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INTRODUCTION

ALTHOUGH THE TITLE of this book is simply Transgender History, the subject is both narrower and broader than that. It is narrower in that it mostly focuses on the United States in the years after World War II. It is not intended as a global history of all things trans since the dawn of time, though it does situate the narrow slice of history that it recounts at greatest depth in a longer arc of time and a wider geographical context. It is broader in that transgender, the best-known and most commonly used word to describe the kinds of things I want to talk about, fails to fully capture the complexity and diversity of contemporary gender identity and expression. It’s my hope that the history presented here can be understood as a jumping-off point, or even an inspiration, for telling a bigger and deeper story of gender and its changes in many other times and places, rather than as a definitive account of anything.

This third revised edition bears the same main title as the previous two—the first published in 2008 and the second in 2017, the latter of which bore the additional subtitle “The Roots of Today’s Revolution.” The world has changed quite a bit since 2017, and addressing the dramatic social and political developments of the past few years requires a significant reframing of trans issues past and present, which suggests in turn a new subtitle: “A Resource for Today’s Struggle—and Tomorrow’s.” This iteration of the book builds on the previous two: It nips and tucks passages that now feel outdated, updates and refreshes the text throughout, and adds new content. It lengthens the historical narrative traced in the first chapter, incorporates material on post-2017 developments, and adjusts the breaks between chapters to better reflect how I think the story of trans history now needs to be told.

A Personal Relationship to the Topic

Piecing that story together in the parts of so-called North America that became the United States has been a big focus of my professional life as a historian since the early 1990s. As a trans woman, I’ve also been a participant in making that history, along with multitudes of other people. Although I try to tell that story in an expansive and inclusive way, what I have to say is unavoidably informed by my age, race, class, nationality, and education, by my involvement in trans social movements, by my other life experiences, and by the particular ways that I understand myself to be trans.

I’m one of those people who, from earliest memory, always felt she-identified even though I was assigned male at birth, even though everybody considered me to be a boy and raised me as such, and even though my body was apparently a typical male body. I distinctly remember realizing at age five that I was not going to grow up to be a woman as I had assumed, unless I could figure something out. I didn’t have any good explanation for those feelings when I was younger, and after a lifetime of reflection and study, I’m still open-minded about how best to explain and account for them. Not that I feel the need to explain or account for them in order to justify my existence. I know only that those feelings persist no matter what. I know that you can know such things about yourself even when you are quite young. I know that these self-perceptions make me who I am to myself, whatever other people may feel about me for having them and acting on them, or whatever they may do to me because of them. I know that for me they are as real as everything else about my life. And I know that, for me, these unchosen feelings are unchangeable—though I totally support people for whom changing social gender does indeed feel like a choice. There are many ways to be trans, many ways to be gendered, and what matters most is that freedom and bodily autonomy are essential for everyone, regardless of identity or biology.

The fear of being punished, harmed, ridiculed, and rejected, as well as my own early uncertainty about the best way to act based on my trans feelings, led me to hide them from absolutely everybody until I was in my late teens, in the early 1980s. That’s when I first started opening up privately to my romantic partners about my sense of self. A few years later, in the second half of the 1980s, I found my way into an underground queer community; until then, I’d never knowingly interacted with another trans person. I didn’t come out publicly as trans or start my medical and social transition until 1991, when I was approaching my thirtieth birthday.

When I started living full-time as an openly trans lesbian woman in San Francisco in the early 1990s, I was finishing my PhD in US history at the University of California, Berkeley. Transitioning was something I needed to do for my personal sense of well-being, but it wasn’t a great career move. Antitrans prejudice rooted in ignorance and stigma was a very real thing even before trans people were being actively targeted for discrimination, as they have been in recent years. However wonderful it was for me to finally feel right about how I presented myself to others and how others could now perceive me, making the transition from living as a man to living as a woman had negative effects on my life. Like many other trans women, I spent years being marginally employed because of other people’s discomfort with my way of being. Transitioning made relationships with many friends and relatives more difficult. It made me more vulnerable to certain kinds of legal harm and to interpersonal violence. It often contributed to my feeling unsafe in public.

