 
other systems of domination.31 This clearly illustrates how even when 
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men acknowledge their white privilege and their distaste for racism, 
their narratives of transphobic fear become a move to innocence be-
cause they feel they cannot challenge the racism of other whites.

There was an underlying assumption in many of these narratives of 
rural fear and rural life that it was crucial to protect oneself by avoiding 
rural places or at least engaging in more conforming behavior when one 
was there. Further, avoiding victimization was central to being a regular 
guy and achieving a Goldilocks masculinity. As in the earlier discussion 
of Brandon Teena, this had the effect of blaming victims of violence 
and was a way to narrate innocence and respectability for trans men 
who could or did conform to these expectations. While these strategies 
might have offered some protection, taken as a whole this projection 
of rural vulnerability encourages men to conform to local normative 
masculine ideals and to avoid intervening or challenging these and 
other inequalities. At the same time, these narratives of rural danger 
reproduce the image of rural spaces as backward, premodern, and in 
need of a civilizing force. By both avoiding victimization and framing 
others as violent, some trans men protected their safety, established 
their innocence, and maintained a Goldilocks masculinity.

By examining fears and experiences of violence as they are mapped 
onto rural spaces, we see how fears of transphobic, homophobic, and 
racist violence act as powerful forms of social control in this particu-
lar spatial context. Rural contexts are one site where these processes 
transpire, but these same dynamics happen across a range of specific 
contexts and scales. It appears that these fears, whether realistic or not, 
encourage conformity to local expectations of sexuality and gender, 
which is a form of complacency and even participation in systems 
of social domination over others— all of which depends on the so-
cial location of the man and how others recognize him in the given 
place. Thus, contexts seen as more inherently dangerous are more 
likely to produce social control and to reproduce systems of domina-
tion through both everyday social interactions and narrative moves 
to innocence.

CONCLUSION

Narratives of trans vulnerability to violence, more than experiences 
of physical violence, produced heightened fears for trans men. They 
mapped their fears not just on certain neighborhoods but drew on 
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their geographic imaginaries of region and of urban, rural, and sub-
urban spaces. These spatially based fears centered on classed and ra-
cialized controlling masculine images, like the thug and the redneck, 
in a way that reproduced the innocence of other gendered, racialized, 
and classed men. Both the narratives about feared perpetrators, like 
the redneck, and victims, like Brandon Teena, reproduce a notion of 
respectability and proper masculinity for some men through social 
distance from those who commit violence and those who are victim-
ized. These moves to innocence and attempts to avoid experiencing 
violence also lead to conforming masculine practices in interactions 
and complicity with systems of domination, such as white suprem-
acy. Rural spaces and the image of violent hypermasculine rednecks 
in them were particularly associated with danger in trans men’s nar-
ratives and thus elicited strong pressures for conformity in everyday 
inter actions. Therefore, fears of spectacular violence, not just experi-
ences of violence, operate as disciplinary mechanisms that keep exist-
ing social categories in place.

These findings suggest our understandings of men’s fears and other 
gendered fears are inadequate unless they are understood through an 
analysis of race, sexuality, class, region, and other aspects of difference. 
We could not comprehend Ethan’s experience, described at the outset 
of the chapter, of being frequently stopped by the police or of white 
women seeing him as threatening without an analysis of how race, 
class, and masculinity, embodied in the thug ideal, shape how others 
see him as dangerous in urban space. At the same time, we cannot 
understand Sean’s lessened fear in rural spaces without understanding 
how whiteness and rural working- class masculinities make him “in 
place” in his rural area.

Discourses of vulnerability based on fears of spectacular violence 
in public places, even when not born out in experience, encourage 
conformity in everyday interactions and lead to the reproduction of 
systems of social domination based on gender, race, and sexuality. 
Even if fears are based on statistically unlikely events, pervasive nar-
ratives of fear of extreme violence are heightened by the cumulative 
effect of other experiences of violence, such as the many incidents 
of violence interviewees reported in medical and other institutional 
contexts. These interactional moves certainly reproduce masculine 
conformity and complicity with white supremacy, as well as a form 
of victim blaming through notions of respectability, but they simul-
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taneously offer some protection for individuals as they deploy them. 
It is unclear if white, normatively masculine, straight, class- privileged 
trans men would face more frequent violence if they did not engage 
in conforming practices. The trans men with the most nonconform-
ing gender presentations did report higher incidences of physical 
violence, and black trans men reported more severe discrimination 
and violence from police. Thus, there is likely a penalty for straying 
from normative masculinities. All of this still leaves the question of the 
broad effects of this ubiquitous understanding of transgender vulnera-
bility. What are the implications of these displays of vulnerability and 
innocence, as well as fear and violence, for political efforts to better the 
lives of transgender people?

One likely outcome of trans men’s fears is an increased support for 
politics and policy that actually perpetuate structural and state vio-
lence against some of the most marginalized trans people. Scholars 
such as Kay Whitlock, Dean Spade, and Christina Hanhardt agree that 
LGBT antiviolence work often relies on a narrow vision of law- and- 
order policy and a politics of respectability, which further endangers 
LGBT people who are poor and people of color.32 Law- and- order pol-
icy uses a framework that attributes violence primarily to individual 
actions and neglects structural sources of violence and inequality. This 
limited view of violence produces partial and possibly ineffective solu-
tions to these social problems. The effects of the production of fear and 
moves to innocence that come from the frequent recitation of stories 
like Brandon Teena’s and, sometimes overstated, statistics of violence 
against transgender people are part of an overall pattern of highlighting 
trans vulnerability to extreme acts of violence and pre mature death.33 
It is important to put a spotlight on these heinous acts of violence, 
but we must simultaneously understand that one of the effects is to 
increase feelings of hopelessness and despair for young people, which 
could possibly increase their risk of suicide.34 While these discourses 
of vulnerability help draw attention to real problems and act as rallying 
cries for action, other kinds of effects hinder actually addressing the 
violence. Events like TDOR serve an important purpose, such that 
those who no longer have a voice are not forgotten. At the same time, 
a proliferation of images and understandings of transgender people’s 
potentials for life in addition to their vulnerabilities might be more 
effective at addressing the needs of transgender people.35

There are elements of resistance even in men’s stories of fear. One 
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potential avenue for change is trans men and cisgender men pivoting 
away from narratives of vulnerability and moves to innocence. As a 
start, this resistance means being careful about furthering narratives of 
vulnerability that reproduce vulnerable subjecthood and developing 
better perspective on the distribution of risk and security intertwined 
with various social locations. Jackie Wang suggests that to truly end 
racial violence we must reject “a politics of innocence that reproduces 
the ‘good,’ compliant citizen.” This approach shifts focus away from 
evaluations of the moral character of individual victims or perpetra-
tors as well as discourses that mark some individuals as “innocent,” un-
deserving victims, all of which in turn constructs some racialized and 
classed people as criminals or degenerates who deserve violence.36 
This also suggests focusing on an expansive coalitional politics. To go 
back to Brandon Teena, the frequent recitations of his tragic death 
often leave out or minimize the other victims killed that night, includ-
ing Phillip Devine, a black man who was visiting the area and had been 
dating Teena’s friend. C. Riley Snorton recovers a new life for Devine, 
but not to create another martyr like Teena. Instead, Snorton suggests 
that in addition to efforts like TDOR the rubric of Black Lives Matter 
and, specifically, Black Trans Lives Matter holds potent possibilities 
for reimagining a past and bringing forth a future where those lives 
actually matter.37

The next chapter continues the analysis of spatially produced vio-
lence by focusing on how particular institutions, public bathrooms 
and medical settings, promote fear, violence, and the perpetuation of 
social inequality. The interactional rules and structures of these insti-
tutional spaces generate further narratives of fear for trans men but 
also more frequent experiences of violence.
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5

Institutional Contexts of 
Violence
HETEROSEXISM AND CISSEXISM IN EVERYDAY SPACES

Public bathrooms and medical settings, such as hospitals, clinics, 
exam rooms, and therapist’s offices, are key sites through which mod-
ern techniques of power form and control populations through ideas 
of sanitation and public health. As trans men’s narratives illustrate, 
these institutions are also important spaces where we see Michel Fou-
cault’s idea of disciplinary power working through the enforcement of 
norms.1 This enforcement comes both from others, through the dis-
ciplining practices of the people with whom trans men interact, and 
from themselves, when they engage in self- discipline. Whether trans 
men conform to these norms or resist them, the norms are embedded 
in interaction. Gender and sexuality and, to varying extents, class, race, 
and ability are particularly salient for trans men in these institutional 
spaces because they are largely structured around these social catego-
ries. Trans men’s experiences in these institutions illustrate what Petra 
Doan refers to as the “tyranny of gendered spaces,” and this chapter 
expands on this idea to illustrate the multiple intersecting effects of 
these two particular contexts.2

I continue examining fear and violence in trans men’s lives through 
an analysis of the ways that public bathrooms and medical settings 
provoke fears and actual experiences of violence. Building on the 
analy sis of both spatially based fears and experiences of violence in 
the production of inequality, this chapter centers on understanding 
how particular features of institutions promote specific patterns of so-
cial domination. I use public bathrooms and medical settings as case 
studies because they are the institutional spaces where trans men re-
ported the most heightened fears and actual experiences of violence. 
First, I use an analysis of trans men’s accounts of fear and violence in 
public gender- segregated bathrooms to show how the bathroom is a 
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site of the production of heterosexism and gender conformity. Next, 
I turn to analysis of trans men’s experiences of violence in medical 
contexts to illustrate how the authority of physicians and other medi-
cal personnel in healthcare settings reproduce cissexism and enforce 
gender conformity. While these patterns of domination are created in 
each institutional context, their effects likely reverberate across indi-
viduals’ lives by reinforcing sexist, heterosexist, and ableist norms, as 
well as contributing to the narratives of fear and innocence that make 
for complicity in larger structures of violence.

These institutional settings are what I call “amplified sites” of gen-
der and sexuality, as well as ability, race, class, and other dimensions 
of difference and domination. Amplified sites are spaces structured 
such that processes of categorization for gender, sexuality, and race, 
as well as the norms and social actions that reinforce them, play out 
in heightened ways when people interact in them. The effects move 
beyond these contexts and then reverberate or ripple across our so-
cial lives, whether through their effects on individuals and groups or 
broader beliefs and ideologies. In other words, they are nodes or sites 
where these processes are reinforced, created, and incubated. How-
ever, these effects do not just stay in those spaces, because they have 
consequences when people move out of them, from the way individu-
als move their bodies in interaction to the larger truths we understand 
about differences of gender, race, and sexuality. Through these two 
case studies, it becomes clear that the structural arrangements of the 
spaces foster the production of fear and violence in interaction. These 
sites are politically important because transforming the underlying or-
ganization of these institutions is key to combatting social inequality.

BATHROOMS

On the night of July 28, 2001, Willie Houston, his fiancée Nedra Jones, 
and another couple enjoyed a night on a riverboat cruise in Nashville, 
Tennessee, to celebrate Houston and Jones’s recent engagement. A 
series of mundane actions that conflicted with the gender and sexual 
rules of the public restroom turned a celebration of the pinnacle of 
heterosexuality into a tragedy of homophobic violence. This incident 
illustrates how a cisgender person, Willie Houston, came to be memo-
rialized on Transgender Day of Remembrance.3

At the end of the evening cruise, Houston and his party stopped 
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to use the restroom before disembarking from the boat. Jones handed 
her purse to Houston to hold as she headed to the women’s room. 
Melvin Holt, Houston’s friend who was visually impaired, also needed 
to use the bathroom. Houston escorted his friend to the men’s room 
while still holding his fiancée’s purse. In the bathroom, Houston and 
Holt encountered Lewis Davidson III and a friend who started harass-
ing Houston with homophobic remarks. Apparently, Houston’s mild- 
mannered effort to establish his heterosexuality with the protest that 
his “honey,” a woman, was right outside could not override the pres-
ence of the purse and his helping another man. Davidson and his anti-
gay remarks followed Houston outside the bathroom, and the verbal 
altercation continued to the Opry Mills parking lot where Davidson 
fatally shot Houston. As one news account described:

Willie Houston was shot with his hands in the air, raising his 
palms in front of his chest and reasoning with the gunman: 
“Man, we had a good time, and I’m just ready to go home and 
go to bed.”4

Though Willie Houston was both cisgender and heterosexual, the root 
of the events that led to his death was homophobia connected to gen-
der transgression. What role might the interactional rules of the men’s 
bathroom have had in this tragic event? Why in this institutional con-
text might the presence of a purse and the feminized act of caring for 
another man lead to murder?

Up until that night, visits to public bathrooms had probably been 
an unremarkable feature of Willie Houston’s everyday life. For most 
cisgender, heterosexual, able- bodied people, their use of public rest-
rooms becomes a topic of conversation only when one is commenting 
on the availability or cleanliness of a particular bathroom. Yet gender- 
segregated public bathrooms are a common topic in transgender writ-
ing and activism because gender and sexuality are so heightened in 
these spaces.5 Unknowingly, Houston had entered a volatile site of 
contestation where fears and anxieties about gender, heterosexism, 
and sex play out.

The 2010s have seen much public controversy about trans people’s 
access to bathrooms in the United States. However, this is not the first 
era when contests over public bathrooms have emerged in the pub-
lic sphere. Bathroom fears have been used to promote conservative 
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social agendas and maintain the racial and gender status quo in the 
United States since at least the 1940s. In the post– World War II era, 
public bathrooms were a visible site of racial segregation. In the face 
of the civil rights movement, white segregationists argued that racially 
mixed bathroom facilities would endanger white women through con-
tracting diseases from black women. In the 1970s, as feminists worked 
to pass the Equal Rights Amendment, strikingly similar language to 
what we have seen in the past few years was used by conservative 
groups to stoke fears that the ERA would endanger women by out-
lawing gender- segregated bathrooms.6 All of these fears are, of course, 
unfounded, but as Laurel Westbrook and Kristen Schilt illustrate, fears 
and policy decisions about spaces like gender- segregated public bath-
rooms are tied to larger cultural anxieties about the maintenance of 
gender and sexual difference.7 To understand why this institutional 
context is prominent in the lives of trans people, I give a brief overview 
of research on public restrooms and then analyze their role in trans 
men’s fears and reported experiences of violence in those spaces.

