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PREFACE

I was 12 years old when I first opened my mother’s copy of Our Bodies, Ourselves
(OBOS). 1 was fascinated by just about everything I read. I flipped through for inter-
esting photos and pored over diagrams. Among my favorite parts were the quotes that
appeared on nearly every page, representing the voices of hundreds of women. In some
cases, I yearned to have their experiences; in others, I hoped I would never have to face
them. I was comforted by all of the stories, knowing that they came from real people.

A few years ago, I bought a copy of an early edition of OBOS in a used bookstore. It
was older than the one my mother owned. (Though she had seen this edition, she had been
good at updating her collection.) Published in 1973, it was yellowing and thinner than the
newer editions I was used to. On the cover was a photo of an older woman and a younger
woman holding up a sign together that read, “Women Unite.”

The 1973 edition of OBOS was billed as “by and for women”—a strikingly radical
proposition then. At a time when over 90% of physicians were men, and only a small
number of states allowed legal abortions, it was an extremely daring and exciting thing
to publish a book in which women taught other women about their bodies, their sexu-
ality, and their rights. This wasn’t the stuff of polite conversation. It was about abortion
rights, rape, intimate partner violence, and lesbian and bisexual identity. From the very
beginning, OBOS questioned the medical establishment. If male doctors would not allow
women access to information about their bodies, they would get that information, and
they would share it with other women. Childbirth, once clouded in secrecy, would be a
two-page photo spread, so that women could see just what they were in for if they decided
to make that choice. To the writers of OBOS, it was clearly a choice. They believed that no
one had the right to tell women whether or when to have children.

Trans Bodies, Trans Selves (TBTS) is written by and for transgender and gender non-
conforming people (although we hope that many allies will read it as well!). We have
endeavored to make it as radical as its predecessor. Where OBOS challenged the medical
establishment’s monopoly on knowledge about women’s bodies, TBTS shares trans health
information and implores medical providers to educate themselves about trans bodies.
Where the original questioned psychiatry’s condemnation of lesbian identity, we fight the
similar treatment of transgender identity. As a psychiatrist, one of my personal goals for
activism is to help lead the fight against pathologization of trans identities.

Not all feminists are trans allies, but I believe they should be. I wasn’t sure what
to expect when I first reached out to Judy Norsigian and Wendy Sanford, current board
members of OBOS. Immediately I received mountains of enthusiasm for our new book,
as well as indication that they were working hard to update the latest edition of theirs to
include information on transgender and genderqueer identities. They even printed a story
about our project in their most recent book. It was invigorating to see that they understood
that all of our fates are linked.

In 1973, the cover price of OBOS was $2.95. Our book is more expensive, but we
have fought to keep it affordable by today’s standards. As we began writing this book, we
also started a nonprofit organization with the immediate goal of disseminating the book
to as many people and organizations as possible, regardless of ability to pay. All author
proceeds from the book will go toward Trans Bodies, Trans Selves, Inc. Our hope is that
we will publish, with your help, many more editions of this book, in many countries and
in many languages, and the work of our organization will expand to include additional
education around transgender issues.

In the lower right corner of the back cover of the 1973 edition of OBOS—the place
where the reader finds, literally, the book’s last words—there is a simple sentence: “Please
share this book with others.” After 40 years, this is still the most important message I can
send. Please share this book with others.

Laura Erickson-Schroth, MD, MA
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ABOUT THIS BOOK

This book does not need to be read from cover to cover. It is meant to be flipped through,
referenced, picked up, and put down. Chapter 1, “Our Many Selves,” provides an overview
of terminology and concepts that may be useful before delving into other chapters. When
terms are introduced for the first time, they appear in bold and are defined in the glossary.

One of the main goals of this book is to provide as many viewpoints as possible. Our
authors come from varied backgrounds, with expertise in law, health, culture, and policy.
They wrote text for their chapters collaboratively and worked with multiple knowledge-
able advisors. Most chapters appear in sequence within the book. There are, however, two
chapters (Media and Global Leaders) that instead appear as series of spotlights throughout
the book.

Short pieces by hundreds of contributors add personal experiences and opinions to
each chapter, demonstrating the diversity of our communities. Quotes in italics are taken
from an online survey where over 3,000 people across the globe participated in answering
questions about their lives. We also held forums in cities across the United States and
Canada, to gather information on the kinds of resources community members wanted.
The book is heavily illustrated, as pictures can often say more than words. We have taken
liberties with English grammar at times, especially when it is gendered. For example,
parts of the book use the third-person “they” where other books might use the phrase “he
or she.”

An effort was made to select short pieces, quotes, and art that represent the diversity
of trans communities. We have inevitably failed at this goal. Most of the authors live in
the United States or Canada. Many are middle or upper class, and many are white. There
are stories that are not told here—voices that are not heard. If one of these voices is yours,
please consider completing our online survey or sending your suggestions for the next ed-
ition of this book to info@transbodies.com.

This book is the beginning. We hope it will spark interest, enthusiasm, and debate.
We will continue to seek out the perspectives of those most marginalized as we approach
the production of future editions. More stories can only enrich our lives.

xiii






THROWING OUR VOICES

AN INTRODUCTION

Jennifer Finney Boylan

ONE EVENING IN JUNE OF
2006, I unexpectedly found myself
stranded ata Kentucky hotel that was, at
that same moment, hosting something
called the National Ventriloquists’
Association Convention. As I settled
into the hotel bar after supper, the
place was erupting with puppeteers,
marionettists, and voice-throwers
of every stripe. Many of the conven-
tioneers were gathered at a long table
eating pizza, wooden figures at their
sides. Others swayed to the music of
Elvis Presley on the dance floor, arms
draped around their dummies.

Later, a dude at the bar tried to pick
me up, using something he called “the
muffle voice.” It was, I admit, vaguely
flattering. But I declined my suitor’s
generous offer, being married then, as
now, to the woman who had wed me as a man in 1988 and to whom I had stayed married,
even as I emerged as trans and became female 12 years later. Had he—or anyone that
night—asked me about the particulars of my marriage, demanding an explanation for its
seemingly unfathomable mysteries, I might have said, It’s because we love each other.
And I would have said this in my own voice.

But no one asked. Instead, I lingered happily over that pint of Guinness and observed
the world around me, a world that you must admit contains no shortage of miracles and
wonder.

Just shy of midnight, there was a bar brawl. Cartoon voices were raised in anger; a
dummy flew through the air. The fellow at my side (the same one who had tried to pick me
up using his muffle voice) summarized the trouble for me in a single phrase. “It’s always
the same story,” he said. “A couple of comedians in a room is a conversation. But a couple
of ventriloquists is an argument.”

Since 2003, I've been an itinerant author, devoted, in my own awkward fashion, to shin-
ing a light on civil rights for transgender people using the medium of story. I've spoken to
groups of stunned people who apparently had never laid eyes upon a trans person before;
I’ve also addressed young scholars so sophisticated about gender issues that my homely
little stories and fables were greeted with exhausted eye-rolling and a chorus of disap-
pointed, audible groans. I’ve listened to what must be more than 5,000 different trans
people by now, as well as the sons and daughters, fathers and mothers, and the many oth-
ers that love them. In listening to them, I’ve often been put in mind of a phrase my mother
liked to say: “It is impossible to hate anyone whose story you know.” There are lots of
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different stories out there, told by so many different people, each of them trying, some-
times against long odds, to find their voices.

The more trans people I talk to, in fact, the clearer it is to me that we are all being
guided by different stars. And some of us aren’t being guided at all; we’re just walking
forward, one foot after another, trying to survive each day the best we can. I keep re-
turning to the expression I heard at that Kentucky bar: a group of comedians is a conver-
sation; a group of ventriloquists is an argument. In my head, I rewrite it this way: a group
of gay people is a conversation; a group of trans people is an argument.

At the heart of our disagreements are the many differences in our experiences.
Among transgender folks, our experiences vary wildly from each other not least because
of differences in class, race, education, sexuality, marital status, politics, and social priv-
ilege. It can truly be disheartening, sometimes, to encounter a person who feels some of
the things that you have felt, only to discover, at that same moment, that the two of you
hardly agree on anything at all, and that the subject about which you most disagree is the
one thing you supposedly have in common.

If ours is an occasionally contentious community, it’s also a community that is filled
with breathtaking courage and compassion. The fact that many trans people are among
the most disenfranchised and at-risk individuals in the world also means that we are fre-
quently called upon to watch each other’s backs, to exhibit a kind of loyalty and solidarity
and courage that can only leave one stunned and amazed at the resilience of the human
spirit.

In preparation for writing this introduction, I interviewed the youngest trans person
I know—15-year-old Nicole Maines—and her father, Wayne, a man who at one time was
about as conservative as an American man can be, and who has now become one of the
country’s leading advocates for trans youth. “You have to love your child,” Wayne Maines
said to me. “Everybody wants the same thing. They want to be loved, they want to be
respected, they want to have a bright future like everybody else. Just let people be who
they need to be.”

“I think I see the dark corners of the world a lot easier now,” Nicole said, concern-
ing the trouble she’d experienced at her middle school. “But at the same time, I’ve been
exposed to this whole network of allies and supporters. And so, for every dark corner,
there is a wall that the sun is shining on.”

“If I'm on a mission for anything,” Wayne said, “it’s to make sure my daughter has
the same rights and the same opportunities as her classmates.” His eyes welled up, and
tears rolled down his cheek. “I get emotional. But we have to let go of what we think we’re
supposed to be. That’s why we’re here on earth. You adjust.”

The wide range of opinions and insights on trans experience can also be seen as a sign of
health, the mark of a gender culture that is flourishing, abounding in a variety of ways of
being. If I've met over 5,000 trans people, I’ve probably heard 5,000 different explanations
of what it means to be trans, and what our defining experiences are.

It’s worth reviewing what some of our disagreements are, here, at the outset of a
volume that we hope will celebrate the many, many different ways there are of being trans.
But as a first principle, it might be worth suggesting that the single most important element
for understanding gender variance—or anything, for that matter—is love.

I came out to my own mother in 2002. At the time, she was well into her eighties—a
conservative, deeply religious Republican woman from the Main Line of Philadelphia,
whose name, incredibly, was Hildegarde. In coming out to Mom, at the age of 43, I feared
I would be rejected, that I would have to proceed in the world without her.

Instead, in response to my confession, she took me in her arms and wiped the tears
from my cheeks. “Love will prevail,” she said, and then quoted First Corinthians. “Faith,
hope, and love abideth these three. But the greatest of these is love.”

INTRODUCTION



Mom didn’t know what it meant to be transgender—a term that wasn’t even coined
until she was in her seventies. But she knew that the thing I needed at that moment, both as
her child and as a human, was love, and she did not pause in embracing me, even before she
came—as she did, in the years that followed—to more intimately understand the issues.

Let’s take a look at some of the different ways there are of being trans.

Some of us see ourselves as people born with a unique birth defect, one that can be
“cured” by the intervention of the medical profession, and think of that journey in terms
of physical transition.

Some of us see ourselves as people who want to celebrate the fantasy aspects of
gender, who want to enjoy the sense of escape and joy and eros that embracing an alter
ego sometimes provides.

Some of us see ourselves as people who reject the medical community and who are
less interested in winding up at one gender destination or another than in the journey it-
self, a voyage that may or may not have a clear end point.

Some of us hope to free ourselves from the binary poles of gender, want a personal
and political liberation from the tyranny of culturally defined gender markers, and wish to
express ourselves as we please, anywhere along the wide spectrum.

Some of us go through medical transition and then assume a new identity, and in so
doing—to use the word trans people use—*"“go stealth,” meshing as seamlessly as possible
with society post transition. Sometimes post-op stealth-goers no longer even identify as
trans and look back at their days in their former sex in the same way a naturalized citizen
might look back at a country in which they were born and then fled.

Some of us see our experience as being best understood through scholarly theory.
For some of us, gender theory not only provides us with language for thinking about our-
selves; it places our quest for self within the long tradition of philosophical inquiry.

Some of us are still seeking for the right words to describe ourselves, and for the best
way to frame the discourse regarding our people. Some of us are not even particularly
comfortable with the term “transgender.”

Some of us have found that our sense of self has changed over time. Some of us, to be
sure, “always knew” what we needed and who we needed to be. For others, that sense of
identity has emerged only slowly, or morphed over time, or even fluctuated daily like the
tides. Some of us don’t have a single word for what we are, for what we feel, or what we
need, and view the lack of a single label for our gendered selves as a fortune, not a curse.

With all this wide range of opinion, it’s no wonder men and women who wish to be
our allies—not to mention members of the trans community themselves—can find them-
selves perplexed.

There are so many, many ways of being us.

If we know anything, it’s that trans identity and trans experience are a work in prog-
ress, a domain in which the discourse itself is still in a state of evolution and growth.

Which is why, when people ask me, “How can we help?” I sometimes think the most
useful answer may be the one my mother suggested: Let love prevail.

Or, to put it another way: Open your heart, and see what happens.

In this book you’ll find a set of resources for, and an archive of testimony about, the
many different kinds of experiences that happen in the lives of transgender people and the
people that love them. You will likely find the wide range of those experiences, cultural
and medical and political, staggering. There will be plenty of stories and reflections that
seem contradictory, which seem to belie the thought that any set of human aspirations so
divergent from each other could all be thought of as part of a single phenomenon.

And yet, it is this abundance that is the strength of our movement. How could we ever
expect that a community as rich and diverse as our own would ever have a single truth?

It is only in speaking our truth—and in learning the truth of others—that we can ever
hope to be free.

Introduction
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Early in my own transition, back in 2000, I used to make what I called “milk runs” en
femme to towns where I did not know anyone, to see how well I could pass in the world as
a woman. It was a frightening prospect, at a time when no one at my place of work—Colby
College, in Waterville, Maine, where I was a professor of English—knew I was emerging
as trans. I was an awkward, frightened soul back then, wearing too much makeup, teeter-
ing in heels I did not know how to walk in, crowned by a wig that could have doubled, in
its spare time, as a sparrow’s nest. How I found the courage to drive from my home down
to Freeport, Maine, to try on corduroy skirts at L.L. Bean, I cannot tell you. I remember
the mantra I used to have back then, though. I used to whisper it to myself as I walked
through the world: Be brave. You are trying to learn something.

One day, I found myself trying on jeans in The Gap. It was clear from the expression
on the saleswoman’s face that I was not “passing”—nowhere near it. I told myself to be
brave, but it wasn’t much help. The thing I was learning—and not, as it turned out, for the
last time—was how hard all of this was going to be, and how very difficult it was going to
be for me to find my voice in the world that now lay before me.

As I exited the store, I passed a woman and her daughter, who were on their way in.
The little girl looked at me, with my curious makeup and my unfortunate wig, and she
turned to her mother.

“Momma,” she said, in a voice of astonishment. “Who was that?”

“That, honey,” the woman replied to her daughter. “That was a human being.”

Belgrade Lakes, Maine
January 1, 2013

INTRODUCTION



INTRODUCTION TO MEDIA
SPOTLIGHT SERIES

In a series of spotlights throughout
the book, Dallas Denny and Jamison
Green introduce us to some of their
favorite books and films with gender
nonconforming characters, and dis-
cuss the ways in which trans com-
munities are portrayed in the media.

DALLAS

When I was in my early teens, I could
find absolutely nothing about trans-
gender issues. Nada. Zip. There were
no zines, blogs, vlogs, Web sites, or
radio shows. There was no Internet—in fact, the only computers were housed in special
air-conditioned rooms in businesses and universities. Libraries and bookstores offered no
help. I was alone.

The first two books I identified (in 1964, at age 14) were in the public library
in Murfreesboro, Tennessee. One was in the reference section, which meant I would
have to ask the librarian for it—AND THEN SHE WOULD KNOW AND MY LIFE
WOULD BE OVER! The other was in general collections but wasn’t on the shelves.
I checked periodically all through high school, and it never appeared. I suspect it was
stolen either by someone very much like me or by someone who wanted to eradicate
people like me.

I was in my twenties when I chanced across two books about transsexualism. One
was The Man-Maid Doll, an autobiography by a transsexual prostitute. The second was
Gender: An Ethnomethodological Approach by sociologists Suzanna Kessler and Wendy
McKenna. I can’t imagine two books more different! I read them many times.

A few years later I found myself in the medical library at Vanderbilt University,
searching Index Medicus and the card catalog (there were no computer databases) for
anything that might help me to figure myself out. What I found was a psychological
and medical literature that painted transsexual people as mentally disordered, psycho-
logically and socioeconomically unstable, manipulative, and histrionic. Heavens, was
that me?

Ten more years would pass before I finally found others like me—and, through them,
the literature I had been looking for all those many years. Soon I had put together a large
collection, which I donated to the American Educational Gender Information Service,
the 501(c)(3) nonprofit I founded in 1990. That material is housed today in the Labadie
Collection at the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor, where it’s available to students,
researchers, and the general public.

It’s little wonder I'm excited by any well-presented media that relates to transsexu-
alism. I was deprived for so many years!

Xix
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JAMISON

I'have always been fascinated by how gender
is reflected in the mainstream media. I was
born in 1948, so I grew up in the 1950s,
when gender roles were prescribed pretty
heavily and little deviation was tolerated.
Artists, writers, and musicians were the
daring ones, pushing gender boundaries in
ways beyond the feminist movement, taking
pieces of culture and rearranging them to
make new ideas that were sometimes pro-
vocative, sometimes hilarious, and some-
times simply mystifying.

I knew from a very young age that
I could not be what the adults around me
told me I was going to grow up to be. I was
somewhat safe, from a gender expression perspective, in the writer/rock musician world
of the late 1960s, but there was horrible sexism there, too, and sexism, when it barrels
into any room, makes its assumptions and renders gender moot. Trying to find a place for
myself, and my particular difference, was not easy. Like Dallas, I had no idea that others
like me existed until the mid-1970s, and I was unable to find reliable information that was
reassuring—rather than pathologizing and insulting—until the late 1980s.

The media has such a strangle hold on the mainstream’s cultural imagination, but
paradoxically, the media is the most powerful tool we, on the fringes, are able to use to
make our own messages clear and to increase our own safety. The struggle for power in
the media is a very real one. I hope that the spotlights we shine on media messages—as
well as entertainment—in these pages will provide perspective that readers can use to
further the cause of freedom of gender expression, and transgender and transsexual health
and rights.

INTRODUCTION



INTRODUCTION TO TRANS
POLITICAL LEADERS SERIES

Jamie Roberts and Anneliese Singh highlight a few of the many trans political leaders
making change all over the world through a series of spotlights in this book.

Jamie Roberts (left) and Anneliese Singh (right)

As civil rights for trans people advance all over the world, the number of trans people
elected to public office grows. Throughout the book, we’ll be spotlighting some of their
accomplishments. These are stories of adversity, struggle, victory, and the expected and
unexpected complications that come along with it. As trans people move from the margins
of their societies to increased visibility and participation in civil life, these stories show
that we often become sources of discussion and inspiration for our neighbors, as well as
lightning rods for controversy.

This topic is important to us because any achievement made anywhere in the world
for trans folks is an achievement for every trans person, who now has the knowledge that
there are people like them in this world who are confidently, proudly, and courageously
standing up for themselves and demanding their rights not only to exist but to thrive.
Every breakthrough we can report, everyone who is given leadership, everyone who con-
tributes to the culture, is pushing us forward to a future where our humanity and our place
in society are givens. We believe there is wisdom to learn from the experiences of our
fellow trans folk in other cultures that can inform our own struggles in our own context.

XXi






SECTION 1
WHO WE ARE






OUR MANY SELVES
Holiday Simmons and Fresh! White

THERE IS NO ONE WAY TO BE TRANSGENDER. We are teachers, scientists, busi-
ness leaders, ranchers, firefighters, sex workers, weight lifters, students, activists, and
artists. We are young and old, rich and poor, gay, straight, bisexual, and queer. We are
every different race and we live in every country in the world. We have families and
friends who listen to us and who work to understand our stories and our lives. We have
allies who stand up for us and our communities and work with us to make the world a
more accepting place. We appreciate their help immensely.

As transgender and gender nonconforming people (or trans people, for short), we
have many different ways of understanding our gender identity—our inner sense of being
male, female, both, or neither. Some of us were born knowing that something was different
about us. Others of us slowly, over time, began to feel that we were not our full selves in
the gender roles we had been given. Our many different ways of identifying and describing
ourselves differ based on our backgrounds, where we live, who we spend time with, and
even media influences.

We find ourselves frequently creating and changing the terminology that best fits or
describes who we are. These changes can, at times, create complications inside and outside
our communities. Factors such as culture, location, and class sometimes mean we do not
all agree. But our communities work to honor and respect everyone’s self-identification.

“I use the terms trans guy, trans-masculine, queer, dyke. In the past I used the
terms FTM and transgender in talking to others, as these were the terms available
to me. I thought that using these more familiar and linear terms would make it
easier for others to understand ‘what I am.’ I used to feel more of a need and
pressure to fit a familiar and simple narrative of going from one point to another.””

“I am an ally of minority communities within the transgender community: two of
my friends are disabled and transgender identified. I have developed an awareness
of people’s intersecting identities, and the privileges I hold compared to others.”

SEX AND GENDER

Sex and gender have only recently begun to be thought of as separate concepts. Our sex

is generally considered to be based on the physical characteristics of our body at birth and

has traditionally been thought of as biological. In comparison, gender is thought of as re- For a fun, interactive way to
lated to our social interactions and the roles we take on. It is an oversimplification to think spend time thinking about

of sex as biological and gender as social, but these terms can help us to communicate about your gender, find a copy of My

what our bodies look like in comparison to how we feel. Gender Workbook: How to
Become a Real Man, a Real

“I don’t like to use terms like ‘Bio-Female/Male’ or ‘Female/Male-Bodied’ Woman, or Something Else
because I don’t think they account for Intersex folks. They also refer to the bogus Entirely by Kate Bornstein.
medicalization of the gender binary, which I think gives the binary more power.

I want to use words that refer to the social construction of the gender binary, like

‘Read as Female’ and ‘Female Assigned at Birth’ because it makes it clear that

these are descriptions forced upon me and they don’t have any real standing.”

* Quotes in this book, unless otherwise specified, are taken from an online survey of transgender
and gender nonconforming people on the Trans Bodies, Trans Selves website.
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Cover of The Gender Book, a colorful short book made to educate and Identity, orientation, and sex (kd diamond).

entertain.

“Genderqueer, genderbender, boi. I don’t really see myself as one sex over the
other. I am biologically female, although I have had FTM top surgery. I am
not on testosterone, as I don’t feel like being labeled male would make me feel
closer to what I feel I am. And what am I? Something in between.”

Most of the time, a person’s sex and gender are congruent. However, those of us who
identify as trans generally experience gender dissonance or gender incongruence. We
find that our affirmed gender doesn’t match our assigned sex or societal expectations.

HOW COMMON IS TRANS IDENTITY?

Colt Keo-Meier, PhD, is a clinical psychologist, researcher, educator, and out trans man in Texas.

Many people have tried to count the number of transgender people worldwide. Unfortunately, all of our
methods have flaws. Gender clinics may only count people who have received hormones and multiple
surgical treatments. Some people choose not to be counted in research, for instance, if they have a
transgender history but do not identify as transgender (Meier & Labuski, 2013).

However, it is still important to attempt to determine the numbers because basic demographic information
on minority populations informs public policy, health care, legal discourse, and education (Winters &
Conway, 2011). Many important and influential decisions are made based on how many of us there are.

The government could spend more money on grants that benefit our community, and insurance companies
could decide to cover trans-related medical care if we were able to show that there are large numbers of
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trans people. The best estimates we have right now identify 15 million trans people worldwide (Winter & Conway, 2011) and 700,000 in
the United States (Gates, 2011). This translates to 0.3% of the US population, or about 1 in every 333 people. Historically, estimates have
generally stated that there are many more trans women than trans men, and some theories have suggested that people who are assigned
female at birth transition less because there is greater social acceptance for maneuvering with more masculine expression. More recently,
experts have estimated that there are probably about the same number of trans men and women.
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Dallas Denny and Jamison

. . . Green comment on the
We choose our gender expression or gender presentation through our clothing, our

hairstyles, and our behaviors, which help us present ourselves to the world as we want to
be seen.

Transgender and trans are often referred to as umbrella terms because they can in-
clude many different identities. More recently, the terms trans* read as “trans star” and
TGNC, an acronym for trans and gender nonconforming, are being used more broadly
to signify that there are numerous identities within transgender communities. Some not “a transgender woman’ or
people who others refer to as transgender do not identify with the term transgender at all. ‘a transgender person’—as

use of transgender as a
noun: “Transgender is
increasingly used as a noun
to describe individuals
generically—such as
‘Samantha is a transgender,’

“I tend to prefer MTF. I do not consider ‘transgendered’ to be a natural state. though their variance from

. o ender norms was their most
It’s more a bridge to cross as soon as possible in order to be female.” &

significant feature. Though

“I’'m a man, so 1I'd like people to refer to me as one. 1 find it offensive to be some of the main journalism
described as ‘transgender;’ first because I'm not sure what the word means or guides support this, we feel
that anyone knows what it means; second, because there’s nothing particularly the word transgender should
transgressive or edgy or revolutionary about my gender. I'm a dude. That modify a noun rather than

I was assigned female at birth is inconvenient for me, but has no greater social becoming one. Giving it some
import.” grammatical context and

. . L . variability as an adjective
There are many ways we may choose to identify ourselves within trans communities.

We may call ourselves trans men or female-to-male (FTM/F2M) transgender people
if we were assigned female at birth (AFAB) and view ourselves as male. We may see ‘transgenders,’ we feel the term
ourselves as trans women or male-to-female (MTF/M2F) transgender people if we easily dehumanizes us.”

helps ensure this. When trans
people are described only as

TRANS REALITY IN CHILE

Andrés Ignacio Rivera Duarte, 42 aiios, Profesor, Transexual, Activista Defensor de los Derechos
Humanos, un hombre con vagina.

Transsexual men have some advantages in belonging to a “machista” society like the one in Chile,
because that society values masculinity. Being a lesbian woman is not criticized much or discriminated
against, because we are more accepted as “marimachos” or “mujeres amachadas,” and that allows some
of us to study and finish school. There is some discrimination, but it is not as aggressive and also not as
violent or life-threatening as violence toward feminine people.

The reality for transsexual women is much more difficult. They are treated as “maricones.” In school
they are discriminated against, and face physical aggression and mocking. Often, trans women quit or are
forced out of school which limits their options to qualify for jobs. Then, many of them turn to prostitution
as the only way to make a living. This leaves them exposed to the cruelty of the streets and extremely
vulnerable to HIV, alcoholism, and drug addiction.
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The realities for transsexual men and transsexual women are very different. In the eyes of mainstream Chilean society, there is a strong
belief that transsexual women are “putas” and “maricones vestidos de mujer.” Transsexual men are much more likely to be viewed as
successful and to be considered people with basic or equal rights.

Check out these Web sites were assigned male at birth (AMAB) and see ourselves as female. Those of us who are
for trans men: transguys. younger may identify as trans guys/boys or trans girls instead of trans men or women.
com, trans-man.org,

thetransitionalmale.com. “Trans, transgender, transsexual, MTF, girl, woman. I use those terms

because they are more empowering than any of the other terms. When I use
them I feel that I've had enough shame in my life. These do not impart

shame.”
The project I AM: Trans People “I don’t like transman written all as one word; this to me suggests a
Speak is designed to show the transman is something different from a man, which is not how I identify.
diversity of backgrounds and I prefer trans man as simply descriptive, and no more emasculating than
experiences that exist within describing someone as a Jewish man or a gay man. I'm also not keen on
trans communities. Check out when people refer to FTMs as female-bodied (or MTF's as male-bodied)
the Web site for stories, photos, since 1 feel the process of transition makes that very inaccurate very quickly
and videos from transgender (ridiculous to refer to someone with a t-pumped body and a beard as
people across the United States. “female-bodied’).”

Those people whose sex and gender identity match may be referred to as cisgender, as
cis in Latin means “on the same side,” while frans means “on the opposite side.” As trans
people, we have many cisgender allies—those who show their support for the concerns,
needs, and rights of trans people, even though they may not personally face the same
issues. Many of us prefer the term cisgender to other terms like biological male/female
or natural male/female because those terms make it sound as if there is something more
real about being cisgender than transgender. Others of us do not mind these terms and use
shorthand versions like bio girl or genetic girl (g-girl) to refer to cisgender women, and
t-girl to refer to trans women.

WHAT IS FEMININE? WHAT IS MASCULINE?

Misster Raju Rage is a community organizer, artist, and writer who prefers to be undefined.

What is feminine? What is masculine? I field these questions a lot. I often refuse to answer, which tends
to force people to consider gender as a fluid, rather than as a fixed, state. It also encourages them to
question more deeply than they have before—which in turn pushes them beyond what they have been
told and beyond the answers they expect.

People also ask this question of me to derive my gender status, in order to pin it down. I am
ambiguous as male or as female, even though I do not consider myself strictly either and would define
myself as transgender. I have taken to just saying I am “undefined” or that “I don’t know or care” when
people ask me my gender.

I have felt comfortable with both masculinity and femininity and uncomfortable with both at different
times. I allow myself both expressions and in different combinations depending on many factors, such

as environment, mood, or safety. I don’t restrict my behavior or activities based on whether they are considered “masculine” or “feminine,”
so I generally do not get caught up in the distinction. I often cannot differentiate between them—both are enmeshed, and both are in me.

When I “drag up” as my alter ego “Lola,” it is an expression of both my femininity and masculinity—my femme masculinity. “Lola” is
a statement of the fact that I do not see myself as a solely masculine trans guy but that I am femme, even though I consider myself male
and use male pronouns. When I dress up as Lola, I feel I possess a strength that I find truly feminine; and that is also a culturally Indian
femininity, rather than a Western femininity.
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masculine pronouns, because they see my femininity (which I do not conceal).

shapes and sizes.

misogyny and introduce feminism, and embracing the idea of brother/sisterhood.

My family cannot fully accept that I am transgender. They have been socialized in the dominant Western world. More dominant cultures
tend to dictate what is acceptable in terms of defining gender, so my family does not understand that I want to be considered male, with

But in my culture, and in many others, many men are effeminate. In my culture, it is common for gender variation (with Aijras and
kothis, for example) to exist within and alongside broader cultures. If we open our eyes, we see that people are comprised of many different

For this reason I make a political statement to not define what is masculine or feminine. That can only be answered personally by each
and every individual. For me, being feminine is looking into my heritage of strong Indian female role models who are not afraid to express
who they are. For me, masculinity means being different from the negative male role models I have had in my life, making a stand to reject

Sex is as variable as gender. Some of us are born with bodies that do not fit neatly into
what we expect of male and female bodies, and we may refer to ourselves as intersex or
may identify with the idea that we have a disorder of sex development (DSD), although
for many people, the idea of being labeled with a disorder or condition is disparaging.
An older term for intersex people is hermaphrodite, but few people find this respectful.
Many of us understand intersexuality as a normal variation of human existence.

While many intersex people do not consider themselves part of trans communities,
some do. Intersex is sometimes represented as the “I”’ in LBGTQI. Some intersex people
take hormones or have surgeries, either to see themselves as more fully male or female, or
to correct childhood surgeries.

“I am post-op MTF. . . From a medical stand point I am FTMTF due to the
fact I was born intersex. . .  was not born with a proper penis so one was
constructed when I was younger. . . The penis was never finished and I told [my
doctor] I didn’t want him to finish it.”

Some trans people identify as intersex or find that this can be a way to explain ourselves to
others. However, it is important to respect the identities and experiences of intersex people
when using this word. Over time, we have built many alliances between trans and intersex
people. However, the needs and struggles of the two groups can often be different and they
should not be generalized.

TRANSITIONING

When we begin to identify with a particular gender, we often go through a process of
coming out, when we acknowledge to ourselves and our communities that we wish to live
our lives as a gender different than the one we were assigned at birth.

As trans people, many of us choose to transition, to physically alter our bodies and
our behaviors to align our gender identity with our gender presentation. Some of us take
hormones or have surgeries. Some of us wish we could afford surgeries. Others of us do
not want to take hormones or have surgeries, but we dress and act in ways that affirm our
gender identity.

Those of us who have surgeries may want top surgery, which changes our chests,
or bottom surgery, which changes our genitals. There are also numerous other types of
surgery that have the potential to change our gender appearance, including facial surgery
and tracheal surgery (to remove the Adam’s apple).

“The incongruence between my mental self image and physical body has
become increasingly distressful for me, so last year, after three years of therapy
and two of binding my breasts, I decided to undergo a double mastectomy and
male chest reconstruction surgery. I feel much better now that I no longer have
breasts. I walk taller, I feel more comfortable going about my daily activities,
and I can take my shirt off in front of my lover without feeling awkward now.

Our Many Selves

Online guides to all things
transgender include Transsexual
Road Map (tsroadmap.com),
The Transgender Guide
(tgguide.com), T-Vox (t-vox.
org), TG Forum (tgforum.com),
Susan’s Place (susans.org),
Lynn’s Place (tglynnsplace.
com), and Laura’s Playground
(lauras-playground.com).




Transgender Versus
Transgendered

“Many people discourage use

of the term transgendered.
However, a number of
well-known writers of
transgender or transsexual
experience use both fransgender
and transgendered, notably Kate
Bornstein, Matt Kailey, and
Susan Stryker.

Being transgendered is
commonly compared to being
‘deafed’—but it is not the same.
All people are ‘gendered’ by
our own or others’ perception
of us in relation to the binary
assumptions about sex and
gender that surround us.

We have gender, and we are
gendered by the world around
us; and therefore, we can be
transgendered. Deaf people, who
have deafness, may have been
deafened. We realize that no

one person or group can control
the evolution of language, and
we think that’s good!” Dallas
Denny and Jamison Green

Since deciding on surgically altering my body to masculinize it, I've begun to
identify as transsexual.”

Some of us identify as transsexual, or TS. For many of us, identifying as transsexual
means that we would like to or have had some variation of sex reassignment surgery
(SRS) or gender-affirming surgery (GAS), although this is not true of everyone who
identifies as transsexual.

“Transsexual. I'm taking hormones now. That’s what I'm called because of the
hormones. There are stages I've been going through.”

“I hate transsexual. The word really seems too closely linked to sexual behavior
and completely misses the concept of gender identity.”

The distinction between various trans people is not whether we have had certain kinds of
body modifications but how we identify. Some of us have not had chest reconstruction sur-
gery, hormones, or genital surgery, either for financial reasons or because we are at peace
with our bodies as they are, but still identify as women or men. Some of us may choose to
undergo medical or surgical interventions, without seeing ourselves as exclusively male
or female.

Sometimes trans community members make judgments about other community
members regarding whether they are authentically trans.

“Nobody in the lesbian community ever said I wasn’t ‘lesbian enough’ whereas
I was told early in my coming out that I wasn’t ‘trans-enough.””

“I'd prefer if  was just called by my name, in whatever fashion they choose,
the feminine or the androgynous version. For me, the way someone may believe
I am is not necessarily how I see myself. And as a Black female, the identity

I encompass as of present is so out of the box that this community doesn’t know
how to categorize me. So I've learned to accept that the only opinion of who

I am that I care about is my own and the people I trust.”

Some trans people use the term transgendered, while others find it offensive.

Some people believe that the term transgender should be used to describe only those
who are legally or medically transitioning. This stance may come from the idea that those
who transition in these ways face more discrimination and harassment, and have there-
fore earned their status as trans or proved that they are dedicated to the identity. However,
those of us who have not transitioned in these ways may still face very difficult situations.
Gender policing can be harmful and divisive.

“I really prefer ‘transgendered’. . . as a descriptor, because it implies movement and
Sfluidity.”

“I hate when people say ‘transgendered,” because it sounds like a disease, and

it’s dated.”

While some of us may continue to live our lives as openly trans, some of us who
“pass,” or have our male or female gender presentation correctly read by others around us,
choose to live stealth. This means that few, if any, of those around us know that we are
transgender. Living stealth may be a matter of safety or privacy for some of us; for others,
it is a matter of what feels natural and makes us happy. For most of us, our lives are combi-
nations of living openly, passing, and being stealth depending on the context or situation.

“I live full stealth, I do not advertise my medical history or genital
configuration. I am one of the fortunate few that is able to blend in well with
other women. It works for me and that’s how I live my life. Where I live, there
are a LOT of ignorant bigots and it’s not at all safe to be out and open about
such things as this. I have a few cisgendered friends that know of my past but
they treat me as 100% female and nothing less. So I do not like the tags because
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when the general public hears those tags they think pervert, freak, sicko, etc.
Those tags are all heavy, negative labels the people use to separate, isolate,
insult and harm us with.”

“I strongly prefer simple female pronouns/references. I don’t believe in
‘stealth’ (for myself) and I don’t hide from my past, but I look at my gender
history the way someone would look at having spent their childhood in Poland
or Madagascar or on Army bases or something—an important part of my
development, sure—something that may make me a bit of a stranger to these
shores sometimes, but not the defining experience of my life.”

Some of us do not identify as trans at all. Instead, we may identify as simply male or fe-
male. We may refer to ourselves as women or men of trans experience, or as affirmed
males or affirmed females.

“Gay man of trans experience. I use this because being trans describes an
experience I've had, not an identity.”

“l usually just call myself a man. In appropriate contexts, I call myself a trans
or transsexual man, or a man of trans experience. I used to call myself ‘FTM,’
but it doesn’t feel right anymore—maybe I grew out of it. I also call myself
queer, nelly, bear, and fag.”

SEXUALITY

A common misconception about trans people is that we are all gay or lesbian. While
we often form coalitions of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people,
gender and sexuality are two separate things. Our gender identity is our own sense
of whether we understand ourselves as men, women, or something else. The phrase
sexual orientation is used to describe the gender or genders of the people to whom we
are attracted. As trans people, we may be gay, straight, bisexual (attracted to both men
and women), pansexual (attracted to all genders), or asexual (not sexually attracted to
anyone). Our sexual preferences may depend on many factors other than the genders of
the people we are attracted to. Like everyone, we may consider class, education, spir-
itual practices, body shape or size, and dominant or submissive attributes in picking
partners.

“My preference is for people to use the same terms they would use for
cissexual men. I particularly don’t like it when people assume that my
being transexual is what makes me queer. I'm queer because I'm a man
who is attracted to men and because I am a part of queer communities, not
because I was assigned the wrong sex at birth, or because my brain sex was
incongruent with my body sex.”

“I have used, in various contexts, the terms trans, transgender, transsexual
and MTF to describe myself. Over time I tend to just use transgender or trans
simply because it’s easier for people who don’t understand the difference to
understand. I also found that the use of transsexual often led to the wrong
impression that somehow what I'm going through is sexually related.”

LGBT is an acronym that is expanding considerably and has many current permutations.
LGBTQ adds either questioning or queer to the end. Questioning refers to those people
who are not yet sure about their sexuality or gender identity. Another permutation of LGBT
is LGBTQIA (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Intersex, and Allies). These
acronyms can become very long. For example, LGBTT2QQAALIIP stands for Lesbian,
Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Transexual, Two-Spirit, Queer, Questioning, Asexual, Allies,
Intersex, Intergender, and Pansexual.
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TRANS LIBERATION IS FOR EVERYBODY: TRANS ALLYSHIP AND THE TRANS CONTINUUM

Peter Cava is the Lynn-Wold-Schmidt Peace Studies Fellow at Florida Atlantic University, Boca Raton.

As trans politics have gained greater visibility, many people who do not self-identify as trans have
been wondering if and how they have a stake in these politics. In a 2013 column, Dan Solomon
addressed this question. He began by drawing a clear line between himself and trans people: “I'm
not transgender....I am a dude who is straight and cisgender (that is, someone whose gender identity
matches their biology).” He recognized that this difference afforded him privilege: “Everyone else
seems to treat us [cis people] pretty well.” Nevertheless, he believed that cis people should care about
trans politics for two reasons. The first is compassion: “The fact that transgender people live under

a constant threat of violence should stir you.” The second is self-interest: Solomon imagined that if
trans people were to remain preoccupied with “defending their right to exist,” then a trans person

would miss an opportunity to invent a “fucking flying car” that cis people could enjoy. Therefore, cis
people could benefit from trans rights.

By appealing to both compassion and self-interest, Solomon made a valuable contribution to a
conversation about trans allyship. We can take this conversation further by rethinking the cis-trans distinction. What would make a person’s
gender identity match their biology? For example, by this definition, could a cis woman have a dapper moustache, or a cis man, dainty
ears? And what about gender expression? Is someone with a male identity, male biology (whatever that means), and a flirty cocktail dress,
cis? No—no one is cis in all ways always (Enke, 2012). Rather, everyone is on the blurry and beautiful rainbow of diversity that gender
theorists C. L. Cole and Shannon L. C. Cate have called the transgender continuum.

The trans continuum can inform the conversation about trans allyship in several ways. First, what does the trans continuum mean for
cis identity? The “cis” identity label, like all such labels, is provisional. It can serve as a help or a hindrance, depending on the context.
Second, what does the trans continuum mean for cis privilege? Cis privilege is not the exclusive property of a cis majority; rather, all
people experience cis privilege when our gendered embodiments and expressions are perceived as more congruous than someone else’s
(see Enke, 2012, pp. 67-68, 76). Therefore, all of us can practice trans allyship by dismantling our cis privilege. Third, what does the
trans continuum mean for trans allies? Allies have a stake in trans politics not only because allies have compassion, and not only because
allies want fucking flying cars, but also because allies are part of the rainbow. And finally, what does the trans continuum mean for trans
politics? If trans means more than a minority, then trans politics do not end at minority rights; rather, as trans activist Leslie Feinberg has
emphasized, trans politics call for universal liberation. When we achieve that goal, it will be a cause (that is, a reason) for celebration. Until
then, it is a cause (that is, an activist initiative) worthy of everyone’s participation.
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Some people prefer to use the term queer to describe the many groups that make
up the LGBTQ spectrum. Queer is a term that has been reclaimed by many LGBT
people, and it is often used as an umbrella term for anyone who is not cisgender and
heterosexual. Others of us use it as a political term that implies being radical and trans-
gressive, separating ourselves from other LGBT groups that seek more traditional forms
of acceptance. However, there are many of us who also find it difficult to use this term
because it can carry negative connotations. Like any controversial term, it is best to
allow each person to identify themselves with the term rather than using it to talk about
someone else.

“I am a queer, pansexual, polyamorous, kinky, femme genderqueer faggot.
‘Queer’ is ambiguous and fluid. Like ‘genderqueer;’ it critiques the binary
system and creates a space for me to live outside the binary confines. But the
term ‘queer’is also important to me because of its politics. Obviously not all
queers think alike but, to me, ‘queer’ is about questioning and/or rejecting
normative views. Some of my own beliefs include dismantling capitalism and
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working on wealth re-distribution; ending the prison system; and eliminating
the gender binary. Bisexual assumes there are only two genders, which is
inaccurate. I am attracted to queers and fags of all genders, so ‘pansexual’
is how I identify. I'm femme, though for the meantime I restrain myself from
dressing or appearing how I would like to because most people perceive

me to be female and I want to be perceived as a femme genderfucker, not
female.”

“I would find it offensive if someone called me a fag or queer, but only because
those are hateful words.”

For some of us, our sexuality is very important to our self-identity and it interacts with our
gender identity. Some trans women who identify as queer or lesbian refer to ourselves as
trans dykes. Like many cisgender lesbians, we have reclaimed the derogatory term dyke
and use it in positive ways. Some of us who are transmasculine identify as trans fags, and
reclaim the word fag in the same way.

“Some of the terms I use to identify myself are trans, trans man, trans guy,
guy, boy, queer, boy with a vag, genderqueer, gender bender, aspiring femme,
trans fag, and transgender. I like the term trans because it acts as an umbrella
term for all kinds of gender variant people, so even though I would be called
a transsexual by the medical establishment, trans unites lots of different
people under one flag, and we need unity in our community if we’re going

to get anything done. I like queer for the same reason, because it unites lots
of non-normative sexualities under one term, and also because I like how it
sounds and its secondary definition of ‘strange.’ The terms I use for myself have
changed as I've become more confident with my transition and my identity in
general.”

“I currently describe myself as a girl, lesbian, a trans woman, or a trans dyke.
Girl is the term I most heavily identify with, and it simply feels right which is
more than I can say for most terms. I occasionally use the terms trans woman
or trans dyke which I mildly identify with but do not give the same comforting
sense of simple correctness that I feel when I use the term girl.”

Within North America, people of color (POC) have created numerous terms to better Online Toronto-based Stud
define ourselves and explain how we feel about our gender and sexuality. Same-gender Magazine offers crisp images
loving (SGL) is often used to replace terms like gay or lesbian. Masculine of center of masculine-of-center people
(MOC), a term coined by B. Cole, provides an opportunity for people of any sex and along with spotlights on health,
across the gender spectrum to identify as masculine without denying our feminine education, and employment.

qualities. Similarly, the terms transmasculine, often used by trans men, and trans-
feminine, often used by trans women, can convey that we fall generally to one side of
a gender binary, but that we are not limited by the binary. The term boi is sometimes
used by young trans men or by cisgender lesbians who see themselves as somewhat

masculine.

Some of us use specific terms like translatin@ that combine our culture and gender The Aggressives (2005) is a
identity. Numerous other terms have come out of communities of people of color. For movie directed by Daniel Peddle
example, some of us who were assigned female at birth and have masculine identities do about six young people of color
not necessarily identify as trans. We may use words such as aggressives or AGs, pla- in New York City who were
yas, studs, G3 (gender gifted guy) and boys like us to describe our identity and gender assigned female and identify in
presentation. different ways as masculine.

“Queer, Pansexual, Transfeminine womyn of color. I am politically Queer.

1 don’t like the term ‘bisexual’ because it assumes there’s only 2 genders when
there are so many more. I like ‘transfeminine’ because it relates to my journey of
being born male and living in a body producing testosterone while transitioning
into a feminine identity. Womyn of color, because I am.”

Our Many Selves "
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Trans Bodies, Trans Selves New York City Forum (photo by Katia Ruiz).

“I am a transgender Latina woman. I chose to identify as a transLatina because
I crossed the gender binary and I am of Mexican descendence.”

The term tranny is very controversial. Coming from the outside world, it is often experi-
enced as rude, demeaning, and harassing. However, some of us use this term to talk about
ourselves, especially when we are in circles of friends, and feel that we are reclaiming it
for ourselves.

“I have a love/hate relationship with the word ‘tranny’. . . it can be really
misleading, and it has the potential to be really derogatory, and that’s certainly
not my intention. I use it precisely because it’s a rubbish word. It’s completely
useless. I use it to show how useless it is.”

“I like other trans people who are my friends calling me a tranny. But I don’t
like it when anyone else does.”

“I'm not keen on ‘tranny’ at all, but it’s in general use (typically by people who
think it’s completely harmless, and/or by people in the drag community). . . the
problem with it is that it is THE go-to joke for drunken frat-boy humor (e.g.
‘that chick Steve was macking on last night was a huge tranny,’ etc), and by
using it ourselves we only legitimize it for more cruel and hateful uses.”

Even within the trans community, who can reclaim the word can also be a controversial
issue. The term has more often been used in a context of violence and hate toward trans-
feminine people. Some trans men feel that we should not use the term, because it has not
been used against us in the same ways.

“I feel like the term ‘tranny’is too scary a word for folks with MTF trans
experiences, and [as a transmasculine person] it’s not mine to reclaim.”

Depending on where we live, other terms may be used to describe our experience and
identity in negative ways.

“Terms I find offensive would be the usual derogatory terms. Particularly in

my country (South East Asian context), it would be transvestite. The media and
government generally use this term for transsexuals with GID and make us look
like freaks in dresses. So I am pretty offended by this term. Oh and there’s Mak
Nyah (Malay language), it means transvestite too and it is a very crude term.”

“‘She-male,” ‘he-she,’ that kind of thing is hate speech.”

WHO WE ARE



NONBINARY IDENTITIES

Some of us do not feel we fit in the gender binary. Under the gender binary, there are
only two genders and everyone has to be either male or female. We may understand our
identities as falling along a gender spectrum.

“I despise labels and know who I am. I do not feel I need to label myself and
narrow myself and narrow myself in order to make a binary society more
comfortable in their dealings with me.”

“First I came out as bi. Then a lesbian. Then a dyke. Now as gender fucked up.
The first were so much easier: I was saying something about myself. This is
harder: I'm telling people what I'm not. It’s a lot easier to say, ‘I think women
are sexy’ than it is to say, ‘I don’t know what a woman is anymore, but I know it
isn’t me, and no I'm not a man, and I really can’t explain it.”

We may identify as gender variant, genderqueer, pangender, or gender fluid, terms
used by those of us who feel we are both male and female, neither male nor female, in
between genders, on a continuum, or outside the binary gender system altogether. We
may consider ourselves androgynous, having both male and female characteristics,
or being somewhere in between. We may not feel we have a gender or that we want to
choose a gender, and may define ourselves as nongendered or genderneutral. Those of
us who consider ourselves genderless and also desire gender-neutral bodies may identify
as neutrois.

“I consider myself genderqueer because 1 feel uncomfortable with the gender
binary, and I am unhappy when I feel pressured to conform to the binary gender
role expectations of women or men. I think a lot of cisgender people feel the
same way to a degree.”

“I specifically consider myself MTF TS, but right at this moment I would
describe myself as genderqueer—not as a goal or a political statement but a
recognition of just how between/both I am right now.”

“Transgender, transsexual, transman, queer, FTM, femmy boi, androgynous,
pangendered, tranny, transfabulous. I use ‘pangendered’ rather than
‘bigendered’ because ‘bi’ implies that I think that there are only two genders,
when my mere existence proves that there aren’t. ‘Pangendered’ fits pretty much
everything. . . ‘Transfabulous’is my own word. I think it’s fantastic.”

Some of us understand ourselves as Two-Spirit, a category that exists in some Native
American cultures. For many groups, being Two-Spirit carries with it both great respect
and additional commitments and responsibilities to one’s community, including acting as
healers or providing spiritual guidance. The term can apply to people with nonheterosex-
ual identities, in addition to people who are gender nonconforming. It is important to note
that Two-Spirit is a term that comes out of specific cultures, and it may not be appropriate
to use as a self-definition if we are not part of these cultures.

“I like FtM, trans*, transman, two-spirit (yes, I am First Nations), queer. . . all
based on context or situation.”

“Two-Spirit is the best word to describe myself. I hate the words transgender,
queer, gay, fag(got), trans man, boi, gender-bender, gender variant and
gender queer. Those words belong in white culture and I don’t like their
oppression and colonization to extend to my identity because they don’t

own that.”

“I’ve started identifying with the term two-spirit, but I'm not sure about it yet.
I am part Native American but I look much more like my European ancestors,
so I fear that if I used the word it would be seen as co-optation.”

Our Many Selves

Gender Outlaws: The Next
Generation, edited by Kate
Bornstein and S. Bear Bergman,
features essays and comic

strips from radical trans and
genderqueer voices.

Trans Bodies, Trans Selves Seattle
Forum (photo by Ish Ishmael).
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Hijras dancing (copyright Glenn Losack, MD/Glosack Flickr).

The Genderqueer Identities Outside of North America, there are many communities across the globe that incorpo-
Web site (genderqueerid.com) rate third gender or third sex categories, allowing for gender nonconforming people to
provides resources and answers create new spaces to express their gender identities. Examples include the Fa’afafine in
to all kinds of questions about Samoa, Kathoey or Ladyboys in Thailand, and Hijras in India and Pakistan. Some people
genderqueer identity. in the United States, especially in communities of color, are using the term third gender

to self-identify.

TRANS POLITICAL LEADERS: SHABNAM BASO

Jamie Roberts and Anneliese Singh

Shabnam Baso was the first transgender woman to be elected to the State Legislative Assembly of Madhya Pradesh, India, in 1998. Baso’s
nickname was Mausi (or auntie)—which is a common term of endearment and familiarity in South Asian culture. Baso famously took up
the mantle for Hijra rights, encouraging the Hijra community to take a more active role in everyday Indian society. The result of British
colonization for the Hijras in India has been a specific loss of status and significant public health struggles. The British government created
a statute, which they inserted into the Indian Penal Code in 1872 (Section 377), criminalizing sexual activity that was “against the order
of nature.” This penal code affected much of the way the Hijras were viewed in society. While the Hijras once held sacred status and
prescribed roles in religious rites pertaining to births and marriages, in modern times the community struggles with issues of HIV/AIDS
and homelessness.

