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​A Brief Opener… 

This first chapter serves as the introduction to this book. In it, I’ll discuss what brought me to this research topic, and asks you- the reader- a couple of foundational questions. 


Before we get into what my study discusses, I wanted to explain the aims and format of the book itself. This book is the culmination of an academic study, one that served as the
capstone and thesis project for my undergraduate (Bachelor’s) degree in Feminist Rhetorical Practices. 

Our first set of chapters is a retelling of interviews I conducted with trans women and non-binary transfeminine individuals, with their words front and center. Following those chapters,
I bring in some commentary on discourse, news, and media construction of trans women. 

Finally, I bring in some of the quantitative, empirical, study data gathered from the study’s survey instrument in order to ground what you hear from these women in the zoomed-out
picture of what it means, economically and in material terms, to be a trans woman.

Before we get started, I have a question for you, the reader:

If trans women are women, and they are, why is their womanhood under such constant and loudly-proclaimed dispute? 

Think about it briefly.

Can you guess as to why?

I am about to give you the beginnings of the answer. Trans women are women, yes, but they are women denied.

For much of the global population of women, in fact the vast majority- cis women, there isn’t constant negative media coverage and incessant debates leading to a near-totality
of rhetorical construction that makes cis women out to be monsters that infect and abuse.

For trans women, on the other hand, there is that constant rhetorical construction that makes them out to be an unnatural threat, monsters that invade and abuse.

This rhetorical construction is a form of precarity in and of itself. Across the gamut, from liberal allies to far-right architects of extermination, there seems to be a consensus
that asserts, falsely, an idea that trans women aren’t women and that transfeminine individuals are mentally ill and need help.

Seems is the key word.

For the liberals, that “help” looks like gatekeeping, barriers, and nice words that affirm validity but do nothing to help a trans woman survive materially. For those
further right-wing politically than liberals, the “help” is forced detransition and ego death at best, forced exclusion on average, and forced extermination and death at worst.

But, again, this consensus is false, it only seems like everyone’s onboard with trans exclusion because of the moves of mass media and a lack of contrary exposure.

The limited science we have shows that trans women are both socially and biologically women, even by the narrow cissexist view.

These women, once on HRT, do materially change their biological sex- from hormones to gene expression and transcription, to embodied secondary sex characteristics, and even so far
as to gaining, in many cases, a bloodless period.

However, it is much more important, and accurate, to view “sex” as a relationship to each of expectation and presentation, and the social, societal views of sex are both
determined by and dependent upon the patriarchal order we all find ourselves in. From the social perspective, trans women are women and, as I will show you throughout this book, are treated as such both before and upon their
acts to transition.

Economically, trans women are women, as well- forced into invisible and feminized work, yet denied access to performing such work anywhere else than the private sphere of the domestic
world. 

This means that trans women are coerced into exceptionally abusive living situations and have to trade sex for food at 366% the rate of cis women, among other effects such as the
greatest recorded unemployment rate. Trans women are recorded as being unemployed at a rate at least 3x higher than the median rate of unemployment for cis white people. Yet, because of the near-total exclusion and risks against
trans women, it is safe to assume that number is wildly underreported and the true unemployment rate for trans women is even higher.

In short, trans women are women denied legitimacy, subjected to the deepest edges of patriarchal abuse, and prevented from accessing supports and resources to survive. Without being
able to have an equal chance to gain basic resources to survive, it is a slow, walking death. If you’re constantly in a state of being moved towards death, it becomes increasingly difficult to change your own individual
circumstances, much less change the social systems the majority of humanity is dominated by in one way or another.


​Question 1… 

My first question for all the trans women who participated in the study, was, “If you can, tell me about your childhood. Were you treated differently than boy peers? What did that look like?
What did that feel like?” 


The “If you can” was an important qualifier- as the trauma trans women are forced through their whole lives, but especially as children, can and does rob memory and the
ability to recall.

Jessica: “Specifically the part of boy peers. I didn’t have any boy peers up until high school. It was myself, my little sister, my mother, and my father. We were all home schooled
up until a brief half a year in the seventh grade and then home schooled until ninth grade when we went to high school for the first time, public high school. 

The seventh grade one was private school, but we got taken out of that pretty quickly. Probably because my mom didn’t approve of my friend I was making at the time who was
a black kid who was also nerdy.”

The isolation of being home-schooled was clearly hard for Jessica. I could feel some pain through the screen as she recalled this. 

Ashley: ““Yeah, so my childhood was a little unusual. When I was in second grade, I started talking quite a bit about suicide. At the time, my parents, I wanted to drink
poison and die. There are some of those experiences that I think are linked to more like, kind of general bullying. 

And then it's hard for me to place like, how much of my past exists, like in the context of
gender dysphoria, that's something that, you know, in hindsight, there's some things I can see like, oh, obviously that was just work. And then there are other times where it's just kind of vaguely muddled with
other things I was going through as a child. But yeah, so I was upset about, well, I was talking about suicide as a child. And then my parents told me I have school and start homeschooling me. But then my younger brother got
very sick. 