Public Toilets

Public gender- segregated bathrooms are an invention of the eighteenth 
century linked to urbanization, sanitary reform, and a separate spheres 
ideology.8 Segregation in public facilities mirrored the  eighteenth-  and 
nineteenth- century white middle- class ideal that men and women 
should inhabit different domains of daily life. On the surface, public 
bathrooms are an effort at maintaining public health and hygiene, but on 
an institutional level, they have their own interactional rules and norms.9 
Behaviors in the public areas of the bathroom largely resemble those 
in other public spaces, except for what David Inglis refers to as “fecal 
habitus.”10 This habitus denotes both designations about what is clean 
and what is dirty and the embodied sets of behaviors around defecation 
and bathrooms. The rules of fecal habitus tend to be more restrictive for 
heterosexual men than for women and nonheterosexual men.11

In addition to their hygienic and interactional functions, public 
toilets are also a “tool for keeping existing social categories in place.”12 

According to Jacques Lacan, public restrooms are a site of “urinary seg-
regation,” in that the gender- segregated nature serves as an everyday 
reinforcement of gender difference.13 Erving Goffman wrote in the late 
1970s, “The functioning of gender- differentiated organs is involved, 
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but there is nothing in this functioning that biologically recommends 
segregation; that arrangement is totally a cultural matter. . . . Toilet seg-
regation is presented as a natural consequence of difference . . . when it 
is rather a means of honoring, if not producing, this difference.”14 This 
marking of difference is particularly important, as few areas of public 
life are gender- segregated for men and women in the current era. The 
retreat into segregated spaces reinforces difference periodically during 
everyday life.15 Sheila Cavanagh builds on this idea further by finding 
that public bathrooms reinforce sexuality, race, and class as well as 
gender. The modern public restroom is particularly a place of gender 
and sexual surveillance where “gaps between the perceived sex of the 
body, gender identity, and the insignia on the toilet doors are subject 
to inquiry. The space is designed to authorize an invasive and persecu-
tory gaze. Mirrors, fluorescent lighting, and metallic surfaces all invite 
voyeuristic attention.”16 Kyla Bender- Baird extends this to note these 
segregated bathrooms are a “technology of disciplinary power” that 
reinforces a gender binary.17

The surveillance function of public bathrooms is evident in the 
proliferation of accounts of what Jack Halberstam calls “the bath-
room problem,”18 meaning the problem of harassment and violence 
against gender- nonconforming and transgender people when using 
public bathrooms. In a range of settings, such as work, school, and 
public spaces, transgender and gender- nonconforming people report 
being denied access to safe and appropriate bathrooms through both 
institutional policy and individual harassment.19 The continuing rele-
vance of bathrooms as a key site of social control is clear in recent 
attempts by conservatives in a number of U.S. states to restrict trans-
gender people’s access to bathrooms.20 HB2, a bill passed by the North 
Caro lina legislature in 2016, required transgender people to use the 
rest room that matched the sex listed on their birth certificate, regard-
less of their appearance and identity. Along with religious freedom 
laws, the conservative activism represented by these bills is a clear 
reaction to increasing liberal equality gains for LGBT people. The 
denial of access has a variety of negative psychological and physical 
consequences for transgender and gender- nonconforming people, in-
cluding avoiding public space altogether or planning out routes and 
destinations based on the availability of accessible bathrooms.21

Public bathrooms are an important site where transgender and dis-
ability politics intersect. Access to bathrooms is a central issue in both 
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transgender and disability justice movements because being unable 
to take care of toilet needs when out in public can limit access to pub-
lic space in general.22 In fact, disability can mark particular bodies as 
already gender and sexually nonconforming and the construction of 
public bathrooms for only a narrow range of bodies marks other bod-
ies as disabled and nonconforming.23 For example, narrow stall doors 
in multiuser bathrooms disable wheelchair users, whose chairs might 
not fit the entrance. On the other hand, the single- user bathrooms 
often marked for disabled people and, frequently, used by transgender 
and gender- nonconforming people provide crucial access at the same 
time that they suggest bodies marked as disabled and, thus, queer 
should be kept away from normative bodies.24 Thus, the use of public 
bathrooms is central to disability and transgender movements and to 
the people who live at the intersections of these subjectivities.

I focus primarily on public gender- segregated multiuser bath-
rooms, where interviewees interacted mostly with strangers. By public 
I mean bathrooms outside private homes and readily used by multiple 
people as they move through their everyday lives. These bathrooms 
might be in privately owned spaces, such as a retail store or a restau-
rant, or they might be public accommodations, like in a public park 
or an airport, but they all offer a space for what Harry Molotch calls 
“doing the private in public.” In this sense, public bathrooms not only 
offer both physical and psychological relief for those who can access 
them— and thus have larger access to public space— but also produce 
the vulnerability and anxiety that comes from exposing one’s body and 
its most private functions with perhaps only a stall door for separation. 
By focusing on trans men’s accounts of interactions with strangers in 
bathrooms, we learn how, in these amplified sites of gender and sexu-
ality, sex categorization shapes the larger interactional rules of spaces 
that are so crucial for accessing public space in everyday life.

More than two- thirds of the sixty- six trans men I interviewed men-
tioned the institutional context of the gender- segregated public bath-
room as a source of fear. Across these accounts, interviewees had very 
different fears of and experiences in the public bathrooms marked for 
men and those marked for women, and there was a disjuncture be-
tween trans men’s fears and actual experiences in public bathrooms. 
They feared harassment and the possibility of being perceived as 
threatening in women’s bathrooms, and they did experience harass-
ment there. Conversely, though they feared violence in men’s rooms, 
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they actually reported very few experiences of violence in that space. 
However, these fears of violence in men’s public restrooms and locker 
rooms encouraged a general adherence to the homophobic rules of 
men’s restrooms. Both these fears and experiences of violence are pow-
erful forms of social control that reinforce domination and subordina-
tion in particular regard to gender and sexuality in the institutional 
context of the bathroom. Women’s bathrooms are a place of gender 
policing that punishes nonconformity, whereas men’s bathrooms are 
a site of reestablishing heterosexism and masculinity throughout daily 
life. Over time, these rules become embodied and like second nature, 
which shows how the enactment of systems of domination are imbued 
in the seemingly banal rituals and actions of everyday life.

Managing Bathroom Fears

Interviewees most feared gender- segregated public bathrooms when 
they were early in their transition or being read as between genders. 
They feared they would no longer fit in in the women’s room but would 
not be accepted in the men’s either. Josh, a white man living in rural 
Northern California, who did not think he was recognized reliably as 
a man early in transition, explained:

If I can help it, I don’t use bathrooms, public bathrooms. Because 
I don’t want to get hassled in the women’s bathroom, yet I don’t 
want to get beat up in a guys’ bathroom.

Due to this potential for violence, trans men like Josh had to decide 
whether they could risk accessing one space or the other or whether 
they should avoid using bathrooms altogether.

Early in transition, trans men often risked harassment in women’s 
bathrooms, a space that reinforced gender conformity through pun-
ishing nonconformity, if they could not avoid bathrooms altogether. 
In fact, a number of the interviewees had experienced years of harass-
ment in women’s bathrooms, some long before they even thought of 
transitioning. This harassment occurred because others read them as 
men or because they did not conform to expectations of how women 
should look. James, a white man living in urban California, was fearful 
of using men’s bathrooms, but when I asked if he ever had any bad 
experiences, he said:
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The only problems I’ve ever had is just when I go into the wom-
en’s bathroom, you know. . . . And the first incidence was over 
ten years ago, actually, where the police came and they were 
surrounding the bathroom, and they were like, “What are you 
doing in here?”

James’s story illustrates that this harassment by other bathroom users, 
bystanders, workers, and even the police stems from others believing 
they, or at least their gender nonconformity, did not belong in that 
space. Sam, a Latinx man in urban California, said, “I remember being 
kicked out of the [women’s] bathroom, too, and that was before I tran-
sitioned.” In many ways, the experiences of trans men prior to and 
early in transition mirror Kath Browne’s findings regarding the gender 
policing, or genderism, that women who were often mistaken for men 
experienced when accessing public bathrooms.25

The violence trans men experienced in women’s bathroom effec-
tively punished gender nonconformity, regardless of whether the 
haras sers read interviewees as men or as gender- nonconforming 
women. Trans men’s fears that stemmed from repeatedly experienc-
ing this harassment were heightened in rural areas. For Finn, a white 
man living in urban Minnesota, finding a bathroom that felt safer was 
a constant worry when he presented as a butch woman or early in his 
transition, especially in rural places:

I was very fearful any time [using the bathroom]. I would just not 
go to the bathroom. I mean, I’m sure this is a story you hear all 
the time, but you plan your whole day around when you can use a 
bathroom, and it’s all about, “Where are there unisex bathrooms? 
Where can I safely pee? When can I make a stop at home so that 
I don’t have to use one if I can’t find a unisex bathroom?” And 
that’s probably the biggest danger that I always felt in bumble- fuck 
Wisconsin was this, “Can I use the bathroom safely?”

The consequences of recognition and misrecognition became fraught 
in the gender- segregated context of the bathroom as opposed to non-
segregated settings. It is also likely his whiteness made him less of a 
threat. Jack, a white man living in rural Appalachia, was particularly 
worried using segregated bathrooms when driving around rural areas 
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all day as part of his job because his chest did not conform to norma-
tive standards for men, even if the rest of his appearance did:

I was afraid to go into the men’s room, ’cause I didn’t want the shit 
kicked out of me. But, literally, every time I go into the women’s 
bathroom, I’m getting, “Aah! There’s a man in here.” Okay, so then 
you hold it, you know, hit a dumpster with a napkin. I still have 
bathroom phobia because I still have breasts.

This fear did not stop Jack from living and traveling in rural spaces 
in general, but his gender nonconformity in the gender- segregated 
spaces of the public bathroom made for potentially frightening conse-
quences for gender recognition or misrecognition. As with Finn and 
Jack, avoiding public bathrooms in order to prevent harassment and 
other forms of violence was common among interviewees. Being un-
able to comfortably use public bathrooms led to less access to public 
space, emotional and psychological stress, and potential health issues, 
such as dehydration and urinary system problems from holding it.26

Disability and particular medical conditions could make it even 
more difficult to find accessible bathrooms and also to avoid using 
public bathrooms. For instance, foregoing bathrooms altogether was 
not an option for an interviewee whose diabetes made it a particularly 
urgent issue to use public bathrooms frequently. Thus, the punishment 
of gender nonconformity was both potentially disabling, by causing 
health issues, and exacerbated by certain disabilities. Whether it was 
their general appearance, the shape of their body, or a disability, trans 
men were punished for their nonconformity through harassment and 
the threat of more violence from others in the bathroom.

Though interviewees reported problems across rural, urban, and 
suburban spaces when trying to access women’s bathrooms, they often 
invoked racialized and classed notions of masculinity when they imag-
ined the consequences might be worse in rural places and the South. 
Trans men worried both rednecks and regular guys would use violence 
to protect threatened women in the bathroom, since protection was a 
core component of these ideal types and a legitimated expression of 
aggression. Yet in some instances, such as traveling through airports 
in the South, it was difficult to avoid using a gender- segregated bath-
room. This made for tough choices for trans men who did not feel like 
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they were reliably recognized as men. Andrew, who lived in suburban 
Tennessee, described his decision process for which bathroom to use 
when traveling while presenting as a man:

About half the time, I’ll go into the men’s bathroom, and half the 
time I’ll go in the women’s. And I think it’s a decision that I don’t 
know until I get up there and walk through the door. Predomi-
nantly, what keeps me from going into the men’s bathroom is 
where I am. And I think to myself, “You know if somebody’s 
gonna look at me sideways and wonder what I’m doing in the 
bathroom.” I would rather get “caught” in the women’s bathroom 
than I would in the men’s. Because I can prove that I’m supposed 
to be in the female bathroom. You know I’ve got the ID for that. I 
don’t have the ID for the other. And I don’t want to get caught in, 
you know, Georgia with Bubba in the bathroom [laughter].

Invoking the controlling image of the redneck is shorthand for An-
drew’s spatially based fear and also reinforces the image of the classed, 
racialized violent hypermasculinity inherent to this controlling image.

Further, Andrew’s story also illustrates how whiteness and citi-
zenship can act to reduce fear of violence. Having government- issued 
identification provided Andrew with legally based gender recognition 
when his recognition in interaction was uncertain. This same proof 
would not necessarily be available to trans men who were undocu-
mented immigrants. This demonstrates the importance of this kind 
of legal recognition in situations where official proof that they belong 
is crucial. In addition, men of color, who may have identification that 
matches the bathroom they are trying to use, may be concerned that 
any interaction with institutional authorities, for instance the police, 
might be more dangerous for them. It is likely that race, gender, and 
sexuality are intertwined in these bathroom experiences, as shown 
by David Eng and Alice Hom’s analysis of a Korean American dyke’s 
interactions with white women in a women’s restroom.27 The white 
women believed the Korean American woman was in the wrong bath-
room and attributed this to an inability to read English. Thus, race, 
gender, ability, and sexuality are all at play in these spaces, even if gen-
der is often the most salient.

Trans men’s accounts make it clear that gender nonconformity, 
inter twined with race, sexuality, and ability, is strictly policed in most 
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women’s bathrooms. For many interviewees, this frequent harassment 
was a sign that they did not fit in the space and that they must use the 
men’s room, even with their fear of physical violence in that space. The 
potential of using men’s restrooms offered the possibility of relief from 
harassment in the women’s.

Going by the Rules

The men’s public bathroom is a major site of trans men’s fear and anx-
iety because it is the gender- segregated space they encounter most 
frequently in their everyday lives and they have had very little experi-
ence with the interactional rules of that space before transition. When 
interviewees first started regularly using men’s public bathrooms, their 
fears were heightened. For most trans men like Henry, a white man 
in suburban Indiana, learning the rules of the men’s bathroom was an 
important part of facing this fear:

You have to learn bathroom etiquette. Men don’t talk in bathrooms. 
The ladies’ room is a social gathering place. They’ll talk about every-
thing. Men don’t. They go in; they do their thing; they get out. You 
don’t look at ’em if you don’t absolutely have to, you know?

As has been noted by Halberstam and others, these rules of most 
men’s public bathrooms are based on maintaining heterosexuality.28 In 
contrast to women’s restrooms, the general rules of men’s bathrooms 
suggest, as Henry said, there should be little conversation or eye con-
tact and certainly no looking at other bodies. Men should also grant 
each other plenty of physical space to avoid contact. The heightened 
worry about transphobic violence in these spaces is linked to not 
properly performing normative gender as it reflects ideas about sexual 
nonconformity. The concern is that by breaking the rules one might 
be read as a gay man or sexually deviant and then physically assaulted. 
Only amid this conflict based on sexuality did trans men worry they 
might experience further violence due to being transgender.

The possibility of violence made it feel particularly important for 
trans men to follow the homophobic rules of men’s restrooms. An-
drew, a white man who was living in suburban Tennessee, described 
his fears early on when he visited a busy public bathroom on a trip to 
Chicago:
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I remember standing in line waiting for the stall, because I have to 
go in the stall. The urinals are over here to my right; the sinks are 
back over here behind my left shoulder. There were men in there 
everywhere, and I remember there was some teenage kid standing 
over at the urinal, and I was standing in line staring straight ahead 
thinking to myself, “Don’t look at that kid. Don’t look at that kid. 
Don’t look at that kid.” Because I thought if I look at him and I get 
caught looking at him, somebody’s gonna think I’m a pervert or 
a weirdo. “What are you starin’ at this young kid for? He’s using 
the bathroom.” And I just remember standing stock still staring 
straight ahead like I was watching paint dry waiting for my turn.

This example illustrates the tension that stems from the fear of vio-
lating the rules by appearing to be gay or sexually deviant. Like other 
men, learning the rules of the bathroom offered some protection for 
Andrew in general, and he began to feel more comfortable as he be-
came more accustomed to following those rules. He continued:

If I go into the men’s bathroom, 99 percent of the time nobody’s 
gonna look at me one way or the other. Why? Because they’re 
probably not gay, you know? And I don’t mean to be, you know, 
stereotypical, but the idea is that if a guy is lookin’ at you in the 
bathroom, then he’s probably wanting something more.

Thus, Andrew internalized not just the rules themselves but the sexual 
logic behind the rules— that a stray glance signaled homoerotic de-
sire. Whether internalizing this homophobic reasoning or not, trans 
men counted on it to allow them to use the restroom in peace. They 
were able to access the space by following the rules and making sure 
they were not perceived as gay. Thus, the rules of the space reinforced 
compulsory heterosexuality.29 While men’s public bathrooms can be 
homoerotic spaces, none of the interviewees mentioned this.30 For 
trans men, recognition by others as men, through appropriate behav-
ior that marked them as properly heterosexual, allowed them to use 
these gender- segregated spaces without violence. Following the rules 
was a further way to distance themselves from the controlling image 
of the faggy man, even if it was also a strategy to protect themselves 
from violence.

As the men confronted their fears of men’s public bathrooms and 
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had few negative experiences, using the men’s restroom became more 
routine, and fears faded. Most men reported their fears in bathrooms 
significantly diminished as they were further in their transition. In 
fact, Wesley, a white man living in a midsized city near the Appala-
chian region, had become so comfortable in the men’s bathroom that 
he would purposely take a long time in the stall to get a break from 
work. For Wesley the bathroom turned from a place of fear to one of 
comfort as his body and actions had become habituated to the gen-
dered space.

Changing in the Locker Room

Interviewees were often especially fearful of gender- segregated set-
tings where one’s full body was potentially exposed, such as a locker 
room. However, men managed their fear by following the rules, learn-
ing to adjust their routines, protecting sensitive bodily areas, and even 
reframing parts of their bodies as authentically male. Jacob, a white 
man living in urban Minnesota, described his fears using the men’s 
locker room:

I used to have that feeling when I walked in there. I’m like, “I don’t 
have a penis. Anybody could figure out something.” And I actually 
figured out a way to take a shower. And so, I would go in there, 
shower and come out, and they wouldn’t know. But I was terrified. 
I’m like, “Somebody easily could figure this out.” So yeah, I feel 
more scared in the locker room than I do anywhere.

