

[image: image]






[image: image]








Note: Some names and identifying details of people associated with events described in this book have been changed.

Copyright © 2023, 2024 by Schuyler Bailar

Cover design by Terri Sirma

Cover photograph by Justin J Wee

Cover copyright © 2023 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact Permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Hachette Go, an imprint of Hachette Books

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10104

HachetteGo.com

Facebook.com/HachetteGo

Instagram.com/HachetteGo

First Trade Paperback Edition: November 2024

Hachette Books is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The Hachette Go and Hachette Books name and logos are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, visit hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.

Hachette Go books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or email Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at: Special.Markets@hbgusa.com.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Print book interior design by Linda Mark

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Name: Bailar, Schuyler, author.

Title: He/she/they: how we talk about gender and why it matters / Schuyler Bailar.

Description: First edition. | New York, NY: Hachette Go, 2023. | Includes bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2023018859 | ISBN 9780306831874 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780306831867 (trade paperback) | ISBN 9780306831881 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Transgender people—Social conditions. | Transgender People—Civil rights. | Gender identity. | Transphobia.

Classification: LCC HQ77.9 .B34 2023 | DDC 306.76/8—dc23/eng/20230516

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023018859

ISBNs: 9780306831867 (paperback); 9780306831874 (hardcover); 9780306831881 (ebook)

E3-20240903-JV-PC-REV






CONTENTS


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Author’s Note

	Introduction: I Am Just Who I Am

	-PART 1- 
GENDER AND ME

	  1 Finding the Right Words: Terminology

	  2 Biological Sex: More Complicated than Grade School Science!

	  3 What Is Gender?

	  4 Surgery? Hormones? Haircuts?

	  5 Pronouns—and Why They Are So Important!

	  6 How Do People Know If They’re Transgender?

	  7 Gender Dysphoria: Being Transgender Is Not a Mental Illness




	-PART 2- 
GENDER AND OTHERS

	  8 Coming Out… or Inviting In

	  9 So You Think You’re Not Transphobic?

	10 Things Not to Say to Trans People




	-PART 3- 
GENDER AND SOCIETY

	11 What Kids Teach Us About Gender

	12 Gender-Affirming Care

	13 What I’ve Learned About Being Trans… from Kids!

	14 Peeing in Peace: Trans People and Bathrooms

	15 Trans People and Dating

	16 “You Lied to Me”—Trans People and Disclosure

	17 Trans Athletes and Sports

	18 Toxic Masculinity from the Lens of a Transgender Man

	19 Trans, Korean, Mixed-Race, Athlete: Whew, the Intersectionality!

	20 Internalized Transphobia and Its Antidote: Radical Trans Joy




	-PART 4- 
GENDER AND YOU

	21 Allyship

	22 Love Transcends

	23 As You Embark, Take Me with You




	Glossary

	Appendix

	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	References

	Notes

	Interviewee Bios

	Reading Discussion Guide

	Praise for "He/She/They"






	Begin Reading

	Table of Contents








Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.





Tap here to learn more.




[image: Hachette Books logo]








AUTHOR’S NOTE

IN THE CREATION OF THIS BOOK, I CONSULTED WITH COMMUNITY leaders and experts; I conducted extensive interviews with community members; I integrated learnings from my near-decade’s worth of interacting with thousands of trans people, from years of providing life coaching to hundreds of trans clients and their families, and from years of facilitating trans and queer support groups. I leveraged my years in academic research and ongoing work in four labs to inform the exhaustive research necessary to support my statements in this text. Finally, I engaged a handful of early readers as a sensitivity review.

Still, consensus, particularly with terminology, is elusive; many of these topics are shifting faster than I can edit. I encourage you to read this book as an invitation and guide while recognizing the dynamic nature of this work.

I am always learning, and I hope you will be, too.
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AT FIRST MENTION, I’ve included pronouns for every person named. When possible, these were ascertained directly through asking individuals for their pronouns. Otherwise, pronouns were taken from bios, social media, or through research on the individual. Any mistakes are mine.







INTRODUCTION

I Am Just Who I Am

WE WALK OUT ONE AT A TIME, IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER. MY last name begins with B, so I am first. I can feel my heart beating in my ears, the sound held inside my head by my silicone cap. A little echo chamber.

“From Washington, DC, freshman Schuyler Bailar,” the announcer booms.