Because for many years I had lived in the world being perceived as a well-educated, able-bodied, cisgender, heterosexual, white man before coming out as the woman I knew myself to be, I have a very clear measuring stick for gauging the unjust consequences of various kinds of oppression related to embodiment, gender, and sexuality. Transitioning put my skin in the game of resisting those oppressions in a new way.

Because I have experienced misogyny and sexism, my trans experience informs the strong commitment I feel to feminist activism that aims to make the world a better place for all women and girls. Because I now live in the world as a woman who loves women, and because there are times when I’ve been perceived as an effeminate gay man, I also have a direct experience of homophobia. My trans experience is thus also part of why I feel a strong commitment to lesbian, gay, bisexual, and queer rights. Although I have a stable sense of being a woman rather than a man and have taken a lot of steps to get my body, my state-issued IDs, and other paperwork aligned with my sense of self, I know that I can never align everything the way cisgender people do and that there will always be some discordance and incongruence—and history teaches us that even when we trans folks achieve the kinds of alignment we might desire, these things can be taken away. For me, that unavoidable misalignment and maladjustment means that even though I consider myself an old-school transsexual woman, I am also, in practice if not necessarily in identity, unavoidably gender nonconforming, genderqueer, and nonbinary. I will always be not-cis.

It bears mentioning that as it becomes increasingly difficult, sometimes impossible in some places, to access medical and bureaucratic means of aligning body, sense of self, and social existence, more and more trans people who would wish something else for themselves will experience this sort of incongruence. It’s important to remember that it is we who are trans who define our own identities. It is we who say who we are, to ourselves and our loved ones and communities, regardless of what society does or doesn’t allow. We need to celebrate and make common cause with all forms of gender variance—medicalized or not, recognized by others or not—rather than pigeonholing ourselves into narrow identity categories set at odds with one another.

Being perceived or “passed” as a gender-normative cisgender person grants you a kind of access to the world that is often blocked to those perceived as trans or labeled as such. This lack of access, created by the way the world is organized to benefit people whose embodiments are different from my own, limits the scope of my life activities and can therefore be understood as producing a disability. And just as my transness creates an overlap for me with disability politics whether or not I am otherwise disabled, it intersects as well with other movements, communities, and identities that also contest the negative effects of living in a society that governs us all by punitively norming our bodies. I feel that being trans makes me kin with intersex people, fat people, people who don’t embody beauty norms, neurodivergent people, mad people, and people who are “enfreaked” or “othered” for whatever reason—whether or not I am any of those other things apart from the ways they intersect with being trans.

I can’t claim that being a white trans person gives me any special insight into the experience of minoritized communities of color. I do, however, because I am trans, experience the injustice of being targeted for structural violence through being labeled a kind or type of person who is not as deserving of life as other people, within a social order that tries to cement me into an often death-dealing hierarchy based on some of my body’s physical characteristics. Because transness sticks to my cut flesh even though I am white, it provides me with a basis not just for antiracist white allyship with the struggles of people of color but also with a real commonality of interest in dismantling a system that relentlessly sorts all of us into biologically based categories of embodied personhood deemed more or less worthy of life. I am determined to bring what I know from living my trans life to that larger and deeper struggle.

Still, as a white trans person who has come to this insight only over the past few decades, as one who can still stumble and fumble in my coalitional work in spite of my best intentions, I know I have a lot to learn from the accumulated centuries of experience-based wisdom, social critique, life skills, and freedom dreams that millions of people of color have developed for themselves to survive within colonialism and racism.

Since the early 1990s, I’ve had the privilege of using my education as part of a trans movement for social transformation. I became a community-based historian, activist, cultural theorist, and media maker who has tried to chronicle, analyze, and creatively interpret various dimensions of transgender experience. I eventually became an academic who has worked to create space within and beyond the academy for trans study. It’s gratifying to recognize how much was accomplished over the past thirty years and sobering to witness how quickly it can begin to be taken apart.