By choreographing his movements, such as turning his body at par-
ticular angles, he was able to protect parts of his body from view and 
thus manage his fear.

Over time, interviewees embodied the rules of the space and be-
came accustomed to masking body parts that might mark them as out-
siders in the space. The experience of Woody, a white man living in 
urban California, exemplifies this pattern:

I mean, I get changed in a locker room full of guys every single 
day. . . . And the great thing about sexism and homophobia is that 
guys do not check each other out in locker rooms, unless you 
go to like the big gym in the gay neighborhood, where they’ll 
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definitely check you out. But, when it’s a bunch of straight guys, 
they’re not checking each other out, because they’re afraid that 
someone’s gonna think that they’re gay. And if there’s a gay guy 
there, he is definitely not checking anybody out, ’cause he’s afraid 
that you’re gonna know that he’s gay. So it’s like I turn around. 
All they’re pretty much seeing is my butt, but I’m not as like 
freaked out about it as I used to be. Like now, I’m just kind of like, 
“Whatever,” and nobody’s fucking looking at me, like I’m not even 
worried about it. I’m not nervous.

In fact, over time, access to the space also changed the way they thought 
about parts of their body. This experience of being in the locker room 
without a problem helped Woody to normalize the size and shape of 
his own genitals, which had previously been a source of fear:

I almost am kind of like, “This is completely normal male geni-
talia.” I’m totally comfortable with it. I don’t know if that makes 
much sense, and it might kind of sound a little weird, but it’s 
like, “This is male. This is normal male genitalia,” ’Cause it feels 
completely male to me, and it’s not like I’m trying to envision it 
a certain way.

Thus, accessing the space helped him recognize his body in a new way, 
while becoming more confident with his body as authentically male 
made him even more comfortable in the space. This naturalization 
into the space did not just affect trans men’s level of fear but changed 
how they moved through the world and understood their own bodies.

In sum, when interviewees first started regularly using men’s public 
bathrooms, their fears were heightened, yet very few actually reported 
experiencing any problems in the men’s room. Their experiences of 
harassment and violence in women’s bathrooms may have heightened 
their initial fears of men’s bathrooms, but these heightened fears never 
materialized. This is because they participated in the homophobic 
rules of the men’s room, and the rules themselves prevented a lot of 
scrutiny from other men. As the interviewees became more familiar 
with the gender- segregated space, they learned how to use the inter-
actional rituals of the men’s bathroom to increase their sense of safety. 
Over time, they developed a male- socialized gendered habitus, which 
conveyed a comfort that marked them as “natural” inhabitants of that 
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space. Thus, both the understanding that the rules protected inter-
viewees from scrutiny and the repeated experience of accessing the 
bathroom with no issues created a sense of safety over time. Being able 
to access the men’s bathroom without any notice was a confirmation 
of their recognition as men. By being confident in this recognition, 
the experience of accessing the gender- segregated space became an 
unremarkable part of their everyday routine, and they were less likely 
to make decisions about bathroom use based on their geography 
of safety.

The homophobia of the men’s bathroom creates a form of gendered 
safety and encourages conformity at the same time. Adhering to the 
rules of this gendered space becomes like second nature for trans men 
over time, and following the rules allows others in the space to read 
them as men. For all men, the space reinforces the naturalness of “uri-
nary segregation” and reinforces the homophobia of the interactional 
rules of the bathroom. Trans men should not be singled out in particu-
lar for reinforcing these norms. Rather, the interactional rules of the 
bathroom promote binary understandings of gender and homopho-
bia. Surely, most men do not fear every public bathroom they enter, 
but that is the point: those rules become incorporated into how one 
just is in those situations.

Nowhere to Go

Though most of the interviewees eventually started using men’s 
bathrooms without problems, the men who had the most visually 
gender- nonconforming appearances reported experiencing ongoing 
harassment and violence no matter what space they entered. Julian, 
who lived in a Midwest Rust Belt city, a white and indigenous trans 
man who also identified as genderqueer, had what he described as a 
flamboyantly feminine personal style that continually shaped how he 
accessed a variety of spaces:

I usually don’t go to places like straight bars, ’cause they’re 
just really not good spaces for me— if I did, I would go with 
women and go into the women’s room. It confuses people a 
lot, but I know how to walk the walk, because I was socialized 
to be feminine, and so it’s an easier space for me to be in. I look 
femme enough that people just get weirded out, but they don’t 
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like scream at me, at least at this point. I get in more trouble in the 
men’s room where people question whether or not I should be in 
there, which is unusual [for trans men]. Like several, where like 
people’d be like, “Hey, you!” Everything from like “Hey, you know 
this is the men’s room?” to like “What the fuck— this is the men’s 
room” to people like wanting to debate with me about whether or 
not I should be in there or like wanting to see my ID.

These ongoing incidents of harassment meant that Julian avoided 
men’s bathrooms overall, especially when traveling through rural areas 
or other places he felt less safe. His story illustrates nonconformity is 
not welcome in either space. He felt more able to fit in the inter actional 
rules of the women’s space, but his nonconformity meant he could not 
gain the comfort other trans men eventually found in the men’s room. 
Gender- nonconforming trans people experience more violence in 
bathrooms than other trans people, which mirrors the fact that they 
experience more harassment overall.31

Disability, another kind of nonconformity, also made it difficult for 
some men to go by the rules. For example, Michael, a white man living 
in urban California, found himself positioned in his wheelchair at the 
crotch level of men at urinals in an airport bathroom by an attendant.32 
Another interviewee had trouble attending classes at his university be-
cause a medical condition forced him to use the bathroom frequently 
and there were no nearby bathrooms where he felt comfortable. Abil-
ity also figured in Willie Houston’s story, since he was likely targeted 
for assisting another man in addition to carrying a purse. Each of these 
instances illustrates bathrooms are an amplified site of disability as 
well as gender and sexuality.

Thus, adhering to the rules of the bathrooms, having a conforming 
gender presentation, and having an able body allowed for the com-
fort over time experienced by most interviewees. In the sense that 
being left alone in the men’s room for most of the men is a form of 
social honor, those who are visibly nonconforming do not receive 
that honor and, instead, become abject. In the end, most trans men 
go through the process of being stigmatized when they experience 
harassment in women’s public restrooms to receiving social honor 
through the interactional rituals of the men’s bathroom, whereas 
gender- nonconforming people continue to be stigmatized.

For the most part, trans men reported fewer incidents of harass-
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ment and violence in men’s bathrooms versus women’s public bath-
rooms, which was more about the underlying rules of each space than 
men as a whole being more accepting than women. Gender- segregated 
public bathrooms continue to create gender difference for all and, in 
a particularly salient way, for transgender people. The difference in 
inter action between the two settings has less to do with plumbing 
and more about broader notions about the protection of women and 
the shoring up of men’s masculinities. The women’s bathroom is a 
site for the active policing of gender normativity that both protects 
women from the heterosexual threat of a “man in the bathroom” and 
reinforces normative ideals of feminine appearance. Though gender is 
policed in the men’s room, the men’s room is primarily a sexual space,33 
as evidenced by the centrality of heteronormativity to its interactional 
rules, whereas the women’s is based on gender, as shown in the en-
forcement of gender conformity in the space. The interactional rules of 
the men’s bathroom, based on strictly heterosexist ideals, may serve a 
function similar to what Goffman found regarding gender, as a regular 
reminder of the regulation of sexuality as part of masculinity.34 Actual 
experiences of violence mark that gender nonconformity, along with 
disability, does not belong in the women’s or men’s public bathroom. 
With the advent of formal LGBT rights victories and potential shifts in 
normative ideals of masculinity, the men’s public bathroom functions 
as a regular reminder of the dominance of heterosexuality and gender 
normativity. With this background, the murder of Willie Houston be-
comes less shocking and is an extreme outcome of the reproduction 
of gender and sexual domination through the everyday rules of this 
institutional context.

In bathroom and locker room experiences, we see another dis-
juncture in fear and experiences of violence. The salience of fears for 
trans men in the amplified site of bathrooms decreases over time, 
which is less a reflection of a misreading of the potential for danger 
in these spaces than an example of how the microprocesses that cre-
ate and maintain heterosexism and cissexism (through reinforcing 
gender conformity) happen rather powerfully as unremarkable quo-
tidian practices. Gender and sexuality are amplified in these sites for 
every one who enters, but that amplification becomes part of the back-
ground noise and does not register once they are habituated to the 
rules. Bathroom experiences demonstrate not only how varying fears 
shape processes of social domination and subordination but also how 
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sometimes one must, usually unthinkingly, partake in these rules in 
order to accomplish everyday bodily functions and survive in a par-
ticular social context. Following the rules reduces fear and minimizes 
interactional difficulties. In other words, going by the rules makes it 
possible to care for basic biological needs without being hassled or 
threatened with violence.

MEDICAL INSTITUTIONS

Waiting for a nurse or doctor while sitting on the crinkly white paper 
covering an exam table can make one feel quite vulnerable. Depending 
on the reason for the visit, you might be wearing a paper or cloth gown 
that does not quite close in the back, and this exposes you to the chill 
created by the ventilation system and limits your movement without 
exposure. With the closed door or, perhaps, just a curtained- off area in 
a space shared with strangers, it can be hard to tell if seconds or min-
utes have passed while you wait for medical care. Perhaps you feel fear 
that you will get bad news or that you will not be able to pay for what-
ever procedures the people in white coats deem necessary. Will you be 
deemed sick or healthy? Normal or not? Some of us might feel even 
more vulnerable in that moment depending on the experiences we, 
or people like us, have had in this context. As we sit there waiting, we 
work hard to push down that nagging fear rooted in the question of 
whether this visit will cause us more harm than healing.

That feeling of vulnerability is especially heightened for trans people 
trying to access medical care, where doctors, nurses, and thera pists 
often see them as oddities, attention seekers, mentally ill, or perhaps 
duplicitous. In fact, it was in these hospitals, doctor’s offices, and clin-
ics where trans men’s fears of violence were often realized. For example, 
Jason, a white man who lived in suburban Ohio, shared a particularly 
harrowing recent story of seeking care for a severe bladder problem 
and being physically assaulted and refused proper care because he was 
transgender:

It got to the point where I was in so much pain that I went to a 
Catholic hospital here in town. I have never in my life been treated 
like such a subhuman, ever. The nurses were rude. They were like, 
“What do you want us to do? Put a catheter in you? What do you 
want?” And I was like, “Make it stop hurting.” I was like, “I’m not 
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here looking for pain drugs. I want you to figure out what the hell’s 
going on.” The doctor literally was in and out of the room, like just 
didn’t wanna deal with me. They ordered a CAT scan.

During the CAT scan, the nurse he was left alone with physically as-
saulted him:

I mean, why would anybody do that, but it hurt and I screamed. 
And ever since then, I will not go see a doctor by myself. Later, 
they literally kicked me out of the hospital, and I was in agonizing 
pain, so I was like down by the parking garage, and I was just kind 
of lying there holding my gut, and nurses walking by, nobody 
paying any attention. Eventually, I got out of the garage [when 
his partner came to pick him up]. That was quite possibly the 
most horrific experience I’ve ever had in my life.

This story illustrates that some of the worst violence trans men expe-
rience is when they are at their most vulnerable in medical contexts. 
For Jason it was not just his illness that made him vulnerable but the 
authority of doctors and nurses who could decide whether to treat 
him and were in the position to assault him in the exam room. It was 
clear to trans men in incidents like this that they were literally being 
punished with poor care and physical violence due to their gender and 
bodily nonconformity.

This extreme example of violence illustrates the vulnerability in the 
medical exam room that is part of a typical experience in medical and 
psychiatric settings where the patient is subject to the provider’s author-
ity. In the contemporary United States, doctors and other medi cal or 
psychiatric personnel hold the authority to determine who is physically 
or mentally ill and who is healthy and, thus, who is considered a normal 
citizen of the society. Medical institutions and doctors as institutional 
authorities are, at their core, supposed to heal people from illness, yet 
this was the primary site where trans men reported experiences of 
violence directed at them primarily because they were transgender. 
Having less power in these institutional contexts and the focus on their 
bodies made trans men particularly vulnerable in these settings. The 
mistreatment and discrimination they feared actually occurred and 
caused physical, psychological, and financial harm. Medical contexts 
were also often the sites of more subtle forms of violence that caused 
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small, often psychological, injuries that had a large cumulative nega-
tive effect over time.35 The various forms of violence trans men experi-
enced in medical contexts not only were enactments of cissexism and 
transphobia but also punished gendered bodily nonconformity. These 
types of incidents are common and widespread in research, activist, 
and personal accounts of trans people’s efforts to access healthcare.36 
Trans people’s pervasive experiences of violence illustrate the particu-
larly negative effects of the gender and sexual logics of theses amplified 
sites when coupled with medical authority.

While certainly not all transgender people need or want medical 
interventions as part of a transition, most of the trans men I inter-
viewed saw access to a variety of medical procedures as absolutely cru-
cial to living in their bodies and everyday social worlds in a way that 
lined up with their gender identity. Transgender people in the United 
States have sought medical transitions since at least the second quar-
ter of the twentieth century and have consistently had to negotiate 
with medical practitioners to access care.37 As many trans scholars and 
activists, such as Vivian Namaste and Dean Spade, have shown, trans-
gender people often have considerable knowledge of proper medical 
procedures and technological advancements. In contrast, while many 
doctors have limited knowledge, they hold the authority to grant ac-
cess to medical procedures and decide who should and should not 
receive treatment. Doctors, therapists, and other medical and psy-
chiatric authorities act as gatekeepers, such that transgender patients 
often feel they have to present themselves as model patients in order 
to be granted access to medical transition.38 All of this is premised on 
the medicalization of trans bodies as “abnormal” and “pathological” 
and a set of medical standards in transgender healthcare that tend to 
recommend a slow and controlled set of steps to access care.39

Dean Spade established that the medical construction of this ideal 
patient, which dates from this early struggle between knowledge and 
authority, is a “reification of the violence of compulsory gender norm 
compliance.”40 Being the model patient requires transgender people 
to present themselves as having mental health issues that need to be 
cured, produce a narrative of being “trapped in the wrong body,” and 
express a desire to enact normative gender practices and be hetero-
sexual after transition.41 In addition, they need to present themselves 
as wanting to engage all aspects of medical and legal transition as well 
as present themselves as gender- conforming men or women.42 Thus, 
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medical gatekeepers enforce a range of gender norms through grant-
ing or denying access to healthcare based on this model, and this en-
forces the violence of gender- norm conformity.

Trans people today do not always have to fit the mold of the ideal 
patient to access care, but they still have to navigate widely varying 
medical standards and provider practices that present different no-
tions of patient autonomy and medical gatekeeping. More restrictive 
guidelines prescribed a period of psychotherapy and required trans 
people to demonstrate “lived experience” in order to access medical 
transition, but many guidelines have become more flexible in recent 
years.43 Due to longtime activism by transgender people and allies, the 
pathologizing and normalizing medical models have begun to shift.44 
Yet many of the variations of this medical model employed by individ-
ual practitioners still hold trans people accountable to “born this way” 
and “wrong body” narratives in order to access care.45 In addition, 
transition- related care can be prohibitively expensive, especially given 
that trans people often face economic marginalization stemming from 
employment discrimination and family rejection.46 There are excep-
tions to these archaic restrictions on care, such as clinics that provide 
low- cost care and employ informed- consent models that seek to shift 
authority and control away from providers and toward patients. While 
there are a number of different models for transgender healthcare, few 
if any regulatory mechanisms require doctors, therapists, or others to 
follow one model or another.47 Indeed, the trans men I interviewed 
articulated a wide range of acceptance and rejection of various models 
of transition- related care. They were active in seeking the care they 
needed, even as economic factors and convenience led some to make 
do with what care they could find in their local area.

