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Abstract:  

 
 
Experiences of transgender individuals in South Africa have largely remained marginalised 

and silenced by a discriminatory, gender binary and prescriptive society, in spite of 

progressive legislation within the constitution. The literature reviewed substantiated such 

experiences both within and outside of the South African transgender communities, further 

illuminating the need to deepen the understanding of transgender and gender identity 

dynamics.  Through in depth face-to-face interviews with five self-identified adult 

transgender participants, the present study documented experiences identified as they 

navigated their gender identity and expression from dissonance towards gender congruency. 

The interviews were analysed using thematic content analysis. The results of the qualitative 

interviews revealed multiple beneficial factors as well as challenges whilst navigating gender 

congruent identity and expression. As a result, seven overarching themes were identified 

broadly defined as: (1) gender identity and dissonance; (2) gender expression; (3) challenges 

to gender congruency; (4) protective factors and coping strategies; (5) ‘coming out’; (6) 

toward gender congruent expression and (7) activism.  
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	NB: Names and identifying information from the selected quotes have been changed in the interests of anonymity and confidentiality.
	Theme 1: Gender Identity and Dissonance
	It is no surprise that transgender individuals experience a kind of stress that cisgender individuals do not, particularly as children, when they may not yet understand the cause of their distress. All of the participants in this study were able to re...
	As the participants spoke about transitioning into adulthood, many spoke about a continued sense of gender dissonance. Navigating towards congruent gender expression can elicit a range of emotional impacts. These participants shared the intensity of t...
	2.1 Gender as Binary
	Most of the participants described exhibiting characteristics consistent with societal norms of dichotomous gender expression. These participants felt from an early age that they were more inclined towards toys and behaviours associated with the oppos...
	As a child the following transfemale participant recalled behaviours and interests socially normed as feminine or female:
	I had displayed feminine, girly behaviours like when I was about 3 or 4, maybe a bit older, maybe like 5 before I was in Primary school. My mom was painting nails and I really wanted to paint my nails and I remember being angry at her for only letting...
	According to Participant D, “I just did things naturally and some of those natural things was to be drawn to the colour pink um to be drawn to things that my female peers around me have” (Interview: Participant D). Similarly, Participant E stated, “I ...
	Although this transman similarly recalled identifying within a binary gender, as a child he opposed things associated with his birth sex and played with socially normed male toys:
	This participant described a sense of being unaccepted within their family, “I was brought up to have the morality of acceptance, just as long as it’s not your family who is gay or trans” (Interview: Participant A).
	The following two statements reflect the difficulties with their partners’ acceptance and willingness to remain a couple.
	For many participants, social and cultural pressures to conform to adhere to gender norms were experienced as problematic and, for some, brought detrimental psychological and physical consequences, in addition to the pervasive sense of distress that t...
	For example, in this quote, Participant D talks about battling depressive feelings and feeling dead inside:
	I’ve lived through my daughter’s suicide – I drank like a fish for a year after that, I was very close to being an alcoholic. I’ve been through shit. So my depression was not chemical. I didn’t suffer depression as an inherent genetic disease (Intervi...
	Whist navigating their own feelings and experiences, a common thread through the various narratives of the participants was their implicit and explicit references to targeted victimisation such as sexual assault and bullying that resulted in an intens...
	For one participant, their trauma was believed to be a factor in their gender exploration:
	I feel like gender or exploring your gender is a process of freedom or giving yourself freedom. The reason I relate the trauma to it is because it doesn’t happen in isolation. Exploring your gender doesn’t happen in isolation to the rest of your life ...
	Participant C shared their experience of feeling of being different to others prior to connecting with other members of the trans community, “I think a common experience that I really identify with and I’ve heard many of my friends say is that you fee...
	Participant E described having to go through a lot of their transition alone for fear that they were committing a sin:
	3.4 Limited Access to Information
	As described above, transgender people are subject to a range of minority stressors and other mental health disparities as a direct result of their non-conforming identity. Amongst the multiplicity of these challenges faced, another theme to emerge wa...