I know everyone is watching me. I know I’ve done this on a thousand occasions before. But this time is different.

Underneath my crimson warm-ups, there is no longer a one-piece swimsuit that women usually wear. Instead, I am wearing a tiny little Speedo. I am now on the men’s team.

Hundreds of articles have been published about my switching from the women’s to the men’s team. “Transgender swimmer,” they all write. Some attack me for my history, saying I’ll never be a real man. Others say my history of an eating disorder just means I am a “deluded woman with body issues.” Many claim there is no way I could keep up with, much less beat, other men. “From beautiful competitive woman to mediocre ugly man,” one commenter wrote on a national profile about me.

As I stand by the edge of the pool waiting for the rest of my teammates to join me, I am fifteen again, standing in my women’s swimsuit behind the blocks with three girls from my relay. I remember the confidence, the feeling of knowing I could do exactly what I had set out to do. I remember the rush of the natatorium going silent as I put my hand over my heart—my pre-meet ritual—my fingers and thumb straddling my swimsuit strap on my shoulder. I had done this at the start of every single meet during the singing of the national anthem. I remember staring out at the pool as the music ended, and I took a deep breath, imagining my final stroke of my race.

I take a deep breath now, staring out at the pool as a D1 college swimmer. Everything feels so different. I’ve never stood alongside thirty-eight college guys before. I’m at a pool I’ve never raced in. And it feels like all eyes are on me. But, as always, the water resembles beautiful blue glass and I breathe a sigh of relief.

This is different, but it is also the same. The same twenty-five-yard pool. The same hundred-yard breaststroke race. The same breaststroke I have done since before I can remember. The same echoing acoustics that make hearing so difficult. The same chlorinated air that makes everyone cough. The same “Take your mark—boop!” before we launch off the blocks. It’s all the same.

When the team is gathered along the edge of the pool, the natatorium silences. We stand in identical clothing, and the anticipation dances in my fingertips. When I am this nervous, the most nervous, I imagine my blood is rushing through my veins like white-water rapids.

When “The Star-Spangled Banner” begins to play, I instinctively begin my pre-meet ritual. But this time, my fingers seeking my shoulder strap find nothing.

In that moment, I realize that while everything is the same, it is also brand new. For the first time in my life, I am competing as just myself—without the baggage of who everybody told me to be, who everybody said I was, who I thought I was supposed to be.

Today, I am just who I am. I am Schuyler.

My eyes well with tears. More than nineteen years of stumbling to get here. Just a few months ago, I was ready to quit swimming. A year ago, I was ready to quit the world and life altogether. But today, I am standing tall, a proud Korean American queer transgender swimmer on Harvard Men’s Swim and Dive—the first openly transgender athlete to compete for any D1 men’s team in the NCAA.

Of course, surviving my first meet (and not getting last) did not mean that everything was easy from then on. It would take my teammates the rest of the year to consistently gender me correctly. It would take me nearly three years to feel comfortable around them. And all the years since I came out are still not enough to dispel all the hatred and bigotry about transgender people, especially in athletics.

Over the next four years, I not only became the first—and, at the time, only—transgender athlete to have competed for the team that aligns with their gender identity for all four collegiate seasons, but I also became a well-respected educator on transgender inclusion.

I never knew where this journey would take me when I began. The first speech I gave was at my own high school. The night before, I was awake until two or three in the morning, attempting to write the speech itself. Dozens of drafts in the trash, I had no idea what other people would want from me. What should I tell them? What could they learn from me? That speech was better received than I’d expected. Some students even said it was the best assembly they’d experienced. So, as word spread, one speech led to another. By sophomore year, speaking was the primary way I spent my free time. By graduation, 102 speeches were in the books.

Despite regular assurances that what I had to say was valuable to others, I often found myself perplexed over why people wanted to listen. I was just a college kid who wanted to swim. When news outlets would call me an “advocate” or “activist,” I used to tell them no.

“You only think that I am an activist,” I insisted, “because I am a transgender swimmer, and I’m talking about it.”

Before every single speech, I wondered to myself, Why are they here? Why do they care? Only rarely, the answer was clear: I was talking to a group of swimmers or transgender folks like me; we were comrades. But most of the time, I spoke to people with whom I had little to nothing in common, or so it appeared. I tried to imagine the perspectives of the audience members—the students, coaches, administrators, teachers, mental health professionals, medical providers, or employees at a bank… How could I connect with them? Because, in the end, the inability to connect is what breeds hatred and bigotry. That is, connection is the essence of our humanity itself.

