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Embodying place and class habitus: Passing practices of male-to-female cross-

dressers in Hong Kong 

 

Abstract 

To obtain a nuanced understanding of body transgendering, I draw on a Bourdieusian 

theory of practice to examine the interplay between habitus and capital, which enables 

a focus on both the conscious aspects of capital accumulation and the unconscious 

aspects of the class habitus that underpin passing practices. Specifically, I propose a 

place-sensitive approach to examine how the making of transgender space embodies 

the broader socio-spatial polarization which offers different possibilities for 

transgender individuals in different social locations. Based on an ethnographic study 

conducted from 2012 to 2018,  I focus on Chinese cross-dressers’ place-making in 

Hong Kong and its fundamental relation with transgender embodiment and practices. 

Independent of the use of hormone replacement and surgeries, the passing practices of 

these cross-dressers demonstrate creativity and reflexivity in the development of body 

techniques and appropriation of city space. I argue that attention to the roles of place 

and class habitus complicates our theoretical understanding of gender passing by 

highlighting the complex processes of negotiation and investment, as well as the 

materiality and spatiality of particular passing practices.  

 

Keywords: transgender; body; queer space; habitus; cosmopolitan  

  



2 
 

Introduction 

As a cisgender ally in the monthly gatherings of the transgender community, I was 

asked by MTF transgender members more than once: ‘Do I pass?’ I usually hesitated 

to respond; from my queer and poststructuralist position I saw passing as a product of 

oppression and I would shift the conversation to subjective identification. I had a 

eureka moment when I heard a trans man organizer respond with: ‘Don’t worry, you 

can pass. Come to the gatherings more often’. Passing was no longer about 

compliance/subversion but how prejudicial practices in public spaces are navigated. 

Coming out to face-to-face support groups and dressing in the desired gender can be 

daunting, but rather than evaluating the ability to pass, positive feedback is given 

which encourages progression to present themselves to others. Negative feedback, by 

contrast, inhibits identity exploration (Gagne et al., 1997). It is necessary to venture 

beyond the oppression/resistance binary and explore the contexts in which meanings 

of passing are constructed. 

Transsexual scholarship has advocated a shift away from reading the transgender 

body as a symbol of postmodern queer transgression to an emphasis on the 

relationship between transgender embodiment and recognition (Namaste, 2000; 

Schrock et al., 2005). Rather than striving to meet essentialist standards of femininity, 

Connell (2009) argues, transgender women alter their body for self-recognition and 

public acknowledgment as female. Studies that attempt to transcend the duality 

between the emphasis of transsexuality on passing and the transgender politics of 

subversive crossing call for an examination of the diversity of contexts, such as 

private versus public (Roen 2001), and social versus sexualized/sexual (Schilt & 

Westbrook, 2009; Davy 2011). They reveal that the criteria for gender membership 

can significantly differ depending on circumstances and that the lived experiences of 

transgender people can encompass both passing and crossing.  
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This study opens up new avenue for inquiry into gender passing by highlighting 

the constitutive roles of class habitus and place for passing practices. The queer 

spaces in Hong Kong bear little resemblance to Western LGBT enclaves. No gay 

villages exist in Hong Kong due to government indifference in capitalizing on the 

pink economy (Yue & Leung, 2017). As a global centre of capital and transnational 

city, Hong Kong nevertheless remains deeply entrenched in Confucian norms that 

reify heterosexual and family values. Apart from delegating the family as the primary 

unit of care in its social policies, the government has long favoured a high land price 

policy, which fuels the housing affordability crisis. Adult children, therefore, 

commonly co-reside with parents, particularly those who are single or their 

caretakers.  

Huang (2004) used the term ‘dual compression’, that is, global and local 

compression, to describe Hong Kong. Global compression is the restructuring of 

urban space so that Hong Kong serves as a hub for transnational capital and local 

compression is the severe housing problem resultant of global spatialization. Rather 

than mediating the polarization forces of globalization, local factors such as public 

health and economic crises, residual welfare and housing policies this century have 

further aggravated the socio-spatial divide (Chen et al., 2018; Wong, 2012. Hong 

Kong is characterized by increasing income inequality along with occupational and 

spatial segregation, where educated elites are concentrated on Hong Kong Island  

and low-waged service labourers in the low-income districts of Kowloon. Wan Chai, a 

district adjacent to the Wall Street of Hong Kong (Central), houses elites and 

transnational expatriates. On the other hand, the district of Sham Shui Po in Kowloon 

has the highest concentration of deprived groups, such as ethnic minorities and street 

sleepers (Chen et al., 2018; Lee et al., 2007).  

