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“How I learned I was a woman” 

by Colombe Schneck 

 

When I was small I lived in a Utopia. I wasn’t a girl, 

I didn’t have the body of a girl, I was just myself, 

Colombe. I was quick-tempered, determined, 

stubborn, violent, brutal, clumsy, direct. I was a 

thief, a liar. I roughed up my dolls, invented stories 

with them. I was a poor student, unless the subject 

appealed to me. I danced and wanted to be a prima 

ballerina; I rode horses and wanted to be an 

equestrian star.  

I couldn’t run very fast, I got vertigo when I tried to 

climb a rope, but I skied at top speed, I read all day 

long – I loved fairy tales and stories about race-car 

drivers, prehistoric men, the nasty Scarlett O’Hara. 

I loved flower-print dresses and jean overalls. I 

wanted to fall in love, I was in love with my teacher, 

Madame Debrune; I wanted sex, but not too soon; 

to get married and have children, but not right 

away. I needed time to find my place, to be myself. 

I was this young, ambitious person who wanted the 

top degrees, to choose, to decide for herself. And it 

worked, except that little by little my body betrayed 

me: with sprouting hairs, enormous breasts, my 

period. But I had decided that this didn’t concern 

me, I let the blood drip, staining my underwear, my 

clothes.  

One day, I was shocked, I was 17, and learned that 

I was pregnant. I was furious, my body had 

betrayed me, this is not what I’d been taught. I grew 

up in Paris in the 70’s, the 80’s, in a social class that 

you could call “liberal intellectual bourgeoisie” in 

which there was no difference between boys and 

girls (or so they led us to believe). Then bang, this 

slap in the face:  I had a uterus, the body of a girl. I 

was pregnant, and angry. I’d been lied to, and I’d 

believed what they kept repeating at school, that 

“he” is neutral, that I was a “he” too, that the 
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masculine pronoun can also include the feminine, 

and that this didn’t matter at all since we’re all part 

of the indeterminate “he.” 

But this was false, a lie. I was a girl, a “she”.  So I 

had to erase myself. I was less than a “he”, I was a 

“she” and I was furious. I was reduced to having the 

body of a girl. A boy could make love with no risk 

of getting pregnant, zero chance, no fear 

whatsoever. It was easy for him, yet I had to be 

careful.  

My father, who until then had always told me the 

opposite, admired me, encouraged all my plans, 

confided that, considering my ambition, my poor 

character, my willfulness,  “You must be careful 

with your body, it’s fragile, it’s the body of a girl.”    

I was 17 years old, and I’d only just learned this. I 

hunched over, hid my too-large breasts, my too-

round ass. I’d made the mistake of thinking that I 

was the same as the boys. I was a girl, I had the body 

of a girl. I was fragile and ashamed. I had an 

abortion. And it took me thirty-five years to tell 

anyone about it.  

Pregnant. My body diminished me with its 

fragility, its absence of neutrality, its bizarre 

reaction, its inability to support my ambitions. It 

forced me, instead, into a state of being that didn’t 

interest me: pregnant. I decided to forget this 

body, this incompetent and banal body, to let go of 

it and to invest in my brain instead.  

So I forgot that I had a body. Sometimes it served 

me, I used it, put up with it for certain activities. 

But I didn’t like it, it was at once too small, but also 

unwieldy. I dealt with it, took care of it when it 

made me suffer (this was rare), used it to exercise. 

But it was secondary, I made do with it, it was a 

necessity that didn’t interest me. This body wasn’t 

strong enough, it didn’t correspond to who I was.  
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But then my soul betrayed me. For reasons I had 

trouble analyzing at the time, I lowered my 

ambitions, shut down my desires, hid them, shaped 

them into a form that didn’t scare anyone or take 

up too much space. I knew I musn’t talk too much, 

lest I reveal who I really was. I lowered my head, 

followed the others, accepted that I would play the 

role assigned to me by my body. I was a mother, it 

was normal that I sacrificed myself for others, I had 

no choice, it was the way to have the body of a girl.  

And so I accepted my gender, an identity that 

encouraged me to have children, do the housework, 

the cooking, the child-rearing, and to delight in all 

this. I was fine with it all, it improved my character, 

I was praised for being docile and empathetic. At 

last I’d become sweet and gentle. This didn’t bother 

me. Everyone else seemed happy.  

Sometimes, I let myself be mistreated. I was 

scolded, in the end, for not being sweet and gentle 

enough. I hadn’t retreated enough into my body of 

a girl. I still had some vague desire to assert myself. 

I had things to say, I started writing books, I got 

divorced, I was alone, I had to earn money, raise my 

children. To do all this, I had to summon what was 

left of my will.  

I raised my head, expressed myself, and heard 

people say: You’re selfish, you’re arrogant, who do 

you think you are? With men, this didn’t work at 

all. I wasn’t a good wife, a good lover, but I 

discovered that I was a good friend. Friendships 

were freer, more open, the roles weren’t gendered 

or defined. In them, I was fine.  

And then at age 50, while taking swimming lessons, 

I discovered that my body wasn’t so stupid after all. 

Back then, my strokes were small, worried, tense. I 

learned how to extend myself, to summon my 

strength. My strokes improved, they became more 

fluid. I was less small, tense, worried. I glimpsed 

the bodies of men swimming next to me, and swam 
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past them. I was thrilled, my breasts had shrunk, 

my uterus had stopped working. My body showed 

me who I am, allowing me to be fully and more and 

more myself, a living being who loves to put on 

makeup, wear dresses and high heels, do the 

cooking, do nothing. I saw that love is also 

company, conversation, confronting people I 

disagree with.  

This is my living body, my living soul, and they 

belong to a singular, ever-changing person named 

Colombe Schneck.  

 


