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Abstract: The article presents results of a research project concerning trans men’s conceptualizations of
masculinity in a mono- and multiracial/ethnic society. Drawing from 60 in-depth interviews carried out in Poland
and in the US, the conclusions show that, despite different degrees of racial/ethnic diversity of their societies, the
research participants tend to use a similar cognitive mechanism, depicting a model of masculinity represented
by the majority group in their country, as the reference point of “just-right” masculinity, and positioning other
models as “insufficiently” or “overly” masculine. However, in case of lack of racial/ethnic diversity in a country,
it is the neighboring nationalities that serve as the comparative masculinity models. Also, the awareness of the
stereotyping behind the schema differs between the two research groups, and while the grouping of masculinities
refers to power relations in the US, in Poland it seems to be more related to the idea of compensation.
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Introduction

The issue of trans masculinities in social research on gender is an example of a rapidly
developing research area. In the 1990s, it was undertaken by, e.g., Devor (1997), Cromwell
(1999), Hale (1998), and Rubin (1998). Also, until late 1990s/early 2000s, as Green
(2005: 291) or Ekins and King (2005: 380) noted, trans masculinities per se had not
been included in publications on masculinities in general—except for a few mentions (e.g.
Connell 1995; Petersen 1998). Until that time, “To state that masculinity studies have paid
little attention to trans masculinity, and/or transing bodies in general is unfortunately not
an exaggeration” (Gottzén and Straube 2016: 219). Only a few years later was this subject
discovered and explored more broadly (e.g. Vidal-Ortiz 2002; Kotula 2002; Rubin 2003;
Noble 2006; Schilt 2006, 2010), and further developed in the subsequent years (e.g. heinz
2016; Aboim 2016; Pearce and White 2019; Abelson 2014, 2019; Abelson and Kade 2020;
Kade 2021; Jeanes and Janes 2021; Anzani, Decaro and Prunas 2022).

Among studies at the intersection of race/ethnicity and gender, many relate to racially-
or ethnically-profiled masculinities (e.g. Fine at al. 1997; Ferguson 2001; Eng 2001;
Thangaraj 2015; Bristol-Rhys and Osella 2016; Mora 2016; Neal 2016; Bederman 2016;
Lin 2017; Silva 2021; Unnever and Chouhy 2021). Recently, more attention has also
been paid to the intersectional research on transgender/gender diverse and racial/ethnical
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identities (e.g. Chan 2018; Greene 2019; de Vries and Sojka 2022; Galupo and Orphanidys
2022; Millar and Brooks 2022). These studies help to:

reveal the intersectional fluidity of social categories, explicate how social understandings of one category (e.g.,
race) influence another category (e.g., gender), demonstrate that the meanings associated with racialized gender
are based in relations of power, and show that, in transgender studies particularly, we must attend to the ways that
the concept of transition implicates not only gender, but also other categories such as race and nationality (de
Vries and Sojka 2022: 97).

Within these studies, research demonstrates that trans masculine identities are anchored
in multiple social circumstances and should be perceived as transitioning into culturally-
marked masculinities (e.g. Sander 2006; Yuen 2020; Rogers 2019, 2022; Saeidzadeh 2020;
Monakali and Francis 2020; Phillips and Rogers 2021; Aboim and Vasconcelos 2022),
which are perceived and constructed with regard to the individual’s racial/ethnic identity
(e.g. Guasch and Mas 2014; Snorton 2017; White et al. 2020; Jourian and McCloud 2020),
where “various axes of power and inequality (…) intersect to constitute masculinities in
different ways” (Pascoe and Bridges 2016: 223).

Regarding the Polish transgender studies, there are very few publications on trans
masculinities (e.g. Bieńkowska 2012: 132–149; Kłonkowska 2018) or comparative inter-
cultural studies involving Polish trans men (Kłonkowska 2021), as well as there is a lack of
research relating to the intersection of gender identity and racial/ethnic identity in Polish
trans men or Polish men in general.

The study presented in this article was meant not only to fill the aforementioned
gap in the Polish studies on trans masculinities, but also to provide a comparison of the
significance and dynamics of superimposing racial/ethnic identity and gender identity in
trans men in a mono- and multiracial/multiethnic society, based on the examples of Poland
and the USA. The research was focused on the following elements: the general impact of
socialization to racial/ethnic identities on embracing certain notions of masculinity; the
attitude toward meeting the socially-constructed racial/ethnic identities and/or stereotypes
in constructing personal notions of masculinity by trans men; the comparison of the
perceptions of the complexity and plurality of masculinity models among trans men living
in a relatively monoracial/ethnic and multiracial/ethnic society.

