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Transvestites and Transsexuals: Mixed 
Views, by Deborah Heller Fein­
bloom. Delacorte Press / Seymour 
Lawrence, 1976; 303 pp. (hard­
bound), $12.S0. 

A Review by J.D. Sitler 
For openers, I'll tell you this book is 

NOT about GAYS! And since this 
review is being published in a gay 
newspaper read predominantly by gay 
readers, you may wonder why it's 
being reviewed at all. Well, anyway, 
it's a nifty book! But I suppose that's 
not a good enough reason . So how 
about this?!: "Transvestites, trans­
sexuals and homosexuals are lumped 
together as social deviants in our 
culture; and are put down for their 
deviation from what's 'normal.' " 
Feinbloom continually differentiates 
among these three groups; and she 
does so non-judgmentally, as one 
would expect coming from a con­
summate social scientist and, as it 
happens, a skilled writer. 

Still not won over? How about 
this?!: "Some tranvestites are gay, but 
most aren't." Of course, this book is 
about those who aren't. OK, then, how 
about this?!: "Some gays feel trans­
vestites are fence-sitters who haven't 
made the BIG DECISION to 'go gay 
all the way.• '• Well let me tell you, 
Cookie, they ain't. And that's a 
distinction Feinbloom clearly draws 
throughout this sensitive chronicle of 
her excursions as a sociologist into the 
world of heterosexual transvestites and 
the demimonde of transsexuals, most 

of whom, interestingly, also regard 
themselves as heterosexuals, albeit in 
the wrong bodies. 

Want another reason?: Some 
closety, up-tight, awkwardly-coming­
out homosexuals see sex-reassignment 
surgery a la the transsexual as a way to 
help them adjust to their new sexual 
orientation. And that's, in medical 
parlance, ,contra-indicated; in other 
words, 3: bad sce11e. So some of you , 

confused types should read this book · 
to understand what you don't need. 

So if you're still not convinced, I'll 
let Feinbloom speak for herself: "i:o 
.the extent that we continue to label and 
isolate the 'deviant' in order only to 
reinforce our own standards of 'nor­
mal;' we are locked into the social 
order. It is when we can openly explore , 
the meaning of the 'deviance' and 
challenge the label that we begin to be 
able to shape our world creatively to 
res ond · to .our needs.'' Gays, who 
ought to have a gut-level appreciation 
of what it means to be social outcasts, 
'can gain a deeper understanding of the 
. roots of their own oppression through 
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reading about those who are perhaps 
more stigmatized than themselves and 
with whom they are often confused. 
IIt's like walking around in someone 
else's skin, feeling their feelings and 
thinking their thoughts. The im­
mediacy and compelling emotion of 
the cross-dressers' dilemma comes 
through the many letters and com­
ments from them which Feinbloom has 
incorporated into her text. As she 

'points out, sexual status and color- ·· 
caste status are two forms of rank in 
our society from which the only 
approved means of escape is death. No 
upward mobility allowed. And sex­
inappropriate behavior is a serious 
infraction of t\le social code. That's 
something any "deviant" gay person 
can relate to. 

The external manifestation of the 
transvestite's and transsexual's devi­
ance is in the way they dress publicly 
and privately, occasionally and con­
stantly: men dressed as women and 
women as men. By an examination of 
this deviation from approved Jlatterns 
of dressing and comportment in our · 
society, Feinbloom clearly describes 
the significance of dressing as a form 
of personal expression which is cultur-
~ly determined. - · 

A you might e pect, a se i t culture 
breed sexi t standard for dres ing. 
Women, who are of lower ocial 
status, can dre s more freely as men 
(aspire to the elect) than can men dre 
as women (abdicate higher rank). In a 
parlor experiment, Feinbloom asked a 
group of "normal" people to rank i 
people in order of de iance: a man and 
woman nude, each half-dre sed as the 
other, and each fully-dre ed as the 
other. All were on public "d1~lay." 
Though there wa some equivocation 
for the others, it was unanimous that 
the half-dressed man (po ing but not 
passing as a woman) was most deviant, 
and the half-dre sed woman wa least 
deviant. The man was perceived as sick 
or hysterically funny, the woman as 
sexy and seductive. 