Blocking access to transition through gatekeeping can cause a range 
of physical and emotional harm for trans people, and importantly, it 
can take what could be a joyful process and turn it into one rife with 
challenges and pain. Jacob, a white man living in urban Minnesota, 
described how the local university- based gender clinic changed sig-
nificantly with a new director from an empowering approach to a re-
strictive approach:

The old director supported trans people. The new director, you had 
to do it his way. That’s when the whole gatekeeping thing started. 
It wasn’t like that before, because the old director was trans, so 
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she knew the psychic thing that people were going through. That’s 
the very awful thing about the universities is they take the joy 
out of our transitioning. They don’t get it, because they make us 
go through all this shit that I’m sure you’ve heard a million times 
from people. So that was the biggest thing. They took the joy out 
of transition. Not only did they take the joy out of it, but you had 
to [deal with] their abuse. And then you still had to deal with your 
own gender stuff. So it was a huge difference. . . . So basically, the 
biggest thing is that it should be a joyful transition; it should not 
be a painful transition. It’s their pain. And if you have the proper 
support and stuff, it doesn’t hurt. It does hurt before that time, but 
once you start to transition, it’s really truly a joyful thing. It makes 
us happier than hell. It doesn’t cause pain.

Thus, as Jacob explains, restrictive medical processes not only cause 
various forms of harm but also take away the potential for express-
ing a range of emotions and responses to transition, including both 
ambivalence and happiness. While this analysis focuses on instances 
of violence, it is worth noting the goal is not just accessing medical 
transition or general healthcare without violence but allowing this to 
be a process of joy and celebration.

Searching in Local Contexts

For many interviewees, the first jump through the hoops of medi-
cal gatekeeping was simply finding medical professionals willing to 
provide transition- related care. Men living in major cities such as 
San Francisco, Chicago, and Minneapolis were usually able to find 
transition- related care fairly easily. However, those living in rural areas 
or in smaller and less cosmopolitan cities often had difficulty finding 
local medical providers willing to prescribe hormones or provide ad-
ditional care. Henry, a white man in suburban Indiana, wanted to find 
transgender- related care in his local area:

This area right here, it’s very hard to find doctors who will help 
you get started. The one that was in this area has stopped doing 
that. The doctor I have now, she’s good. I was her first transgender 
patient, and she was about number twenty- five I called after get-
ting a “Nope. Nope. Absolutely not [from other doctors].” I had 
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one doctor tell me . . . , “Absolutely not! And any doctor who does 
should have his license revoked.”

Henry eventually found a willing doctor, but the process of calling 
twenty- five providers was time consuming and subjected him to the 
derision of transphobic providers. Ethan, a black man living in a mid-
sized Michigan city he described as fairly conservative, said it took 
some time for his primary care doctor to understand he was serious 
about starting testosterone therapy. When she finally referred him to 
an endocrinologist that would work with him, he had to join a year- 
long waiting list for his first appointment.

Men living in rural areas who could not find a willing local doctor 
often had to travel to the closest metropolitan areas, though not every 
doctor in a given city would provide care. Like Henry, Jack, a white 
man living in rural Appalachia, found abuse when seeking care from 
practitioners in his rural area:

I’m way out in the country. In the hills, mountains, however you 
wanna say it. Um, the rednecks. So, I talked to my OB- GYN about 
it. Taboo situation. “No. We’re not gonna discuss that.” You know, 
“You were born a female. God made you a female. God doesn’t 
make mistakes. Maybe you need to go to church.”

After being rebuffed by the transphobic OB- GYN, Jack spent about 
five months chasing down leads in his local area and finally found a 
support group in a midsized city where he received information about 
willing doctors, but it was about fifty miles away.

Despite Jack’s characterization of his rural area, it was not that all 
urban doctors were more accommodating to their trans patients but 
that trans men had more options in urban rather than rural locales. 
Josh, who lived in rural Northern California, was encouraged by his 
local doctor to travel to San Francisco for transition- related care, with 
the assumption doctors there would be experienced and supportive. 
However, all was not rosy even for the men who actually lived in San 
Francisco. For example, Drew, a white man living in San Francisco, 
had trouble getting his doctor to prescribe hormones:

My doctor wasn’t down either. She was a butch dyke, and she was 
like, “Oh, you don’t want to take that stuff. It’s going to make you 
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get all hairy, and it’s going to make your clit get big; your voice 
is going to drop. You don’t want to take that.” and I was like, “Yes 
I do! That’s exactly what I want.” Then she told me that I would 
have to go to like therapy for six or seven months, and I went 
and saw my therapist once, and I had my therapist call her and 
just tell her to put me on the stuff. My therapist lied, because I 
used to go to her all the time. She lied and said I had been going 
for the whole time. You know what I mean? So then she gave me 
the goods.

Drew was clearly confident in what he required, but he needed the 
help of a sympathetic therapist who was willing to bend rules and ad-
vocate on his behalf to get the care he needed. Eventually, the physi-
cian refused to help him with a legal gender- marker change, and he 
left her care. Drew had experiences of dissatisfaction in accessing care 
from his physician similar to those of rural men or men living in met-
ropolitan areas with few providers, but he could easily find a different 
provider with little hardship because of his location. Unlike Henry, 
Drew did not have to call twenty- five different doctors to find a re-
placement. Even for men who had few financial resources, there were 
free or low- cost clinics in San Francisco and other major cities that 
provided both transition- related and routine primary care. Thus, trans 
men in resource- rich major cities had many more options to choose 
from when a specific provider denied them care.48

Most of the trans men I interviewed understood the denial of care 
when seeking transition- related services as a form of transphobic vio-
lence.49 There are a number of medical needs for which one’s primary 
care physician may not have the expertise or the willingness to pro-
vide the treatment requested by a patient. It is certainly possible some 
physicians felt like they could not provide proper care and, without 
malice, recommended trans men seek care elsewhere. Yet from these 
men’s accounts, it was clear most physicians denied treatment and par-
ticular courses of care because the patient was a trans man, not because 
they did not have the proper expertise to treat them. For example, 
physicians regularly prescribe testosterone to men whose hormone 
levels fall below the typical range, yet trans men are often considered 
a special case and denied this care.50 It is notable how reluctant many 
physicians are to assist trans people in their medical transitions in a 
time when doctors prescribe all sorts of pharmaceuticals and perform 
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a variety of medical procedures that significantly alter individuals’ 
bodies and have potential negative side effects (e.g., medi cation for 
toenail fungus that may cause liver failure). This hesitance is also a 
testament to how providers themselves are embedded in the gender 
and sexual logics of the space. The frustration this reluctance causes 
for trans people has been widely noted in scholarly and activist dis-
courses around transgender medicine and was present throughout 
interviewees’ accounts. The threat that doctors might deny treatment 
set up the conditions under which trans men were more vulnerable to 
abuse from the providers who did provide care.

Tap Dance for Care

Phillip, a white man, could not find a willing provider in his midsized 
North Carolina city, so he regularly traveled about seventy miles to a 
university town to visit an endocrinologist who would continue his 
hormone prescription. In describing his interactions, he said:

The one guy at the endocrinology specialty clinic, he [pause] I had 
never felt uncomfortable with the doctor at all [before]. He actu-
ally asked to see my breasts, and I was like, “I’d never had that with 
my gyno.” I was seeing a gynecologist ’cause a gynecologist can 
prescribe the testosterone, too, and he never had to see anything 
like that. And I’m thinking, “That’s kind of weird.” But I showed 
him because, you know, you do your little dance, you do your little 
tap dance in front of these people. You know, the red tape. But I 
was just like, “What the hell?”

Though he felt violated, Phillip had to delicately negotiate his inter-
actions with the doctor in order to maintain access to hormone ther-
apy. As a gatekeeper, the doctor had far more control over the situation 
and could treat patients inappropriately with few consequences.

What care trans men receive and how they receive it is often up 
to the discretion of the doctor, who sometimes relies on whether the 
patient fits the ideal model of the transgender patient and how com-
pliant the individual is rather than on established medical protocols.51 
Thus, when interviewees were able to locate willing providers, they 
often had to manage inappropriate and damaging behavior in order 
to get the care they needed. These incidents illustrate how medical 
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contexts are sites where gender and sexuality are amplified, with 
particularly negative effects for trans people. Josh, who lived in rural 
Northern California, shared a story about a local endocrinologist, one 
of few providers in his rural county who would prescribe testosterone, 
who would frequently ask trans people to remove their clothes and 
would otherwise behave inappropriately. She was “talked to” by ad-
ministrators, but the doctor continued to use her authority, as ensured 
by the structure of the medical context, to treat transgender patients 
inappropriately. Even if the administrators and policy of the particular 
hospital or clinic do not condone this behavior, the practitioner’s au-
thority is difficult to contest in the exam room. Patients like Phillip feel 
like they really only have the option to suffer this treatment or restart 
the arduous process of finding more competent care elsewhere. Josh 
noted that due to these experiences “a lot of trans people, they don’t 
go to doctors because they are afraid of being treated badly.” Thus, this 
conduct by medical providers means that trans people avoid accessing 
all kinds of healthcare, which can have major repercussions for their 
overall health.

The subtler incidents of abuse trans men experienced from pro-
viders were made even worse when they happened in front of an au-
dience. Gavin, a white man living in a major city in the Midwest Corn 
Belt, could find reliable health providers only through the university 
hospital in the town where he lived early in his transition, which hap-
pened to be the most politically liberal town in the state:

He was prescribing my testosterone, and he also did some of these 
yearly pelvic exams. That was uncomfortable. I feel like it’s always 
going to be awkward, but he always had some student. Like, an 
intern just like seeing how it worked. How that office works. And 
he would ask, “Is it okay if so- and- so is in the room there?” You 
know, “Seeing how it goes?” That always felt strange to me. That 
felt kind of uncomfortable to me. Just thinking about these sorts 
of histories of displaying nonnormative bodies in this educational, 
sort of medical setting.

Thus, Gavin felt his body being displayed for others was a form of 
exploitation, which was likely heightened by the general discomfort 
Gavin experienced during the pelvic exam. Again, though the doctor 
did not physically assault or yell at Gavin, the exam with audience still 
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made Gavin feel like an oddity and marked his body as nonnormative. 
Even though the care he was getting was not ideal, when the doctor 
left the medical center Gavin was unable to find a new doctor for gyne-
cological care and had not had an exam since.

Transgender people with the means to do so have traveled, some-
times even internationally, to access medical care since transition 
technologies have existed.52 Interviewees went to Thailand or Serbia 
for some surgeries, though most men accessed transition- related pro-
cedures and care domestically. At the same time, interviewees often 
had to travel far within their region to access competent trans health-
care. For instance, it was unsurprising that interviewees in Chicago 
and surrounding areas traveled to Howard Brown for care, a clinic 
in Chicago that offers care on a sliding scale and utilizes a patient- 
centered informed- consent model, but it was striking how many in-
terviewees from much farther away traveled to the clinic. Men came 
from Wisconsin, central Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, and as far as the 
three- hundred- mile, five- hour drive from Cincinnati to go to Howard 
Brown. For these men, it was worth traveling to find quality care, espe-
cially from providers who had less restrictive ideas about the transition 
process. Similar patterns emerged in other cities, such as Minneapolis 
and Atlanta, though interviewees on the West Coast were less moti-
vated to travel.

Trans men in all three regions sought providers who were conve-
nient, affordable, and, if possible, didn’t make them do any kind of 
dehumanizing “tap dance” to receive care. Thus, traveling for less re-
strictive forms of care was an effort to break free from the regulatory 
effects of more restrictive standards of care. Interviewees were more 
likely to easily get transition- related care on the West Coast than in 
the Midwest or South, though major cities provided the most options. 
The ability to travel for care was limited by available funds to pay for 
travel and lodging and to take time off work, but many of the men who 
traveled did not have many financial resources. Rather, they relied on 
family support and informal networks to pool resources. Location and 
resources both encouraged and limited mobility as trans men sought 
humane care. Some men even moved, like Ben, an Asian American 
man who moved to a major midwestern city to access care after he 
could not find a doctor who was willing to prescribe testosterone in 
his previous home in a small city in Indiana. Further, Ben and his fi-
ancée were hoping to move to the Southeast for better weather and 
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job opportunities, but he would have had to have a prescription set 
up with an online pharmacy because he did not trust there would be 
reliable care there.

Violence While Getting Medical Care

The most jarring violence interviewees experienced was being sub-
jected to harm from medical practitioners when trying to access 
medical care to heal from injury or illness. This transphobic violence 
occurred regularly when trans men were addressing general health 
needs and ranged from subtle annoyances, such as doctors making 
inappropriate jokes or dealing with bureaucracies where they were il-
legible, to abuse and physical violence at the hands of medical person-
nel. This violence caused a range of reported harm from less intense 
psychological effects to physical trauma. Each incident of violence 
made it clear that these were amplified sites of gender and sexuality 
and that trans men’s bodies and gendered histories were not in place 
in medical contexts.

Some of the most common issues trans men reported when seek-
ing general medical care were structural issues with policy and forms, 
as well as being misgendered by personnel. Michael, a white man liv-
ing in urban California, had to make frequent visits to the local medi-
cal center for disability- related medical issues and found the limited 
and binary options on the forms themselves did not provide cate-
gories that reflected his gender, sexuality, or intimate and romantic 
relationships:53

There’s no space for being queer, let alone for being trans in the 
paperwork. And I’m an advocate for trans competency and queer 
competency, and I go in to get my own care, and it sucks.

It can be difficult to always be an activist or advocate, especially when 
one is in the more vulnerable role of patient. The mundane experience 
of filling out forms becomes problematic when the forms and proce-
dures do not have space for gender and sexual diversity. These forms, 
often one of the first things one sees when seeking care, are a reminder 
to trans men that their bodies, identities, and histories are out of place 
in the gendered logic of the medical institution.

Like the forms, having staff call them by the wrong name and 
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pronouns— a commonly reported microaggression— was a particu-
larly jarring experience as they were trying to access care.54 Cooper, a 
white man who lived in a rural area on the border between Minnesota 
and Iowa, said, “It wasn’t like they refused me service or anything, 
but when I told them that I preferred male, they just kept calling me 
female.” When the hospital was absorbed into a larger medical sys-
tem, his care improved because they had better training and policies 
regarding the treatment of transgender people. Though relatively 
minor when taken as individual incidents, at least in comparison to 
the reports of psychological, verbal, and physical violence in the rest 
of this section, these instances of violence add to the marginalization 
of trans men and increase their feelings of powerlessness in an institu-
tion where they seek healing.

Trans men frequently found their transgender history would come 
up when visiting the doctor for unrelated issues. Many healthcare 
providers would then focus on this information rather than the prob-
lem at hand by asking invasive and irrelevant questions about their 
transition history, performing unnecessary examinations, and decid-
ing hormones and other aspects of transition must be the cause of 
clearly unrelated conditions. This phenomenon is widespread and 
colloquially referred to as “trans broken arm syndrome,” meaning that 
a trans person seeking care for a broken arm is grilled by physicians 
and medical staff about their transgender history and, perhaps at the 
same time, the broken arm is somehow blamed on their being trans-
gender.55 For example, interviewees reported seeking medical care for 
issues like seasonal allergies and being asked by doctors for a lengthy 
recounting of their transition history. Both misgendering and invasive 
questions are examples of what stef shuster names “discursive aggres-
sion.” These verbal acts of violence in everyday talk enforce normative 
gender structures.56 The majority of interviewees found the reminder 
of their transgender status and medical personnel’s lack of training in 
transgender- related health issues made their transgender identities 
and histories salient in situations where it would not have been other-
wise, which caused unnecessary discomfort and stress while trying to 
access care.

Being transgender and vulnerable to a physician’s authority in medi-
cal institutions made trans men subject to violations of the privacy 
of their bodies at a time when they were especially vulnerable. Simi-
lar to the abuses suffered when trying to seek transition- related care, 
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trans men experienced inappropriate and invasive surveillance of their 
bodies during regular medical care. During a serious illness, Aaron, a 
white man who lived in Chicago, was hospitalized:

My endocrinologist at the hospital pulled down my pants without 
my consent to look at my genitalia. She kept going, “Just check-
ing.” Now, what was she “just checking”? She never said. And it’s 
not like I was there for some related issue. I was there for new- 
onset diabetes.