Although the Hijras experienced significant destruction of their sacred rites, they continue to engage in activism. India granted suffrage
rights to Hijras in 1994. In 2008, Bangalore police arrested several Hijras on charges of public begging. Unfairly targeted, these same
Hijras were mistreated in jail, and a group of up to 150 activists from community-based organizations and women’s groups worked toward
their release. Many of these activists were part of Sangama, a human rights organization dedicated to furthering LGBTQ rights in India, in
addition to engaging in social services and political advocacy.

We Happy Trans (wehappytrans. GENDER CAN BE FUN

com) is a place for sharing Many of us like to play with gender, even if we identify as male or female. Some of us
positive perspectives about trans enjoy dressing up and performing. We may live most of our lives as men but perform as
people from around the world. drag queens in shows or live as women and perform as drag kings (formally known as
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female or male impersonators). As drag queens and drag kings, our costumes are often
outlandish and over the top. Trans people, not just cis people, can perform in drag shows.
Trans men can perform as either drag kings or drag queens and trans women can do the
same. Drag is about having fun with gender.

“I am a drag king who performs a great deal and spend a fair percentage of my
life impersonating a man. I am very masculine, but still hold onto my femininity
as it is a part of me.”

“I perform as a masculine persona or bind/pack/draw facial hair on for fun and
to express myself butch.”

Whether or not we cross-dress or perform in drag, we may engage in genderbending or
genderf*cking, where we purposefully play with gender, wearing clothes we are not sup-
posed to wear or acting in ways that people do not expect.

“Genderqueer, androgynous, trans, transgender, genderf*ck (every so often),
gender-variant. I like the openness of these. They never box me in and have a
lot of flexibility.”

But not everyone embraces this idea. For many of us, our gender presentation does not feel
like something we are experimenting or playing with.

“I don’t like it when people use words like ‘genderf*ck’to describe me, as
I don’t see what I'm doing as play. It’s who I am.”

Those of us who live most of our lives in our birth-assigned gender but like to wear the
clothes typically worn by another gender may refer to ourselves as cross-dressers, or
more simply dressers. In English, an older term for cross-dresser is transvestite. Many
people today find it offensive, although words similar to transvestite are in common use
and not necessarily considered offensive in some other languages. During other periods in
history, there were many female cross-dressers. However, today, since women in Western
countries are typically given more leeway in their wardrobes than men, most of us who
identify as cross-dressers were assigned male at birth.

Drag King Murray Hill, New York City Dyke March, 2007 (copyright Boss Tweed).

Our Many Selves

The Drag King Book, by
J. Jack Halberstam and Del

LaGrace Volcano, is a collection

of essays, interviews, and
photographs.

Venus Boyz is a 2002 film

directed by Gabrielle Baur that

explores drag king culture.
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In some languages, pronouns
are gender-neutral. For example,
when speaking Mandarin,

there is no distinction between
male and female pronouns.

In other languages, people

are developing gender-neutral
pronouns as we are in English.
In Swedish, the gender-neutral
pronoun hen is starting to be
used by some people in place of
han (he) or hon (she).

For the past few years, some
teenagers in Baltimore have
been using the gender-neutral
pronoun “yo” when talking
about people. For example, they
might say, “look at yo,” or “yo’s
wearing a new jacket.”
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“Cross-dresser. I'm just starting out on my journey, so at the moment, I'm just
dressing, but I want and fully intend to go much further.”

“I am comfortable with transgender, transsexual, genderqueer, trans woman,
femme, MTF;, cross-dresser, transvestite, tgirl. I picked them because they are
pretty much the only terms I don’t find degrading.”

Sometimes, we cross-dress only in our own homes, or as part of sexual play, and some-
times at public functions. For some of us, it may be an early part of our transition process,
and for others, it may be our chosen gender expression.

PRONOUNS

Pronouns are one type of word that we use to talk about people. We often call someone
“he” or “she” instead of using a name. Many of us want people to continue using these
words to describe us when we transition, though our preferred (gender) pronouns
(PGPs) may change from “he,” “him,” and “his” to “she,” “her,” and “hers,” or vice
versa. When we are not sure which pronouns someone prefers, it is polite to ask, “What
pronouns do you use?”

“Personally, I find it charming when people use the appropriate name and
pronouns, and go so far as to ask when they’re unsure.”

“I feel really relaxed and natural when people switch up their pronouns for
me. They can use him, her, hir, zi, shi. . . Anything. . . I do enjoy being called
‘male’ pronouns more often, though. If you aren’t sure what to call me right
then, listen to how I refer to myself, and take it from there. If I sense your
uncertainty (and I probably will), I’ll help you out. Or you could just ask.

I really don’t mind.”

Others of us prefer to have people refer to us using gender-neutral pronouns.
One way to do this is to use the word “they,” which is traditionally a plural pro-
noun, and apply it to just one person rather than multiple people. With some adjust-
ment to the way we are accustomed to speaking, we can become used to phrases like
“What are they doing today?” or “What’s their favorite restaurant?” and know that
both we and the others we are talking to understand that we are speaking about just
one person, who was named earlier in the conversation. Other gender-neutral pronouns
did not exist in English until recently and were invented in order to find new ways
of talking about people in nongendered ways. These include zhe or ze (pronounced
“zee”) as a replacement for s/he, and hir (pronounced “here”) as a replacement for
him/her. Gender-neutral titles (replacements for Mr. or Ms.) include Mx. (pronounced
“mix” or “mixter”’), Misc. (pronounced “misk”), and Mre. (pronounced like the word
“mystery”).

“I prefer that people use gender neutral pronouns but that rarely happens
because I do look quite femme (but don’t present as such). Even when I talk
about this with people, they still use feminine pronouns.”

“I would prefer it if people referred to me using gender neutral pronouns (I use
sie and hir) and possibly gender neutral salutations (Mre.).”

Some languages employ only gender-neutral pronouns. Others, like English, make it dif-
ficult to talk about people without using gendered terms.

“I appreciate it when other people recognize my gender expression and

take that in consideration when referring to me, as there are gender-neutral
alternatives as well. Luckily, in the Finnish language we have a gender-neutral
personal pronoun. Referring to me simply as a female based on my biological
body makes me feel really uneasy, as it surpasses my sense of self and how I see
my gender.”

WHO WE ARE



“Gender neutral/third gender pronouns aren’t available in German. In English,
however, I prefer ze/hir, if I'm in a suitable setting (either online or real life).

P}

I can’t stand being called ‘it’.

At times, people mispronoun us, calling us by incorrect pronouns, or misgender us, as-
suming incorrect genders. Mispronouning and misgendering can be intentional or unin-
tentional. When it is intentional, it can be used as a form of harassment. Using our chosen
pronouns, or substituting gender-neutral pronouns when it is unclear which pronouns we
use, is a way others can treat us respectfully.

“Unfortunately, in too many situations there are people who can reluctantly
recognize that I am a woman, but upon discovering that I'm genderqueer they
insist that they cannot help but mispronoun me and think of me as a man.”

DISCRIMINATION AND INTERSECTIONALITY

As trans people, we often face discrimination. Many people intentionally harass or
bully those of us who do not fit into their visions for a gendered society. However,
there are also many people who are potential allies to us who do not yet understand our
identities or the struggles we face. They may unintentionally use offensive language or
misinterpret our gender expressions. Meeting others and connecting through individual
interactions is one of the most effective ways of creating allies to our communities.
However, we all have our own sense of how much time and effort we want to spend
educating others.

As trans people, we experience different types of discrimination based on our identi-
ties and presentations. Transphobia is discrimination based on our status as transgender
or gender nonconforming people. Transphobia overlaps with homophobia (discrimina-
tion against gay, lesbian, and bisexual people), sexism (discrimination based on our per-
ceived sex), and misogyny (hatred or dislike of women). For example, gay men who are
seen as especially feminine are more likely to be harassed than those who are seen as
more masculine. Young gender nonconforming people, who may be trans but may also
be gay, lesbian, bisexual, or sometimes straight and cisgender, are bullied every day in
schools across the world. Trans-misogyny, a term coined by trans writer and activist Julia
Serano, is a form of misogyny directed at trans women.

Unlearn transphobia (copyright Gustavo Thomas).

Our Many Selves

“They," Portraits of a Noun (Hill
Wolfe).

“There is no innocence nor
insignificance to the mistake
of ‘she’ for ‘he’ when referring
to a person who has chosen to
take on a ‘wrong’ pronoun, even
if it is done thoughtlessly; that
thoughtlessness comes from and
supports the two cardinal rules
of gender: that all people must
look like the gender (one out of
a possible two) they are called
by, and that gender is fixed and
cannot be changed. Each time
this burden shifting occurs, the
non-trans person affirms these
gender rules, playing by them
and letting me know that they
will not do the work to see the
world outside of these rules.”—
Dean Spade, founder of the
Sylvia Rivera Law Project
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TRANS-MISOGYNY PRIMER

Julia Serano is the author of Whipping Girl: A Transsexual Woman on Sexism and the
Scapegoating of Femininity.

While all people who fall under the “transgender”” umbrella potentially face social stigma

for transgressing cultural gender norms, those on the male-to-female or trans female/
feminine spectrum generally receive the overwhelming majority of society’s fascination

and demonization. This disparity in attention suggests that individuals on the trans female/
feminine spectrum are targeted, not for failing to conform to gender norms per se, but because
of the specific direction of their gender transgression. Thus, the marginalization of trans
female/feminine spectrum people is not merely a result of transphobia but is better described

as trans-misogyny, which appears in numerous ways in our society. For a few examples:

-Feminine boys are viewed far more negatively, and brought in for psychotherapy far more often, than masculine girls. Psychiatric
diagnoses directed against the transgender population often either focus solely on trans female/feminine individuals or are written
in such a way that trans female/feminine people are more easily and frequently pathologized than their trans male/masculine
counterparts.

-The majority of violence committed against gender-variant individuals targets individuals on the trans female/feminine spectrum. In the
media, jokes and demeaning depictions of gender-variant people primarily focus on trans female/feminine spectrum people.

-Perhaps the most visible example of trans-misogyny is the way in which trans women and others on the trans female/feminine spectrum
are routinely sexualized. The common (but mistaken) presumption that trans women (but not trans men) are sexually motivated in
their transitions comes from a broader cultural assumption that a woman’s power and worth stems primarily from her ability to be
sexualized by others.

Discrimination is not always (or even often) the result of an active bias against or
hatred of a certain group. Our cultures are made up of established practices and systems
that assume certain identities are the “default.” For example, cissexism and cisnorma-
tivity describe a systemic bias in favor of cisgender people that may ignore or exclude
transgender people, and heterosexism and heteronormativity describe a systemic bias in
favor of heterosexual relationships.

“I have met heterosexual transgender people who are actually homophobic.
It kind of blows my mind because they had a sex change and have the same
chromosomes as their partner. That doesn’t mean they’re gay but I just think
that would open their minds a little.”
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Victor Mukasa, an LGBTQ rights activist from Uganda (copyright Linda Dawn Hammond/Indyfoto.com).
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“Some people, even within the trans community, seem to think that because
we’re attracted to guys then we’re not really trans, and that it would be easier
for us to ‘stay girls.” I've heard that from people and it’s really disappointing
that people are still that close minded.”

Many of us fit into at least one of the “default” categories of our society; this gives us
privilege in certain ways. Privilege refers to advantages conferred by society to certain
groups, not seized by individuals. It can be difficult sometimes to see our own privilege,
especially when we face discrimination because of our transgender status or other parts of
our identity. Trans people reflect the diversity of our society and, in addition to our trans-
gender status, we also have multiple identifications based on other factors, including our
race, ethnicity, culture, class, age, immigrant status, disabilities, size, and numerous other
characteristics.

The multiple identities and spaces we occupy can be interpreted through the idea
of intersectionality, a concept coined by legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw (1991) and
widely used among feminists of color. Intersectionality is the concept that our identities
are complicated—our experiences as people of a specific gender, race, sexuality, ability,
and ethnicity are interconnected and cannot be separated. Intersectionality allows us to
approach trans discrimination as an interlocking system of oppressions rather than as one
solely based on gender.

Facing discrimination based on any of these factors, along with transphobia, can be
devastating, especially for those who have been cast from families or have little commu-
nity, financial, or psychological support.

“I think a lot of times the wider community forgets that being trans doesn’t
automatically make you white and able bodied. My trans men friends who are
not white have a harder time finding a packer that could believably be their
skin tone. I, and my other trans friends who have different bodily ability, are
sometimes glossed over by other trans people when looking at bathroom access
and other needs. From what I have seen, the result is that our smaller groups
bond even more tightly and instantly than the trans community more broadly.
To a certain extent we are taking on the world over our gender and then,
because of intersection of identity, we are taking on some sections of the trans
community as well who may be racist or clueless as to how their bodies are
actually a benefit to them.”

“I am a fat, low-income trans person with a non-visible disability. While I am
not involved in any official subgroups within the trans community I'm currently
in, I do tend to gravitate toward people who are aware of their privileges and
the intersectionality of multiple aspects of people’s identity.”

“As a formerly homeless and currently low-income trans woman, I sometimes
have very little in common with middle class trans guys who are college
students. The issues that affect me are different. I'm worried about whether the
unemployment office is going to respect my identity.”

Some of us have disabilities, impairments, or are members of the Deaf
community. This can influence our ability to participate in community activities,
and change our relationship with other members of the trans community.

“I am disabled and trans, so I know other disabled transfolk, just by being
involved in both communities. We talk about issues that relate to how they
intersect: how do you get health care for important things like hearing aids,
wheelchairs, medication, when you present as a gender different from the ones
on the form? My neurological disability is affected by hormones, which makes
me scared to even bring it up to my doctors. It’s something that’s not discussed
in the larger trans community.”

Our Many Selves
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A TRANS FATTIE TELLS ALL

Joelle Ruby Ryan is a lecturer in women’s studies at the University of New Hampshire, the founder
of TransGender New Hampshire (TG-NH), as well as a writer, speaker, and long-term social justice
activist.

I am a genderqueer, trans woman. I also weigh over 400 pounds. These two realities have
shaped my life in ways I never imagined, for both better and worse.

When I was a young, fat, feminine boy, my teacher was concerned that I was both out of
shape and not behaving like the other boys when it came to recess and athletics. This is just one
instance when my fatness and my transness came to be inextricably linked.

While I came out as trans at age 20, I didn’t start peeking my head out of the “fat closet” until
my mid-thirties. As I grew much fatter, I started to notice the discrimination and stigma from
my family, my doctors, and the “caring” friends who expressed their worries. I became much more aware of the constant fat-shaming in

the media, and the push by the medical establishment to forward the notion of the “obesity epidemic” and the need for dangerous gastric
bypass surgeries.

But when I came out as queer and trans back in the early 1990s, I made a promise to myself: never to allow others to make me feel bad
about who I am. I was sick and tired of others hating on me in a misguided attempt to puff up their own sagging self-esteem. And I also
decided, after reading the fabulous book Fat!so? by Marilyn Wann, that I really didn’t have to apologize for my size, and that fatness
is a benign characteristic much like being blond, or left-handed, or tall, or flat-footed. It was not being fat that was the problem, but the
prejudiced society in which the fat person lives.

As people who are marginalized due to our bodies and our identities, the trans community should be natural allies to the fat community.
Sadly, I have witnessed a lot of fatphobia in the trans community. Some trans folks seem to think that by conforming to other hegemonic
bodily standards (thin, nautilized, “passing,” traditionally attractive, etc.) they will become more palatable to the mainstream. But we can
never throw enough people overboard to win approval from our enemies.

We have learned the value of affirmative slogans over the years: Black is Beautiful! Gay is Good! Trans is Terrific! And the latest: Fat is
Fabulous! In order to be a whole, healthy community, we must celebrate the dazzling diversity of everyone and stop the fat-hate once and for all.

NOLOSE* (nolose.org) is a “I have some medical issues and have been involved in groups for people with
community of fat queers and our disabilities but at those groups I'm normally the only person who is gender
allies with a shared commitment diverse except for one project that was for people who have disabilities to

to feminist, antioppression discuss issues of sexuality as a performance piece. I know a few people who
ideology and action. have disabilities and are somehow queer.”

Similarly, many of us come from working-class and poor communities and our experi-
ences of gender and ability are profoundly affected by our experiences of classism and
access to class privilege. Financial status may limit our ability to transition in many ways.
We may not be able to afford the cost of name or gender change, to buy clothes that match
our gender, or to have procedures such as surgeries or electrolysis that can affect the way
we present our gender to the world.

“I'm working class and have a minor physical disability. The class issue comes
up in ability to get medical care for trans issues.”

“I've contemplated surgery, but the cost is a bit of a detriment to that particular
dream.”

“I grew up middle class, was lucky and privileged enough to receive an upper
class education, and currently work in a service/lower income job. So my class
experience is a mixed bag. Transitioning has been really difficult for me mostly
because of the lack of money—there are times when I have been off and on T
because of it for months at a time. So I am pretty resentful when I see people
who have access to that kind of monetary privilege transition and get surgery
in 6 months and then become an authority figure on ‘trans issues,’ when I don’t
think we have the same experience or care about the same things. Intersections
with other social justice issues like racism and classism are really integral to
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a good trans politic, and I think that is missing from the narratives of a lot of
the spokespeople in the FTM movement. I would love to see a non-white or
gay-identified or low-income (or any combination) trans masculine person
be a highly visible person in the movement, but I don’t see that right now and
1 think it’s disheartening for a lot of younger trans folks.”

Where we live can also affect our experiences as trans people. In rural areas we may have
less access to trans-specific resources and may find unique ways of creating places of
comfort and safety for ourselves. Sometimes the assumption is that those of us who live
in small towns have to deal with more bigotry and transphobia. This can be true, but it is
not always the case.

“Defining myself has never been an easy task. . . growing up in small town
Indiana in a roman catholic family, [ was never exposed to the various terms,
let alone ‘transgender’ or ‘transsexual.’ I had only seen the word ‘shemale’
online (but I didn’t think much of it, I'm just a normal girl born with a penis).”

“I am in a small town with strong conservative views. The fact that we have a
handful of transpeople surprises me.”

“Since I am generally seen as female, I tend to say I am. This is particularly the
case since I live in a remote rural area. It parallels the fact that my partner, who is
genetically female, and I are both fairly butch. We don’t say to people that we are
dykes, but we don’t say we aren’t. We aren’t closeted, we just don’t push the point.”

“For a variety of reasons I chose to not move as I transitioned, which means by
virtue of shifting appearance, name, and pronouns, my personal life was public. . .
Staying in my home town was more important for mainly familial reasons.”

The ways in which we each experience discrimination may change as we transition.
Trans women may contend with sexism and misogyny in the workplace for the first time.
Trans men, who often look younger than cisgender men their age, may face ageism and
be seen as less knowledgeable or capable than others. Trans men of color often find them-
selves in the position of being suspected criminals much more often than when others
viewed them as masculine women.

“Being perceived as a Black man is different than being perceived as a Black
woman in a lot of ways, not to mention if you're neither perceivably man OR
woman. I think that it’s important for us to have those conversations since
conversations about race, ethnicity, and their social connotations are rarely had
in the LGBTQ community.”

“I was recently told that no matter how masculine I ‘tried to be,’ I was always
a cute little Asian girl with a cute little face and body. In fact, this person

told me she considered me to be ‘femme.’ This was a strong reminder that my
gender presentation is inextricably linked to my race. There are notions about
Asian masculinity at play here—that Asian men are not as manly as men of
other races. There are also notions of Asian femininity—that Asian women are
weak, that Asian women are hyper-feminine and hyper-sexualized. There is no
room here for folks who were Female Assigned at Birth to be androgynous or
masculine or strong.”

“I am discovering what it is to be Chican@ and trans on the day to day, how
those identities intersect and relate to each other. As someone who can never
fully identify as American or Mexican, but as hybrid of the two, I've learned
to take the lessons from that liminality and use them in regards to my gender
identity. Sometimes it’s okay to occupy and exist in those gray, in between
areas.”

Our Many Selves

The Gay, Lesbian & Straight
Education Network (GLSEN)

did a survey of LGBT youth in

rural areas called “Strengths
and Silences: The Experience

S

of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and

Transgender Students in Rura
and Small Town Schools.”
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SHARING THE BLACK TRANS PERSPECTIVE

Fredrikka Maxwell is happily retired and spends time with her partner Connie Goforth.
She sits on the board of the Tennessee Vols, co-chairs the Dignity USA trans caucus, and
gives seminars at varied trans- and church-related conferences.

I 'am a black transsexual. Like the Tooth Fairy or Santa Claus, a lot of people simply
don’t believe we exist. There was a time when I didn’t believe we existed, either—but by
the middle of my high school career, I had a very strong suspicion.

As an adult, at the Foundation for Gender Education convention in Philadelphia,

I noticed that I was the only black person in attendance save for the hotel employees.
That’s another dirty little secret of the trans community: It’s not as integrated as it likes
to bill itself. I knew then that I was going to share a black perspective at the conference,
because unless I did, it wasn’t going to get done.

I started where I was familiar: my own story.

I was born in Savannah, Georgia. My dad jumped out of airplanes and helicopters for
a living, which meant that my three brothers, my sister, and I went wherever the Army
assigned Dad. I have a wonderful sister who has been a frequent companion at events like
the Philly Trans Health Conference and Call to Action, a liberal Catholic group where
I live. She was the first family member I came out to and she professed unconditional
love from the start. My brother has accepted me with much love at his house near
Atlanta—TI have warm fuzzy memories of hot chicken wings and ice-cold Rolling Rock beer at his house before the Southern Comfort
conference.

But it wasn’t always that way. My brother once said that he didn’t want his wife and kid exposed to me; I later told him we were talking
about my life, not anthrax. It took my mom 10 years to reach the point where she concluded that I was hers, no matter what. My church
family was divided about my transition, and some were clearly unhappy about it. I lost friends at work and outside. It wasn’t easy.

I earned my BA from the University of Tennessee at Martin, but I couldn’t get hired by any journalistic outlets. Maybe I wasn’t white
enough, maybe I wasn’t bright enough, maybe I wasn’t something enough. I eventually found a job in an unlikely place—the Metro Police
Department in Nashville, a job I held for 25 years before coming out in 2001 to live as the woman I knew myself to be.

In Atlanta, at Southern Comfort, I ran my first seminar, appropriately named Sharing the Black Perspective. Southern Comfort and Call
to Action, which do not have much black presence, know me now. I am not a rookie anymore, and I feel inspired to do more seminars as
time goes by. The mission ahead, to share the black trans perspective, is one I’ve embraced wholeheartedly.

CONCLUSION

We each have unique ways of understanding and relating to our genders. The ways we talk
about and explain these identities are important, and they are always changing. Ultimately,
we recognize that many people have intersecting identities and many of us have claimed or
reclaimed new terms or labels that have meaning for us specifically. Respect for the self-identity
and changing nature of our identities is the glue that binds our communities together. The best
way to make change is to assume less and ask more. We do not always agree on terminology
and definitions. We define and redefine ourselves, and continually debate within our commu-
nities. This conflict can birth understanding, which in turn can encourage healthy dialogue.
During all of this, we continue to strive for wholeness while being our many selves.
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Looking for a trans or LGBTQ
racial or ethnic group to attend?
Some national organizations
have created directories to make
finding local groups easier.

The National Confederacy of
Two-Spirit Organizations and the
NorthEast Two-Spirit Society
have an online “Two-Spirit
Resource Directory.” The
National Queer Asian Pacific
Islander Alliance created “Queer
Asian Compass: A Descriptive
Directory of LGBTQ Asian
American, South Asian, and
Pacific Islander Organizations.”
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RACE, ETHNICITY, AND CULTURE

Kortney Ryan Ziegler and Naim Rasul

AS TRANSGENDER PEOPLE, we come from many different racial and ethnic
backgrounds. Race and ethnicity are often difficult to define because they are com-
plex and encompass both biological and sociological factors. Race generally refers
to a group of people with shared biological or genetic traits, which may include
common physical characteristics such as skin, eye, and hair color. Ethnicity on the
other hand, refers to a person’s culture, and it can encompass nationality, ancestry,
language, and beliefs. An ethnic group may be made up of people who identify
with each other based on a common genealogy or ancestry, shared cultural traits,
group history, or religion. Race and ethnicity are important and dynamic factors
in the lives of trans and gender nonconforming people. In our increasingly global
world, many of us have diverse backgrounds that cut across and combine different
racial and ethnic histories. These identities play a powerful role in shaping our
experiences.

There are numerous social forces that affect how we define race and ethnicity. In dif-
ferent areas of the world, there are different racial categories, and the meanings of these
categories depend on many historical and sociological factors. Many of us from the same
racial backgrounds identify with different ethnicities. For instance, those of us who are
Latin@ may identify with our Cuban, Venezuelan, Mexican, or Puerto Rican roots. Those
of us who are white may identify with our Italian, Russian, or Irish roots. Many people
from various ethnic backgrounds may identify as Jewish.

Our race or ethnicity, as well as other traits, such as our sex or gender, sexuality,
wealth, immigrant status, or social class, may provide us with privilege over others.
Privilege is certain sets of unearned or earned benefits that allow us to acquire resources
and access to power. Privilege is divided along class, race, gender, ability, and sexuality
lines. Privilege is not something that we, as individuals, claim. Instead, it is attached to
groups of people based on our characteristics. One of the ways in which privilege works is
that it is not always obvious or visible to those with privilege, and they often do not recog-
nize that they have it. For example, in the United States, many of us who are white have the
privilege of not thinking about our race as a characteristic of ourselves, and not worrying
about the way people will react to us based on our race—because the system gives white
people advantages over people of other races and ethnicities. Acknowledging privilege
is not a moral condemnation. Rather, it is a call to action that requires collective work in
order to more evenly distribute access to power and to resources so that human agency can
be reclaimed and claimed by all.

Most people are privileged in some ways, but not in others. A poor white cisgender
lesbian may benefit from cisgender and white privilege, while being vulnerable to dis-
crimination based on her status as a woman, a lesbian, and a poor person. A wealthy
straight transgender black man may benefit from male, heterosexual, and financial privi-
lege, while being vulnerable to discrimination based on his status as a transgender person
and a black person. Our privilege and the discrimination we face may also be inter-
sectional, based not just on one characteristic of our identity or who we are, but on the
combination of traits we possess. The type of discrimination faced by a black woman is
different than discrimination faced by a black man. Characteristics about us can also pro-
vide us with either privilege or make us vulnerable to discrimination depending on the
situation.



“Shades of Men" (Saterius Roberts of SiR Arts and Tattoos).

RAR@: CHICAN@, MIXED-RACE, GENDERQUEER, IN/VISIBLE

Lee Naught is a radical, genderqueer, chican@ organizer and sex educator. They spend most
of their time working as a collective member at Bluestockings Bookstore in NYC, playing

in the riot grrrl band Titfit, and educating with Fuckin’ (A), the sex positivity collective they
cofounded. You can find more of their writing in Mixed Up! A Zine About Mixed Race Queer &
Feminist Experience.

It is difficult to describe being mixed-race, chican@, and genderqueer. On one hand, that’s
simply what I am; on the other hand, it feels almost impossible to be recognized as Mexican
American while I present as genderqueer.

I was born in So Cal and raised by four latinas on my maternal side: my mom, my grandma,
my tia, and my older sister. None of them had male partners for the majority of my childhood,
and they stuck together to navigate a world that oppresses women, people of non-European de-
scent, and people of color. I grew up refusing to be limited by gendered or racist social norms.
I would buzz my light brown hair off completely or grow it out long and dye it jet black. I chal-
lenged myself to excel at pursuits that “girls” weren’t supposed to do.

During those girl-identified years, I never had to insist on being recognized as latina. Present-
ing as a young woman, with dyed black hair, red lipstick, dresses or skirts, and sometimes
embroidered tops en el estilo de Oaxaca o Michoacan, if I said that I was latina or chicana, it
was not hard for folks to accept that I am a lighter-skinned Mexican.

Years later, I am the same person, with the same skin and face. I have some different ideas
about how power and identity work, and I have an always-evolving gender. I keep my hair

Race, Ethnicity, and Culture

“Until we are all able to ac-
cept the interlocking, inter-
dependent nature of systems
of domination and recognize
specific ways each system is
maintained, we will continue
to act in ways that undermine
our individual quest for free-
dom and collective liberation
struggle.”—bell hooks, Outlaw
Culture
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Laverne Cox, an African
American trans woman, made
history by becoming the first
trans woman of color in reality
television by appearing on the
first season of VHI1’s Who Wants
to Work for Diddy? designed to
find an assistant for rapper icon
P. Diddy. After her popular run
on the show, Ms. Cox went on
to produce the VH1 makeover
spot TRANSForm, making her
the first African American trans
woman to create and star in her
own television show. Most re-
cently, she has portrayed a trans
woman on the Netflix series
Orange Is the New Black.

Ethnic FTM is a Yahoo
Group that acts as a network
for trans men from various
racial, ethnic, and religious
backgrounds.

Queer Women of Color Media
Wire provides a space for

art, music, film, books, and
media created for and by
queer women of color and
gender nonconforming people
of color.
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cropped short, sometimes bleached blond with dark roots, sometimes natural medium brown.

I do what I can to make my body’s presentation read on the masculine end of its spectrum of
possibilities, without medical intervention thus far. In this current gender, when I tell folks that
I’'m chican@, the most common response is along the lines of “Really? I would never have
guessed! You don’t look Mexican at all.” I've often shifted my presentation in subtle ways, hop-
ing that I’ll discover the right combination of variables to be read as chican@ while staying true
to my gender. But I’ve found that if I change my clothes or hair color, if I switch from English
to Spanish, if I move to or visit another city, the reactions remain largely the same.

I’m not white; I also often don’t feel comfortable claiming the label POC (person of color)
because I move through the world with a lot of white privilege. But histories of colonialism and
oppression created me—racism experienced by my family, manipulation and militarization of
borders, codified government discrimination called immigration law, genocide and violence
enacted against the indigenous Chichimeca and Purepecha, and more. A part of me is injured
every time someone is shocked to hear that I am Mexican American. For people like me who are
queer and not white, the conflation of queerness with whiteness is frustrating.

Being mixed-race feels a lot like being genderqueer; I have a pretty clear understanding of
my own identities, but the world around me struggles to identify me and comes to different
conclusions about what they believe I am. Maybe my experiences would be easier to explain
if I could declare myself to be a member of a better defined, stable category, like woman or
transgender man, 100% Mexican or plain gring@. But I live in a space of gray, which is what
queerness is all about to me: defining oneself rather than being trapped within unchangeable
categories.

PEOPLE OF COLOR

Some of us identify as people of color (POC). The phrase “people of color” was intro-
duced to replace terms like “non-white” and “minority” because non-white defines us in
terms of what we are not, and minority implies that a group is smaller or less important
than another. In the United States today, whites no longer make up the majority of the
population in many places, and the US Census predicts that whites will become a numer-
ical minority before 2050. At times, we as people of color may use the acronym POC in
conversation to stand for people of color. This term, however, is shorthand and may not be
appropriate for those who do not identify as people of color to use.

Some of us who identify as people of color do so because we feel this phrase reflects
the common experiences of racism that we share and points out that race is one of the most
prevalent ways we make judgments about people. Some of us prefer to avoid this term, as
we feel that by using just one phrase to describe us all, we lose our individuality.

POCC

Trans

People of Color
Coalition

Trans People of Color Coalition (TPOCC) is a national social justice organization that promotes the interest
of trans people of color. Founded by Kylar Broadus, an attorney and activist, TPOCC sponsors lobby days,
runs campaigns, presents at conferences, and produces a newsletter to follow national issues that affect
trans people of color.
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The Brown Boi Project is a community of masculine of center womyn, men, Two-Spirit people, trans men,
and allies committed to transforming the privileges of masculinity, gender, and race into tools for achieving
racial and gender justice by building the leadership, health, and economic self-sufficiency of young mascu-
line of center people (photo by Miki Vargas).

BORN BAD

Wes

I was born in the Bronx, New York, into a family of Puerto Rican immigrants. I identify strongly as Nuyorican, and I think that—as for
most queer diasporic peoples—in-between-ness is my life. [ identify as queer and also identify very strongly with the trans community.

I currently go to Oberlin College, a private college where finding my place as a low-income queer person of color is difficult to say the
least. These opportunities separate me from my communities while simultaneously providing me with laboratory knowledge. But I guess
sometimes struggle and knowledge go hand in hand.

My sister says I'll get out of this place one day, and I even pray sometimes that I will. My mother prays too, for me and for my people.
Half of “getting out” is smarts and the other half is luck.

The 174th street station. Chipped paint on the pillars holding up the tracks. Dirty, full of clanking metal, a picture of the urban hell in the
movies, which has eaten me up and threatens to swallow me if I don’t thrash hard enough to keep myself afloat.

But the station sits within a vibrant community of perpetual resistance, of tired brown faces, the sidewalks as broken as their hearts. The
brown faces, the brown resistance, the subway station, and cracked sidewalks. We still hold our heads high. My people are survivors.

It is hard to imagine these people as they once were—full of energy, hopeful, driven, not angry like the abandoned masses forgotten in
the war, not drowning in discouraged hearts and ignored intelligence.

I don’t know who decides who stays and who goes. One day I was crossing the street to go to school, the next I was walking to the 174th
street station, getting on a train and riding far, far away from the Bronx. There’s nothing that I did to “get out”; I was born bad. One stroke
of luck here, one there.

Maybe I wasn’t meant to get out. Maybe it was a fluke. Maybe someone else’s name was called out and I accidentally wandered into
their place. Or maybe someone thought that if I would have stayed, I would’ve contaminated the whole neighborhood with my deviance.

It might’ve been all the times I wanted to tell Cristal I thought she was beautiful in fourth grade, but didn’t because I didn’t want to get
beat up by her boyfriend. It might’ve been the times I saw a white person walking in our neighborhood and got scared that we’d get kicked
out of our homes so they could move in. It might have been the days when I looked into the mirror, surprised each time to see someone
I didn’t know, filled with rage and sadness.

I was the kid who wanted to be a kid instead of hating his body since as long as he could remember, instead of keeping secrets no one
else ever had to keep.
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It could’ve been anyone else, someone stronger than I am, to go off into this strange world where I’'m even more invisible than I am at
home. But fate has no eyes. It throws fishing hooks out of subway cars and drags the first thing it catches.

If you are ignored for long enough, in enough places, it starts feeling like you shouldn’t even be there. Or anywhere. Sometimes you get
used to the loneliness.

I go home to the tired brown faces and we’re all alone, waiting in the 174th street station. We face each other on the subway trains as if
we were looking past mirrors.

EXPERIENCES OF RACISM

For many of us, our lives are affected on a daily basis by racism. Discrimination against
us may be intersectional and depend on multiple characteristics, such as our race, gender,
and trans identity. (See Chapter 1 for an introduction to intersectionality.) Many of us are
affected by gendered racism, in which we are discriminated against based not just on our
race or gender presentation but the combination of these. Our experiences of racism and
oppression are often demonization, scapegoating, police brutality, housing segregation,
and lack of access to certain jobs and employment. We often struggle to acquire and main-
tain the equality afforded to our white trans counterparts.

“She Thinks She's a He" (Saterius Roberts of SiR Arts and Tattoos).
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“Trans people of color have different experiences and at times have different is-
sues that need solutions such as additional oppression because of intersections
of identity involving race, class, AND gender.”

Those of us who are trans people of color navigate a world in which institutionalized
racism—racism that is part of our culture and systems of government—affects our lives on
every level and severely limits our access to health care and educational resources, as well
as our capacity for economic advancement. This reality, along with our transgender status,
marks trans people of color as the most vulnerable members of the extended trans commu-
nity, leaving us to experience high levels of discrimination and unemployment, and multiple
instances of physical and sexual violence. Trans women of color continue to top the list of
murdered individuals that are recognized every year on Transgender Day of Remembrance.

“Lots of times when I'm with white people (not everyone, of course), they think
everything works just fine and there is no awareness of how different life in
These United States can be for different folks.”

“I am Puerto Rican and Egyptian. I try to bring out the voice of the Latinos and
Middle Easterners but it’s quite complicated.”

Unfortunately, our transgender communities are not immune to the racist attitudes and
behaviors that pervade our society. It can feel isolating to be one of the only people of
color in transgender and LGBT groups. We may feel silenced or invisible. We can also
feel burdened by the responsibility of representing the experiences, diversity, and needs
of trans people of color.

“Most of the genderqueer/trans people I roll with are people of color. It’s totally
different. We have a lot of other bullshit to deal with. I can be in a room full of
beautiful white trans people, but still feel like my cultural background and skin
color make me sort of invisible. Mainstream queer activism is so white-centric
these days. We spend a lot of time talking shit about that and working construc-
tively within our communities to address this.”

“The common elements of mistrust, anger, fear, racism, etc. that exist in the
straight world are just as prevalent in the trans world.”

“I live in a medium sized city . . . or a huge suburb. There is only one PFLAG
group and it’s pretty white. People of Color come to PFLAG once and they
don’t come back. The very nice, generous, and accepting PFLAG folks don’t
have any understanding of how uncomfortable it can be to be the only Person
of Color in a room full of white people . . . or that it just gets plain OLD. And
sometimes I get tired of explaining that or of being disliked for explaining that
or always being the one at the table ‘making trouble.’”

According to the annual
Hate Violence Report by
the National Coalition of
Anti-Violence Programs, in
2012, 53% of anti-LGBTQ

homicides in the United States

were against transgender

women, and 73% were against

people of color.

REVELING IN OUR AUTHENTICITY

Willy Wilkinson, MPH, (www.willywilkinson.com) is an award-winning writer and public health
consultant whose book, Born on the Edge of Race and Gender, is forthcoming.

It was a sunny summer day when I took my wife out to brunch for her birthday at an outdoor
café. Our sandy blond waitress presented our respective plates of food, then freeze framed in a
piercing stare, and in the absence of any finesse one would presumably adopt for tipping custom-
ers, demanded, “Are you part Asian? The Asian always takes over!” She then turned to my wife
and proceeded to complain about how her half Filipino kids didn’t look anything like her. As my
food began to cool, it occurred to me that holding my Asian face responsible for her issues with
her family was not a strategic way to get a decent tip.

I am hapa. My mother is Chinese from a little town in Hawaii, and my father is Caucasian from

Oakland. Our family language was English peppered with Cantonese and Hawaiian, and everything

Race, Ethnicity, and Culture
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tasted better with soy sauce. As a family we celebrated our multiculturalism. And yet throughout my life my features have been picked
through, my cultural knowledge evaluated based on my looks or last name. “I didn’t think you would know how to use chopsticks because
you have brown hair.” My loyalties have been decided, and my membership questioned. It hasn’t just been “What are you?” but also “What
are you doing here?”

Similarly, as a trans person, I embrace and celebrate my unique gender journey. And yet for most of my life people were equally con-
fused about my gender and struggled with their need to categorize me. You know the drill. Their eyes bug; their mouth wrangles in an awk-
ward attempt at gendered salutations. Pronouns fail them. They pause in midair without realizing it. “Sir? Ma’am? Uhh. . .”

Like many trans folks, many people of mixed heritage are not easily defined or fathomed. People who are mixed are assessed on their
facial features, body type, skin tone, cultural knowledge and mannerisms, values, language, communities, and loyalties. And not just from
white folks, but from every direction. There’s an authenticity check, just making sure you are who you say you are.

Ah, authenticity. That beautiful thing that we as trans people continually strive for. The right to not just live but to unquestionably revel
in our own unique authenticity, even when that expression makes people uncomfortable, curious, and confused. Our masculinity and femi-
ninity are measured for realness content. Our ability to be perceived as the gender we identify with is evaluated. We are resisted even when
we assert our true selves repeatedly.

As trans people, we have experienced the world in different shoes, different realities, different bathrooms. We speak a different language,
about T and getting clocked and transfeminism. We use gender-transgressive pronouns and in-house words. We’ve stepped beyond the ex-
pectations of our families, communities, and societies. Many of us know what it’s like to live as both female and male at different times in
our lives, or at the same time. Some of us are perceived in different ways from moment to moment. Some of us are perceived as clearly one
gender or the other yet locate ourselves in the gender galaxy beyond, whether in the present or past. And even if our identity or presenta-
tion is not ambiguous, our truths, and those of our loved ones, are layered. It may be something we are keenly aware of every minute of the
day, or it may fade from our daily thoughts, but these complexities are there, behind our eyes and under our skin.

That, to me, is where trans experience and mixed heritage experience intersect: the ambiguities and complexities, the layers of cultural
experience that don’t meet the eye, and the difficulties that people have acknowledging and accepting them. It’s the opportunity to put a
unique lens on the world, to see the views that others don’t have eyes for. It’s a cross-cultural experience, an adventure outside of easy
categorizations. It’s more than one reality at the same time, code-switching into different languages and norms of behavior, cranking up the
brightness and color. And it’s the confidence and courage to defy exclusion and revel in our bold authenticity.

A few good Web sites BUILDING COMMUNITY

to check out: API Queer Trans people of color often face discrimination or silencing within trans and LGBTQ
Women & Transgender communities. Our own racial and ethnic groups can at times be very supportive of us as
Community (apiqwtc.org), trans people, but they can also be some of our fiercest critics. Our communities can also
BKLYN Bothood (bklynboi- impose expectations on how we should define ourselves and walk through the world. It
hood.com), Black Transmen can be challenging to feel like an outsider within our own communities as we struggle to

(blacktransmen.org), Black deal with discrimination and invisibility that we face from society.
Transwomen (blacktrans-

women.org). “I'm mostly involved with Black transmen, being that I am Black myself. I can’t
really say how different it is, besides other communities having privileges due to
race and gender that we may not. I believe we definitely feel a lot more pressure

Community, Kinship, Life as black males to be masculine in appearance and behavior, and I believe there

(CK Life) is an organization

based in the Bronx, New York,
started by trans people of Because trans people of color face loneliness and discrimination, many have built or

color, with a focus on family joined communities of trans and queer people of color.
and community. CK Life runs
support groups, trainings, and
has a surgery scholarship fund.

to be more pressure to conform to heterosexual ideologies.”

“The minute I started college I joined the QPOCC Queer People of
Color Club.”

“I am involved in the black male community. I believe there is a greater sense
of brotherhood in this community because we are members of two oppressed
groups.”

“I have been attending the local Two-spirit group here in this part of Kansas.”

“I'm active in a Transmen of color greek organization.”
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“We know each other out in the community, we have occasionally had a black
butch brunch. I can’t over emphasize how much these events have meant to us,
as we rarely have queer of color only time, we love being together and feeling
that solidarity and power.”

“As an African American transgender female, I strongly believe that the experi-
ences that me and other AA trans females have are at times very different than
those of other trans people and therefore feel the need to meet, socialize and
discuss the issues and experiences that are more relevant to us. I've been a part
of more mainstream trans communities and although I have made friends and
had positive experiences there was still a strong need to connect with those who
look like me and share the dual difficulties of being both African American and

transgender.”
The issues that come up for trans people of color are somewhat different from those of the bklyn boihood is a collective
larger trans community. that champions healthy mas-

. . culinity, intersectionality of
“I have been involved in groups for Black transmen. The concerns for these Y Y

groups tend to differ from larger FTM groups because they’re more about
community-identity, financial, and family issues.”

identities, and antimisogyny
for bois* of color all over
the world.

“I was at a Queer Youth conference at a university and there was a workshop
called ‘Queer As Folk—White As F***’ The students there really were enjoying
being young, Queer, and People of Color. . . and they were like— ‘White culture
is a drag and why aren’t WE represented except in token fashion on this Queer

. . »5 by Rashaad Ernesto Green,
television show?! Y

is the story of a trans Latina

“Over time I've tapped into a loose network of other transgender jews. The core teen’s relationship with her
difference is that we can talk frankly as trans people about matters of interest to father after his return from
other jews, which is something that rarely comes up in general trans spaces. It prison to their home in

is relaxing to (1) not have to teach constantly (2) not have to worry people are the Bronx.

going to be prejudiced or harassing against me. While there’s no guarantee of
that in any group of people, having a critical mass of shared experience allows
us to take a certain amount of common ground for granted (less teaching!) and
a certain mutual appreciation for where we’re coming from (less bigotry!).

1 find such communities very refreshing and stimulating.”

Gun Hill Road, a film directed

WORKING FOR LGBTQ YOUTH OF COLOR

Tiffany D. Wilkins was awarded graduate and teaching assistantships to pursue doctoral study in

the inaugural cohort of the Professional Doctorate in Educational Leadership (ProDEL) program at
Dugquesne University, was recently named a Barbara L. Jackson Scholar at Duquesne, and currently
conducts data collection for RAND Corporation while also an adjunct English professor at the Com-
munity College of Allegheny County.

I have faced numerous structural inequalities as an African American woman who is also part of the
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Questioning (LGBTQ) community, particularly with re-
gard to accessing higher education. African Americans are raised and grow up learning a particular
epistemology in the United States; at birth, the Mis-Education of the [American] Negro begins, reinforcing the assumption that college is
not a goal for many students of color.

As an awkward, dark-skinned, “nappy-headed,” athletic tomboy, I was a mediocre student. I fought for permission to attend one honors
course, and lacking support for college prep, I had poor SAT scores. The guidance, support, and tenacity of my basketball coach/school
counselor made my dream to attend college a reality.

Despite my access to college, as a young person of color, “questioning” my sexuality and gender expression became a part of learning
my place and potential for success in a racist society. I struggled to see beauty in myself despite prevalent images and observations of
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white and black folks alike expressing otherwise. No longer a “sistah,” my membership in the African American community—often at
odds with my sexual orientation and gender identification/presentation—has become unhinged. On paper I am a fascinating, accomplished,
exemplar of diversity; in person on a largely white, Catholic, heterosexual campus, I am a source of discomfort and embarrassment in the
African American community.

My work focuses on higher education access for LGBTQ youth of color as a matter of social justice. My research examines how homo-
phobia in the African American community creates barriers for LGBTQ youth of color who are forced to choose one identity over another,
risking ostracism and hoping for acceptance. I hope to use my experience as a gender nonconforming African American butch lesbian to
understand racism on college campuses and in the LGBTQ community, and to increase opportunities for LGBTQ professionals of color in

literacy education.

In some places, especially in rural areas, it can be difficult for us to find communities of
trans people of color. For various other reasons, many of us are not very involved in these
communities. Often times, we are dependent upon the Internet and various online re-
sources and social networking sites in order to connect and find the support of other trans
people of color when we feel isolated in rural areas and small towns.

“I’'m not involved in any minority transgender groups, though I would love to
live in a place with enough trans* people for there to be a minority within the
minority. I'm multicultural, so that would be an invaluable resource for me.”

“I have only met two other black transsexual womyn.”

“I did go to a group for asian transgenders, but it was a small group that is
a bit too far for me to drive and now that I got a job it makes going to these
events hard.”

“I’'m sort of adjacent to the Two-Spirit community, because I’'m Alaska Native,
but I haven’t really gotten involved.”

“Ha! In Oklahoma? There aren’t enough of us out in the open to segregate our-
selves into races/cultures.”

“Although I am a person of color, I'm not really involved with minority GLBT*
activism much. I am aware of it, especially online, and I definitely see the

need for more activism—the intersection of racial and gender minority puts
transwomen of color in more danger on a daily basis than most groups of any
minority, and it’s chilling—but I’'m not personally very active in these communi-
ties. That’s partly because despite being a person of color I don’t feel like a lot
of ‘person of color’ activism is targeted at people like me; I don’t have a lot of
the same experiences or worldviews and sometimes don’t even agree with some
of their concepts or methods. 1'd like to help but I don’t always feel like I have a
place in their community.”

“I'm part of the Jewish genderqueer community. . . I don’t know that many
other Jewish genderqueers. I do know a few though, and one of them lives

close enough to me that we can see each other during the holidays. It’s hard to
find minority groups within minority groups—Ilike, there are so many different
interpretations of genderqueer and so many different ways of being Jewish, so
when you try to combine them and find people you really connect with and have
similar beliefs to, it gets hard. . . It’s different from the larger transgender com-
munity because of the beliefs and customs that people have. Growing up Jewish,
I always felt really different from my non-Jewish friends. I think that growing
up as part of one minority and then coming into another minority community is
different than when people grow up as part of the majority in terms of the rest of
their life and then only have one minority community.”
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LIVING ON THE OUTSIDE: BLACK WOMAN? BLACK MAN? NEITHER? OR BOTH?

Toi Scott is a visionary, community organizer, artivist, blogger, and author of Notes from an
Afro-Genderqueer, as well as radical, brown, gender/queer plays Genderqueer Files:La Qolec-
tiv@ and Resistencia: Sangre, who is an ordinary superhero working toward racial and gender
Jjustice and the eradication of oppression and disparities within the economic, food, and health
systems.

The concept of gender is entrenched in the black community, if not the pillar of it. As I've come

out as genderqueer, | have found it difficult to imagine disassociating myself from black wom-
anhood. So much is tied to a black woman’s identity. Slowly but surely, I have come to own and
appreciate the struggle of a black woman, the burden on her back, the solidarity in calling each other “my sister.”

In taking on the identity of trans and calling myself genderqueer, I felt that [ was betraying my sisters in some way, and rejecting the
women’s spaces in which I felt so comfortable for years. At first I felt that I'd become an outsider to the community of women of color that
I fought so hard to understand, be a part of, and protect.

As I began accepting the fact that I am genderqueer, that I am transmasculine, I began to panic. Does this mean I am a black man?
Should I choose to transition and present myself as male? Will I have to routinely see white women clutch their purses and turn up their
noses, and white men feel threatened or disgusted by my very existence? I did not—do not—want to be a black man. But unfortunately,

I do not have much choice in the matter.

I am not a woman. I have the body of a woman, but anyone who gets to know me quickly finds out that, well, I’'m not. I was not exactly
socialized as a girl as a kid. My mother climbed the rungs of the police department slowly and steadily and was a warrior who did not revel
in her femininity.

I always saw myself as a boy. By the time I was six or seven, and it was socially unacceptable to do “boy things,” I started keeping my
feelings to myself. I let people call me “she” and “her,” but it never really fit. My stepfather and mother tried to make me dress like a little
girl, but I felt disconnected from other girls, and like I was in drag when I wore dresses.

In high school, though, I started wearing flannel, plaid, corduroy, and boy shoes. After coming out in college I let people tell me that
I was a lesbian, but I never owned that label, though I found solidarity with female-bodied people whose partners were women.

In the banking industry where I worked for six years, men accepted me as a mixture of male and female and thought of me as one of the
“boys.” When straight men hit on me, I wondered what their deal was. When straight women would flirt with me and then say “but I don’t
date girls,” this did not compute. I wasn’t a girl, I was a handsome young boi!

In my lesbian relationships, I did not take on a butch role. I do not identify as a stud or an AG. I wear my masculinity much differently.
As I was coming out as genderqueer, I made the conscious decision not to take hormones or get chest surgery, in part because I don’t par-
ticularly identify with the label FTM. I don’t trust or identify with the social construct that is the gender binary.

As a person who identifies with some feminist ideals, concepts of power and privilege tied to maleness were an issue for me. Deep
down, did I hate being female? I think of all of the women of color I know, and all my friends who are women healers, curanderas, homeo-
paths, naturopaths, herbalists, and shamans, who use their feminine power to heal. I love this! And that is what has made me sad—I don’t
want to leave those women'’s healing circles. I don’t want to be an outsider or give up the power inherent in being a woman.

Skating the ice between the two genders is a struggle. Trans men want to know why I still have breasts and why I don’t take hormones.
Feminists want to know why I pack and bind, why I consider myself transmasculine. Men want to know why I hang out with women if
I’m male. Though I have always understood men’s thinking patterns better, I can also understand the actions of their girlfriends, wives, and
sisters.

At the end of the day I’m not male or female. There is no label for who I am, except Toi. And maybe I feel guilty for being an unlabeled
entity moving fluidly through all of these circles. I feel guilty because they all want me to take up allegiance to them—but I belong to all
and none at the same time.

I will purge this guilt in my heart. I will try my best to explain to everyone who asks or is confused. I will try to keep an open heart and
be full of compassion when people think that [ am an anomaly, a freak, and not one of “them” any longer.