Based on an ethnographic study undertaken between 2012 and 2018, I focus on 
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the making of transgender space by ethnic-Chinese people in Hong Kong and its 

fundamental relation with transgender embodiment and practices. Two sites of place-

making are identified for analysis: ‘Clubhouse’ and the neighbourhood of Sham Shui 

Po, and the hotel and bar areas in Wan Chai. Drawing on Bourdieu’s notions of capital 

and habitus, I examine how the making of transgender space within Hong Kong’s 

socio-spatial polarization offers different possibilities for transgender individuals in 

different social locations. Attention to the roles of place and class habitus complicates 

our theoretical understanding of gender passing by highlighting the complex 

processes of negotiation and investment, as well as the materiality and spatiality of 

particular passing practices. 

Special attention is given to MTF cross-dressers, referring to those who are 

assigned male at birth and dress in women’s clothes intermittently for self-expression. 

Cross-dressers in Hong Kong are marginalized and rendered invisible by the 

dominance and mutual interdependence of medical and legal discourses in providing 

specific conditions for the construction of the transgender subject. Transgender 

emerged as a medicalized object when medical facilities for treating persons with 

‘gender identity disorder’ (GID) were first established in 1980. Unlike their 

counterparts in other Asian countries such as Thailand, Japan, Indonesia and 

Malaysia, transgender people in Hong Kong can have access to government-funded 

hormone therapy and sex reassignment surgery. Legal recognition is granted, on  

condition of sterility, to those who have completed full sex reassignment surgery. 

They are allowed to change the sex on their identity card and to enter heterosexual 

marriage as their identified gender. Yet there is no legal protection against 

discrimination and harassment on the basis of gender identity or sexual orientation in 

Hong Kong. Some trans women lose their jobs when they begin, as required for 

medical treatment, to live their life full time as female. In other Asian societies such 
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as Thailand, Japan, India, Indonesia and Philippines, nonnormative gender categories 

form part of their indigenous cultural traditions. Even where there is no legal 

recognition of nonnormative gender identities, these people are more socially visible 

and some can make a career in the entertainment industry or mass media. In Hong 

Kong, there is no entertainment, beauty or sex industry that ethnic-Chinese trans 

people can openly capitalize for sustenance (Emerton, 2006). Therefore, while the 

diagnosis of GID can represent a pathologizing force that is debilitating (Butler, 

2004), at the same time it offers the possibility of acquiring a new identity and a life 

change.  

Cross-dressers deviate from the path prescribed by the medical and legal 

discourses. Moving backwards and forwards over the gender border and only 

temporarily resting on one side or the other, they seek to balance the two identities of 

maleness and femaleness for reasons such as family responsibilities, impact on jobs, 

health concerns, and aesthetic considerations. This ‘oscillating’ mode of body 

transgendering (Ekins and King 1999) entails effort to compartmentalize identities, 

and to pass as men in their lives as much as to pass as women when cross-dressing. 

Independent of the use of hormones or surgeries, the exemplary passing practices of 

these cross-dressers demonstrate creativity and reflexivity in body techniques and 

appropriation of city space. 

 

Theorizing Gender Passing: Place and Class Habitus 

Sociological theorizations on the passing practices of trans people can be traced back 

to Garfinkel’s (1967) study on a trans woman named Agnes and her endeavours to 

pass, including managing her appearance, comportment and biography. In passing, 

Agnes engaged in ‘the work of achieving and making secure her rights to live as a 

normal, natural female while having continually to provide for the possibility of 
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detection and ruin carried on within socially structured conditions’ (Garfinkel 1967 p. 

137). Thus, Agnes is a practical methodologist who engages in ‘continuing studies of 

everyday activities as members’ methods for producing correct decisions about 

normal sexuality in ordinary activities’ (Garfinkel, 2006: 87). Drawing on Garfinkel’s 

(1967) proposition that gender is a managed achievement, West and Zimmerman 

(1987) argued that gender is not simply an aspect of what one is, but what one does in 

interaction with others. In her meetings with Garfinkel, Agnes did femininity and 

Garfinkel did masculinity in various ways (Zimmerman, 1992).  

There have been debates on the imperative to pass, which requires gendered 

appearance and behaviours that accommodate to normative notions of masculinity and 

femininity. The obligation to do passing work has led to calls for a radical politics of 

transgression (Bornstein, 1994; Stryker, 2006). Ekins and King’s (1999) differentiated 

framework of body transgendering sheds lights on the deployment of both passing and 

crossing strategies in moving beyond the binary divide. The authors identified four 

major modes of body transgendering including ‘migrating’, ‘oscillating’, ‘erasing’ and 

‘transcending’, which are achieved by using a combination of different bodily 

practices including substituting, concealing, implying, and redefining. The 

transcending mode of body transgendering, including performance of gender fluidity 

advocated by queer scholars, is often realized through a redefinition rather than 

displacement of surgical and hormonal substitution. Those who adhere to the politics 

of gender fluidity may require a high degree of adaptability of the body and the ability 

to pass as male or female according to what they do with the body (Ekins and King 

1998: 598). 