At a small school in northern Vermont, I gave a speech to a room filled with student-athletes. It was a standard event. I shared my story and provided training on trans literacy before opening for questions. After the event, a group of students gathered in a line, waiting to talk to me.

A young man approached and explained he was on the wrestling team. He said, “You know, before I came here today and met you…” He paused. I nodded and waited patiently.

“Before I met you,” he began again, “I was nervous about people… like you. My girlfriend’s best friend is bisexual and that used to make me uncomfortable. I’m not homophobic or anything, but I didn’t want to hang out with her.” He stared at the floor then glanced back at me as he admitted this. I didn’t say anything, yet. I wasn’t sure where this was going.

“But now I’ve met you. And you’re just like me! We are both just… athletes. We’re just guys.” He looked directly at me now. “So now, I understand.” I’d begun to smile, relieved.

At another speech at a high school in Pittsburgh, the audience was mostly students from local public schools’ GSA (Gender and Sexuality Alliance) clubs, with the exception of a few athletes. At the end, two football players accompanied the GSA officers to the stage to give me a small gift. One asked if he could say something to the audience. Not knowing what he would say, I nervously agreed.

“Listen, before I came in, I was uncomfortable,” he said into the mic. “You know, ‘I can’t do this, I can’t speak, I just wanna sit over there and stay quiet.’ But when I came in, it was a very inviting environment. I was like, ‘Aw, I can do this! There ain’t no difference!’ You know, we’re all the same.” He then turned to me and continued, “And I want to say thank you, to you, for opening up my eyes to a brighter future.” The audience’s applause almost drowned out his voice as he finished, “This is reality. This is life.”

I just about cried. Really, I had to try very hard not to bawl onstage. And while this is still one of the most touching moments I’ve experienced at a speech, such unexpected empathy has not been unique in my career. Moments like this happen over and over again—people thinking that they would find themselves uncomfortable around me, a transgender person, but then meeting me and learning I am also just someone living my life, like them. These moments serve as resounding reminders of the power of empathy and shared humanity, that there is so much more love than we might imagine—for us queer and trans folks, or for anyone, really.

Sometimes this love comes in the form of hope. After a speech in North Carolina, I spent nearly an hour with people who’d stayed after, forming a line that snaked from the stage all the way to the entrance of the large auditorium. The last person in line was a shorter, curly-haired individual with a baggy sweater and jeans. He wore a pin with “he/him” scrawled across it, presumably in his own handwriting. He burst into tears as soon as he met my eyes.

“I,” he tried, before his voice caught again, and he stared at the ground.

“Take your time,” I said as gently as I could. He took a deep breath.

“I drove six hours to get here,” he finally managed, wiping his eyes.

“Wow,” I said, genuinely surprised. “Thank you so much for coming. I’m honored that you came this far. I hope you have somewhere to stay tonight—it’s late!” I smiled, trying to offer softness. He laughed and then gestured behind him. A person, who stood watching us about twenty paces away, waived as we made eye contact.

“My friend is here with me. I’m staying with her,” he assured me. “You were the first trans person I found online—I’m trans, too,” he shared, the words almost tumbling out of him. “For so long I didn’t want to be here anymore. I didn’t see trans adults… you know… living their lives. Seeing you, and reading about your story…” I felt my chest tighten as I listened. I, too, struggled back tears.

“It saved my life,” he said after a few heavy breaths. “You saved my life. And I needed you to know.”

Love—and sharing love in the form of hope—is incredibly powerful. Lifesaving, even. Every time someone shares experiences like these, I find myself holding back emotions that threaten to break my whole body. Sobs I’m not sure would ever end if I let them escape unrestrained. The experience is certainly optimistic and deeply meaningful—someone has chosen to stay because of me—but grief floods all the spaces in between.

This is the grief that we live in a world where trans children want to and do kill themselves. This is the grief that so many trans children do not see their own futures and their ability to thrive beyond the stereotypes of trans trauma. This is the grief that I am the first, and sometimes only, trans person so many have met and been able to find resonance with. This is the grief that I hope to turn into love through writing this book.
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IN 2020 AND 2021, record-breaking numbers of anti-transgender legislation were introduced in state governments around the United States. Most of these bills focused on two arenas: first, banning transgender athletes from competing in sports teams aligned with their gender identity; and second, banning children from accessing gender-affirming and lifesaving healthcare. States also introduced bills forcing teachers to out their trans students, bills banning LGBTQ+ educational content in schools, and bills banning students from using bathrooms aligned with their gender identity.