The ideas and opinions I share in this book first crystallized in the 1990s (though they’ve continued to evolve) when I was part of a politically engaged and culturally innovative queer community in San Francisco, now sadly somewhat dispersed and depleted by the city’s increasing income disparities, its relentless gentrification, and the displacement of many nonwealthy people. All of this is to say that my point of view is both generationally and geographically specific. I worked for many years at the GLBT Historical Society, one of the world’s great repositories of queer and trans archival materials, and in consequence of that, the parts of trans history I know the best are the ones closest to lesbian and gay life (though the trans world is much bigger than that, and I do my best to do justice to that wider sweep). I’ve been a faculty member or visiting scholar at universities in cities from one end of North America to the other, as well as places in between, and have had the very great privilege of being able to travel frequently, for work and for play, to many parts of the world. All of these experiences—as well as my incessant snooping around in internet rabbit holes and hanging out in a variety of social media networks and other online spaces—hopefully help broaden some of the limiting provincialisms undoubtedly embedded in the stories I tell about the things that are most familiar to me.

How the Conversation on Transness Has Changed

When I was coming into awareness as a young person, trans issues were usually presented as a personal psychological difficulty—that is, as something that an individual experienced inwardly, struggled with in isolation, and sought help with from medical or psychotherapeutic professionals. Transness usually wasn’t seen through a nonpathologizing lens. It was scarcely discussed out in the open, and information was hard to come by. There was little sense that it was possible to just live life and be a person who happened to be trans or that trans people might know each other socially or band together politically. That’s changed. Nowadays, it’s more likely that coming to understand oneself as trans takes place within a mass culture awash in trans representation and with numerous social media platforms hosting a wide range of trans communities. It can include the sense of being thrust into a polarized political environment, as well as the awareness that social-change activism is necessary for trans people to live their lives according to their own best self-understanding.

Positions hostile to transness have likewise changed a lot over the course of my life. When I was coming up and coming out, the biggest challenge, besides being pathologized, stigmatized, and criminalized, was a malignant neglect of trans life by mainstream society. We were usually treated like inconsequential subhuman garbage, with few beyond trans people ourselves, and our loved ones and family members, caring whether we lived or died or struggled to get from one day to the next—if others happened to notice that we even existed in the first place. There’s now an organized set of interlocking antitrans and antigender movements and tendencies that specifically target trans people for discrimination, and they are reshaping the public sphere in ways that make it more difficult for us to exist. These antitrans constituencies point to trans people as the visible symptoms of a deeper social disorder. They cast us, at best, as impressionable people suffering from delusional psychopathologies and, at worst, as agents actively working to harm other people in ways that benefit ourselves. When trans issues involve kids of the kind I was, who are considered too young to make decisions on their own about how best to live a life that feels authentic, the social dimension of the struggle to set social norms, establish public policy, and enact laws about trans expressions of gender and identity becomes even more overheated. Rhetoric about “saving the children” animates and intensifies all sides of the debates over trans life, while doing little to center the actual experiences of trans kids in ways that empower them.

Except for relatively rare and hard-to-find trans autobiographies, literature on trans topics back in my younger days used to come almost entirely from medical or psychological perspectives, which were almost always written by people who were themselves not trans. Much of that literature, even when well intentioned, was incredibly patronizing or condescending. It framed being trans as an individual psychological deviation from social norms of healthy gender expression and tended to reduce the worth, complexity, and significance of a transgender life to its medical or psychotherapeutic needs. In recent decades, the volume of writing and representation on trans issues has exploded. There’s far more self-representation by trans people that explores the full range of our lives through art and film and literature, as well as in user-generated social media content. For people seeking a better understanding of what they or their loved ones are going through, or for parents of children who express their gender in ways that run counter to the dominant culture’s expectations, there are far more supportive medical, therapeutic, and self-help works that do not conflate transness with sickness. On the flip side, there is also far more literature available now from an explicitly critical or antitrans perspective that draws on political or religious arguments rather than medical or psychiatric ones. So much has changed for the better in recent decades, but the profound backlash against those developments has been disheartening and is a real cause for concern.

This book is rooted in the sense that both trans-affirming literature and explicitly antitrans work still tend to individualize rather than collectivize trans experience. I prioritize instead the history of trans social-change activism—that is, efforts to make it easier, safer, and more acceptable for the people who need to cross gender boundaries to do so and then to get on with the business of ordinary daily existence. Of necessity, the book also focuses on the increasingly organized and powerful social forces that seek to resist those movements and overturn those accomplishments and that aim to minimize or eliminate trans presence in the public sphere.