Transgender/transsexual dialogues on passing as a universal practice common to 

all trans subjects do not enable rigorous analyses of the distinctions between specific 

passing practices in relation to different interactional contexts. To obtain a nuanced 
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understanding of passing, I draw on Bourdieu’s theory of practice to negate binaries 

such as structure/agency or oppression/resistance. Focusing on the interaction 

between habitus and capital offers contextualization of the materiality and spatiality 

of particular passing practices.  

By habitus, Bourdieu (1990) refers to the durable and transposable dispositions 

acquired through sustained socialization and internalization of a social structure. It is 

made up of the schemes of perception and appreciation, as well as the embodied, 

unconscious enactment of cultural capital. While dispositions, including values, 

beliefs, tastes, habits and postures, are socially produced, Bourdieu insists that habitus 

is not to be conceived as a principle of determination but as a generative structure 

(McNay, 1999). Bourdieu (1984) formulated social practice as: ‘(Habitus x Capital) + 

Field = Practice’ (p. 101). A field and its practice can be compared to the practical 

mastery of the ‘rules of the game’ or having ‘a feel for the game’ (Bourdieu, 1990: . 

52). Within the objective limits of a field, habitus can breed infinite patterns of 

behaviour and expression. Passing can be therefore conceptualized within this 

theoretical framework as practices established by the interplay between habitus and 

capital when used within a given field, such as the social and sexualized spaces of 

body transgendering. As such, gender passing can be coherent and consistent without 

negating its negotiated, strategic and creative nature.  

There are difficulties in Bourdieu’s theory that require further reflection. For 

Bourdieu, habitus is unconsciously acquired through socialization and practice. Its 

character of unreflexive habituation finds another expression in Bourdieu’s use of the 

word ‘hexis’ to describe the deportment and style with which people carry 

themselves. Bourdieu (1990) sees masculine domination in part in the embodied to 

the division of the two sexes – the bodily hexis of men and women. Bourdieu’s work 

has been criticized for its deterministic and over-socialized view (Jenkins 2000). More 
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specifically, if bodily hexis is deeply ingrained and operates below the conscious 

level, how is it possible for people to pass as the opposite gender, given that they 

would have been denied access to the early life socialization through which the 

feminine habitus is formed? Lovell (2000) addressed this question by considering the 

history of women passing as military men. She argued that certain class cultures 

facilitated gender passing. Working-class backgrounds provided elements of a 

masculine habitus, such as the superior physique and capacity for hard labour, that 

enabled women to succeed in passing. Apart from highlighting the enabling role of the 

class habitus acquired unconsciously, Lovell (2000) also emphasized women’s status 

as capital-accumulating subjects rather than the capital-bearing objects posited by 

Bourdieu. 

In employing a Bourdieusian framework, which views practice as an outcome of 

the interplay between capital and habitus, I recognize cross-dressers as capital bearing 

subjects who accumulate and invest in gender capital while at the same time 

foregrounding the experiential aspects of forming a classed habitus of body 

transgendering. This adds new insight by offering a place-sensitive approach to the 

study of gender passing. Place is conceived as not just a setting or backdrop, but a 

constitutive element of social life (Gieryn 2000). Bourdieu (2018) stated that habitus 

not only reflects one’s social space as a structure of juxtaposition of social positions, 

but is also linked to self-occupied physical space. Social space translates into physical 

space, and both are hierarchically organized as sites of power relations. As 

biologically individuated bodies, trans people are situated in physical locations where 

passing practices take place. They embody their habitus through frequented and non-

frequented places and how they conduct themselves in private and public spaces. 

Thus, their inhabited, occupied and appropriated social and physical spaces 

foreground the situatedness of individual agency.  
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Setting, Data and Method 

Prior to the 21st century, trans people were almost invisible in Hong Kong. However, 

Hongkongers frequent Thailand and have labelled Thai trans cabaret performers as 

‘yan yiu’ (literally translated as human monsters). Another common lexicon used to 

describe trans people is ‘bin tai’, loosely translated as ‘perverts’. The ubiquity of these 

terms enforces the self-policing of trans people (Erni, 2014). The emergence of the 

transgender equality movement in tandem with the globalization discourse of coming 

out has changed the scene in Hong Kong. The first transgender support group, the 

Transgender Equality and Acceptance Movement (TEAM), was established in 2002 

for English speakers and expatriates. At about the same time, CD (Cross Dressing) 

Family was formed to create online and offline social space for Hong Kong Chinese 

cross-dressers. TEAM took on a political activist role for equal rights, but were 

inhibited by fear of publicity and concerns about passing and ‘going stealth’(Emerton, 

2006). A trans woman named Joanne was the exception, when she came out to the 

mass media in 2007 and subsequently established the Transgender Resource Centre 

(TGR) (Cheung 2012). Since then, trans people have been more forthcoming with 

their life stories.  

Joanne has undergone full sex reassignment surgery (SRS) to change her gender 

on her identity card. She championed the use of ‘transgender’ as transgressing and 

transforming dominant gender/sexuality categories which she extended as a blanket 

term to include cross-dressers, transsexuals, tomboys, and drag kings/queens. 