	4.2 Male Privilege
	Participant A acknowledged the benefit and privilege of appearing as a white male:
	Theme 5: Coping Mechanisms
	There are many ways of dealing with the challenges that come with living as a transgender individual; some are healthier than others. The following participants shared the ways in which they tried to cope and survive the internal and external stressor...
	5.1 Cognitive/Emotional
	This subtheme highlights the importance of implementing affirmative emotions and cognitions as facilitative coping mechanisms to be positive and strong in order to deal with the challenges they faced.
	For example, Participant A shared how they made a more concerted effort to get through their difficulties by trying to remain strong and positive:
	While connecting with others in the transgender community was primarily considered beneficial to the participants, some participants experienced this type of support as a double-edged sword, and concurrently felt stigmatised and discriminated upon.
	Theme 6: ‘Coming Out’
	Participant A was one of the participants who declared to her family later in her adult life. Here she speaks about the process of researching, seeing a psychologist and the manner in which she came out to her family:
	After the initial shock, Participant E’s parents assumed that her recent coming out was an attempt to get attention:
	My parents also want to know if I’m not just imagining this. Um there was a story that I’m looking for attention. I was like; you know what if I was looking for attention, why pick this? Why not pick something else like my finger is painful? Why this?...
	6.2 Declaration to Partners and Spouses
	For the following participants, the process of coming out to partners and spouses differed significantly than those of coming out to family members. Overall there was a greater sense of acceptance and openness experienced for these individuals.
	Despite the admission from his ex that he had hoped he could somehow “fix” him from being transgender, he provided support to Participant F post-disclosure:
	When I came out to my child he (ex) was there as support. And when we were discussing this with my son, part of what came out was that back then when he accepted me he actually thought it was something he could fix. He thought he could rescue me and f...
	Participant F recalled disclosing her gender history the first time she had met her future husband online. She was living in stealth, and her husband reacted with confusion when confronted with her past:
	After disclosing to those in their immediate environments, many of the participants began experimenting with living a more gender congruent life by dressing accordingly publicly in various social spaces.
	This participant found that going to gay nightclubs provided a safer space to dress as she wished:
	7.1 Behavioural Expressions
	All of the participants in this study had explored different behavioural, or non-medical expressions of their gender identity. These expressions included: wearing gender congruent clothing, changing one’s birth name, or “deadname,” and binding.
	7.1.3 Name Change
	One of the subthemes that emerged was that of name changes. Although all of the participants had changed their names to reinforce their identity, all did so at different periods in their life. As a teenager and prior to her sexual reassignment surgery...
	For many, the process of adopting a new name comes with it’s own set of challenges. Often people “dead name” transgender people by either forgetting, unintentionally or even intentionally using their birth name. To not use the name that they have care...
	7.2.2 Sexual Reassignment Surgery:
	At the time of the interview, two of the participants had undergone Sexual Reassignment Surgery (SRS) or Genital Reconstruction Surgery (GRS) as described below:
	For the following two participants, having financial stability again proved to be a protective factor in access to resources and for their general well being. Participant A stated,  “Yeah a defence for me is to be relatively economically well off and ...
	Well I feel the best I’ve ever felt. I think that’s testimony to … well again I came into a lot of money that allowed me to go for surgery and that’s given me the power to put myself where I need to be. I’ve been able to send myself to Thailand, I’ve ...
	7.3 Living ‘in Stealth’
	Theme 8: Activism
	After years of learning and experiencing within the transgender community, some of the participants became activists, helping to work on issues that affect the transgender community. Whilst in the process of aligning and disclosing their gender identi...
	I want to show people that it’s okay, that there’s nothing wrong with it. And I would love to unite the LBGT community as well. You know I was there, that’s why I ran for “Trans Pageant SA” because I felt that if I do that then at least I will meet th...
	Similarly, Participant A wanted to become a transgender “crusader” as a result of being pathologised:
	Let’s not have a pathologization of transgenderism [sic]. Where’s it a disease? For me this was a condition, unquestionably. I was getting sick. It was making me sick because I couldn’t accept it. But it doesn’t mean being non-binary is wrong. It real...