Feminist Frameworks

The first edition of this book was commissioned explicitly for use as an introductory text for feminist studies classrooms. Situating trans social-change activism within an expansive feminist framework remained an important objective in the second edition as well. It’s important in this edition too, but it’s become more necessary to distinguish between different versions of feminism. There are many feminisms, not all of them progressive. On the one hand, there have been Marxist, socialist, and anarchist feminisms, liberal feminisms, cultural feminisms, crip feminisms, ecofeminisms, indigenous feminisms, feminisms rooted in communities of color, and radical lesbian separatist feminisms. In the Global South, transnational feminists have long recognized that so-called first-world feminism can sometimes go hand in hand with colonialism and a “white savior” complex expressed by some of their would-be sisters in the North. Some early suffragists in the United States and United Kingdom who sought voting rights for women made the racist argument that white women were more entitled to the vote than Black men. Some feminists championing reproductive rights have advocated (and practiced) eugenics. Ethnonationalist, fascist, and supremacist forms of feminism have even elevated the role of white women as wives and mothers for the perpetuation of a “superior race.”

There is no one feminist position on trans issues because there is no one feminism, any more than there is one uniform way of being trans. Many versions of feminism are quite supportive and inclusive of trans issues, while others have been hostile and critical. As a general rule of thumb, I’ve found that the more a particular version of feminism concentrates on dismantling oppressive social structures rooted in misogyny and “the patriarchy,” regardless of who is doing the oppressing or being oppressed, the likelier it is to imagine trans people as part of its constituency. The more a particular version of feminism roots its agenda in special rights and protections based on biological criteria, the more likely it is to drift toward racist affinities and reactionary positions on trans issues.

“First-wave” feminism in the United States, from the late eighteenth through the early twentieth centuries, tended to focus on dress reform, access to education, political equality, and, above all, suffrage: the right to vote. In the nineteenth century, it was often allied with the movement to abolish slavery. “Second-wave” feminism, sometimes known as the “women’s movement,” took off in the 1960s and addressed a wide range of issues that included equal pay, sexual liberation, lesbianism, reproductive freedom, recognition of women’s unpaid work in the household, better media representations of women, self-defense, and the prevention of rape and domestic violence. A feminist “third wave” emerged in the 1990s, partly in response to the perceived shortcomings of earlier generational inflections of feminism and partly to focus on emerging issues. Third-wave feminists considered themselves more sex-positive than their mothers and grandmothers—staging SlutWalks rather than Take Back the Night marches, making feminist porn instead of denouncing all pornography as inherently degrading to women, and supporting sex-worker activism and self-empowerment instead of imagining themselves as rescuing disempowered women from prostitution. They were more interested in contesting body-shaming politics, in having a subversive or ironic relationship to consumer culture, and in engaging in online activism through social media. Some feminists have long debated whether the “wave” metaphor has ever been all that useful for understanding the dynamics of feminist history. It’s certainly true now that the fracturing and proliferation of various feminist tendencies and traditions are making it harder and harder to think in terms of “waves” at all anymore.

Back in the late 1960s and early 1970s, feminists in the United States and elsewhere popularized the slogan “The personal is political.” Those who did so were particularly interested in overturning the ways women had been socialized into accepting their status as second-class citizens, limiting the scope of their dreams and ambitions, tolerating the control of their bodies, and being subjected to misogynistic violence. That version of feminism wanted to raise women’s consciousnesses about their own private suffering by grounding that experience in a political analysis of the categorical oppression of women. It wanted to offer men an education in feminist values in order to eradicate the sexism and misogyny they directed at women, knowingly or unknowingly. It wanted to help place women in positions of power and responsibility in government and business, in addition to carving out supportive single-sex spaces for women. In this sort of feminism, gender itself—the social system for sorting bodies into unequal categories based on biology—could be understood as the enemy. If that’s your understanding of gender, then it makes a lot of sense to call yourself “gender critical.” There’s a lot there to justly criticize. The problem, however, is how people who embrace the “gender critical” label view trans people. They use it to cast trans people as responsible for and complicit in harms to others based on gender hierarchies, rather than seeing us navigating the same shoals as everybody else.