Similarly, I use ‘trans people’ and ‘cross-dressers’ interchangeably in cognizance of 

their potential continuum and overlapping. However, one must not overlook the 

evolving and contested nature of the terms ‘transgender’, ‘transsexual’ and ‘cross-

dresser’. In the local community, ‘transgender’ is also used in a narrow sense to refer 
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to people who do not identify with the gender assigned at birth and have a desire to 

live as the opposite gender. It includes people who undergo gender affirming 

surgeries, as well as those who do not seek surgeries but have been living in the 

opposite gender or have a strong desire to do so. This usage would exclude cross-

dressers since they are perceived as dressing in women’s clothing as a hobby and 

lacking a desire to transition. 

The data here are fieldwork based, including participation in monthly TGR 

gatherings as a cisgender ally, online forum and offline community event 

observations, and dialogue with trans people since 2012. My position as a cisgender 

academic created a power relation in which some trans participants declined my 

invitation for interviews. I understand their refusal and silence as management of 

information to protect privacy and resistance to the objectification they encounter 

when others seek to represent their lives. However, my cisgender academic identity 

negates queer clique association, and thus easily facilitated dialogue. More formal, 

semi-structured individual life-history interviews were conducted with 20 trans 

women and 8 trans men. Data were collected and analysed concurrently to generate 

further data that deepened understanding of the emerging themes. Early data 

suggested that passing is prioritized particularly among the trans women rather than 

the trans men who can pass as cisgender after testosterone therapy or be considered to 

be a tomboy or lesbian.Moreover, they are seldom labelled as ‘yan yiu’, a term mainly 

hurled at trans women.  

This paper focuses on the passing practices of MTF cross-dressers in public 

excursions and interactions in their desired gender. Two major sites of place-making 

were identified based on the fieldwork. In the monthly gatherings of TGR, quite a 

number of participants came to the venue from the Clubhouse in Sham Shui Po, 

where they stored women’s clothes and dressed up for the occasion. After the end of 
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the meeting, some participants hung out in the bar areas in Wanchai and Tsimshatsui, 

Hong Kong’s downtown cores which have long been famous for Westernized bars 

and dance clubs frequented by a racially diverse population. While these sites are 

representative of the socio-spatial polarization of the city, the photos that trans 

participants posted on social media reflected how these sites evoke memories of 

pleasure and belonging. In the following, I demonstrate how passing practices are 

entangled and formed within the materiality of class habitus and urban space. I draw 

on Bourdieu to first discuss how body transgendering is a field structured by the 

unequal distribution of power and capital.  

 

Capital and Field of Body Transgendering 

For Bourdieu, a field is a network or system of social positions structured in relation 

to the distribution of power and capital (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). Body 

transgendering is therefore an internally structured field of power relations, 

inseparable from the overarching dominance of cisgender heterosexual privileges and 

power in the larger society. Homophobic representations of trans women in the West 

depict them as predatory male homosexuals who reshape their bodies to seduce 

straight men (Richardson, 2010). In Confucian Hong Kong, they are perceived to 

have disgraced their parents by relinquishing male privilege and the familial 

responsibility of producing heirs. Yet when transgender people surgically reclaim their 

subjective gender identity, they are lauded for their courage in tolerating pain and 

surgical health risks, and for their moral stance. SRS can therefore impart social 

honour to trans people in Hong Kong who negotiate authenticity within the medical-

legal institutions. Such social honour is symbolic capital, which, in relation to other 

forms of capital, provides the resources for recognition.  

Feminist scholars have reworked Bourdieu’s concept of capital and emphasize 



12 
 

how some women, as capital accumulating subjects, invest in femininity or gender 

capital (Lovell, 2000; Skegg, 1997; Thorpe, 2009); a learned competency that can 

operate as cultural capital in exchange for other capital. Gender capital can be further 

differentiated into female and feminine capitals: the former are the advantages of 

being perceived as female while the latter are derived from feminine dispositions, 

skills and aptitudes (Huppatz, 2009). Many of the local trans members support full 

SRS for legal recognition, as SRS provides the condition for investment in female 

capital, which contributes to authenticity and thus advances their social hierarchical 

position. The alignment of their body with gender identity supports the claim to the 

biological female status of cisgender women.  

While in Hong Kong SRS is publicly-funded, economic capital is still essential 

to undergo surgery. Susan saved enough funds for six months of daily expenses to 

allow a full recovery and find a new job so that her new gender identity would be 

recognized. Her cultural capital, which includes her education and professional 

qualifications, facilitated the employment change. Some with better financial means 

might venture to Thailand for SRS which has less medical risks as the doctors are 

more experienced and offers more aesthetically pleasing reconstructed female 

genitalia. This enables trans women to forego the lengthy process of local public 

doctors’ diagnosis required for hormone treatment and surgery.  