He was in the hospital for a number of years. So I didn't get as much of a time with my parents for the actual homeschooling. So I spent basically from like elementary through
middle school, just kind of at home alone for most of my time. So I didn't, like I had some friends in the neighborhoods that I played with, but I didn't spend nearly as much time with other kids when I was a child.


So that does kind of warp my perspective. Like it's something again, in hindsight, where I'm like, my, like just looking at that through like a gender lens or certain experiences
that like, I didn't get until high school of just like being around other kids and like having a very strict binary there. And so I do feel like that kind of delayed my kind of my egg cracking for some amount of time.
But then there are other factors where like, you know, obviously that's just not normal for like a lot of basic development. So it's hard to unpack like how much of that is tangled up in trans stuff and how much of
that is just like an unfortunate childhood, essentially.” 


I responded with, “Yeah, I can understand that.”

Emily: “Not particularly that I can remember. Um, admittedly, my family is pretty not conservative. I would wear my mom’s jewelry, and none of my family had a problem
with that. I don't remember any of my peers and then I was like, young, young, young when this when I did this, I don't remember any of them being particularly weird about it.”

Samantha: “Ah. Yeah, that's one where I'm both... It's weird because I was homeschooled for a good chunk of my childhood, but, from second grade to high school,
but I did definitely find that when I was with other kids my age or in those environments... in first grade and high school and now they're like, people with kids I did tend to gravitate more to female friendships. 

And when I did try to hang out with boys my age, it always felt like very performative. Like, I'm trying to prove that I'm one of you in a way that I didn't feel when
I was just hanging out with girls.”

Sarah: “That's a good question. I think in a lot of ways I was, and I don't necessarily think it was because my parents were aware of anything in particular, I was
always treated different than other kids, period. I mean, very undiagnosed autism that there should have been something done about, and there wasn't. A lot of time in school was spent not really fitting in and not knowing
why. 

My parents were always like, oh, well, you're a great kid. There's no reason for you to feel different or weird. I don't know why your peers treat you that way. But in
school, I had teachers that would say things like, oh, you're smarter than I am. In high school, I had people deferring to me, and I just didn't understand that. I was like, I'm a kid- What's happening here?


So I always kind of felt out of place because adults treated me different than they treated the other children. They treated me like I was more on their level, but then the other
kids didn't like me for it. And my parents thought I should just be okay with that. And they never had a good explanation. They're just like, you just are this way. You just are the way that you are. 

We get it. You don't like doing the boy activities. You want to do the girl activities. That's cool. And we get it. You're doing better than kids your age. 

Just do your best. And everyone just thought I was weird, and we just rolled with the fact that I was weird. There was no explanation for it. 

I was just weird. 

And I was like, okay, cool. I guess I'm different and no one knows why and no one's going to help me. I'm going to figure this out myself. 

So I spent my entire childhood not knowing why I felt wrong about the way I was treated and the way that I looked, and I had to figure that out later for myself. 

Taylor: “I was in a smaller town. In the beginning, I didn't feel all that much ostracized from many of my boy peers, but I found that I was only able to, as time went
on, and especially as puberty hit, I was only able to really hold effectively one close relationship with any one of my male peers whatsoever. 

Many times over when it came to trying to make friends, if there was ever a situation where a former friend felt like it would be socially advantageous to effectively hurt me in
order to gain more social credibility, social credit, social whatever, that happened more than once. And And that was a bit of my middle school experience, especially. 

Ultimately, I would end up falling into more male peer groups, if only because that was how I was perceived at the time. But I never really felt comfortable within those male peer
groups. And the context of this is that I did not come out as a transfer at any points in my youth. I stayed closeted the whole time at that point.”

Hannah: “ I grew up in Florida. I spent about 22 years of my life there. In fact, my earliest memories are probably maybe around the year 2000. I was born in 96. I spent a
brief stint in, I believe it was North Carolina, but I don't remember much of that. I transitioned more recently, I would say, in my late 20s. Growing up in Florida, I think one of my first clearest memories was watching
the September 11 attacks and not really understanding the implications that it would have for the rest of my life. I was just like a young kid at the time. 

The implications were, well, I mean, that's just one aspect of it, right? 

We've been living in the fall of empire ever since that moment. But tying it to my own personal experiences and my own lived experiences as a queer, trans, neurodivergent person,
yeah. I grew up in a town where we called ourselves the Friendly City, but we were locking up the most homeless folks. I would go to school and just the casual homophobia that was just thrown around all the time. It impacted
me in ways that I still am trying to work through today. 

I think I've done most of that work. But just like even within my own family, I grew up an only child for a little while. It was just my mom and I. My stepdad came to the picture
when I was about nine, 10 years old. We had a stepbrother that was his kid. 

My younger brother was born who is 10 years younger than I am. One of the things I remember the most was probably my older stepbrother talking to my younger stepbrother who was a
little baby at the time, doesn't understand anything, doesn't understand the world. 

Just threw out some casual comment about throwing him down the stairs if he found out that he was gay. 

That one sticks with me. 