Feminism of the sort advocated by the second-wave women’s movement was, and still is, necessary to change the world for the better. But feminism of that sort has sometimes harbored within it a pronounced thread of antitrans bias. Much of the antitrans feminist rhetoric one still hears today dates back to the 1960s and 1970s, when some feminists started expressing critical opinions about so-called cross-dressing, taking hormones to change the gendered appearance of the body, having genital or chest surgery, or living as a member of a gender other than the one assigned at birth. They often considered such practices to be “personal,” rather than “structural,” solutions to the inner experience of distress caused by gender-based oppression. In other words, they thought that a person assigned female at birth and living as a man was just trying to escape the poor (or no) pay of “women’s work” or to move about more safely in a world that was hostile to women; a feminine person assigned male at birth, they thought, should work for the social acceptability of “sissies” or “queens” and be proudly effeminate instead of pretending to be a “normal” woman, or a “real” one. There was little sense that feeling trans was as legitimate a way to understand oneself as being gay.

Based on those negative ideas, it was easy for some feminists to imagine trans people as unliberated dupes or collaborators with an inherently unjust gender system. Embracing a trans identity was seen as yoking oneself to a limiting stereotype rather than kicking off the traces to run free. It was easy to frame trans women as improper objects of that sort of feminism because they hadn’t had the same history of childhood socialization into self-limiting feminine stereotypes, hadn’t developed their feminism as a healing from the specific trauma of being wounded by girlhood or misogyny or sexual violence. On the basis of that limited perspective, it was easy to exclude trans people from both feminism and womanhood. Feminisms inclusive of trans people still fight to dismantle the structures that prop up gender hierarchy as a system of oppression, but they do so while recognizing that oppression can happen because of the consequences of changing gender or contesting gender categories as well as being categorized since birth as a member of the “second sex.”

More important than parsing the various generational “waves” of feminism or enumerating all the different flavors of feminist thought is noting the emergence of what has come to be called “intersectional” feminism. Rooted in Black and Chicana feminist thought, intersectional feminism calls into question the idea that the social oppression of women can be adequately analyzed and contested solely by concentrating on the category “woman.” Intersectional feminism insists that there is no essential “woman” who is universally oppressed. To understand the oppression of any particular woman or group of women means taking into account all of the things that intersect with womanhood, such as race, class, nationality, religion, disability, sexuality, citizenship status, and myriad other marginalizing or privileging circumstances—including having transgender or gender-nonconforming feelings or identities. Though the intersectional framework is often attributed to the legal theorist Kimberlé Crenshaw, Crenshaw herself acknowledges her conceptual debt to Pauli Murray—a remarkable activist, strategist, and theoretician of an earlier generation, who introduced Mohandas Gandhi’s nonviolent-resistance tactics to the African American civil rights movement and whose legal scholarship laid the foundation for overturning the racial segregation of schools. Murray’s intersectional analysis derived from their own lived experience of being of mixed racial heritage, with female reproductive biology and a masculine sense of self. A trans/nonbinary perspective has thus informed the concept of intersectionality from its very beginning. Trans activists today continue to rely on the concept to forge connections and alliances with other marginalized groups.

One basic step in forging a better relationship between transgender and feminist politics—a step toward transfeminism—is simply to acknowledge that our individual experiences and gendered senses of self, of being a man or a woman or something that resists or mixes those terms, are very idiosyncratic, personal matters. They are inseparable from many other attributes of our lives. Feeling trans can be something prior to, or underlying, our political actions in the world and is not in itself a reflection of political or ideological beliefs. It needn’t be considered either radical or reactionary, liberal or conservative, to embrace a trans identity. Being trans is kind of like being left-handed: Some people are just “that way,” though most people aren’t. We can be curious about why some people are left-handed or trans, and we can propose all kinds of theories or tell interesting stories about how it’s possible to be trans or left-handed. We can compare notes about life experience with other left-handed people or try to explain to right-handers what it’s like to move around a right-handed world as a left-handed person. Ultimately, though, we simply need to accept that some minor fraction of the population (perhaps including ourselves) simply is “that way,” for whatever reason.

Trans Politics

Because members of minority groups are, by definition, less common than members of majority groups, minorities often experience misunderstanding, prejudice, and discrimination. Modern societies tend to be organized in ways that either deliberately or unintentionally prioritize the majority and perpetuate ignorance or misinformation about a less common way of being in the world, contributing to harmful stereotypes and mischaracterizations. On top of that, modern societies typically privilege some members of their population over others, with the former benefiting from the deprivileging of the latter: Settlers benefited from the appropriation of indigenous lands, slaveholders benefited from the labor of the enslaved, and men have benefited from the subordination of women. Violence, law, custom, and belief have helped hold these social hierarchies in place.