In the midst of dealing with serious illness and hospitalization, Aaron 
was at his most vulnerable to the strange and abusive behavior of the 
physician. In another example, an interviewee sought care for strep 
throat, and the physician demanded to perform a pelvic exam— an in-
vasive demand that is certainly not the standard examination for strep 
throat. In yet another example, Chris, a white man living in urban 
Northern California, illustrated the vulnerable position of the sick pa-
tient in this incident when he sought care for sleep apnea:

I’ve never had bad experiences, because I’m just a people person. 
Except with doctors because I’ll tell them. I told one doctor, and 
he didn’t want to touch me after he found out. That’s horrify-
ing. It’s just awful when you feel sick that you’re so despised just 
because of who you are, and it’s not even who, it’s what you are, 
because he liked me before. He grabbed my tongue and looked 
down my throat, and he said, “Not a problem. You have this thing. 
We can do surgery; it’ll clear it right up.” Then, I don’t know why, 
I told him. I think I did because I didn’t want it biting me in the 
ass somewhere. And that’s when he said, “Oh! You have mental 
problems. It’s obvious you have mental problems.” So it went 
from there.

The doctor’s reaction sent Chris a message that he was mentally, phys-
ically, and morally deficient right when he was most vulnerable. Again, 
those trans men who have short-  or long- term disabilities must more 
frequently access medical spaces where their bodies are judged nor-
mative in regard to gender and ability.

The image of transgender people as duplicitous and mentally 
unstable may have made hospital personnel more hostile to trans 
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patients and their families, as well as more likely to suspect them of 
drug- seeking behavior.57 Sean, a white man living in the rural upper 
Midwest, described his own painful experience of receiving trans-
phobic care at the closest hospital:

I had a horrible kidney stone. I didn’t know what was going on, 
and I went in there, and you know, after a while I had to tell them, 
“Well, it could be a pelvic problem or something.” And I had to 
tell them my deal, and boy, were they nasty to me, and they got rid 
of me. They were like, yeah, bad gas. Go home; you’ll be fine. And 
so then, I came back the next day in horrible pain and screaming 
in pain, and I’m not a noisy person. And had this dry heaving and 
just sick as could be. And finally they did a CT scan. Okay, you 
have a kidney stone; here’s some pain medication. And luckily 
I passed it, so I didn’t have to go to any other doctor. They were 
pretty nasty to me and weird with me.

While Sean had no desire to return to that hospital after this physically 
and emotionally painful experience, it was the only one in his area, and 
he found himself back there soon after:

Two weeks later, we had to go in for my wife; she had broke her 
face [from a fall], and they remembered me. And then I think that 
got passed around because I heard people talking in the hallway. 
And she had to get surgery for that. Well, they didn’t give her 
antibiotics after surgery, and I don’t know if that’s because they 
didn’t like me or they were giving her substandard care or not. I 
won’t go that far, but she ended up getting a bone infection, which 
was really serious. It ended up where she had to get IV antibiotics 
every twelve hours for, like, I think it was four or five months. And 
she had to go down and sit in a hyperbaric chamber and get oxygen 
once a day down in [a major city a few hours away] for months. So 
that really sucked. And then she had to get another surgery at the 
end of it all. But when we kept trying to go back to the surgeon say-
ing, “You know, she’s still in a lot of pain,” they were really dismis-
sive of us and acted like we were just there to get attention.

Sean believed the medical personnel’s knowledge of his transgen-
der status had some effect on both his and his wife’s care at the local 
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hospital; however, it was difficult for Sean to avoid the hospital, since 
there were few options for medical care in his rural area.

These experiences of violence in accessing all sorts of medical care 
often led to avoiding healthcare altogether and filled the men I inter-
viewed with dread when they had to enter these institutions. This is 
one arena where trans men’s fears and their experiences lined up and 
resulted in tragic consequences. If anything, their experiences of vio-
lence often exceeded their fears. The disjuncture here is that medi-
cal institutions, which are supposed to help all people and encourage 
health, end up as the main perpetrators of violence in the lives of trans 
men. Further, this violence can be even more jarring when it occurs 
in the professionalized atmosphere of the exam room, with its attach-
ment to white- collar physicians and other practitioners, as opposed 
to the common fears of transphobic violence, which are linked to ra-
cialized and classed masculine images like the thug and the redneck. 
Since avoiding victimization is central to the normative regular guy 
ideal, these experiences of violence made it difficult to achieve the 
standard of Goldilocks masculinity. These experiences in the medi-
cal context likely increased both trans men’s fear of violence in spaces 
like bathrooms and their spatially based fears overall. If they experi-
ence pervasive violence at the doctor, then they might anticipate it in 
other settings.

Where they lived mattered in interviewees’ ability to seek out com-
petent and humane medical care. Though men experienced violence 
across geographic contexts, those in large urban centers, particularly 
in the West, had many more options for accessing care. Since many of 
the trans men of color lived in urban centers (likely due to histories of 
racial segregation and migration), their ability to find care was similar 
to urban white men I interviewed. At the same time, racial disparities 
in access to healthcare were likely to affect care, but this too was not 
evident in these narratives. In general, those with financial means and 
family support had the most success in getting medical care without 
violence. They used knowledge of their local areas to find competent 
care, though options were limited, as in Sean’s example, or emergency 
situations, such as in Jason’s and Aaron’s cases, made them particularly 
vulnerable and unable to avoid medical violence. Disabled men and 
those with serious health issues tended to interact with medical sys-
tems more often, along with the attendant violence produced in those 
institutional spaces.
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Crucially, the medical context itself makes gender and other cate-
gories of difference salient through the collection of information 
about gender and also due to the assumptions about sex and gender 
difference that underlie much medical knowledge. Thus, this makes 
gender and the sexed body, and a transgender history, amplified in 
these settings. The gendered effects of the underlying structure of the 
institution are particularly visible for trans people, but every person 
who moves through medical contexts experiences this, even if they are 
not fully conscious of it. The unequal power relation between doctors 
and patients inherent in the medical context made trans men particu-
larly vulnerable to abuse by medical personnel. In addition, medical 
institutions were a particular site of transphobic violence because 
trans men’s bodies were often exposed and it was difficult to hide their 
transgender status or history. The power imbalance made trans men 
want to appear compliant so that they fit provider’s idea of a person 
who deserved care.

Though I have not detailed it extensively here, medical contexts 
produced not only diverse forms of violence but also an array of resis-
tance to this violence among trans men. Some of it is evident in the 
accounts in this chapter, such as maneuvering to seek different care 
providers and helping new doctors understand how to treat trans pa-
tients with respect and dignity. Many of these men engaged in resis-
tance through organizing and educating in their local communities 
and at regional and national levels. For example, after his horrific ex-
perience, Jason started speaking at trainings at other local hospitals 
in an effort to educate medical practitioners so that his experience 
would not be repeated. Although resistance is not the focus of this 
analysis, it is important to recognize that trans people are not dupes 
of the medical system, as some authors have argued.58 Dean Spade 
remarks, “Sexual and gender self- determination and the expression of 
variant gender identities without punishment (and with celebration) 
should be the goals of any medical, legal, or political examination of or 
intervention into the gender expression of individuals and groups.”59 
One important way to reach the goals of gender expression without 
abuse and with joy is to properly train a range of medical and mental 
health practitioners to offer trans- competent care. Yet if the problems 
in medical contexts are rooted in the structure of the institutions, it 
is questionable if this violence will really cease without significantly 
changing the structure that makes gender and the sexed body and, 
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perhaps more important, gender and sexed difference so amplified. 
Whether individual providers are overtly transphobic, they are still 
embedded in the rules and logic of the institution, similar to pub-
lic bathroom users. Clearly, many of these medical contexts do not 
support trans people’s joy in their everyday lives or when accessing 
medical care. At the same time, in the face of structural conditions of 
unequal power in these institutions, trans people actively undertake a 
myriad of approaches to create justice and, perhaps, joy in this context.

CONCLUSION

The specific institutional arrangements of bathrooms and medical 
contexts produce particular forms of fear and violence that reinscribe 
patterns of social domination through both mundane everyday activi-
ties and clear acts of intentional violence. Men’s bathrooms provoked 
a particularly strong set of fears that were not realized by most men, 
while women’s bathrooms were more common sites of harassment 
and the enforcement of gender conformity. Over time, men became 
habituated to the homophobic interactional rules of the men’s bath-
room, which reproduced heterosexism through unremarkable every-
day practices. Lastly, medical violence was the most common form of 
transgender- related violence in interviewee’s lives. Interviewees faced 
difficulties accessing healthcare without being subjected to transpho-
bic violence. Experiences of violence in medical settings illustrate that 
the structures of these institutions and the salience of gender in them 
set the stage for punishing gender and bodily nonconformity. Each 
institutional space by centering gender and sexuality as underlying 
organizing principles furthers trans men’s vulnerability to violence.

The relationship between fear, violence, and masculinity weaves 
throughout trans men’s narratives of public bathrooms and medical 
institutions. Like so many other spaces and places trans men encoun-
ter in everyday life, the regular guy ideal and Goldilocks masculinity 
figured into each of these settings. To achieve a Goldilocks masculin-
ity, one should not commit unjustified acts of violence (too hard), but 
one must also avoid being victimized by violence (too soft). Beyond 
just preventing the harm of violence itself, through avoiding victimi-
zation some men could reach toward achieving this masculine ideal. 
Thus, by not using women’s public bathrooms and following the rules 
in the men’s, most trans men could also maintain a properly masculine 
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sense of self. Yet the structure of medical contexts made it difficult to 
avoid victimization. Trans men made efforts to find regular care where 
they would not experience violence, but there was little choice when 
sudden and severe illness overcame them. Thus, this is a context where 
this group of men has particular difficulty maintaining a Goldilocks 
masculinity.

Trans men’s narratives of using gender- segregated public bath-
rooms and accessing medical care show how relations of domination 
of sexuality and gender are produced in everyday interactions based 
on the structural arrangements of particular institutions. This gives 
evidence of the diffuse and diverse ways that inequality and power are 
produced in social life and how specific institutions produce particular 
forms of inequality. If public bathrooms were not gender- segregated, 
would men be as likely to reproduce heterosexism and gender confor-
mity in them? Would medical contexts produce transphobic violence 
if they were structured around empowering patients rather than reify-
ing doctors’ control? The answer in both cases is likely no. However, 
while these relations of domination are produced in particular sites, 
they are not limited to them. We can see how in the case of bathrooms 
this reminder of heterosexism, which is likely below the level of con-
sciousness for most men, is peppered throughout men’s days as they 
enter these spaces. This homophobia surely followed Willie Houston, 
whose murder is described at the outset of this chapter, out of the 
bathroom. Though Houston’s case is clearly an extreme example, it 
does show how transgressions of heterosexist rules of the bathroom 
do not stay in those contexts. The same can be said for trans men’s 
experiences of violence in medical contexts, as this violence causes 
physical and psychological harm that carries into the rest of their lives. 
In the face of increasing formal legal equality for gays and lesbians as 
well as transgender people, these contexts reaffirm that cissexism and 
heterosexism have not gone away but still persist in the fabric of the 
institutions people encounter in their everyday lives.

In the case of public bathrooms, we see another example where 
fears are potentially protective, and at the same time, the expression of 
these fears also acts as a move to innocence in the reproduction of 
heterosexism and gender conformity. The anxieties that trans men felt 
early in their transitions, which for some did not go away if they had a 
particularly nonconforming presentation, reflect the political and cul-
tural tensions evident in contemporary bathroom debates. Whether 
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it is yet another bathroom bill introduced into a state legislature or 
a vote over a city ordinance, these debates are not really about trans-
gender people, though they do have real effects on the fears and ex-
periences of trans people. Rather, these bathroom and locker room 
spaces are symbolically important as one of the last explicit vestiges 
of gender segregation, made even more meaningful because they are 
tied to notions of privacy and sanitation. What is lost in this focus on 
the symbolic importance of these spaces is the work that actually hap-
pens in the amplified site of bathrooms and locker rooms to shore up 
gender and sexual normativity. This work goes beyond just the sorting 
that happens when individuals decide to enter one door or another. 
The interactional rules in the women’s allow communication and scru-
tiny as an enforcement of normative femininity and binary gender and 
also maintain a sense of heterosexuality. Men’s bathrooms and locker 
rooms are a site of the shoring up of the link between heterosexuality 
and masculinity through the interactional rules of the space. Thus, in 
the policy debates over bathrooms and locker rooms, it is important to 
go beyond the symbolic effects and understand these spaces are sites 
where disciplinary norms are not just enforced but amplified in ways 
that reverberate beyond the tiled bathroom walls.

Medical contexts are, perhaps obviously, key sites of the reinforce-
ment of scientific and medical authority that has material effects on 
trans bodies and minds. This is evident in the structures of the insti-
tution that disempower the patient under the medical gaze. The vio-
lence trans men and other trans people experience in these settings 
are likely due to explicit transphobia on the part of individual practi-
tioners, but this does not fully explain the harms done in these settings 
by sometimes well- meaning physicians, nurses, and staff. As in bath-
rooms, a larger form of gendered work happens in medical settings. The 
structure of the institution reifies not only scientific authority but also 
medical knowledge that is deeply informed by a logic of essentialized 
biological gender difference. Thus, it is not just the authority of medi-
cal and psychiatric providers to decide who is to be labeled sick that 
is reproduced in these contexts for cisgender and transgender people 
alike. It is also the authority to enforce essential gender difference as 
it plays out on bodies and minds for all under the medical gaze.60 The 
violence of these gendered processes might be particularly visible for 
trans or disabled people, but it is an underlying logic that structures 
the institution in mundane everyday practices and processes— from 
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filling out forms to treatment decisions based on deep assumptions 
of gender difference. Like bathrooms, this amplified site of the some-
times explicitly violent but often mundane reinforcement of a logic 
of essential biological difference ripples out beyond the walls of hos-
pitals and exam rooms. These ripples and reverberations are carried 
with individuals in their bodies not only as physical and emotional 
scars but also in the ways they move through spaces. The symbolic 
and ideological aspects of these logics also carry away from these sites 
and join with the ripples from other sites to form and reshape broader 
ideologies.

Fear and violence are particularly visible means of enforcing the 
norms and ideologies produced within institutional contexts be-
cause they show who is most out of place in those spaces, but that is 
not the only means through which they are reproduced. In fact, it may 
be those unremarkable routinized everyday practices that are both the 
most effective in keeping existing social categories in place and the 
most difficult to change in combatting inequities. In other words, it 
is crucial to look at not just how the extreme is produced but also 
how what is normal and everyday is fashioned. Locating these ampli-
fied sites and the particular ways they discipline difference and nor-
mativity is a key tactic in addressing everyday inequality, especially 
when the sites act as barriers to accessing public space, health and 
well- being, and the material resources to live livable lives. This view 
of structural inequality as produced in institutions has the potential 
to inform a broad politics focused on institutional change rather than 
individual perpetrators.
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Conclusion
CONTEMPORARY MASCULINITIES  
AND TRANSGENDER POLITICS

This research journey started amid the dark- green forests and roll-
ing farmlands of Oregon’s Willamette Valley and moved down to the 
gleaming San Francisco Bay and on to the golden hills of rural Cali-
fornia. Next, after picking up a rental car amid the hot concrete of 
Atlanta, the journey continued surrounded by buzzing cicadas and 
through the granite cliffs of Tennessee and the drifting country music 
of Nashville. Then, it went up through Kentucky to the Ohio River 
and home of the Derby, back down to Berea and then Knoxville, and 
across the rolling Smokey Mountains to the warm waters of the Caro-
lina coast. The journey picked up again among the skyscrapers of Chi-
cago and wound around the states that touch the Great Lakes, through 
the farmlands and the rusting but striving cities of Michigan as the 
leftovers from Hurricane Sandy pelted the area with wind and rain. 
Heading back down to the flat farmlands of Ohio, it caught another 
glimpse of the Ohio River and then went back up through the brown 
fall cornfields lining the highways of Indiana and Illinois. Heading far-
ther north, the journey returned to the shore of Lake Michigan, and 
as the winds started whipping small accumulations of snow across the 
interstate, it went on to the shining lakes of Madison. As ice started 
to accumulate on the landscape, another push led to the Twin Cities 
of Minneapolis and St. Paul. From there, more long hours of driving 
led far outside the orbit of the cities. I completed the sixty- sixth inter-
view in a Minneapolis suburb over four years after starting the first. 
Finally, the last rental car was returned after clocking thousands of 
miles, and a flight was made back to the gray skies and damp of the 
Pacific Northwest.