This is all I can offer: Dialogue. Compassion. Authenticity.

For some trans people of color, community building happens within religious and spir-
itual groups. Dealing with trauma, violence, and the stresses of everyday life often
leads us to look for outlets centered on self-care. The organization TransFaith in Color
puts on conferences, meetups, and other types of cultural events that draw diverse
members of the community. Community members build alliances and help to combat
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Monica Roberts, an African
American trans woman,
started the blog TransGriot in
response to the lack of trans
visibility in the blogosphere.
She writes extensively on
underexplored issues such as
black trans icons and policy
changes that will affect trans
people of color. She is a
vocal critic of homophobia
and transphobia within racial
communities.

The Audre Lorde Project
(ALP) is a Lesbian, Gay,
Bisexual, Two-Spirit, Trans,
and Gender Nonconforming
People of Color center for
community organizing, fo-
cusing on the New York City
area. ALP’s antiviolence
program, Safe OUTside the
System, led by LGBTQ people
of color living in Bed-Stuy and
surrounding neighborhoods
in Brooklyn, organizes and
educates local businesses and
community organizations on
how to stop violence without
relying on law enforcement.
TransJustice is a political
group of ALP created by and
for trans and gender noncon-
forming people of color that
works to mobilize communi-
ties and allies into action on
political issues such as gain-
ing access to jobs, housing,
and education; the need for
trans-sensitive health care,
HIV-related services, and
job-training programs; and
resisting police, government,
and anti-immigrant violence.
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the misleading stereotype that people of color, especially those who are religious, are
homophobic and transphobic.

ORGANIZING BY TRANS PEOPLE OF COLOR

Trans people of color are more often victims of violence, more often subject to targeting
by police and other law enforcement agencies, and more often labeled as criminals. Many
of our organizations led by trans people of color invest energy into fighting against police
harassment and discrimination. Many of us also see law enforcement as a poor way to de-
crease crime and violence. For example, legislation aimed at lengthening prison sentences
for crimes that are considered hate crimes perpetuates the use of law enforcement, rather
than restorative justice, to solve problems. It means that more people spend more time in
jail. Groups such as Communities United Against Violence (CUAV) and the Audre Lorde
Project (ALP) create strategies for shifting discussions about hate crimes to discussions
about community empowerment.

Trans people of color are also disproportionately affected by poverty. Instead of treat-
ing racial and wealth privilege as completely separate concepts, many groups led by trans-
gender people of color make links between racism and poverty, and stand up for poor
people by working against discriminatory institutions and systems that can include but
are not limited to welfare/public assistance programs, educational systems, and health
care systems.

Trans people of color have a rich history of activism. Two key players in this history
are Sylvia Rivera and Marsha P. Johnson, whose visibility during the 1960s and early
1970s helped to shift the civil rights movement of the time, which focused on racial equal-
ity, to include members of trans and queer communities. Rivera, a Latina trans woman
raised in New York City, and Johnson, a black trans woman from New Jersey, began
their activism within gay movements, where they pushed the groups they were involved
with to combat transphobia, sometimes succeeding and sometimes coming up against
overwhelming resistance. They also worked collectively with the Young Lords and the
Black Panthers. They were an integral part of the Stonewall Riots. Together they founded
the first shelter in the United States designed to house homeless queer and trans youth
sex workers, S.T.A.R. House, the name of which came from their activist group, Street
Transvestite Action Revolutionaries.

Grassroots activism is not the only place in which trans people of color have
effected change. In the past decade, we have seen growing representation in the
political realm. In 2008, Latino trans man Diego Sanchez became the first trans-
gender individual to be part of the Democratic National Committee (DNC). One
of Sanchez’s most important acts was his testimony before the US House of
Representatives on discrimination toward transgender people in the workplace. In
this speech, he shared his personal experience with discriminatory practices as a
trans man of color. It was Sanchez’s hard work with the DNC that propelled Rep.
Barney Frank to solicit his services as a legislative aide, ultimately making Sanchez
the first openly trans person to hold a congressional staff position. Diego Sanchez’s
precedent-setting speech helped to open the doors for other trans people of color
to use their personal stories in the fight for gender justice on Capitol Hill. In 2012,
African American lawyer Kylar Broadus became the first transgender person to
testify before the Senate, publicly sharing his experiences of discrimination as
Sanchez had.
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THIS YA HISTORY

Micah Domingo is a rapper who utilizes hip-hop to
narrate his existence living, struggling, and loving as

a queer person of color. As a queer trans man born to
South African immigrants, he speaks about the physical
and the metaphysical, contemplating the gray areas of
his life as well as the life around him.

This the life of a family boy
life of a tranny boy

stuck in the nooks and crannies, boy
i’ll get you try to understand me,
but no promises, cuz i ain’t that fancy Micah Domingo (photo by
grew up in a world where my skin stuck out Alexander Rose).
didn’t take after my brother, who took the

rough route

rode out my high school days, in a daze

thank god my adolescence was just a phase

working a shit job, getting paid

gotta get that wrist rocked,

heart ablaze

gotta get outta that cow town

before it sucked me in and made me bow down

fled the scene as soon as they found out

now i reside where the summers are humid

and the winters are brutal

my resistance is futile

but i move through

make my way from dirt to concrete

from green to gray in a heartbeat

trade the chains for a cotton long leash

chuck taylors and some skinny blue jeans

for those that knew me

and continue to be part of my history

through the chaos and misery, you're a part of me

like muscles and arteries

like plato and socrates

it’s my history that elucidates me

an energy that moves me from point A to point B

with all that mess it can get a bit noisy

they say it started with a riot

but i don’t buy it

humble beginnings from the times of pyramids and pirates

just more vocal, and a lot less local

now more photos, a lot more global

deeply buried stories coming to the surface

the arch of history bends with a purpose

toward victory and liberty

solidly toward equality and dignity

say it with me

we are a force to be reckoned with

we are a force to be reckoned with

our identities and rights are not tentative

not satisfied with the rights you pretend to give

exchange pleasantries for your own benefit

abuse those you got re-elected with

From Cal I forn-ia to Connecticut

We’re put on this earth cuz we were meant to live
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Trans people of color are active
in performing all over the world.
Catch one of these acts:

-D’Lo is a queer Tamil Sri L.A.
nkan-American, political theatre
artist/writer, director, comedian,
and music producer.

-Ryka Aoki is a writer, per-
former, and professor at Santa
Monica College.

-Wordz the poet emcee is

a conscious HipHop artist

of Jamaican descent from
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, who
has dedicated his life to creating
art for social change.

“Being allies to people of color
in the struggle to end racism is
one of the most important things
that white people can do. There
is no correct way to be an ally.
Each of us is different. We have
different relationships to social
organizations, political pro-
cesses, and economic structures.
We are more or less powerful
because of such factors as our
gender class, work situation,
family, and community partici-
pation.”—Paul Kivel, Uprooting
Racism: How White People Can
Work for Racial Justice.
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ALLIES

What does it mean to be an ally? Being an ally can mean different things to different
people. People who identify as allies can come from various races, ethnicities, cultures,
and socioeconomic backgrounds. Some of us who consider ourselves allies identify as
white trans people, while some of us who are people of color can be allies who support
the needs of trans people of different backgrounds. It is not easy to be an ally and it can be
challenging to understand the ways in which we can effectively support the needs of trans
people of color who have diverse ethnic, racial, and class backgrounds. Being an ally as
a white trans person is difficult and necessary if we are to make society a better place for
trans people of color.

“I figure it’s better to be a little quieter in my support than to invade
safe-spaces that aren’t mine, so I err on the side of caution there. My privilege
means my involvement in a group could not be anything but problematic.”

“I think it would oppressive and appropriative of me to get involved in such
groups. I do my best to be an ally to these folks.”

Those of us who are people of color but do not consider ourselves of trans experience, can
work to understand what it means to embody different gender identities, to transition, and
to be subjected to the harsh realities of a world that often violently controls and suppresses
the freedoms of trans people of color. Cisgender people of color who are or want to be
allies to trans people of color are important in creating and challenging individuals
and groups that oppresses trans people of color, often while residing within the same
neighborhoods and communities.

Some of us who are allies have found ways to support people of color in ways that are
helpful. There are also many ways to learn more about antiracist work we can do as allies.

“Idon’t feel it’s my place to be a part of these communities. However, I try to
be the best ally I can in listening to these groups and helping them however
I can when I am asked.”

“I am a white ally of FIERCE, the Audre Lorde Project, TransJustice, and a
part of other multiracial projects like Third Root, Generation Five, SRLP.”

“I try to be the best ally that I can be, educating myself about my privilege

as a white person and about how I can work with the larger trans community
to better serve those who are more disenfranchised. We are too demonized by
social conservatism already, and it horrifies me to see racism and ableism in
our community. White trans folks can’t allow themselves to forget that they still
operate under racial privilege.”

BOI

Megan Benton, also known as Emotions The P.O.E.T., has

a master’s degree (MA) in clinical psychology from Antioch
University, with an emphasis in LGBTQ studies. Megan is
an MFT Intern and one of the cofounders of Theta Xi Theta,
Fraternity, Inc. Megan provides a healing space for clients
to develop healthy identities in regard to the intersection
of race, culture, sex, gender, lifestyle, and spirituality,

and a brave space to explore life challenges
(www.meandmybois.com).

New Orleans

Black in the middle of spring
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Brass players congregating

As they prepare for the second line

My gown covering internal agony

What’s next?

Success, failure, endless possibilities

Love covering my skin

Sweat drenching from my locs

Grass beneath my feet

I walk in violation

The leaders of the elite institution said:

All women must wear black dresses to commencement
No professor ever gave a lesson on gender expression
Why must womanhood be wrapped in expectation?
So I wear black

Black button down, slacks and loafers

All designed for male

Partially following directions

But why must I be directed by gender

I’ve always fallen somewhere in between

Restroom doors swinging off of filthy hinges

With signs dangling

Reading male or female

There is no third entrance

The world gender phobic

I gender fucked

Piss runs down my leg in disbelief

Who knew that dumping waste could be so complicated?
I was taught to act like a lady

Institutionalized to be feminine

Somewhere in between learning to put on lip gloss

I fell in love with masculinity

Hiding my body from the hyper sexual fantasies of men twice my age
Joe boxers painted against these curvy hips

Like graffiti paints a glow on cold brick in Los Angeles
I hid myself behind graphic tees that said: Fuck you pay me
Pay me attention

It takes a lot of courage to be vulnerable

Walking in violence

Men afraid of losing privilege

Women afraid of difference

Dapper, clean cut

Locs twisted to the scalp

Tappers, line of precision

See I make masculinity look pretty

‘We make masculinity look pretty

Me&MyBois

Brown Boi

Theta Boi

Queer Boi

Boi

B-O-1

Born obviously incredible

Wear that Bowtie with pride

Folded into perspective

Difference is not taught but learn to be subordinate
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In elementary school

Perspective felt meaningless

Abnormality fractured faces on the play ground
Potential was written on the wall with chalk

I was a masterpiece easily erased

Blood covering skin

Knuckles tearing my beauty

Feet folding and stomping my insides out
Bullied for being a he she

I guess they thought they could beat the man out of me
Who am I safe to be?

Resiliency made me a success

I'am BOI

B-O-1

Beaten outwardly and internally

Difference holds so much potential

Boi

Born obviously incredible

Especially when you wear it pretty

It is important to keep in mind that being an ally takes commitment and perseverance.
Being an ally is not something that ever ends. Trans people of color will continue to
struggle for the same rights and freedoms as white transgender and cisgender people.
Some strategies for being a good ally include the following:

e  Actively listen. When you find yourself thinking about what you are going to say
before another person has finished speaking, take a pause and listen. You may be
missing important information.

e Acknowledge privilege. Recognize your privilege, and understand the ways in
which privilege contributes to how you walk through the world and the experiences
that you have.

e Center the experiences of people of color. You may know the statistics or have
friends who are people of color and be aware of their stories. Reporting these facts
and stories can be helpful, but look around the room first to see if there is someone
with a firsthand experience they are willing to share.

e Be curious. You may know a lot, but you can always learn more. Chances are that
there is someone present who has an experience that will be new to you.

e Empower people of color. When there are important tasks to be done or leadership
roles to be filled, nominate people you think would be strong leaders and who
represent the faces of their communities. Be aware of how you can use power and
privilege to help give others a voice, not silence voices.

e Support the strategies of those affected. It can be tempting to hear about
someone’s problems and feel as though you know how to solve them. Sometimes
lending an ear is just as helpful as trying to solve another person’s problems.
Community-driven solutions are often the most successful.

e Learn about other allies. Look for role models who are solid allies working to
foster equality and justice within social movements.

e Move beyond guilt. Empower holistic ally and community building by accepting
and then moving beyond your own shame.

CONCLUSION

Our race and ethnicity contribute to the ways we see ourselves and are seen by others.
Some of us experience oppression on a daily basis due to our status as people of color.
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Many of us also benefit from privilege. As transgender people from many different racial
and ethnic backgrounds, we are responsible for identifying our privilege and working to-
ward changing systems that oppress us and the people we love in order to create a better
world for ourselves and for future generations.
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The Web site Queer
Immigration collects resources
and information for LGBTQ
immigrants.

IMMIGRATION
Kate Kourbatova and Elana Redfield

THE LIVES OF TRANS IMMIGRANTS ARE VARIED. We come from a broad range
of cultural backgrounds, with many different religious experiences, economic situations,
and racial backgrounds. The way we understand gender roles and the reasons that we
migrated from one place to another can be quite different. Many of our experiences are
very specific to a particular culture or transition from one place to another, and they may
not be true for all trans immigrants. Nevertheless, there are threads that tie our experi-
ences together and make the idea of a “trans immigrant experience” more than just an
abstraction.

Immigrant is an umbrella term for anyone who moves from one country or culture to
live in another. A multitude of factors contribute to the diversity of trans immigrant expe-
riences. One of the biggest sources of difference is the reason each of us moves from our
home country in the first place. Sociologist Everett S. Lee (1966) describes these motiva-
tions as either a “push” or a “pull.”

We can be drawn to (“pulled” toward) a new country by something like a job oppor-
tunity, cheaper education or housing, or a desire to experience a new culture. We can also
be “pushed” from our home countries by hostile conditions. This could be anything from
unlivable social conditions, like war or drought, to more personally targeted forces such
as a political climate that is transphobic or homophobic, or violently repressive toward po-
litical opposition. The terms refugee or asylee are sometimes used to describe immigrants
who were “pushed” from their home countries.

PARALLEL WORLDS

WWWw.neutrois.me.

becoming reality.
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Micah, 27, lives in San Francisco and blogs at

When my life began on April 23, 1986, in Mexico City, I was a girl. The doctor
peeked between my legs and proclaimed it so. Nobody questioned it much, except
me; silently, of course. I grew up devouring Amelia Bedelia and Roald Dahl and
singing along to the latest Disney hits. Fifteen years of an American education
branded me as an outcast in the greater Mexican culture. My failure to identify
with fellow estrogen-bearing beings further accentuated my alienation. By the time
I was seven years old, I decided I'd be going to Harvard and maintained the secretly
harbored wish that, like Pinocchio, I would someday turn into a real boy. The
decision to leave my home and my country for a prestigious American university
was a simple one—at least it was the only lifelong dream that still had a chance of

“But you don’t look Mexican.”
“Are your parents Mexican?”
And my favorite: “I have a friend in Albuquerque.”

At first unexpected, these responses soon became the norm whenever an American asked where I was from. With my white skin and blue
eyes, I float by inconspicuously; nobody ever gives me a second glance when I order coffee with my flawless American English that I've




been perfecting since I was three. However, the US government loves to remind me that, although I've lived my entire adult life in this
country, I'm still just a temporary visitor. Begrudgingly welcome, I pay taxes for services I'm not even entitled to.

Yet I could never return to Mexico without feeling handicapped. I don’t even know how to say “friend request” in Spanish, let alone
navigate a cultural terrain [ haven’t set foot on in 10 years. Not to mention the friends I've made, the career I've built, and the home my
partner and I have nourished. I grew up in Mexico, but I came of age in the United States.

After graduating from college, my significant other and I prepared for our cross-country move from Philadelphia to San Francisco.
As we packed up our house, my gender was also being stuffed into boxes whose contents would shift the course of my identity when
unwrapped. Figuring out that I wasn’t really a girl—and that I could do something about it—was just the first hurdle in an infinite
race against the gender binary. My gender is best described as not female and not male—a true exercise in logic. It’s a rainbow: a
refraction of light you’re certain you see yet sure you can’t ever touch. It exists without form. I’ve had to create something out of
nothing.

Surgery has had irreversible effects on my bodys; it is now physically impossible to go back to the sex I once was. Not to mention it has
socially cemented my identity as being part of the other side: I've stood in front of a judge declaring M is the correct initial for my driver’s
license. Yet no matter how many times my coworkers refer to me as “he,” I'll still look like my father’s 16-year old son, and never like my
father, because I refuse to grow up to be a man.

Nowadays people don’t look between my legs, yet they still proclaim I’m a girl. Or a boy. Their confidence has been shaken, to
say the least. I'm comfortable where I am, finally happy to just be me. But the evidence of where I'm from will always remain, even
though I don’t belong there anymore. Stranger in a home land; home in a strange land. My birth certificate will forever brand me
as Mexican, regardless of the distance. But when I obtain a US passport, it will never say that I was female. Someday, I'll be a real
American man.

Some of us may be trans immigrants but not consider this label to be definitive to our
experiences or identities. For instance, a person may have immigrated to the United States
from Australia, but rather than considering “immigrant” to be an important part of their
identity, they may just think of themselves as being Australian.

“Technically I am an immigrant, but I have been living in the U.S. for 31 years
so I do not feel like an immigrant. Other than having to notify the Immigration
Service of my upcoming name change, I don’t think there has been any impact
between my immigration status and my transgender status.”

“I’m an American expatriate in Japan, but I don’t feel that that experience
overlaps much with the transsexual experience. I'm an expat, with everything
that entails—language barriers, being visibly alien everywhere I go, employ-
ment and visa issues, cultural incongruence. I'm also part of the gay community
here, which is very partitioned off from the mainstream in its own little gay
ghetto (Shinjuku ni-choume). And then once every two weeks I make a trip down
to my clinic and get stuck with 50 cc of testosterone. My life in Japan is much
more about the gay experience than the trans experience.”

IMMIGRATION AND IDENTITY

Where we come from, geographically, socially, and economically, can lead to vastly dif-
ferent lived experiences and affect the degree to which being trans complicates the im-
migration process and our identity as immigrants. These factors also affect the degree to
which our experiences with immigration impact our ability to find a supportive commu-
nity as trans people.

Economic class affects, among other things, how mobile we may be after we move
and what kind of health care options we will have. For those of us who know we want
to transition physically, class can influence many aspects of our transition. Some of us
may be able to attend regular provider visits, participate in long-term therapy, and afford
expensive gender-confirming surgeries. Others of us may procure hormones from poten-
tially unsafe sources and use unreliable discount surgeons or industrial silicone without
medical supervision in order to transition our bodies.
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WE ARE THE INTERSECTIONS

micha cdrdenas, MFA, MA, is an artist, hacktivist, poet,
performer, student, educator, mixed-race trans femme Latina
survivor who works at the intersection of movement, technology,
and politics, and a PhD student in media arts and practice at the
University of Southern California.

[32’ 53 6.4608 // -117 14 20.4282]

Working on the Transborder Immigrant Tool was a given for me.
After years of creating electronic disturbance online, Ricardo
and Brett came to me with a plan

to create border disturbance, at the intersection of recycled
electronics and networked gps satellites

to direct people attempting to survive the desert of the Mexico/US border to water.
[25.684486, -80.441216]

My father fled the violence of the drug war in Colombia, and ended up in Miami,
Kendall Drive and 152nd avenue.

My birth was a result of the neocolonial policies sending weapons and neoliberalism to
Colombia,

and a result of the endless hunger of the US for illegal drugs,

the same drug war causing massive nonviolent uprisings across Mexico now.
[32.71215, -117.142478]

Five years ago, I finally found a queer community and an activist life that
supported me in being the trans girl I’ve wanted to be for so long,

after another activist community couldn’t handle my transition

and wanted me to go to the men’s group.

3,000 miles away from Miami’s anti-Castro anti-gay anti-communism
away from my parents’ catholicism, both Irish and Colombian.

This year,

thanks to

spironolactone,

prometrium,

estradiol,

thanks to the femme wisdom of my lovers and friends,

the femme science we are developing,

I started passing as female, passing enough to get harassed on the street.
[32’ 50 26.4402 // -117 15 31.6542]

Walking around as a femme in most places,

feels like walking around being hunted.

I am conscious every day that I live in a country, the US,

that silences victims of sexual violence and often provides more

safety for rapists than for their survivors,

every night as we walk home from wherever we can find parking,

often in dark alleys or poorly lit streets,

since we can’t afford housing that includes parking.

Fearing for our physical safety,

constantly avoiding the men who stare at us, leering,

is perhaps a nanoscale molecule of the feeling of being hunted by the
Border Patrol that migrant people feel when they cross borders.

Hungry eyes like hollow circles of night vision goggles.

The year that I finally felt that people saw me as a woman,

was also the year I joined so many women [’ve been close to

who were survivors of sexual violence of some kind.

In January, I learned I was a survivor of sexual violence I could not remember,
committed by a family member, incest.
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First came the numbness, then came the paralyzing fear of telling anyone,

the fear of being wrapped up and written off in a narrative of pathology.

I was reminded of the words of Professor K Wayne Yang to his students:

You may not choose to be in this war, but you were born into it.

Perhaps, again like how people born in the global south feel,

in countries like Colombia and Mexico, terrorized by war and poverty,

do they feel that they were born into it,

that through no fault of their own they are survivors of violence, like me?
Violence of colonial steel walls, corrugated and mesh,

akin to the force of sexual- and gender-based violence,

We are constantly navigating the violence of borders of all kinds,

skittering across earth pinging satellites that never correctly know our exact locations,
for they never know how many kinds of thirst we feel.

[34.088705, -118.281894]

Now this fierce mixed race transgender incest survivor femme lesbian pornoterrorista
is even more unraveled, bare,

stronger,

even more pissed, behind her eyeliner, in her too red lipstick, leather V heels and
her black miniskirt dress,

even more ready to fight and burn and

create and dream new worlds into existence,

where the logic of western reason isn’t used to uphold some false

image of nations and laws that

masks the absolute violence faced by so many who step outside of the borders,
or who are born outside of them, or who choose to cross them.

and I am here to fight and fuck and give birth

to border disturbances,

to queer and mayan technologies that can reveal national borders for the fictions they are,
to technologies of survival and femme disturbance.

I am the intersection, of too many coordinate systems to name.

We are the intersections, and we exceed the borders placed upon us.

We may also have unique cultural expectations of gender depending on our racial or ethnic
backgrounds. Racism among other immigrants or the citizens of our new country can also
hinder our connection to the broader community. The scope of our social networks largely
determines our economic opportunities.

“I'm an immigrant from Vietnam and it just adds onto all of the pressure. Being
a minority within a minority.”

Because our cultural expectations of gender roles are shaped by the place we are from and
the religion or culture we were raised in, the way we express gender in our home country
may not be consistent with the culture of our new country. Many cultures have gendered
expectations related to occupations, clothing, raising children, and family structure. These
expectations are pervasive and often reach into the details of daily life, from who grows
which crops to who is expected to wear which colors. As trans immigrants, we become
particularly aware of these culturally determined gender roles, since moving from one
country to another also forces us to transition to a new gender system.

“As a Brazilian immigrant in the United States, I feel that perhaps the up-
bringing of the individuals in such minority groups was different and affects the
way they view and express gender identity. I know from personal experience as
a Latino(a) person, I was taught that the differences between the sexes are much
more dramatic than they really are, meaning I had a particularly difficult time
accepting my genderqueer identity.”

Immigration
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The documentary Crossing
Over (2013), directed by Isabel
Castro, tells the story of three
transgender immigrants from
Mexico who are seeking polit-
ical asylum in the United States
due to emotional, physical, and
sexual abuses inflicted upon
them in their home country.
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The languages we speak and how accented our speech is in the language of a new country
affect both our economic opportunities and the degree of isolation we may feel in our new
community. Moreover, some languages may be better suited for expressing nonbinary
genders than others. This can affect the ease with which we are able to come out and com-
municate our identities to our families and communities.

GENDER ACROSS OUR CULTURES

Describing our journey as trans immigrants is a bit like trying to describe movement in
multiple dimensions. There is the actual geographic movement from one place to another
and the personal migration through which we come to redefine our social, cultural, and
political context. Added to that is the dimension of gender expectations that comes with
every society, which means that even without transitioning in some way, the way our
gender is read and interpreted by others varies from place to place. Finally, there is the
metaphorical “journey” of transition—shifting our gender expression or physical body.
As trans immigrants, we can move in all of these dimensions at once, or one by one, in
different orders and combinations.

As immigrants, we are raised, either in our home country or by our immigrant
parents, to navigate gender using the compass provided by the culture we come from.
Different cultures have different ideas about gender roles and responsibilities, and the ex-
perience of immigration can impact our feelings about our assigned and affirmed gender
roles in a variety of ways. Moving into the context of another culture will likely change
which parts of the gender norms “fit” our identity and which ones do not. This transition
can be somewhat uncomfortable, even for cisgender people.

For trans immigrants, this can impact our family relationships, too. For example,
younger generations are often more integrated than older generations into the mainstream
society of the new country. A trans person who emigrated as a child, or is born to immi-
grant parents, may use the gender roles of the country of residence for reference as they
figure out their gender identity, while their parents may still largely be operating on the
gender ideals of the culture they came from, resulting in an extra source of misunder-
standing and separation.

Our experiences as trans immigrants highlight the uncomfortable instability of
gender norms, which can make even an otherwise constant gender identity look or feel

“Other," Portraits of a Noun (Hill Wolfe).
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fluid. We either adapt to the new culture by adjusting our gender presentation to end up in
a similar place on the gender spectrum as before, or we maintain the same gender presen-
tation but have to deal with being seen differently.

OF MIGRATING AND LOCKETS

Elias Krell is a musician, scholar, performer, creative writer, and actor based in the Chicago area.

When I was younger, I was obsessed with lockets. I loved the idea of having an object around my neck that concealed something of
significance, whose presence others were barely aware of, that I knew was there, and that I could show (or not show) to whomever I chose.
For me, the locket works as an affirming and exciting metaphor for my trans identity—it is powerful, erotic, and it protects me.

After living in Europe, Honduras, and Mexico as a young person, I emigrated to the United States with my family when I was
eight. A large part of my identity is in Honduras; the land, the people, the political, economic, and social issues there, and, of course,
with my family, whom I love deeply and who love me. One aspect of trans experience that is often starkly absent in discussions in the
US is the effect of being “out” on immigrants who migrate from non-US contexts, especially from neocolonized countries. I often field
questions from within and without the trans community: When are you going to start T? Why can’t you be “out” at that wedding you’re
going to?

But the idea of being “in” or “out” to my Latin American family and extended community is complicated by specific factors that have
deep historic colonial roots. Medically transitioning involves contending with deeply entrenched religious and conservative ideals. That
said, I don’t support the inaccurate notion that the Global South is more homo- and trans-phobic than the US; these ideals have arisen in
large part as a result of colonialism, and also in response to racism and xenophobia. In the US, immigrants and our families have much
higher stakes in medically transitioning. We and our families experience xenophobia, racism, classism, and hegemony in the US on a
daily basis. Trans identity, as well as sexuality, look and feel very different when you have to juggle two different national, cultural, and
linguistic worlds.

Accessing Latino/a queer and trans communities within the States has been a crucial form of support, but it is not the same as being in
the place that formed my soft palate, how I think (in Spanish first, then English), how I interact with others, and how my body reacts to the
sun, humidity, and the passing breeze. To travel to Honduras, I depend on being accepted into cars and homes, without which I could not
be safe.

The locket can work as an alternate framework for thinking about trans identity—one that doesn’t come with the loaded connotations of
being “in” or “out” (of the closet) but views trans identity as something special to share when/where we choose. A locket can be a source
of strength and affirmation. I continue to walk in my Latino/a and non-Latino/a trans and queer communities, finding affirmation in the fact
that part of me will always be more at home where I am least seen: in the warm, sunny places of my childhood.

These experiences can present a challenge to the idea that gender identity is con-
stant and reflects an internal truth. Instead, the trans immigrant experience of having our
gender suddenly read differently brings to light the dual nature of gender as a combination
of identity or self-expression and the need to be correctly understood and seen by others.

IMMIGRATION STATUS

The institutions that immigrants deal with as we navigate a new country or culture are fre-
quently indifferent to the complicated nature of our identities. For those of us who are both
trans and immigrants, we confront unique issues as we live and work in society.

Whether we immigrate for work, to be with family members, or because we are
unsafe in our home country due to our identities or political beliefs, most of us would pre-
fer to have some form of legal immigration status. Temporary legal immigrant statuses in
the United States can include business, student, or family visas; asylum applications; and
withholding of removal; as well as others. Permanent resident statuses include permanent
residency (i.e., green card) and citizenship.

Some legal immigration statuses mean we can travel freely, work with the benefit of
labor protections and without fear of getting raided, and remain in our chosen country
with some degree of security. Those with the most secure forms of status, such as green
card holders, can access government support such as health care, welfare, and social
security.
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The Queer Undocumented
Immigrant Project (QUIP)
empowers queer undocumented
youth by providing leader-
ship development, establishing
spaces for healing and support,
creating a curriculum to ed-
ucate our communities about
the intersection between the
immigrant and LGBTQ rights
movements, and document-
ing the struggles of queer
undocumented youth.
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“I lived in Canada as an undocumented immigrant for a few years. It was hard
to get a job without paperwork, and being visibly trans (this was pre-hormones)
didn’t help me get work either. I moved back to the States because I couldn’t get
status in Canada and it’s so much easier for me to get jobs and access health
care here. I knew that I needed to transition and that I could never do it without
money and insurance, and since there was no way I could get those things in
Canada, I resigned myself to moving back to the States even though my chosen
family and all my close friends (except my wife) are still in Canada. So ba-
sically, being trans made being an immigrant impossible for me. And that is
speaking as a relatively privileged American citizen who passes as white. I'm
close with a lot of trans Mexican and Central American immigrants here in DC,
and they have a lot of the same issues but it’s much harder for them. And they
mostly don’t have the option of returning to their previous country, like I did.”

Many immigrants face challenges to obtaining legal status, such as caps on the number of
people eligible each year, lack of qualifying family or job relationships, language barriers,
and financial barriers. Trans immigrants are likely to confront all of these, and we may
have our own specialized issues as well.

IDENTITY DOCUMENTS

Immigrants seeking status may rely on documents from our home countries that are hard
to obtain or contain old names, pictures, and gender markers that do not conform to our
gender expression. Once we obtain immigration IDs, such as a green card or a work
permit, updating that information can be a challenge due to many factors, including cost,
complicated filing requirements, and long processing delays.

“A large part of my reluctance to go through various changes has to do with my
fear for my papers. I need all my pictures and all my documents to match, and
I can’t afford to cause trouble right now.”

“I was stopped at Immigration and questioned about my Visa photo as it was
recent and very feminine, whereas my passport photo is a few years before

I started transition. I came in ‘boy mode’ (the last time I did any such thing)
because we thought it would be easier. [The immigration officer] told me never
ever do that again. It’s not fair on me and no one is going to treat me with dis-
respect. If any of the Immigration Staff tried that one on they’d have the entire
colleague’s team kicking their asses. I cried at the counter. She gave me a tissue
and said ‘Live the life you should’ and stamped my Visa.”

There is some progress being made in the US immigration system regarding identity doc-
uments. In 2012, The US Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) issued a policy
memorandum specifying the requirements for updating the gender marker on immigra-
tion identity documents. The USCIS policies allow us to correct the gender on our docu-
ments by presenting an amended birth certificate, passport, or court order recognizing
our corrected gender or a medical certification from a licensed physician who has treated
us or reviewed our medical history. This letter must say that we have had the appropriate
clinical treatment for gender transition. Proof of gender-affirming surgery is not required.

FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS

Many forms of immigration status require a family member who already has status to file
the application for the person who will receive it. The family member who files may also
be required to show a willingness to financially support the recipient. As trans people, we
may not have that kind of family support.

“I am a second-generation immigrant from Russia. It’s very difficult for me
to talk to my mother (dad is an American) about this. She is still stuck in the

WHO WE ARE



mindset that even being gay is a mental imbalance, and so with any discussion
of my identity I quickly become too tearful and disgusted to continue talking.

1 wish there was a way to approach it with her, but until I have become a bit
more self-sufficient financially, that probably isn’t going to be an option.”

As trans people, we are disproportionately likely to be alienated from our families, have
strained relationships, or be unwilling or unable to maintain the kind of relationships that
non-trans people can rely on for emotional support, financial support, or help with immi-
gration status. The National Transgender Discrimination Survey (Grant et al., 2011) found
that 57% of trans people interviewed had experienced significant family rejection because
of their trans status.

If we are alienated from our families or they do not accept our gender expression, we
may have a hard time going through this process with them. Furthermore, family-based
applications can last for years—sometimes more than a decade. These many complica-
tions suggest that trans people may be disproportionately unable to obtain legal immigra-
tion status through a family member.

For those of us who rely on our family’s sponsorship in order to apply for legal immi-

gration status, we may have difficult choices to make. Sometimes we may have to compro- UndocuQueer: Stories

mise about our gender presentation or behavior, at least around our families, in order for From the Intersection of the
them to continue their sponsorship. This can potentially lead us to feel isolated from those Undocumented and Queer
who might understand and approve of our identities more readily. Sometimes our families Movements is a book project
learn, over time, to accept us for who we are, but some will not, and some of us may end that shares the stories of undo-
up making sacrifices to protect our legal status. cumented queer people.

THE CAGE

Tommy, 31, is originally from Poland and now lives in California. He proudly attends UC Berkeley
under California law AB540 (qualified undocumented students pay in-state tuition).

I live with the reality of an unsteady immigration status and transgender identity. I often visualize
myself as a caged bird; each time I have encountered a demoralizing challenge, it was as if my flight
feathers were being pulled out. I was scared that once my birdcage door was opened, I would not
recognize freedom. Would I leave the cage? Could I still fly?

I lived with my mom and stepdad for a year after they married, before my stepdad kicked me out of
their house for being queer. I was 19 and undocumented. At first I was homeless and lived out of my
car or stayed with friends. I eventually began to earn a living cleaning houses and doing other odd jobs

while attending community college. Seven years after being kicked out of my parents’ house and living
in fear, the reality of deportation materialized. After much distress, my two identities came together; it
was because of my transgender identity that I was permitted to remain in the United States.

My cage door was open, but I did not fly right away.

Acknowledging that I am transgender challenged my inner strength. I lost loved ones when I began transitioning about 3 years ago, but
I would have lost me had I not taken the chance to trust in myself. I have peeked my head out of the cage; I have even flown a few times.
I like who I am becoming as a result of my humbling experiences.

EMPLOYMENT AND IMMIGRATION

Some trans immigrants may be able to get status through jobs. However, employment-based
immigration status requires an employer to file on behalf of the immigrant, and most of
the time the employer must file extensive paperwork showing the need and desire for the
particular worker. This process requires a strong relationship between the worker and the
employer.

The National Transgender Discrimination survey (Grant et al., 2011) demonstrated
that transgender people face workplace discrimination at alarming rates and are dispro-
portionately likely to be unemployed or on bad terms with employers. Twenty-six percent
of respondents had been fired and as many as 47% had had some kind of negative job
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Immigration Equality is a
national organization fighting
for LGBTQ immigrants,
especially asylum seekers. They
have a pro bono asylum project
in which they match low-income
asylum seekers with volunteer
attorneys.
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outcome simply because they were trans. Not only that, but 97% of those surveyed had
experienced harassment or discrimination on the job. This is especially likely in low-wage
jobs, where both immigrants and trans people are likely to find work.

HEALTH CARE

Unfortunately, most undocumented people and even many documented immigrants are
ineligible for health care coverage, so many of us who are trans immigrants may not be
able to meet our transition-related health needs, such as hormonal or surgical interven-
tions. Unfortunately, sometimes those same treatments are required for official recogni-
tion of our gender identity, such as with the USCIS.

TRANSITION NARRATIVES

Many trans people seeking immigration status will at some point or another need to tell
their story to an immigration officer. Whether we are seeking status based on discrimina-
tion or violence in our home country, or whether we simply need to make sure our new
green card shows the right gender, the issue of our transition is likely to come up. The
extent to which the immigration officer is familiar with trans issues will play a role in
whether the transition narrative satisfies the officer.

The common narratives about gender transition come into play in the questions that
we are asked by immigration officials. We will likely be asked when we transitioned, what
medical treatments we had, and whether we have updated all of our other documents and
changed our name legally. Often, the extent to which our stories fit into common narra-
tives affects whether they will be successful.

For those who are still in transition, or whose gender identity is more fluid than sim-
ply male or female, the common narratives about trans people may hurt rather than help
us in telling our stories. Additionally, gender transition in one country or culture may look
very different in another country or culture. Generally, it is best to use as straightforward a
narrative as possible with government officials, as many are unfamiliar with the concepts
around transgender identities.

POLITICAL ASYLUM
Asylum is granted when a USCIS or immigration judge determines that a person is likely
to face persecution in their home country on account of a particular characteristic. Some
of the most common characteristics include race, ethnic group, religion, political belief,
or membership in a particular social group. As trans people, many of us have been able to
gain asylum status by showing that we faced persecution in our home countries due to our
gender expression, sexual orientation, or political views. Gender expression and sexual ori-
entation are generally felt to make us part of particular social groups that face persecution.
In order to get political asylum, applicants have to be able to prove that they experienced
persecution, and that it was either at the hands of their prior government’s officials or that
the prior government did nothing to stop persecution by nongovernment persecutors.
Sometimes we experience forms of violence that are easy to recognize and document,
such as getting a death threat when speaking in public about trans issues. However, as
trans people, we often face specific forms of abuse and discrimination that may be harder
to document or that exist in countries that are not otherwise considered unsafe by immi-
gration officials. For example, we may face violence from police when we go out dressed
in clothes that affirm our gender, whereas people who fall more neatly within the accepted
gender norms are less likely to experience this violence. We may not be able to open a
business or go to work in our home country simply because we are trans. Sometimes we
may experience persecution simply because our gender expression goes against cultural
norms and expectations, even if we do not identify as trans. The fact that persecution is
so unique and personalized for many trans people means that we can have a harder time
making a case for asylum.

WHO WE ARE



The deadline for applying for asylum is one year from our most recent arrival in the
United States. Even if we can make a convincing claim for asylum, we still may not be
able to get asylum status if we do not file on time. Countless cases are denied on these
grounds every year. Many transgender immigrants have come to the United States without
any kind of status. We may be unaware that we could get asylum, or afraid that the case
would be denied and we would be forced to return to our home country against our will.
Some of us have been in the country for years before we apply. We may not apply until we
are picked up by police or immigration officers and placed in removal proceedings, which
can complicate the process further.

Sometimes we may be excused from the one-year rule because circumstances related
to our gender transition made it impossible or extraordinarily difficult to file for asylum in a
timely fashion. Our transition narratives can play a significant role in determining whether
we are able to seek asylum after the one-year deadline. We may have been harassed and
attacked in our home country throughout our lives for our gender expression. On the other
hand, we might have come to the United States and transitioned here because we finally
had a space where we could do this in relative safety.

Some of us experienced so much violence in our home countries because of our gender
expression that we were traumatized and unable to begin the asylum process in time to
make the one-year deadline. People who are diagnosed with posttraumatic stress disorder
(PTSD), a condition where experiences of trauma or violence cause long-term damage to
a person’s mental health, often fall into this category (see Mukamusoni v. Ashcroft, 2004).
Whether or not a person is able to obtain asylum is heavily dependent on the individual
facts of the case.

Those of us not eligible for asylum may be able to obtain a status called “with-
holding of removal.” Withholding of removal is exactly what it sounds like—the immi-
gration judge can stop removal of a person who is in removal proceedings if the judge
believes they are more likely than not to be persecuted. Unlike asylum, a person with
withholding of removal cannot ever obtain a green card and therefore cannot obtain
citizenship. It is a permanent “limbo” status. The United States has also signed on to
an international agreement called the Convention Against Torture that forbids the gov-
ernment from deporting someone to a country where they are certain the person will
experience torture.

MARRIAGE-BASED IMMIGRATION STATUS

Marriage is one of the most common ways that immigrants obtain lawful status.
Immigration officials look extremely closely at marriages to make sure they are not
fraudulent. The length of the marriage, whether finances are mingled together or
separated, whether the couple lives together, photographs of the couple doing things
together at various stages of the relationship—these are just some of the things immi-
gration officers use to decide whether they think a marriage is “bona fide.” However, if
a couple can prove the marriage is bona fide, marriage can be a fantastic way to obtain
status. A recognized spouse can often obtain what is called a “conditional” green card,
which is a two-year green card, even if they were previously undocumented, and can
then get a regular green card and become eligible for citizenship three years later
(Monger & Yankey, 2011).

Unfortunately, the question of “bona fide” marriage, or legitimate marriage, is more
complicated for transgender people. USCIS is concerned with the public policy implica-
tions of trans marriage. In many ways, the issue turns on whether a trans marriage is con-
sidered to be a heterosexual marriage or homosexual marriage under state law. Until 2013,
the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) prohibited the federal government from recogniz-
ing gay marriage. Up until then, USCIS chose to dodge the bullet by using a simple rule: If
the marriage was considered a valid heterosexual marriage in the state where it took place,
then USCIS recognized it. If the marriage was not considered valid or was considered a
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Center in Chicago offers consul-
tations for LGBTQ asylum seek-
ers and their attorneys, as well

as collecting data and docu-

menting persecutory conditions

in different countries that can
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Intimate partner violence (IPV)
is physical, sexual, or emotional
abuse that occurs between in-
timate partners. Studies have
shown that trans people are
particularly vulnerable to IPV
situations. The same condi-
tions that make transgender
immigrants particularly vul-
nerable to IPV often prevent
transgender immigrants from
accessing social services for
safety planning and mental
health. Similarly, domestic vio-
lence shelters and legal services
often refuse to provide support
to trans people, leaving trans-
gender and gender nonconform-
ing immigrants without options.
Finally, even when IPV services
are trans inclusive, shame, fear,
and not wanting to out one-

self often prevent transgender
immigrants from seeking nec-
essary assistance. As a result,
many transgender immigrants
find themselves stuck in abusive
or unhealthy relationships. For
this reason, it is important to
recognize these challenges and
provide trans-affirming support
services. —Pooja Gehi, an at-
torney who works on intimate
partner violence issues in trans-
gender immigrant communities.
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homosexual marriage or civil union, then USCIS did not recognize it. The overturning
of DOMA in 2013 opened many legal questions about the possibility of couples consid-
ered “same-sex” petitioning for legal immigration status. This question will likely be
addressed in forthcoming lawsuits.

IMMIGRATION ENFORCEMENT AND DEPORTATION

We live in a time when immigration issues are treated similarly to criminal issues. Since
the events of September 11, 2001, US immigration policy (as well as immigration in
Europe) has become closely regulated. US states, such as Arizona, began passing laws
allowing police and immigration officers to arrest anyone they suspected of breaking
immigration laws. In 2012, the Secure Communities Initiative increased cooperation be-
tween government agencies, in order to close loopholes in immigration law countrywide.
The result is that all immigrants—even people who have become US citizens—are vul-
nerable to being stopped and questioned about their immigration status. Undocumented
people have fewer options than ever for obtaining immigration status or finding work or
health care. More people than ever are being deported to their home countries against
their will (Slevin, 2010).

Trans immigrants are more likely to be arrested and more likely to be stopped and
questioned, because we are already facing scrutiny due to our gender expression. Any
person who is arrested and convicted of a crime, or who serves time in prison, is at risk
of losing immigration status or being unable to get it. Transgender people are sometimes
arrested for doing things we need to do to survive. We are also sometimes targets for
wrongful arrests because of discrimination (Mogul, Ritchie, & Whitlock, 2011). For ex-
ample, it is not uncommon for a trans person to be charged with “loitering for purposes
of prostitution” when we are simply waiting at a bus stop wearing clothes of our preferred
gender. Any kind of arrest, wrongful or not, can jeopardize our ability to obtain lawful
immigration status or keep it if we already have it.

We are also more likely to experience sexual harassment, isolation, and abuse than
other people are while we are detained for immigration reasons (Harmon, 2012). Having
ID cards that do not match our gender expression can cause us to face immigration con-
sequences. Therefore, as trans immigrants we may be more likely to find ourselves placed
in removal proceedings.

SAFETY AND COMMUNITY
As a response to the specific needs and challenges within our communities, trans immi-
grants and our allies are working together to provide support, address issues of health and
safety, and participate in activism to challenge existing institutional problems.

Some examples of organizing by and for transgender immigrants include the
following:

*  Translatin@ in Los Angeles
*  GLOBE Project at Make The Road NY in New York City
*  TransgenerosLatinas NY in New York City

Many organizations provide services and advocacy for trans immigrants, including the
following:

e Sylvia Rivera Law Project, based in New York City

e Asian/Pacific Islander Coalition on HIV & Aids (APICHA) Trans* Health Clinic,
based in New York City

e Transgender Law Center, based in San Francisco, California

WHO WE ARE



Often, trans immigrants turn to local LGBTQ centers and broader LGBTQ organizations
for support. These organizations vary widely in scope. Some organizations are specifi-
cally concerned with immigration issues experienced by LGBTQ people. A few examples
are as follows:

e Organization for Refuge, Asylum & Migration (ORAM), based out of San
Francisco

e The LGBTI Refugee Advocacy program at PASSOP (People Against Suffering
Oppression and Poverty) in Wynberg, Cape Town, South Africa

e Rainbow Refugee Association of Nova Scotia, based in Halifax, Nova
Scotia, Canada

Some groups are specifically for LGBT people of a certain cultural background, such as
Entre Hermanos, Seattle’s Latino LGBT organization.

SERVING THE TRANSLATINA IMMIGRANT COMMUNITY IN QUEENS, NEW YORK

Cristina Herrera, BA, is a community organizer working with LGBT people in New York City, program
coordinator for the Gender Identity Project (GIP) of the NYC LGBT Center, founder of the Translatina
Network, and a board member of the Lorena Borjas Community Fund.

Over the past 13 years, the transgender Latina immigrant community of Western Queens has
witnessed an evolution. Our Translatina group was first established in Queens in 2000 by the
Hispanic AIDS Forum of New York City (HAF NYC). At that time, the Translatina community had
very little support, and they often had to travel into Manhattan, hoping to find services. The HAF
NYC Translatina group was started to address HIV/AIDS, trauma, transition, immigration, financial
hardship, substance abuse, and discrimination.

As a group member, I remember learning that many participants bought hormones on the black
market because they weren’t able to connect with a doctor. Eventually the Callen-Lorde Community
Health Center and HAF NYC came together and parked a mobile medical unit in front of HAF’s
office.

The Translatina Network enlisted the help of several NYC agencies with police harassment and unlawful arrest. At that time, Western
Queens had become an epicenter for violence and hate crimes targeting transgender women, including incidents of profiling by law
enforcement. Many women were subjected to Stop & Frisk and profiled as sex workers, especially when they had two or more condoms in
their possession. The choice became clear: Don’t carry condoms, or be at risk for arrest and deportation.

On Riker’s Island, transgender women, who are usually housed in the men’s unit, were being put directly into deportation if arrested
without legal documentation. This led to the creation of the first-ever LGBT Bail Fund in NYC, which assists LGBT immigrants who are
at risk of incarceration and deportation for misdemeanor offenses. It was amazing to see how much pride participants took in organizing
and hosting the Ribbon Cutting Celebration for this initiative, named the Lorena Borjas Community Fund (LBCF) in appreciation of
her work.

Perhaps our proudest achievement thus far has been training more than 17 group participants at the NYC Department of Health. They
each earned certifications in HIV pre- and post-test counseling, group facilitation, and social networking. Currently many of our peer
counselors work in prevention programs throughout the city, where they are helping other members of the community and providing
unique insight.

Outside of larger urban areas, community groups explicitly supporting and advocat- The Bellevue/NYU Program for
ing for trans immigrants are less common, partially because there are few places where Survivors of Torture (PSOT) in
there are enough of us to get such a group off the ground. Depending on where we are, it New York City provides medical
may be easiest to find an LGBTQ group or community center that is more general. and mental health care, social

Some groups are trans-inclusive mostly in name, and a trans immigrant who joins and legal services to survivors
such a group may have to do the work of creating a supportive space and guiding the group of torture, and runs an LGBTQ

toward more inclusive organizing. The good news is, in recent years many community therapy group.

groups and activist collectives have been moving toward doing more intersectional and
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inclusive work. More and more people are aware of the need for accessibility, gender-neutral
facilities, sliding-scale fees, bilingual services, and are making other efforts to accommo-
date communities such as trans immigrants.

However, even with these new trends toward inclusiveness, some areas simply do not
have these kinds of organizations. Luckily, we can turn to the Internet to help find people
who are dealing with similar issues. Blogs, message boards, and social media can provide
information and a sense of community when one is otherwise isolated. Groups such as
Immigration Equality, the National Center for Transgender Equality, and the Transgender
Law Center have Web sites that are informative on trans immigrant issues. Social media
platforms like Facebook are providing space for very specifically targeted grassroots
groups to spring up, such as Nigerian LGBTIs in Diaspora Against Anti-Same Sex Laws.

CONCLUSION

As trans immigrants, we often have the feeling of occupying two spaces, both with regard
to our gender and the place where we belong. Our experiences are varied and compli-
cated, and can often be difficult both emotionally and practically. However, our unique
forms of knowledge as trans immigrants also provide us with the tools to understand the
complexity of both gender and national identity. We live in a time when both trans and im-
migration issues frequently appear in the mainstream spotlight, paving the way for more
understanding and acceptance both in LGBTQ spaces and with the general public. The
political and social climate in many countries is warming up to the idea of trans rights as
human rights. As we become more welcome in mainstream society, and our struggles be-
come more visible, there are more opportunities than ever to find places where we belong.
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The Yahoo group
QueerDisability connects

LGBTQ people with disabilities.

The Federal Americans with
Disabilities Act (ADA) spe-
cifically excludes transgender
people from its discrimination
protections. Different groups
of trans activists disagree on
whether it makes sense to chal-
lenge this exclusion.
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DISABILITIES AND DEAF CULTURE
Syrus Marcus Ware and Zack Marshall

WHEN YOU CONSIDER THE WORD DI/SABILITY, what comes to mind? Do you
immediately think about someone using a wheelchair or another form of physical dis-
ability? Or maybe you think about other disabilities that affect the body? The meaning
of the word disability can be very broad. For many people, disability is about a sense
of difference. But it is also about the diversity of human experience.

There are links between trans identities, disabilities, and Deafness. There are many
ways that people experience disability and gender. These experiences can overlap and in-
terconnect through our identities, experiences of oppression, and community building.
Instead of difference being perceived as negative, what would it be like if all human bod-
ies, minds, and ways of thinking were celebrated as part of human experience? Regardless
of how we define or understand the concept of “disability,” trans people with disabilities
are an integral part of LGBTQ communities.

DEFINING DISABILITY

Most often, disabilities are formally identified and labeled by professionals such as med-
ical doctors and psychologists. These professionals have been trained within a specific
medical model that frames disability as a medical condition or diagnosis. Using standard-
ized assessment tools, they decide who fits the criteria and assign labels according to this
system. Being assigned a medical label may or may not feel like a true reflection of how
you think about yourself.

Professionals do not always agree on what they consider disabilities. Individuals with
disabilities have also contributed to an understanding of disability through disability schol-
arship and activism to change laws. There are over 40 definitions of disability within fed-
eral law alone (Ballan et al., 2011).

In the United States, the main tool for diagnosing mental illness (and therefore also
for determining what conditions are labeled as psychiatric disabilities) is the Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), currently in its fifth edition (DSM-5).
Diagnoses in the DSM include major depressive disorder, generalized anxiety disorder,
learning disabilities, posttraumatic stress disorder, and gender dysphoria.

IS BEING TRANS A DISABILITY?