Even without recently passed laws to deliberately limit or criminalize the scope of trans lives, people who feel the need to alter their birth-assigned gender or to live as a member of another gender have long encountered significant forms of discrimination and prejudice. Because most people have great difficulty recognizing the humanity of another person if they cannot recognize that person’s gender, encounters with gender-changing or gender-challenging people can sometimes feel to others like an encounter with a monstrous and frightening unhumanness. That gut-level reaction can manifest as panic, disgust, derision, contempt, hatred, or outrage, which may then translate into physical or emotional violence—up to and including murder—directed against the person who is perceived as not-quite-human. It can be manipulated to bolster legal, policy-related, and administrative measures that use antitrans sentiment to achieve other goals and objectives. One could ask why the typical reaction to an encounter with nonprivileged forms of gender expression or embodiment is not more often expressed as wonder, delight, attraction, or curiosity. One could ask why extending basic civil and human rights to trans people, or even affording them some common courtesy, can feel like a bridge too far for so many.

Even before contemporary laws started actively targeting trans people for enhanced discrimination, those who are perceived as not-quite-human because of their gender expression have been socially shunned. We might be denied such basic needs as housing and employment. We might lose the support of our families, in consequence of which we may wind up having trouble with the law or more difficulties staying in school, which only compounds the considerable difficulties many of us face. We might experience great difficulty in accessing medical or psychotherapeutic support, which can contribute to developing more serious health problems. Even when there is no deliberate intention to discriminate against or oppress, many kinds of routine administrative procedures within modern bureaucratic society can make life difficult for people who cross the social boundaries of their birth-assigned genders. Birth certificates, school and medical records, military service records, professional credentials, passports, driver’s licenses, and other such documents provide a composite portrait of each of us as a person with a particular gender. When these records have noticeable discrepancies or omissions, all kinds of problems can result: inability to cross national borders, qualify for jobs, gain access to needed social services, or secure legal custody of one’s children. Because trans people often lack the same kind of practical and emotional support that fully accepted members of society routinely expect, we may be more vulnerable to risky or self-harming behaviors, including suicidal feelings rooted, ultimately, in despair and hopelessness that one can ever lead a happy and meaningful life. Combatting that sense of helplessness and hopelessness and demonstrating that trans lives are both possible and worth living are the deepest motivations for engaging in social-change activism.

In the United States, members of minority groups have often tried to oppose or change discriminatory practices and prejudicial attitudes by banding together to offer one another mutual support, to voice their issues in public, to raise money to improve their collective lot in life, to form organizations that address their specific unmet needs, or to participate in electoral politics or lobby for the passage of protective legislation. Some members engage in more radical or militant kinds of activism aimed at overturning the social order or abolishing unjust institutions rather than reforming them. Others craft survival tools for living within conditions that can’t, at that moment, be changed. Some make art or write literature that feeds the souls of community members or shifts the way others think of them and the problems they face. Some do the intellectual and theoretical work of analyzing the roots of their particular forms of social oppression and devising strategies and policies that will bring about a better future. Others direct their attention toward promoting self-acceptance and a sense of self-worth among members of the minority community who may have internalized disempowering attitudes or beliefs about their difference from the dominant majority. Or maybe they just try to put a face on what might otherwise feel like an impersonal issue—simply being a friend, neighbor, or coworker who’s going about their business, mindful of others, harming no one. In short, a multidimensional movement for social change often begins to take shape. Just such a social movement to address trans social justice issues developed in the United States over the second half of the twentieth century and the first quarter of the twenty-first. The success of that movement can be measured, in part, by the virulence of the backlash to it that has developed in the recent years.

Why Have Trans Issues Become So Central to Recent History?

Gender variance has been a persistent part of human cultures across time and around the globe. Why, then, the current obsession with all things trans, which ticked up sharply in the early 1990s before skyrocketing in recent years?