All of this was done in an effort to understand what it means to be 
a man and to be masculine in the United States in the second decade 
of the twenty- first century. These are the questions that Seth asked 
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in the introduction: “What does it mean to be man?” And why does 
he sometimes “give in to the pressures of masculinity in America”? 
Through the stories of a diverse group of trans men, gathered via that 
journey across three regions, I found there are many meanings to 
being a man and ways to embody that social category. Indeed, men’s 
expressions of masculinity and experiences as men depended on the 
spaces and places they lived in and moved through during their every-
day lives.

Men in Place focuses on the ways gender, race, class, sexuality, 
ability, and their intersections are perpetuated in social interaction 
in order to understand how social inequality persists across a range 
of spaces that are quite different from one another. The comparative 
analysis of the narratives of trans men who live in geographically dis-
persed spaces and come from a range of social locations brought to 
light insights more broadly about contemporary U.S. masculinities 
and more specifically about the particular experiences of this group 
of men. These men’s stories show that discourses of gender, race, and 
sexuality form our ideas about particular spaces and shape our prac-
tices within them.

One of the most important insights that emerged from trans men’s 
stories is that the contemporary model of masculinity in the United 
States is a Goldilocks masculinity, embodied in the regular guy. This 
regular guy ideal, which most closely aligns with white, suburban, 
middle- class normalcy, varies across places. However, in each space 
the ideal is always somewhere in the middle between hypermascu-
linity on one end, embodied by the controlling images of the thug 
and the redneck, and femininity and effeminacy, women and faggy 
men, on the other. Using racial formation theory, I show that racial-
ized hyper masculinities, such as the thug and the redneck, are racial, 
gender, class, and sexual projects that contain racism in rural spaces 
and assign blame for both black and white men’s poverty to individual 
rather than structural characteristics. This adds a spatial understand-
ing to Pierrette Hondagneu- Sotelo and Michael Messner’s proposi-
tion that privileged men construct themselves as more enlightened 
in contrast to the hypermasculinity of racialized groups, which allows 
more privileged men to pose themselves as comparatively egalitarian.1

Goldilocks masculinity is about finding that just- right spot in the 
middle of the continuum of masculine ideals, which marks the people 
at each end as lacking the positive traits of rationality, control, and 
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situationally appropriate flexibility that form this contemporary ideal 
of the regular guy. This dynamic was particularly clear in trans men’s 
narratives of spatially appropriate expressions of emotion, especially 
anger and aggression. Regular guys could be soft when they need to 
be and hard when they need to be. In contrast to hypermasculine 
men’s inability to cry and uncontrolled sexuality, as well as narratives 
of faggy men and women not being able to control their emotional 
displays, the regular guy is a combination of properly in control but 
expressive when the situation calls for it. Further, interviewee’s nar-
ratives of spatially based fear demonstrated that the lack of control 
evident at both ends of this spectrum also means that the thug and the 
redneck are to be feared because of their anger and violence and that 
the faggy man is constructed as a victim of violence. Indeed, these fear 
narratives suggest men should avoid being perceived as a faggy man. 
This imperative is particularly strong in amplified sites like men’s pub-
lic bathrooms, where the rules of the space reestablish hetero sexism 
in daily life. Here, self- disciplining practices to avoid victimization 
become unremarkable routine ways of moving through an everyday 
space. By actively avoiding victimization amid the threat of multiple 
forms of violence and simultaneously distancing themselves from the 
kind of men who commit violence, regular guys narrate their own 
innocence while they participate in, or are at least complicit in, the 
perpetuation of social disparities. Displacing the blame for inequality 
allows some men to maintain their privilege and appear more egalitar-
ian at the same time.

Men in Place also contributes insights about trans men as a group 
of men to scholarship on men and masculinities, where their lives 
are often left out due to a cisgender and essentialist bias. Foremost, 
the analysis woven through this book points to the importance of an 
inter sectional perspective to understanding difference among men, as 
well as the experiences of groups of men who share a particular aspect 
of social location, such as having a transgender history. We need to 
better understand the differences and similarities among the bodies 
subsumed under the category of man. It is time to move beyond the 
usually unspoken assumption that trans men are not fully men that 
underlies much masculinities research, as well as theorizing of trans 
men’s experiences as somehow always separate from those of cis-
gender men. My analysis of recognition demonstrates neither trans 
men nor cisgender men are born men but become them through 
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processes of social recognition that reflect spatially based gender, sex-
ual, and racial knowledge and by encountering the social interactions 
resulting from that recognition. While certain aspects of gender transi-
tion are unique to trans men, both trans men and cisgender men share 
the broader cultural scripts about testosterone and bodily affect that 
permeate age- based bodily transitions for men, such as the narrative 
of adolescent boys transitioning into men. Further, as my analysis of 
fear and violence shows, both trans and cisgender men map their fears 
spatially as they navigate a complex relationship between fearlessness 
and avoiding victimization. Beyond, perhaps, the experience of being 
raised as a girl, trans men have a few distinctive experiences as men 
that include managing particular forms of legal and social misrecog-
nition, fears of violence heightened by possibilities of transphobic 
vio lence, and transphobic violence in medical and psychiatric spaces. 
Future research on both cisgender and trans men will benefit from 
further exploring similarities among and differences between groups 
of men.

Across trans men’s stories, it was clear that those who did not 
fit normative standards for men in regard to gender, sexuality, race, 
and ability were “out of place” in many spaces. They stood out as the 
group of men who experienced the most policing of their bodies and 
actions from others. This was evident when their bodies did not fit 
rigid notions of sex difference in medical contexts or when their visual 
nonconformity made neither the men’s nor the women’s bathroom 
a safe choice. Nonconforming men’s experiences show that it is par-
ticularly difficult if individuals try to express nonbinary identities in 
interaction. Trans men’s fears of being perceived as gay men in public 
bathrooms and rural spaces illustrate the overlap of gender and sexual 
nonconformity connected to the image of the faggy man, who is es-
pecially threatening and threatened in these spaces. The analysis also 
makes clear that black men do not fit in public spaces where the police 
constantly harass them and that state- sponsored violence for being 
perceived as a thug is a very real possibility.

SPACE IN INTERACTION AND INEQUALITY

We often look at images of politicians or men in popular culture to 
understand contemporary masculinities. Indeed, these references are 
peppered throughout the book. However, none of the men I inter-
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viewed were politicians, and none were famous actors, musicians, or 
even popular internet personalities. Despite having many impressive 
qualities, in most senses these were everyday men. The slices of their 
lives they shared in their narratives provided snapshots of the ways 
that gender, sexuality, race, ability, and class operate in the contem-
porary United States. This book follows the tradition in sociology of 
making the everyday world problematic, as Dorothy Smith would say, 
and focusing on the minutiae of social interactions and behaviors that 
construct the social world, following Erving Goffman or Harold Gar-
finkel.2 This lens roots an understanding of social inequality in what 
people do with one another not just in the spectacular moments of life 
but in the everyday. The occurrences that are usually unremarkable 
or just how things are reveal much about how embedded and long- 
standing social relations of dominance and subordination are con-
stantly re- created and adapt to changing historical and social contexts.

Not only do race, gender, sexuality, class, and other aspects of dif-
ference both shape and are shaped by different spaces and places, but 
they intermingle differently in each context. Without centering the 
analysis on intersectionality and multiplicity, I would have missed 
the full picture of what was occurring in trans men’s experiences and 
missed how these narratives speak to men’s experiences of masculin-
ity more broadly. Thus, an intersectional analysis that is attentive to 
multiplicity must not just go beyond the mantra of race, class, and 
gender but further break down categories like gender. In this case, it 
means that to analyze gender we must think not just about women and 
men but about nonbinary people, cisgender and transgender people, 
and masculinity and femininity. While the group of trans men in this 
study is somewhat more racially diverse than most previous research, 
an even more racially diverse sample would help push the analysis fur-
ther past a black/white binary or a white men/men of color binary. An 
increased focus on the experiences of Asian, Latinx, Native, and other 
trans men and, importantly, a more nuanced comparative analysis of 
racialization and transgender experiences would deepen this analysis 
in significant ways.

Men in Place also points to the ways an intersectional lens can be 
used to highlight how certain aspects of inequality become height-
ened in particular spaces and places at certain historical moments. 
For example, men’s bathrooms are central sites of the reproduction 
of heterosexism in the contemporary United States, but if we studied 
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public bathrooms in the Jim Crow era in the U.S. South, we might 
conclude that race was clearly one of the main organizers of access 
to bathrooms. This does not mean that sexuality did not shape the 
bathrooms then and race does not shape them now. Rather, this point 
suggests that what is closer to the surface in one time gives us insight 
into the particular role of that space in the creation of power and resis-
tance in that moment and location.

Understanding the spaces interactions occur in, as well as collective 
ideas about space and place, is absolutely crucial for uncovering the 
organization of social life. Urban, rural, or suburban location, along 
with region and institutional contexts, offer different levels of analy-
sis to focus on and compare across. These spatial contexts condition 
the social expectations and the structural conditions that individuals 
nego tiate, reproduce, and resist in their everyday lives, especially at the 
level of interaction. Though some sociological research does attend to 
space and place at times, it is usually treated as a background charac-
teristic. For example, Candace West and Don Zimmerman certainly 
point to the importance of context in their understanding of the role 
of situated gender expectations, but this aspect of the theory is often 
not actively addressed in the voluminous scholarship that uses this 
perspective.3 The analysis in this book also suggests how the doings 
that are products of this negotiation are repeated and become rou-
tinized, such as in men’s bathrooms. This repetitive nature of gender 
has been theorized by others, but it is usually absent in work that uses 
the doing gender perspective, which at times treats actors as if they 
had no prior history coming into a particular interaction.4 By bringing 
together these perspectives with an understanding of the disciplinary 
mechanisms of particular spaces and the self- disciplining practices 
individuals engage in, we get a better view of how these social rela-
tions are created, re- created, and resisted as individuals move between 
spaces in their everyday lives.

This book shows the value of foregrounding space and place 
through comparative work across spatial contexts, such as regions 
or urban and rural spaces, and across institutions. Through these 
comparisons, we can understand how individual, interactional, and 
structural conditions all come into play to shape people’s behavior as 
they move about their lives. Dominant discourses of rural queer and 
transgender life make rural trans men’s lives seem unlivable. It is im-
portant to go beyond the narrative that trans people do not exist in 
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rural places or that their only chance of having a livable life is to 
follow the metronormative narrative and move to the city. Instead, a 
comparative approach shows that rural trans men may have particular 
needs or experiences related to place, as do their urban counterparts. 
For example, trans men in both urban and rural contexts have re-
ceived inadequate care from medical providers. Yet they differ in that 
urban trans men have less difficulty finding new providers, especially 
in major cities. This suggests that rather than building another trans 
healthcare center in a major city (even if it is needed), some resources 
should be directed to smaller cities or for doctors with expertise in 
trans healthcare to travel to underserved areas for regular clinics. It is 
difficult to counter metronormative and other geographic narratives 
when little research focuses on transgender and queer lives outside 
the cities of the East and West Coasts. Fortunately, there is increasing 
scholarly and popular interest in LGBT lives outside coastal cities, and 
this study complements that work.5 In sum, the proliferation of re-
search and understanding of transgender lives should aim at matching 
the diversity and complexity of those lives.

TRANSGENDER VIOLENCE

In recent years there has been a surge in visibility of trans people and 
issues in the U.S. popular media as well as major reforms to trans policy 
and legal rights. The speed of these changes was unimaginable when I 
completed the first interview for this project.6 At the same time, these 
changes have been even more amplified by a highly visible social and 
political backlash from conservative activists, with bathroom bills 
being the most visible example. Further, some of the formal gains that 
came during President Obama’s second term, including supportive 
federal education policy and transgender access to military service, 
have been reversed by the Trump administration as of 2018. Yet what 
is often missing from these heated mainstream debates are questions 
about which trans people will benefit most from these reforms and 
how the underlying logics and unintended consequences of these 
changes might actually negatively affect some trans people. Dean 
Spade argues that “legal equality goals threaten to provide nothing 
more than adjustments to the window- dressing of neoliberal violence 
that ultimately disserve and further marginalize the most vulnerable 
trans populations.”7 In this light, do efforts at attaining legal equality 
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actually hurt the most marginalized trans people rather than produce 
substantive change? If Spade is correct, why are these reforms the 
focus of most mainstream transgender rights organizations and larger 
political efforts?

The answer lies in the kinds of fears and explanations for violence 
I have detailed throughout Men in Place. One thread running through 
interviewees’ narratives was the idea that most inequality and social 
violence is the product of individual actions by bad, violent, or hateful 
people. By posing transphobic, racist, homophobic, and sexist vio lence 
as the property of bad individuals, particularly connected to rural men 
in the South, this violence becomes a problem of individuals who can-
not control their aggressive urges and ignores the structural arrange-
ments that limit the life chances of trans people. The fears at the base 
of this way of thinking are affirmed through vulnerability rituals, such 
as Transgender Day of Remembrance, where individual trans people 
are memorialized for the crimes committed against them by these bad 
individuals. Yet for all of the fears of violence presented across the trans 
men’s stories, most were not realized, except in medical spaces. In fact, 
these mostly unfounded fears act as powerful forms of social control 
that encourage conformity and complicity in relations of social domi-
nation. Race, gender, sexuality, class, and ability shape who is blamed 
for violence and who can profess innocence while simultaneously reap-
ing the limited benefits that stem from mainstream political efforts.

Transgender activism and political efforts in the mid to late 1990s 
often focused on the inclusion of transgender people as a protected 
group in hate crimes legislation, organized around the horrific acts 
of violence committed against trans people such as Brandon Teena 
and Marsha P. Johnson.8 These efforts were a victory for transgender 
people in terms of recognition, but at the same time they supported a 
legal and legislative solution to the problem of transgender marginali-
zation. Dean Spade uses the insights of critical race theorists to show 
that these approaches to legal reform focus on a victim– perpetrator 
model, which assumes violence against transgender people happens 
solely because bad transphobic people do it, in line with the fear nar-
ratives of trans men.9 In a neoliberal framework, social problems are 
solved through an emphasis on personal responsibility rather than 
systemic or transformative tactics. In fact, legal reforms focused on 
hate crimes and antidiscrimination are not actually effective at de-
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terring incidents of violence and bias. Whether through formal 
policy or grassroots organizing, these approaches, under the guise of 
increasing safety, work to direct further resources to the criminal jus-
tice system.10 Lisa Duggan argues that these neoliberal law- and- order 
politics of increased policing and imprisonment have become the pri-
mary methods of containing the poverty produced by the economic 
effects of neoliberal policy.11 In the case of transgender violence, these 
law- and- order politics lead to further violence against the poor trans 
women of color who are also most at risk of being victimized by the 
spectacular violence imagined in narratives of transgender vulnera-
bility. Thus, these approaches are most likely to strengthen the insti-
tutions, such as police and prisons, which visit incredible structural 
violence against poor and racially marginalized trans people, including 
the kind of vio lence black trans men experience from the police and 
the criminal punishment system. This structural violence increases the 
marginalization that makes trans women of color more vulnerable to 
the acts of interpersonal violence that actually occur.