Gender dysphoria is a diagnosis in the DSM. For many trans people, in order to obtain
access to medical transition, it is necessary to be diagnosed with gender dysphoria (GD)
(formerly gender identity disorder [GID]). Similar to other diagnoses, gender dysphoria is a
mental health diagnosis created by the American Psychiatric Association. Within this way
of thinking, people labeled with gender dysphoria have a mental health “problem.” In this
model, people with GD are also disabled.

Labeling all trans people with gender dysphoria pathologizes trans identities. It sug-
gests that being trans is a psychiatric condition, despite multiple experiences and expres-
sions of gender throughout human history. It also suggests that being trans is a problem,
one that is outside of the norm of human experience.

RESISTING PATHOLOGIZATION

Similar to trans identities, disability identities can be imposed, rejected, accepted, or
embraced and there is no “right” way to live as a person with a disability. People may or



CJ Fung from Our Compass, a documentary co-written by LGBTQ youth labeled with intellectual disabilities
(photo by Patrick Struys).

may not identify with the label, and this may shift over time. There are many who proudly
call themselves disabled people, or people with disabilities.

How we relate to being labeled with a disability has a lot to do with what we have
been taught about disabilities, oppression, and how our identities intersect. Within society,
disability is often seen as an individual problem with disabled people’s bodies or minds
needing to be cured, fixed, or managed (Oliver, 1996). There is a global movement of
people who disagree that difference should be diagnosed, labeled, and treated. As part of
this movement, trans activism since the early 1980s has challenged the classification of
transsexuality as a psychiatric diagnosis.

When people begin to question medical and psychiatric labels, they may also realize
that disability has a lot to do with the world around us, meaning that it is created and re-
inforced by society. Societies limit access to people, locations, and activities by creating
barriers. For example, we build buildings that have stairs at the entrances, limiting who
can and cannot enter; we schedule long meetings that require a particular kind of brain
work that limits who can participate; and we show movies in the classroom that do not
have captioning and thus limit who can understand the information.

Rather than thinking about disability as an individual problem, there are other
options. The social model of disability recognizes societal barriers and the impact of
broader systems as the problem, rather than focusing on individuals in isolation.

“Disability is thus not just a
health problem. It is a complex
phenomenon, reflecting the in-
teraction between features of a
person’s body and features of
the society in which he or she
lives. Overcoming the difficul-
ties faced by people with dis-
abilities requires interventions
to remove environmental and
social barriers.”—World Health
Organization

QUEER AND DIAGNOSTICALLY CHALLENGED

project.

worse and more left out. A marginalized group, marginalizing others. Go figure.

Disabilities and Deaf Culture

Rosalyn Forrester is a queer, pagan woman of color who was born with transsexualsim and lives with chronic pain. She’s fought to create
changes in family law and in how police treat people in the greater trans* communities. She’s also involved in the Trans Forming Families

Many queer-identified and trans-identified people living with a variety of abilities face challenges while intermingling within the greater
queer-identified and temporarily able-bodied (TAB) community. I expected to feel included and safe within my own queer community,
but in fact it is a place where a person born with transsexualism who is also living with ability issues can actually be made to feel even
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I am some sort of other species.

Queer community events often take place in nonaccessible spaces. When it is brought to the organizer’s attention, the response they give
is usually something like “This space was all we could find” or “We never thought about access since no one has brought it to our attention
before.” This makes it feel like it is our fault for not doing the hard work of teaching them beforehand.

Being queer, of color, born with transsexualism, and having a disability, it is hard to know where I am welcome sometimes. Sometimes
I walk into a support group for women with disabilities and learn that to them I’'m not equally female. I was not born as they were. Seeing
signs that separate my identities like “women and trans* people welcome” or “queer and trans* people welcome™ have me still feeling as if

The greater queer community has to understand that we are human, we are women, we are men, we want to belong, and we do belong.
We want and deserve a chance to not feel like outsiders looking in all the time.

want is a film by queer femme
Loree Erickson that explores sex
and disability by using sexually
explicit images to show people
with disabilities as sexy and to
challenge the desexualization
and devaluation of people with
disabilities.

The International Stop

Trans Pathologization (STP)
Campaign is an activist initia-
tive that works for the depathol-
ogization of trans expressions,
trajectories, and identities,

and hosts the International

Day of Action for Trans
Depathologization.
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ABLEISM IS A SYSTEM

The term ableism is used to describe prejudice or discrimination against people with dis-
abilities. Ableism manifests in systemic exclusion of disabled communities from access
to the right to self-determination and in daily individual micro aggressions and violence.
Audism 1is the systemic exclusion of Deaf communities from access to self-determination
in similar ways and the prioritizing of hearing ability and the use of verbal language.
Similarly, cisnormativity reinforces the notion that there are only two genders/sexes and
that these are mutually exclusive and set for life. This suggests an “ideal body,” position-
ing trans bodies as outside of the preconceived norm. Ableism, audism, and cisnorma-
tivity are interconnected systems that combine in specific ways for trans people with
disabilities.

ACTIVISM: LINKS BETWEEN DISABILITY AND
TRANS COMMUNITIES
People labeled with disabilities have a long history of organizing for social change. Some
disabilities activists have worked for laws that recognize differences and provide for ways
that all people can have access to the same opportunities. Like trans activists, disabilities
activists have also led movements for depathologization and self-determination.

It is important to recognize that activism to remove GD from the DSM can come
across as inherently ableist.

“I feel there’s a very negative tension between mental health and trans issues at
times. [ worry that trans activists are trying a bit too enthusiastically to flee the
‘stigma’ of mental illness with regards to issues like GID ( ‘gender identity dis-
order’) or GD (‘gender dysphoria’) being in the DSM, and that this exacerbates
the stigma on mental illness. What’s SO bad about being mentally ill? Surely
the problem is the stigma attached to all the various conditions in the DSM
more than GID or GD being in there.”

By working to remove GD from the DSM, are we inadvertently saying that the guide re-
mains a valid tool for pathologizing other mental states and mental difference? This sug-
gests there are those whose identities do need to be in the DSM. This does not challenge
the underlying power of the psychiatric system itself. While mental health providers may
feel it is important to categorize people’s experiences, there may be other approaches that
are less stigmatizing.

When trans people say that they do not want to be labeled with mental health diag-
noses, this reinforces the idea that there is such a thing as “mental health” and “mental
illness.” These are socially constructed diagnoses. In fact, there are many different ways
that people feel, think, and process information. It is important to question why any of
these experiences are pathologized. All of our lived experiences could simply be recog-
nized and supported.

“In the transgender community, I'm also involved with the disabled—mainly the
mentally ill, mentally disabled, etc.—community. I generally tend to find much
more understanding of ableism and classism issues within this segment of the

WHO WE ARE



Activism (Elenore Toczynski).

trans community, as well as much more acceptance of less binary identities, less
adherence to gender norms, etc. I also tend to see more caring about intersec-
tionality. And of course I tend to relate much more to trans people who also
struggle with mental illness.”

By suggesting that trans identity does not belong in the DSM but that other identities do,
we need to be careful not to further marginalize trans people who identify as disabled,
whether they identify as having gender dysphoria or another disability altogether. Are
there ways of developing a trans activism that is supportive of those of us diagnosed with
psychiatric disabilities (i.e., labeled with a mental health diagnosis)? How do we fight for
trans identity outside of ableist discourse?

FORMING COMMUNITY

There are thriving communities of Deaf and disabled people all over the world. In these
communities, both online and out in society, people often find safety, support, and con-
nection in experiences of difference. Sometimes people find connection about the expe-
rience of disability but do not find a similar sense of support when sharing other parts of
their lives, such as being trans or people of color. Similarly, some may be active members
of LGBTQ communities and feel like outsiders within those communities because of a
lack of awareness about disabilities or trans identities.

“I am disabled and genderqueer, but I seem to be the only visible one in my
neighborhood.”

“I’'m an autistic trans person, but I'm not part of any specific group which
addresses both of those concerns. I've come across a lot of people who are both
online, and I have a couple of good friends who are also both. It’s been very
fulfilling to discover which experiences I have in common with them.”

“I am deaf, and know a few other deaf trans people online (two of whom I have
met in person).”

“While I do live in a major city with a fairly sizable Deaf population, and a
fairly sizable trans population, there are very few (if any) other deaf trans people
around, and I think this is true of most other cities as well. Everyone else who is

Disabilities and Deaf Culture

“Sins Invalid: An Unashamed
Claim to Beauty in the Face of
Invisibility” is a performance
project that celebrates artists
with disabilities, centralizing
artists of color and queer and
gender-variant artists as com-
munities that have been histor-
ically marginalized. Normative
paradigms of “normal” and
“sexy” are challenged, offering
instead a vision of beauty and
sexuality inclusive of all indi-
viduals and communities.
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The Ontario Rainbow Alliance
of the Deaf hosts social events
and provides educational work-
shops that are geared toward
providing a safe space for the
Deaf and Queer community and
increasing Deaf Queer visibility
within the larger community.

Audrey Lorde was a black les-
bian poet, scholar, and activist
who experienced disability.
Lorde (1984) wrote about the
importance of bringing an inte-
grated analysis to any academic
or activist project, explain-

ing: “[M]y fullest concentration
of energy is available to me only
when I integrate all the parts

of who I am, openly, allowing
power from particular sources
of my living to flow back and
forth freely through all my dif-
ferent selves, without the restric-
tions of externally imposed
definition. Only then can I bring
myself and my energies as a
whole to the service of those
struggles which I embrace as
part of my living” (p. 121).

58

Participants from Compass, a social group for LGBTQ youth labeled with intellectual disabilities, at Griffin
Centre in Toronto (photo by Patrick Struys).

deaf and trans I communicate with online via e-mail, instant messaging, or video
chat. I think being deaf and trans binds us together a little bit closer, because we
have two common experiences being part of two minority groups.”

QUESTIONS FROM THE PUBLIC

Josh Smith is a creative and tenacious artist who identifies as
a genderqueer no-op trans guy with a physical disability.

What is wrong with you
When will you die

Can they fix you

Can you have sex

Why are you in a wheelchair
Are your legs broken

Can you cum

How long do you have to live ‘ \
Are you a Girl or a Boy i
Why don’t you just Transition

What’s wrong with your voice

How do you have sex

Many of us are part of racialized and Indigenous communities and experience trans, dis-
ability, and Deaf cultures in unique ways because of overlapping experiences of coloni-
zation and racism. Similarly, we may come from working-class and poor communities
where experiences of gender and ability are profoundly affected by experiences of classism
and access to class privilege. Ultimately, we have intersecting identities and many of us
have claimed or reclaimed new terms or labels that have personal and specific meaning.
Acknowledging these differences is important. Writing that portrays all disabled people as
white, straight, and non-trans/cissexual is limiting, implying that all racialized people are
nondisabled, and that all disabled people are white/nonracialized (Ejiogu & Ware, 2008).
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DIVERSITY, DISABILITY, AND DEAFNESS

Deaf trans people represent another aspect of the diversity in LGBTQ communities.
Deafness is typically recognized as separate from disability. Although Deaf culture inter-
sects with disability, it is also distinct. Deaf culture is part of a unique linguistic and cul-
tural community where being a Deaf person is considered a trait, not a disability (Jones,
2002). For this reason we also capitalize the D in Deaf, taking the lead from Deaf com-
munities (Mog & Swarr, 2008).

DEAF AND DISABILITY IDENTITIES: AN INTERVIEW WITH TARA BIRL AND EMILY SORS

Trans Bodies, Trans Selves (TBTS): How do you identify?

Tara Birl (TB): Personally, I identify as female with genderqueer sparkles. I don’t really like the trans labels. Probably the most
accurate of the trans labels would be transsexual, but I like to just identify female with genderqueer sparkles!

Emily Sors (ES): Hmmm...how I identify is really complex. In terms of queer, well, I'm trans, queer, poly, pansexual, and kinky.
I identify as a woman, gender-wise (and I'm not genderqueer, either). There’s a lot of other stuff attached as well, mostly relating
to my medical conditions (I have way too many of them). Being hard of hearing is one of them. I don’t really know that I identify
with the Deaf community, though—I’ve never really been a part of it, and my hearing impairment isn’t really enough to affect me
too much. I can usually get by even without my hearing aid. I am starting to learn ASL now, though, as my partner is also hearing
impaired and we decided it would probably be a good thing for us to be able to sign to each other.

TBTS: Is there anything you would like readers to know about your experience of gender and Deaf culture?

ES: The only thing I've really noticed is that, back when I was a guy, people assumed more often that I just wasn’t listening to them.
Now, people understand more readily that I have a hearing loss. I would assume it has something to do with the stereotype that
women are good listeners.

TB: Well, I'm personally pretty new to the Deaf community. I've been out as trans since 2005. I have only been in the Deaf community
since 2009. I think there are lots of cross-cultural differences. For instance, in the Deaf community, it’s expected to be very
straightforward and direct with questions, so you get a lot of very direct questions about your gender, surgery/legal status, etc.
These things in the trans community (and even in the larger LGBTIQQA community or even the hearing world) would be
downright rude. Of course, you do get these types of questions in the Hearing world, but they usually are much more subtle, and
rarely on very first meeting a stranger. In the Deaf world, those questions are much more common when you meet strangers for the
first time. It’s in some ways very refreshing.

I imagine someone deaf all their lives (or even most of their lives) would have fairly different experiences. I can’t speak for them.
I do have a few friends that were deaf at/near birth and came out trans later in life, but it would be wrong for me to speak about
their experiences.

I think one GREAT advantage to being deaf and trans versus being trans and hearing is not having to hear the taunts, the verbal
abuse, and hatred that come your way when you are discovered as being trans. I remember when I was hearing and would walk
down the street, verbal abuse was a very daily activity in my life, regardless of where in the United States I happened to be that
day. Now I never hear it!

TBTS: What do you think are some of the ways that trans activism and Deaf culture overlap, or possibly disconnect?

TB: I think there are similarities. Both groups of people face oppression in their everyday lives. A lot of that oppression is simply
because of ignorance. People don’t understand either one. In other ways, I think the Deaf community is WAY ahead of the trans
communities here in the United States. I'm not saying there isn’t work to do, but in the trans communities, the laws protecting
us are barely happening at the state level. California being mostly complete (law wise), but pretty much every other state WAY
behind. The trans community is still battling the medicalization process of us, like we are a disease. We have a LOT of work to
do to get out of the DSM. I like to think the Deaf community has pretty much gotten past that, and our language of ASL is finally
accepted as a language. Again, I think it all is oppression, and that both communities (and ALL communities of people that face
oppression) have to come and work together, and find all of our commonalities and work toward ending ALL oppression, not just
the ones that affect “my”” communities.

ES: To me, Deaf activism seems so well established, though I don’t know much about the history of it. Trans activism is relatively new,

and still putting down roots. We’re making incremental steps, but it’s been slow, and there’s a lot of backlash and hate.

Disabilities and Deaf Culture
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Planet DeafQueer (planet.
deafqueer.com) is a community
Web site devoted to empowering
the DeafQueer community and
Allies.

“The stolen body, the reclaimed
body, the body that knows itself
and the world, the stone and

the heat which warms it: my
body has never been singular.
Disability snarls into gender.
Class wraps around race.
Sexuality strains against abuse.
This is how to reach beneath
the skin.” —Eli Clare (2009),
Exile and Pride: Disability,
Queerness, and Liberation
(Boston, MA: South End Press).

TRANS PEOPLE AS DISABILITY ALLIES

There are many ways that people with disabilities are excluded from services, supports,
and social and community events as a result of inaccessible physical spaces and environ-
ments which fail to accommodate disabled and Deaf people.

“I'm a cripple (I have arthritis) but I'm not really active in the disabled community.
It just means I will only go to queer community events that aren’t physically de-
manding: I can sit down and talk, but I won’t dance all night or go on long walks.”

“I'm disabled but don’t have a disabled community. My larger trans commu-
nity is mostly abled, and they’re working on their ableism and that’s definitely
hard! It’s hard to go out to gay bars when they have strobe lights that give me
seizures. I feel like being trans and disabled are important experiences that
can’t really be untied from each other. And it’s frustrating that at the end of
the day when I want to relax from all the transphobia I have to deal with out
in the world I come home to my community only to deal with ableism.”

“I'm involved with a group called crazyqueers on Livejournal which is aimed at
those who are queer/trans who have mental health issues or things like Asperg-
ers/autism. I think it’s a lot more tight-knit and more relaxed because of the
various things we talk about and we don’t talk about gender theory so much. We
worry more about mental health issues than gender ones.”

“As a disabled mixed-race woman, I'm talking to everyone equally. I have friends
among every race and creed and religion, but again I leave the activism to health-
ier people. I just have my friends and they matter to me more than analyzing
whose oppression is easier or harder or whatever. All oppression is bad, period.”

The next time you are planning a trans community event consider how you could make
it more open to people with intellectual disabilities. Set aside funds for American Sign
Language (ASL) interpreters. Provide audio description of visual images and video/
DVDs, and/or open or closed captioning of films and video clips. Hold your event in a
physically accessible location and consider how cost, transportation, the organization of
the room, and the activities you have planned may or may not be welcoming to people
with differing abilities than your own. Work in solidarity and in collaboration with trans
disability communities and help support their work and the fight for self-determination.

AND RACISM
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LIBERATION DOESN'T LEAVE PEOPLE BEHIND: ABLEISM, TRANSPHOBIA, CLASSISM,

A Campus Pride Hot List artist, 2013 Trans Justice Funding Project Panelist, and 2013 Trans
100 Honoree whose work has been featured in anthologies and on stages globally, Kay Ulanday
Barrett (www.kaybarrett.net) is a poet, performer, and educator, navigating life as a disabled
pin@y-amerikan transgender queer in the United States with struggle and laughter.

Life as a brown, trans, physically disabled crip person leaves me judged by all systems—the
government systems that give harsh pity in public “assistance,” the police who use more than
billy clubs to enforce their brutality, the employers, the public transportation officials, the doctors
who steal our agency of our own experiences and have no idea what to do with genderqueer
people. All of these at once feel like an open wound, with multiple stings.

Meetings, bedrooms, protests—these can be able-bodied supremacist spaces. The way crip and
sick disabled people are treated in ableist settings is informed by gender binaries and unrealistic
expectations. A trans disabled person like myself is not a strong leader if he’s not in the march.

A trans woman crip is seen as less effective if she’s not at all of the pivotal events. Our everyday
ways of love and movement are polluted with ableism.
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complex!

A person’s limitations and body are not the problem. It is a strength to know your own magic. If one cannot walk far or moves a certain
way and that makes YOU uncomfortable, then that is your problem. It is a problem with how you have been taught to see humanity.
It is not only about ramps, interpreters, holding a bag or bringing medication; it’s about meeting people where they are and moving

whole as in unbroken, but whole as in complete—with our flaws, our hard truths, our complexities. We want a world that is whole and

For us to move with one another, we must realize that able-bodied supremacy breeds racism, classism, and cissexism. The way we love,
organize, make decisions, socialize, invite, give support, desire, and the way we see our gendered and raced bodies, all connect. Moving
with one another is how we will transform not just the systems that harm us, but the systems that we allow to harm and invade our hearts
and spirits. Liberation doesn’t leave people behind. Liberation tries and transforms. Liberation shows up.

with us, struggling with us without shaming, belittling, abusing, and resenting us. We will make mistakes on our way to being whole. Not

CONCLUSION

Human bodies and minds come in a variety of forms and manifestations. The ways our
identities intersect and overlap with other experiences of racialization, class, gender, body
size, and other forms of difference are opportunities for celebration. As disabled and Deaf
trans people, our experiences of gender and disability have been medicalized and patholo-
gized; and yet we resist, fight back, redefine, reclaim, and re-remember. Society’s con-
struction of disability and gender intersects in our experiences of oppression and it is from
this place that we are at our most powerful to fight back and resist marginalization.
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RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY

delfin bautista and Quince Mountain with
Heath Mackenzie Reynolds

HUMANS ARE CREATURES THAT SEEK CONNECTION TO OTHER BEINGS AND
PLACES. We try to understand our worlds, both material and spiritual. Religious and
spiritual practice may offer us an outlet for these needs.

Some of us are wary of religion, having been brought up within religious communi-
ties and institutions that may not have accepted us. But for many of us, religion has been a
source of connection, meaning, and purpose. Our places and communities of worship may
be our places of public celebration, social support, and even of childhood education. For
others of us, religious or spiritual practice may be a private, personal way of recentering
or reconnecting with ourselves, away from the noisy world. Religion can also be a kind of
framework upon which, or around which, we sculpt our lives. Those of us with deep faith
are likely to consider the values and beliefs associated with our religion before determining
a course of action in our transition.

For some of us, our sacred practices are not connected to a higher power or divine
creator. Many of us adhere to humanist doctrines of human agency or core principles that
honor innate goodness and human rights. Many of us are atheists who do not believe in God.
Others who are not atheists may be agnostic, unconcerned, or simply unsure about God.

Even for those of us not currently engaged in religious practice, habits of our childhood
religions can strongly influence our feelings and actions. Our surrounding cultural norms—
in which religion is often deeply embedded—can also affect our approaches to life.

FAITH IS MY MIDDLE NAME

Miles Rutendo Tanhira is a Zimbabwean LGBT rights activist, a journalist, feminist,
and pacifist.

Faith is my middle name (Rutendo shona). 1 got this name when I was baptized as an infant
in The Salvation Army Church. Having grown up in a Christian family, I was constantly
reminded that I should follow the teachings of the Bible, and that attending church was as im-
portant as the air I breathe. As was expected of any junior soldier, I memorized Bible verses
and sang Sunday school hymns, but there was one problem: the uniform. It made me feel un-
comfortable in the house of God. It made me miserable. Then puberty hit me. I began to feel
more and more like a stranger in the church I had grown up in. Teachings on “womanhood”
and wearing skirts and blouses were harsh reminders of the internal conflict I was going
through. I was drifting from the church and becoming a “rebel.”

Although my cousins graduated to senior soldiers in the church, I did not. I felt I had let
my mum down. I needed to make it up to her. I then resorted to the scripture union group at
school. At least I could wear trousers to the Doonamies scripture union church group. The

worst two years of my life. I had the liberty to wear what I wanted, but I still felt an emptiness.
I had a horrid time, and the more I attended church service, the more I felt dirty, exposed, and
uncomfortable with myself. I had a girlfriend, and I used to break up with her after every church service. I hated myself for not repenting
and for failing to resist this temptation.

It was not until my mom passed on when I was 22 that I was reminded of the need to sort out my spirituality. I started going back to my
family church, wore her skirts, attended services, and soon graduated as a senior soldier. I wanted to make my mum proud. Slowly during
this process I began to rebuild my spirituality. Then a conference on religion and sexuality in 2009 changed my life. I met other LGBT
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religious people. There I began a process to self-discovery. I became comfortable with identifying as a transgender person. I began to
approach the scriptures with an open mind. I certainly didn’t need to be in a skirt to have a relationship with God.
Looking at my life, I know now my middle name was not a coincidence. I am hoping to become a theologian and one day serve as a

pastor to preach love that heals broken souls.

RELIGION AND TRANS IDENTITY

Just as transgender is an umbrella term used to describe a continuum of identities, so too
are religion and spirituality umbrella terms covering all manner of relationships with that
which is greater than one’s self. For some of us, there is a connection or intersection of faith
and spirituality with our trans identities; for others, the two do not interact in any way.

“I'm an agnostic who attends Quaker meetings regularly. I began to identify as ag-
nostic rather than atheist just about when I started to think seriously about transi-
tioning. I see these two changes as connected.: in both cases, I had to acknowledge
that there was more to truth than logical necessity. Transitioning and admitting the
possibility of religious faith both require the possibility of an internal reality that
contradicts or transcends the truths proffered by external authorities. And to the
extent that I identify with Quakerism, its focus on the sanctity of the individual’s
connection with God or whatever else you call the source of truth fits very well
with the imperative for a trans individual to define themself in their own terms.”

The umbrella of religion and spirituality includes people who belong to traditional faith
communities, people who belong to nontraditional (or “alternative”) faith communities,
and those who neither belong to institutionalized or organized religious groups nor believe
in God but have reverence for some kind of higher power.

There are a plethora of ways trans people relate or do not relate to religion. We range
from devout Christians to Reform Jews to practicing Wiccans or pagans to meditating
Buddhists to agnostics who acknowledge varying ideas of spiritual goodness to atheists
who believe in neither God nor in religion as a whole.

God means many different things to different people and takes a variety of shapes and
forms. While there are compelling themes we may find shared between religions, we must
also honor that there are vital differences in beliefs and values between faith groups. As
trans people, we recognize the importance of the language people use to identify themselves.
Similar to the language we use to describe our gender and sexual identity, the language of reli-
gion reflects a genuine diversity of practices, rituals, and deities worshipped around the world.

HOW RELIGIOUS COMMUNITIES ENGAGE TRANS IDENTITIES

Many religious communities have barely begun the process of affirming gay, lesbian, and
bisexual individuals, much less trans people. We are often not even blips on the radar of
most congregations, and our needs and concerns are often overlooked. Many of us struggle
to reconcile our faith within religious institutions that do not recognize nonbinary under-
standings of gender or do not acknowledge transgender as an identity in their religious
community, theology, or practice. Some religious communities are even involved in prac-
ticing reparative therapy, which can be harmful to our identities and spiritual selves. As a
result, it can be difficult to reconcile our religious identity with our trans and queer identity.

“I have always been a spiritually oriented person. My Christianity was a source
of shame and self-loathing when I was a teen.”

“When I was still identifying as Christian, the LGBT community was a bit cold
toward that aspect. It seems that Christianity and queer are mutually exclusive,
but I don’t think they need to be.”

“Religious ideas and a genderqueer identity are at times hard to reconcile,
especially within religious communities. They believe there’s something wrong
with you—they accept you. . . but they think there’s something wrong.”

Religion and Spirituality

Transfaith (transfaithonline.
org) is a national nonprofit
led by transgender people and
focused on issues of faith and
spirituality.

The Yes! Coalition, an inter-
faith and multidenominational
organizing initiative based out
of Philadelphia, records and
publishes a guide to religious
communities in the United
States that are welcoming to
trans people.
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“I am quite religious. In fact, I am an ordained minister. Fortunately, my
denomination is very accepting so I have absolutely no issues there. There

are many people of faith I have encountered in the trans community. Unfortu-
nately, many have been driven from religion by lack of acceptance in their own
churches or vile demagoguery from groups like Focus on the Family.”

CREATING A WELCOMING RELIGIOUS COMMUNITY

Whether we belong to a religious community or are searching for one, there are a number of ways that a congregation or fellowship can be
more inclusive of people of all genders.

Official Business

Do registration or documentation forms within the community include ways for an individual who chooses to identify as transgender to
be able to do so? Does the congregation or denomination have a nondiscrimination policy?

Physical Space

Is the physical space in which a group gathers trans-friendly? One indication of this is the availability of gender-neutral or family
bathrooms. Do you open your doors an hour before attendees are expected to arrive to give trans people an opportunity to change their
clothing and be more comfortable than they may be out in the world? If spaces of worship are divided by gender, do trans people have
access to the space designated for their affirmed gender?

Public Advocacy

Are members of the congregation or fellowship involved in advocacy efforts for trans equality? Advocacy efforts and public witness
demonstrate concretely a community’s commitment to equality for all. Religious groups may participate in Transgender Day of
Celebration or Transgender Day of Visibility to commemorate and honor the lives of transgender individuals within the ritual, liturgical,
or worship life of the community.

Education and Activism

Does the community or group have access to resources to engage trans issues? Organizations with trans curricula and workshops include
the Institute for Welcoming Resources, the Human Rights Campaign, the Religious Institute, the Center for Lesbian and Gay Studies in
Religion and Ministry (CLGS), Trans-Faith, Trans-Torah, and the LGBT Religious Archives Network.

Religious Practice

During liturgies, rituals, or cultic practices that honor women or men, specifically, are trans individuals included? In studies of scriptural
and sacred texts, are trans-positive and trans-affirming interpretations part of the conversation? If we desire to do so, are we welcome to
openly acknowledge and discuss our identity from the pulpit or altar? Are there opportunities to celebrate renaming or gender transition
within the faith community? Are phrases such as “people of all genders” used in worship, sermons, bulletins, or other parts of the
community?

Religious Leadership and Participation

Are trans individuals welcome to take on leadership roles within the congregation or group? Doing so allows us to contribute to the
community based on our gifts and talents—to be seen as more than our trans identity.

Many of us have left our religious communities altogether, whether by choice or by force.
Choosing to walk away from these communities as a response to injustice or bias can be
empowering. However, it can also be isolating and traumatic, especially for people for
whom participation in religious communities is important.

“I am religious and spiritual, but not in [my city]. The way they teach faith is
wrong and hurtful towards people who are GLBT. . . One church I went to, the
First Assembly of God, was progressive but then changed to a conservative Old
Testament approach, and I stopped going.”

“I am a religious person but have been afraid to go back to my church. I some-
times wish to contact the church and find out what their reaction would be. It
would be nice to have communion again sometime.”

“It has been traumatic to experience the rejection of the religious community. . .
I have been hesitant to participate in that community as a man. . . But [ have
participated as male a few times (especially while traveling and going to syna-
gogues where nobody knows I'm trans) and that was very meaningful to me.”

As trans people, we are not alone in moving away from religion. Many people, both trans
and cis, have found themselves leaving their faith communities in the last decade.
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For those of us who feel a connection to our religion but have been unable to find a
welcoming community, we may seek out new ways of worship or communities that accept
and affirm our identities. A growing number of traditions now have specific organizations
or communities for trans and LGBTQ people.

“I’ve been an evangelical Christian since I was 15 years old. Thanks to my
grandma’s support, I've been able to hold on to my faith through discrimination
and hateful misuse of Scripture and belief by others.”

“After I changed my name and started my RLE (real life experience), I was
asked to resign from a volunteer position at my church, and so my wife and I left
that parish, one we had attended for 10 years, for one closer to home that was
more accepting of LGBT individuals and couples.”

“The first thing that happened when I transitioned was that I lost my connection
to my church. I've recently started attending an LGBT friendly church and like it.”

While many faith communities have begun to actively reach out to gay and lesbian par-
ticipants, the specific concerns and experiences of trans communities are often missing.

“It is high time for congrega-
tions to study gender issues, to
wake up to the importance of
noticing and embracing their
transgender members and to
reach out in ministry with the
transgender community as a
whole.”—Dr. Virginia Ramey
Mollenkott, author, theologian,
and activist

TRANS POLITICAL LEADERS: VLADIMIR LUXURIA

Jamie Roberts and Anneliese Singh

Vladimir Luxuria was elected to office in Italy in 2006 as the first trans person in a national parliament

in Europe. She immediately attracted heat from conservative politicians and other figures in the heavily
Roman Catholic country. Alessandra Mussolini, granddaughter of Benito Mussolini, the infamous dictator
of Italy, went on TV and said of Luxuria: “Better to be fascist than a faggot.” Some of the conservatives
in Parliament, both before and after the election, publicly fretted about which restroom Luxuria would
use. Subsequently, members of the center-right party called for the creation of separate trans restrooms.
Thankfully, deputies of the ruling coalition came to Luxuria’s defense. Luxuria was not shy about running
on her desire to win more rights for LGBTQ Italians, advocating for civil unions for same-sex and
heterosexual couples alike, as well as reform of prostitution laws. She was also not alone, as several other
lesbians and gays were elected to Parliament that year.

<

Vladimir Luxuria at Rome Gay
Pride, June 7, 2008 (photo by
Stefano Bolognini).

CHRISTIANITY

Christianity is the most common religion in the United States. Most major Christian
denominations have organizations that support LGBTQ Christians. Some examples are
Dignity (Catholic), the Association of Welcoming and Affirming Baptists, Evangelicals
Concerned (Evangelical/Pentecostal), AXIOS (Eastern Orthodox), and Kinship (Seventh
Day Adventists).

Some LGBTQ Christian groups, such as Affirmation (Mormon) have specific groups
or projects for trans members. Others, like the Unity Fellowship, strive to create congrega-
tions that are nonhierarchical and nonoppressive, and include people of a range of gender
and sexual identities.

“I am Catholic. In spite of the attitude of the Church hierarchy towards LGBT
people, I have actually been practicing more since my transition, thanks to the
Dignity organization for LGBT Catholics.”

“I am a Christian and quite spiritual. This actually kept me in the closet for

a long time. When I finally studied the bible as an adult, I found that the bible
does NOT condemn the LGBT community at all. That is a great crime perpe-
trated by the corrupt church institutions. I now attend MCC church and know of
several fully accepting churches.”

Religion and Spirituality

The Transgender Faith

and Action Network offers
expanded opportunities for
trans people of faith and
allies to vision, build, grow,
heal, and shift culture within
faith communities and the
world through conferences,
workshops, cultural events,
networking, advocacy efforts,
and the building of trusted
networks.
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“Spirit of the Season" (Brakie Singleton, visual artist).

BEING A TRANS MONK

A Franciscan friar

I'm a Roman Catholic monk. And I'm transgendered. I’ve come to decide that I'm not a monk despite being trans, but rather because
I'm trans. That’s the really funny part. I no longer buy the binary m/f routine. I’'m not one or the other—I'm both and neither. Of course,
it cramps my style. I can’t be fully the monk I want to be and advocate for the TG community—nor can I fully be the woman I could be
because of the monastery.

One definition of spirituality—the approach to the Divine—is that it’s the process of self-revelation. We learn and say who we are, fully
and without fear. If fear is the opposite of love, then we grow in love when we take off our masks. A major mask I have worn is that of
being a man.

I started by rifling through my mother’s underwear drawer without a shred of self-awareness. She must have known but never said any-
thing. This became one of my patterns for many years. I've purged and shorn my soul and my closet too many times.

One thing that held me back is that the transgendered dimension has to do with sexuality. Clothes and the gender line are erotic for me.
And, though the erotic is recognized by many/most cultures as an aspect of the Divine and as a source of revelation, the dominant thread
of Christianity came to insist that love is spiritual and emotional, not physical or erotic. In the culture I grew up in, sex was covered over in
toxic shame. My cross-dressing was infected by toxic shame.

A major source of self-knowledge is through categories. “Gender” is a phenomenally deep category. Religion is a large avenue of cate-
gorization, especially “good” versus “evil.” With full authority, they say that there are two genders only and that the one we’re “born into”
is ordained by God. They’re wrong.

A thread of early Christianity was egalitarian. St. Paul says that in Christianity, there is no slave or free, Easterner or Westerner, or male
or female. But why I am a Roman Catholic monk goes further than egalitarianism. In addition to historical accident, one short answer is the
Sacrament of Eucharist, in its insistence on the physical body and on community.
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safe place for self-revelation.

monk. I’'m not a man. I'm not a woman either. And I'm a monk. This makes me laugh and sing and dance.

Beyond the psychological, transgender leads to true religion in its insistence on making space for the other; for the other as they are, not
as I say they are. But above all, our transgender selves are turned toward a deep and abiding peace. Currently, the fundamental means of
conflict resolution in our world is violence. For me, our insistence on self-revelation is a radical act of nonviolence. We are helping create a

We who are transgendered are making ourselves incredibly vulnerable when we take off our masks. This vulnerability will eventually
result in a safe place. For me, the function of church is to create that safe place—and ultimately to prevent war. This is why I remain a

While denominations vary widely on whether they ordain LGB and trans-identified
people, there are increasing numbers of out trans-identified people both in congrega-
tions and in positions of religious leadership. There are also a number of community-,
issue-, and region-specific LGBTQ Christian organizations, including TRUUST, a net-
work of trans Unitarians who have professional careers within the Unitarian Universalist
Association of Congregations.

“I'm a Unitarian Universalist. I'm lucky it’s a very open and accepting church,
and really tries hard to be that way. There’s even a trans support group at niy
church so I've never felt my being trans to be at odds with my religious views
at all”

While many resources for trans Christians fall under the larger rubric of LGBTQ, there
are some organizations and projects that more specifically target working with trans
people within their denominations and congregations.

Born out of the spiritual needs of lesbian and gay communities in the United States,
the Metropolitan Community Church is an international Christian movement, multidi-
mensional in scope, that provides support to the fellowship and its local churches, not only
through its Trans/GNC Advisory Council but also through the work of its trans and gender
nonconforming clergy and lay leaders.

ISLAM

Though there are no publicly known LGBTQ-specific mosques in North America at this
time, there are a few options available for trans Muslims who are seeking a welcom-
ing environment for religious practice, including El-Tawhid Juma Circle in Toronto and
local affiliates for Muslims for Progressive Values in Los Angeles, Atlanta, Philadelphia,
New York City, Washington D.C., and Ottowa. Imaan is a similar group operating out
of the United Kingdom, and the Safra Project is a group for lesbian, bisexual, and trans
women in the United Kingdom. The Safra Project also includes some textual analysis re-
garding sexuality, gender, and Islam.

“I pray, fast and give zakat. Unfortunately it is not easy for me to do Hajj both
for financial reasons and because I have a very female body. . .. Sometimes

1 feel bad praying as a man and sometimes as a woman. It’s something I'm still
working on.”

Cultural organizations also allow members to come together in a religious context. These
include the Iranian Railroad for Queer Refugees, Taqaseem (a Chicago-based group that
supports LGBTQ people from the Middle East and North Africa), Trikone (a group for
LGBTQ South Asians in San Francisco), and the South Asian Lesbian and Gay Association
in New York.

There are a number of Web sites and email groups for LGBTQ Muslims, and a few
that focus on trans Muslim experiences. Queer Jihad and Starjack both offer useful re-
sources for LGBTQ Muslims, including specifics for trans people.

Many Muslims and Islamic supporters have expressed excitement over the announce-
ment of the newly formed Muslim Alliance for Sexual and Gender Diversity founded at
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Transgender Muslims can
meet on the Yahoo group
TransMuslims.
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The Al-Fatiha Foundation,
an organization devoted to
LGBTQ Muslims, was ac-
tive for a decade starting in
1998. It was founded by a
gay Pakistani American man
named Faisal Alam, who
began with an email group and
now hosts a Web site called
Hidden Voices: The Lives of
LGBT Muslims.

The Dina List (starways.net/
beth/dina.html) connects trans-
gender Orthodox Jews.

Joy Ladin, Gottesman Professor of
English at Yeshiva University, is the
first openly transgender employee
of an Orthodox Jewish institution.
She is the author of a memoir,
Through the Door of Life: A Jewish
Journey Between Genders, and

six books of poetry (photo by

Lisa Ross).
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the 2013 Creating Change Conference hosted by the National Gay and Lesbian Taskforce.
The “Queer Muslim Working Group,” made up of Muslim sexual and gender justice advo-
cates and professionals, shared that the new Alliance will create dialogue and develop
resources in support of women and the LGBTQ community, which have traditionally been
excluded or marginalized from the practice and leadership of Islam.

JUDAISM

There are a number of organizations and projects that pay particular attention to
the needs and concerns of trans Jews, ranging from organizations like Nehirim and
Keshet, which both aim to support LGBTQ Jews in their communities, to specific
projects like TransTorah, a Web site that provides essays, prayers, liturgies, and edu-
cational resources that focus on the experience of trans Jews. Another project called
TransTexts specifically examines Jewish textual resources to see what they have to
say about gender in general and about transgender and gender nonconforming people
specifically.

“I am a Reform Jew, and I have become more religious slowly with transition.
My aunt, a rabbi, even performed a mikveh ceremony—a ritual cleansing bath
used to mark all kinds of life transitions—for me.”

“I am Jewish. It is against the Jewish religion to permanently alter

your body, and it is something with which I struggle. I have to weigh my
beliefs and dedication to god with wanting to feel more comfortable in my
own skin.”

“I am not religious or spiritual, but I try to have a cultural connection with my
Jewishness. I have to actively seek out trans-friendly congregations (such as the
Society for Humanistic Judaism).”

There are increasing numbers of Jewish communities that have visible trans congre-
gants and members, as well as increasing numbers of trans religious leaders. The rise of
LGBTQ-specific congregations, such as Congregations Beth Simchat Torah (New York
City) and Sha’ar Zahav (San Francisco), has been very important in opening up space for
trans Jews in congregations. There are also congregations, minyans, and communities of
Jews outside of LGBTQ-focused shuls that actively welcome and work on being acces-
sible to trans people. In 2004, Mayyim Hayyim, a Boston-area mikveh, was created as an
accessible and affirming place for trans people to seek spiritual renewal through Jewish
ritual practices such as individual prayer and ritual baths, which is an indication of both
possibility and shifting ideology within traditional Jewish practices. Mayyim Hayyim’s
founder, author Anita Diamant, has described her goal as creating a place for gay, lesbian,
and transgender Jews to take part in physical rituals without judgment from conservative
mikveh attendants.

“My family is Reconstructionist Jewish, and they attend an extremely liberal
synagogue. I'm not out to the people there, but one day I'll have to be. When
that time comes, I don’t anticipate anything other than acceptance.”

“I had one very very uncomfortable experience where I was helping to make

a men’s-only prayer quorum in my synagogue and was asked, point-blank, if

I was male or not. I no longer pray with that community, and it was very alien-
ating for a long time.”

“I am a liberal Jew. I've found a Jewish community that is very supportive of
BTLG folks in general, and is pleasantly egalitarian in a lot of ways. I plan to
have a mikvah ritual to religiously formalize my name change, but I haven’t
done that yet.”
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MY TRANSGENDER PASSOVER

Julian Barlow is a preservice elementary school teacher, living and working in Brooklyn,
New York.

Passover has always been my favorite holiday. I never truly understood why until recently. There
are the obvious explanations that cannot go unmentioned—my Grandma Edie’s mouthwatering
matzo ball soup, the balance of seriousness and hilarity that my friends and family bring to
our seders, my mom’s richly flavored flourless chocolate cake—it’s an endless list. Just on the
surface, the food is delish and the company is phenomenal.

While doing some basic research to brush up on my Passover knowledge, I found a video on
the PBS Web site in which Rabbi Sharon Brous from Los Angeles speaks of the importance of

Passover themes and how they translate to the present and to the future. She says, “the symbols
on the seder plate are some of the most powerful ways of communicating what the essence of the
Passover experience really is about.”

The symbology behind each item on the seder plate helped me negotiate my emotions during this recent time that I came out to my
immediate family.

Let’s begin with the beitzah—roasted egg. It’s representative of the possibility of something new, or rebirth. Big changes are coming for
everyone and I think this should remind us to embrace the new parts of our lives.

Dipping the karpas into the salt water evokes the memory of tears shed during our suffering. But from those hard times, something new
and beautiful has emerged. We did, and we will again, overcome adversity.

Charoset represents the brick and mortar. Rabbi Brous adds that it signifies the ironic sweetness of being stuck in a life that you know
you don’t want to stay in, but it’s comfortable because you’ve been there for a long time. In some ways it seems easier not to transition,
but this is my identity and making this change will result in something far sweeter—Iliving my life authentically and ultimately with much
deeper happiness.

Bitter herbs remind us that even though we have attained a level of freedom, there is a bitterness that accompanies all that is unknown
about our futures. Transition is something I have never experienced before and there is a bitterness and unease about what this new life
holds for me.

Rabbi Brous ends her video by mentioning the significance of the zeroah—shank bone. Freedom only came to the Israelites after the
night that they put the blood on the doorposts of their homes and said—and I am saying this now as a transgender person as well—“I"m
ready to take part in my own liberation right now.”

Three thousand years ago we, as a people, made the decision to become untethered. Right now, we can once again liberate ourselves

from our own personal captivities and become free with the support and strength from our friends, from our families, and from within.

EXPERIENCES FROM OTHER SPIRITUAL COMMUNITIES IN The LGBT Humanist Web site
THE UNITED STATES provides a forum for discuss-
How we are accepted and the roles we are able to play in our spiritual and religious tradi- ing life-cycle events and issues

specific to life as an LGBTQ

tions vary. Trans people are represented in Buddhist, Hindu, pagan and neopagan com-
Humanist.

munities, Santeria, and various Native American religious practices, as well as secular
humanism and many other religious and spiritual groups.

There are organizations such as The Queer East, for LGB and trans people of Asian
descent, and NativeOut, for Two-Spirit Native Americans, which compile cultural and
religious resources for their communities.

WHAT IS IT LIKE TO BE A QUEER INDIAN?

Cassidy Anne Medicine Horse, MA, is a university instructor, invited lecturer, film director, LGBT political activist, transgender scholar,
and researcher working in Bozeman, Montana, and a member of the American Indigenous Research Association, American Association of
University Women (AAUW), and the Montana State University LGBT Advisory Committee (AIRA).
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On numerous occasions, I have been asked what it is like to be a queer
Indian. Unfortunately, I am not at all sure that a definitive answer is possible,
as both the words queer and Indian leave much room for individual interpreta-
tion and incorporate aspects of life that may be unfamiliar to some.

The concept of crossing genders was well understood in Native culture
prior to the period of colonization that began in North America 500 years
ago. Rather than being stigmatized, some tribes saw the presence of a
cross-gendered individual as good luck and as a vital thread in the social, spir-
itual, and cultural web—a gift from a creative power.

A gender-crossing individual serves as a critical link in the balance of
nature. As indigenous people, our traditionally innate understanding of our
universal position is that we are connected directly to nature, not removed
from it. We are at once both the essence of nature, as well as an aspect of it.

To “see” with the experience and heart of both a man and a woman is our gift
from the universe and our responsibility to our people.

Colonial mentality brought with it Christianity and, unfortunately, much
of the associated baggage of an agenda-driven Europe. The disruption of

Two Spirit Society, Washington, D.C., September 21, 2004.
One of the many Indian organizations marching to celebrate

e o i e the opening of the National Museum of the American Indian
thousands of years of indigenous spiritual understanding ensued and in its (NMAI) (FEMA NewsPhoto/Bill Koplitz).

place was offered a pale concept of religious conformity.

Today, in the opening decades of the 21st century, we as Native people, and
more significantly as gender-crossing individuals, are emerging from a long sleep of enforced compliance and entering an age in which it is
necessary to look deeper.

My spirituality does not demand shame, dehumanization, or anonymity for being a woman, but rather encourages me to embrace the
strength of my femininity as a gift and an affirmation of my place in the universe. Further, my spirituality tells me to have ceremony, even if
it is private, as it honors our ancestors and our traditions. Finally, my spirituality tells me to seek out the elders and to ask their advice and
to use the understanding of my womanhood to always “come a good way.”

Perhaps, after all else has been said and I am again asked, at some future date, what it is like to be a queer Indian, I may have an answer.

Within Hinduism, the Gay and Lesbian Vaishnava Association provides educational
resources about the “third sex” of Vedic literature.

“In Hinduism there is a manifestation of Shiva who is half man, half woman.
This figure, Ardhanarishvana, is very important to me as a transgender person.
It’s affirming to know one of the greater gods is at times partially a woman. My
ishta-deva (personal god) is Ganesha, the remover of obstacles. I also direct
prayers to Kali and Durga, goddesses of great power and strength. Hinduism is
very important to me because it has such powerful feminine entities. The femi-
nine presented in Hinduism has helped me to better understand and accept the
feminine parts of myself. Femininity is placed on equal grounds with mascu-
linity, and they aren’t concepts separate or dichotomous from one another.”

There are a number of LGBTQ Buddhist Sanghas throughout the United States, as well
as the International Transgender Buddhist Sangha. In Buddhist traditions, the image of
Mother Quan Yin or Kwan Yin has been claimed by many as a trans deity. Quan Yin, who
is the bodhisattva for justice, mercy, and compassion, is honored in some places in East
Asia as female and in other places as male, with both representations respected as equals.

“As a Buddhist, I find that in my struggle with being transgender I am accept-
ing things as they are and not struggling with big existential questions of why.
In a way my spirituality isn’t muddying the waters of my transition with other
issues, it’s clarifying it.”

There are also a number of spiritual and activist communities throughout the United
States, such as Cauldron Farm and various Radical Faerie communities, that are either
run by trans people or have trans people as active parts of their communities and histories.

70 WHO WE ARE



RO N sp e kel srheAr A TOTTCNRs

Statue of the androgynous Hindu god Ardhanarishvara (Anant Shivaji Desai, Ravi Varma Press, early 20th

century).

Quan Yin, a Buddhist deity venerated as male and female.

“I think my spirituality (Paganism) has helped me to discover and embrace
my sexuality and my gender identity, since it encourages free thinking and
self-examination. Most Pagans I’'ve met are very accepting of difference, and
it’s generally thought that there isn’t any one ‘right’ way to live one’s life—
therefore everyone has to find their own specific path in each lifetime.”
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“I am Wiccan. . .. I pray to Aphrodite, Cybele and the Hearth Mother regularly
for the day when all I can see in the mirror is a woman.”

FAERIE DESTINY

Chelsea Goodwin, who with her partner Rusty Mae Moore, ran Transy House in Park
Slope, Brooklyn, is currently the manager of Pine Hill Books and the hostess of In Goth
We Trust on WIOX Radio Roxbury, 91.3 FM.

My involvement with the current generation of Radical Faeries began in 2010, when
Jamie Roberts and I were involved in creating The Theatre of Transgression. It was
through this endeavor that I met Blaise and Mila Roo. Blaise Bonfire (his Faerie name)
is a brilliant costume designer, actor, ftm, and kink activist, and extremely active with

Camp Destiny. Located on the side of a mountain near Chester, Vermont, Camp Destiny
is a Radical Faerie space with a beautiful kitchen, a solar-powered shower, and some of
the most picturesque countryside in New England. Mila Roo (also known simply as Roo) is a trans woman who among other things is a
brilliant physicist, actress, and former stage tech for Goth/Steampunk musical legend Voltaire.

Blaise and Milla encouraged me to come to Camp Destiny for Llamas (a midsummer festival and one of the major pagan holidays cel-
ebrated by Radical Faeries). Llamas for the Radical Faeries culminates with the burning of a Wicker Man named “Cornholio.” Another
highlight of Llamas in that year (2010) was a production of Pinnochio performed out in the woods with scenery draped over trees, light
provided by candles and a bonfire, and elaborate glittery costumes.

That year Milla and I were the only trans women at Llamas, unless one counts the brilliant drag performers Verucca la’Pirannha and
Miles DeNiro. There were several trans men besides Blaise in attendance. The wonderful thing about that weekend was the extreme kind-
ness with which everyone treated me, with no awkwardness whatsoever. I became known as a bit of a Tarot reader and made some very,
very good friends.

This past summer, Blaise and his “master”” Scout organized a Radical Faerie kink weekend at Camp Destiny. It was the first event in
which trans identified people outnumbered people who identify as gay men. While I understand that there was a lot of discussion behind
the scenes, the event went very smoothly and was very, very warm and friendly (in a black leather whips and chains sort of way, of
course).

For whatever reason, Radical Faeries have come to a place of openness to multiple genders and sexualities and multiple ways of being
that is a refreshing contrast to the angst and battle that have gone on with womyn’s music festivals and similar events. Founded origi-
nally by Harry Hay as a space for gay identified men with an interest in the back to the land aspect of the hippie movement, as well as
Wiccan-based paganism, Radical Faeries always had an element of pagan spirituality, a spirit of openness and tolerance, and a sex-positive
attitude. With their multicolored beards, elaborate makeup, frilly dresses, and brightly painted butterfly wings, the Faeries have also always
been gender transgressive, emphasizing the need for men in general to develop their softer, more nurturing side. Since then, the opening up
to people of all genders and to diverse approaches to sexuality has served only to deepen Faerie spirituality.

In the book A Queer and SPIRITUAL BUT NOT RELIGIOUS
Pleasant Danger, Kate Many of us experience a disconnect with the institutional, corporate, or political struc-
Bornstein tells “the true story tures of our traditions and choose to connect only with their spiritual aspects—the deeper

of a nice Jewish boy who joins
the Church of Scientology, and
leaves twelve years later to

truths and practices that open the door for more personal or mystical experiences of the
divine—identifying as “spiritual but not religious.” For many of us, religious institutions
are too confining or limiting. We desire to ask questions and find alternative ways to con-

become the lovely lady she is nect with the divine or that which is greater than ourselves.

today” (Boston, MA: Beacon

Press, 2012). “I am spiritual. I believe in the Earth. I believe in natural variation. I believe in
humanity. I believe in a universally binding force of good and evil. I do not be-
lieve in a higher god. Maybe an architect. But not a man. My religious view has
been shaped alongside my gender identity.”