The reason behind interviewing trans men is their potentially more conscious—than
in case of cis men—development of gender roles and performativity. Trans men—due to
their histories of being socialized to femininity for a part of their lives, and having the
experience of transition—are in a unique position to concurrently embrace the socially-
uncontested concepts of masculinity, as well as distance themselves from them (Abelson
2019: e-book; Kłonkowska 2021: 28).

The choice of Poland and the USA has been driven not only by the conspicuous
difference in the racial/ethnical diversity of both countries, by also by the specific placement
of Poles in the European perception of racial/ethnic groups, and the author’s personal
experience of living and working in both countries. In the USA, within the population
of 331,449,281 people, 204,277,273 identify as White, 41,104,200 as Black or African
American, 19,886,049 as Asian, 3,727,135 as Native American and Alaska Native, 689,966
as Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander, 27,915,715 as some other race, 31,890,339
as two-racial, and 1,958,604 as multiracial (USCB 2020a). Also, 62,080,044 people
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identify as Hispanic and 269,369,237 as Non-Hispanic (USCB 2020b). A much smaller
population of Poland—indicated in 2021 as 38,036,100 people (GUS 2022)—is very
homogenous both racially (predominantly White) and ethnically (predominantly Slavic).
Racial and ethnic homogeneity is also taken for granted in public awareness and social
policy. Of note is that National Censuses are perceived as major sources of political identity
recognition and legitimation, whether it is racial/ethnic or gender identity (Schilt and
Bratter 2015). Yet, in Polish National Censuses the information about race is not being
collected. Only data regarding ethnic identity (in terms of e.g. different Slavic sub-groups,
Roma people, and Jewish people) and national origin/ancestry is available.

It should also be noted that Poles, whose racial or ethnical identity may be unrecognized
and taken for granted in their country of origin, are highly stereotyped due to their Polish
nationality or Slavic ethnicity in other European countries. They are perceived through
“controlling images” (Collins 1990) referring to established stereotypes, and situating
them low in the social hierarchy. Research shows that these stereotypes are in force in
the Western and North European countries, where Poles constitute a significant group
of labor migrants, invisible in public places, doing “Polish jobs” (Kawecka et al. 2011;
Friberg 2012; Sadurska-Duffy 2013; Bye et al. 2014; Rożewska 2015; Opsahl 2021;
Sapieżyńska 2022).

Methods

The research was based on in-depth, intensive semi-structured interviews carried out in
Poland and in the USA. In both cases, the same methods were used, inspired by grounded
theory in its constructionist approach (Charmaz 2006). Therefore, no hypotheses had been
put prior to data collection and analysis; the purpose was to let the concepts gradually
emerge from the data without adopting any anteceding assumptions. Using snowball and
convenience sampling to recruit the research participants, a total of 60 interviews—30 in
Poland and 30 in the USA—were collected.

The research participants were trans men who identified within the gender binary. By
the identification within the gender binary, I mean people who were assigned female at
birth and identify as men (or trans men) rather than within non-binary trans masculine
identities. Since this is still the most prevalent identity among trans men in Poland, and
this characterized the Polish research participants, I was looking for a corresponding
research group in the USA. I used snowball and convenience sampling to reach out to
the research participants. The interviewees’ age varied from 19 to 57 years of age. They
came from different social classes and different regions of each country: the Pomeranian
Voivodeship and the Masovian Voivodship in Poland as well as the following states in
the USA: New York, Connecticut, Pennsylvania, Texas, and New Mexico. According to
my interviewees’ self-identification, all of the Polish research participants were White
(Caucasian)—which reflects the ethnic/racial homogeneity of the Polish society (see: GUS
2015: 29–32). Among the US participants, 2 persons were Asian, 3 were Black (1 Hispanic,
2 non-Hispanic), 1 identified as Native American, 3 identified as biracial or multiracial, and
21 as White (amidst them 9 were Hispanic and 12 non-Hispanic). Since the US research
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participants described their ethnic/racial identity in diversified ways, original categories of
description have been used in the article.