  Apart from acquiring female capital, which is key to legal recognition, the 

female body has to be aligned with femininity to gain social recognition. Feminine 

capital is an embodied cultural capital, such as feminine dispositions, that trans 

women must acquire to secure social recognition as female. The accumulation of 

feminine and female capitals can be converted into symbolic capital which is 

associated with status, prestige and honour. In the CD Family and TRG pageants, Gigi 

repeatedly won, and at 6 feet tall, walks like a model and can pass as a cisgender 
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woman. Even her boyfriend is ignorant of her transgender status. Rather than going 

stealth, she uses her status and prestige to contribute to the transgender community by 

teaching a deportment class on how to move and support the body in a feminine 

manner.  

Symbolic power entails the power of constitution and world-making, and 

capacity to use symbols to create physical and social realities (Swartz, 1997) and, in 

the field of body transgendering, the ability to define a passable body and a successful 

transition. Panoptic mechanisms operate within communities of gendered practices, 

relegating those who fail to master the rules of the game to a liminal state (Paechter, 

2006). Florence is criticized by her trans peers for her rough appearance. Those who 

have accumulated enough female and feminine capitals also wield their influence by 

advising her to lose weight. Florence, who is unemployed and relies on government 

subsidies, said ‘appearance and clothing are problems that can be solved if you have 

money, but for those who don’t, this kind of advice is just irritating’. Thus, a 

hierarchy based on the ability to pass has emerged in the trans community in Hong 

Kong, which has created internal divisions. Passable trans women avoid unpassable 

trans women, as they might affect their ability to pass, thus exposing the shared 

sentiment that unpassable transwomen are liabilities (Gagne et al., 1997). Zuki said, 

‘we call that “burning consecutive ships”, which means when you’re seen with them, 

they’ll expose you too, so you also get burned’.  

In the field of body transgendering in Hong Kong, TS (post-op transsexuals) 

form the core and have more prestige, having both feminine and female capitals that 

offer legal and social recognition. These gender capitals can be used to enhance their 

positions in other fields such as employment and be transformed into social and 

economic capitals. Those who strive towards full transition can accumulate gender 

capital from the life lessons of the transsexuals. Often called transgender (especially 
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its argot ‘TG’), they might be waiting for SRS and sit on the second hierarchical tier 

with potential to move up. Cross-dressers wear feminine clothing on a part-time basis 

to intermittently express femaleness. Their body transgendering entails moving to and 

fro between male and female polarities. Unlike TS who are able to exchange gender 

capital for tangible rewards, cross-dressers’ cultivation of female and feminine 

capitals brings little benefit outside the field of body transgendering. Some might 

choose to undergo a full transition, resulting in movement within the field of body 

transgendering. At the beginning of my fieldwork in 2012, three out of the twenty 

MTF trans informants were (post-op) TS, while the majority were embarking on a 

gender journey of self-discovery and transformation. After several years, in 2018, the 

number of (post-op) TS increased to twelve, with another five informants identified as 

TG. Only three informants identified as CD, and their stories of body transgendering 

remain largely unheard. The following analysis is devoted primarily to the lived 

experiences of the three cross-dressers. Drawing on a Bourdieusian theory of practice, 

it is evident that the social and physical spaces inhabited by cross-dressers constitute 

the particular practices of passing in a city structured by spatial polarization.  

 

Clubhouse, Working-Class Habitus, and (Un)Passing Bodies 

The private home is a site of discipline/desire (Kong, 2012). However, the cramped 

spaces in Hong Kong mean that there is hardly room to hide belongings, and self-

exploration can put cross-dressers at the risk of discovery and jeopardize their life 

(Tang, 2011). In order to address this lack of privacy, some trans women rented space, 

which they dubbed the Clubhouse, in an old and cheap residential building in Sham 

Shui Po, a working class and low-income district. The absence of a management 

office means that members can freely access the building. In contrast, the previous 

venue of the CD Family in a commercial building situated in a more prestigious area 
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featured a security gate that prohibited evening access. Members paid the watchman 

for access at night. The discontent of other tenants subsequently resulted in exposure 

to the media. Thus, retreating to a management-free residential building can be seen 

as a form of resistance against the regulation and surveillance of urban space.  

Clubhouse is 300 square feet with two rooms, and mainly stores boxes of 

women’s clothing. Some members use the space for storage, while others cook and 

eat together. A member described the space as home: ‘This is a home for those of us 

with similar experiences. We don’t need to worry about discrimination here’. If public 

cross-dressing represents the front stage of self-presentation, Clubhouse is a backstage 

for cross-dressers to relax and lift their spirit. Members can forego a feminized voice 

or feminine clothes during interactions in this ‘home’. When they stand in front of the 

mirror on their way out, the Clubhouse organizer would give them confidence by 

saying, ‘Good! Okay! Pass!’  