The following two years, 2022 and 2023, have only seen worse. With each editing pass of this book, the legislative bans are increasing exponentially and in severity. Including a comprehensive overview of every area of attack was simply impossible. At the final stage of editing, over 491 anti-trans pieces of legislation across forty states had been introduced just in 2023.1,2 Bans on gender-affirming healthcare expanded to include trans adults in addition to minors; countless bans attempt to criminalize the presence of trans or otherwise gender-diverse people in public; bans threaten the legality of drag performances.

Anti-trans rhetoric and anti-trans violence have reached an all-time high, fueled by the media and politicians demonizing trans people and transness. Every year has been more savage than the last; 2020 and 2021 became the deadliest years on record for anti-transgender violence. Although anti-trans rhetoric has claimed anti-trans legislation to be “protecting children,” or “protecting women,” the transphobia has grown increasingly brazen and conspicuous, shedding this disguise of alleged protection.

In 2023, the Daily Wire commentator Michael Knowles (he/him) said it loud and clear: “Transgenderism [sic] must be eradicated from public life entirely. The whole preposterous ideology. At every level.”

After I graduated from college, I went on a speaking tour. It was a busy few weeks: I gave forty-three speeches in thirty-nine days in twenty-six cities around the United States. And the majority of these events were in red cities and red states. I wanted to bring transgender awareness to places that would not otherwise have access. While I was very excited to meet new people and continue this work, I was also very nervous. I have spent most of my life living in very liberal cities—DC, New York, Seattle, and Boston. Traveling to remote and rural areas in Kansas or Illinois or Western Pennsylvania was daunting. I wasn’t sure if I would be able to connect with people in such unfamiliar settings.

At one such speech, I was with a group of athletes and community members at a university in a small town in Kansas. When it came time for questions, an older lady in a purple shawl asked, “What do, um… what do people like me…” She hesitated, clearly nervous. “I don’t know the right words, I—I don’t want to mess up.”

“That’s okay,” I’d encouraged her. “Let’s work through it together.”

“Okay.” She took a breath. “What do people like me,” she tried again, “do to help, uh… people, people like you?” She finally finished. I smiled.

“This is a wonderful question,” I’d said. “What you’re asking is how to be the best ally. An ally is someone who is not gay or lesbian or transgender—so, not LGBTQ+—but who supports us and wants to help!” The lady beamed, and before I could continue to answer her question, she interrupted.

“Thank you so much. Oh, isn’t this wonderful, you’ve given me a new word. Ally! I want to be an ally.”

That woman in purple—and so many more like her—is exactly why I am a firm believer that most people are good people. Some just need a little help finding the right words, trans or not. Of course, finding those right words is no panacea for the horrible, often violent, discrimination trans people face, but it is most certainly a step in the right direction, the first step toward connection. So whether you’re trans like me or not, I hope this book helps you find ways to connect first with yourself and then with others.

After all, connection is the essence of our humanity.

2







PART 1

GENDER AND ME







CHAPTER 1

Finding the Right Words: Terminology


My name is Schuyler Bailar. There are four people in my family, my brother, my mother, my father and me. My dad comes from Florida. My mom is from Korea. My mom’s name is Terry. My dad’s name is Gregor. Last of all my annoying little brother’s name is Jinwon. I have one pet. It is a parrot. His name is Chico. I am a tomboy. I have short hair. I go to a very multi race school. It’s called “Georgetown Day School.” It is awesome. I have a lot of friends. Most of which are boys.



THIS IS THE FIRST PARAGRAPH OF AN ESSAY I WROTE IN FIFTH grade, titled “All About Me.” During middle school, I felt it imperative that anyone I met knew I was a tomboy. It was always among the first things I shared about myself.

I needed them to know that I was not the girl that everyone expected me to be.

“My mom says we’ll grow out of it,” Alisha Gregg (she/her) told me. We were all standing in a line by the door, waiting for our teacher to lead us to the next classroom. “When we get to high school, we’ll be more like the girls.” My stomach dropped. I’m not growing up to be like the other girls, I thought to myself. The thought of becoming a woman terrified me. I will always be myself. Like this.

