
Emily Kaufman is a student activist and transgender woman at the University of  Michigan. Emily’s voice has been instrumental in expanding 
the dialogue about diversity and inclusion on campus. On a recent rainy grey day, we asked Emily to share her experiences advocating for 
equity in a SHEI interview. Despite the gloomy weather, Emily was effervescent beneath a hot pink umbrella, and gracious in her honesty.
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IN HER OWN WORDS



Tell SHEI readers a little bit about yourself. How old are 
you? What do you do? What do you study?
   I’m twenty one, and from Delaware. I’m a senior, so this is my last 
full semester. I’m going to law school, but I’m taking a gap year first. 
I want to go to Harvard or Columbia.
    I’m the president and founder of  LGBT Plus Michigan which is 
the first LGBTQ umbrella inclusive organization on campus. I’m 
also a founding member on the board of  directors for a national 
nonprofit called Point of  Pride. We have a surgery fund, and we’ve 
been able to award three people thousands of  dollars to go towards 
their surgery. So that’s really cool to see the tangible effects that my 
nonprofit has on changing people’s lives.

Have you always known you were transgender?
   I didn’t really have the words when I was a child. But I was always 
a little transgender girl. You look at pictures of  me, and I looked like 
a little girl, acted like a girl, and I wanted to be a girl. I had dreams 
about it, but I just sort of  pushed that to the side. Then, when I 

was a senior in highschool, I was really depressed living this false 
life. It was really difficult for me. I felt very isolated. I didn’t know 
any transgender people that I could talk to. No one had any idea at 
that point. I really had the facade so down. I played lacrosse for two 
years. I lifted. I wore wife beaters and basketball shorts. And I was 
super masculine-presenting after elementary school.

When did you decide to transition?
   I came out my freshman year of  college and knew that I wanted 
to transition. It made it easier since people here hadn’t known me 
for a while. 
    My freshman year I lived in gender-inclusive housing and had a 
trans roommate. I was very thankful. But you think about University 
of  Michigan that’s known for being a liberal campus, and I wasn’t 
allowed to use the women’s bathroom in East Quad, because my ID 
still said male. It was hard for me. I had to use the gender-inclusive 
bathrooms, but there were only two.
 



Is the bathroom policy still like that?
   No, I talked to administrators and it’s been changed. It’s not an 
issue anymore, but this happened in 2015.

How was it going through your gender reassignment 
surgery while in college?
    It was the most painful experience of  my life. I started transitioning 
freshman year. I had to take summer classes to make sure I had the 
requisite number of  credits. It was really stressful just worrying about 
getting the surgery and the cost. I’m very lucky that I could afford 
it and that I got my vagina at twenty years old. It’s really amazing. 
I met some incredible women that had the surgery the same day 
as me. I was the baby of  the group which was an interesting shift, 
because I’m usually the mom on campus.

How did you meet the other transgender women on 
campus?
   I mean I’ve been around for a long time, and I’m very outgoing. 
My sophomore year, I didn’t live in gender-inclusive housing, but I 
went to the meetings and met some of  the girls through that. I work 
in East Quad, so I’ve met some other people that live in gender-
inclusive housing that way. 
   But I will say it’s been very difficult with the sense of  community, or 
lack thereof. There aren’t enough transgender girls at this university 
for there to be any real sense of  community. We’re all scattered over 

campus, and the trans community here is relatively new, at least for 
trans women. It’s something that I’m concerned about when I leave. 
When I graduate, who’s going to do the work that I’ve been doing 
representing trans women and trying to give us a voice on campus? 
Sometimes I don’t think there will be anyone. Especially because I 
get backlash. I get tons of  hateful comments. 

How do you deal with those things?
   At this point it’s just a reality of  my existence. It’s been happening 
for years. I get messaged by 7 to 10 men a week. Cosmo wrote an  
article about my experience being the first transgender girl to rush 
sororities on campus. When it came out there was backlash. I read 
the comments. I see these things. I experience a lot of  hate.
    It doesn’t really get to me online at this point in my life. It’s worse 
when it happens offline. I’ve experienced discrimination on campus, 
including this Halloween. This girl came up to me and she said, “I 
like your costume. I almost thought you were a woman, and then 
I realized you’re a man.” The comment on Halloween ruined my 
night. That kind of  shit really gets to me. It reminds me that I don’t 
blend in, that I stick out as different.

How has your experience being a women been so far?
   It’s a very unique experience, but it’s something that’s really 
given me perspective in the world.  I’m also very lucky because my 
parents are accepting. Being a transgender woman has been very 



empowering for me, but it’s also been very difficult. One thing that 
has been very hard for me is misogyny. It’s something that I deal 
with everyday. Things like being scared to walk home alone late at 
night, sexual harassment in the workplace, and getting cat-called. 
The misogyny has been more difficult for me than the transphobia. 
Going in I knew about the transphobia, but I didn’t think about how 
prevalent the sexism would be in my daily life. 
 