Sandy is a plumber in her fifties, and married with a daughter. She lives in a 

public housing estate far away from the city centre, and would tell her family that she 

is on a work site to spend time in the Clubhouse. The oscillation of body 

transgendering between male and female polarities is the best compromise as she 

could enjoy cross-dressing while fulfilling family responsibilities. Her class habitus 

and capital shape her passing practices and acquisition of gender capital. 

Sandy is short and slightly overweight with long wavy hair. At our first meeting 

she wore a short dress that showed deep cleavage. I was amazed by her ample 

cleavage, which took real skill as she only used tape to push her body fat upwards 

towards her chest to create the illusion. A few members revealed to me that their 

efforts to imitate Sandy’s passing practice were in vain, indicating that this skill is 

evidently a valuable cultural capital in the field of body transgendering. While Ekins 

and King (1999) conclude that the oscillating of gender transgendering is limited by 
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returning to the male side of the gender divide and hence inhibits the use of hormonal 

substituting, Sandy has taken hormonal drugs but only sporadically due to the side 

effect of fatigue. Her job is physically demanding, so fatigue would compromise her 

work. Sandy enjoys eating and likes to post pictures of large feasts on social media. 

Her attitude towards food resembles male attitudes in the body-building culture 

whereby food is not the enemy but necessary to develop muscle (Luciano, 2001). 

Here, Sandy has developed a sense of mastery through the appropriation of food to 

create her cleavage.  

Sham Shui Po is a diverse neighbourhood and well known for sex work. Below 

the Clubhouse is a walk-up brothel. Since Sandy prefers short low-cut dresses with 

high-heeled shoes, she had been propositioned several times when frequenting the 

Clubhouse. Instead of feeling offended, Sandy was pleased because this is evidence of 

passing. Her sexually alluring appearance, which caught the attention of men, served 

to affirm her female role.  

While the development of female capital has enabled Sandy to be perceived as 

female most of the time, at least in Sham Shui Po, working class habitus can both 

facilitate and constrain the accumulation of feminine capital. Sandy had worked in the 

textile industry and could tailor dresses to her own taste that fit her body. She is adept 

with make-up to conceal her masculine features. These contribute to her embodiment 

of femininity. However, her job as a plumber is male-dominated, and can be 

considered as inherently doing masculinity (Crawley et al., 2007). Therefore, at times, 

she might not be able to align her female body with feminine bodily comportment. 

She rejects the use of a feminized voice which she views as unnatural and 

exaggerated. Even while wearing a short dress, she would climb over railing at an 

intersection if she were in a hurry. Her trans friends often reminded her to walk like a 

woman when she forgot and walked like a man.  
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Sandy knows that she might not pass all the time, but even so, has not been 

called a ‘damn human monster’. She understands that she is engaging in the uncertain 

tasks of passing and her assigned at birth sex could be detected. Thus, it is her priority 

to appear normal. ‘If cross-dressers look normal and neat, then at least when people 

see through you, they’ll just say, “oh, that’s a man”.’ A newspaper clipping on the 

wall of Clubhouse tells of a crossdresser being reported to the police for using a 

female public lavatory. The headline used ‘missile’ to describe the crossdresser in a 

big overstuffed bra. While Sandy chooses to dress provocatively, she draws the line at 

dressing in an overly exaggerated way, which is blamed for causing strong antipathy 

from the public. 

It is imperative to recognize that actors in the field of body transgendering are 

capital-accumulating subjects who engage in reflexive bodily practices. As Crossley 

(2005) points out, practices orienting to body modification are better accounted for by 

notions of choice and active self-identity construction. Drawing on Mead to argue for 

an intersubjective conception of reflexivity, Crossley (2001:159) identifies reflexive 

awareness as predicated on ‘assuming the role of others, particular, but more 

importantly, generalised others’. Cross-dressers’ reflexive selfhood incorporates the 

view of the generalized other that may stigmatize them as perverted, treat them as a 

woman, or consider them to be a normal man wearing women’s clothing. For 

oscillators like Sandy, with limited gender capital, passing practices can be 

understood as achieving a normal body. Yau (2010) argued that sexual and gender 

minorities in Hong Kong have to negotiate with normativity because they are 

deprived of the right or option to resist normality in the first place. Transphobic 

opponents condemn cross-dressers as men who disguise themselves as women to 

sneak into women’s washrooms and sexually assault women. Passing practices enable 

them to access normality.  
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Middle-Class Habitus, Cosmopolitanism, and (Un)Passing Bodies 

Yvonne and Helena are both Clubhouse members who are professionals in their 

forties and accept commissioned projects for their livelihood. Yvonne had previously 

considered a full-time transition but eventually resorted to maintaining a balance of 

male and female genders as a more viable option. Helena is self-employed and can 

spend more time as a woman rather than worrying about the consequences of a full-

time transition for her job. Rather than a principle of determination, class habitus is a 

generative structure that shapes the unconscious aspects of acquiring a transgendering 

habitus, including aspiration, taste and consumption habits. At the same time, they are 

capital accumulating subjects who engage in conscious and practical effort to achieve 

their desired bodies.  