“Well, I won’t grow out of it,” I spat, upset. Alisha didn’t reply because it was time to start walking, and we weren’t supposed to talk in the hallway.

That moment played over and over in my head for months. Maybe the other girls will grow out of it. But I won’t. I was then a part of a group of girls who were self-declared tomboys or labeled as such by others. Although we were often grouped together, I did not care to align myself with them. I knew something about my tomboy-ness was different from theirs. They did, too.

Years later, I’m still friends with one of those girls. After I came out as trans, she reflected on our middle school years.

“We were all tomboys, but we knew you weren’t. We knew it was something else for you.”

When I finally found the word transgender, I wished I’d had it in my early years. This was the word I’d been searching for. This was the permission I’d never been given as a little kid to say, “I’m actually a boy!”

Just that single word—transgender—has brought me so much freedom and hope. So much life and peace. Language can never define a person completely or with perfect accuracy; it is, after all, just words. But language that helps us describe our identities not only to others but also to ourselves can be lifesaving.

I’ve also learned that I was not alone in my ignorance regarding this word. At the end of every speech I give, I present six vocabulary words, the first of which is transgender. I ask for an audience member to define it and rarely are they able to. If we cannot define this word, how can we expect ourselves to have difficult conversations about complex topics regarding trans identities and our place in society?

That’s right—we can’t.

As I have found the words that best describe me, I have also learned that language is one of the first and most important ways we can show respect to ourselves, to one another, and to exchange stories across identities we might not share.

And so, we begin this book with language, so that you might have better words to describe yourself, as well as others.

[image: image] TRANSGENDER

Whenever I ask adults in an audience to define transgender, I often get a variation of the following incorrect answers:


“When you were born a man or woman but you’re the opposite.”

“When you change your gender.”



I always thank anyone who volunteers to answer and then I provide some language suggestions.

Transgender is an adjective that describes people whose gender identity differs from the gender they were assigned at birth. I was assigned female at birth and my gender is male. Therefore, I am transgender.

You might be wondering what “gender assigned at birth” means. Usually when a baby is born, the gender is assumed (and then assigned on a birth certificate) based on the newborn’s external genitalia. In the simplest terms: if the baby has a penis, or something that looks like a penis, the baby will be assigned male; if the baby has a clitoris, or something that appears to be a clitoris, the baby will be assigned female. If the baby has ambiguous genitalia (usually deemed “intersex”), the infant might be subjected to nonconsensual genital surgery to “fix” their genitals based on the doctor’s assumption. I’ll cover more about intersex folks later. In short, gender is most commonly assigned based on the appearance of external genitals.

The idea that one could be the “opposite gender” implies that there are only two genders. This is incorrect; gender is more complicated than just man and woman or male and female. There are trans people who do not identify as man or woman and therefore don’t fit these labels.

The second answer is probably the most common misconception, and I understand why. People often describe me by saying, “Schuyler was a woman and is now a man.” This does not feel accurate and most trans people I know would concur: trans people are not “changing” gender but, rather, affirming it.

For this reason, I no longer use FTM. FTM stands for female to male, and is a label I applied to myself in the early months of coming out. As I journeyed through my transition, I quickly realized that FTM did not feel accurate. FTM implied that I was female at some point and was then becoming male. In reality, I have never felt I am a woman. I just haven’t been able always to describe my gender as what it truly is: male. This language evolved for me. Instead of FTM, I call myself a trans man. If elaboration is needed, I explain I was assigned female at birth, which is different from being female at birth.

Similarly, in the beginning of my journey, people told me that I was “born in the wrong body.” I knew that my body didn’t feel right, so I considered this to be true. But as I learned more about myself and my body, I realized this perception was flawed. I was not “born a girl,” nor was my body “wrong.” No, I was born myself—a boy—and was assigned female at birth. My body is not “wrong”; my body followed the instructions it was given quite well! And still, at one point, my body did not fit me completely. Parts of my body felt foreign and misaligned. But I did not change my gender when I came out. I did not wake up one day and become a man or decide to be who I am. No, I decided to tell people about it. I became more confident and found the courage to share myself with the world. But I have always been myself.

Please note that there are some (a minority of) trans people who would say they have “changed genders,” and that is absolutely valid! Language is an attempt to connect and communicate ourselves, but language can only ever approximate our truths and our realities. I strongly encourage you to use the language suggested here as a baseline, but when a trans person asks you to use different language for them, you should absolutely comply.