“I am extremely spiritual, and it is that spiritual aspect of myself that is the
more important identity for me. I feel that my gender presentation is a reflection
of my spiritual self, which is non-gendered.”

“I'm very spiritual, but I was always of the belief that we basically have no
idea what’s true, and all sorts of things could be and we just don’t know. I don’t
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think any religion has the answers, really. I just base things off my experiences
and understanding. Spirituality is the one area that really hasn’t given me
issues with being trans.”

Because many mainstream religious groups uphold heterosexuality and cisgender identity
as ideal or as the only “acceptable” or “normal” way of living and being, many of us have
reconciled our gender identity and religious identity by adopting beliefs and practices that
may be grounded in a particular tradition but free of regulatory “do’s and don’ts.” For
some of us, it is the experience of the divine or sacred that is central, not strict doctrines
that confine the holy to just one thing. Spiritual practitioners are often open to many dif-
ferent traditions or belief systems, adopting a universal approach to the sacred that affirms
both/and rather than either/or. A both/and approach may be grounded in our trans experi-
ences of gender identity and expression.

By not focusing on rules and regulations as central to our faith, we are free to con-
nect with our spirits, with our essential or core truths, and with rituals that are life-giving
rather than marginalizing or restricting. Some of us find that this can help in healing after
experiences of judgment or condemnation we have experienced in mainstream religious
groups. For some, this journey away from tradition results from a hurtful experience,
while for others it is a personal decision that reflects our interests, comfort, idea of di-
vinity, or desire to be part of a community that holds us in our brokenness and wholeness.

“I went spiritual when I transitioned! Before life felt meaningless, but now I feel
life can be whatever I want it to be.”

“I was raised in a religious household, but we believed as strongly in doing
good as in a god. That’s pretty much how I still feel. I celebrate seasonal holi-
days, but not too religiously. I love hymn singing and wish my voice was at least
an alto instead of tenor, and am going to try voice therapy to be able to sing as
myself. Despite being a scientist and an atheist, I think of myself as spiritual in
that there is more than the material world to life.”

RITUALS

As human beings, we create rituals or practices to celebrate and commemorate different
aspects or moments of our journey through life. Through these practices we are able to
meet others, carry out social activities, and celebrate life’s happenings. Rituals allow us to
set apart as special a particular moment or rite of passage.

Some rituals are held within a communal gathering at a temple, church, or syna-
gogue, while others take place within the private sanctuary of our bedrooms, an outdoor
hike, or even our office cubicle. Creating and performing rituals allows us to invite the
sacred and divine into our space and our life. For some people these practices are remind-
ers of how to uphold values or moral principles throughout the day. For others they are
opportunities to connect with another person or people in a deeper and more intimate way.
Rituals create opportunities to lift up, support, protect, celebrate, mourn, and claim both
divine and communal affirmations.

Transition can be expanded beyond its clinical, medical, or social understandings in
order to engage and describe our spiritual journeys of living as our authentic selves. To
transition is more than surgery or medical treatment—it is the ongoing journey of honor-
ing and expressing our gender integrity and wholeness. As we transition, there are rituals
that can be practiced, either individually or in communities, to mark specific events or
rites of passage.

Renaming or Rebaptism

For many individuals and within various traditions, naming is a significant and powerful
event. Naming sets someone or something apart from everyone or everything else. For
many of us, it is an important step to have a ceremony of renaming to affirm our person-
hood by uniting our bodies with our minds and spirits.

Religion and Spirituality

“One of the most amazing and

exciting moments in the path
of a transgender person’s life
is choosing, proclaiming, and
christening a new name. This
is an opportunity for many

to name one’s true self, one’s
core being, the person God
created them to be. Whether

one is Jennifer becoming Steve

or James becoming Amanda,
there is nothing quite like
the experience of naming
the person one has always
been.” —Melanie Martinez

and Angel Collie, Metropolitan

Community Churches
Trans-Etiquette (p. 4).
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Examples of renaming and
rebaptism rituals can be
found in the books Courage
to Love: Liturgies for the
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and
Transgender Community,

by Geoffrey Duncan, and in
Equal Rites: Lesbian and Gay
Worship, Ceremonies, and
Celebrations, by Kittredge

Cherry and Zalmon Sherwood.

Naming ceremonies can be as simple as writing our name down on a piece of paper or
as formal as an official baptism or rebaptism. Naming marks the letting go of what was in
order to embrace who we are (and who we have always been). Naming ceremonies serve
as an opportunity for us to be welcomed as a member of a group and have our person-
hood in its wholeness affirmed and celebrated. For many trans people, communal rituals
may be one of the few places of safety and acceptance in our lives. Witnessing and being
present at a baptism or name-changing ceremony is one way a community can demon-
strate their solidarity with a trans person and their family.

“I had a naming ceremony when I came out as transgender.”
“I plan on being baptized with my chosen name after it becomes ‘official.””

“My partner came out to her rabbi, the assistant rabbi, the president of the
congregation, and our cantor. . . The cantor said, ‘She’s going to need us to do
a naming ceremony!’ [My partner] said, ‘But she has never converted, to which
the cantor said, ‘She can do more than one transition.””

CONNECTING TO MY ANCESTORS

Tebogo Calvin Nkoana is a South African trans man.

When I reached puberty and was around boys more than girls, I realized that my body was developing differently from boys. I wanted to
look strong and have my lovely flat chest forever, but my body started developing in a feminine way. That just destroyed me. My parents
were aware of my feelings, but they never acknowledged it. Instead, they prepared me for my adolescent stage as a girl. They warned me
about the things that could affect my future as a girl. They started teaching me all the things that women are supposed to do, and the roles
of women. Some of these expectations were to wear women’s clothing, to take responsibility for the home, to gather with women to dis-
cuss community matters (and to be excluded from gatherings of men), to walk and talk in feminine ways, and to defer to men’s wishes.

I hated that period, as I strongly looked at myself as a young man who should be prepared for manhood. At about 14, I started
getting sick and spent most of my time in hospitals, but no doctor could tell me what was wrong with me. My family then decided
to consult a traditional healer (known as a “sangoma”) to find out what the problem was. According to the traditional consultant, my
sickness was a warning that my Ancestors were calling me to practice traditional herbal healing. When my parents investigated more,
they discovered that the Ancestor who was calling me was a male person. They were very shocked to hear this, since most often the
Calling comes to a male from a male Ancestor and to a female from a female Ancestor. They were surprised since I was still so young.
It is believed that being Called by the Ancestors means that the one who is Called continues that Ancestor’s life. My parents started
to accept and respect my desire to represent myself as male. Since that day they have respected and supported me. Neighbors became
very curious to know how my family dealt with my gender identity, because it was surprising to them to see me and my family getting

along well.

My mother told them: “He inherited it from his great grandfather.” The people in my area became convinced when they heard the An-
cestor stories my mother shared. They started to understand my situation and started to respect me without any hesitation. Since then, I've
been living freely and I’ve been able to express my masculinity. I've also been treated like any other man in our community. African culture
helped me to escape the stereotypes and the discrimination in my community. My treatment was different from other FTM transgendered
people, thanks to my having a Calling by a male Ancestor.
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Everyday Rituals

Everyday practices such as taking a hormone regimen, binding our chests, or putting on
makeup can become profound acts of self-care, affirmation, and resilience. Though to
some these may seem mundane or secular, these simple everyday acts can become pow-
erful rituals commemorating our ownership of our own lives, bodies, and souls. With
them, we are taking pride in ourselves and embracing the journey we have embarked on,
with its ups and downs. From the perspective of ritualization, everyday life becomes a
journey of co-creation with the universe or God, upholding the idea that creation is a dy-
namic, ongoing process we are invited to be in solidarity with as signs of our inner and
outer resilience.
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“The rituals I have involve getting in drag . . . The strapping of my breasts. . .
Lighting a cigarette once I come on stage . . . Applying a layer of foundation
(I *never* wear foundation as a girl).”

“I am very much an atheist, but I've found the process of binding my chest has
become almost spiritual. . . It’s like a healing process and even though I'm
physically hurting my body, I know I'm getting a step closer to becoming the
real me, and it’s a great feeling.”

“I'm not religious or spiritual at all—the closest thing to ritual is getting ready
for a drag show and getting ‘all the way’ into a ‘fully masculine’ persona for the
stage.”

“Every Friday night, I take a bubble bath, light a candle, and shave those parts
I wasn’t taught to shave as a boy. As I soak, I remember who I am and where
I have come from and that I have been true to myself.”

Prayers, Mantras, and Self-Affirmations

Sadly, many of us have suffered discrimination and marginalization within church
and social circles that do not affirm or recognize our dignity, worth, or personhood.
To counter these harmful narratives, some of us find power in regularly and actively
reminding ourselves of our self-worth, beauty, significance to others, and amazing
uniqueness.

Some of us make self-affirming statements facing a mirror, while others recite man-
tras and prayers shared through the use of malas, rosaries, or communal creeds that affirm
the worth and dignity of all people. These practices can be ways of reconnecting with
ourselves and connecting ourselves to a greater, shared community. They are all acts of
remembering and honoring the complex, quirky, and wonderful beings we are.

“I am a lifelong atheist, with no belief in anything that does not really exist in a
way that can be at least detected in people’s minds. . . Still, once knowing that
I'was trans felt real to me, I've been affirming to myself in the mirror that I am
a beautiful woman, even as my face grows hair.”

EMBRACING OUR SPIRITUAL SELVES DURING TRANSITION

|

Ja’briel Walthour is a transgender advocate, community organizer, and author

residing in Hinesville, Georgia. She currently works with special needs students
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and has penned a children’s book series which is loosely based on her experience

growing up black and transgender in the South. She was included on the inaugural y
“Trans 100 List” and has also written for Ebony.com, Elixher.com, GLAAD, and . Vgl \ T
the Huffington Post. '
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Transitioning is often a scary and sometimes frightening experience. While
charting the waters of change, many of us may become overwhelmed with the
challenges of embracing our authentic selves. Furthermore, the constraints of or-
ganized religion may lead some to abandon and disregard a personal desire to feed

our spiritual being. Too often, our spirit is left malnourished, starved for manna
and sustenance. Nevertheless, there are several ways we can stave off apathy of the @
deprived soul. Here are a few tips to support the foundation of your spirit: ax

1. Meditate. Never underestimate the power of being alone with your thoughts
while transitioning. Ten or fifteen minutes of daily relaxation, void of

television, cell phones, and the Internet can rejuvenate your soul and replenish § 3
lost energy.
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confidant for support.

2. Seek purpose. It is imperative to find your passion(s) during transition. One of the most unnerving experiences of transitioning is
the lack of belonging and the fear of the unknown.

3. Actively pray. Sincere communication with a sovereign and divine source of inspiration can transform a dull, empty religious
experience into a rich and fulfilling spiritual life. Open and honest prayer allows you to express gratitude, vent frustrations, and
release your cares to the Universe.

4.  Foster faith. A vital step to securing a healthy, spiritual existence upon transition includes the act of believing in your mission
and also remaining optimistic during every aspect of your journey. Faith-building takes work, which may include adopting a clear
and positive vision, utilizing resources such as daily devotionals or self-help manuals, and simply consulting a trusted friend or

5. Receive the promise. Along the way, you will find that transitioning requires mustering courage and resilience. However, you
should keep in mind the ultimate goal and reward of nurturing your soul. Your peace, happiness, and well-being are just a few of
the benefits you will receive on your quest for spiritual enlightenment.

The Eastbay Meditation
Center’s Alphabet Sagha

page lists LGBTQ medita-

tion groups across the United
States and Canada and parts of
Europe.

“Our faith traditions have a
role to play in the expansion of
society that will create a world
in which everyone’s multifac-
eted and complicated gender
identity can develop without
the threat of violence or hu-
miliation. . . religion grounds
and contextualizes human ex-
perience, congregational life
offers individuals concrete sus-
tenance and support.”—Rabbi
Elliot Rose Kukla, HRC’s
“Gender Identity and Our Faith
Communities.”
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Meditation

Many of us have meditative or mindfulness practices that ground us in our everyday lives
and provide us with a sense of connection to ourselves and to the world. These may be as
simple as exercises that focus our breathing or that encourage us to pay attention to the
details of the spaces around us. Some of us have extensive experience with meditation and
spend time at retreats or put aside time each day to meditate.

“As part of the process to arrive at my gender and my current definition of my
state, I have used meditation and visualization so that I may find the strength
within me to do what must be done to be true to myself.”

“My gender identity and sexed body-mind relation feels even more natural and
authentic when I do yoga or meditate.”

TRANSFORMATIVE THEOLOGY: CONTRIBUTIONS FROM

THE TRANS COMMUNITY

Many religious communities do not recognize or respect a dynamic, expansive approach
to gender identity and expression, but trans activists have begun to challenge these barri-
ers. Theologians and religious professionals have started to develop, redefine, and decon-
struct religious traditions, practices, teachings, and devotions in ways that are affirming
and celebratory not only for trans people but for all people.

Many of us have received religious messages that claim that our understanding of
body and gender is wrong, that we are inherently disordered and no procedure can cure
us. Trans religious approaches can undo the false beliefs and erroneous messages that our
bodies are evil or not good enough. These approaches offer an invitation and challenge to
embrace who we are as beings living in wholeness and integrity.

“I'was able to reconcile [my spirituality] with my identity by really digging
down and finding out what my religion and my gender each really meant deep
down, and I think I came out stronger in both regards as a result. . .”

By reclaiming our rights, body, and spirit, a trans religious voice is emerging that pro-
claims that our lives, experiences, joys, and challenges are sacred texts in which the divine
speaks—trans people theologizing about the trans experience on our own terms and with
our own voices.

Reimagining God

Many people of Judeo-Christian faith wrestle with questions about the image of God.
What does it mean to be created in the image of God if the images shared by the domi-
nant culture do not look like me? Does this mean that my body and who I am as a person
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are somehow less than or inherently defective? Not having spaces or images in which our
personhood and body are affirmed can lead to feelings of isolation, self-hatred, and de-
structive behaviors. Due to the efforts of feminist and LGBTQ religious leaders as well as
religious leaders of color, many spiritual movements have rediscovered the divine femi-
nine and images of the sacred of various genders—inclusive representations that reflect a
multicultural, multigendered, and multibodied God and world.

As trans theologian Justin Tanis explains in his book Trans-Gendered: Theology,
Ministry, and Communities of Faith, “Transgender people. . . have a unique opportunity to
witness to the gender of God. . . We who embody more than one gender within our lifetimes
have learned something about our ability to hold both of these spaces within one body. . .
If we, as human beings, can do it, surely God can do it” (pp. 134—135). By being able to
engage an image of the sacred that transcends gender or inhabits a space in-between, many
of us have been able to find ourselves in the divine and embrace the divine within ourselves.

“I find incredible peace from my spiritual beliefs and the knowledge that God
loves me and made me just as I am—a trans woman.”

A broader understanding of the gender of God and the divine does not threaten or di-
minish masculinity or femininity as conservative religious scholars fear. Rather, it opens
up our ability to approach the divine and the holy as a lover, comforter, mother, creator,
grandparent, or protector. Honoring these aspects or images of the sacred is not new—
they are upheld within certain sects of Christianity and Judaism as well as pagan and
goddess-centered traditions.

In his book, Tanis cites Jann Aldredge-Clanton, who states that “men, as well as
women, benefit from gender inclusive images of God. . . equality of male and female, in
heaven and on earth, does not lower the self-esteem of men [or women]. . . in fact, males
[and females] can feel new kinds of power through androgynous concepts of God and
humanity” (Tanis, 2003, p. 135). This opening up of gender and of the divine recognizes
that just as human beings cannot be reduced to just one aspect of who they are, the sacred
cannot be limited or boxed in to a single aspect, image, trait, or manifestation.

The trans experience of religion is a prophetic and poignant reminder that, if faith
communities uphold the belief that the divine is so awesome that our ability to comprehend

Sixteenth-century Italian reliquary bust of St Marinus the Martyr, who was born female and lived as a male
monk (courtesy of Mary Harrsch).
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“It’s a low kick in the nuts
when you put so much into
looking like a woman and
people still call you ‘Mister’ or
by your real name, or faggot—
just because they don’t know
who they are or can’t see you
for you. It is because they don’t
know themselves and think of
you as less. Just from a look
sometimes, I ask myself, am

I a human? What is wrong with
me? Are they human? What’s
wrong with them? It would kill
me if I did not know God—but
I know He is here, and I was
made this way and no one can
take this from me. I am a trans
woman—once a lil’ boy, now

a woman. And I love it.” Tanay
Smith, the queen of Guyana, is
a 23-year-old fabulous young
lady living in the Bronx.
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“I defied the gender binary.

I challenged the first pro-
nouncement ever made about
me. I questioned the evi-
dence my body presented to
me, and I took issue with the
guidance of my parents, who
assumed, and nudged my life
down one path without even
asking me if that’s where

I wanted to go. I confounded
my society and my culture,
and I ignored what I was told
was the norm. I lived on the
edges and I defied definitions.
I am far more than the names
I have been called. I have done
many things and lived many
lives. I am the rule-breaker,
the exception, the trickster,
the one who divides and
multiplies the gender binary
until it becomes a string of in-
finite possibilities. In ancient
times I was celebrated as one
who walked in many worlds.

I was revered as the one who
embodied transformation and
who showed the world we can
change. But ancient wisdom
has long been forgotten and
now I pay the price for our for-
getfulness. We tend to behave
badly toward that which we
do not understand, and therein
lies the pain. Like all of cre-
ation, I am a mystery. [ don’t
seek to be understood. I just
seek to be accepted.”—I AM
by Emma Lee Chattin (from
the Metropolitan Community
Churche’s Holy Conversations
Workshop)
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it fully is limited, then representations of the sacred are beyond our limited categories of
gender and identity. The trans faith experience is an invitation to engage and grapple with
multiple, diverse, inclusive images and aspects of the sacred. By doing this, we, as indi-
viduals and communities, are able to affirm that our complex selves and bodies are also
holy and cannot be limited by traditional understandings of gender, identity, and expres-
sion. We are reminders of human diversity, inviting and challenging others to realize the
need for language and imagery of the holy that is as diverse as we are. To put it simply,
“don’t box God in and don’t box me in!”

Sacred Texts and Holy Heroes

More and more religious scholarship by trans and trans-affirming scholars is revisiting
sacred texts—such as the Hebrew Bible, the New Testament, and the Holy Qu’'ran—in
order to discover, and often rediscover, narratives that affirm the lives of trans people.

Our understanding of gender in the 21st century is very different from concepts of
gender and sexuality that existed thousands of years ago when many of these documents
were written. While honoring these differences, many theologians and religious scholars
have interpreted texts in a trans-positive light, balancing historical context with messages
of liberation and transformation. Some scholars, such as Professor Patrick Cheng (2011),
describe their work as “queering” religious studies—in other words, interpreting and
studying these texts in ways that push us to embrace transgressive or challenging ideas,
beyond society’s limited or traditional expectations of sexuality and gender.

For example, Judeo-Christian readers might ask: If God created both male and fe-
male in God’s image, does this mean that God is a transgender or intersex entity? Though
concrete answers are perhaps not possible, these questions open the door for healing and
holistic interpretations and conversations with ourselves, with the sacred, and with others.

By taking this kind of approach to sacred texts, we can find characters whose lives
transgressed or challenged the gender expectations of their time, without needing to know
their gender self-identification. It is not possible to know how prophets, saints, ancestors,
or deities identify. But we can find liberating meaning in their actions and words.

For many religious and spiritual traditions, importance is given to the presence of
ancestors, saints, intercessors, and intermediaries—figures we look to for inspiration and
as examples to be followed. By revisiting histories, sacred stories, and traditions, we can
lift up individuals who were radical transgressors of social and gender norms—individu-
als who disrupted gender and offered alternative ways to express our faith and relationship
with the divine. We can rediscover a trans presence that is often not foreign to a tradition
but is very much integral to a religion’s teachings, devotions, experiences of God, and even
critical to the initial establishment or formation of a religious community.

How did the Buddha, Deborah in the Book of Judges, or Jesus in the Gospels trans-
gress gender norms in ways that are affirming of trans people today? Often the religious
figures we venerate were countercultural revolutionaries who strove to be in solidarity
with the oppressed and marginalized peoples of their day, preaching and living inclusive
and alternative ways of viewing religion and community—a spirit which can be tapped
into today to affirm trans people.

We do not have to look far for trans-affirming messages—often we just have to take
another look at tradition and uncover a presence that has always been there but for various
reasons has been neglected or hidden. By reclaiming and remembering the past, trans reli-
gious people have been able to make sure that traditions, stories, and history are inclusive
and complete—a practice that honors the prophetic voices and radical lives of all those
from yesterday and better helps us to celebrate diversity today, tomorrow, and always.

Trans Religious Leaders

Though many religious traditions bar trans people from pursuing ordination or consecration
as spiritual leaders, there are several groups that are beginning to affirm those of us who are
called to ministry. Religious leaders who identify as trans reflect a diversity of traditions and
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callings. Such prophetic voices include Rev. Malcolm Himschoot (United Church of Christ),
Rev. Dr. Justin Edward Tanis (Metropolitan Community Church/Unitarian Universalist
Association), Rev. Moshay Moses (Metropolitan Community Church), Rev. Cameron
Partridge (Episcopal Church USA), Rabbi Elliot Rose Kukla, Rabbi Reuben Zellman, Patricia
Kevena Fili (Wiccan/Pagan), Rev. Louis Mitchell, Angel Collie (Metropolitan Community
Church), Rev. Shannon “Shay” T. L. Kearn (North American Old Catholic Church), and
Dr. Virginia Ramey Mollenkott (Trans-Religious Christian). Their ministries are as diverse
as they are and include university chaplaincy, pastoral work within hospices, serving congre-
gations as pastors, developing social policy within nonprofits, and university research (and for
some, combinations of more than one of these). Trans people in ministry are not only minis-
tering to other trans people and their families but are serving whole communities.

CONCLUSION

Our bodies, experiences, and lives as trans people reveal a richness and diversity of reli-
gious expression—an expression that also reflects the diversity of our human experience
of journeying and transitioning into wholeness. A trans religious approach invites us to
take another look at practices within our traditions in order to embrace concepts, convic-
tions, definitions, redefinitions, and ways of being that are outside the norm—not with
fear, but with excitement and awe.

Faith and spirituality grounded in trans experiences and narratives boldly proclaim
that all people have the human and sacred right to choose how we care for, dress, decorate,
cover and uncover, craft, and tweak our bodies as we seek to be at home with ourselves
and within ourselves.
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“I am convinced that one
reason that people become
enraged by and frightened of
us is because we have had the
courage to change something
fundamental about ourselves
in order to become more fully
realized human beings, more
joyful people. . . that freedom
and courage scares people, and
pushes buttons for many, but
that path is the road to libera-
tion. . . we who have changed
our own lives and fulfilled our
own dreams have much to offer
a world in need of both trans-
formation and greater dreams
of its own.”—Justin Tanis,
Trans-Gendered: Theology,
Ministry, and Communities
of Faith
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SEX AND GENDER DEVELOPMENT

Laura Erickson-Schroth, Miqqi Alicia Gilbert,
and T. Evan Smith

MOST PEOPLE ASSUME THAT THERE ARE TWO GENDERS, male and female,
and that both our sex and gender depend on our genitals—whether we were born with
a vagina or a penis. However, research in a variety of fields, including psychology,
genetics, sociology, and anthropology, suggests that sex and gender are not the same
thing. Today, our “sex” typically describes our anatomical and biological characteris-
tics. Usually, this means our genitals and our genetics. “Gender” is most often used to
refer to our social roles and behaviors. But sex and gender are not completely separate
concepts, and social and biological factors play an important role in defining both our
sex and our gender.

CURIOSITY ABOUT OUR ORIGINS

Some of us are extremely interested in how we come to develop our identity as transgender
or gender nonconforming people.

“I admit that I am curious about why I am the way that I am.”

“That is exactly what I hope to study as a doctoral student of psychology. I hope
to attend graduate school next year and investigate this question, so ask me
again in five or six years.”

For others of us, the hows and whys are less important.

“I don’t think knowing a ‘cause’ will make one bit of difference in my life. I am
who I am. That’s good enough for me.”

“I don’t know what causes people to be transgender, and I honestly don’t think it
matters. . . Does it matter if gay people were born that way? They are now, and
their identity should be respected. Same for transgender people.”

“The great diversity of creation ‘causes’ individuals to ‘be’ transgender. . . What
causes a person to be cisgender?”

Some of us believe that being transgender or gender nonconforming is something we have
a say in, while others of us believe it is out of our control.

“I believe it’s something innate, brought on by something that happens during
fetal development. I don’t believe in any of the ‘nurture’ theories, for I was
brought up in a very masculine, blue-collar environment. I still enjoy the out-
doors and machines and all that, but I know I'm a girl, and nothing in my
upbringing either caused it to happen or made it go away. It just was, and it
just is.”

“It doesn’t matter what causes it, the only important thing is that it’s not a
choice.”

For some of us, the idea of our choosing our gender identity is powerful.

“I get really sick of this never-ending debate about ‘what causes someone to be
trans,” because these debates invariably revolve around whether people ‘choose’
to be trans or whether they ‘can’t help it because they were born that way.’ There
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is an underlying assumption within the very framing of this debate that trans
people are somehow more legitimate if they do not claim any autonomy over
their own gender identity, which I find a completely absurd position. I am really
proud of who I am, and I want to take credit for my autonomy in that process!

[ think that what causes people to be transgender is having an enlightened view
of the world. Trans people are people who can imagine different possibilities,
who can question the things that others simply accept as being unquestionably
true, and who have the strength of character to act on their convictions even
without support from other people.”

“"CHOICE" OF GENDER IDENTITY

Jaimie Veale, PhD, is a trans woman currently working on a postdoctoral research fel-
lowship in trans people’s health at the University of British Columbia.

There is a lot of disagreement and debate about biology versus “choice” in all kinds of
LGBTQ communities. The overwhelming majority of trans and queer people report
that they don’t find their sexual orientation or gender identity to be a choice—the only
choice that we believe we have is whether and how to express these. All but the most
vocal opponents of trans and queer rights agree that sexual orientation and gender
identity aren’t characteristics people have a choice about.

While some people find that their gender identity and/or sexual orientation stay the
same throughout their life, others report that they change. For example, trans people
may have a significant change in social context when they see themselves and are
seen by other people as a different gender to what they had previously. As part of this
“transition” process, it is not uncommon for people to report changes in the types of people we are sexually attracted to. There is very little

evidence that conscious efforts to change someone’s gender identity or sexual orientation, such as “reparative therapy,” have any effect.

If being trans isn’t a choice, is it all about biology, then? People often think that they have a choice about things as long as they are not
“biological.” This isn’t necessarily true, though—it is possible for something to be caused by factors other than biology and to also not feel
like it is under our control. If I am a very punctual person because of growing up in an environment where there were serious consequences
for being late, this is an example of something about me that I feel I don’t have a choice about, that is the result of a nonbiological factor.

Many people are suspicious of studies that look for reasons why people are or are not trans. They may believe that these studies are
inherently prejudiced because it seems that trans people need to legitimize our identities whereas non-trans people do not. Some believe
these studies are inherently pathologizing to us because they may bring about questions of whether being trans can be “cured.”

On the other hand, biological studies have been used to argue that our variant identities are not our “fault,” and we may have gained
some rights based on this idea. We should be cautious of this way of thinking though—it is too simplistic and it disregards the many real
and legitimate reasons for our identities. We should also be aware that biological explanations have been used not only to protect groups of
people but also to take away their rights. For example, in Nazi-led Germany, gay people were murdered because it was believed that being
gay was genetic.

While gender identity is not usually something people feel that they have a choice about, it is something that may differ for people across
different social environments and time periods. Trans identities not being experienced as a “choice” does not tell us much about whether
nurture,” or both, and it certainly does not change the need for equal rights for trans people.

9

gender identity is formed by “nature,

Regardless of our own questions or beliefs about why we are trans or gender nonconform-
ing, many of us worry about the ramifications of searching for a “cause.”

“I don’t feel like it’s productive to ask the question what causes people to be
transgender in the sense that the question itself presumes that something went
wrong, that it’s abnormal.”

“I’'m scared that if people started to identify causes they would follow that with
suggesting cures.”

“Why would I want a test or a found discovery that would define why I am this
way? [ would then be required to further prove, as if it isn’t already difficult
enough, to outsiders and legitimize my feelings to find the peace I now have.”
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OUR GENDERED WORLD

How do we see ourselves? What kinds of people do we feel similar to? What do we feel
comfortable being called? All these things make up our gender identity, our inner sense
of being male, female, something in-between, or something entirely different. There are
as many ways of identifying as there are people. Unlike gender identity, gender roles are
not determined by our inner sense of ourselves. Instead, they are defined and enforced by
society. Gender roles give us rules about how we are supposed to behave and what kinds
of opportunities and responsibilities are available to us.

Gender roles may also help shape our ideas about what “feminine” and “masculine”
characteristics are. Often, feminine or masculine traits are thought of as natural or in-
nate to people with certain types of bodies and therefore taboo or off limits to people
with other kinds of bodies. These are gender stereotypes, which describe how men and
women look, behave, and feel. Gender stereotypes may differ among cultures, but in
many cases, submissive or supportive behaviors are seen as “feminine,” while aggressive,
achievement-oriented, and independent individuals are seen as “masculine.”

INTRODUCTION TO QUEER THEORY

Reese C. Kelly was born and raised in the suburbs of Detroit, Michigan. He received a PhD in
sociology from the University at Albany, SUNY, and is at Dartmouth College.

What we now call queer theory began with a set of texts written during the late 1970s into
the mid-1990s by scholars including Gloria Anzaldua, Judith Butler, Cathy Cohen, Michel
Foucault, C. Jacob Hale, Gayle Rubin, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, and Michael Warner, which
presented new ways to conceptualize sex, gender, and sexuality.

Although the phrase “coming out of the closet” is widely used in LGBTQ politics and
popular culture, scholars argue that the heyday of the closet era was from the 1950s to the
1980s. During this time period, people were sent to psychiatric hospitals, imprisoned, and
fired from their jobs merely for their sexuality or perceived sexuality. Because of this extreme
homosexual oppression, some LGBTQ people felt tremendous pressure to lead outwardly
appearing heterosexual, cisgender lifestyles. As gay liberationist and feminist movements
began to blossom in the late 1960s, gays and lesbians were encouraged to be “Out and

Proud!” as opposed to being ashamed or scared.

The collective action of LGBTQ individuals and allies led to significant civil rights advancements such as nondiscrimination policies
in housing and work, the removal of homosexuality from the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders, and procedures for legal sex reclassification. Within the current legal and political system of the United States, adopting
a shared label of “lesbian,” “transgender,” “bisexual,” or “gay” provides an effective way to identify inequities and advocate for the needs
of marginalized people.

However, the unintended consequence of “coming out” is that sexual fluidities, inconsistencies, and variances are silenced, ignored, or
rewritten. People mold their bodies, life histories, relationships, and behaviors to fit the definitions of gay, lesbian, bisexual, or straight,
while excluding a range of other possible desires and acts. As an example: A woman comes out as a lesbian and decides to cut her hair in
order to “look” more “like a lesbian.” This example highlights that “coming out” is not a solitary or individualized act.

The notion that all lesbians, gays, and bisexuals share a set of universal experiences, practices, and political goals is at the heart of many
contemporary LGBTQ organizations and politics. It is also under heavy criticism from queer theorists for two primary reasons. First,
sexual practices, desires, and relationships are shaped by many factors, including race, ethnicity, disability, nationality, class status, gender,
sex, and size; therefore, even when individuals share the same sexual identity, their experiences, expressions of self, and politics may
vary drastically. Second, the paradigm of the closet can exacerbate rather than alleviate social pressure because, as queer theorists argue,
“coming out of the closet” and adopting a restrictive label often results in an individual feeling pressure to conform to behavior widely
expected from someone who identifies that way.

In the United States now, we have antidiscrimination laws protecting gays and lesbians from employment and housing discrimination;
there are gays and lesbians in political office, the military, and serving as religious leaders; and sodomy laws were rendered
unconstitutional in the 2003 Supreme Court decision Lawrence v. Texas. But this does not mean that there is sexual equality, merely that the
challenges facing LGBTQ people have shifted.
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ality are socially degraded and deemed sick or undesirable.

Queer theorists claim that current US culture is characterized by heteronormativity, in which it is not just homosexuality that is seen as
bad, unnatural, or immoral, but a range of sexual behaviors, relationships, and identities other than “normal” heterosexuality. Behaviors
that boost the status of reproductive heterosexuality—monogamy, sex during marriage, and sex in private spaces—are given higher social
status and material benefits (like tax deductions for married couples) while behaviors that threaten or challenge reproductive heterosexu-

Queer theorists insist that sexual desires and practices are cultural concepts and not biological facts that can be confined to isolated iden-
tity categories. They claim that people are not “Born this way!” but that identities are mapped onto us based on what our society prescribes.

We learn about gender by watching other people, by imitating what they do, and
by identifying with them and mimicking their behavior. The feminist philosopher Judith
Butler calls gender a performance (Butler, 1990). However, this performance is not
the same thing as acting. We learn and repeat others’ behaviors, internalizing them and
interpreting them as a sense of self. We also repeat gendered behaviors over generations,
solidifying our culture’s understanding of gender. While not everyone would agree that
gender is completely created by us, rather than having some biological components, there
is significant evidence that our gender identities are influenced by social factors.

Due to sexism, the treatment of women as inferior to men, many of the traits that are
perceived as “feminine” are devalued, compared to “masculine” traits. Fighting sexism
means allowing people to act in ways that are masculine or feminine, regardless of their
bodies, as well as recognizing value in all kinds of behaviors. Regardless of our sex or
gender, we all have a wide array of characteristics that might be considered feminine or
masculine.

Creating and Learning Gender

Characteristics of femininity and masculinity do not “naturally” belong to women or men.
Scholars call this the social construction of gender, meaning that we construct, or create,
gender by telling men and women how to act. Judith Butler wrote that “gender is a kind of
imitation for which there is no original; in fact, it is a kind of imitation that produces the
very notion of the original as an effect and consequence of the imitation itself” (Butler,
1993, p. 313). This statement refers to the idea that gender does not come from a biological
or otherwise essential starting point. Butler argues that gender is a product of culture, and
its meaning is created by people.

“I don’t think anything causes people to be transgender. I think dichotomous
socialization makes people M or F.”

“I think patriarchy and the societal construction of the gender binary are what
cause people to be trans. The only reason people are ‘gender non-conforming’
or trans is because we as a society create gendered expectation in the first
place. If we viewed the spectrum of human characteristics and emotions as sim-
ply attributes that anyone can possess instead of assigning them to one gender
or the other, there would not be any kind of gender archetype to strive for.”

Queer Theory, Gender
Theory: An Instant Primer

by Riki Wilchins (Los
Angeles, CA: Alyson Books,
2004) combines personal sto-
ries with accessible language
to describe the history and
ideas that are part of queer and
gender theory.

Learning Trans is a web
project designed to cre-

ate and highlight trans
community-produced knowl-
edge as part of a living history.
It includes videos, presenta-
tions, fact sheets, and course
materials.

Transgender Studies Quarterly
(TSQ) is a journal edited by
Paisley Currah and Susan
Stryker that hopes to push
trans theory forward.

INTRODUCTION TO TRANS THEORY

lenses of cultural studies, queer theory, and trans theories.

been used against us.

Sex and Gender Development

Kai Kohlsdorf is finishing his PhD at the University of Washington, where he focuses on trans* moments of sexual disclosure through the

Trans theory emerged from a realization that trans people have long been used in research to prove various theories but were not given a
voice within that research. Even queer theory has been a prime perpetrator in the invisibilizing of trans people. One of the major contri-
butions of trans studies involves the “politics of naming”™: particular identity groups can reclaim agency by taking back words that have
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Historically speaking, feminism, gender studies, and sexuality studies have had a difficult relationship with trans identities. The feminist
sex wars of the late 1970s and 1980s are infamous in both sexuality scholarship and feminist history, with debates that centered around
pornography, pro-sex ideology, sadomasochism, and the role of trans women in the lesbian community (Duggan & Hunter, 1995). At times,
second-wave feminists wrote disparagingly about transgender people and identities (Raymond, 1979).

The legacy from this time period has not entirely disappeared. Some more recent academic works use these same kind of dated
and transphobic ways of thinking. Sheila Jeftreys, a well-known feminist theorist, continues to argue that trans women’s identities are
“obviously about men’s sexual rights” and that lesbians are disappearing because young butches are becoming men. Her arguments rely on
the misconception that all trans identities uphold the gender binary and are opposed to true feminist thought (Jeffreys, 2011).

Trans studies is often credited as being launched into academia in 1991 by Sandy Stone. Stone’s piece “The Empire Strikes
Back: A Posttranssexual Manifesto” strikes back against anti-trans feminism and describes a need for us to speak for ourselves in trans
research (Stryker & Whittle, 2006). While many trans academics and activists have combated the misuse of trans bodies by paying
attention to trans lived experiences, we have also begun to think beyond the limits of these experiences.

Early trans studies came under critique for being US focused and lacking racial analysis. The Transgender Studies Reader, edited by
Susan Stryker and Stephen Whittle (2006), was the first anthology of its kind and provided articles that spanned trans studies in the first
decade of its academic life. The text traces how trans people were viewed and described through more than a century of published work.
Only two of its fifty articles incorporate a central analysis of race—so some critics have argued that the book paints an overall picture of
trans people and trans studies as white, US focused, and mostly uninterested in sexuality (Noble, 2011).

Increasing attention is now being paid to the multitude of trans experiences globally, as well as issues of national borders, race, and
class. Trans studies has also continued to grow in conversation with both feminist theories and queer theories. More feminist and non-trans
queer writers are using trans voices in their research. The list of major players in trans theory is growing all the time.
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Labeling Bodies

When the earliest cells that will one day become a human being begin to grow, they
have the potential to develop in many different ways. They may grow into a uterus, a va-
gina, a penis, testes, breasts, or other characteristics health providers use to classify sex.
Our early cells depend on signals created by genes and hormones to determine how our
bodies will look. But these are not the only factors that shape our bodies and identities.
Throughout our lives, medical decisions, social expectations, cultural norms, and envi-
ronmental factors play a role as well. Biology continues to play a role, too, as hormones
move throughout our bodies during puberty and adulthood.

Our bodies have certain characteristics that are often used to label us as male or fe-
male. These may include a vagina, penis, breasts, facial hair, or a number of other physical
traits. We assign meaning to these body parts by deciding that there are two sexes—male
and female—and that certain body parts are found on men and others on women. We
make these physical characteristics significant by dividing the world into two categories
and requiring people to adhere to the expectations that come with each of those categories.

In reality, there is a great deal of variation in our bodies, and social influences deter-
mine what our bodies mean to us and to others. In addition to the diverse range of bodies
that are defined as male and female, some of us have bodies that do not conform to these
accepted categories. We may be intersex, born with bodies that others perceived as neither
male nor female, or transgender, and we may have altered our bodies later in life so that
they no longer fit these categories exclusively. How we are perceived and how we identify
may not match our anatomy in the expected ways.
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The social meaning of having particular physical traits has come into being over time, Women Who Become

and it differs among cultures. Different cultures have different meaning attached to male Men: Albanian Sworn
and female bodies that is not always consistent with male and female gender roles. In some Virgins by Antonia Young
cultures, individuals may have a gender identity that is consistent with their physical sex (New York: Berg Press,
but for economic or political reasons may be assigned (or choose) a different gender role. 2000j tells the stories of

people assigned female at
birth who take on the roles of

We do not have to divide the world according to whether we have certain types of genitals.

On the other hand, we may miss important information if we assume that gender is
completely social. Our genetic makeup and the hormones that we are exposed to as fetuses
have the potential to affect our gender identities. Though gender is thought of as a social
concept, there is some evidence that biological components may contribute to our gender
identities.

men for familial reasons as
an accepted part of Albanian
culture.

BIOLOGICAL ORIGINS

Over the years, researchers have identified two principal biological factors that may be
involved in establishing our gender identity: the genes that we inherit and the hormone
levels we are exposed to in the womb.

RESEARCH ON THE BIOLOGY OF TRANS* IDENTITY

Rachel Levin is an associate professor of biology and neuroscience at Pomona College.
She studies the origins and evolution of gender identity and reproductive behavior of
humans and other wild animals.

If you were to read in tomorrow’s newspaper that scientists had found a trans* gene, how
would you react? Would you be concerned that the motivation might be to find the gene
and excise it prior to birth? Would you be less legitimate as a trans* or cis person de-
pending on the presence or absence of the gene? Our relationship with science is complex
and fraught with tension, especially when it comes to issues of identity or sexuality.

Scientific research is based on the art of asking a well-worded question and testing the
possible answers to it. Questions about a trans* gene could be asked in many different
ways, ranging from “what controls the formation of gender identity?” to “what goes
wrong that leads to trans* identity?”” The lens through which scientists see the world is
colored by the same cultural biases that affect everyone. Scientific research is often used
as the platform for policies and treatment plans, so it is critical to tackle these issues.

Many studies of transgender identity have their origin in the work of Ray Blanchard.
In a series of widely cited studies in the 1980s, Blanchard interviewed adult trans
women at gender clinics and reported that his subjects seemed to fall into two types—those who knew early in their lives that they were
gender dysphoric and who were attracted only to men (i.e., “androphilic”’) and those who realized their dysphoria later in life and who were
not solely attracted to men. One of the indirect implications of this practice is that androphilic trans women are treated as the “true trans-
sexuals,” and the second group is suggested to be less legitimate.

As a result of this, the single group most often studied in research on trans* identity is androphilic trans women. Thus, the group
selected to represent the entire trans* population makes up substantially less than half of those who identify as trans women, and, of
course, only a tiny percentage of the greater trans* community. Trans men are sometimes included in research studies but are only recently
becoming a research focus. People who identity outside of the gender binary—as genderqueer, bigendered, or other identities—are almost
always excluded.

Cultural bias also plays a role in how data are analyzed. Typically, data from androphilic trans women are compared to data collected from
heterosexual cis men, which suggests that researchers are assuming an inherent similarity between all people who are designated male at
birth. Imagine the difference if, instead, scientists automatically compared data collected from trans women to results from cis women, or if
subjects were allowed to place their identities along one or more continua instead of choosing among a very limited set of options.

We live in a new era, and the science on gender identity needs to catch up. Terminology used needs to be more inclusive and respectful, so
we can free ourselves from the legacy of past cultural biases that influence or limit our experimental approaches and color the ways that we
interpret our data. Several research groups, including my own, are taking new approaches to consider the full diversity of human experience.

If some day we read about the discovery of a trans* gene, we must remember how elements of both nature and nurture determine who
we are. We should ask questions of the science, form our own opinions about its claims, and remember that—regardless of what is found—
we are always the experts on our own identities.
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Genetics

Chromosomes are long strings made up of thousands of genes, small pieces of genetic
material, which are in turn made up of billions of molecules. Chromosomes are located in
the nucleus (the main organizing center) of each cell in the body.

Most people have two copies of each of 23 different chromosomes, making a total
of 46 chromosomes, although some individuals who are intersex have more or fewer than
46 chromosomes. Our first 22 pairs of chromosomes are numbered 1-22, but the last
pair—the so-called sex chromosomes—are named for their shapes, X and Y. The X chro-
mosome is much larger, containing about 2,000 genes, while the Y chromosome has only
78 genes. The total human genome is estimated to have about 20,000 genes.

Most people have two sex chromosomes. When someone is born with two X chromo-
somes (XX), the person typically develops as female. When someone is born with one X
and one Y chromosome (XY), the person typically develops as male. Scientists are still
discovering why these combinations usually lead to female and male development.

Most transgender people have the chromosomes that are expected based on their
birth-assigned sex, although there may be slightly higher rates of chromosomal differ-
ences in transgender compared to cisgender people.

There have been some early studies of specific genes that could be connected to
transgender identity. Some of these genes may be related to the way our bodies develop,
and others may be related to how we see ourselves. These studies have been designed to
take a guess at the types of genes that might be involved in transgender identity and then
to analyze those genes in a group of transgender people and a group of cisgender people
and compare them. Some “candidate” genes scientists have investigated are genes for
hormones, hormone receptors, and enzymes, molecules that help convert one substance
to another. A few small studies have shown average differences in some of these genes
between cisgender people and people who identify as transsexual or are diagnosed with
gender dysphoria, but there is considerable overlap between the groups.

GENETICS OF TRANS* IDENTITY

Lewis A. Raynor, PhD, MPH, MS, is a genetic epidemiologist with a passion for social justice.

The Human Genome Project finished mapping the human genome in 2003, and for the last decade the media has seemed preoccupied
with reporting the discovery of a gene for everything—including a trans* gene.

Most phenotypes (the observable property of a person) are complex and are influenced by both our genes (plural) and our environments.
The first thing researchers do to determine whether genes are contributing to an outcome is look at the family of an individual, to see if
there is a family history of the outcome. Twin studies are very good for determining whether genes contribute to an outcome (i.e., if some-
thing is heritable) because identical twins share nearly 100% of their genes, fraternal twins share 50% of their genes, and both have family
environments that are likely to be the same.

Once researchers know that genes contribute to an outcome, they try to identify the specific genes that are associated with the outcome
in either a group of related or unrelated individuals. Candidate genes are genes that geneticists have some biological reason to suspect are
associated with the outcome of interest. Most trans* studies have focused on sex hormone genes. These studies compare the occurrence of
a genetic variant in the group with the outcome (cases) to those without the outcome (controls).

An important point to make about all genetic research is that the definition of the observable property being tested influences the sta-
tistical results. If we say that trans* identity is heritable, we have to know the way the researchers define trans*. This is often based on an
individual being diagnosed with gender dysphoria and is rarely based on an individual self-identifying as transgender or gender noncon-
forming. So the research would not say that being transgender is heritable; it would say that having gender dysphoria is heritable. The
definitions of trans* used are very specific and so are the results. So we can’t say that a variant of the androgen receptor gene causes one
to be transgender, but we can say that the variant of the androgen receptor gene is associated with being transsexual, specifically a trans-
sexual man.

At this point, none of the genes found to be associated with being transsexual or having gender dysphoria have been replicated in addi-
tional studies. Future genetic studies will likely focus on epigenetics, which is a newer area in genetic research. Epigenetics, put simply,
are changes in gene activity that do not change our DNA but are still heritable. Oftentimes the gene activity is changing because of
environmental factors like diet, stress, or prenatal nutrition. To date, there has been only one, unreplicated study (Dorner et al., 2001) that
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transsexualism.
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suggested that endocrine system disrupters, like the chemical insecticide DDT, could contribute to epigenetic changes associated with

Much like the search for the “gay gene” in the 1990s, results from genetic studies of being trans* have been both limited and inconclu-
sive. Furthermore, the definitions used fail to capture the diversity of experiences within the trans* community.
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Another way to indirectly research genes is to perform studies on families. Most
research studies of families of trans people look exclusively at transsexual people or those
diagnosed with gender dysphoria. The results, therefore, may not apply to all of us. This
is true of many studies of our communities. Findings from family studies reveal that trans
participants are more likely to have a sibling who is transgender than other people are.
The chance is still very low, and most siblings of transgender people are cisgender. The
increased chance of being transgender if you have a transgender sibling could be due to
genetics, hormones, or even to the way we are raised. Identical twins may both be trans-
gender, but there are also many identical twin pairs where one person is transgender and
the other is not, suggesting there are factors other than genes that influence our gender
identity.

“I do not know what causes people to be transgender but my uncle came out
shortly after I did and he/she is now my aunt. My family thinks it’s genetic since
there are rumors that my great aunt also struggled with her gender identity
growing up.”

Epigenetics is a new field of research where scientists look at the way our genes can
change without the underlying structure of our DNA shifting. These changes can some-
times occur during our lifetimes, so that our genes are actually changing while we are
alive. Future studies on epigenetics and other areas of genetics may shed light on the ways
in which our unique genetic makeup plays a role in our gender identity.

Hormones and Development in the Uterus
The environment in the uterus is important for sex development. In the uterus, we are
exposed to different conditions depending on characteristics of our parent, the environment

Identical Twins Aidan Key and Brenda Bowers (copyright Stewart Cook).
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University Press, 2010).
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around our parent, whether we are one of a twin pair, and many other factors. Some hor-
mones we are exposed to in the uterus come from our own developing bodies.

Genes help to guide the body’s cells to create internal and external organs that we
think of as male and female. All fetuses have the potential to develop a number of dif-
ferent sexual characteristics. Up until about 8 weeks into development, each of us has
gender-neutral gonads (early versions of ovaries or testes) accompanied by two pairs of
tubes called Mullerian ducts, which have the potential to become a uterus and fallopian
tubes, and Wolffian ducts, which have the potential to develop into the structures that
produce sperm.

At 8—10 weeks into development, the body begins to form structures that will become
the testes and ovaries. A gene called SRY, typically (but not always) found on the Y
chromosome, produces a protein called Testis Determining Factor (TDF) that tells the
neutral gonads to develop into testes. When there is no TDF, the neutral gonads develop
into ovaries.

One of the ways we know that the SRY gene is responsible for turning the neutral
gonads into testes is that some people born with XX chromosomes have testes due to an
SRY gene on one of their X chromosomes. There are also people with XY chromosomes
who do not have an SRY gene, and these people have ovaries rather than testes.

The testes produce a hormone called Mullerian Inhibiting Factor (MIF), which
causes the Mullerian ducts to recede, and testosterone, which supports the Wolffian ducts
and causes other masculinizing changes in the body. Ovaries do not produce significant
levels of hormones before birth, and in the absence of MIF and testosterone, the Wolffian
ducts recede.

All of these structures are formed inside the body. The testicles descend later, out-
side the body, into the scrotum. The external genitalia (clitoris, labia, penis, scrotum) are
formed somewhat differently than the internal sexual organs.

Like our internal anatomy, we all start off with similar external anatomy—with parts
that will eventually develop into the labia or scrotum and the clitoris or penis. The forma-
tion of male-appearing genitals depends on androgens, a group of hormones that includes
testosterone and are secreted by the testes. When there is a uterus and ovaries, and little
or no androgens, the genitals develop to look female. When the testes of the fetus produce
testosterone, the genitals begin to appear more male.

THE SCIENCE OF SEXUALITY VERSUS GENDER IDENTITY

Starting in the 1950s, researchers began experimenting with animals to see the effects of changing the levels of hormones animals were
exposed to before they were born. They removed the testicles of male animal fetuses and injected testosterone into female animal fetuses.
Male animals that had been castrated before birth were more likely to position themselves to be mounted than to attempt to mount others.

The scientists running these experiments believed that they had done something to change the sexual orientation of the animals. They
believed that the male animals that positioned themselves to be mounted were similar to gay men, and they hypothesized that gay men
were exposed to different levels of hormones as fetuses than straight men were. Of course, sexual behavior is much more complicated in
humans. A man may identify as gay but prefer to “top” his partners. A woman may identify as lesbian and always be the “bottom” partner.
People can be bisexual, or like bondage, or be able to orgasm only if a particular object is nearby.

As complex as sexual behavior is, gender identity is probably even more complicated. Prenatal hormone theories are used to explain
both sexual orientation and gender identity, despite these concepts being very different. There is also a considerable amount of overlap in
the studies done with gay men and transsexual women. As an example, in studies of both gay men and transsexual women, an area of the
brain called the third nucleus of the interstitial nucleus of the hypothalamus (INAH-3) is hypothesized to be different from that of straight
cisgender men. If INAH-3 is similar in trans women and gay men, then it is more likely to be related to sexual orientation than gender iden-
tity—in part because most of the trans women recruited to participate in these studies are attracted to men.

As humans, our sexual and gender identities are extremely complicated. Can animals provide a model for why people are transgender?
Do animals have gender identities? If hormones affect both sexual orientation and gender identity, they do so in more complicated ways
than we currently understand.
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The Brain and Gender

One way that some scientists understand gender development is the theory that our brains
themselves can be gendered, an idea that is called brain organization theory. This theory
suggests that the same hormones that cause changes in internal sexual organs and external
genitalia also cause permanent changes in the brain that lead people to think in certain
ways about their gender as adults.

Critics of brain organization theory argue that gender is not something that can exist
before birth because it is created by society. They argue that while we might have predis-
positions to think and behave in certain ways because of our genes or hormones, we would
not feel male or female without society to tell us what male and female are.