The study’s limitation lies in its convenience sample, as in both countries the chosen
regions do not represent the characteristics of the whole country. None of the trans men
from the USA came from the Southeast or the Midwest (and only two persons grew up
in this area), and research shows that masculinity models in the US depend on location
(Abelson 2019; Phillips and Rogers 2021; Rogers 2019, 2022). Also, none of the trans
men from Poland came from its Southeastern or Southwestern part (however, six research
participants grew up there). The US sample is also limited in its racial/ethnic diversity,
as among 30 research participants, 21 were White, among whom 12 identified as non-
Hispanic.

The interviews were collected personally by the author of this article, in places chosen
by the research participants. Accordingly to a few research participants’ wish—6 of the
interviews collected in the USA were conducted via online meetings on Skype instead
of during personal meetings. All of the interviewees were informed of the scope and
purpose of the study. All the interviews were recorded upon the consent of the research
participants. The interviews collected in the USA were conducted in English, while the
Polish interviews were conducted in Polish, with selected citations translated into English.
The interviews were then personally transcribed by the author of this article, as many
of the research participants would not have felt secure about third-party access to the
recordings. In accordance with the methodological assumptions, transcriptions were done
on an ongoing basis so that interviews which had been conducted earlier could serve
as a reference for subsequent interviews. Once the interviews had been transcribed, the
original recordings were destroyed. The transcripts have been anonymized, including the
changing of the respondents’ original names.

The transcripts were coded and analyzed for common themes. It was a cross-case
analysis. The Polish and the USA interview data were first analyzed independently of
one another, and only then in comparison. Representative quotations were selected for
presentation in the section on results.

Research Results

In the course of the interviews, many of the US research participants paid much attention to
the socially-attributed “labels” of expected masculinity models, dependent on one’s ethnic
or racial sense of belonging. Some of the expressed opinions highlighted the fact that—
regardless of the attributed labels—the actual masculinity model is dependent on one’s
ethnicity mostly in the first generation of immigrants:

It’s not highly dependent on one’s ethnicity, unless they are ‘first generation’. (…) I only can imagine this pressure
(…) to live up to the traditional expectations. [Ted, USA, Caucasian]

The next generations just merge with the rest of the society:

Immigrants probably try to adapt, as sometimes it’s the only way to survive. To take on the social expectation, to
mold yourself to the dominant culture. In US there is almost this pressure to adapt and to take on this version of
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masculinity that they see around them, that is different from their culture. [Daniel, USA, White American—from
a White Hispanic (Puerto Rican) and Greek family].

US Hispanic Men

The aforementioned “blending in” attitude in the second and subsequent generations of
immigrants could be a strategy developed to position oneself within the complicit instead
of marginalized masculinity (see: Connell 1995).

According to Mateo, who is a second-generation Mexican-American, the traditional
Hispanic notion of masculinity is—to some extent—convergent with the WASP American
model. Thus, in his opinion, blending in the majority model is relatively easy for Mexican
men, provided one was born in the USA and is a native English speaker.

Mexican masculinity falls in very, very well with White masculinity, because it’s all about physiologically very
strong man, who makes money and provides for his family. And then Mexican men have an additional layer of
being hardworking, because the American men are not expected to be hardworking, only to make money. [Mateo,
USA, Mexican-American]

Asian American Men

However, “Connell’s patriarchal dividend begins an important conversation about inter-
sections between gender and other categories of identity” (Pascoe and Bridges 2016: 224),
such as race or ethnicity, as not all men benefit in the same way or to the same degree,
and some masculinities—especially if stigmatized as effeminate—are less likely to be po-
sitioned as complicit with the socially-dominant model (see: Eng 2001; Bristol-Rhys and
Osella 2016).

For Yǔchén, who comes from a Chinese-American family, an East-Asian model of
masculinity—which he perceives as prevalent also among Asian-Americans—is not quite
complicit with the dominant American model, except for the role of a breadwinner.
However, even this role is defined a little differently here:

In the Eastern Asian culture (…) it seems like a man has to make the money, he’s expected to be stronger, but,
I mean, not to the American extend, obviously, but… the big emphasis is on money. A man should be making
more money and be able to support people: support the family, support the wife. (…) Sometimes [Asian men—
author] are supporting their parents, maybe their brothers and sisters as well (…). That is not an American thing,
definitely. [Yǔchén, USA, Chinese-American]

James, who self-describes as “Americanized in spite of identifying as Asian,” comes
to similar conclusions. According to him, the Asian model of masculinity—in comparison
with the American White one—is less focused on physical strength, yet still focused on
earning money.