Here’s a quick rundown of some terminology suggestions:


[image: image] Transgender can be shortened to trans.

[image: image] Trans man / trans woman


[image: image] Trans man or transgender man refers to a man assigned female at birth.

[image: image] Trans woman or transgender woman refers to a woman assigned male at birth.

[image: image] Include a space between trans and man or woman, as omitting this space is often used by trans-exclusionary folks to imply that trans men are not “real” men, but rather some kind of modified version: a transman. This is akin to the derogatory term chinaman, which was used to refer to men of Asian descent. Chinese man is not derogatory; chinaman is.

[image: image] Some trans folks refer to themselves as “men of trans experience,” or “women of trans experience.” Using this implies transness is less of a central identity, or sometimes even an identity at all; it is more of an experience, and, for some, a past experience that might no longer feel relevant. As a result, some who use this terminology might not identify as trans, rather considering transness to be an experience of their past.


[image: image] Trans masculine / trans feminine


[image: image] Trans masculine is an umbrella term that can refer to someone assigned female at birth who does not identify as a girl or woman.

E.g., I use both the labels trans man and trans masculine for myself. Put simply: all trans men are trans masculine, not all trans masculine folks are trans men. Someone assigned female at birth who identifies as non-binary could use the label trans masculine, but not trans man.

[image: image] Trans feminine is an umbrella term that can refer to someone assigned male at birth who does not identify as a boy or man.

[image: image] Transness is a noun that refers to being transgender. I discourage people from using transgenderism because the suffix ‘-ism’ denotes a doctrine, act, practice, belief system, or ideology—none of which apply to being transgender.

[image: image] Transsexual is an outdated term, most commonly used to describe a trans person who has undergone medical transition, namely surgery. For various reasons, including that many consider transsexual to be pejorative, I strongly advise against using transsexual unless someone uses it to describe themselves.



[image: image] NON-BINARY

Some individuals’ gender does not fit society’s current understandings of only “man” or “woman,” and they use non-binary to describe their gender identity. Non-binary is an umbrella term that people use in different ways; I’ll talk more about non-binary identity in Chapter 3.

Notes on spelling and abbreviation:


[image: image] Many folks use the term enby as a short term for non-binary. This is the phonetic spelling of the letters N and B, but typing “NB” to refer to non-binary folks is less common, as “NB” is used as an abbreviation for non-Black folks.

[image: image] Some non-binary individuals prefer to spell the word without a hyphen: nonbinary. Some individuals prefer to spell it with a hyphen: non-binary. Some folks don’t seem to mind which way it is spelled, while others have brought a great deal of intention to spelling it one way or another.

[image: image] In a survey on my Instagram in 2021, I asked my non-binary followers how they preferred to write their label. The majority preferred non-binary, with nonbinary a close second, and non binary third. For this reason, I will use the most popular spelling with the hyphen for the rest of this text.


[image: image] CISGENDER

In short, if you are not transgender, you are cisgender. That is, if your gender identity matches the gender you were assigned at birth, you are cisgender.

Some cisgender folks express anger when told they are cisgender:
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While many angry comments do not give me pause, this one did—because I do want everyone to be respected in how they identify, and commenters like this believe that they are not being respected. But therein lies one of the primary centerpieces of the conflict: some cisgender people believe that being called cisgender is disrespectful. These are often the same folks who believe being called white is somehow racist. Both of these reactions reveal the same thing: when people who society generally considers the default are not treated as the default, those people get angry and feel othered.

When society talks about people who hold marginalized identities, these identities are often named, as if to clearly differentiate them from the “norm” or the default. In the eyes of the news, for example, I am not just a swimmer. I am a transgender swimmer. I am not just a man; I am a Korean American man. I am not just an athlete; I’m a queer athlete. And there is nothing wrong with naming these identities—in fact, I claim them proudly.

But then notice that naming the identities of the privileged is far less common, if ever occurring at all. No one labels Michael Phelps (he/him) as “that cisgender, straight, white athlete.” He’s just Michael Phelps, Olympic swimmer. No one says, “Look, a straight, cisgender football player!” Why? Because these identities are expected, assumed, and not in need of any explanation. People do not feel they need to delineate sexuality unless it isn’t straight. People do not feel they need to delineate gender unless someone is not cisgender. People do not feel the need to delineate race unless the person is not white. And so on.