Critics of brain organization theory point out that it matches some people’s experiences
of their gender, but not other people’s experiences. Some people, for instance, do not see
themselves as having any gender at all. Others feel comfortable shifting between genders.

“I very adamantly DO NOT believe that [being trans] is a birth defect, and
1 don’t believe there is such a thing as a male brain or a female brain (so I don’t
believe a person can have the wrong body for their brain).”

THE “"TRANSGENDER BRAIN"

Are our brains different from the brains of cisgender people? Some scientists seem
to think so, and they argue that when we develop as fetuses, hormones affect our
brains and lead us to identify differently from the sex we are assigned. Others re-
main skeptical.

The area of the brain that most researchers focus on is the hypothalamus, which
helps to control hunger, thirst, sleep, and temperature, and secretes a number of
hormones (see The Hypothalamus illustration). The hypothalamus is a target of
research into gender identity because there are parts of the hypothalamus that are
different in cisgender men and cisgender women.

Most scientists in this field study trans women and not trans men. The goal of the
majority of research into the “transgender brain” is to show that trans women have
brains like cis women, rather than cis men. \ \

The first studies of the “transgender brain” were direct studies of brains donated
to science after people died. The scientists doing these studies looked at three areas
of the hypothalamus—the bed nucleus of the stria terminalis (BSTc), nucleus 1 of The Hypothalamus (kd diamond).
the interstitial nucleus of the anterior hypothalamus (INAH-1), and nucleus 3 of the
interstitial nucleus of the anterior hypothalamus (INAH-3). In all three studies, the
brains of trans women were found to have similar numbers of brain cells as those of cis women, or to be somewhere in between cis women
and cis men.

However, there were a number of problems with these studies. For one, they used very small sample sizes (as few as six trans women’s
brains). In addition, all of the studies shared brains, so they were not really independent studies. All of the trans women in these studies had
taken estrogen before their deaths, so it is possible that this affected their brain structure. In fact, in a follow-up study, researchers found
that the BSTc is similar in cisgender men and women until puberty, when it is possible that hormones or other factors affect its size.

As new technologies develop, we no longer need to wait until we have physical brains because we can place live people into magnetic
resonance imaging (MRI) machines. While some individual imaging studies have found differences in the size of parts of the brain, such as
the putamen and corpus callosum, the findings seem to be inconsistent from study to study.

In addition to looking at structural differences in our brains, some scientists are focusing on functional differences—differences in the
way our brains work. The main problem with studying functional as opposed to purely structural differences is that our environments have
a large impact on the way we think and feel, so even if differences are found, they are not necessarily caused by biological factors. In fact,
our social environments can make measurable changes in the anatomy and function of our bodies, including our hormone levels and even
the way our genes work.

There have been a number of studies of both trans women and trans men related to their spatial abilities, because this is an area in which
cisgender men and women tend to perform differently. However, most studies of spatial ability in trans people have shown that we have
similar abilities to those of our assigned sex and not our gender identities.
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One area of brain functioning where trans people do seem to be different is in whether we are left or right handed. Most people do not
think of this as a brain function, but our brains control which hand we feel more comfortable using. Most people are right handed, but more
cisgender men than women are left handed. Some researchers believe this is because hormones affect handedness in utero. However, there
are lots of other theories for why people are left handed, including genetics and something called “developmental instability.” Still, multiple

studies show that both trans men and trans women are more likely to be left handed than cisgender people are. We do not yet have good
theories about why this might be the case.

The organization Bodies Like
Ours (bodieslikeours.org) seeks
to end the shame and secrecy
that surrounds people born
intersexed and/or with atypical
genitals through community
and peer support.

The Intersex Society of North
America is no longer active,
but an organization called
Accord Alliance gathers in-
formation and makes recom-
mendations on health care for
intersex people.

Intersexuality

One way that researchers have studied the biological origins of sex and gender identity is
by studying intersex people, who are born with anatomy that is not considered standard
male or female development.

Intersex people have been the subjects of research into gender and sexuality for some
time, and they have not always had a voice to speak up for themselves. Some intersex
people consider themselves to be part of transgender communities. Others do not. Some
feel they are a part of our communities because, similarly to us, their bodies are different
from what is typical. Others “transition” the same way some transgender people do when
they find that the gender they were assigned does not fit them.

While understanding the biology of intersex people may provide some insights into
biological factors in transgender experience, we should be cautious about using intersex
research to explore our experience. The Intersex Society of North America (ISNA), an
advocacy group for intersex people, wrote that “people with intersex conditions ought to
be treated with the same basic ethical principles as everyone else—respect for their au-
tonomy and self-determination, truth about their bodies and their lives, and freedom from
discrimination. Physicians, researchers, and gender theorists should stop using people
with intersex conditions in ‘nature/nurture’ experiments or debates,” (isna.org).

There are a number of different ways that our bodies can develop. It is difficult to
estimate the prevalence of intersex conditions because there are many different defini-
tions of intersex. A small number of infants are born with visibly ambiguous genitalia.
If we include the many conditions that differ from typical male or female development,
however, it has been estimated that as high as one in sixty infants may be born intersex
(Fausto-Sterling, 2000).

Parents whose children are identified as intersex in infancy or at a young age may feel
strong social pressure to choose a gender for their child. The sex of their baby is often one
of the first questions new parents are asked. It can be hard or embarrassing for many par-
ents who do not have a simple answer. Parents may also worry that if they do not choose
quickly, their child will be teased or ostracized for being different.

INFANTS AND CHILDREN
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A MEANS TO AN END: ADDRESSING MEDICALIZED SEXUAL ABUSE OF INTERSEX

Sean Saifa M. Wall is an intersex man of African descent, who is also a researcher, lover of
freedom and equity, and certified rabble rouser. He thanks Generation Five and Advocates
for Informed Choice (AIC) for the inspiration and information in this article.

As an intersex man raised as a woman, I have firsthand experience with the sexual abuse under the
guise of medical care that too often characterizes the treatment of intersex infants and children.

Child sexual abuse (CSA) is an intimate form of violence that takes place with people
whom we love or trust. Parents of intersex children often trust doctors with their children’s
bodies because of their expertise, and as a result, they subject their children to unnecessary
treatments that often include genital surgeries. The medical community perpetuates secrecy
and stigma around these conditions, which in turn creates an environment that is conducive
to the sexual abuse of intersex children in medical settings.
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In As Nature Made Him: The Boy Who Was Raised as a Girl (New York: HarperCollins, 2000), author John Colapinto details the life
of David Reimer. Although he was not born intersex, Reimer was subjected to similar treatment as intersex infants after a circumcision
accident left him without a penis. Desperate to help their son, his parents brought him to Dr. John Money at Hopkins Hospital in Maryland,
who suggested that David be raised as “Brenda.” Under the care of Dr. Money, David and his brother were reportedly sexually abused
through rituals that involved viewing pornography, and Money observing sexual play between the two children. Money proposed that chil-
dren could be raised as either gender regardless of their sex assigned at birth, and his ideas would lay the foundation for the management of
intersex children. As a result, David was raised as female, but later through this own volition and defiance, reaffirmed his gender as male.

Many people with “normal” genitals describe uncomfortable experiences at the doctor’s office, and this discomfort is only exacerbated
for people with “abnormal” bodies. Like many intersex people, the medical community reduced my humanity to what is between my legs.
I was born with partial androgen insensitivity syndrome (PAIS), which, until recently, was referred to as testicular feminization syndrome.
Although I was not subjected to any genital surgeries, my presence with the genitals that I have has created alarm and curiosity among
many doctors that I have visited.

As a young woman, doctors stared and made objectifying comments about my “enlarged clitoris” while awkwardly grabbing and
touching me as I stared at the ceiling, either leaving my body or dreading the entire experience. Sometimes doctors would also insert their
fingers into my rectum, which I later learned was a prostate exam—but they would not tell me what they were doing. Since doctors told me
that my anatomy was “weird” or “not normal,” I became estranged from how beautiful, complex, and pleasurable my body is. In addition to
shame, years of objectification at the hands of physicians brought about disassociation whenever lovers touched my body. For years I lived
with the shame and secrecy that was nurtured between doctors and my family of origin that dictated, “No one needs to know what hap-
pened.” I wish mine were an isolated experience, but the issue is endemic.

When I began to learn about the impact of CSA through an organization called Generation Five, I saw direct parallels between CSA
and my experience as a person living with PAIS. I realized that CSA doesn’t have to involve direct physical contact but can include sexual
exposure/voyeurism, shaming, and creating silence about the violation. I have heard countless stories from other intersex people about how
as young children, their bodies were on display for attending doctors and residents. When these cases have shown up in medical literature,
their naked bodies are exploitatively displayed with a black bar over their eyes.

Medically sanctioned sexual abuse of intersex children is not a closed chapter in history. Recent examples of medicalized sexual violence
include a surgeon at Cornell University who freely performed clitorectomies on young girls and afterwards masturbated them with a vi-
brator to see if the children retained sensitivity in their genitals (Battan, 2010). A grown man using a vibrator on a young girl is molestation
and using his power as a doctor to exact this violence is an example of institutionalized child sexual abuse. In a reflection of the pervasive
homophobia and transphobia in the medical community, a doctor prescribed large doses of estrogens to a pregnant woman suspected of
carrying a female child with Congenital Adrenal Hyperplasia (CAH) (Elton, 2010), an experiment intended to prevent the fetus from devel-
oping into a “tomboy” or lesbian (Dreger, Feder, & Tamar-Mattis, 2010). This kind of thinking is pervasive and widespread. Many of the
surgeries done on infants assigned as female promote heterosexual relationships. Young girls are often urged to have vaginal construction
surgeries or vaginal lengthening procedures to accommodate their “future spouse’s penis.” There is not a second thought as to whether this
woman could be queer or gender nonconforming, or not want a vagina.

Our bodies display the intricacies and nuances of nature. Similar to other forms of gender variance, we must celebrate the complexity of
bodies illustrated by intersex individuals. We must speak out against practices that seek to erase the complexity of human bodies, reinforce
the gender binary system, and exact violence.
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While “choosing” a gender for an intersex child can mean many different things de-
pending on the condition, parents are often encouraged to consider surgery that will make
the child’s genitals appear more masculine or feminine. These early surgeries have many
potential risks, including loss or reduction of sensation, change in sexual or reproductive
functions, and psychological effects. There is controversy over whether parents and health
care providers should make these kinds of decisions early or wait until people are old
enough to make their own decisions. Although surgery in infancy has become less com-
mon, it still occurs.
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XXY is a Spanish film directed
by Lucia Puenzo about an
intersex teenager exploring
gender identity and sexuality.

Heidi picketing Columbia-Presbyterian Babies’ Hospital (photo by Mariette Pathy Allen).

Cultural pressures can have a profound influence on whether intersex children are
assigned male or female at birth. For example, in many Western cultures, when an XY
baby is born with no penis, or a penis shorter than 1 centimeter (known as a “micro-
penis”), the child is brought up as a girl because of the presumed stigma of living as a
man without a typical penis. These children often undergo multiple surgeries to appear
female and are then unable to have their own biological children. In contrast, in some
non-Western cultures, the desire for a son is so high that XX babies born with slightly
masculinized genitals are typically raised as boys.

For many types of intersexuality, researchers have attempted to determine the most
likely gender to fit the child. There is wide variation in the eventual gender identities of
intersex people depending on their bodies and the way they are raised. However, overall,
the gender that parents choose seems to be the best predictor of the eventual gender iden-
tity of people as adults. This may indicate that social forces in childhood and beyond have
a strong impact on our gender identities.

TYPES OF INTERSEXUALITY

the diversity of human life.

92

There are so many ways in which people can be classified as intersex that it is not possible to describe all bodily configurations here.
However, knowing about some common body types that fall outside of the male-female binary can help us understand a little more about

Klinefelter’s syndrome is a variation in which an individual is born with XXY chromosomes, rather than XX or XY. Most people with
Klinefelter’s syndrome appear male and identify as male, and often do not discover the presence of this condition until later in life, if ever.
They may have problems with infertility or signs of decreased testosterone, such as small penises, more breast tissue, and decreased body
hair or muscle mass compared to other men. As many as one in five hundred men may have Klinefelter’s syndrome. There are cases of
people with Klinefelter’s identifying as transgender, but there is little evidence that rates of transgender identity are increased.

Congenital adrenal hyperplasia (CAH) occurs when the adrenal glands produce hormones differently due to blockages in enzyme
pathways. In one type of CAH, people with XX chromosomes are born with genitals that look more masculine than is typical for girls. The
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degree of difference in their genitals from the typical XX person depends on the amount of androgens their adrenal glands produce in utero.
A person with CAH may have a large clitoris or labia that are fused together and look more like scrotum, although they have the same
internal organs as other XX people, including a uterus and ovaries. Most people born XX with CAH are raised as girls, although they are
sometimes raised as boys if their genitals appear very masculine.

Many researchers who study brain organization theory are interested in people with CAH and XX chromosomes (often called “CAH
girls”), and there have been numerous studies of CAH girls and their interests, abilities, and play habits, for the expressed purpose of
testing whether they are more “masculine” than other girls. Most CAH girls raised as girls grow up to identify as cisgender. A little over 5%
show serious concerns about their gender identity. This is higher than the percentage of transgender people in the general population, which
may provide some evidence that hormones in utero can affect later gender identity.

When someone with XY chromosomes has androgen insensitivity syndrome (AIS), the body produces androgens (such as testosterone), but
the androgen receptors in the body’s cells cannot recognize the hormones, so they cannot have an effect on the body. In complete androgen
insensitivity syndrome (CAIS), the body’s receptors do not respond at all to androgens, and the person’s body appears female, including their
genitals. Babies born with CAIS are typically pronounced female at birth. Girls with CAIS often do not learn of their condition until they fail
to menstruate at puberty. The majority of those with CAIS identify as women. In partial androgen insensitivity syndrome (PAIS), the body’s
receptors may respond somewhat, but not completely, to androgens. People with PAIS have a wide variety of bodies and gender identities.

In 5-alpha reductase deficiency (5-ARD), the body cannot convert testosterone into another androgen called dihydrotestosterone (DHT)
because the enzyme that performs this conversion, 5-alpha-reductase, does not function properly. DHT typically masculinizes the genitals
while the fetus is developing. An XY baby with 5-ARD may have mostly female-appearing genitals, and those with this variation are often
raised as girls. At puberty, testosterone in the body increases, and their bodies begin to masculinize in a way similar to typical male puberty,
with facial hair growth, deepening of their voices, and enlargement of their genitals. Some people with 5-ARD continue to live as women,
but more than half transition to men when they go through puberty.

CHILDHOOD

Once we are born, our social environment begins to shape our identity, through social
norms and personal relationships with our parents and friends. Many researchers have
studied the ways in which children develop a sense of gender, both personally and in the
world around them. There are multiple theories about how this process happens, but it is
likely that both biology (nature) and culture (nurture) play a role.

“Babies are not born with a gender identity: gender is something that is taught to
us as we grow up. However, it is not a choice. People cannot choose their gender

any more than they can choose their sexual orientation. . . I think that it has to do
with being taught about gender and how everyone has to fit into one of these two

boxes with no exceptions, and subconsciously knowing that it’s bullshit.”

Cognitive Developmental Theory
The cognitive developmental theory of gender identity, introduced by American psychol-
ogist Lawrence Kohlberg (1966), proposes that children’s understanding of gender pro-
gresses through three stages: gender labeling, gender stability, and gender constancy.
Gender labeling occurs around two to three years of age, when children are building their
vocabularies very quickly. During this stage, they become good at giving names to things—
including gender. Children are often very insistent about using labels, even before they com-
pletely know what these labels really mean. For example, a toddler might label a person a
woman because the person has long hair, not knowing that some people with long hair are men.
Cognitive developmental theory proposes that around four to five years of age chil-
dren begin to develop the notion that gender typically does not change. This helps the child
develop gender stability—in other words, the notion that an individual’s gender is stable
over time. Very young children do not understand gender as an inherent trait of a person
and often think that people can be one gender one day and another gender the next day.
According to cognitive developmental theory, around six to seven years of age, chil-
dren begin to develop a sense of gender constancy. They start to understand that gender
is not just about surface appearance and will stay the same even if someone’s clothing,
hairstyle, or activities change. Gender constancy is just one example of how children
learn that surface appearances are not always the same as underlying characteristics.
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(For example, kids often find Halloween a lot less scary at this stage, because they realize
that people do not actually become monsters when they put on a Frankenstein mask!)

Cognitive developmental theory demonstrates that children do not automatically un-
derstand the role of gender in society but instead have to be taught the rules of gender. This
suggests that these rules may be created by society. As an example, young children may be
able to tell you that people are different colors, but they do not yet understand the very com-
plicated ways that we divide people into races, because race is a concept created by society.

Cognitive developmental theory explains that the process by which children learn
about gender is consistent with how they learn about their world in general. How children
come to understand gender depends on their individual experience and what they have
learned about gender from their family, community, peers, and others.

Gender Schema Theory

Like cognitive developmental theory, gender schema theory also focuses on the way chil-
dren learn about gender as a concept. Jean Piaget, a Swiss developmental psychologist,
introduced the term schema to describe a framework that helps us understand one specific
aspect of the world.

For example, we all have a schema for a bird. We have an idea of what birds look like,
sound like, and what they do. When we see a bird we have never seen before, our schema for
birds is automatically activated and helps us understand and remember this new informa-
tion about a bird that we are seeing for the first time. If the new bird is similar to our current
schema for birds, we will simply assimilate the new information, leaving the schema rather
unchanged. If the new bird is dramatically different (for example, a penguin), we might
accommodate the new information into our schema (we might include the information that
“some birds do not fly”), or we might leave our schema unchanged but consider penguins to
be exceptions. In the face of a new example that contradicts our schema, we are much more
likely to ignore the new information and maintain our schema, unchanged. Gender schema
theory suggests that children learn to understand gender through this process as well.

According to gender schema theory, children develop schemas for gender that link
certain behaviors and traits together under the schemas for male (or “boy”) and female (or
“girl”). Parents and teachers, as well as other people who spend time around children, can
influence the way that these gender schemas develop. Children’s schemas then, in turn,
influence how they experience events and how they interact with the world. This can have
an impact on shaping future behavior, preferences, and skills.

“For me, I think it was a series of cognitive errors in childhood. Like the idea
that girls didn’t play on any of my teams, therefore they didn’t like sports.
I wasn’t good at sports, therefore I should’ve been a girl.”

Imagine that a sister and a brother are living in an apartment with their family and are
home when a repair person comes over to replace a broken cabinet door. If these children
have learned over time to identify physical tasks with their schema for “male” behavior,
the boy will be more likely both to pay attention to the steps that the repair person is fol-
lowing to replace the door and to try and tackle similar projects on his own in the future.

Of course, children must be able to identify themselves as boys or girls in order to apply
their schemas to themselves. They must learn to label themselves, likely through a process
similar to cognitive developmental theory, which was described earlier. Even without yet
being able to label themselves, they may still be able to start forming gender schemas.

Researchers have found that people have a much more specific and deep schema about
their own gender group (known as the own-sex schema) as compared to their schema
about the other sex (other-sex schema). This may be because they pay more attention to
those things they see as relevant to their gender.

Most people do not follow the “rules” of gender exactly. People vary in terms of how
gender schematic they are, likely based on how much their brains need to fit things into
categories and how rigidly they were taught to think about gender as children. Those who
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are highly gender-schematic focus strongly on the gendered nature of the people, behav-
iors, and characteristics of those around them. For these people, gender strongly influ-
ences the way that they see the world. Other people have much weaker gender schemas,
meaning that gender is not as key a factor in the way they see the world.

Social Theories of Gender Development

Social theories of gender development focus on how we learn gender from our social
interactions. There is a great deal of evidence showing that girls and boys are positively
reinforced or rewarded (by parents, peers, teachers, and even strangers) when they engage
in behavior that is considered typical for their sex (gender-typed behavior). There is also a
great deal of evidence showing that girls and boys may experience negative consequences
(or punishments) when they engage in behaviors that are considered typical for the other
sex and not for their own sex (cross-gender-typed behavior).

Social learning theory, developed by American psychologist Albert Bandura (1977),
emphasized the importance of observation for people’s learning of social behaviors. Social
cognitive theory, also developed by Bandura (2001), suggests that three basic processes
are important to gender development: children model the gender-related behavior of oth-
ers, experience consequences for their gender-related behaviors or characteristics, and are
directly taught information about gender roles.

“I identify as a trans man because I see forms of masculinity I relate to and
connect to more than I do to any forms of femininity I see. But if I were in

a culture with entirely different constructions of gender would I be biologi-
cally compelled to bind my breasts? I'd doubt it. The way our culture presents
options for gender and the context of people’s negotiations with those terms
matters just as much, if not more, than the way your body is expressing sex.”

“As I have grown up I have noticed the usual male model is a very violent

or aggressive being. I don’t like it at all. I find that male role models are war
heroes or sports stars. Very rarely is it an artist, except in music. Men are usu-
ally made to hide their bodies under shapeless or baggy clothing. Women, on
the other hand, are nurturing, caring, and beautiful. Women are able to express
themselves in a far broader way than men can.”

Despite the fact that we learn childhood behaviors through reinforcement and punish-
ment, it is worth noting that reparative therapy or conversion therapy, in which a mental
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health practitioner uses behavioral techniques to reward and punish patients for their
behaviors, has not been found effective in changing either sexual orientation or gender
identity, and it can be emotionally damaging. Practicing these types of therapy is dis-
couraged by the American Psychological Association, American Psychiatric Association,
American Academy of Pediatrics, and numerous other organizations.

Psychosocial Environmental Influences on

Gender Development

Children learn about gender from the many environments in which they participate.
Families, peers, and the media impact children’s gender development. Each of these groups
has the potential to affect the ways that we label gender, understand gender constancy, form
gender schemas, and model our behavior after others. In other words, we can apply many
of the gender development theories discussed earlier to the environments in which we are
raised.

FAMILY INFLUENCES

The family is the first context of children’s development, and parents’ ideas about their
child are influenced by the child’s sex even before the child is born. Studies have asked
couples that knew the sex of their fetus to view an ultrasound image and rate the charac-
teristics of the fetus. On average, they rate female fetuses as smaller, softer, weaker, and
more beautiful than male fetuses. After birth, parents perceive male infants to be big-
ger, stronger, and better coordinated, and female infants to be softer and more delicate.

These differences in perception can have long-term effects on how children develop.
When parents believe that boy babies are tough and strong, they are more likely to be
physically rough with them. Likewise, when parents believe that girl babies are delicate
and emotional, they are more likely to hold them close and talk softly to them. Through
these early interactions with parents, boys may get used to being handled roughly and
learn to interact with others roughly, whereas girls may get used to being held closely and
learn to interact with others in a gentle way.

Fortunately, research shows that in the United States most parents provide a similar
amount of warmth, discipline, interaction, and encouragement of achievement to their
children regardless of their sex. However, sex does play a major role in the types of activi-
ties that parents encourage. Parents provide different types of clothing and toys to their
daughters and sons, and they encourage them to participate in different activities at home
and at school. Research also suggests that male parents are more likely to treat children
differently based on their sex than female parents are.

By providing children with different opportunities and expectations based on
their sex, parents influence their children’s perception of what sorts of behaviors and
activities are appropriate for girls and boys. The effects help shape individuals’ atti-
tudes and lives, as well as reinforcing larger cultural expectations and assumptions
about gender.

How do parents treat children who do not conform to societal norms of gender? In
general, in a Western context, parents are more accepting of daughters who do not adhere
to norms of femininity than of sons who do not adhere to norms of masculinity.

Particular gender nonconforming behaviors may be more or less accepted, and there
are differences in tendencies of female parents versus male parents to accept gender non-
conforming behaviors. Research shows that female parents often support boys’ interest in
domestic chores, such as cooking, and their displays of nurturance or empathy.

However, many female parents do not support their sons’ interest in feminine clothing
or icons such as Barbie. Male parents, as a whole, typically respond more negatively to
gender nonconformity displayed by their sons, and they are particularly concerned with
their sons’ displays of passivity or emotion, such as crying. Of course, there are many
male parents who are extremely accepting of their sons’ gender nonconforming behaviors
and many female parents who are not. Research can only give us averages.
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ON NOT JUDGING A BOOK BY ITS COVER

Mx. Nathan Tamar Pautz, of The Villages, Florida, is a culturally Jewish, mixed-gender,
[free-dressing person with a passionate interest in genderqueer spirituality and a special
devotion to the goddesses of the ancient Near East.

I sat, as a toddler, by the sandbox. My mother asked if I wanted to play with the little
boy “over there.” I vaguely recall saying, “I’'m a boy.” She replied, “No, you're a girl.”
I took her word for it. I dream of a world in which I might have been left to figure this
out for myself.

In kindergarten, my teacher asked us to form two lines, one for the boys and one for
the girls. I don’t remember whether I tried to get into the boys’ line or went straight
to the girls’ line, but either way, I felt sad to be in the girls’ line. I remember a vague,
queasy feeling that this might just be how it was always going to be, a feeling that I now
recognize as gender dysphoria.

My relatives socialized in two separate rooms, men in one and women in another. As
a child, I would move back and forth between rooms to listen. I couldn’t decide which room I preferred and realized that I could fit into
either. I expected this social flexibility to last forever.

On the rare and brief occasions when I got to play with a male cousin or talk with a male schoolmate, I dreaded the end of those

moments. On the playground, a boy who played with girls risked being called a “girl.” I dream of a world in which children can socialize
based on interests rather than on designated birth sex, of a world in which “girl” is no longer an epithet.

I never dated in high school or college. If a male friend saw me as a potential date, I would cruelly vanish without explanation or

make myself unattractive. My lifelong interest in spirituality drew me toward celibate men, priests and seminarians whom I deemed safe.
I wanted to relate as a brother but was generally treated as “other.” I began dating at age 31. My first relationship was with a fellow student
from a class I was taking at a Catholic seminary. I felt like a fellow seminarian, but he saw me as female. I knew nothing about men’s bod-
ies and sexuality, not even about my own. Terrified of committing a mortal sin, even in thought or desire, I kept myself rigidly locked up in
a moral fortress, trying to offer only affectionate, nonerotic touch.

As a 35-year-old virgin, working in the “real world” after my previous job where I worked with nuns, my body made me a target for
married men. I deemed them “‘safe,” bound by vows and satisfied by their wives. I was shocked to learn otherwise. I was starving for male
company, and I was beginning to feel that if I could find that in the context of a sexual relationship, it might actually be worth changing my
moral standards. So, after months of inner conflict, I entered into a sexual relationship with a married man in which I exchanged sex for
companionship. This resulted in an abusive relationship, and I was devastated when my “friend” left me friendless.

I had one good relationship for a few years with a man from work. I struggled with disabilities and admitted that I did not feel like a
woman and that I was anorgasmic with men. My friend eventually married someone else, but he was still the most significant person in my
life. Later, I realized that I really wanted a buddy. Around 1995 I attended my first transgender conference and began reading voraciously
on transgenderism. I spoke about it with my friend, wondering whether, if I became male, people would allow us to be friends without
judgment.

Had I been able to simply identify myself as “not female,” and to have been treated by others as such, I would not have needed to alter
my body. I had gender role dysphoria, a social phenomenon, not body dysphoria. Unlike some transgender persons, I had no problem with
my body per se, but rather I had a problem with what it signified to others. To me, my body was just there, signifying nothing of a sexual
nature. It is possible that I have an asexual orientation.

In 2007, after my friend’s death, I began to physically transition along the FTM spectrum. I currently identify as mixed gender or poly-
gender. [ see it as a gift, like being bilingual, where I speak the “languages” of more than one gender. I dream of a world where pronouns
are self-chosen, where every person’s gender identity is acknowledged without necessitating physical transition, where fashion is not de-
fined by gender, and where a book is not judged by its cover.

PEER INFLUENCES In the book Sexing the
Elementary-aged children spend approximately 40% of their waking hours with their Body: Gender Politics and
peers. While the immediate family may be the primary social influence during infancy, the Construction of Sexuality,
toddlerhood, and the preschool years, some developmental researchers believe that peers Anne Fausto-Sterling reveals
have a greater impact on children than do their parents once they reach school age. how our knowledge of sex and

Children as young as two and three years old show a preference for playing with gender is shaped by culture.

same-sex peers, and this preference gets stronger as they move toward the school years.
By the age of six, they may spend up to 10 times as much time with same-sex peers as
they do with other-sex peers. There are probably many reasons that this segregation takes
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place, and much of it may have to do with social learning and modeling, which can shape
our ideas about ourselves, but also about whom we are supposed to spend time with.

Segregation by gender is strongest during the early elementary school years and
declines as children move toward adolescence. Some researchers argue that girls’ and
boys’ peer groups are so different that they really represent two distinct cultures. Other
researchers, however, believe that the two-cultures idea overlooks the many similarities
between girls’ and boys’ peer groups. Regardless, studies indicate that girls and boys do,
on average, engage in different types of activities, have different styles of play, and have
peer groups of different sizes and with different leadership styles. Boys, more than girls,
tend to enforce these groupings by gender, and they are more likely not to allow girls to
enter their groups than vice versa. In elementary school, both boys and girls tease their
peers about contact with those outside of their gender group.

What happens when a child does not want to play with the children that everyone
expects them to be playing with? Or what if children prefer to play the games that children
of the other sex typically play? Children can be cruel to those who are different, and intol-
erant of children who do not conform to expected gender roles. Research generally shows
that peers, like parents, tend to respond more negatively to boys who do not conform to
norms of masculinity than to girls who do not conform to norms of femininity. Children
respond most negatively to boys’ violations of gender norms when they relate to appear-
ance—boys are judged harshly for having clothing or hairstyles that are perceived as fem-
inine. This is likely because masculinity is a more valued trait in society than femininity,
so boys who enjoy feminine activities or display feminine behavior are considered weak.

PUBERTY AND ADULTHOOD

Puberty is a time of change, when our bodies develop from being relatively gender-neutral
(aside from our genitals) to looking much more typically male or female. During puberty,
testosterone levels increase in both sexes, but they increase more in people assigned male.
Estrogen and progesterone levels begin to cycle monthly in people assigned female. The
changes that happen due to hormones during puberty, such as increased body hair, changes
in voice pitch, and breast development are typically called secondary sex characteristics.
For many transgender people, puberty is a difficult time because secondary sex character-
istics begin to make us look less and less like the gender with which we identify.

As we go through puberty and enter adulthood, the hormones surging through our
bodies every day have powerful effects on our thoughts and mood. Popular media sources
such as magazines and television often lead us to believe that testosterone is a male hor-
mone and estrogen is a female hormone, and they may link these hormones to masculine
or feminine behaviors. The truth is that both men and women have testosterone and es-
trogen in their bodies, and the levels of these hormones vary considerably between people
of the same sex. Most cisgender men, however, have higher levels of testosterone than
most cisgender women, and most cisgender women have higher levels of estrogen than
most cisgender men.

Until the 1970s, many scientists thought that differences in adult hormone levels
could be responsible for our feelings about our gender identities. They even thought that
homosexuality might be caused by differences in hormone levels—specifically, that gay
men and trans women might have lower levels of testosterone than cis men. These early
notions have been shown to be untrue. Some groups also believed that lesbians and trans
men might have higher levels of testosterone than cis women. There is no evidence of this
for lesbians, but there is ongoing debate about testosterone levels in trans men.

Today most researchers believe that adult hormone levels have very little effect on
gender identity. One exception is that recent studies have looked at trans men and a condi-
tion called polycystic ovary syndrome (PCOS). In PCOS, people assigned female at birth
have higher than typical levels of testosterone, increased body hair, acne, irregular peri-
ods, and problems with fertility. PCOS is associated with obesity, high cholesterol, and
diabetes. The name comes from the cystic appearance of the ovaries when an ultrasound
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is done. Some studies suggest that trans men seem to have higher rates of PCOS than cis
women. However, most people with PCOS are not trans. In fact, PCOS is relatively com-
mon, affecting 5%—-10% of those assigned female. It is possible that PCOS could affect
the way we understand our gender identity, but it probably does not explain why most
of us are trans. If you have PCOS, or symptoms of PCOS, you should talk about it with
your health care provider. Some of the effects, such as increased body hair and irregular
periods, may be desirable, but others, like acne, decreased fertility, and a tendency toward
diabetes, are not.

BIOPSYCHOSOCIAL THEORIES OF GENDER

DEVELOPMENT

Historically, gender development researchers emphasized the differences between bio-
logical and social theories—known as the “nature versus nurture” debate. But biological,
psychological, and sociological stances on gender development are all simply different
perspectives. Understanding that biology influences us does not mean rejecting the con-
cept of social influences. Each perspective prioritizes different things—and none has the
full picture.

Many people now believe that gender is influenced by many factors, including bi-
ology, psychological experiences, and social interactions. Theories that incorporate all of
these factors are called biopsychosocial theories.

An example of a biopsychosocial theory is Milton Diamond’s biased-interaction
theory of gender development. According to this theory, early biological factors (possibly
including genetics or fetal hormones) set us up to interact with our environments in cer-
tain ways. They give us temperaments or predispositions. Although these early biological
factors do not decide our gender identities, they influence our preferences and aversions.
We then compare ourselves to others to decide whether we are like them or different from
them, and this helps us to form our gender identities. Whether our gender identities come
about in exactly this way or not, it is likely that they are influenced in some way by biology
as well as our social environments.

“I think everything is a result of the combination of nature and nurture. People
may be hardwired for certain things, but it requires a life experience to activate
the feelings. An easy example is alcoholism. Many believe it runs in families,
but if a person never has a sip of alcohol in their life, they will never trigger
that gene. It just so happens with transgenderism that normal social condi-
tioning is the trigger. If the world weren’t so black and white in terms of gender,
there would not be as much dysphoria. As soon as a child is made to wear a
dress (or refused the chance to wear one), they realize there are two genders
and that they are embodied in the wrong one.”

A transgender psychologist, Jaimie Veale (2010), proposes the identity-defense model of
gender variance, in which biological factors and early childhood influences determine
whether, and to what degree, a gender-variant identity develops, and then personality and
environmental factors determine whether defense mechanisms are used to repress the
gender variance. Veale argues that our biological factors, as well as our defense mecha-
nisms or coping strategies, determine whether we are going to identify as transsexual,
transgender, cross-dressers, or drag artists.

“I think people all identify in different ways. I don’t think there is a simple
explanation. There are probably many different causes of transgender experi-
ence resulting in the broad spectrum of transgender, transsexual, and gender
diverse people we see. Biologically there are probably a range of different
causes that all add together to lead to the phenomenon—I doubt it’s anything
simple. It’s also quite likely that the genes and other effects involved in male
to female transgender people are totally different from those in female to male
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transgender people. More abstractly I think for someone to be transgender
takes a combination of an intense innate gender identity and a ‘mismatched’
body. I think only a minority of non-trans people feel their gender identity as
strongly as people who need to transition (though I could have an unusually
queer group of friends). I think some cis people genuinely derive their iden-
tity from their body and the way they are treated by their culture, with nothing
internal or innate to match this. There’s probably a full range from a total
blank slate to a very intense and unchanging innate gender identity. This isn’t
very visible in non-trans people, but it shows up as the queer, transgender,
transsexual spectrum in people where the gender identity is incongruous with
their body.”

CONCLUSION

As trans people, we have a wide range of experiences and thoughts related to how our
gender identities develop. We often disagree about the influences of biology versus cul-
ture. Some of us spend a considerable amount of time thinking about these issues, while
others of us find them less important to our sense of who we are. There is no one right way
to understand the many influences on our gender identities. In addition, no matter how
far science advances toward isolating influential factors, we will always be a community
rooted in our own experiences—and no one will be able to tell us who we are except
ourselves.
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SECTION 2
LIVING AS OURSELVES






COMING OUT
Reid Vanderburgh

Coming out is a process of acknowledging to oneself or disclosing to others something that
is not readily apparent or understood about who we are. For those of us who are trans or
gender nonconforming, that something is our gender identity or expression. Coming out
as trans or gender nonconforming is a lengthy, individual process, often messy and some-
times traumatic, but it can also be affirming, liberating, and positive.

Growing up as we do in a world that does not often honor and respect trans identities,
it can be hard to see anything to celebrate in coming out as trans. However, living as our
authentic selves, whatever that might mean for each of us, is something to celebrate.

“Since coming out I have made many more friends. It was like a weight lifted off
of my shoulders. For the first time in my life I felt authentic and real.”

THE COMING-OUT PROCESS

Our first coming-out process is to ourselves. Coming out might lead to changes in our
self-understanding, different ways of presenting ourselves, name or pronoun changes, or
modification of our bodies, but if and when we choose to undertake these changes is up to
each of us. We might be able to find aspects of others’ stories that resonate with our own
journey, but we still undertake the process in our own way, in our own time.

In the context of family and friends, coming out touches our closest relationships. At
work and in our social and religious communities, coming out may have socioeconomic or
political aspects. Our friends and family members have their own coming-out processes,
too, especially when others ask them about changes in our gender presentation.

Coming out can be proactive—telling others as we begin our process, on our own
timeline. It can also be reactive—answering questions raised by new behaviors, a new ap-
pearance, or information shared unexpectedly by someone who already knows. For most
of us, coming out is some combination of all these experiences.

COMING OUT TO OURSELVES

Most of us grow up without role models and with little experience of other trans people.
Many of us begin our process wondering, “Am I really trans? Is this what it feels like to
be trans?”

“The model that was out there was that trans people feel that they are trapped
in the wrong body and have always known they were actually a different gender.
I didn’t fit that model and I didn’t know anyone who identified as neither man
nor woman, both butch and femme. I was afraid of being judged for claiming

a label that wasn’t mine to claim; I was afraid of appropriating a culture that
wasn’t mine: trans culture. It took years to feel confident in my gender and in
my ability to name it and claim the labels that felt right. It took meeting other
people with fluid genders and being seen and validated by close friends and
lovers.”

Some of us say we have always known, since we were children. Others say that we always
knew there was something different about ourselves but did not understand why. Still oth-
ers never realized anything felt different until adulthood.

Therapists who work with
trans people are starting to
develop models for iden-

tity development specific to
trans communities. Aaron
Devor (2004) has developed a
14-stage model based on wit-
nessing and mirroring. In her
book Transgender Emergence
Arlene Istar Lev (2004) dis-
cusses six distinct develop-
mental stages.
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Some of us knew who we were at a very young age.

“On the first day of kindergarten, our class went out to the playground and the
teachers told the boys to go over here and the girls over there. I dutifully went
with the girls. There was much giggling. The teacher tried to gently correct me,
but I insisted I was a girl and refused to go with the boys. This led to a lot of
trouble, finally I ran off by myself rather than go with the boys.”

Not all of us were able to express these feelings, and some of us felt we had to hide our
identity from friends and family. Some of us felt a great pressure to conform and fit in to
mainstream gender norms as a young person—to “act like a lady” or to not be a “sissy.”
As aresult, some of us worked very hard to adopt the gender role expected of us.

BORN ON THE DAY OF THE GODDESS

Ranjita Sinha is proud of her status in between the two worlds of male and female as transgender.

I am Ranjita, originally named Ranjit by my parents. My mother gave birth to me on the auspicious day of Laxmi puja—the day when
people in West Bengal worship the goddess of wealth. My mother understood that my father could be disappointed that I was not a girl, so
she dressed me up as a baby girl when my father saw me for the first time. However, the truth needed to be unveiled sooner or later, and
so my mother slowly disclosed my identity to my father.

From my childhood I was different from any other normal boys, though the realization came much later. Where the other boys of my
age would have played cricket or football, I was more comfortable staying back at home and playing with my dolls. Then I developed an
inclination toward Indian dance and music, which was initially strongly protested by my paternal uncles—but my mother stepped in and
encouraged me to pursue the curricular activities of my choice.

My father passed away when I was very young, and my mother raised me and my elder brother, who also opposed my effeminate
behavior. However, as I grew up, I became exposed to more people like me, and I realized I was transgender. It was a long transformation
to become Ranjita, but today I am happy and satisfied to establish myself as what I am.

There were moments in my past life where some people around me extended a friendly hand and understood me; some others have pushed
me away. In my school days, I was lucky to find three friends in the same class who shared a similar identity, and this made us strong to fight
against some other classmates. We were also lucky to have some of our teachers who accepted us as we were. As we crossed into college life,
we came in touch with a cosmopolitan crowd where acceptance was low. For the first time, I felt suffocated and forced to keep a low profile.

After completing a hotel management course at Chandigrah, I returned to Kolkata and got in touch with organizations doing work on
social issues. Those days the MSM (men who have sex with men) were dominant. Most of the projects were targeted to cover the MSM
population and there was very little space for transgender people. Since then, I have run organizations and projects for the well-being of my
community, and I started a network called Association of Transgender/Hijra in Bengal (ATHB) along with some of my other transgender
partners. ATHB is the first registered network in India working with people like us and also with the Hijra community. Even those MSM
community members who in the past discriminated against us are now showing interest in the transgender projects.

For some of us, recognizing our trans identity catches us by surprise. Often, some
incident or reference to trans identity comes our way at just the right time or with just
the right language, and we have a sudden deep feeling of identification, resulting in an
“Aha!” moment. This realization may raise conflicting feelings, everything from euphoria
to denial.

Some of us have grown into a new self-understanding as an adult. We may have al-
ways felt different, though we could not explain it. For some of us, our feelings may have
changed over time; transitioning may be less about realizing some old truth about our-
selves and more about recognizing new possibilities.

No matter when or how we begin to recognize ourselves as trans, coming out is not a
static process. Our understanding of ourselves is always changing and maturing. Coming
out as trans does not mean we are committing irrevocably to a specific process. Some of
us desire a social transition path that does not involve physical body modification. Some
of us choose to undertake medical or surgical procedures that affirm our gender identity.
Some of us choose not to undertake any changes to our daily lives or appearance, because
of existing relationships, economic barriers, or other factors.
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A Deepening Process of Self-Understanding
Many of us change course on our transition paths as we come to have a deeper under-
standing of ourselves.

“The self-discovery of my gender was basically the same as that of my sex-
uality. I started out with the assumption that I matched the ‘norm’ simply
because it was the ‘norm.” When I discovered there were other options,

I began to try on labels as I discovered them, each more accurate than

the last.”

Some of us come out as genderqueer and later decide that a physical transition toward
living as men or women is right for us. Conversely, some of us start down the path of
physical transition toward “woman” or “man,” thinking that is “the way” to transition,
only to discover we feel more comfortable with genderqueer or gender nonconforming
identities.

“I was a big butch dykey Carhartt-wearing, Indigo Girls-listening,
Subaru-driving lesbian before transitioning. I never really transitioned into
being a dyke. I just always was one. I never remember being attracted to men or
being girly at all. I came bursting out of the womb wearing rainbow suspenders
while Melissa Etheridge played ‘Come to My Window’ in the background.
Interestingly, I have turned into a very feminine boy. I am much more girly now
than I ever was when I was female bodied. I am also attracted to men now.

Go figure.”

GENDERQUEER: “C. NONE OF THE ABOVE."

Shannon E. Wyss lives outside of Washington, D.C., with hir life partner, volunteers with a group of
gender nonconforming children and with the DC Trans Coalition, and works at AIDS United.

“Are you a boy or a girl?” This is a sincere question i get sometimes but always from children or young
teens. It’s not that adults don’t wonder, too; they’ve just learned that such questions are inappropriate. And
the answer is “i’m neither.”

The term “genderqueer” first appeared in the mid- to late 1990s and describes a wide range of
identities. If there is any commonality among us, it is that we reject the “binary sex/gender system.”
Some genderqueers see themselves as a combination of feminine and masculine. Others (like me)
see themselves as neither masculine nor feminine. Some genderqueers consider themselves trans and
others (including me) do not.

There are probably also as many reasons for being genderqueer as there are genderqueers. For me,
it was a combination of factors, including my increasingly-androgynous gender expression, a growing
exposure to the trans community, my intellectual and political development, and rethinking my own
gender socialization (how i was taught to be a girl).

How do i live as neither a man nor a woman? That is probably the most challenging aspect of being genderqueer. I'm fortunate to be
surrounded by friends and coworkers who are, for the most part, politically progressive. My life partner is pansexual, so being with a
genderqueer is easy for her. My parents had a harder time with my identity. And while my father has since died, my mother supports and
loves me unconditionally, even though she still doesn’t fully understand.

Dealing with institutions is another matter entirely. Everywhere we are faced with “M” and “F” choices. If possible, i will add a
“Genderqueer” option on forms. Other times, however, i cannot put in my own box. In those instances, i have to choose between not
completing the questionnaire or marking “F,” my assigned sex. With sex-segregated bathrooms, i use the women’s room because i don’t
fear physical or sexual assault there—although that is hardly a comfortable place and I sometimes find myself stared at.

Remember, it is your life to understand and define. Figuring out who we are can be a bit
like peeling an onion—as we remove layers, we get ever closer to the heart. Give your life
permission to emerge in its own time, without self-condemnation.

Coming Out 107



108

SELF-CARE

Finding support for ourselves is key to helping us stay centered as we come out to our-
selves and to all the various people in our lives. There are many techniques and practices
that may help with this, from yoga and meditation to exercise to counseling and therapy.
Educating ourselves and finding social support systems can also be an important part of
self-care during our coming-out and transition process.

Online Resources

In this day and age, many of us find our first support systems online. We are able to find
information about hormones, surgery, body modification, name change, pronoun usage,
and more.

The Internet can also connect us to thriving online communities where we can learn
from others’ experiences, and read, hear, or see stories from others who have gone before
us. Reading or hearing other people’s stories can help us clarify for ourselves how we con-
ceptualize our identities, which in turn helps us develop the language we use to come out
to the people in our lives.

As you connect with online communities, do not forget to listen to yourself. Your
experience is unique, and what works for someone else online might not be the right fit
for you.

Face-to-Face Support Groups

Unlike many online resources, face-to-face support groups can provide two-way commu-
nication about the issues we face as we struggle to understand our own identity, commu-
nicate that identity to others, or begin transition processes.

Many of these groups are peer led, while others are therapist moderated. Peer support
groups tend to focus on the real-world aspects of transition, such as transition in the work-
place and which health providers are best for access to hormones. These groups may have
a set fee, a sliding scale, or simply a donation jar by the door.

Therapist-moderated groups are often more focused on the emotional aspects of
transition such as how our families are reacting, how we are coping with the day-to-day
stresses of transition, and what we are noticing about our relationships and identities.
These groups usually have a set fee for coming each week but often go deeper into emo-
tional content than peer-led groups. Therapist-moderated groups may also be scheduled
for specific eight- to ten-week periods.

There are pros and cons to both styles. Go to more than one group and go more than
one time to help decide whether a group is a good fit for you. The best of all possible
worlds would be to have both kinds of groups available, as they enable us to focus on our
transition from different perspectives.

Difficulties Finding Support

In some places and situations, it may be hard to find a supportive group that works for
you. Small towns may have limited or no options, or there may be privacy concerns—
especially for those of us who are just beginning to explore our gender identities. For
those of us who come from tight-knit communities, perhaps held together by racial,
ethnic, or religious ties, more general groups may not offer the kinds of support
we need.

Find a way to plug into as many forms of support as you can. Find support groups
outside your physical or social communities, where you may have more privacy. Find on-
line resources and communities or attend conferences (many of which offer scholarship
programs to help offset costs of attendance) and talk to people when you are there. There
are many events specific to trans issues in different communities where we can connect
with others who share our experiences. Forming relationships and friendships through
these avenues can help as we move forward.
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COMING OUT TO OTHERS

As we come out to others, each of us has very different life circumstances to consider. For
some, unsafe situations, job loss, loss of family security, and loss of housing are realistic
possibilities. For others, our fears are rooted in shame or guilt. Prior to coming out to an-
yone, many of us live in fear of others’ reactions. However, as we begin telling people our
stories, we often find the result is not as dreadful as we feared.

“Coming out was extremely frightening until I said it, and then it was extremely
relieving.”

“It doesn’t matter as much what others think about me when I come out to
them. They will either accept me, or they will not. I have faced the fear of losing
everything and I now know that not all will be lost. The fear of the unknown
decreases the more I speak my own truth.”

It may be hard to start these conversations, but to begin taking control over our own lives,
coming out to others is an important first step. If we choose to live our lives full time in a
new gender role, it is inevitable that the people in our lives will find out, whether we have
talked about it or not. For some of us, we may wish to have these conversations, even if we
have no plans to pursue a physical transition.

WHERE DO | STAND?
Hannah J. is a full-time student, part-time activist, and just trying to figure stuff out.

I stand at the cusp of a new life. A new self. A woman’s identity, in theory. But where do I stand? I don’t know.

I hear people are going to treat me differently, but the “how” of it all remains elusive.

I hear it’s going to be a great adventure, starting to fit into my body, growth, change, things will happen that I never expected—and what
I expected will never happen.

But it’s all like sand through my fingers. I can hold a few of the grains; I can hold just enough to start imagining, but nowhere near
enough to comprehend, to actually build a sandcastle out of it, to build a self. What is my self going to be?

I’ve spent my entire life wearing clothing chosen to hide my figure and who I am, clothing comfortable by virtue of it interacting with
my body as little as possible and hiding the maximum amount of me.

I’ve spent my life apart from guys, but not quite “in” with girls (at least not in recent memory), and I’m figuring out where I fit.

Where do I stand? I don’t know. My life is like sand through my fingers. A cusp of everything where nothing will ever be the same and
who I am is up for grabs, uncertain. I am far more lost than I ever imagined.

Coming out to others means letting them get to know us better and taking control of
our own lives. Doing so will allow us to live more full and complete lives. When we are
living the life we have chosen, we will be happier—and that can benefit everyone in our
lives. The way that we frame our coming-out process to others will affect the way they
see it. If we have expectations of loss or assume that we will be a burden, others may see
it this way, too. On the other hand, if we approach coming out as a positive change in our
lives, our families and friends may follow our lead.

What to Expect

Coming out is a deeply personal, often complicated process, and it can be difficult and
painful. There is a range of reactions people will have to us coming out, from complete
hostility and rejection on through varying levels of tolerance and acceptance, to full sup-
port. Even if someone seems to reject the idea at first, they may come around over time.
Trans identity can be a hard thing for many people to understand.

“Telling people I was male was like telling them that there is no such thing as
gravity: my experience is that people generally take gender to be immutable.”

For those of us with nonbinary identities, it can be especially difficult to explain how we
see ourselves. For many of our friends and family, nonbinary identities are far outside
their realm of experience and worldview.
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No matter how we identify, it is not easy to talk about feelings we have felt we had to
hide for years. It takes practice, but it will help us and those closest to us make the journey to-
gether. What we do and say can help the people in our lives understand how to respond to us.

Some people we tell may have a lot of resistance to the idea and may continue to use
our old name and pronoun. On the other hand, they may be a bit too enthusiastic and start
telling others before we are ready for our whole world to know who we are.

As we start sharing our process with the people in our lives, we may find some retreat-
ing from us and others approaching us with more openness. If we list our friends prior to
transition in order of who we feel closest to, many of the names will stay on the list, but
the order may change as we move forward.

It is likely that some of our friends and family members will not support our transition.
Fortunately, most of us do not lose our entire family, but many of us do lose a few people as
we move forward into living as our authentic selves. It is hard to let go, but if we have a friend
or family member who refuses to transition with us, who continues to use an inappropriate
pronoun or name, or is hostile every time they use our new name or pronoun, we may feel we
have to back away from the relationship. However, it is possible to do so in such a way that
the door is open if they have a change of heart down the road. It may be that at some point,
perhaps with the help of more supportive friends or family members, they come around.

In these cases, it is all too easy to take a self-righteous stance of being hurt by their
lack of support and to lash out at them in anger. It is harder, but in the long run better for
our psyche, if we can step back and see that they are reacting from their own socialization
of gender as fixed reality. Holding a place of sympathy for their plight may help us keep
the door open for a future relationship while creating a self-protective boundary for the
present. We can track their progress through other friends or family members.

Many of us discover that the people we thought would take it the worst took it the
best, and the people we thought would take it the best took it the worst. We may find sup-
port in unexpected places.

“I found out when I came out that some people who said they would be with me
through my coming out and early transition, quickly left me. I experienced that some
of the people who I suspected would disapprove, shunned me. I also had people who
I barely knew at work and such come up to me and say things like ‘I know we haven’t
been friends, but I just wanted to let you know that my brother is gay, or they’d say
‘my daughter is bisexual, and you can come talk to me anytime you want.””

