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Initially, I was interested in putting together a dissertation that addressed catcalling as a 

social fact that influences women’s lives on the streets of New York City. Trained in 

ethnographic and qualitative research techniques, I set out to conduct a pilot study of catcallers in 

Washington Square Park and expanded the project from there. My dissertation aims to expose 

and address how cisgender women and Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and Queer 

(LGBTQ) people are barred from full participation in civic life because of catcalling and 

LGBTQ-directed harassment in the public sphere. The harmful, cumulative, and long-lasting 

effects of these practices make it difficult for marginalized people to belong and benefit from a 

supposedly inclusive and democratic society. I completed a qualitative study of catcalling and 

LGBTQ-directed harassment and how these interactions shape gender and sexual identities of the 

people involved. It is a project that is comprised of 67 life histories with recipients of 

harassment, short interviews with catcallers, and an auto-ethnographic piece. Beyond describing 

the ways in which daily experiences of catcalling and LGBTQ-directed harassment affect people 

and shape their lives, I explain how this plays out differently because of race, class, and space. 

Analyzing that difference requires an intersectional theoretical approach, which I use throughout 

my work, in combination with feminist and queer theory and urban sociological perspectives. 

 

I argue that the effects of catcalling and LGBTQ-directed harassment are manifestations 

of intersectional violence experienced by already marginalized people on the daily basis. These 

effects are compounded by existing racial, class and spatial inequalities at the intersection of 

multiple oppressions. For example, my work specifically addresses how women of color 

experience catcalling in a racialized manner and how men’s class and racial positions affect how 

and why they would participate in catcalling and LGBTQ-directed harassment. My research 

explains how social processes such as sexism, racism, homophobia and transphobia play out in 

daily anonymous interactions in a diverse and densely populated urban environment. I provide a 

corrective to how this conversation generally takes place, where white cisgender heterosexual 

women contribute to reinforcing harmful stereotypes about how mostly black and Latino men 

engage in practices like catcalling, while erasing the experiences of LGBTQ people and people 

of color that disproportionately bear the brunt of street violence. Finally, I connect the 

intersectional violence of everyday life to processes like policing and gentrification and make a 

case for considering geographies of violence.   

 

In contribution to Urban Sociology, Women’s Studies, and LGBTQ studies, my work 

adds to the rejuvenated movement against all forms of street and public harassment. Because it 

addresses race, class, and space, there is crossover with Urban Studies, feminist geography, and 

space studies, especially around gentrification, which is a significant phenomenon for anyone 

studying New York City. There is tremendous need for empirical data, which can aid in activist 

efforts and help lead to changes in policy and my work may complement any quantitative or 

mapping efforts to understand this problem. I conclude that catcalling and LGBTQ-directed 

harassment have a lasting, cumulative effect on people’s gender and sexual identities, reflect and 

uphold structural inequalities like sexism, homophobia and transphobia, and shape racial, class 

and spatial relations in New York City. As an activist, it is important for me to see a future where 

cisgender women and LGBTQ people can safely navigate the city. As a scholar, I want to 

complicate public discourse about catcalling and LGBTQ-directed harassment in contribution to 

a safer and more inclusive public sphere. 
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In my article titled “Straight Gods, White Devils: Exploring Paths to Non-religion in the 

Lives of Black LGBTQ People,” published in Secularism and Nonreligion, I explore some of my 

dissertation results. Utilizing an intersectional lens, I conclude that lessons of the Christian home, 

reinforced in religious school and at church, drew a connection between Christianity, one’s racial 

and ethnic identity, and heterosexuality in such a way that being LGBTQ was marked un-

Christian and foreign, and sometimes associated with whiteness. This further shaped how my 

participants navigated the urban public sphere, one of the only spheres where they could ‘be 

LGBTQ’ – some neighborhoods were constructed as Christian, connected to one’s childhood and 

hostile to LGBTQ people, while others were LGBTQ-friendly, albeit largely white and 

gentrified. Overall, black LGBTQ people struggle to find acceptance of their LGBTQ identities 

by people closest to them and acceptance of their racial, ethnic and non/religious identities in 

largely white and often non-religious LGBTQ spaces. 

 

In my article titled “Toxciscity: Exploring Violence Against Transgender People in the 

Public Sphere, under review in Violence and Gender, I analyze sixteen interviews with 

transgender people that experience violence in the public sphere of New York City. My results 

indicate that for the most part, my participants are assumed to be cisgender men, cisgender 

women or ‘men in dresses,’ which means their actual gender identities are not recognized nor 

affirmed in the public sphere. Based on their perceived gender, all participants have experienced 

catcalls and microaggressions or verbal and physical threats and violence. To account for all the 

effects of violence in the public sphere, I introduce the term ‘toxciscity’ to describe both a city 

made toxic by violence largely enacted by cisgender people and the harmful, cumulative toll that 

it takes on transgender people. This work adds to my engagement with Transgender Studies, 

which includes my entry on “Transgender Movements in the United States,” published in The 

Wiley-Blackwell  Encyclopedia of Gender and Sexuality Studies and building a survey of 

transgender graduate students in Sociology with members of the Sociologists for Trans Justice.  

 

One of my goals is to publish the rest of my dissertation as a book tentatively titled 

Hostile Publics: Gender and Sexual Formations in New York City. Next, I would like to publish 

an edited volume on gender and health, tentatively titled Radical Approached to Gender and 

Health. This is a book that would incorporate intersex and transgender people’s health alongside 

that of cisgender people’s health throughout the text. I would consider how we, born human, 

come to be classified as intersex, female, and male and are raised with a gender binary that does 

not allow for much variation, despite which intersex, transgender, and non-binary people 

continue to exist and struggle. The goal is to avoid collapsing sex, gender, and sexuality while 

paying attention to how these classifications are informed by race, class, and ability. In this way, 

I will more accurately depict the way health and illness function in society without erasing 

vulnerable and marginalized populations. 

 

In the future, I want to conduct research that looks at how immigrant people develop 

gender and sexual identities through the tension between white Western notions of sex, gender, 

and sexuality and notions that are part of their home cultures and upbringing. I am confident that 

most of my future research would strengthen my position as an urban sociologist with an 

explicitly feminist and intersectional approach.  