When we encourage folks to use the label cisgender and cisgender folks feel disrespected, that is because they are considering that they might not be the default, perhaps for the first time. It is crucial to remember that if you are not trans, labeling you cis takes nothing away from you!

Let’s break down the original comment:


I’m not cis gender.

Yes, this person is cisgender, because as she very clearly says, she identifies as what she was assigned at birth.

Why can I not simply be allowed to be a woman?

No one is trying to tell cisgender women that they cannot call themselves women. Labeling folks “cisgender” does not take away from their man- or womanhood. A cisgender woman is cisgender and a woman. A cisgender man is cisgender and a man. This is the basic function of adjectives that many folks of dominant, privileged identities often forget—the adjective just serves to add more description to the noun that follows it. I am an Asian man, an American man, a brown-haired man, and a short man. Asian, American, brown-haired, and short are adjectives that describe me, a man. They do not detract from my manhood. They simply offer more about who I am. The same applies to the adjective cisgender for people who are not transgender.

I absolutely respect every human for who they are, but feel massively undermined…

Using the label cisgender to describe cisgender folks is a way to affirm the existence of trans people. When cis women acknowledge they are cis women, they are also subtly, but importantly, acknowledging that cis women are not the only women out there—that trans women exist as well. When cis folks believe that using the label cis somehow undermines their own gender, they are erroneously making this all about themselves. The application of the word cis only undermines the gender of a cisgender person if they do not believe that trans people are valid in our genders.

As a woman who is happy as a woman…

Trans people are not people who are “unhappy” as what they were assigned at birth. I am not a woman who is just unhappy as a woman. No, I am a man.

My identity is now being changed to be “cis.”

No one is changing cis people’s identities by using the label cis. Cis people’s identities are not changing. They are just learning a new word to appropriately and accurately describe themselves.

Let’s all respect everyone for who they identify as please.

Stating, “I absolutely respect every human for who they are,” and, “Let’s all respect everyone for who they identify as,” while deliberately rejecting a primary way of respecting trans people is manipulative and gaslighting. I assume this commenter did not intend for this, but respecting trans people includes understanding gender is not sex, that gender is not a choice, and that cisgender people have a primary role in dismantling the transphobic system created by cisgender folks in which we currently live. If you are a cis person not actively dismantling transphobia, you are perpetuating it.



Bonus: “Cisgender is just a made-up word!”

Yes. All words are made-up. Although cisgender is not all that new—it has been around since the 1960s—all words are just combinations of sounds that humans have collectively agreed have meaning. That’s what language is. The words on this page—cisgender or otherwise—are not meaningless because they are made-up; quite the contrary is true.

Here’s a quick rundown of some terminology suggestions:


[image: image] Cisgender can be shortened to cis.

[image: image] Cis man is a way to abbreviate cisgender man and refers to a man assigned male at birth.

[image: image] Cis woman is a way to abbreviate cisgender woman and refers to a woman assigned female at birth.

[image: image] Cishet is a compound adjective, combining abbreviated versions of cisgender and heterosexual and describes people who are neither transgender nor queer.


[image: image] TRANSITION

Any steps a person takes to affirm their gender identity. While many folks might think of physical or medical procedures such as surgery or hormone therapy, transitions do not always include these things and can include many others, such as different pronoun usage, wardrobe or name changes, haircuts, and more.

Many used to refer to transitioning as a “sex change.” This is largely outdated now, given that sex is not simply male or female (see the section on biological sex), and most trans people do not feel that transitioning is changing their gender, but rather affirming it.

For this reason, we’ve even seen the introduction of the term gender affirmation, which some use in addition to transition, and others as a replacement. Although transition has been considered respectful and used for a few decades already, gender affirmation resonates for many. Transition implies a beginning and an end and not everyone feels that gender affirmation entails this; additionally, transition used to be, and often still is, short for gender transition, implying changing gender itself, which, again, many folks, including myself, do not feel is accurate.

Gender affirmation is an umbrella term that is more likely to be accurate and inclusive, in that it encompasses exactly what it is: a vague and therefore individualized process of affirming one’s gender—an identity that existed before any affirmation processes began. Still, transition remains accurate for many, especially when dropping its original prefix of gender. You’ll see a combination of affirmation and transition throughout this book as a result.

[image: image] GENDER IDENTITY

The internal sense of one’s own gender. Gender identity is often shortened to just gender, although this can sometimes result in confusion because many folks mistakenly believe that gender is the same as sex. This is false!