In dress and behavior, there were 
some interesting differences between 
transvesti tes (TVs) and transsexuals: 
" The definition of a 'woman' or a 
'man , ' transsexual style, is far less 
stereotyped than in the transvestite 

. world." " At dances, the queens [gay 
TVs] are in high-style regalia; the 
transvestite [straight TV] looks more as 
though he was dressed for a PT A 
formal.'' At the risk of stereotyping, 
the male transsexual is generally a 
"natural" woman in appearance and 
behavior, a straight TV " sedate," and 
a gay TV "flamboyant.'' The gay TV 
dresses and acts ''flamboyantly' ' to 
sexually attract men, and the straight 
TV "sedately" to express his feminine 
nature. The transsexual is "naturally" 
expressing a gender identity (self­
concept) which happens to conflict 
with a gencler role (social perception) 
- the right se~ in the wrong body. 

This calls attention to the difference 
between maleness and femaleness that 
is another focus of the book. These 
ineffable qualities, which our society 

(Continued on- page 2 1) 

THI:· UNIQUE :!4 HOUR RESORT 

WHERE GAIETY IS A 
VERY NATURAL THING 

DIRECTLY ON THE OCEAN 
in Miami Bl·ac ll 's Swi 11 g. i11 i; Mok l Row. 

* " Wild D.J. Disco" Nightly and Weekend 
for the Buccaneer Cruise Party I to 5 

* Captain's Table Res taurant 

LARG E SPACIOUS ROO 1S, 
Kitchenette 's with full wa lk-in 

Kitchen and separate 
Dining Area 

* Private Beach 

* Olympic Size Poo l 

* Color T.V. * Where Something is Happening 

i .~;:A~~ 
RESORT 

Phone (305) 947-5674 

-~~t-YAYb 16051 Collins Avenue 
gcn"uo,n Miami Beach. Fla. 33160 

Send For FREE Color Brochure . Rate, and South 
Florida Travel Guide to all Bar and Re,taurant~ 

City ______ _ tate _____ l1p __ _ 

Date of acation ____________ _ 

- -
GCN, June 26, 1976 • Page 15 



Identity 
I J • 

(~onttnued lro111 page 15~ 

ascribes '° men (active, physical, · 
dominant) and women (passive, sensu­
ous, submissive), are part of us all, in 
different proportions, regardless of sex 
or sexual orientation. The transsexual 
author Jan (nee James) Morris at­
tempted to get a handle on these 
qualities from a very personal view­
point (inside view) in his/her chronicle 
of life in the wrong-body-made-right, 
Conundrum. His male "rhythm" was 
very intense when as a fit young 
journalist he was climbing the slopes of 
Mount Everest. His female ''bril-
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liance" was very intense when as a 
child he sat under a piano or as an 
undergraduate sat under a tree in an 
Oxford quad. (Interesting symbolism!) 
Feinbloom, who, by the bye, is an 
authentic biological lady, takes a 
different approach: that of a percep­
tive observer and intelligent interpret­
er. She does not try to intellectualize 
away the dichotomy between society's 
concepts of "maleness" and "female­
ness,'' but recognizes it on an emotion­
al level, the same level on which the 
transsexual and transvestite are work-
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More so than Morris, Feinbloom 
empha izes that the differentne s of 
these sex-specific emotional qualities is 
in large part culturally conditioned, 
though she acknowledge that as yet 
undiscovered genetic, hormonal and 
other physiological factors may be 
significant, at least for transsexuals. 
Further, her book represents a chal­
lenge to us all to re-examine these 
concepts and their relevance for our 
own lives: "By defining himself or 
herself as living in the wrong body and 
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congruent with the biologically a -
igned ex, the tran e. ual force u to 

re-examine the tandard definition of 
male and fem ale as well a the 

.a umption that becoming a man or a 
woman i fairly uncomplicated." 

While Feinbloom rue wnh 1ent1-
fic acumen, you don't have to be a 
sociologi t to understand her. he 
treats with lucidity and object1v1ty a 
complex, controversial and fa cinatmg 
subject. Read thi book. You might 
learn omething about your elf. • 
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