While transitioning, both Yǔchén and James experienced changing expectations from
their families. Once the family members finally accepted the fact that they had sons and not
daughters, both of them were supposed to meet particular male-role expectations. What
Yǔchén welcomed with contentment, James found frustrating in some aspects:

the expectations that my Chinese-American family had… you know. So, when I started transitioning and
everything, my Grandfather started teaching me how to repair a car and how to fix a house… and them… also:
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‘you’ve got to get a job and support your family’ (…). I though, you know, him taking an interest in teaching me
those traditionally masculine jobs: o, wow, I’m excited, I’m gonna learn this! Because he is the only man in the
family. (…) We’ve always been close, but that really brought us closer. [Yǔchén, USA, Chinese-American]

That’s a point of contention, because I don’t have this lustrous career that’s expected of a typical Asian guy, so
I’m feeling less masculine, because I’m not making enough money. [James, “Americanized in of spite identifying
as Asian,” with East-Asian, South-Asian and West-European ancestry]

Regarding the social expectations outside his family, James experiences divergent
presumptions of the masculinity model that he should comply with, depending on how
people profile him racially:

I think they see an ethnically ambiguous individual. Well, I don’t look distinctly Asian, and I don’t look distinctly
White either. So, physiologically I don’t really fit anywhere. So that’s why… people probably don’t recognize that
I’m Asian or that I culturally identify as Asian. It is a part of living in a multicultural society that you want to group
and classify people. (…) But as long as they don’t use that sort of classification system as a justification or some
means for like racism or prejudice or some sort of negative hostile outcome, I don’t care how they psychologically
group me. [James, “Americanized in spite of identifying as Asian,” East-Asian, South-Asian and West-European
ancestry]

However, in his experience, prejudice often follows classifications. James made an
observation that—by the majority of the society—Asian men are perceived in the USA
as “less masculine” than the socially-dominant model:

I think that White American culture at large always views Asian men as, you know, weak, feminine, submissive,
(…) there is this… this negative sort of quashing off them, because they’re… they don’t match up to the White idea
of masculinity and therefore they attach like feminine qualities, or like feminine job… you know, this whole big
racism thing that happens. [James, “Americanized in spite of identifying as Asian,” with East-Asian, South-Asian
and West-European ancestry]

As Abelson aptly points out, “assigning race and gender to others (…) sets the basis
for the interaction that follows because that categorization carries with it a set of cultural
scripts” (Abelson 2019: e-book). Yet, James expressed an ambivalent attitude toward this
racial profiling. On the one hand, he was aware that this kind of stereotype belittles Asian
men, but on the other hand, this stereotype ensures him—as a transgender men—easier
passing:

it’s expected that an Asian man would not match up to the White masculinity, so there’s like… I kind of pass. (…)
So if people categorize me as Asian, I believe that… that kind of goes with that sociological grouping in their
mind, like: ‘oh, this guy is like that because he’s conforming to the Asian masculinity stereotype’. If people are
trying to group me into like ‘all-white American’ model of masculinity, I think they’re going to be very confused
and probably not even accept that I identify as man. Because I’m just so not that white American definition of
masculinity. [James]

Black American Men

This influence of racial stereotyping on male gender-roles-related expectations experienced
by transgender men was also noticed by John, who self-defines within a general category
of a White American:

In my culture, men are expected to be more stoic, while in some other that’s not necessarily a requirement. Where
I come from… you know—I’m very WASPy… my family is from mid-West, from Iowa, very middle-American,
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very farm… farm family—you know, whatever your emotions are, you’ve got to keep them in check (…). And
then, for me, I think that Asian men are allowed to be more vulnerable. (…) Black men have more… it’s harder
for… probably for Black men than other men. (…) I would think that the Black men have the highest expectation
to be the toughest, or the most masculine, the most… again, those factors that… the least vulnerable. [John, USA,
White American]

The above-mentioned topic of hyper-masculinity being attributed to Black men in the
USA was also taken up by Jaden, whose family moved to the USA from Trinidad before he
was born:

it’s racial profiling, but it’s also what your own family expects from you, you know, at least in my family [Jaden,
USA, Black (Trinidadian)]

Thomas, in turn, notices many social disadvantages that Black people experience in the
USA:

in US it’s generally a way harder for Black people to get jobs and education, to get like the resources that they
deserve [Thomas, USA, Caucasian (Irish and Italian)]