[image: image] BIOLOGICAL SEX

Often shortened to just sex, this technically refers to one’s reproductive and sexual anatomy, physiology, and biology, usually categorized into a binary of either “male” or “female,” but is most often used to refer to a person’s gender assigned at birth. Biological sex is far more complex than we are often taught. I’ll discuss more about why biological sex is not binary or simple in Chapter 2.

[image: image] SEXUALITY

The classification of one’s romantic, sexual, or emotional attraction toward others (e.g., gay, straight, bisexual, pansexual, queer, asexual, etc.).

When I came out as transgender, several of my friends asked, “Wait, but aren’t you just… gay?” Some people ventured further and demanded, “Why aren’t you just a butch lesbian?”

Sexuality is not the same as gender expression. Yes, transness and gayness are included in the same “LGBTQ+” acronym, but that doesn’t mean we all have the same experiences. Trans people come in all sexualities, just like cis people do! A trans person can be gay, straight, pan, and so on.

Gender identity is an arrow pointing inward: it is who I am. Sexuality is an arrow pointing outward: to whom I am attracted. If I change something about who I am, that doesn’t necessarily change the direction of the arrow pointing outward, though the label assigned to that arrow might shift. For example, I have always been attracted to women. Before I transitioned and while I called myself a woman, the label assigned to the sexuality arrow was gay or lesbian. Once I realized I’m not actually a woman and am instead a man, the label assigned to that arrow became straight, though I rarely use straight to describe myself these days. You’ll read more about why later.

For a majority of trans people, coming out as trans and affirming our genders does not “cause” sexuality to change. Many trans folks, however, do experience shifts in their sexuality through their affirmation journeys. Affirmation might enable the discovery of expanding sexual expression because the individual feels more aligned with who they are. Additionally, the more gender itself can be deconstructed, the less it is necessary to label a sexuality as gay or straight—and the more fluid it can become.

[image: image] QUEER

While I am a man and have only dated women, I use the label queer. Queer is an umbrella term that can encompass a variety of sexual and gender identities. For some, queerness is sexuality, for others, queerness is gender, and for still others, queerness is everything. For me, queerness encompasses my history of being perceived as a woman, as a lesbian, as all the presentations of myself that I have embodied.

Queer comes from 1500s Scottish or Low German, meaning “strange, peculiar, odd, eccentric.” In 1922, queer took on its first pejorative alignment with sexuality, denoting deviance. As a result, queer can carry with it deep pain, especially for some older generations.

In 2017, I spoke at a conference in South Florida to an audience mostly composed of trans women in their forties and older. Following my talk, several women shared with me that hearing the word queer was jarring. Some even reported that it was disrespectful and they wished that the younger generation would cease to use it in a positive or even neutral manner.

In 2023, queer has entered mainstream vernacular as overwhelmingly positive, and it seems that we have (mostly) successfully reclaimed the word. Still, if you are not queer and someone tells you they dislike the use of that word, respect this and reflect back the language they prefer.

[image: image] GENDER EXPRESSION

This refers to how folks present their gender, including how we talk, how we act, how we look. Gender expression is bound to gender roles by social construction and can change based on time period, culture, geographic location, and other socially influenced factors. You’ll read more about gender expression in Chapter 5.

LANGUAGE IS AN EVOLVING TOOL

Trans non-binary actor, singer, and content creator Elle Deran (they/she) says, “I am not non-binary. Non-binary is a word I use to describe myself. But I am not that word.”1 Here, Elle speaks to the limiting nature of language. Language is a tool, at best, an approximation of reality—a forever inaccurate and imprecise attempt at communicating ourselves to others.

“Language inherently isn’t limiting,” Elle elaborated. “It’s when we fully identify with the language that it limits ourselves.”

This approach concentrates power in a person’s knowing of themselves—in Elle’s or my own feeling of knowing who we are, instead of in potentially arbitrary sounds and words. This empowerment is key when considering how language is often used to create narrow categories with which to divide communities and relegate people into small boxes.

For now, we can recognize that these terminologies, while important, are also a starting point. Language evolves as people do—which means language is also constantly changing. The language I’ve provided here is widely used and accepted as common and respectful, but if someone you meet uses different language to describe themselves, I always suggest reflecting that language.

Listen to the trans people around you.
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