The aspiration or lifelong dream of many trans women, including Yvonne and 

Helena, is to achieve a glamorous and beautiful physicality that mirrors their intuited 

female selfhood. The association of an authentic female self with the quest for beauty 

can be traced to the flourishing beauty industry and celebrity culture in the neoliberal 

marketplace (Lovelock, 2017; Ahn, 2010). In media culture, female consumption 

habits represent a site of agency, and working on the body is privileged as a solution 

to personal problems and to realize the authentic self. Discourses of authenticity via 

physical transformation permeate a spectrum of media texts, including cosmetic 

surgery discourses. 

Yvonne is tall with masculine facial contours and broad shoulders. However, she 

refused to undergo surgery or use feminizing hormonal therapy due to the health risks, 

including adverse effects on the liver and the risk of breast cancer. Instead, she 

consults Japanese fashion magazines for skills to enhance her attractiveness, and 

European magazines to enhance her knowledge of beauty aesthetics, thereby 
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positioning herself as a practical methodologist who is engaging in continuing studies 

of feminizing skills. Both Yvonne and Helena have accumulated feminine capital 

through intensive training in makeup skills. Helena has the freedom to grow her hair 

in her job as a professional in the service sector; clients consider her a trendy man. 

Apart from appearance work, feminine capital entails moving the body with beauty, 

style and elegance. Both Yvonne and Helena took part in the deportment class and 

enrolled in voice training to cultivate feminine qualities. The acquisition of these 

feminine resources enables a passable body and increases their confidence to carry out 

public excursions.  

Yvonne and Helena like to frequent the districts of Wan Chai and Tsim Sha Tsui 

where there are luxury hotels and high end shopping malls that cater to the elites and 

tourists. They take advantage of the beautiful backdrop for selfies. They pose like 

models, and then post the pictures on social media, which receive compliments that 

alluded to their sexiness or model-like features. They thus embody their class habitus 

through the places they frequent and how they conduct themselves in public spaces. 

Yvonne said, ‘the hotel staff are professionals. They treat us well even though they see 

that we are cross-dressers’. 

  However, the friendliness and openness of the staff in these consumption spaces 

have limits. Yvonne shared a story of a working-class cross-dresser who was told by a 

member of security staff to leave as her clothing was too revealing and poses overly 

seductive. Therefore, the embodiment of sexiness is always classed, that is, what is 

perceived as tasteful versus vulgar. Cross-dressers who fail to embody a middle-class 

habitus might find themselves out of place, even if they can pass in the working class 

district of Sham Shui Po. To uphold a respectable image, luxury hotels enforce 

measures that prevent possible sex workers from soliciting customers in the lobby. 

Even though customers are prioritized, these privately managed spaces manifest 
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subtle forms of urban governance enforcing restrictions and moral order (Chatterton 

& Hollands, 2003). Yvonne and Helena use the disabled washroom rather than the 

ladies room in the high end hotels to exercise discretion when navigating such highly 

regulated spaces, thus exemplifying their middle-class habitus. 

Wan Chai has been renowned for its Westernized bars and dance clubs since the 

colonial times. These nightlife establishments can be seen as ethnosexual contact 

zones in which individuals not only find solidarity with co-ethnics, but also seek 

sexual interaction across ethnic boundaries (Farrer, 2013). After they dress as women, 

Yvonne and her friend would venture to Wan Chai together because ‘it is marketing 

research, to test the market’. That is, they are there to test their desirability in the 

heterosexual market. In particular, Yvonne targets Western men due to her height and 

body size. She would engage in flirting through (hetero)sexual play and 

(hetero)sexualized interaction with Westerners on the streets, and in so doing fully 

enjoys her female identity. Much of the eroticism of nightlife is atmospheric and 

spectacular, and not directed toward a search for partners. Sexily clad yet also 

showing elegance and giving flirtatious glances, Yvonne enjoys being part of the 

exotic visual spectacle. In the bars where men do masculinity by buying her drinks, 

thus further proving her attractiveness, Yvonne would do femininity by allowing them 

to lightly stroke her back or touch her arm.  

These sexualized interactions could also contribute to sustaining and actualizing 

fantasies of mobility, status, and boundary-crossing (Liu-Farrer, 2004). In comparison 

to a flirtatious encounter in Sham Shui Po where Helena was approached by a South 

Asian man, she is more flattered by the sexual interactions in hotel bars. ‘South Asian 

men or black men have little market value…they are not in demand. If you can 

attract…a Hong Kong billionaire, then it’s a different story.’ Wan Chai however 

allows the cosmopolitan imagery of Hong Kong to be experienced and performed 
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with influxes of expatriates, tourists, and different ethnic groups. The term 

cosmopolitan refers to spaces of cultural hybridity and social mixing, whereby people 

seek out intercultural, interracial and cross-gender sociabilities (Farrer & Field, 2015). 