An easy, if somewhat cynical, answer is that certain political movements have discovered that trans issues push a lot of buttons for a lot of different people for a lot of different reasons. It’s easy to manipulate those feelings to win elections by blowing trans issues way out of proportion and using them to fearmonger among masses of people who’ve not had much reason in life to think about them before. But trans issues wouldn’t be weaponizable in the culture wars if they didn’t, at some level, touch on something real.

Although the mass media have paid nonstop attention to trans issues since at least the middle of the last century, the past few decades have certainly witnessed a steady increase in transgender visibility. When the first edition of this book was published in 2008, a Google search for the word transgender retrieved 7.3 million hits, while a search for transsexual retrieved 6.4 million. As of 2017, googling transgender retrieved 70.7 million hits, and transsexual, 56.8 million—a tenfold increase in less than ten years. Those numbers had increased more than tenfold again by 2025, when a Google search retrieved about 760 million hits for transgender and 98.7 million hits for transsexual. Although negative or critical attention to transness has been accelerating since the mid-2010s and became a torrent in the 2020s, a stronger and longer trend toward increasingly positive representation has characterized most of the post-1990s period.

Some people think that the numbers of trans people have actually been on the rise, largely because it’s seemed more possible in recent decades than in the past to express a trans identity publicly. Those who favor biological theories of transness point often to environmental factors, like the increasing amount of endocrine-disrupting chemicals in our water, soil, and food. Those who are critical of trans people increasingly cast transness as a harmful fad, sometimes as a “social contagion,” that’s gotten out of control and needs to be weeded out of existence. I think one strong contributing factor to the burgeoning numbers of nonbinary-identified people has been the growing recognition, especially among younger people, that social gender assignment based solely on presumed biology at birth is a nonconsensual, historically contingent practice rooted in an ideology they reject as racist and colonialist (or at the very least old-fashioned). Identifying as nonbinary can be as much about rejecting a system of thought as about not identifying with traditional ways of being a man, a woman, or trans. There are undoubtedly dozens of convergent social and demographic trends that help explain the unprecedented levels of attention to trans issues we are currently experiencing.

Looking back over the last few centuries of Western history, there’s a case to be made that attention to the questions of who’s a man and who’s a woman (and how you can tell the difference) tends to accelerate whenever there are profound and widespread changes in social organization. This seems particularly true when those changes have something to do with technologies or practices imagined as capable of transforming bodies in ways that complicate the relationship of those bodies to the social categories (such as man and woman) through which they are regulated by the state. Such historical moments can compel members of society to think consciously about the unvoiced assumptions regarding the nature of reality that usually run in the background of everyday life. Lives that don’t line up with conventional expectations of gender expression can come under heightened scrutiny, becoming fodder for much broader and seemingly unrelated questions. Changing such bodies through some sort of technological manipulation can easily come to represent the prospect of a future—whether feared or desired—in which humans will become something new and strange.

The reality, quite apart from any science fiction fantasy, is that technology really is fundamentally transforming the conditions of life on earth. Stop for a moment to reflect not just on how atmospheric carbon from all the oil and coal used to power our many machines is raising the temperature of the planet, or on the rapid developments in the field of artificial intelligence, but on some recent (and not so recent) developments in biomedicine: in vitro fertilization, cloning, intrauterine fetal surgeries, sperm and egg banking, surrogate baby factories, genetic engineering, gene therapy, plant-animal hybrids, artificial DNA, human embryos with more than two genetic parents, and genital transplant surgeries. As these and other biomedical developments continue to coalesce, we are finding more and more ways to separate sex (in the sense of biological reproduction) from one’s psychological gender identity or social gender role. Contemporary trans issues offer a window into that brave new world, with all of its attendant precariousness and potentials for mind-blowing transformation. That’s perhaps the main reason people who are anxious about that future, wedded to a nostalgic vision of a supposedly simpler past and in denial about the fragility of the human-centered world, are so dead set on shutting that window entirely.

A Final Thought

Writing and (once again) revising this book has allowed me to summarize some of what I’ve gleaned from the increasingly long life I’ve lived and to try to pass along whatever insight has accumulated to others who might find in it something of value for their own lives. Trans life has become increasingly precarious in the second quarter of the twenty-first century; I hope this book gives you—you who are weathering this new political climate—something you can use to thrive and survive and to change the world we live in for the better. There are trans people in the future. This book is for them, to tell them that we lived, as much as it is for those of us who can use it here and now.
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