He further points to additional difficulties that Black transgender individuals face:
certain male-gender-role-related expectations and greater pressure on heteronormativity:

In the Black community it would be even more… so you have to be very strong and… I guess it all depends on like
how you grow up and stuff… but, from my experience, like I know, I’ve seen… it’s like harder for Black people
to come out as a gay or trans. [Thomas USA, Caucasian (Irish and Italian)]

The gender-related racial profiling became very clear for Brian once he started the
medical transition and his looks became indubitably male:

When I was transitioning, (…) I was transitioning to a male, but I didn’t really think I was transitioning to an
African-American Black man, and, I really didn’t think about on a day-to-day basis, what do they go through on
a day-to day basis… racially profiled, and things like that, so… I already experienced that. Like, my first month,
when I was transitioning, my mustache and beard started growing, and then, like, in a couple of months after
I started taking testosterone, I was getting pulled over a lot. I mean a lot! Man, I wasn’t understanding why I get
pulled over six times in two weeks! So I wasn’t understanding why, and, you know, it really got to me, like I was
being racially-profiled. [Brian, USA, African-American]

Based on comparisons to his pre-transition life, Jaden came to a conclusion that Black
men in the USA are racially-profiled to a larger extent than Black women:

some people just look at you differently, cause you’re a Black male, you know. (…) Being a Black female is a little
bit easier, because you’re a woman. Black men, you know, they have it worse than Black women. Because they
are women, they get their advantage, you know, they can win somebody over with a charm or whatever. While the
Black men, you know, you have to work hard and show the like, ‘hey, I’m worthy of this job’, or whatever stuff.
[Jaden USA, Black (Trinidadian)]

The hyper-masculinity attributed to Black men in the USA—and the related race-
based gender profiling—appears to be a relic of the 19th-century racist discourses. As
Bederman shows, Victorian “middle-class white men (…) linked powerful manhood to
the ‘savagery’ and ‘primitivism’ of dark-skinned races” (Bederman 2016: 59). Through
the lens of the sociocultural evolution theory, “masculinity (…) was usually not associated
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with civilization (…). Manliness, in contrast, dealt with moral achievements which only the
most civilized men could attain” (Bederman 2016: 62). In consequence, Black men have
been depicted “not as an exemplar of advanced civilization and high-minded manliness,
but as a paragon of violent, primitive masculinity” (Bederman 2016: 63).

One on the Black research participants—Steve—did not experience such a racial
profiling upon his transition. However, as he notices:

I grew up in an all-White neighborhood and got a White middle-class upbringing. [Steve, USA, Black Hispanic
(Black Puerto Rican and White American parents)]

In his opinion, this fact, along with his rather light skin tone could have located him
outside of the “Black male box” in the social perception.

Native American Men

Similarly, Chris—who identifies as a Native American, with Navajo father and White
American mother—said that because of his ambiguous looks and the upbringing which
he received, people in his social environment fail to recognize him as a Native American
man:

I hardly remember my dad, they [his parents—author] split up when I was little and my mom married my stepdad,
who’s also White. So I am Navajo, but people don’t see me as a Native American—they see me as White, maybe
sometimes as biracial. [Chris, Native American with Navajo and White American parents]

Chris also brought up the subject of a potential advantage of transitioning as a member
of a minority group, whose traditional culture recognized more than two genders. While
regretting his lack of connection to the Navajo cultural background, Chris draws on the
recognition of more than two genders and the category of nádleehí in Navajo traditions:

I know very little about my culture, cause my mom… she never cared. (…) And my transitioning could have been
so… just could have been easier. You know, the Navajo thinking beyond the binary… [Chris, Native American
with Navajo and White American parents]

White American Men

Generally, almost all of the US research participants claimed that in their country there
was a noticeable disadvantage at the intersection of being transgender and being a person
of color or an ethnic minority member:

Trans men… it bothers me a lot that they can’t be seen as men first, before being trans, as they try so hard to fit the
mold of cisgender men. (…) But a White trans man is a trans man, while a Black trans man is a Black trans men.
(…) Not noticing my ethnicity is probably a White privilege, so I don’t see my skin color. (…) I never think about
my background, my ethnical background, I see just “trans.” (…) In every situation when you are not a majority,
you start seeing different pieces of your identity. [Daniel, USA, White American—from a White Hispanic (Puerto
Rican) and Greek family]

Rick noticed that people of color remain a minority even within a trans community:

There is a lot of like… how do I say… like segregation even within, like, the trans male community. Like, based
on other parts of people’s identities, that form a minority outside of being trans, like Black trans men, you can see
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that there is like… they sort of like stick together and, like… (…) I don’t know, I guess they still feel like they are
a minority even within like a group where they are supposed to fit in. Like that one part of their identity is still…
like segregating them in a way. [Rick, USA, White Hispanic]

Only one of the US interviewees, Jared, did not share this opinion:

Black people are always playing the race card. They [people — author] don’t see race, they see transgender! [Jared,
White American (Italian and Jewish)]

Other US research participants were aware of the invisibility of whiteness. In my
respondents’ opinions, it was co-related with the cultural domination of the White-
American masculinity model:

But you know, when you look at the society at large, you’re mostly talking about White, cisgender, heterosexual
criteria of masculinity. That’s what we’re all supposed to be aiming for. [Michael, USA, White]

Since “in societies structured by inequality, privilege is largely unrecognized, taken
for granted” (Pascoe and Bridges 2016: 224), what follows is that the minority groups
were socially perceived in reference to this model: presenting the Hispanic masculinities
as “complicit” and aiming toward the White masculinity model, Asian as “insufficiently
masculine,” and Black as “overly masculine.” Regardless of their own racial/ethnic identity,
all the US respondents, except for Jared, noticed the cultural favoring of the White
masculinity model, encoded to be perceived as generic and “just right” (cf. Abelson 2019).

Polish Men

Contrary to the image created by the above-mentioned facts and statements by the US
interviewees, the Polish research participants, in turn, at first did not seem to notice their
race/ethnicity. When directly asked about this, they usually gave me answers such as:

actually, I never thought about this… [Ireneusz, PL]

Kazimierz made a witty remark, comparing a situation of a White person—one unaware
of being White because of living in a homogenous White society—to Monsieur Jourdain’s
(a character from Moliere’s drama) revelation that he has been speaking prose all his life
without knowing it:

I think, it’s like this famous citation… that someone is not aware that they are speaking prose. I guess it’s exactly
like that… [Kazimierz, PL]

Similarly, the Polish interviewees did not recall any social expectations of certain
masculinity models being dependent on one’s race/ethnicity, which is in contrast to the
statements of the US research participants.

I guess that if I were in a more diverse society, in a more diverse group of people, I could notice some differences.
But here every man faces exactly the same expectations. [Maciej, PL]

When asked about differences among men of different ethnic/racial groups, the Polish
respondents focused more on physical differences:
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For me, it doesn’t matter. I mean I am aware of the differences. I’ve been to Asia, and those men look differently.
[Franek, PL]

Black people that I’ve met, these were people who came here from African countries, from different cultures.
Women always noticed them—well, that what…—because they were handsome, because they were beautiful
men. And if women expected something of them, they had the same expectations as for Polish men. [Marek, PL]

However—even though they did not make any race- or ethnicity-based comparisons, the
Polish interviewees compared the dominant notion of masculinity they knew from Poland
to other European nationalities:

In the West, there are no such gentlemen-like behaviors, like letting a woman through a door. Polish women who
live there, they must miss this, for sure. Something that is a natural impulse for a Polish man, e.g., if a woman
drops something—he will pick it up, or he will help if she can’t lift something heavy…—this is not a patronizing
behavior—but you can’t find it in the West. [Marcin, PL]

The Ukrainian men… their masculinity is also like: ‘show off at any cost’ [Pol. ‘zastaw się a postaw się’—author],
very Cossack like. Yet, I would say, with a greater Russian influence, fiercer… this masculinity. I think so. (…)
And this ‘culture of honor’ should be stronger there. You know, that if someone offences me—I don’t quarrel, just
get into a fist-fight. In Poland it’s to a lesser extent (…). But I have this impression that in the West it’s non-existent.
[Bartek, PL]

This draws attention to the fact that the US interviewees expressed critical attitudes
toward the privileged position of the construct of White masculinity, which is socially
presented as “just right,” whereas minority masculinities are stereotyped as “insufficiently
masculine” (Asian) or “overly masculine” (Black). At the same time, most of the Polish
research participants perceived the Polish masculinity as “just right” in comparison to
the Western European model of masculinity (“not enough”) or further East European
masculinity (“too much”).