Transgender antidiscrimination laws in employment, housing, and 
education did make most trans men I interviewed feel safer in par-
ticular geographic locations, but laws based on single identities are 
quite limited. Kimberlé Crenshaw, in her work that coined the term 
intersectionality, makes clear that legal strategies that focus on only one 
aspect of identity or social location will necessarily leave out those 
who simultaneously experience multiple forms of social marginaliza-
tion.12 Thus, legal efforts must be combined with measures to address 
the poverty, racism, and other forms of structural inequality that make 
particular trans people more vulnerable. Further, in order to combat 
the structural violence perpetuated by the state, one must consider 
solutions outside the logic of the state itself and away from a liberal- 
rights framework.13

Legal and political efforts would best focus on reforms targeted 
toward the most common sources of violence faced by transgender 
people at the same time as measures aimed at bettering the lives of 
the most economically and socially marginalized trans people. We 
could imagine a TDOR that goes beyond making sure the dead are 
not forgotten or increasing police attention to transgender people to 
cataloging the less spectacular abuses that transgender people suffer in 
medical contexts, in prisons, and otherwise at the hands of the state 
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and other institutions. The solutions stemming from this wider focus 
might shift the blame from individuals and onto the structures that 
make individuals vulnerable in the first place.

Trans men’s narratives show that public bathrooms and medical 
institutions are crucial sites for this institutional change. Increased 
numbers of the single occupancy– style gender- inclusive bathrooms 
can be a welcome refuge for a person who fears harassment or vio-
lence because others think they might not belong in the women’s or 
men’s bathrooms. They are also often accessible to people with a wide 
range of disabilities.14 The more radical change would be to abolish 
gender- segregated bathrooms altogether.15 This idea creates quite a 
bit of fear and is a frequent touch point for gender panics, but gen-
dered bathrooms, a thoroughly modern invention, did not exist in this 
form until the past two centuries. The change not only would add to 
transgender and gender- nonconforming people’s comfort and health 
in everyday life but also has the potential to disrupt the production 
of homophobia and gender conformity in these institutional settings. 
In fact, all- gender multiuser bathrooms are being installed across the 
United States, including at my own university, and people seem to 
be using them together with few problems. At the very least, institu-
tions can establish policies that all new or remodeled buildings have 
gender- inclusive bathrooms, as well as changing existing single- user 
and multi user gender- segregated bathrooms.

Bathrooms are a potentially fruitful site for coalition building 
between transgender and disability movements and furthering the 
shared goals of each movement. In order to make public bathrooms 
truly accessible, as Alison Kafer argues, disabled people should not 
just seek access to the institution of the gender- segregated bathroom 
but should be part of a larger demand “to undo the gendered conven-
tions of the toilet as part of our larger struggles for access to public 
space.”16 This would make for a more radical accessibility for cisgen-
der, transgender, and gender- nonconforming people whose bodies 
are marked as disabled and not. Accordingly, this would also help to 
recognize that trans and gender- nonconforming activists are also dis-
ability activists and vice versa, as were several interviewees.

It will take a combination of approaches to reduce the multiple 
forms of violence trans people encounter. One of the core aims of 
transgender sociology should be to expand understanding of trans-
gender people’s lives in multiple locations and to address the many 
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forms of violence against them. It is clear in this arena, too, an analysis 
of power and domination that moves toward liberation must remain 
thoroughly intersectional by attending to multiplicity at the individual 
and group level, as well as recognizing interlocking systems that differ-
ently affect the life chances of transgender people.

MASCULINITIES AND INEQUALITY

This book speaks to a central contemporary debate in the field of men 
and masculinities about the meanings of hybrid masculinities.17 The 
Goldilocks masculinity of the regular guy ideal is clearly a hybrid mas-
culinity. The prevalence of the mobilization of hybrid masculinities 
from various groups of men means the hypermasculinity central to 
some scholars’ understanding of hegemonic masculinity is no lon-
ger as widely acceptable and, most important, no longer serves to 
legiti mate patriarchy. Instead of rejecting everything about subordi-
nate masculinities, such as those associated with gay men, this hybrid 
formation allows for incorporation of some of these formerly subordi-
nated practices. Yet the following questions remain about the meaning 
of these hybrids: Are they a sign of more egalitarian gender relations 
and decreasing homophobia?18 Are they solely local variation?19 Or 
are they superficial rather than substantive changes that repackage 
hegemonic masculinity without upsetting relations of power in any 
significant way?20 Clarifying the role of hybrid masculinities is crucial 
to a better understanding of the persistence of social inequity.

The answers to these questions about the significance of the Goldi-
locks masculinity as a normative masculinity rest on what effect it has 
on the persistence of inequality between men and women and among 
men. First, the differing treatment and often privilege that most trans 
men report experiencing when others socially recognize them as men 
signals inequality between women and men is very much alive. Sec-
ond, the fact that men of color, particularly black men, did not expe-
rience these same privileges and that narratives of emotion tied their 
affect to aggression and violence shows intersecting racial and gender 
hierarchies among men are still present. Further, homophobia and 
heterosexism are still embedded in social relations, as evidenced by 
narratives of participation in the everyday homophobic rules of the 
men’s bathroom as well as descriptions of heterosexual dyads as the 
proper place for emotional romantic relationships. Thus, the fact that 
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interviewees agreed overt acts of homophobia were unacceptable and 
only enacted by hypermasculine men does not erase the hold hetero-
sexism has over everyday life. With this evidence, the position that 
there is a general decline in homophobia and increasing egalitarian 
gender relations appears to be overly optimistic.

The remaining two positions in this debate are similar in their un-
derstanding that hybrid formations do not necessarily signal substan-
tive changes in gender relations, but they differ in that Raewyn Connell 
and James Messerschmidt see them as only local variations, whereas 
Tristan Bridges and C. J. Pascoe argue they reflect wider- reaching dy-
namics.21 Since hybridity is a strategy to respond to feminist and other 
challenges to the gender order through the appropriation of aspects of 
subordinated and marginalized masculinities, hybridity would likely 
emerge in the spatial contexts where these challenges are the most 
intense. Urban spaces, particularly major cities, are far less homoge-
nous than rural spaces in terms of large communities of color and 
large visible queer populations. Thus, the realities of major cities in 
the early twenty- first century may mean hegemonic masculinity might 
not be as sufficient for legitimating patriarchy and the gender order. In 
contrast, masculinities in rural spaces were marked with more rigid-
ity than flexible urban ideals. This urban and rural difference may be 
a sign of the coming of a particular historic bloc or a shift in hege-
monic power relations. Rural spaces are inherently associated with 
whiteness, whereas that is not possible in urban spaces in the same 
way because of concentrations of people of color— though there may 
be more men of color in rural spaces than in the past.22 Thus, different 
strategies to maintain the gender order become necessary as power 
becomes unstable with historic change in particular spaces and places. 
The change over time in major cities is evident when comparing men 
who transitioned in the 1980s with those in the 2010s; furthermore, 
there was some evidence of the growing ascendance of hybridity in 
less progressive cities and rural places. While these do represent local 
variation, it is an important kind of variation that should command 
the attention of those who are interested in upending social inequities 
of gender, race, class, and sexuality.

Taken in sum, this discussion points to the importance of locating 
the spatial dimensions of hybridity and shows their rise signals some-
thing greater than just local variation. In fact, the way these hybrid 
formations both emerge in and refer to particular spaces and places 
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shows how they aid in maintaining the gender, racial, and class order 
in spite of surface- level changes. The spatial construction of hybrid-
ity that emerged from interviewee’s stories suggests good men are in 
the cities and bad men are in rural spaces, regardless of continuing 
evidence of inequalities in both places. The racial, gender, and sex-
ual projects of the thug and the redneck protect the regular guy from 
being implicated in unacceptable violence, homophobia, sexism, and 
racism. This spatial construction illustrates how distancing oneself 
from culpability in continuing inequalities works to further legitimize 
social dominance. Thus, spatially locating hybrid masculinities, as well 
as understanding their intersecting gender, racial, class, and sexual dy-
namics, is key to evaluating the effects of changes in contemporary 
masculinities and social relations.

Even though these hybrid formations do not necessarily represent 
substantive change, I should note it is positive that men want some-
thing more than a narrow range of masculine practices, even if ex-
pressed only on the surface. Many of the men who participated in this 
study truly wanted to be good men, whatever their version was, and 
quite a number wanted to combat their privilege directly. Part of this 
desire to be a good man stemmed potentially from their time being 
treated as women or their intersecting sexual, class, and race social 
positions. Certainly not all trans men took on these projects, but more 
than a few were committed to both substantive everyday change and 
broad political transformation. For some this meant committing to 
antiracist practice in an overtly racist community; others fought for 
improvements in trans healthcare access through education and ad-
vocacy; and still others worked in coalition with other feminists on 
issues that affect transgender and cisgender women alike. These men 
demonstrate it is crucial to go beyond surface- level changes and com-
mit to actions that actually break down gender, racial, sexual, and class 
relations.

Changes in style could gesture toward real change, but it takes 
much deeper collective work and the transformation of structural 
relations to make changes in social relations a reality. If we focus on 
individual actions, progressive men show the best avenue for change 
through constant critical reflection and a sustained commitment to 
social justice that highlights people who experience multiple margin-
alizations rather than just recentering privileged men, but this is no 
easy task. In all, it would be best to exercise caution at every surface 
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change in privileged men’s practices and every iteration of the new 
man. The attendant celebrations of these small superficial changes 
often obscure continuing systemic inequities. It bears repeating here 
that the burden of combatting social inequality based on race, gender, 
and sexuality should not fall most heavily on a group of men who ex-
perience quite a bit of marginalization for their gender status, even if 
they are unlikely to experience spectacular transphobic violence out-
side medical settings. Trans men’s stories illustrate that resistance, too, 
must be contextual and that effective strategies for change must take 
into account both the specific spaces and places where power relations 
are created and re- created and how these contexts fit into the larger 
landscape of social life.
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Appendix A
INTERVIEWEE DEMOGRAPHICS

West Interviewees
PSEUDONYM DENSITY AGE TRANSITION 

(YEARS) RACE SEXUAL IDENTITY

Sam Urban 34 3.5 Latino Heterosexual/ 
Queer

Mario Urban 31 4.5 White Bisexual

Saul Urban 47 14 White Queer/ 
Heterosexual

Levi Urban 40 8 White Queer

Alec Urban 25 4 White Queer/Gay

Oscar Suburban 19 1 Asian/White Bisexual

Drew Urban 37 2 White Queer

Chris Urban 48 13 White Heterosexual

Casey Urban 36 2 Asian/White Bisexual

Ken Urban 29 7 White Queer

Leo Urban 36 5 Black Straight, Bi 
Questioning

Joel Urban 49 22 White Attracted to  
Women 

Paul Rural 30 7 White Maybe Bisexual

Josh Rural 43 5 White Mostly  
Heterosexual 

Tom Suburban 28 .5 White Straight

Michael Urban 40 2 White Queer

James Urban 39 1 White Straight

Woody Urban 32 7 White Queer

Jeffery College Town 25 4 White Queer

David College Town 41 9 White Bisexual

Robert College Town 41 10 White Mostly Straight/ 
Bi
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South Interviewees
PSEUDONYM DENSITY AGE TRANSITION 

(YEARS) RACE SEXUAL IDENTITY

Anthony Suburban 24 In process White Polysexual

Tim Suburban 22 6   Latino/White Gay/Queer

Diego Urban 21 In process Latino Gay

Andrew Suburban 43 part time White Heterosexual

Mason Urban 21 5  White Queer/Mostly 
Straight

Aidan Urban 21 1 White Pansexual

Alan Urban 32 5  White Gay Male

Bobby Suburban 31 1.5  White Straight

Jack Rural 49 1 White Straight Male

Simon Urban 49 11  White Primarily Straight

Wesley Urban 44 20  White Pansexual

Doug Urban 24 7  White Straight

Bert College Town 49 3  White Sexy, Flexible

Morgan Rural 43 10  White Straight

Phillip Suburban 28 3  White Bisexual

Malcolm Urban 22 2  White Gay/Queer/
Bisexual

Gabriel Suburban 21 2  Multiracial Queer



213||APPENDIX A

Midwest Interviewees
PSEUDONYM DENSITY AGE TRANSITION 

(YEARS) RACE SEXUAL IDENTITY

Ben Urban 28 4  Asian Heterosexual/
Queer

Raphael Urban 38 1.5  Mexican Queer

Aaron Urban 24 5  White Asexual

Henry Suburban 49 7  White Attracted to 
Women

Dominic Rural 27 2  White Pansexual

Brandon Suburban 20 1.5  White Straight

Ethan Suburban 38 9  Black Heterosexual

Eric Urban 22 3  White Asexual

Dylan Suburban 36 6  White Asexual, 
Leaning Bi

Jason Suburban 36 12  White Gay Male

Julian Urban 28 7  White Queer/Pansexual

Luke Rural 47 5  White Pansexual

Gavin Urban 27 7  White Gay Mostly

Wyatt Urban 20 2  White Homosexual

Owen Suburban 18 5  Mixed Race Queer

Steven Rural 22 2  Latino Open

Silas College town 19 1 Black Queer

Logan College town 21 2  White Gay But Fluid 

Sebastian Urban 40 .5 White Pansexual

Holden Suburban 26 5  White Queer

Colton Suburban 38 3.5  White Attracted to Men

Ian Urban 27 6.5  White Gay

Sean Rural 34 11  White Straight

Felix Urban 33 8  White Queer

Cooper Rural 26 4  White Omnisexual

Finn Urban 26 3  White Queer

Jacob Urban 55 13  White Bi

Seth Urban 23 1 Black/White Straight
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Appendix B
A NOTE ON METHODOLOGY

When I started doing interviews for this project, I did not think of 
myself as a person from Oregon. I had lived here for less than a year 
when I did the first interviews in the San Francisco Bay Area, which 
had been my home for the first three decades of my life. While the 
Bay Area will always be home, now that I have lived in Oregon for al-
most ten years it too is home. Yet I was an object of curiosity for inter-
viewees— a curiosity that became stronger as I traveled to the South 
and Midwest. Who is this person from Oregon? A few men said they 
decided to participate because they were just so curious about who I 
was and why I was coming from so far away. This is only one way that 
I, as the researcher, became an object of scrutiny and how it changed 
me— I became a person from Oregon.

In each interview, I learned anew how I was both an outsider and 
an insider and that the power dynamics of the interview setting were 
far more nuanced than I could have imagined while in a classroom 
studying researcher positionality. Though I was a cisgender person 
doing research with transgender people, that has never been adequate 
for wholly defining myself or the interviewees and the relations be-
tween us. I was a woman interviewing men, though some interviewees 
assumed that I, too, was a trans man. In fact, people assuming that I am 
a man, whether transgender or cisgender, is an everyday occurrence 
for me. Interviewees’ stories of the different treatment they received 
when they were recognized (or in my case misrecognized) as a man by 
others and the difficulties using gender- segregated public bathrooms 
resemble, though not identically, my own everyday experiences.1 In 
the San Francisco Bay Area some interviewees recognized me, and I 
them, from local queer spaces. As a queer woman and a feminist butch 
dyke, I shared understanding of particular cultural aspects of queer 
experience with some interviewees, which helped build rapport but 
simultaneously made me an object of suspicion to men who did not 
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trust lesbians. At times, I became uncomfortable when interviewees 
occasionally said denigrating things about women and queer people 
and about other marginalized identities I do not hold. My whiteness 
and middle- class background also contributed to a complex relation-
ship in the interview setting. On the whole, the greatest commonality 
between participants and myself was our shared commitment to in-
crease knowledge of a wide range of trans men’s experiences and to 
better the lives of trans people.

The roots of this project came from what was happening around me 
in the Bay Area and Portland in the 1990s and 2000s. The queer com-
munities I came up in, where butch dykes, genderqueers, and trans 
men (to name a few) often mixed and mingled in the same spaces (and 
still do in my world), were where I started thinking about the core 
issues of this book. There have been many overlaps, tensions, and co-
alitions among these groups in various spaces and places, constituting 
a sort of borderlands.2 I am often struck that my younger queer and 
trans students seem baffled by the contours of these borderlands, just 
as I have to work to learn about the different terrains that constitute 
their lives. Further, the landscape of transgender representation and 
community has changed rapidly in the more than twelve years since I 
first started thinking about these issues in an academic context. All 
said, I did not feel like much of an outsider when I started down the 
path of this research, but as I have gone along the differences and simi-
larities between myself and the men I interviewed became clearer and 
also showed their many intricacies.