Many of us find that if we can stay centered in knowing the truth of our identity, we can
approach most situations with grace and courage, allowing others the space to acknowl-
edge the enormity of our journey and honor us for it. Certainly, there will be times when
we will be met with hostility or derision rather than honor, but this is the time to remember
how sad it is for some people that they feel that way.

Creating a Coming-Out Plan
It can be hard to figure out how to come out to friends and family who are part of a close-knit
group. If everyone is not informed at the same time, is there a possibility someone may find
out through others in the group? This can be a scary experience. Will we lose control of our
coming-out process? Will someone be hurt because they were not told personally?

There are steps we can take to address these issues. It may help to make a list of
friends and acquaintances, grouping them by levels of intimacy, and then make a disclo-
sure plan based on factors such as the following:

*  Which friends/family members know each other?

*  Are any friends/family members likely to gossip or pass on sensitive information
without permission?

* Is coming out via e-mail or letter the best way, or should it be done in person or on
the phone?
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Coming out to family (Elenore Toczynski).

Consider why you are having the conversation with each person and what you would like
the outcome to be. We come out to different people at different points in our process, so the
information we have, and the information we are willing to share, will change over time.

“Coming out is never a past-tense thing.”

With all coming-out experiences, it can be helpful to share our experience, our feelings,
and help set expectations with our friends and family about what we need from them. We
may want to discuss what name we would like them to use, what pronouns, if any, we
would like them to use, and how we would like them to talk about us with other people.
There may be other, specific changes we want to make in our lives where they can show
their support by providing assistance or positive feedback.

It may help to remember that when people we know slip up (and it will be “when,” not
“if”), they are not always doing it to hurt us. Our identities are often outside their frame-
work, and it may be hard for them to make the adjustment. Be patient and focus on making
the changes that are most important to you.

Educating Others

Many people are not going to understand on their own precisely what it means to be trans.
We will need to tell them more about who we are and help them understand more about
what we go through. We may need to help people understand how to address us and how
to talk about us with others.

The Internet is a useful tool for educating friends and family members. Keep track of Web
sites that you find useful or that you think could help your friends and family understand you
better. These can then be forwarded to people when the time seems right. Connecting these
resources with face-to-face conversations can be helpful. Consider sharing a Web site, article,
or book with a friend or family member—then invite them to talk about it with you over lunch.

In-person meetings can also be good places to begin to educate our family members and
friends. Local LGBTQ community centers often have support groups, sometimes separated
into trans people and their significant others, friends, family, and allies (SOFFAs). These
groups may even meet at the same time in different rooms, allowing us to travel to the center
with our friend or family member and meet up with them again afterward. LGBT centers also
often have pamphlets about transgender identity that we can pick up and give to our friends
and families to read. Another thing we can do to educate our friends and families is to intro-
duce them to other trans people, so that they see some of the diversity of trans experiences.

Though the coming-out process provides many opportunities to help educate the
people around us, it is essential to remember that it is not always our responsibility. As we
begin to share our stories, we must be prepared to answer hard questions. We may not have
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all the answers, and we will not want to answer all of the questions we are asked—even if
we know the answers. As you come out to others, consider with whom you feel comfort-
able keeping the door open for further questions and discussion.

“I'm tired of feeling like I have to give a lesson about gender before I can have
a meaningful conversation with my best friend.”

Be sure to check in with yourself about your energy level. Do what takes care of you. Do
not educate other people for their sake, if you do not have the energy to do so. Educate
them to the extent that it helps you feel you are treated better.

Just as many cities have some form of trans support group these days, many also offer
support groups for spouses, partners, or family members. Those who are close to us will
need to let go of parts of our old identities before they can be expected to embrace the
new, but that is not a process we will always be happy watching or participating in. Our
families may not be able to be our major support, and we may need to help them see that
we cannot be their primary source of support, either. All of us have transitions to under-
take, and each can benefit from an additional source of support.

More Than Just Personal Relationships

Each of us has a unique ethnic, cultural, and religious background, with its own norms
and beliefs about gender, gender roles, and sexuality. This context is an important piece of
how we view our own identity, and it may influence how our friends and family respond
to our coming-out process.

For example, some cultures value family connection over individuality, which can
make our decisions to come out or to transition difficult if our family is (or is likely
to be) unsupportive. Some of us have decided to put our transitions on hold until the
older generation of our family has died, not wishing to create a family schism. Many
people may encourage us to pursue a transition path, despite these concerns. This idea of
self-actualization is a highly Western concept, and it may not fit with the way we see our
role in our communities. Our cultural backgrounds can influence the ways in which we
choose to come out or present our gender identity to others.

Religious communities are also an important factor in coming out for many of us.
Many religious traditions extend far beyond the actual worship service and are rooted
in daily home life. We may form our closest social ties with other church members, and
sometimes we have no friends outside the church.

Many of us lived our adult lives within lesbian or gay communities, before coming out
as trans. What we may find is that our worldview has been shaped by our participation in
lesbian or gay communities such that we can hardly see ourselves as “straight” after transi-
tion, even if others perceive us that way based on who we form relationships with. We may
gravitate toward language such as “queer” to define our sexual orientation. Many of us find
that we do not lose our individual gay or lesbian friends. What we may lose is our place
within that community, as some of us feel that the gay and lesbian community is not where
we belong any longer. Others of us may have connected with a queer community to begin
with and find that our gender transition is understood and accepted within these circles.

Those of us who come from close-knit communities—whether defined by geography,
race, sexuality, or religion—may feel quite lonely during our coming-out process, espe-
cially if we are excluded from familiar religious or cultural practices. In many communi-
ties and cultures, gender plays a significant role in the rights, roles, and responsibilities we
have. Even when we are accepted in our affirmed gender, it can be painful to lose access
to the traditions and extended communities with which we have grown up.

Some of us find that our communities have opened up and found ways to accommo-
date our new identity.

“Even my uber-Christian family members have in subsequent years relayed to
me that now they’ve come to believe that god has answered prayers about me
and my well-being with testosterone, name change, and medical technology.”
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Many of us feel “stuck” between two communities—one defined by our background and
one by our trans identity. Moving between these communities can be a lonely feeling, per-
haps not feeling fully “seen” in either one. It may help to find others, through conferences
and online forums, who share our same two communities. Though our experiences will have
differences, we will at least have a common ground with which to understand each other.

Negotiating Transition

In some cases, we may find that coming out to our families and partners changes our plans
for transition. We may choose to delay making some kinds of social or physical transitions
to ease relationships with our school-age children, to avoid confrontation with aging rela-
tives, or out of a desire to accommodate our intimate partners’ needs.

Some of us have faced criticism for choosing to prioritize such relationships over our
own desire. However, our culture, relationships, and sexuality are a core part of our iden-
tity, and sometimes we navigate our needs alongside those of our family and partners.

Many people (trans or otherwise) may judge us harshly for transitioning while our
children are young, feeling we should do what is best for them and put our own needs and
desires on hold until they are on their own. However, there is no evidence that transition-
ing while our children are young makes things harder for them. In fact, having a parent
who is happier and more secure in their identity can have a very positive influence on a
parent—child relationship.

Close Friends

Our closest friends are often among the first people we come out to. They can also be the
hardest. Many of us are afraid of losing the relationships that we have had for many years,
of not being accepted by those with whom we have shared so much.

“I wasn’t really afraid of being completely rejected by them so much as having
my identity rejected. I didn’t think that they would cut me out of their lives, but
I was afraid they would simply laugh it off or just refuse to accept it. Some did
laugh it off. I don’t maintain much contact with them anymore.”

However, friendships always change over time, and the friends we make and keep may
have changed, shifted, or stayed constant through any number of other life changes. The
same is true for a transition.

In many cases, it is our friends who know us best, and they may have an intuitive
feeling that our news makes sense.

"M TRANS.

Coming out to friends (Elenore Toczynski).
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“Coming out to friends and my sisters, I frequently got the response, ‘Oh! NOW
that makes sense. That fits.” It had always been clear something was going on
with me, and no one really knew what.”

“My parents hate it, my fianceé is coming to terms with it, and most of my
[friends wonder what took so long.”

Coming out is not quite like other life changes. When we announce a change in our gender,
this often changes the nature of our friendship, because of the different ways in which we
socialize, based on gender. The ways in which people relate to us will likely change based
on their perception of our gender. They may talk to us about different things, touch us differ-
ently, relate to us in new ways, and even invite us to participate in different activities. These
changes may feel affirming, but we may also grieve the loss of our former friendships.

“The best coming out experience was a male friend I came out to, who shortly
thereafter asked me out on a date, it made me feel absolutely wonderful and
1 felt so bad that I couldn’t accept since I'm just not attracted to men.”

We may find as we proceed that the close friendships we had previously do not follow us
through transition. But we are also rewriting our own script for our lives, and many of us
may drift away or choose to distance ourselves from people we once thought indispen-
sable to our lives.

When we give ourselves the freedom to reimagine our lives as we wish to live them,
we may discover new interests and hobbies, change careers, and become interested in
new kinds of friendships. Perhaps it becomes important to us to develop friendships with
people who never knew us in our previous identity. Perhaps our worldview and style of
relating to people change sufficiently that we do not feel as much of a common bond as we
did with close friends prior to transition.

Sometimes our closest friends are still our closest friends years later.

“I was surprised how much of a non issue it was. True friends will always be
true friends no matter what.”

Family

Coming out to our families is often more complicated than coming out to our friends.
Our relationships have deeper roots and may be tied to many matters of daily life, such
as economic stability, housing, marriage, or parenting. Some members of our family have
known us our entire lives—or their entire lives—and coming out to them may destabilize
their understanding of themselves, our family, and their own relationships with us and
others in our family.

MY GRANDFATHER

Juliet Meggs, MS, is a doctoral student in counseling psychology at the University of Tennessee.

If there’s one thing my life has taught me again and again, it’s that saying and doing are two significantly
different things. It can often be easy for someone to say they love you. But authentically embracing you for
who you are, regardless of the trappings of your life, is much more difficult.

So it was when I came out as transgender. On many different occasions, I had a very common experience
coming out to my extended family. They would tell me they would “love and support me no matter what.”
But they would then proceed to thoroughly question and undermine my decision to transition, as though
I were asking their permission or soliciting their advice. They framed it as concern, but it felt more conde-

scending and invalidating, saying “I was young and wanted to make a change once too, and I don’t want
you to make a mistake you’ll regret.” They acted as though I had woken up that morning, decided I needed a different life, and flipped a
coin to choose between becoming a woman and joining the Peace Corps.
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But coming out to my grandfather was different. We had always had a special bond; I was his first grandchild, and he wanted nothing
more in his life than to see me happy. Still, I feared coming out to him. An 88-year-old man, born and raised in rural Tennessee with little
secondary education, who spent most of his old age in his La-Z-Boy watching Fox News for hours, he fit the profile of a man who would never
understand—much less tolerate—having the grandson he’d known for 24 years now be a woman. And it’s true, he certainly did not understand.
But whereas everyone else had questioned me, he said, “I’'m sure you wouldn’t be doing this if you didn’t have a good reason.” Whereas
everyone else had pushed their discomforts upon me, he said, “I may not understand, but I just want you to be happy. And I really hope you’ll
keep visiting.”

It wasn’t easy. He had a really difficult time remembering my gender and chosen name, and it was often hard to tell how much of this
was the gradual onset of his mild dementia and how much of it was him just not wanting to accept I was female. But I still visited and
brought sandwiches and old movies when I could. There were, of course, awkward moments when he introduced and referenced his
“grandson” to visitors and, later, nurses. Yet it was so clear that he really valued having me in his life. And just as I was worth it to him, he
was more than worth it to me.

He passed away last year, on my birthday and one week from his 90th. I'd missed a celebration with the family the evening before he
died because I knew they’d all be uncomfortable if I was there, and I still wish I’d been there to take part in what became goodbye. But we
didn’t really need it. I knew he loved me, through his words and his actions. And now even though he’s gone, I hope that I can honor his
memory by not just extolling his strong spirit of acceptance and love, but, like my Boppo, by living it too.

Even if members of our family have trans friends or acquaintances, it is still quite
an adjustment for them to call us a different name and pronoun. In many languages, our
immediate family relationship words are gendered—mother, father, sister, brother, son,
daughter—with certain roles associated with the words. Asking our family to stop seeing
us as a “daughter,” or “father,” becomes part of their process.

“My mom had some initial trouble. . . but then my grandma put her right on it.
Told her that most women don’t get to have a son and a daughter in one lifetime
without having to give birth twice, so she needed to get over herself. I love my
grandma a lot.”

It may be difficult for family members who have known us closely to believe our new identity
is real, because they have not recognized it themselves, despite years of closeness or proximity.
It may be hard for close family to accept that we have had something this big going on inside
us and they never knew. Sometimes they will express guilt for not “seeing” it at earlier times
in our lives, though in reality, we may have been doing all we could to hide our true selves.

For some of us, our families think we are making a snap decision that we have not
thought through. While we may have been contemplating this transition for quite a while,
our families are just beginning their process.

“Everyone said that I went too fast. But the question is: ‘too fast for what,
for who?’ I'd been 36 years in the wrong sex, 1'd like to say it wasn’t
that fast.”

Not all families want, or need, to have extensive discussions about our new identity. This
may not reflect lack of support—simply a family dynamic. If your family has had a history
of quiet, understated discussions (or notable silence) about important changes in the past,
you may experience a similar quiet kind of response.

As you prepare to talk to your family, you may want to consider how they have reacted
to other important news in the past, to help gauge their response.

In some cases, families and friends may change their reactions once we begin to
make our transition, recognizing the positive effects of us living in our affirmed gender.

“All my family but my sister took it well, she took some time away from me and
didn’t see me for a few months. I had at that point started hormones. The family
got together for a funeral and she told my mom there was no way she could be
against it anymore because she had never seen me so happy. Since then I have
had 110% support from my family.”
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Unfortunately, sometimes it does not get better.

“I came home for Christmas one year and my mom refused to go out in public
with me because she was embarrassed by me. She said the coat I was wearing
made me look ‘like a woman.’ I said, ‘That’s because I am a woman,” and she
literally screamed. I locked myself in a room and cried for hours until I drove
myself into a panic attack. My mom told me I was sick, possessed by Satan,

and was going to hell and then didn’t speak to me for hours. Then she decided
she didn’t want me to ‘ruin Christmas’ so we pretended like nothing happened,
but I wasn’t allowed to tell my dad or siblings to maintain the status quo. For
months after that, my mom would call me and pretend like nothing ever hap-
pened. I finally wrote them a letter saying basically look, this isn’t a phase. . .
I’'m on hormones, etc. They wrote back and told me I was never allowed to
come home again because I was a threat to their ‘remaining children.’ This hurt
me more badly than all the transphobes who ever bashed me, because I love nty
siblings more than anything in the whole world.”

Turning to our other support systems, practicing good self-care, and creating new, chosen
families can be helpful as we grieve our losses.

In some cases, transition fractures our families, with some family members adamantly
refusing to support our process and others completely on board. We may feel guilty—feeling
responsible for causing such upheaval. If your family is reacting like this, it helps to hold
onto the knowledge that you did not sign up for this any more than your family members did.

PARTNERS AND SPOUSES

Regardless of the type of transition you are considering, or the length of your relationship,
there is no right time, easy way, or simple explanation that will make coming out to an
intimate partner easy. The exact content of the emotional process will differ from rela-
tionship to relationship, but partners often experience an overwhelming set of conflicting
feelings as they sort through their reactions to a possible transition. Explore Chapter 16 for
more information on coming out to partners.

CREATING CHOSEN FAMILIES

Many people with LGBTQ identities find that as they come out they begin to form close
friendships that sometimes become like families. Because many of us develop rifts with
our biological family members, our “chosen families” can become places of much needed
love and support. Families do not need to be tied by blood—and often some of the most
successful family relationships are not.

CHILDREN
Coming out to children can be a scary prospect, but talking to our children or the children
of family members and friends about gender can be a positive and empowering opportu-
nity. Many children are more open-minded about gender than adults and may accept our
new identities more easily than other family members. It is a myth that talking to a child
about gender will change the child’s gender identity.

The most important consideration in how to talk with children about our gender iden-
tity is the child’s developmental age.

Young Children
Children learn about different aspects of gender at different times, and how children will
understand and accept gender transitions differs over time. See Chapter 6 for more in-
formation on the ways that children of different ages understand gender.

Young children are often concerned about loss of consistency, loss of continuity, and
loss of love. As with other members of the family, children’s concerns are often linked
to what our new identity means for them and the family. They may have questions like:
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“Can I still call you ‘mommy’ (or ‘daddy’)?”
“Are you going away?” “Are you getting a divorce?”
“Where are you going to live?” “Where am I going to live?”

If they ask whether this means they will grow up to be a different gender themselves, most
will be reassured by the explanation that our gender identity is not going to affect theirs.
Let them know that they can continue to feel about themselves however they do.

“ARE YOU A BOY OR A GIRL?"

Nick Moore-Hunley is a young trans man currently attending Sonoma State University to
pursue a degree in sociology with a minor in queer studies; he aspires to hold a career in rights
advocacy and mental health for queer people.

The question seems to come up fairly often, but not usually within my own family. This time
it comes from my little brother, Ethan. Ethan is many things; he’s cute, he’s funny, he’s great at
video games, he’s a proud third grader, he’s a Godzilla fanatic, but above all in this situation,
Ethan is autistic.

The disorder makes it difficult to communicate with him, even about basic things, so it’s no
surprise that my gender transition would be incredibly confusing for him. I had spoken with my
mom about how we could best explain the fact that his sister was actually his brother. We de-
cided that I should talk to him alone, and that she would begin introducing me as “your sibling
Nick” rather than sister or brother.

Every once in a while, I would walk into his Lego- and action figure—covered room and ask
if he wanted to talk. If he was in a good mood and had a minimally stressful day at school, he
usually seemed open to listening. We’d sit down on his bed, I'd pull him into my lap, and then
we’d just talk. We talked about all sorts of things, but it would usually end with talking about
my transition. At first, it was subtle.

“Hey buddy, do you think I’d look cool if I cut my hair even shorter and made it spiky like
Sonic the Hedgehog?” I'd ask.

“That’s so silly ‘Kolie!” He’d laugh but approve of the suggestion, and the next day I took him to the salon with me so he would recog-

nize that it was still me after the haircut. (He seems to have some difficulty with facial recognition.) After the hairdresser removed the cape
and dusted the excess hair off, Ethan exclaimed, “Wow ‘Kolie, you look like a cool dude!”

“Hey bud. Do you think I'm more like a brother or more like a sister?” He’d frown a little bit, deep in thought, and tell me that I was
“kinda like both.”

Then Mom started doing things that suggested the use of male pronouns: calling us “the boys” to her friends in front of him, or calling
us out for meals with “Boys, dinner!” Ethan never comments on it, but he also never tries to correct her, so we hope that the message is
getting through.

In the last few years, I can say with confidence that Ethan has come a long way in his understanding of my transition from sister to
brother. When asked, he usually says things along the lines of “Well, I had a sister, but now ‘Kolie’s kinda like a brother.” It’s certainly a
childish understanding, but it’s more than I could have ever asked for.

Once word gets out that we are transitioning, children who spend time in day care,
school, church, or community groups may hear gossip and unkind remarks about us. At
younger ages, children do not have a large enough worldview to understand history and
the transmission of misinformation and prejudice through generations. They will take
things personally that are in no way personal to them or their family. Reassure them that
there is nothing wrong with them or with you. Give them space to talk through the experi-
ences they are having, even if the information they report hearing is painful for you. As
children mature, it may become helpful to provide them with more historical education,
placing discrimination in a cultural context.

Children develop at different rates, and even in the same family, one child may be
ready for the larger cultural perspective at 9, while a sibling may not be ready for that level
of discussion even at eleven.
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IS TODAY THE DAY?

Lamar OK, an elementary school teacher, is a self-identified queer “fighting for my
liberation and liberation of my people.”

I am afraid to invite my students into that part of my life. I tried last year, and

I failed. I think about it every day: The day that I lost courage, the day I'd never get
back. But at the time, I was afraid it would have been the day when I lost the respect
and love of my 23 students. I can openly talk about race, class, the absence of my
father, the neglect of my mother, the endless days when I starved and lived in a car,
the mistakes I made as a kid, but for some reason, I can’t seem to talk about who

I really am, the piece that truly makes me happy about myself. It kills me every day.
The more intimate I become in the lives of my students, the more guilt I feel. The
way they defend me, advocate for me, cry with me, laugh with me, makes it so hard for me to invite them in. They are my everything.

I don’t want to lose them the way I lost my black mother when I invited her in. I don’t want to feel again the pain I felt - and still feel -
when she walked away and never turned back to see that I was drowning in my own tears and only wanted her to love me for me. Not
again. Not with these beautiful, impressionable, strong, very conscious loving students of mine. I ask myself every morning: “Is today
the day?” I then go to bed every night and tell myself, “Next time. Maybe tomorrow.”

Adolescents

Adolescents value honesty and straightforward information. They have developed the
capacity for abstract thinking, and they may be more engaged with the idea (in both pos-
itive and negative ways) of our transition. When coming out to adolescents, it is often
helpful to explain our experiences, as well as the nature of the process, as we understand
it. In essence, teens need the explanation given to adults and the reassurance given to
children, as they are in a bridge period in their lives.

As with younger children, reassurance of stability and continuity can go a long way
toward reconciling the adolescent toward the idea of a parent or close adult in their life
transitioning. Reinforce that your identity does not reflect on the adolescent’s emerging
gender and sexual identity.

Adolescence is the time when the need for peer acceptance and approval is at its
highest. It is important to reassure adolescents that as much as possible, it is their choice
whether to tell their friends and teachers about our transition, and that we will do what
we can to make them comfortable among their peers. The school milieu belongs to the
adolescent, and we can help teens weather our transition by keeping our distance from the
school setting until they are ready for our presence there.

While some teens may see our transition as embarrassing, or shameful, at first, oth-
ers may feel that having a trans parent or close adult friend somehow gains them “cool
points” with their friends. Talk with them about your own goals and timeline for coming
out and make sure they understand when and with whom you are comfortable sharing this
information.

Adolescence is also a time of coming to understand social issues on a broader scale
than is possible for younger children. Adolescents begin to form a worldview at this point
in their lives, adopting political opinions and taking stances on various issues. Their
views are often polarized, with “black and white” or “right or wrong” judgments about
issues.

Some adolescents may see the social discrimination against trans individuals as a
civil rights issue and be appalled at the pariah status of trans people. Others may continue
to see gender as polarized; the “black and white” thinking that characterizes adolescence
dovetails unfortunately well with the gender binary concept. Sometimes adolescents with-
draw from a transitioning parent on this basis, only to come around later in their lives,
when their worldviews have evolved.
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Adult Children

Many of us who transition midlife may have had full lives in our birth-assigned sex, including
marrying and having children, who are now adults with their own lives. They may be more
or less dependent on us and more or less involved in our lives today, and coming out to our
adult children may be similar to the conversations we have had with other adults in our lives.

However, while some of us may have been happy in our roles at the time we were
raising our children, not all of us felt comfortable in the lives we were leading. Some of us
struggled with depression, anxiety, or other mental health issues, and in some cases, we
self-medicated with drugs or alcohol. In these cases, our family may need to address these
issues before grappling with our new identity.

Children who struggled with feelings of neglect or helplessness, or felt responsible
for our health and well-being, may feel a great deal of anger and bitterness. Having lived
through their entire childhood with an unhappy parent, it can be difficult for the adult child
to forgive the parent, and we may find ourselves having to make amends for quite some time.

In many other cases, our children may be delighted to see us taking control of our
lives, even if we did not struggle with these issues during their childhood.

“I anguished a long time, fearing what would happen when I came out to

my daughters. I knew that if they accepted me, from there on out it would be
much easier. Although I thought I would be coming out to my oldest daughter
first, it turned out to be the youngest who guessed I was Transgender from all
the clues I'd been giving for so long. When I came out, trembling, she walked
over, embraced me, and said ‘I LOVE YOU UNCONDITIONALLY!!!’ At that
moment, I knew that even if the rest of the world despised me, I was going to
be OK.”

Even with this level of acceptance, the adjustment is still a process, as for all family
relationships. We may transition to living as female, but our children may still see us
as “dad.” They will (probably) over time change the way they refer to us, wanting to
respect our transition, but may also experience a certain natural grief over this level of
change.

No matter what our past relationship with them, or their initial reaction, coming out
can be an opportunity to establish a new relationship with our adult children.

ON THE JOB

Work is an unusual environment, because it is a place where we are known and visible
to those around us but may not have deep personal relationships. The workplace is the
most challenging milieu in most people’s attempts at maintaining privacy. Workplace
relationships are professional in nature, but coworkers often socialize outside the work
environment. See Chapter 9 for more information on coming out at work or in the job
search process.

Coming out at work (Elenore Toczynski).

Coming Out

Stuck in the Middle With
You: A Memoir of Parenting

in Three Genders by Jennifer

Finney Boylan (New York,
NY: Crown Publishers,
2013) combines Boylan’s
personal narrative with
interviews of others.
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TRANSITIONING AS A TEACHER

Jake Loren is a teacher and current employee of the New York City Department of Education.

I began teaching English at a Title I middle school in Brooklyn right after college as visibly gender nonconforming “Ms.” I never had to
worry about “coming out” as queer because it was never a question—or an option. Students at my school, even kids I didn’t know, came
out of the woodwork to solicit advice and support. My students asked incessant questions: Were my parents okay with me? When did

I first kiss a girl?

At the end of my second year of teaching, I brought two colleagues whom I trusted with me when I announced to our volatile principal
that I would return the following fall as “Mr.” We pressured her to offer a brief whole-staff “LGBT 101" focused on the needs of LGBT
youth. For the next two years, my principal attempted to threaten my job or place unsatisfactory notes in my file on several occasions
without supporting evidence—and despite the academic gains my students were making.

Adult colleagues, especially self-identified liberal adults on staff, loved to talk to me about their gay friend as though we were the
same. These colleagues tended to feel authorized by their good intentions to ask lots of questions about my body and how I have sex.
During work, I fielded questions like “So do gay guys hit on you now?”” and “What kind of underwear do you wear?”” and “You don’t
have a dick, right?” and “Do you still menstruate?” (a colleague asked me this last one in front of students).

In my everyday life as I transitioned, I began to experience very different treatment than I had as a butch woman. As “Mr.” with sixth
graders who were new to the school and did not learn my history as “Ms.” until much later in the school year, I noticed this immedi-
ately as well. All of a sudden, my “personal life” seemed to be off the table until I brought it up. Classroom management techniques that
always came naturally to me immediately began to work far better than they had in the past—the silent “teacher stare,” the refusal to
raise my voice, the pausing to wait for attention. Male students actively approached me just to talk about their lives, to “bond” with me—
something my male students, except boys struggling with sexuality or masculinity, actively avoided the prior two years.

This was my first experience not feeling “out” and experiencing the privilege that came along with being a white, straight man; and
because I'd associated being “out” with “doing the right thing” for so long in a queer context, at first I experienced a tremendous guilt for
not disclosing to my classes. Over time, however, I realized that it’s quite different to disclose a trans history (especially in a work envi-
ronment) than it is to come out as queer—not just in terms of legal protections but in terms of the body monitoring and scrutiny that most
people impulsively do the moment I tell them I’'m trans.

When my students began to “get the memo” about me and ask me questions, I would readily disclose. One student approached me to
ask about the trans woman he saw on The Real World: Brooklyn. “Is that a real thing?”” he asked. I said, “Yes, it is a real thing, and I know
because I'm trans myself.” He thought for a moment and then asked, “So in middle school, you were a girl?”” The next day, he put a
Post-It on my desk with three questions written on it: “Was it hard to change?”” “How did you know you needed to change?” and “Do you
feel better now that you are yourself?”

That is why I teach, and why we need even more LGBTQ educators and allies who will proactively incorporate LGBTQ issues into our
classrooms and who, when we feel safe and able, can be out and disclose our histories.

A WIDENING CIRCLE

When we begin the process of coming out, most of us experience a period in which the
information has spread beyond those who we have told ourselves. Our friends and fam-
ily may have reached out to their support networks and disclosed some of our informa-
tion, and news may have traveled through our informal community networks as rumor or
gossip. Once this happens, we do not always know who knows and who does not, and we

may worry about what information people have been given.

Some of us have the choice to come out taken away from us when we are outed by
others, sometimes in ways that dictate the course of our transition and family adjustment

process.

“I came out to my parents in 1985. My mom immediately rejected the idea and
instructed me to not tell my father. When I changed my name, I had to publish
the name change in the paper for three weeks. A local radio personality read
the announcement on the air to be funny. My cousin heard it and called her
mother (my aunt), who called her mother-in-law (my grandmother), who called
her daughter-in-law (my mother), who called me and told me I was destroying
my family. It was years before I reconciled with my parents, but by the time

I went for surgery, my parents and one of my brothers drove me to the airport.”
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When we have come out to certain people and not others, group settings can be awkward.
We may not know who in the situation knows and who does not. Those who do know may
feel awkward about using new pronouns or a new name for us, unsure whether the others
in the group know. If the group is tightly knit, it is often easiest for all concerned if we
tell everyone as quickly as possible. If we are not able to tell everyone in a group at once,
it can sometimes be confusing for those we have told to navigate their roles. They may
be unsure what to say to others, particularly if we have begun a visible social or physical
transition—changing our way of dressing, our hairstyle, taking hormones, or undergoing
surgeries. The best thing we can do is to talk through with them how we would like them
to interact with others during our transition.

The desire for privacy may not be realistic if we are early in transition. Some of us
may choose not to come out yet, but we may use interactions with others to gauge the
“progress” of our transition.

“To complete strangers I may not meet again, I usually just go with whatever
their first impression is. It is a good gauge of how I'm perceived by others.”

Some of us want our friends or family members to help us spread the word, feeling over-
whelmed by the numbers of people who need to know and wanting to be able to focus
more on our own internal processes. If this seems like the right course for you, you may
want to help them identify the kinds of questions they are likely to be asked and craft stan-
dard answers together. In some cases, even if we are ready for others to begin sharing our
information, they may still be in the middle of their own transition process. Be prepared
to help them navigate these difficult conversations.

And what about friends or family members who find out before we have had a chance
to tell them? If someone feels they are the last to find out and is hurt to hear about our
transition through other people, it can help to tell them, “It is not because you do not
matter—it is because you matter so much.” We often think our close friends and family
members know this automatically, but this is not always true.

Casual Acquaintances

Interacting with casual acquaintances can be very awkward and uncomfortable when we
are early in our transition. Casual acquaintances are not close enough friends to have
earned our trust. They are the people we sit next to in the office or the fellow student we
study with occasionally. Those who fall into the casual acquaintance category may not
feel close enough to us to ask questions, or even acknowledge, our transition.

Sometimes these relationships become close friendships over time, but while the person
is still in the category “casual acquaintance,” we might wish they did not have to know
something this personal about us. It can feel awkward to the casual acquaintance to have
this level of intimate knowledge about someone they are not close to. Many of us who tran-
sition find ourselves avoiding casual acquaintances for a while, if we can, to ease the tension.

Some of us come out to a casual acquaintance and are pleasantly surprised to re-
ceive great support and admiration. Sometimes the person ends up in the category “close
friend” as a result of the disclosure. Perhaps the relationship would have blossomed into
close friendship anyway, but it was catapulted forward by the depth of intimacy involved
in coming out.

“The best reaction was from a woman who I had known casually for years as a
man. When she saw me en femme with a long streaked salt and pepper wig on,
she asked if my hair had always been streaked.”

Reconnecting With Our Past

Throughout our lives, we often lose touch with people we were once close to or with whom
we shared jobs, schools, sports teams, or housing arrangements. As we begin our tran-
sition, we may re-encounter these people in new social settings, at planned reunions, or
professional events. In these settings, honesty and humor can go a long way.
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“I attended my 40th college reunion in my new identity. After the banquet,

we each were invited to tell the class what we had been doing personally and
professionally. I began with the words ‘Well, there have been a few changes. ..
which immediately got me a big laugh followed by a standing ovation.”

“I've had a good response from my Naval Academy classmates and will attend
our 50th class reunion in October 2010. I out myself now and then to people we
meet. It is often the Naval Academy connection which provokes the ‘I didn’t know
that women. . .” question. ‘Well, actually, they didn’t. I was a man back then.””

DISCLOSURE

When we are just beginning our coming-out process, it may seem impossible that we could
reach a point in our transition when we can live in our affirmed gender without needing
to explain ourselves to the people in our lives. But for many of us, a time comes when we
start to be seen, at least by some people, as the gender that matches our identity. We may
no longer be frequently “read” as our birth-assigned gender, or “clocked,” while in public.

When we are perceived as the gender with which we identify, we may “disclose”
information about our gender history or experience. For some of us, disclosing our trans
status becomes a choice. Many of us find unique ways of relating to our gender and our
personal history in which we disclose under certain circumstances and not others. Some
people choose to integrate their personal history into their lives, being out when it feels
safe and relevant, and other times choosing to address the world only on the terms of their
current identity. The most important part of this decision, however, goes back to feeling
grounded in who you are.

Who we choose to discuss our gender with varies widely within our community, and
when we choose to tell people is a matter of fierce debate. How you choose to navigate
these decisions is, ultimately, up to you. All of the options have benefits and consequences
that should be carefully considered.

The biggest concern in any situation is our own safety and comfort. Is choosing to
share about ourselves going to make a situation safer or more dangerous? Is it going to
make us more or less comfortable?

The “"Need to Know" Category

Regardless of how much privacy we might desire, there are some situations in which we
should disclose our history if at all possible. It can be very helpful for our primary care
provider to know that we once transitioned, in order to fully understand our physiology
and medical needs.

“I wouldn’t have the faintest idea what its like to be ‘out.’I live in deep stealth,
which means my GP (general practitioner) is the ONLY person who knows of
my medical history, and I intend upon keeping it that way! I was raised with the
idea of social decorum. To me this is a VERY personal issue and in the words of
my mother ‘no one’s damned business but my own!’”

It may also be wise to fully inform certain professionals, such as attorneys, caseworkers,
therapists, and accountants, who are providing us with legal or medical services. We may
not be able to foresee in advance a way in which our transition might prove relevant, but
it may, in fact, be important down the line. As an example, transition-related medical care
is often tax deductible, and an accountant knowledgeable about our trans status can help
us use this to our advantage.

For those of us who live in states that will only respect our identities if we have had
certain forms of gender-affirming surgery, we may need to come out to our attorney, our
tax preparer, and our health provider. These are the people who can best advise us of all
our rights and what is available to us—but only if they know exactly what our status is
under state law. And they can only know that if they know we are trans.
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CONCLUSION

Coming out is a complicated process that involves exploring our identities and sharing
them with others. The nature of our relationships determines the ways in which we indi-
vidually choose to come out or are outed by others. Though sometimes difficult, coming
out can be an exciting and self-affirming journey.

REFERENCES AND FURTHER READING

Boenke, M. (Ed.). (2008). Trans forming families: Real stories about transgendered loved ones.
Hardy, VA: Oak Knoll.

Devor, A. H. (2004). Witnessing and mirroring: A fourteen stage model of transsexual identity
formation. Journal of Gay and Lesbian Psychotherapy, 8, 41-67.

Green, J. (2004). Becoming a visible man. Nashville, TN: Vanderbilt University Press.

Haskell, M. (2013). My brother, my sister: Story of a transformation. New York, NY: Penguin
Group.

Hubbard, E. A., & Whitley, C. T. (2012). Trans-kin: A guide for family & friends of transgender
people. Boulder, CO: Boulder Press.

Keig, Z., & Rohrer, M. (Eds.). (2010). Letters for my brothers: Transitional wisdom in retrospect.
United States: Wilgefortis.

Lev, A. 1. (2004). Transgender emergence: Therapeutic guidelines for working with gender
variant people and their families. Binghamton, NY: The Haworth Press.

Rudacille, D. (2005). The riddle of gender: Science, activism, and transgender rights. New York,
NY: Random House.

Saltzburg, N. L. (2010). Developing a model of transmasculine identity. Retrieved December
2013, from Open Access Disserations, http://scholarlyrepository.miami.edu/cgi/viewcontent.
cgi?article=1431&context=o0a_dissertations

Vanderburgh, R. (2011). Transition and beyond: Observations on gender identity. Portland,
OR: Odin Ink.

Coming Out

123



Questions to Consider When

Picking a Name

10.
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What do I like about my
current name? Is there a
part of it I want to keep?
What do I like about
other people’s names?
What is important to me
about who I am?

What is important to me
about who I want to be?
Do I want my name to
reflect my heritage?

Is there a family name

I want to use? How would
my family react to this?
What name would I feel
good saying to everyone
[ meet?

Do I like this name? Does
it feel like it fits?

Do I feel proud telling
people that this is

my name?

How many other people
have this name?

SOCIAL TRANSITION
Heath Mackenzie Reynolds and Zil Garner Goldstein

FIGURING OUT WHO WE ARE AND WHO WE WANT TO BECOME IS A UNI-
VERSAL HUMAN EXPERIENCE. For many people, this process becomes less active
over time, as we settle into our sense of self and build a community and a life around
that identity. But not for everyone—many people find the process of defining who they
are to be lifelong and full of changing directions, shifting goals, new communities,
and new identities. As trans people, we may find that we are plunged back into a more
active phase of self-discovery than we had been before coming out. Once we make a
decision to begin making changes that will better reflect our identity, there are numer-
ous ways to start. Some of us spend a considerable amount of time thinking about how
we would like to be addressed and whether we want to change our name or pronouns.

CHOOSING A NAME

The process of picking a new name can be one place to start thinking about how we want
to integrate the different parts of our lives. The most important part of coming up with a
name is feeling like it fits. There are many different strategies for coming up with a name.

“Changing my name was a very important aspect of re-creating myself in the
form that I want to be—of becoming myself, as my own ongoing creation
process.”

Many people find a name that feels good by looking into their own family or cultural
background, or examining the parts of their identity and history that have played the big-
gest role in shaping their sense of self. Talking with trusted friends and family can help. It
can also be useful to try out the new name with a few people before telling lots of people
about the change.

There is, however, such a thing as too much advice. It is important to feel confident in
the name we are choosing but also to avoid thinking about it for too long. You do not want
to repeat your new name so many times that it loses meaning before you have even settled
on a decision.

When we ask other people about possible names, we have to be prepared for all kinds
of answers. We may not hear what we want, and we certainly might not hear what we are
expecting to hear. It can be hard to ask a friend or family member about a name, or some
other aspect of our transition, and hear an answer that is not supportive. Figuring out who
to ask can be a challenge, and we can often be surprised by the people around us when we
bring up aspects of ourselves related to trans identities.

Sometimes it can be tempting to use names that come from cultures other than our
own. When thinking about these names, consider that some of us who come from those
cultures may be offended by an outsider’s use of our community’s names. Even if you think
a name has a nice sound to it, try to think about whether it is an appropriate choice, given
your own background.

Some of us take more time than others to settle on a name. We may even use one name for
a year or two and then decide that it does not quite fit. This can be a natural part of our process.

PRONOUNS

Pronouns are the part of speech we use to refer to someone without using their name. Most
commonly, people use “he” and “him” or “she” and “her.” Gender-neutral pronouns such



as “ze” (pronounced “zee”) and “hir” (pronounced “here”) reflect a gender identity that is
neither male nor female. “They” and “them” can also be used to speak about an individual
without referencing their gender.

Deciding when to start using new pronouns is often harder than deciding when to
start using a new name. Much of the same process we use to choose our names applies to
choosing our pronouns. Our use of pronouns may shift over time as our gender presenta-
tion changes or as our gender identity shifts.

“When people use my preferred pronoun, I feel like a worthwhile and real
human being.”

Some of us begin by using new pronouns with close friends or family, and gradually
expand to different friend groups or social communities. Many of us end up using dif-
ferent pronouns in different parts of our life, at least for a while. It may be hard to use
gender-neutral pronouns at work, for example, where most people may be unaware of
their existence. Some of us have not yet come out at work and use our old pronouns with
colleagues.

Over time, we may figure out how to manage having multiple pronouns and even
like it, or we may switch to using a more consistent set of pronouns in all contexts. For
some of us, pronouns are not important at all, or we might grow tired from using different
pronouns in different spaces, so we use whatever seems to be most “default” for those we
interact with. Everyone has different strategies for dealing with gender, pronouns, and the
world around us.

People Make Mistakes

When we are changing our name and pronouns, it is very common for people in our lives
to use the wrong pronouns when referring to us (“misprounoun” us). When someone
messes up a pronoun, it often makes us upset, angry, or sad. It can upset the person
who made the mistake as well, especially if they care about us. If we decide to correct
the person who made the mistake, it is often helpful to say something like “he not she”
or “ze not he,” instead of simply stating the correct pronoun. Keep in mind that using
gender-neutral pronouns can be harder for people to adopt, and they will likely need
more time to adjust.

“At first I delighted in getting folks to use a mix of pronouns—to switch it up.
Now I use she/her almost exclusively. It is comfortable for me. When I made
that switch, I was very self-conscious when anyone messed it up. I got embar-
rassed and annoyed. To this day I still flinch when I hear someone mess it up,
but I am much more graceful about correcting them if needed.”

Gender-neutral pronouns can
be a useful tool for those of us
who are gender nonconform-
ing, either because we are in
the midst of a physical transi-
tion process or because we
identify as nonbinary in some
way. “They,” “them,” *
“hir” are common choices.

ze,” and

If you were using these in a
sentence, you might say: “Avi
went to the store. They went
to get us some ice cream.” Or
“Morgan forgot hir sweater.”
Or “That’s Riley, ze is new in
town.” The Gender Neutral
Pronoun Blog (genderneu-
tralpronoun.wordpress.com)
provides information about
such pronouns, trends in their
use, and communities who
use them.

TRANS ETIQUETTE

Peter Cava

participation in trans communities.

good listening skills.

language.

Social Transition

Following are some of the most important principles for respectfully communicating to, and about, trans people. I have learned these
principles from writings by Jacob Hale, Matt Kailey, and Riki Wilchins; videos by Calpernia Addams and Ethan Suniewick; and my

*  Remember that you're not the expert on others’” experiences. Everyone experiences gender differently. Exercise humility. Practice
*  Honor others’ self-definitions. For example, use others’ chosen names and pronouns. If you don’t know someone’s pronouns,

avoid pronouns or ask. If you make a mistake, don’t turn it into a scene, and don’t be too hard on yourself; discreetly apologize
or just move on. If you're in a situation where it would be appropriate to speak about someone’s genitals, use their chosen
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Don’t expect others to serve as spokespeople or educators. No one can speak for every member of their group or community. Many
trans people are happy to share their experiences. However, no one can be “on” as an educator 24/7. Take advantage of published
resources. If you want to talk with a trans person about their experiences, wait until the topic comes up, or ask consent.

Don’t “out” others as trans. Even if someone is out to you, they may not be out in all areas of their life, such as family, work, and
social media. Outing someone can have negative, even devastating, consequences.

Don’t assume that others’ gender expressions tell you something about their bodies, identities, or sexualities. For example,

if someone looks to you like a woman, don’t assume that the person was assigned female at birth, self-identifies as a woman,
or is sexually oriented toward men. If you proposition someone for sex and they do not have the genital shape that you were
expecting, they were not necessarily deceiving you; rather, you were making an assumption. If you want to have sex with
someone who has a particular genital shape, say so. If imagining these scenarios makes you feel uncomfortable, that’s okay.
Consider exploring those feelings as a way of learning more about yourself, and consider waiting to have sex until you feel
more comfortable.

Don’t ask invasive questions about others’ bodies, identities, or sexualities. Often the first question that trans people are asked is,
“Have you had the surgery?” Other common questions are, “Are you a man or a woman?” and “Do you want to be with a man or a
woman?” (As if “a man or a woman” were the only options.) A rule of thumb is that in a situation where it would be considered rude
to ask a cis person a particular question, it is rude to ask a trans person.

Don’t criticize others’ bodies, expressions, or sexualities for not aligning with their identities in a socially expected way. For
example, if a trans man does not go on testosterone, don’t make him feel like he is “not trans enough.” Conversely, don’t critique
others’ bodies, expressions, or sexualities for aligning with their identities in a socially expected way. For example, if a trans man
has sex with women only, don’t make him feel like he is “not queer enough.” We are all enough. At its best, trans-ing gender is not
about transitioning from a confining cis box to an equally confining frans box. Rather, it’s about transcending all of the boxes that
keep us from being fully ourselves.
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Most people do not know what to do when they are corrected on someone’s pronouns. It
is not something that is commonly talked about. Letting someone know that it hurts our
feelings when they say the wrong thing can help them learn that it is important to us that
they not do it again. Try to communicate these issues in a calm and reasonable way, even
if you are very upset. Reacting in highly emotional, angry ways can often exacerbate
the situation. It can be difficult to strike the right balance, and it definitely takes some
practice.

Even if we believe that someone is using the incorrect pronouns on purpose or hurt-
fully, it is more productive to communicate our needs in a clear, firm way than to appear
angry. Set limits, and let the other person know what the consequences of mispronouning
you are, including how it makes you feel and how you will respond if they continue to act
that way.

CHANGING OUR APPEARANCE
There are many different ways we can make our bodies feel like a better fit with our
gender identities. Each of us has different goals as we begin to make changes to our ap-
pearance. Some of us make changes to be seen by others as the gender with which we
identify. Some of us make changes that result in us looking more androgynous in appear-
ance, which makes it harder for others to label us with a gender.

Some of us choose highly masculine or feminine styles that make our gender clear,
while others are drawn toward more casual looks that do not highlight gender differences.
Our preference may shift over time.

“When I was younger, I cared about that—and I am a makeup artist so I can do
good face, but nowadays I do not wear makeup or even worry about how I look
orif I pass. I do glam up for public speaking and presentations, but other than
that it is a ponytail and bare face.”

As we begin to change our appearance, we also have the opportunity to express other
things about ourselves or to embrace new parts of our personality and choose colors and
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styles that we may have felt were off limits. Over time, we may shift our ideas about how
we want to dress to reflect our personality, more than our gender presentation.

Clothing, hairstyles, and accessories are easy places to start changing the way our
gender is perceived by others. Some of us find that these changes give us a sense of feeling
at home in our bodies, while for others they are ways of experimenting with how we want
to look before making more permanent changes. We can always start dressing a different
way, or do something for a little while and then stop. As we begin exploring our gender
identity and becoming more comfortable, temporary changes in our appearance can help
us decide how we will feel most at home in our bodies and the world.

“When I move, I plan to live like a woman in professional settings and dress
and act like a man in casual settings. Even now, as I start to admit to myself
that I’'m trans, I realize how much acting I do on a daily basis. I change my
voice and my mannerisms to present as a female. Before, I thought that this was
Jjust how life was, but now I realize that I am acting and I'm acting all the time
and that is exhausting. I wish I could change my name, records, get top surgery,
and dress like a guy all at once because I would love to stop acting most of the

time, but I understand that transition must be a long process. I think living in For a forum on

the gray zone will be confusing and frustrating, but if it helps me sort out what transition-related voice issues,
I really want for my body and my gender presentation, then I hope I can get check out the Yahoo group
through it without getting called out for it.” voicets.

GENDER AND THE VOICE

Lal Zimman, PhD, is a visiting assistant professor of linguistics at Reed College,
where he teaches a variety of courses on language and society and conducts
research on the relationships between language, gender, and sexuality in
transgender and LGBQ communities.

The voice is an important cue in the process of categorizing people by gender,
and many trans people shift their speech during transition. These changes may
be brought about through individual experimentation, speech therapy, the uncon-
scious process of language socialization, or theatrical or musical training, but
many trans men and their providers put greater emphasis on the changes in vocal
pitch testosterone therapy may bring about. However, biology cannot explain all
of the gender differences found in the voice, and there is tremendous linguistic diversity among people of the same sex or gender.

Anatomy puts some limits on our voices, and exposure to testosterone is known to enlarge the larynx (or voicebox), which generally
lowers vocal pitch. But even pitch, which is strongly linked to biology, is also influenced by social factors. Speakers of some languages
show much more dramatic differences between women’s and men’s pitch than speakers of others. Most children learn to sound male or
female before sex differences in the vocal anatomy develop at puberty.

In addition to pitch, the shape of the vocal tract determines which frequencies will resonate most strongly, and women'’s vocal tracts tend
to be shorter than men’s. Smiling causes the vocal tract to shorten, while rounding the lips makes it slightly longer. There is also the option
of raising or lowering the larynx within the throat, which is something children begin to do early in life.

There are also significant gender differences in the pronunciation of particular sounds. Among American English speakers, women
tend to pronounce [s] at a higher frequency than men by placing their tongue closer to the upper teeth while making this sound. The other
ways that women’s and men’s voices have been shown to differ tend to relate to the notion of clarity, with women generally speaking with
greater precision than men—"“mumbling is macho,” as one linguist puts it.

Some trans people may wish to change their speaking styles as part of a shift in gender expression, and the fact that many gender
differences are learned rather than innate suggests that kind of change is possible, if challenging. Others may prefer a nonnormative voice,
in order to signal a queer or distinctly trans identity.
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FINDING OUR VOICES, LITERALLY

Christie Block, MA, MS, CCC-SLP, is a clinical speech-language pathologist who specializes in
voice communication training and rehabilitation for transgender people at her private practice,
New York Speech & Voice Lab, in New York City.

How exactly is gender conveyed when we talk? Pitch is usually what we first think of. However,
many other aspects of speech come into play, including intonation, resonance, articulation, vocal
quality, stress, loudness, and speech rate. A combination of some or all of these elements can
result in a more feminine voice that sounds higher, smaller, lighter, and/or more expressive, com-
pared to a more masculine voice that sounds lower, bigger, heavier, and/or more matter of fact.

In addition to how we sound, other aspects of communication can display gender. These include
word choice, the number of words used, conversation topics, and conversation style (such as the
degree of politeness or directness). Gender can also be expressed in nonverbal communication or
body language, such as eye contact, facial expression, hand gestures, or head movements.

Some of these aspects of communication are based on biological sex differences of the vocal
mechanism, for example, the length of the vocal folds. Many other aspects are based on sociolin-
guistic norms that we have learned since childhood and that depend on language, dialect, region,
socioeconomic class, and other factors.

To explore and learn authentic and effective communication skills, a person can seek help from a qualified specialist in transgender
voice and communication, typically a speech-language pathologist. Feedback is an essential benefit of working with a specialist, as new
skills are practiced, employed in real life, and established over time. Voice and communication change requires patience, like learning a
new language or adjusting to other aspects of transition.

For transgender people who choose HRT or voice surgery, pitch change can occur is certain cases. Transmasculine people who take
testosterone almost always experience a welcome effect of lower pitch within the first year of treatment, with an eventual permanent drop
of up to an octave or more. Hoarseness sometimes occurs in the initial months of therapy or with each dose. In contrast, feminizing HRT
has no known effect on the adult voice. Pitch-raising voice surgery has resulted in widely varying degrees of satisfaction and long-term
improvement; pitch-lowering surgery is rare and results are not generally observed at this time with or without these treatments. Voice and
communication training remains a recommended form of intervention for feminization or masculinization to address not only nonpitch
aspects of speaking but also vocal health issues.

Our communication skills are a fundamental part of us, and we can intentionally change them if we desire. Here are a few tips to get
started: (1) Think seriously about the way you talk, focusing on aspects you like and ones you would like to change; (2) mimic people who
speak in a way that you like; (3) when talking, use your intuition and try your best—intuition can go a long way; and (4) practice healthy
voice habits, such as avoiding excessively high or low pitch. Consult a doctor or speech-language pathologist if you experience hoarseness,

vocal strain, or throat discomfort.

Clothing

The simplest way to change how our gender is perceived is through what we wear. Finding
our new style can take some time. When searching for ways to dress, the best thing to do is
look around. Do you see an outfit you like? Is the person wearing it a coworker, someone
you see on the street, or a model in a fashion magazine? We can find good looks anywhere
or piece them together from multiple things we see. Finding the different pieces can be
tricky, though.