How is it being a trans woman in this current political 
climate?
    I am inspired to run for political office. I went to the women’s 
convention in Detroit recently and I went to this workshop for 
women that want to be in politics. There was a conversation about 
women who run for office feeling less qualified compared to men. I 
think that it’s a societal gender difference that has to change. 
   There’s also things like the bathroom bills that make me want to run. 
They really target trans women that don’t fit societal expectations 
of  femininity and womanhood. Basically trans women that you can 
tell are trans. Bathroom bills send the message that trans people 
don’t belong in public spaces. Being trans already means you can be 
denied housing, jobs, and trans-affirming health-care. These things 
send the message that it’s okay to discriminate against trans people.
   I was never really a leader before transitioning, but I’ve really come 
into my own since transitioning and becoming my authentic self.

Your commentary on public space is really interesting, 
especially the way it interacts with style. Do you feel 
pressure to look a certain way?
   I do. Many transgender women feel a societal pressure to present 
as feminine. I like wearing makeup, but I don’t have time to put it 
on everyday. I feel guilty that I don’t wear makeup, and I know it’s 
because of  this expectation of  women to look beautiful all the time. 
I definitely feel the pressure, and many transgender women who 
don’t dress with a feminine style often have their gender invalidated 
by other people. It feels like transgender women have to be hyper-
feminine to prove our womanhood. 

What’s your personal style?
   For me style is really important. I personally love everything 
feminine. I’m very girly and try to dress cute. My favorite thing to 
wear is a sundress with wedges. I really like that look. I could run a 
mile in wedges, but stilettos are a different story.
   I still have clothes from before transitioning too. Mostly t-shirts. 
They make me feel gross. When I wear those clothes it reminds me 
of  that past where I felt so encased in my own flesh. 

How did style play a role in your transition?
   My style has gotten so much better. I first started dressing 
androgynously in 2014. Looking back on my style,  it has really 
evolved. Because I wasn’t allowed societally to be feminine growing 





up, I kind of  compensate for it now by wearing very feminine 
clothing. 
   I don’t have years of  accumulated clothing that a lot of  other girls 
have. I had to start my wardrobe from scratch. The only women’s 
clothes I had from before were these random cheap things I got in 
high-school to just feel like a person. I hadn’t worn a dress until two 
months after I started transitioning. The first time I put on a dress 
was amazing. I felt so beautiful.

How did you like the outfits you wore during the shoot?
   I really like the pantsuit and the dress. I could see myself  wearing 
both of  those out. I love the jewelry too. My mom actually made the 
gold earrings and necklace I wore in the shoot, so I’m excited for her 
to see the photos.

A lot of  designers have started creating unisex clothing. 
As someone that once struggled with identity, do you think 
that this is a step forward in the fashion industry for people 
that don’t identify as cisgender?
 I think for non-binary people it’s cool. I don’t want unisex 
clothing. But if  you talk about me when I was too afraid to come out, 
I think that having this unisex clothing could be a way for people like 
me to start to express ourselves. So I think it’s good that it exists, but 
I don’t want it to be the only thing. I like wearing women’s clothing. 
It’s fit for my body. 

With transgender models like Andreja Pejić, the fashion 
industry is evolving, but there’s still a long way to go. What 
steps would you like to see the industry take to be more 
inclusive moving forward?
   I don’t usually pay attention to high-end fashion, but I do like 
seeing the transgender models out there. And I think the industry 
could use more diversity. When Andreja Pejić first came out as 
an androgynous model, I wanted to be like her. She was my idol. 
Unfortunately there’s such high beauty expectations for trans 
women. And it’s a very difficult experience for the transgender girls 
who don’t fit society’s beauty standards. I think most trans women 
don’t fit in small ways, some have to deal with getting misgendered 
every day. 

How are transgender people represented in the media in 
general and would you like to see a change? 
   In the media, and especially film, the portrayal of  transgender 
people is terrible. We’re represented as the side-bitch, the sex worker, 
or the dead. There are very few positive representations. Often 
being trans is conflated with a psychopathic character. And I think 
that narrative has, in a lot of  ways, stuck in people’s subconscious. 
There are so many films where being transgender is pathologized. 
These narratives persist in the media at large and I think it’s a huge 
problem. 
   And then the lack of  representation. I think about people like me 
in the media. 
   And there’s really no politicians. Before this election, there were 
few if  any out trans politicians, anywhere in the US. Danica Roem’s 
win in Virginia is historic and incredible, and it proves that trans 
people can be elected. Whether this is a watershed moment for trans 
politicians or simply backlash towards President Trump remains to 

be seen. But local politics are far different from the national scene; in 
a small district you can personally interact with a large percentage 
of  voters, but if  I were to run as a senator from New York, as I plan 
to, I would only be able to interact with a small percentage of  voters. 
This means that I would not be able to humanize trans people to 
most of  my potential constituents, which could be a major pitfall. 
So while the trans wins this election were historic, there is still a 
long ways to go before a trans person is elected to the US House or 
Senate.

Do you have advice for students on campus who are 
struggling with identity?
   The thing I wanted more than anything else when I was struggling 
with my identity was to talk to a transgender woman. I really needed 
guidance. I’ve gotten to guide dozens of  other transgender women 
in various ways and in various forms. It’s helped build who I am. So 
if  there are any transgender girls reading this, reach out to me. The 
spectrum center also has some good resources.

Any final thoughts?
   I’m really excited for this opportunity. I think it’s important to 
normalize trans bodies. Trans women are so beautiful. Showing this 
beauty is important. I’ve always had a powerful woman inside me, 
but she didn’t really come out until I became more comfortable with 
myself.
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