I think about my own family's gut reactions to things that would come up in the news like Obergefell or even just seeing one of those TLC documentaries about the pregnant man
or whatever. 

I think about tying it into my own experiences. My own journey was something like I realized I wasn't straight probably in middle school, which was a real interesting time for
me because middle school was probably the height of when I was experiencing just the most casual homophobia amongst all my peers. 

In that kind of situation you feel like the only way to shield yourself a little bit is to redirect towards other folks. That kind of culture, I've seen how it permeates and
affects people and the effects that it has on their psyche and my own. 

We were talking about my childhood, I'm definitely getting into the weeds here a little bit. It was just so fascinating how casual it was. Throwing gay around all the time. Did
you ever see those infomercials where it's that lady who's sitting down with a bunch of kids being like, hey, don't say gay- that's offensive. 

I remember that coming out. I don't know how much of a dent that it had. Maybe it did because by the time high school rolled around I didn't get as much of that. This kind
of culture affected me in a way that were I not exposed to some life experiences and people that would define who I would be for the rest of my life? I could have gone down a very different path. I could have been a very different
person today. I could have been much less willing to self-actualize and more just willing to believe absurdities and gone down some bad rabbit holes. I recognized that within myself because I was very propagandized for a long
time. 

It's hard not to be when you grow up in a place where there is just so much propaganda thrown at you all the time. Even in high school, I took an AP US history class because
I did dual enrollment and early admission, which for all the faults that Florida has at the time, my hometown had a great partnership program with the local state college. 

I benefited directly from social programs that enabled me to get a bunch of my degree done earlier and basically graduate high school with my associate's degree. 

I'm really proud about that. I had an AP US history class. 

That's what we were on. One of the things that I remember is just how little we crazed over how Ronald Reagan handled the AIDS crisis or really just Ronald Reagan in general.
What did I learn about Ronald Reagan in school? He was like a kind older grandfatherly figure who just wanted those kids to stop doing drugs. 

They don't talk about the horrors that he wrought on the LGBTQ community through his inaction and callous indifference with the Reagan administration. There's a lot of things
that I didn't know growing up and I had to relearn in just kind of my own life journey and becoming the person that I am today. I feel like just to sum it all up and put a button on it, there's a lot of ways that my
life could have turned out differently. I think that I'm really glad that I am the person that I am now despite everything that's going on in the world and despite the real risks of harm that puts on me. There's
no sense in thinking about the alternate universes that don't exist to you because you're in this one. I really reflect on that because I think about the folks who haven't escaped that. People that I knew in middle
and high school who just went down completely separate paths from me are now totally different people and just so casually taken. 

My whole family is in Florida and I'm not able to go back there. 

It's hard having those conversations with them because a lot of the time they don't understand or they don't see the problem so it can't be a problem. I don't
see this happening. Do you know that there's a town just a couple of however many over and they're really supportive of the gays over there? 

If you ever wanted to move back home because we miss you, why don't you just go live there? I don't know. You get what I'm saying. It's really complex. I've gone
back and forth with my family and I was able to really hold my own ground and convince them to like fucking respect my pronouns and stuff.”


​Question 2… 

We then moved on to my second question, which was deliberately paired to the first.  

“Tell me about your childhood. Were you treated similarly to girl peers? And if so, how, what
did it look like? What did it feel like?”


Jessica: “Really, unfortunately, I am, parents were very conservative, very strict. Was expected to be the big brother of the son, the inheritor, the legacy child, blah, blah,
blah. They tried to get me into sports. I didn’t enjoy it. Try to get me into martial arts. I wish later on that I had done the more fluid kind of feminine ones. I didn’t really have a lot of the interest they
wanted from me. They wanted me to be more outgoing and aggressive, but that wasn’t who I was. So after a while, they just kind of accepted it, but still pushed me to excel as a man, as it were. I got told more often
than not, I was my father’s quote unquote, God given legacy.”

To which I interjected- “Oh, wow.” 

Jessica: “Yep. Only reason he had me, which I found out later in life. And the product of his guilt over not wanting children after his grandfather died.  I learned that like
I said, I learned that the year I came out.”

I asked Jessica, as a follow up, whether finding out about her father’s guilt was related to her coming out, if at all.  

Jessica: “That didn’t really have any impact on it. I was going to come out soon anyhow, because I. It was getting harder to hide some of the more obvious physical changes
from transitioning. So I figured I might as well bite the bullet and I had learned from my previous attempt to come out several years prior that they’re not going to accept me. So why not just rip the band-aid off. Ended
up coming out on trans day of visibility of that year. 

Well, talking to my father about it on trans day of visibility that year, which was when he tried to use the fact that I’m an, I’m undiagnosed autistic to explain away
the fact that I’m trans. 

Oh, but to the question to the original question. Part of being the eldest child son. Was that, I learned this later in life, I was subject to parentification in terms of my family’s
emotional needs. So my parents emotional needs. I was the peacekeeper. I was the mediator. I was the one who was leveraged for, you know, emotional like influence whenever there was a fight. It was frustrating.”
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