Hong Kong Chinese cross-dressers who have cultural capital including language skills 

and cross-cultural competencies can seek out sociability with foreigners through 

casual conversations, which might comprise neutral topics such as sightseeing in 

Hong Kong or global travel, or even sensitive topics such as transgender. Based on the 

direction of the interaction, Yvonne might share her experiences of cross-dressing 

with foreigners when her identity is detected. Rather than showing contempt or 

ignorance, the foreigners would demonstrate their sensitivity by tactfully asking 

questions such as ‘when did you start dressing in this way?’ Sharing her transgender 

history might serve to lay the groundwork for the acceptance of her feminine identity. 

The need to pass as a biological woman can be effectively halted at a site where 

performing cosmopolitanism requires one to absorb new ideas unbounded by 

prejudice or tradition. Foreigners might perform openness to transgender experiences, 

regardless of their own personal acceptance of the identity, thus in effect ‘passing’ as 

supportive strangers. Yvonne clearly knows that she must continually provide for the 

possibility of detection and ruin. For her, the way to minimize the negative 

consequences of being found out is to frequent cosmopolitan venues. 

 

Conclusion 

This study presents a place-sensitive approach to the study of gender passing. It shows 

how the making of transgender space not only takes on a diverse and transient form, 

but embodies the socio-spatial polarization of the broader context. Rather than 

conceiving place as simply some fixed geographical container, it is imperative to view 

space as an outcome of action (Löw, 2008). It is the symbolic use of urban space, 
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engagement in place-making, and ways of doing community in certain sites that 

matter. Clubhouse is a supportive space in which to explore gender, free from the gaze 

of property management. Public cross-dressing excursions are possible among the 

grassroots and underprivileged. Working-class cross-dressers can accumulate enough 

female and feminine capitals to pass as cisgender women, albeit sex workers. 

However, this form of gender capital has little value as symbolic capital, and can only 

be circulated within certain locations. Beyond the boundaries of Sham Shui Po, 

passing bodies become unpassing ones in areas that require individuals to present 

themselves as respectable women. While the high end hotels and shopping malls 

provide the space for middle-class cross-dressers to perform and experience a 

glamorous and beautiful female self, such highly regulated consumption spaces are 

ones of exclusion based on differential economic and cultural capitals. A juxtaposition 

of different sites of body transgendering demonstrates how difference is performed 

and managed in the city of Hong Kong and underlines the place-contingent character 

of passing bodies.   

To obtain a nuanced and contextualized account of passing practices, I argue for 

the importance of focusing on the interplay between capital and habitus, on both the 

conscious aspects of capital accumulation and the unconscious aspects of the class 

habitus that underpin passing practices. While class habitus, including bodily hexis 

and taste, is durable and largely unconscious, with the capacity to facilitate or 

constrain passing, cross-dressers are at the same time capital-accumulating subjects 

who make conscious and practical effort to achieve a passable body. Body 

transgendering is a reflexive bodily practice that involves constant perspective-taking 

in the evaluation of gendered performances. In contrast to Bourdieu’s assertion of the 

predominantly pre-reflexive character of habitus, Sweetman (2003) pointed out that 

certain forms of habitus may be inherently reflexive, and that the reflexive habitus 
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may be increasingly common due to various social and cultural shifts. Arguably, body 

transgendering is inherently a reflexive habitus, as the globalization of transgender 

movements is gaining increased momentum and the proliferation of transgendering 

stories present more and more choices of gendered embodiment.  

In conclusion, passing cannot be understood through the binary of oppression and 

resistance; rather it is an embodied practice that involves complex processes of 

negotiation and investment (McNay, 1999). Cross-dressers who oscillate between 

male and female polarities advance their marginalized position in the field of body 

transgendering in a symbolic sense by investing in feminine and female capitals. At 

the same time, they have to negotiate their gendered habitus, for instance, in decisions 

around hormonal treatment and surgeries. Since the cross-dressers in this study are 

engaging in the uncertain tasks of passing, they can never be entirely confident that 

their assigned at birth sex will not be exposed. Thus, it becomes imperative to 

minimize the negative consequences of detection. Middle class cross-dressers might 

then choose to frequent venues where cosmopolitan and open-minded performances 

are anticipated. Working class cross-dressers might resort to passing as a normal 

cross-dresser without arousing public antipathy. In effect, they both sought to 

resignify cross-dressing as a normal and acceptable practice. As Thorpe (2009) has 

argued, individuals might exercise what Bourdieu called, ‘“regulated liberties”— 

small exercises of power that arise in the context of the existing social order, but 

which resignify it in some way’ (p. 507). This notion has the potential to help us 

capture some of the ambiguities and subtle negotiations of power experienced by trans 

people within the hetero-cis-normative environment of the city. 
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