Also, for the majority of the Polish respondents, a characteristic feature of Polish
masculinity was “chivalry.” Many among the interviewees cultivate this feature themselves:

I have a need to be a knight. I have a need to be a knight to such an extent that… it’s toxic in a way. To
such an extent… that even when I was on a train, going home after the first surgery [gender affirming chest
reconstruction—author], and a women with a heavy suitcase entered (…), I lifted her suitcase to put it on a shelf—
even though I had my chest like mangled! [Krzysztof, PL]

Emphasizing chivalry in their daily practices may have been a trait of the “compen-
satory masculinity” model (Pyke 1996) in reference to the Western-European men of higher
socioeconomic status in the EU, or an attempt to alter the Western and North European con-
trolling image of Polish men as lower-class blue-collar workers (see: Introduction).

However, several of the research participants expressed their critical—if not ironic—
attitudes toward the chivalry of Polish men and the comparisons between Western and
Eastern European masculinity models, with Polish men as a reference point:

If a Polish man wants to distinguish himself, the very first thing that he does—is accentuating how wonderfully
he treats women. This is—in my impression—the first bidding card, and the first proof that he is Polish. Because
he opens a door, because he is chivalrous, because he is a gentleman… and so on. Because in this ‘rotten West’
no one helps anyone, and in the East they are savage [Pol. ‘dzicy’—author]. Sometimes I have an impression that
it’s like… that here they think that we are the last bastion of normality, while the East is savage and the West is
so equal that no one helps anyone, no one cares for anyone, and everyone is identical. [Kamil, PL]
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Similarly to the migrations of sexual and gender minorities within the USA to big
cities (Halberstam 2005), many Polish people who identify within the LGBTQ minority
plan to migrate to the West or North of Europe due to the hostile political circumstances in
Poland (ILGA 2020). Yet, some among the Polish interviewees who had some international
experience—like Kamil—were afraid of being recognized as Polish while being abroad, or
of being perceived through a generalized picture of a White man:

Generally, abroad, a White man is expected to be a right-wing extremist, he is expected to fight for ‘the one and
only social order’ that others want to take away from him. And I have an impression, that—if someone sees a White
man—this is what is expected. (…) A Polish man got an additional ‘label’ — thanks to our politicians—so I won’t
be surprised if one day—while being abroad—I will hear: ‘oh, you are from Poland? So get lost!’ (…) So if I ever
hear something (…)—I won’t be even surprised. [Kamil, PL]

Unaware of their race or ethnicity while living in a homogenous society, the Polish
interviewees became aware of it when falling under the controlling image of a “Polish
worker” while living abroad. They also feared being generalized to a picture of a privileged
White man—that they did not want to identify with—while changing their spatial location.
This aligns with Abelson’s observation that “men’s experiences of gender, race, and
sexuality are shaped by the various spaces they inhabit and move between throughout their
lives” (Abelson 2019: e-book).

Discussion and Concluding Remarks

Rather than being unwittingly brought to them, a conscious acquiring of male gender roles
has given my respondents a unique perspective toward social constructions of masculinities.
Additionally, as members of a certain underprivileged group (transgender minority), they
seemed to be more likely to express awareness of social disparities related to other aspects
of one’s identity which position them as members of a minority group. In this case—
provided they have had an experience of multiracial/ethnic social groups—the interviewees
pointed to the inequalities associated with being recognized as belonging to a racial/ethnic
minority.

The US research participants paid much attention to their own ethnic/racial identities
and expressed a high level of awareness of socially-constructed racial/ethnic categories and
related disparities. Having had a dual-gender-role experience, they have also noticed that
the stereotyping and profiling of racial/ethnic minority group members was gender-related.
Also, it could be an urge to distance oneself from the White privilege and an associated
sense of guilt (Iyer et al. 2003) that has led some of the US interviewees—those with
a mixed ancestry background—to identify with the minority group heritage primarily.