Overall, my interest in masculinity came from my experience as 
a masculine woman. I wanted to know more about trans men be-
cause they were part of my social world. As a feminist, I was critical of 
some of the masculinities around me, including my own, and found 
crucial analytic lenses in critical men and masculinities studies and 
inter sectional perspectives from women of color feminisms. Yet in re-
viewing scholarship on men and masculinities, I found that the lives 
of trans men, as a group of men, were mostly missing from this field. 
A major goal of this research project has always been to include trans 
men, as an understudied group of men, in the field of men and mascu-
linities and to join in the new field of transgender studies that rejected 
the medicalization and other problematic discourses of transgender 
experience I found when initially looking for research about trans 
people. Following Viviane Namaste, my work is most concerned with 
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documenting the everyday lives of transgender people rather than fo-
cusing on the etiology of transgender or highlighting the discovery of 
transgender selves.3 When I explained these goals during recruitment 
and the interviews themselves, the men were supportive and eager to 
share their stories.

Amid all of this complexity, I have constantly tried to sensitize 
myself to issues of power by following Jacob Hale’s suggestions to 
approach the topic with a sense of humility and interrogate my own 
subject position.4 Rather than assuming my own expertise, I worked 
to elicit trans men’s own knowledge. At the same time, I often shared 
resources and other information with interviewees, when appropriate, 
that I had gathered from earlier interviews or background research. The 
interviewees who had little contact with other trans people, whether 
due to living rurally or because they had been unable or unmotivated to 
find in- person community, mentioned they appreciated sharing their 
stories and talking with someone who was knowledgeable about trans-
gender issues. In these senses and others, there were many moments of 
reciprocity beyond things like participation incentives.

Regardless of our commonalities and nuanced power dynamics, I 
have tried to be ever conscious of the historical and current problem-
atic relationship between researchers and trans people throughout the 
research and writing process by being up front about my motivations 
and by privileging interviewee’s understandings of their own lives and 
actions. I acknowledge, however, that as the researcher I have final 
say and interpretive voice in this book. I see part of my work as an 
ongoing negotiation and evolving conversation on how best to show 
my commitment to transgender people, which extends far beyond 
this project. I offer these ruminations as part of my reflexive practice 
as a feminist researcher, but this more sustained discussion is in this 
appendix and not in the main text of the book because I also wanted 
to avoid centering myself to the extent possible. Doing this research 
with trans men has changed me in innumerable ways, not the least 
of which is deepening my understanding of how our liberation is tied 
up with one another.

RECRUITMENT AND STORIES AS EVIDENCE

Recruitment was limited to trans men age eighteen and over who 
were living or were in the process of transition to live socially as men. 
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This included a range of people with various gender identities (e.g., 
genderqueer or transmasculine), but they shared a preference to be 
recognized as men in most settings. My aim was to form a sample that 
was diverse in terms of race, class, sexuality, and urban/rural location. 
I continued recruitment until no new stories or explanations were 
emerging from further interviews. This told me I had reached theo-
retical saturation and had completed enough interviews.5 I have been 
asked why I did not include trans women, particularly butch trans 
women, in this research focused on trans masculinities. This decision 
stemmed from a mostly practical consideration to narrow the scope of 
the project with a focus on men. Trans women are not men, so it did 
not make sense to include them.

In each region I gathered a snowball sample with multiple starts. 
I found initial interviewees through personal contacts with friends 
and acquaintances, postings to online communities and email lists, 
and fliers posted at community centers and medical clinics. I posted 
calls for participants in the volunteer section of Craigslist in each of 
the Midwest states I planned to visit.6 The men I recruited through 
Craigslist ranged from being leaders in their local trans community 
to never having met another trans person before but overall showed 
no obvious differences from other participants. Trans men can be dif-
ficult to find, since some blend into the larger society after transition 
and maintain little contact with transgender communities, but I found 
the snowball sampling method was effective in finding less visible men 
through their acquaintances who were more visible.

These interviews represent many miles of travel, as well as several 
thousand pages of interview transcripts. A systematic analysis of these 
transcripts allowed me to draw out the patterns and themes across the 
interviewees’ narratives. Sixty- six men is a small portion of trans men 
and an even smaller proportion of men overall living in the United 
States.7 All that said, this kind of in- depth qualitative analysis focuses 
more on understanding the nuance of individual lives and the work-
ings of everyday interaction than is possible with more close- ended 
interviews or surveys. Thus, while this is not a generalizable sample 
per se, it would be difficult, if not impossible, to get at these nuanced 
accounts with a larger sample. As it stands, these men’s stories and my 
analysis of the patterns and themes that emerged across them offer 
suggestive evidence for the larger workings of gender inequality, mas-
culinities, and transgender experience.
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Notes

INTRODUCTION

 1. I use the phrase “live as men” to distinguish the time in each interview-
ee’s life after he began to present and live his everyday life being known to him-
self and others as a man. This is not meant to imply that trans men are somehow 
not fully men at any point in their lives, to the extent that anyone is solidly living 
in that social category, but to try to reflect their own varying understandings of 
their social experience. For some men their lives included periods of time living 
as a nonbinary person or a woman prior to living as a man.
 2. “Trans men” refers to people whose bodies were assigned female at 
birth and who have transitioned socially and perhaps medically and legally to 
live as men. Not all of the people who fit this description would identify with 
this term, but among the research participants I found, this was less contro-
versial than other options. For a discussion of debates around terminology, 
see Susan Stryker, Transgender History: The Roots of Today’s Revolution (New 
York: Seal Press, 2017).
 3. Others have used the phrase “Goldilocks masculinity,” though in 
slightly different ways than I do here. Peter Hennen, Faeries, Bears, and Leather
men: Men in Community Queering the Masculine (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2008); Michael S. Kimmel, Angry White Men: American Mas
culinity at the End of an Era (New York: Nation Books, 2013).
 4. Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Conscious
ness, and the Politics of Empowerment (New York: Routledge, 2000); Kim-
berlé Crenshaw, “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black 
Femi nist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and 
Anti racist Politics,” University of Chicago Legal Forum, 1989, 139.
 5. Michael Hames- Garcia, Identity Complex: Making the Case for Multi
plicity (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2011), 12.
 6. Bonnie Thornton Dill and Ruth E. Zambrana, Emerging Intersections: 
Race, Class, and Gender in Theory, Policy, and Practice (New Brunswick, N.J.: 
Rutgers University Press, 2009).
 7. Joan Acker, “Inequality Regimes: Gender, Class, and Race in Orga-
nizations,” Gender & Society 20, no. 4 (August 1, 2006): 441– 64; Collins, 
Black Feminist Thought; Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches 
(Trumansburg, N.Y.: Crossing Press, 1984).
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 8. Hames- Garcia, Identity Complex, 13.
 9. Evelyn Nakano Glenn, Unequal Freedom: How Race and Gender 
Shaped American Citizenship and Labor (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 2002). For a discussion of regional differences shaped by capi-
tal and industry in the United Kingdom context, see Doreen Massey, Space, 
Place, and Gender (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994).
 10. Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Feminism without Borders: Decolonizing 
Theory, Practicing Solidarity (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2003).
 11. The classic texts influencing the intersectional framework throughout 
the book include Combahee River Collective, “Combahee River Collective 
Statement,” in Home Girls: A Black Feminist Anthology, ed. Barbara Smith 
(New York: Kitchen Table Women of Color Press, 1983); Cherríe Moraga 
and Gloria Anzaldúa, eds., This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical 
Women of Color (New York: Kitchen Table Women of Color Press, 1984); 
Lorde, Sister Outsider; Gloria T. Hull, Patricia B. Scott, and Barbara Smith, All 
the Women Are White, All the Blacks Are Men, but Some of Us Are Brave: Black 
Women’s Studies (Old Westbury, N.Y.: Feminist Press, 1982).
 12. Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial Formation in the United 
States, 3rd ed. (New York: Routledge, 2014); Patricia Yancey Martin, “Gen-
der as a Social Institution,” Social Forces 82, no. 4 (2004): 1249– 73; Cecilia 
Ridgeway, “Interaction and the Conservation of Gender and Inequality: 
Considering Employment,” American Sociological Review 62, no. 2 (1997): 
218– 35; Cecilia L. Ridgeway and Lynn Smith- Lovin, “The Gender System 
and Interaction,” Annual Review of Sociology 25, no. 1 (1999): 191– 216; Bar-
bara J. Risman, “Gender as a Social Structure: Theory Wrestling with Activ-
ism,” Gender & Society 18, no. 4 (2004): 429– 50.
 13. The Pat character from Saturday Night Live in the early 1990s is 
one  example where much of the joke is based on the confusion others ex-
perience when they cannot easily tell whether Pat is a woman or a man. The 
“where are you from?” question that people of color often report being asked 
is another example. The question is often an attempt by the person asking 
it to ascertain the racial, ethnic, or national background of the individual, 
which is simultaneously othering because it assumes that the person is not a 
full citizen and from “here,” meaning the United States. For how this dynamic 
operates through language, see Jocelyn A. Hollander and Miriam J. Abelson, 
“Language and Talk,” in Handbook of the Social Psychology of Inequality, ed. 
Jane McLeod, Ed Lawler, and Michael Schwalbe (New York: Springer, 2014), 
181– 206.
 14. Candace West and Don H. Zimmerman, “Doing Gender,” Gender & 
Society 1, no. 2 (1987): 125– 51; Martin, “Gender as a Social Institution”; 
Barbara Poggio, “Editorial: Outline of a Theory of Gender Practices,” Gen
der, Work & Organization 13, no. 3 (2006): 225– 33. Some scholars have at-
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tempted to use the doing gender perspective to understand race and other 
aspects of social location, such as Candace West and Sarah Fenstermaker’s 
work, but this approach has been arguably less accepted in understanding 
race. See “Doing Difference,” Gender & Society 9, no. 1 (1995): 8– 37.
 15. Jocelyn A. Hollander, “ ‘I Demand More of People’: Accountability, 
Interaction, and Gender Change,” Gender & Society 27, no. 1 (2013).
 16. Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity 
(New York: Routledge, 1990).
 17. Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial Formation in the United 
States from the 1960s to the 1990s (New York: Routledge, 1994), 60.
 18. Ruth Wilson Gilmore, Golden Gulag: Prisons, Surplus, Crisis, and Op
position in Globalizing California (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2007), 37.
 19. Racial formation theory, especially in its original articulation, lacks an 
understanding of the co- constitutive nature of race with gender and sexu-
ality. Priya Kandaswamy demonstrates, however, that the theory is improved 
by a more intersectional understanding and that racial formation theory can 
and should be incorporated into intersectional approaches. “Gendering Ra-
cial Formation,” in Racial Formation in the Twenty First Century, ed. Daniel 
Martinez HoSang, Oneka LaBennett, and Laura Pulido (Berkeley: Univer-
sity of California Press, 2012), 23– 43.
 20. George Lipsitz, The Possessive Investment in Whiteness: How White  People 
Profit from Identity Politics (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2006).
 21. West and Zimmerman, “Doing Gender”; Omi and Winant, Racial For
mation in the United States from the 1960s to the 1990s.
 22. Mary McIntosh, “The Homosexual Role,” Social Problems 16, no. 2 
(1968): 182– 92; Kenneth Plummer, Sexual Stigma: An Interactionist Account 
(London: Routledge, 1975); Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol.1 
(New York: Pantheon Books, 1978).
 23. Cathy J. Cohen, “Punks, Bulldaggers, and Welfare Queens: The Radi-
cal Potential of Queer Politics?,” GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies 3, 
no. 4 (1997): 437– 65; Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990); Adrienne Rich, “Compul-
sory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence,” Signs: Journal of Women in Cul
ture and Society 5, no. 4 (1980).
 24. Foucault, The History of Sexuality; Dean Spade, Normal Life: Adminis
trative Violence, Critical Trans Politics, and the Limits of Law (New York: South 
End Press, 2011).
 25. Michael Brown, “Gender and Sexuality I: Intersectional Anxieties,” 
Progress in Human Geography 36, no. 4 (2012): 541– 50; Massey, Space, Place, 
and Gender; Linda McDowell, Gender, Identity, and Place (Minneapolis: Uni-
versity of Minnesota Press, 1999).
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 26. Lynda Johnston, “Gender and Sexuality I: Genderqueer Geogra-
phies?,” Progress in Human Geography 40, no. 5 (2016): 668– 78; Lynda John-
ston and Robyn Longhurst, Space, Place, and Sex: Geographies of Sexualities 
(Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 2010); Natalie Oswin, “Critical Geog-
raphies and the Uses of Sexuality: Deconstructing Queer Space,” Progress in 
Human Geography 32, no. 1 (2008): 89– 103.
 27. Japonica Brown- Saracino, “How Places Shape Identity: The Origins 
of Distinctive LBQ Identities in Four Small U.S. Cities,” American Journal of 
Sociology 121, no. 1 (2015): 1– 63; Thomas F. Gieryn, “A Space for Place in 
Sociology,” Annual Review of Sociology 26, no. 1 (2000): 463– 96; John R. 
Logan, “Making a Place for Space: Spatial Thinking in Social Science,” Annual 
Review of Sociology 38, no. 1 (2012): 507– 24.
 28. Tim Cresswell, In Place/Out of Place: Geography, Ideology, and Trans
gression (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996).
 29. Brown- Saracino, “How Places Shape Identity.”
 30. George Chauncey, Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the Mak
ings of the Gay Male World, 1890– 1940 (New York: Basic Books, 1994); John 
D’Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities: The Making of a Homosexual 
Minority in the United States, 1940– 1970 (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1983); Gayle S. Rubin, “Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory of 
the Politics of Sexuality,” in Pleasure and Danger: Exploring Female Sexuality, 
ed. Carole S. Vance (Boston: Routledge, 1984), 267– 319.
 31. J. Jack Halberstam, In a Queer Time and Place: Transgender Bodies, Sub
cultural Lives (New York: New York University Press, 2005); Kath Weston, 
“Get Thee to a Big City: Sexual Imaginary and the Great Gay Migration,” 
GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies 2, no. 3 (1995): 253– 77.
 32. For example, see David Bell and Gill Valentine, “Queer Country: Rural 
Lesbian and Gay Lives,” Journal of Rural Studies 11, no. 2 (1995): 113– 22; 
David Bell, “Farm Boys and Wild Men: Rurality, Masculinity, and Homo-
sexuality,” Rural Sociology 65, no. 4 (2000): 547– 61; Scott Herring, Another 
Country: Queer Anti urbanism (New York: New York University Press, 2010); 
Colin R. Johnson, Just Queer Folks: Gender and Sexuality in Rural America 
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2013); Emily Kazyak, “Midwest or 
Lesbian? Gender, Rurality, and Sexuality,” Gender & Society 26, no. 6 (2012): 
828– 48.
 33. Mary L. Gray, Out in the Country: Youth, Media, and Queer Visibility in 
Rural America (New York: New York University Press, 2009).
 34. Emily Kazyak, “Disrupting Cultural Selves: Constructing Gay and 
Lesbian Identities in Rural Locales,” Qualitative Sociology 34, no. 4 (2011): 
561– 81.
 35. E. Patrick Johnson, Sweet Tea: Black Gay Men of the South (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008). James T. Sears, Growing Up 
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Gay in the South: Race, Gender, and Journeys of the Spirit (New York: Rout-
ledge, 1991).
 36. For a narrative of the development of queer theory that centers the 
contributions of women of color feminists and queer people of color from 
the beginning, see Michael Hames- Garcia, “Queer Theory Revisited,” in Gay 
Latino Studies: A Critical Reader, ed. Michael Hames- Garcia and Ernesto 
Javier Martinez (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2011), 19– 45.
 37. Viviane K. Namaste, Invisible Lives: The Erasure of Transsexual and 
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