The presumed lack of attention paid to one’s own ethnic/racial identity among the Polish
respondents is not surprising, as being brought up and living in a monoracial society po-
sitions them beyond any experience of being racially-profiled. Yet, the Polish interviewees
implemented a similar cognitive schema in categorizing models of masculinity as their US
counterparts, only—instead of different racial/ethnic groups—they referred to other Euro-
pean nationalities.
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Among the Polish interviewees, the reflection on being categorized as White men came
from those research participants who have had some international experience. Similarly to
the White US respondents, these interviewees wanted no part in the category of a privileged
White man. In a study of trans masculinities across the US, Abelson argues that this
kind of “distancing oneself from culpability in continuing inequalities works to further
legitimize social dominance” and that “regular guys narrate their own innocence while
they participate in, or at least complicit in, the perpetuation of social disparities” (Abelson
2019: e-book). And even though conclusions from the interviews that I have collected,
similarly to those in Abelson’s study, suggest that many interviewees “truly wanted to be
good men” (Abelson 2029: e-book) and were critical toward taking advantage of the White
privilege, nevertheless the White US trans men—just like Polish trans men living in their
country—were transitioning simply into masculinity as such. Meanwhile, the US trans men
of color/ ethnic minority members were not transitioning into masculinity as such, but into
Black masculinity, Asian masculinity, etc. In the social reception, their masculinities were
being racially-profiled and often stigmatized. Worth noting is the fact that this racial/ethnic
profiling of minority-group members was not dependent on their personal identities, but on
their social perception: if recognized as White and/or if brought up as White middle-class
members, individuals with ambiguous appearance had different experiences than those
unambiguously recognized as persons of color/ ethnic minority members. However, those
Polish respondents who lived in the West- and North European countries also experienced
the attribution of profiled and stigmatized masculinities—based on their nationality.

Another observation is a similar cognitive schema used by men interviewed in both
the US and Poland. In both countries, the dominant model of masculinity seemed to
be perceived as “just right,” and served as a “reference point” for other masculinities.
What Abelson describes as “Goldilocks masculinity” is perceived as the “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 situationally appropriate flexibility that
form this contemporary ideal of the regular guy” (Abelson 2019: e-book). Similarly, the
research participants pointed out that—by comparison—other masculinities were socially-
recognized as “less adequate,” i.e. either “overly masculine” or “insufficiently masculine.”

In the USA, it was the White masculinity model that served as a reference point
for minority groups’ masculinities. According to the US interviewees, Asian men were
attributed a label of “insufficiently masculine,” while Black men were stereotyped as
“overly masculine.” If perceived as possibly complicit with the dominant White masculinity
in their displayed gender roles (e.g. Hispanic men), minority-group members were expected
to take an effort to assimilate.

Similar distinctions have been made by the Polish research participants. The masculin-
ity model which they depicted as dominant in their country served as a “reference point” for
a “just right” masculinity. However, the compared models of masculinities did not refer to
racial/ethnic minorities, but to citizens of other European countries. The dividing line seemed
to go roughly between the Western and Eastern part of Europe, or follow the borderline be-
tween countries of the former Eastern Communist Bloc and the rest of Europe. Men from the
Western European countries were perceived as “insufficiently masculine,” while those on the
Eastern side of the Polish border were seen as “overly masculine” in their gender roles.
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As Abelson words it: “Men do not want to be hypermasculine, but neither do they want
to be too feminine. Instead, the ideal is somewhere in between” (Abelson 2019: e-book).
This normative “Goldilocks” ideal of masculinity “prescribes 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.” (Abelson 2019: e-book).

However, there are some visible differences between the US and the Polish respondents’
attitudes toward the above-mentioned grouping of masculinity models. First of all, the
US respondents—all except for one—clearly distanced themselves from the socially-
shared stereotypes regarding different racial/ethnic groups’ masculinities. Among the
Polish interviewees, in turn, some also expressed critical attitudes toward the stereotyping
perception of Eastern and Western European masculinities. Yet, other Polish research
participants seemed to share these opinions.

Another difference worth noticing is that in the USA, the grouping of masculinities as
“just right” versus “insufficiently masculine” and “overly masculine”—with the impera-
tive to assimilate and comply if possible—seems to be based on power relations. It cor-
responds with a hierarchical division, placing the “just right” masculinity in a position of
a hegemonic masculinity (Connell 1995), or rather a hybrid masculinity (Bridges and Pas-
coe 2014) which responds to contemporary feminist challenges to further legitimize social
dominance. Meanwhile, in Poland, a similar grouping of masculinities does not refer to
power relations. It seems to be more related to the idea of compensation. With the Western
European societies being perceived in Poland as the privileged ones and in a position of
power, presenting the Western masculinities as “insufficiently masculine” and in contrast
to the less influential yet “highly masculine” East could act as a self-valorizing factor for
Polish men. Being definitely non-Western—and at the same time a bit more balanced in
their constructs of masculinities than Eastern men—the Polish trans men tend to present
themselves as the “adequate” in their masculinities.
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