Many of us have specific ideas in mind about the kinds of clothing we would like
to wear, and we may have gradually collected a small wardrobe—an item here, an item
there. We may have tried on these new garments in the comfort and privacy of our homes,
at first, or strutted our stuff on the stage as a drag performer.

For some of us, shopping for what we want can be a challenge. We may be nervous
about other people’s reactions or simply uncertain about where and how to begin. In
most places, clothes shopping is a highly gendered activity, with physical separation be-
tween men’s and women’s departments, different sizing conventions, and style choices
and details that we may not fully understand. There are many ways to educate our-
selves before we head into a retail store. Arming ourselves with information can help
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A transgender person strikes a pose, during celebration of LGBT rights in Guatemala City, Guatemala. June,
2012 (photo by Duffboy).

give us the confidence we need to approach staff, try on apparel, and make successful
purchases.

Shopping for items online can be a way to build a new wardrobe from the privacy
of our own home. Most online stores offer sizing charts with advice on how to take our
own measurements and choose the right size. Many retailers also offer online-only sales,
special offers for free shipping and returns, and may carry a broader range of sizes than
their brick-and-mortar shops. For example, many retail stores do not carry extra-small
sizes in men’s clothing or larger sizes in women’s items—these items are often available
online, however, providing us with more flexibility to find the right fit in the styles we like.

Trans Bodies, Trans Selves New York City Forum (photo by Katia Ruiz).

Thrift stores and secondhand shops can also be a good place to start when we begin
shopping. They typically have a large selection of items, often in a range of sizes, at a low
price, and can help us figure out what styles and sizes suit our bodies. The staff at such
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Recently, some specialty shops
have begun to market clothing
to people who are mascu-

line of center. They include
Marimacho, Tomboy Tailors,
Saint Harridan, Fourteen, The
Butch Clothing Company, and
others.

dapperQ (dapperq.com) is a
visibility project that, through
a focus on fashion, celebrates
the inner and outer beauty of
masculine-presenting lesbians,
gender nonconformists and
genderqueers, and transmascu-
line individuals of all colors,
shapes, and sizes.
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places are also unlikely to interact with us as we browse the selection, and many people
use thrift stores to procure clothing items for a range of unconventional purposes—such
as theater, crafts, and costume parties—which can put us more at ease with making our
purchases. Thrift shops can also be an important source for clothing and accessories if we
cannot afford to shop in retail outlets or boutiques. It may take more work, but there are
often great finds waiting to be discovered.

Many of us find shopping in mainstream retail outlets to be daunting, but it does not
have to be. As in many public settings, acting with confidence can diffuse awkwardness
and prevent questions from others that make us feel defensive. It can be helpful to re-
member that even cisgender people may feel anxious shopping for new clothing. Some of
us prefer to take along a trusted friend who can be a second set of eyes to help us figure
out whether something looks good, what could be changed to make it better, and to help
quell some of the anxiety we feel in new situations.

Many of us have trouble finding appropriate shoes in the right size. There are often
specialty stores and online deals available, and sales people are often happy to special order
shoes in different sizes. Many discount shoe stores have shoes organized by size, which can
also help us from falling in love with shoes that are not made to fit our feet. Transmasculine
people may find that there are lines of children’s shoes that look professional enough for work.

Remember that cisgender people come in all shapes and sizes, too. There are tall cis
women and short cis men. Some cis women have large feet and some cis men have small
feet. Each store’s brand tends to fit taller or shorter, thinner or heavier people, and we
simply have to find our match.

Hair

Choosing a hairstyle is another way many of us change our appearance. We may focus
on growing, cutting, or styling our natural hair in different ways, or we may use wigs. We
may want to choose androgynous hairstyles that allow us to present our gender differently
based on different contexts or choose strongly feminine or masculine styles that help oth-
ers read our gender correctly.

When making a radical change in our hairstyle, communicating with the person cut-
ting our hair is important. Many hairdressers are accustomed to people bringing in pic-
tures and saying, “This is how I want my hair to look.” Take pictures, look for styles
online, or cut out pictures from magazines to find something you like, and do not be afraid
to tell the person cutting your hair exactly what it is that you want. Let them know how
much time you want to spend styling your hair and consider whether you will be able to
maintain a look that requires lots of styling product, blow drying, or frequent return visits
to the stylist.

Trans Bodies, Trans Selves New York City Forum (photo by Katia Ruiz).
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If going for a shorter cut, some stylists may be concerned about cutting too much.
Worried we will be unhappy with the results, they may leave more length than we want
or provide a more feminine shape than many trans men would like. Do not be afraid to
ask for the stylist to continue cutting, go shorter, or give the cut a more masculine shape.

If you are growing your hair out, getting intermediate cuts to give your new locks a
better style can help make you feel more confident and attractive, and can help the hair stay
healthy as it grows. Frequent trims can help avoid split ends that can give hair a ragged look.
Sometimes we have to cut some parts shorter while we wait for other parts to grow longer.

SCALP HAIR REPLACEMENT
Hair loss is a source of great stress for both trans women and trans men. In trans women,
once we begin taking hormones our hair loss should stop and, to some extent, reverse. The
degree to which our hair loss may reverse depends mostly on how much loss we had to begin
with. Testosterone-blocking medicine is the most important component in our regimen to
combat hair loss and assist in hair regrowth. It is unclear whether using a medication like
finasteride or dutasteride when we are already on a testosterone blocker like spironolactone
will have any added benefit. Some of us have used minoxidil (Rogaine) with mixed results.
Remember that many cisgender women have thinning or receding hairlines as well.

Managing hair loss can involve using wigs, hairpieces, head wraps, bands, or hats, or it
can involve any one of a number of procedures. Hair systems usually involve a wig made of
real human hair, which is bonded to the scalp using a special adhesive. These systems need
to be periodically adjusted and refastened. Surgeries can include scalp advance, where
the scalp is incised and stretched forward with an island of skin being removed, or it can
involve transplants of individual hairs or blocks of hair. Hair transplants generally involve
taking a strip-like graft from the back of the head, stretching the two open ends together
and sewing them in place, and then using the graft hair for a strand-by-strand replacement.
As with facial hair removal, scalp hair procedures require that they be done correctly. Be
wary of discounted procedures or cutting corners to avoid unfavorable results.

Trans men may notice the onset of male pattern baldness when starting testosterone.
For some of us, this can be quite dramatic, and we may lose most of our hair very quickly.
For others, it may happen after a number of years on testosterone. In general, the older we
are when we start taking testosterone, the more likely we are to see balding more quickly,
because we are closer to the normal age that other men start to go bald. Trans men have
similar options to cis men for dealing with undesired scalp hair loss. Medications like
finasteride or dutasteride can help to block the conversion of testosterone to dihydrotestos-
terone (DHT) in the hair follicles, and therefore decrease hair loss. Minoxidil (Rogaine)
is also helpful for some of us. Acceptance can be key to dealing with hair loss. Many cis-
gender men experience scalp hair loss and find ways to cut their hair (or shave their heads)
that make them feel attractive.

Makeup

Many trans women begin using makeup with transition. We may do this to enhance our
feminine appearance or to play around with colors and shades. For some of us, this is a
very new experience and can be daunting at first if we have not seen others apply makeup
up close. This is the case for many cisgender women as well if they did not grow up in
households where makeup was used and would like to start using it.

Trans community members often share makeup tips and even create video tutorials
online. Mistakes we often make when first starting to use makeup include putting on
too much or choosing bright colors, rather than those that match our skin, eyelashes,
and lips.

Nonmedical Body Modification
There are many ways that we can change the presentation of our bodies to make them
look more or less masculine or feminine without medical or surgical interventions.
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The Web site Transguys
publishes in-depth discussions
of different types of packers,
binders, and stand-to-pee
devices.

To share information on
tucking, check out the Yahoo
Group theartoftucking.

132

We can modify the appearance of our chest and genitals by using a range of wearable
accessories.

PACKING

Packing refers to putting things in the crotch of our pants to create the outward appear-
ance of a penis and testicles. This look can be achieved in a variety of ways. A folded pair
of socks or a condom filled with hair gel (or a similar substance), can create the profile we
are looking for, and there are also products specifically made for this purpose. Packers
or packeys are made out of silicone or other materials that simulate the look and feel of
a nonerect penis and testicles. Packers can be worn with tight-fitting underwear, a jock
strap, or a special harness made for them, which is different from a harness used to hold a
dildo in place during sex (“strap on.”)

There are two types of packing: hard packing and soft packing. Soft packing is
meant to give the impression of flaccid genitals, and soft packers are typically not
suitable for penetration. Hard packers, on the other hand, are erect and capable of
penetration. We may choose hard packers for visual eroticism or if we intend to have
sex later. There are a growing number of “dual-use” packers that offer both wearability
and function.

To wash packers, many people just use soap and water. If a packer is used for sex, it
should be cleaned appropriately according to what material it is made from. See Chapter 17
for more information on cleaning sex toys.

STAND-TO-PEE DEVICES

A stand-to-pee (STP) device is a tube with an upturned curved opening that can be placed
against or underneath the urethra. Urinating into the opening directs fluid away from the
body and out the other end of the STP device in front of us.

Some packers are designed, or can be modified, to allow the wearer to urinate
through them while standing, and function as STPs. If you are choosing a packer that
you wish to modify, look for an option that has a wide base through which a hole can
be cut.

There are also many other, nonwearable STP options that can be used in settings
where standing to pee, not visual presentation of a functional penis, is all that is desired.
Many camping and outdoor supply stores—as well as vendors at many music festivals—
sell STP devices that are easy to clean and carry. Some are disposable. STPs may be used
by a variety of people for a number of reasons, such as dirty bathrooms, lack of privacy,
or no available bathrooms.

It can take some practice to get the hang of using an STP device. Be sure to spend
some time practicing at home before taking your new accessory out into the world, espe-
cially if you are planning to use it in a public men’s room. Also consider how to transport
and clean your device on the go if it is not part of a wearable packer.

TUCKING
Tucking is a practice that helps create a more feminine-appearing profile. This is most
often done by curving the penis between the legs toward the anus, and pushing the tes-
ticles up into the inguinal canals, the cavities through which the testicles descend from
the abdomen to the outside of the body. To find your inguinal canals, start with one side
of your body. Take a finger and push your testicle aside while lifting the finger up toward
your body. You should hit an area of skin where your finger can push into your body just
slightly. That is the entrance to your inguinal canal on that side.

When tucking, once everything is in its tucked position, some of us use medical
tape to keep things in place. Duct tape can cause skin reactions and irritation. Most of us
choose to shave the area where tape is used, as this makes the tape stick better and makes
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Tucking (kd diamond).

it more comfortable to remove the tape. Snug-fitting underwear adds an extra layer of
security and creates a smoother profile. Special undergarments, known as gaffs and dance
belts, can also be used to keep everything in place when tucking. Gaffs are specifically
designed for this purpose, and more easily obtained online, while dance belts—designed
to provide comfort and reduce the visibility of external genitalia for cisgender men—are
available from many theater and dance shops.

NONSURGICAL BREAST ENHANCEMENT

By wearing a bra and stuffing the cups, many of us are able to create the appearance of
larger breasts. Some of us use easily obtainable household materials such as socks or
tissue, or fill water balloons with birdseed, hair gel, or similar materials. Padded bras are
available at most stores that sell bras, and they can help provide a smoother shape under
clothing. Breast forms, also called cutlets or jellies, are different materials molded into the
shape of breasts. These are often used to fill out bras, but some are designed to be attached
to the skin with adhesive and may be worn without a bra. Breast forms are available in
costume, theatre, and dance supply shops, through online retailers, and at lingerie and
underwear shops catering to cisgender women.

BINDING
Binding is a method of compressing breast tissue to achieve a flatter chest profile.
Depending on the size of our chest, there are several options that we can use to achieve
this. Athletic gear such as sports bras or compression shirts can often be effective. Some
people use elastic bandages (commonly known as ACE bandages), although these can
sometimes cut off circulation if they are too tight. While it is tempting to bind as tightly
as possible to create as flat a chest as possible, it is important to make sure you can still
comfortably breathe when binding to avoid health problems.

There are also special garments, called binders, made for both trans and cisgender
men with unwanted breast tissue. These binders are very effective, even for those of us
with large breasts. They can be purchased online and from some medical supply shops.

Social Transition
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BINDING

Hudson is the author of ftmguide.org, a comprehensive information site for
trans men and their loved ones, established in 2004.

The term “binding” refers to the process of flattening one’s breast tissue

in order to create a male-appearing chest. There is no “one-size-fits all”
binding method because everyone is shaped differently, and we all have
different levels of comfort with our bodies. Some trans guys don’t bind

at all. Some slump or hunch over to hide their chests (which can be very
effective but can also cause posture problems over time). Some use different
methods of layering clothing to help hide their chests. Some bind only on
certain occasions; others bind all the time.

Binding (kd diamond).

A few binding methods you might consider: layering of shirts; Neoprene
waist/abdominal trimmers or back support devices; athletic compression
shirts; chest binders/medical compression shirts; or new products designed specifically for FTM binding. Perhaps ironically, it can
sometimes be helpful to know your bra and cup size when comparing notes with other trans men on binding solutions. For information
about how to calculate this, see ftmguide.org.

Use caution and common sense when binding—if it hurts, cuts your skin, or prevents you from breathing, it is too tight. In the past,
trans guys relied on do-it-yourself (DIY) binding solutions because there weren’t any ready-made products available to suit the purpose.
Some of these DIY binding methods (like wrapping yourself in Ace bandages or duct tape) are easily accessible, but they aren’t very
good for your body, and can even cause serious injury. If you can avoid it, don’t use tape to bind, especially directly on your skin, as it
may cut you, cause painful rashes, and pull off layers of skin and hair when removed. It also tends to be too rigid, making it difficult to
breathe and move.

Buy the size binder that correlates to your physical measurements. Binders are already designed to be very tight when they fit
properly—buying a size too small will be so tight that it may cause severe discomfort or injury. Give yourself a break from binding!
The compression on your skin and body from a binder is a lot to take, so don’t bind all day and all night. And when you begin
binding, start with just a few hours at a time to let your body get used to it. If a binder’s material doesn’t breathe or wick away sweat,
you can end up with sores or rashes on your skin. One way to minimize this risk is to apply a nonirritating body powder to your skin
before binding. Another is to wear a thin undershirt beneath your binder that is made of fabric that wicks away sweat. Keep your
binders clean.

You might find that the binder you choose tends to roll up in certain areas, particularly around the waist. If this is a problem for you, try sewing
an extra length of fabric all the way around the bottom of the binder, and tuck that extra material snugly into your pants. If you find that you have
areas of chafing or bulging around the armpit area, you might want to try trimming or otherwise altering that area with a needle and thread. You
can often find inexpensive solutions, such as Spandex, Lycra, Velcro, and other materials at your local fabric store, using trial and error to make
alterations that suit your specific frame. If you are not handy with a needle and thread, check your local community for a friendly tailor or costume
maker who might be able to help you custom fit your binder, or even make a binder from scratch to fit you perfectly.

Finally, if a binder doesn’t work well for you, consider donating it or selling it to another trans man who might have better luck with it.

FACIAL AND BODY HAIR REMOVAL

Facial hair removal can be one of the most difficult components of physical transition.
A minority of transgender women have sparse facial hair. However, many of us desire
some degree of hair removal. Facial hair will slow with estrogen treatment and testos-
terone blockade. For some it will be slow and thin enough that we are able to avoid ex-
tensive hair removal procedures and perhaps need to shave only every couple of days.
Plenty of cisgender women have to deal with unwanted facial hair, and many cisgender
women have to regularly shave. Like most things in transition, it is important to con-
sider that all women face internal and external pressures on their bodies and physical
appearances.

Most creams, depilatories, and other methods of facial hair removal designed for
cisgender women will not work for transgender women. These products are designed to
remove the “peach fuzz” (known as villous hair) on cisgender women’s faces. Removing
the thicker (terminal) hair on trans women’s faces requires a different approach. Using a
method designed for villous hair can even cause injury. Most trans women will either seek
electrolysis, laser hair removal, or some combination of the two.
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Electrolysis (kd diamond).

Electrolysis involves inserting a needle-shaped probe into the hair follicle and then
using electricity or heat to permanently kill the hair root. The process is slow and painful,
but it is permanent. Because of multiple follicles, individual hairs may require several
passes until they are gone. We may need as little as 20 or as many as 200 hours of electrol-
ysis to clear our face and be free of shaving. It is a good idea to ask a provider to prescribe
an oral pain medicine containing a narcotic as well as a topical anesthetic cream when
going through electrolysis. In some cases we may be able to find a hair removal facility
where an on-site provider gives anesthetic injections into the face to numb certain areas
before electrolysis is performed.

“I have done about 75 hours of facial electrolysis, resulting in the removal of
about two-thirds of my beard. The cost so far is almost US$4,000.”

“I am currently doing electrolysis in the genital area to prepare for GRS. I am
also doing electrolysis on my face to remove a few new dark hairs. I expect to
spend $2,000 on electrolysis.”

Another option for removing facial hair is laser hair reduction. It has not been approved by
the FDA as a method of permanent hair removal, but it does cause hair reduction. Laser
therapy involves using a focused beam of high-energy light whose frequency is “tuned” to
the color of the pigments in hair. Because of this, only the pigments receive the light and the
surrounding skin and tissues are not affected. When the pigment receives this high-energy
light, it rapidly heats and then explodes. Because the laser probe covers more area than an
electrolysis probe (about one-half square inch), laser sessions are quicker than electrolysis.
Laser can also bring about dramatic results, though there will be some regrowth within
a few weeks and many people require ongoing maintenance treatments. Because laser is
“tuned” to the colors of dark hairs, people with dark skin or light facial hair are not good
laser candidates. Luckily, many people with blonde or red facial hair may not require facial
hair removal if they do not mind shaving regularly because they will not develop a “‘shadow.”

“Am most of the way through [laser] on my face, chest and stomach. Now have
very little 5 o’clock shadow and don’t need to cake myself in foundation to feel

comfortable passing. Have currently had 7 or 8 sessions at NZ$600 per session.
[ expect to have another 2 to 3 sessions.”

“At my advanced age, most of the hair was too white to adequately kill off with
a laser, so electrolysis was my only option. The results have generally been
good, but I am still working on a few stubborn areas. The total cost has been
several thousand dollars.”

Electrolysis and laser can both leave our face red and swollen, and sometimes there
may be small areas of mild bleeding and crusting or scabs. Ice will help minimize these
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symptoms, as will tea tree oil applied liberally after the procedure. While laser can be
done on someone who is clean-shaven, electrolysis requires a couple of days’ worth of
growth so that the tip of the hair can be grasped with forceps. As such, many of us go for
electrolysis on Saturday so we can grow our hair for a day before it becomes noticeable,
and then have a day for recovery before returning to work Monday morning.

When considering electrolysis or laser hair reduction, make sure to research who
will be doing this work. You have only one face and one chance to do it properly. Home
systems and excessive discounts should raise suspicion. Proper laser removal centers in-
clude a physician medical director who oversees care, and they typically hire registered
nurses to operate the equipment. A growing number of LGBTQ health and social centers
are beginning to offer such services at a reduced cost. For example, the Mazzoni Center
in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, offers laser hair removal. Primary care providers may also
have resources for inexpensive, local trans-friendly hair removal specialists.

PRIVACY

At some point during our transition, many of us begin to desire more privacy around our
gender identity, history, or transition. Many of us have an experience of feeling like we
have spent so much time focusing on our gender that it has, in some way, taken over our
lives. Sometimes we feel tired or bored of talking about gender, or we discover that it is
no longer as important to highlight as it had once been. Some of us also shift from feeling
like it is important to talk about or disclose our trans identity, status, or experience to
feeling like it is not important to highlight. Privacy for some people may include passing
or living stealth, while for others it may mean being out in certain contexts and not others.

Being Read Correctly

Most of us would like to be seen in a way that is congruent with our internal identity. This
is sometimes called “passing,” being “read the right way,” or not being “clocked.” Many
trans people take issue with the concept of “passing,” because it puts the onus on the trans
person to prove their legitimacy (Bergman, 2009). Some of us are not read correctly on a
consistent basis and wish we were. Others of us take pleasure in looking a little different.

“By nature, I can’t pass. There’s nothing to pass as. So I just dress outrageously
and attempt to look as androgynous as possible. My hair is short, my clothes
are a punk rock mess, but I'm short and small and my face is feminine, so I'm
consistently read as female.”

“I’'m not transitioning to another gender, but rather embracing a queered gender
identity that defies categories. I am lucky that I have an uncommon name which
doesn’t carry a clear gender identity with it, and depending on which culture it is
located in, can denote different genders. I've not changed that name, but rather
happily embraced its ambiguity. In fact, I've often wondered how much my name
is connected to my gender dysphoria. I certainly hope it is connected, as it is a
great name and I much like where I am with my own identity.”

Many of us go through some combination of social, medical, and surgical transitions,
changing the way we look, how we behave, and how we interact with others. When we
are read correctly, it can make life much easier. Being read correctly is not necessarily
the same thing as being stealth. Those of us who are read correctly may be open with
many people about our transition history, but we have the option not to talk about it until
it comes up naturally, over the course of a conversation or friendship.

Living Stealth

“Stealth” is a common term used to describe the experience of living privately
post-transition. Some of us prefer the word “private,” feeling that “stealth” has a quality of
sneaking around, or getting away with doing something wrong.
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The decision to live privately as a trans person is different for each of us. For most
of us, every use of the right pronoun and name is an affirmation of our identity. If
we choose not to tell people how we got there, that does not necessarily mean we are
ashamed of being trans. It may simply mean that we are living our lives the way we
have chosen.

“I no longer feel the need to tell everyone about my past. If they figure it out,
I really don’t care, but I'm more concerned with the present.”

For some of us, living stealth may be motivated by the desire for privacy, job or family
security, or physical safety. It may be an opportunity to recharge our batteries and live
without needing to constantly explain ourselves. Many of us get tired of giving the same
answers to the same questions, over and over, as time goes by.

Others of us reach the opposite conclusion, wanting to help bridge the gulf of under-
standing. Mainstream cultural beliefs about “transness” are so far off the mark that some
of us want to be out and visible everywhere we go, to put a face on what “trans” does and
does not mean.

“I’'m through with addressing the subject in subtle, hushed tones. Give
me a damn megaphone and a soapbox, and I'll parade through the streets
screaming it.”

Some of us want to be out, while others desire privacy. Those of us who were activists at
the beginning of our transitions may desire more privacy over time. Some of us who desire
privacy find that over time we want to focus on activism again. We may come to realize
that we just needed a “breather,” to regain our peace of mind and inner resources after
spending so much energy on our early transition processes. Many of us donate our time or
money to community organizations and choose not to use our own workplace or personal
life as an arena for trans activism.

THE SHOWER

Nyah Harwood is a queer trans woman. She lives in Cairns, Australia. She is currently engaged in her honors year in cultural studies
at Southern Cross University. Her research examines the biopolitics of administrative classifications of sex and gender in Australia.
Her interests are strongly focused on critical trans politics and trans feminism, as well as antioppression, harm reduction, and sex work
politics.

My housemates don’t know that I am trans. At least, I haven’t “come out” to them. I make a point of raising my voice just that little bit
higher when I'm talking to them. I walk around the house with my chest poked just that little bit further out. I hold my head up high, but
low enough to hide my Adam’s apple. As much as I pride myself on gender fucking and confusing people, I am constrained by my need to
protect myself.

I am standing naked in the bathroom of my house, waiting for the shower to warm up. The doorknob turns, and the door opens. I realize
I forgot to lock the door. I can see my housemate standing in the doorway and she can see me. I don’t think anything of it at first, but then,
suddenly, internalized cissexism kick-starts my shame and I realize once again not just that I am naked but also what my body means.

In this moment, as all around the world gender wreaks violent havoc on unknowing, unwilling bodies, my trans body materializes that
violence in my bathroom for my housemate to see. “Welcome to the world of nonnormative gender!”

I am situated in a space between knowing and feeling—I feel shame, though I know I shouldn’t. It’s a familiar feeling, once again—
the tensing of my muscles, the flushing of my face, the nervousness. I panic. As if through instinct, my arms tense and my hands move
together down toward my crotch to hide my penis, leaving only my estrogenated breasts visible. That’s right, I remember now: I am a
liability.

My housemate and I say an awkward “oops.” The door shuts as quickly as it was opened, and we go back to our business. But I can’t
simply return. I feel illegitimate. I want to explain myself to others. To warn them even: “My body is a fucking weapon.” I keep telling
myself how fucking transgressive I am; but a moment later I am crying from the shame I feel. I am the embodiment of a constant tension
between legitimacy and illegitimacy, invisibility and transgression, and the potential ridicule, violence, or death that comes with being
“seen,” or not being seen at all.
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Challenges to Keeping Our Privacy

There are practical reasons that living completely privately may not be a realistic goal.
The power of the Internet, coupled with post-9/11 security laws, makes it impossible to
live with certainty that our old legal identity is permanently inaccessible to others.

Even for those of us who are long into a physical transition and living privately,
events such as looking for a new job can lead others to discover our gender histories.
A background check, listing references on a resume, listing schools we attended—any
of these may lead a prospective employer to our old identity. We can ask references to
respect our transition and use our new name and preferred pronoun, choosing to drop
from our resume those who refuse or are unreliable, and we may be able to get our
school transcripts changed to reflect our new identity. However, none of these strate-
gies is foolproof.

When someone misreads our gender, or identifies us as trans, it can be easy to beat
ourselves up, thinking that we should be better at being who we are, or to feel anxious
about what that misreading means. Knowing where those judgments are coming from and
balancing what it takes to feel good while avoiding putting too much pressure on ourselves
can be tricky. It is easy to set up an unattainable goal of passing all of the time.

Online Privacy

It can be challenging to completely eliminate our online presence. Any information about
our past that appears online—from news stories that identify us as a particular gender
to public records of our name changes to blog posts and social media sites—is archived
somewhere and may be accessible to others. Our digital footprints are increasingly dif-
ficult to erase, and the dense connections between friends, family, and colleagues online
can blur the boundaries between these groups, providing opportunities for accidental dis-
closure to those we would prefer not to tell. There are a few things we can do to secure our
online privacy as much as possible:

e Consider using a pseudonym, nickname, or other unofficial name online.
While those who know us in real life may have access to these sites, this
will ensure that we are not “searchable” by potential employers, colleagues,
or college admission officers with whom we do not choose to share this
information. There are many examples of successful individuals who have built
strong online communities, brands, and careers using a name that is not their
own. However, be aware that once you have built a community or presence
with a pseudonym, it is possible that it may be difficult to reconcile this
with your real name later on. For example, some important contacts may not
recognize your real name.

e Understand and use the privacy settings on social networks. Most social networks
allow us to restrict access to our accounts, entirely, to the general public, or to
specific groups of people who can see certain types of information. Know what you
are sharing, who can see it, and consider the potential risks if all of the information
were to become public. Once information is put online, it can be easily shared with
others, either intentionally or accidentally.

*  Monitor your online reputation. Conduct online searches for your name(s) on
a regular basis. It is unlikely that you will be able to have everyone remove
information you do not like, but knowing what is out there can be helpful in
knowing how to discuss the information with others who are likely to look
you up.

As trans people, we take many different approaches to privacy in our lives. Some of us live

completely stealth, while others of us are open as much as possible about our identities.
Most of us fall somewhere in between. Whether we choose to live more private or more
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open lives, we all struggle with making sure that we have as much control as possible over
how we do this.

Transitioning as a Public Process
The people we see on the street every day and at work and school are going to notice over
time if we begin living in a new gender role. For those of us who choose to transition to
live full-time in a new gender, our transition becomes a public process unless we leave
everything we know behind.

Many of us who physically transition desire privacy but are remaining in the same
communities. This can lead to a longing to just “be,” to find groups and spaces where the
transition is not an automatic focus.

“So many people already know that I think most people that I meet are likely to
find out rather quickly. It has made me long for a masculine space where no one
knows. A separate group of guy friends I can be stealth with.”

People are going to have different reactions to our transition. Some may be confused or
even hostile, while others may be accepting but afraid to bring it up. We may try out living
in our new gender by dressing in it at first only when going on trips out of town or to places
where we are not known.

Most of us go through gradual changes and live in a gray area for some time,
where sometimes we are recognized in our affirmed gender and sometimes we are not.
If we remain in our communities, we often have to deal with them knowing our past.
However, we also have the benefit of being near people who (hopefully) love, support,
and nurture us.

LEARNING NEW GENDER RULES

One area of transitioning that can be particularly bewildering for many of us is dealing
with the new stereotypes and expectations that come with living in our affirmed gender.
Some of us welcome the changes. However, these changes can also be confusing and sur-
prising. Acting the same way we have always acted may be read very differently now than
it was when we were living as our birth-assigned gender.

Some arenas in which we may run into gendered expectations include social situa-
tions with colleagues or friend groups and dating situations. Rules govern how men and
women interact in public spaces. Some are more obvious, such as rules about holding
doors and shaking hands. Others are more subtle. Men are typically expected to be more
aggressive and women less so. It is easier for women to come off as pushy than it is for
men. Women are expected to smile more. Women can generally smile at or wave at young
children, while men may be suspect for this behavior.

Groups of men and groups of women may act differently when they are alone. We are
sometimes surprised or shocked to find out what happens in groups that we had not been
a part of until now.

“Man talk was a very strange discovery. Men do not talk the same way if
there are any female people in the room, but as soon as women leave the
room there is a strange shift in the tone, the body language, the subject of
conversation.”

“Men act different when they are in a group without women around. Men also
tend to ‘give each other a hard time’ and it is seen as affection. I had to learn to
not take verbal jokes to me so seriously and instead of getting my feelings hurt
Jjust make sure I laughed it off and had a good comeback.”

“It’s been a lot easier than I thought making friends with other women and
being more socially active with them.”
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“I attended a Men’s only recovery group and I was amazed at how much these
men talked about their feelings. They also talked about feeling oppressed by
society by being told they had to be a good provider financially, be good with
tools, and that they should not show fear. Outside of that very emotional group
they went right back to ‘being guys.’ Talking about cars, women, hunting, etc.”

There are often things people expect us to know by virtue of being a man or a woman.

“When I was female, and throughout the gray area, I always had friends cut my
hair, because if I went somewhere and got it cut it was always too girly. I went
to a barbershop as a guy for the first time a few months ago and they asked me,
‘How do you usually tell the barber to cut it?’ I had no idea. I didn’t even know
the kind of language I was supposed to use, and I felt even more awkward be-
cause I knew that most men have this as part of their cultural knowledge from
very early on.”

“As a single mother, nothing I did was ever good enough and I was treated like
shit for having bred at such a young age. As a single dad, I'm a hero and it’s so
awesome that I'm there for the kid.”

“It is often frustrating being pigeon-holed and misunderstood because everyone
in our culture expects certain traits from women that I am hard-pressed to
exhibit. I realize this speaks more to culture than to my transgenderedness but
still, it constrains. Perhaps it is more of a plain feminist issue.”

“Being seen socially as male is strange occasionally because I am now viewed
as an automatic expert in certain areas based on my age and gender, and all of
a sudden no longer an assumed expert in matching colors of rooms to curtains
or advising about fashion. Yet somehow in all this gender changing I kept my
knowledge of proper color combinations and cooking and didn’t get the manual
on cars, electronics, small appliances, and plumbing. Is there someone I can
trade with? Someone out there who desperately wants the book on cooking

and fashion and can trade for the car/electronics/repair manual I seem to

have lost?”

The way we flirt with others and they flirt with us may change.

“The unforeseen was to have men open doors for me or stare at my breasts
while talking to me. That took a little to get used to.”

Our sexuality is sometimes perceived differently by others depending on our gender pres-
entation. Trans men are often perceived as gay because they may have more stereotypi-
cally feminine hand gestures or vocal inflections.

“Social interactions as a guy are strange. Generally I think I am accepted as a
gay guy within straight male spaces—straight bars, bathrooms, etc.—which is
fine with me and makes being different a little easier.”

The existence of stereotypical gender roles does not mean that we need to fulfill all those
expectations. In fact, very few people do. As trans people, we have many different ideas
about gender roles, how we want to be treated as gendered beings, and what gender jus-
tice looks like to us. Identify for yourself your sense of what people are projecting onto
you about your gender and how they expect you to act because of it. Evaluate your values
and ethics around gender equality and try on different ways of being in your new gender.
Figure out how to be your best self in your gender and how to be yourself in a way that is
in line with your values and visions for how the world should treat people of all genders.
Find other people who are wrestling with similar questions, challenge expectations of
your gender that you do not accept, and celebrate the aspects of your gender presentation
and experience that you love most.
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TRANS PEOPLE AND PRISON

Colby Lenz, a volunteer organizer for the California Coalition for
Women Prisoners (CCWP), provides an introduction to incarcera-
tion in trans communities.

Who is in prison? People whose genders do not conform to fixed
gender categories are targeted by police and state violence and
overly represented in jails, prisons, detention centers, mental health
lock-ups, and all kinds of youth lock-ups. I use the term “lock-ups”
here to describe this range of systems that cage people.

Why are so many transgender and gender-variant people
locked up? Transgender, gender-variant, and intersex people,
especially poor people and people of color, face discrimination
from early on in life and have significantly decreased chances of

avoiding cycles of poverty and incarceration. Facing discrimina- Colby (second from the right, holding microphone).

tion, transgender people are pushed out of legal economies. In

the United States, criminal punishment systems masquerade as

solutions to violence, poverty, addiction, and illness but only add violence, addiction, poverty, and illness. Many gender nonconforming
youth are pushed onto the streets or into out-of-home care or youth lock-ups because of discrimination, violence, and a lack of family
support.

What is the impact on people’s lives inside and outside of these lock-ups? Transgender and gender-variant people trying to survive
in lock-ups face increased violence and severe neglect. Because most of these systems are sex segregated, transgender people whose
genders don’t match their birth sex are often denied access to services or do get access—only to face more harassment and violence.
Transgender and gender-variant people in lock-ups face more time in segregation, whether by outright discrimination or as a violent form
of “protection.” Transgender people in lock-ups face early illness and death because they lack access to health care or are outright denied
health care. People in lock-ups continue to fight for access to hormones and other transgender health care needs. People struggle for access
to clothes that fit their gender and permission to wear them (i.e., boxers, bras). Transgender people are also made more vulnerable to harm
and death because of the lack of protection from violence in lock-ups, including sexual violence. Official protections do little to increase
safety for transgender people since guards often commit or instigate the violence.

How can we fight against lock-ups? For those living outside of lock-ups, we see our community members constantly ripped away from
our communities. Because transgender people are so heavily policed and incarcerated, organizing against this policing and incarceration is
all the more complicated. Despite these challenges (and many more), our communities continue to rise and survive! We don’t need more
cages; we need real resources and opportunities—to heal and to thrive, and to build power together to end poverty, violence, and all kinds
of incarceration. For examples of organizations led by people who have survived time locked-up and fighting for collective liberation,
see the Transgender Gender Variant Intersex Justice Project (TGIJP), the Sylvia Rivera Law Project (SRLP), Black & Pink, CCWP, and
BreakOUT!

WHEN OUR IDENTITIES CHANGE

Not all trans identities are static. Some are, of course—when some of us transition, that is
it: We settle into our gender identity, and it remains fairly stable throughout our lives. For
many people, though, gender is more of a constant, evolving identity. We might find that,
even after what we thought was a “complete” transition, there are parts of our identity that
are still shifting. Perhaps these are small things—changes in the range of appearance,
style, or activities we feel comfortable embracing as part of our gender expression. Or
perhaps they are larger, more substantive changes in our gender identity itself. If you find
your gender identity shifting, allow yourself the space and freedom you need to try to un-
derstand your evolving gender identity.

When gender identities shift after an initial transition, many of us begin to question
why we feel the way we do. We may echo the negative feedback we have received from
others, asking ourselves whether others were right all along, or whether we are just con-
fused. However, there is no limit on the number of times we are allowed to reevaluate our
identities, rethink how we would like to be perceived, or reinvent ourselves.

It may also be the case that our particular gender identity just shifts over time. This is
OK. Recognizing these shifts and nuances will help us to more authentically be ourselves.
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It can be helpful to look at other people in our lives to see how their gender identities
or presentations change over time. Many cisgender people shift their gender presentation
over time—it is a normal part of growing into being who we are. Remember that gender is
only one piece of our whole selves—our community, our economic situation, our relation-
ships, and our family can also play a role in shaping the range of identities, opportunities,
and expressions we choose.

People who transition multiple times might use different words to describe their expe-
riences. Some might identify as transgender, gender-variant, or gender nonconforming.
Others will not. Some of us use words like “detransition,” “peel,” “retransition,” or “tran-
sition again” to describe our experiences.

If you are a person who has transitioned and are now having new and complicated
questions and thoughts about your gender identity, try to find a supportive person in your
community who can help you work through these questions.

The yahoo group No Going If you have someone in your life who is facing these questions, find ways to sup-
Back provides support to port and understand them. Sometimes people want to ask us questions about our medical
those of us who transition status, like “Do you regret going on hormones or having surgery?” Trans people have

multiple times. many different identities, needs, experiences, and body configurations. A change in our

gender identity or expression does not necessarily mean we are unhappy with the changes
we have made so far. Regret is not the only (or even the main) reason we may continue to
question or change our identity after transitioning.

INTERVIEW WITH KRYS SHELLEY
Krys Shelley is 30 years old and lives in Los Angeles, California.

Colby Lenz: What was your experience in a women’s prison as
someone who doesn’t fit gender stereotypes?

Krys Shelley: Well, the first thing they do when you get to
prison is strip search you and force you to wear a dress that’s like
a gown your grandma might wear. I found that so humiliating and
discriminating. You have to get naked and then wear that dress
for hours. Then later, if your room got seriously searched, even
if you weren’t the main focus, they forced you back into a dress
and cuffed you. And if you weren’t in compliance by wearing that
dress, they would attack you more. Even if you meant no disre-

spect, you were just so uncomfortable.

‘We were fighting to change this before I left Valley State Prison Krys (front center, holding banner) leading the march.
for Women, but the fight ended when they crowded everyone from
that prison into the women'’s prison across the street. They would
also make us wear women'’s underwear and cone bras. We were fighting to be able to wear boxers and sports bras, because they don’t
accommodate people who are different, only who they decide a “woman” is or should be.

Colby: How did the guards and other staff in prison treat you?

Krys: I definitely faced more discrimination because I look different. I was seen as a man and so they treated me like a man in terms of
how aggressive they were. Basically the guards would get away with whatever they could, like saying something stupid about my gender
to try to get me to react. The harassment I faced was more verbal than physical, but it did get physical more than once. The guards attacked
me because they read me as aggressive because I look masculine, and I think they were threatened by me. They messed with me because
of the way I dress, my physical appearance, because of the way I choose to be. Just like the real world, they mess with you out there and in
prison; it’s just more intense in there because they can legally do it.

Colby: How did you and other gender nonconforming people you know support each other in prison?

Krys: People definitely organized and supported each other, but of course we weren’t always united. One thing we did was file
complaints about harassment. We tried to file those as class actions, but the prison system changed the policy to block us from doing this.
We also had a Two-Spirit Circle for people with nonconforming gender or people who identified as male or having a lot of masculinity.

We would get together and talk about problems we were having. People were equal in the circle but one person organized and united

us. We all respected each other and talked with each other and not at each other. It helped us survive in there.
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SELF-CARE AND SELF-EFFICACY

As we struggle to keep up in our daily lives, it is easy to forget to take care of ourselves.
This is an important part of life, and during a transition, it can be particularly vital to
make a habit of practicing good self-care. Even in the best of circumstances, a transition
means a lot of upheaval and change in our lives. Remember to spend time doing things
that make you feel good, and that are good for you. See Chapters 5 and 14 for more in-
formation on self-care.

The flip side of self-care is self-efficacy. This term means remembering that we are
able to affect the world around us. It can be easy for some of us to develop a sense of vic-
timhood or carrying a burden that we did not ask for. The world can be a hard place for us
to navigate, and while self-focused habits and routines are an important part of a healthy
life, it can be incredibly powerful to take control of other parts of our lives as well. We can
make good things happen, for ourselves and others.

Nurturing Our Interests and Passions

As trans people, we often spend much of our time, especially while actively transitioning,
thinking about transition and focusing on gender. However, we all have other parts of our-
selves that are not directly related to our gender identity or experience.

Some communities we are involved in include artistic communities such as visual art,
dance, music, performance art, DJ-ing, and filmmaking; political and activist communi-
ties that pursue social change; cultural communities based on our cultural experiences;
professional associations and networks; and activity groups, like reading or knitting
groups. We may be interested in assisting with our local senatorial race campaign, doing
HIV and STI prevention work in our community, or joining an area coalition of femi-
nists who support women’s rights. We may be interested in silent films, spoken word, or
our local music scene. Whatever our interests are, nurturing them can offer potential for
meeting caring and supportive people.

“My community life is not as rich as it has been at other times in my life, be-
cause I'm a middle-aged college professor with two kids, one a babe in arms,
and I don’t get out at night as much as I would like. Still I have a number of
sustaining friendships that fill a community function for me. Many of these have
academic origins, oddly—people I've met through queer theoretical networks,
or at my local LGBT historical society. And many of these people are busy
middle-aged professionals like me. When [ see them, it’s at work-related events
more often than not, and the rest of the time my contact with them is online or
on the phone. Earlier in my life I was a very active member of an SM/leather
community in San Francisco that overlapped with a genderqueer/trans com-
munity. That scene was very different! It couldn’t have been more embodied
and fleshy—it was fabulous, challenging, scintillating with the excitement of
self-creation and the joy of discovering expansive possibilities.”

For some people, being out as transgender or gender nonconforming is essential to their
participation in other communities, while for others, their trans status may not feel con-
nected or relevant. There is no “right” way to be trans, and there are no rules about
whether, or how, to disclose our gender identity. Making the decision that is right for us in
building the types of relationships we want to build is most important.

Finding Trans Community

The past decade has seen an explosion in the number and variety of resources that are
available for trans people in the United States, both regionally and nationally. While it
is certainly true that our access to other trans people varies widely based on where we
live—it might be a few stops on the train or hundreds of miles by bus or car—there
are more options out there than there have ever been for connecting with other trans
people.
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The Transgender Housing
Network (transhousingnet-
work.com) is a temporary
housing network intended to
connect trans people in need
with safe and supportive places
to crash.

Trans groups in the Midwest
include the Bloomington TG
Group, Central Illinois Gender
Society, City of the Lakes
Crossgender Community,
FORGE, Genderqueer
Chicago, Genderwork Chicago,
Illinois Gender Advocates,
K-Step, Midwest Trans* &
Queer Wellness Initiative,
Minnesota Transgender Health
Coalition, Sienna—Louisville
Transgender Social Outreach
& Support, Southern Illinois
Transgender, St. Louis
Transgender, The Twofold
Group, TransCollaborations,
Transgender Michigan, and
TransOhio.
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Eli Conley (copyright Portraits to the People).

Trans social groups offer support in transition and in the day-to-day issues that come up
as a trans person. They may also give us a chance to engage in activism to address transpho-
bia and advocacy to get the kinds of care and resources that we need. Support groups may
allow us to channel our creativity through balls, parties, pageants, and art shows. Finding
a group that fits our particular needs may take a little time, but it can also be a rewarding
experience that helps us build a community that includes people with shared experiences.
Some people find this to be an indispensable part of their trans experience, while it is less
meaningful to others. As with everything else, it is important to spend time figuring out
what types of social support we need so that we are more able to find the best resources.

Trans groups and organizations take many forms. Some are gender-specific (trans
women, trans men, gender-variant/genderqueer people); some are for specific identities
or experiences (trans people of color, Two-Spirit people, trans people with disabilities,

Trans Bodies, Trans Selves Seattle Forum (photo by Ish Ishmael).
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trans parents); and some are a mix of everything. There are also many groups specifically
for young people, such as Queer Youth Seattle, the Transgender Youth Drop-In Center
(Chicago), and the Attic Youth Center (Philadelphia). There are online support groups,
like Laura’s place; local and regional groups, like Tri-Ess chapters around the United
States, TransGuyzPDX in Portland, Oregon, TransJustice at the Audre Lorde Project in
New York City, Trans & Friends Transitionz by Feminist Outlawz in Atlanta, Georgia;
state-wide organizing groups, like the Connecticut Trans Advocacy Coalition; national
groups like the National Center for Transgender Equality; and annual events and con-
ferences, like Gender Odyssey in Seattle and the Philadelphia Trans Health Conference.

There are also many groups and organizations that serve specific communities
within the larger trans community. Groups like the Transgender Justice in Prison Group
and Hearts on a Wire provide support for trans people who are currently or formerly
incarcerated, through letter-writing, advocacy, and policy work. Organizations like
Southerners on New Ground (SONG) in the South and GenderJustice in Los Angeles
offer space for multiissue community organizing. Many HIV/AIDS service organiza-
tions throughout the country have specific programs for transgender and gender noncon-
forming people that address HIV prevention, as well as related social and political issues.

Finding a group that is right for you might take a couple of tries. Perhaps the discus-
sion is not quite what you thought it would be, or the other participants are not exactly who
you were anticipating. Challenging yourself to continue to put yourself out there can be
a rewarding experience. If the group you attend is simply not right for you, ask someone
there if they have other ideas of places to go in your area. Try not to be discouraged if your
first visits are not exactly what you are looking for—relationships can take some time to
build. Meeting just one person you connect with is a huge success, because it will give
you a place to grow from. You might find that your supportive community comes out of
that one connection.

“I’'ve found it’s really hard to form a cohesive transgender community from
nothing. If these things don’t coalesce on their own, they tend to fall victim
to infighting and anger, possibly because trans phenomena cut across so
many other identities and intersect with so many privileges and marginaliza-
tions. That said, I find the trans and genderqueer people with whom I am
acquainted to be wonderful folks. They’re fun to hang around with and talk
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Some NorthEast trans groups
are the Audre Lorde Proj-

ect, Compass, Connecticut
TransAdvocacy, DC Area
Transmasculine Society,
Delaware Renaissance,
Gender Identity Project at the
NYC LGBT Center, Innvest-
ments Cape Cod, Metro Area
Gender Identity Connection,
Maine TransNet, Massachus-
settes Transgender Polit-

ical Coalition, New Jersey
Support Group, North East
Two Spirit Society, Northeast
Trans Women’s Alliance,
Pittsburgh Transsexual Support
Group, Spectrum Trans-
gender Group of Western

New York, Trans Maryland,
TransCentral PA, TransGender
Education Association of
Greater Washington, D.C.,
Transgender, Gender-variant,
and Intersex (TGI) Network of
Rhode Island, and TransPitt.
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Southern trans groups include
Alabama Gender Alliance,
Arkansas Transgender
Support, Atlanta Gender
Explorations, Carolina Trans-
gender Society, Coalition

for Transgender Rights in
Virginia, James River Trans-
gender Society, Louisiana
Trans Advocates, Mississippi
Transgender Alliance, North
Carolina Transgender Unity,
Northwest Arkansas Trans-
gender, Palmetto Transgender
Association, Someone Cares
of Atlanta, Southern Associa-
tion for Gender Education,
Southerners on New Ground
(SONG), TEA TIME (Trans-
people Empowerment in
Action) at AIDS Action in
Baltimore, Tennessee Trans-
gender Political Coalition,
The Tennessee Vals, T-House
Florida, Trans*Action
Florida, Transgender Center
of Houston, Transgender
Education Network of Texas,
TransGeorgia, and the Virginia
Transgender Resource and
Referral List.

In the West, check out trans
groups like Gender Alliance

of the South Sound, Gender
Identity Center of Colorado,
GenderJustice LA, Identity
LGBT Center of Alaska, Inland
Northwest LGBT Center, Kulia
Na Mamo, Montana Gender
Alliance, Northwest Gender
Alliance, Southern Arizona
Gender Alliance, TEA: Trans-
gender Education Advocates

of Utah, Transgender Resource
Center of New Mexico, Trans-
gender San Francisco, and
TransOregon.

CenterLink is an online direc-
tory of LGBTQ Community
Centers that can help you lo-
cate the Center nearest to you.

146

to and don’t generally freak out when I get radically counter-cultural in the
middle of a McDonald’s. Of course, there’s the issue: The people with whom
I am acquainted are not the only trans people out there, and often a specific
trans-centered support group draws in an older crowd with a different view
of trans issues informed by the communities of the *70s and ’80s. That view
is often incompatible with the views of trans people who came to understand
themselves in a post-queer-revolution world.”

Online social networks like Facebook, Tumblr, and Twitter offer trans people a wide
range of opportunities to connect with one another. Email lists and Yahoo/Google groups
similarly offer various ways for trans people connect with one another and share resources
and personal stories. For example, the Dina List is an email list made up of Orthodox
Jewish transgender people.

Online resource lists are useful first steps in finding current groups in our city, state,
or region. One word about online resource lists is that the Web sites they are found on are
not always kept up to date, and there is not currently one comprehensive list of all trans
support resources available in the United States.

All About Trans members with BBC Executives at the London Aquarium. All About Trans is a project in the
United Kingdom that brings media professionals and trans people together in informal settings, building
relationships and leading toward better understanding and representation.

Sports
Sports and athletics are often an important part of our lives. They can have a hugely
positive effect on us, including the health and mental health benefits of exercise; pro-
viding social community among our teammates, competitors, and fans; developing lead-
ership and collaboration skills through teamwork; and giving us opportunities to build
skills through practice, hard work, and perseverance. Because of these broad benefits, the
growth of opportunities for cisgender women to participate in sports has been linked to
their growing achievements in the workplace and society, in general. As trans people be-
come a more visible and vocal part of communities, we are asserting our right to access
sports as well.

Activism on this issue has been led by a coalition of gay, lesbian, and trans organiza-
tions, as well as by women’s athletic groups, who have experience helping create opportu-
nities for female-assigned individuals within male-dominated athletics.
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INCLUSION POLICIES

Many sports teams and organizations are beginning to develop policies around the inclu-
sion of trans athletes. These policies vary widely, based on context, age of participants,
and other factors.

Many of these policies focus on testosterone and the perceived advantages it confers
on athletes. Testosterone has been used by cisgender athletes to enhance performance.
Concerns about the long-term effects of testosterone on physical development are often
used to limit the ability of male-assigned trans individuals to participate in women’s ath-
letics. Typically, participation in women’s athletics requires antiandrogen treatments.
Concerns about female-assigned individuals using testosterone revolve around its possible
use as a performance-enhancing drug. As a result, many inclusion policies incorporate
guidelines for hormone use.

INTERNATIONAL SPORTS

The International Olympic Committee is the most recognizable international sports body
in the world. Its Medical Commission developed guidelines in 2003 to allow trans people
who have undergone physical gender transition to compete in the Olympic Games under
the following conditions:

1. They must have undergone gender reassignment surgery.

2. They must have legal recognition of their gender by their country of citizenship.

3. They must have at least two years of hormone therapy administered by medical
personnel prior to competition.

Athletes are tested only if someone calls their gender into question, and the specific results
of the test are kept confidential, beyond a confirmation or rejection of the athlete’s ability
to participate. These guidelines came into full effect at the 2004 Olympic Games and are
known as the “Stockholm Consensus.”

The Stockholm Consensus is a controversial method for determining inclusion, as it
excludes individuals who have not undergone surgical transition, which many of us do not
require or desire. It also sets the bar for hormone therapy higher than some guidelines that
have been adopted by other athletic organizations.

COLLEGE ATHLETICS
The National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) adopted a policy for inclusion of
transgender student-athletes in 2011. The policy states:

e A trans male student-athlete who has received a medical exception for treatment
with testosterone for gender transition may compete on a men’s team but is no
longer eligible to compete on a women’s team without changing the team status to a
mixed team. A mixed team is eligible only for men’s championships.

e A trans female student-athlete being treated with testosterone suppression
medication for gender transition may continue to compete on a men’s team but
may not compete on a women’s team without changing it to a mixed team status
until completing one calendar year of documented testosterone-suppression
treatment.

Individual schools have also adopted their own policies. For example, Eastern Kentucky
University adopted an inclusion policy that follows the guidelines laid out by the IOC’s
Stockholm Consensus—a policy many people find imperfect. However, the policy
also stipulates that name and pronoun choices are to be respected, regardless of what
gender the athlete competes in; that gender identity should be considered when making
locker room and hotel room assignments; and that team dress code policies should be
gender-neutral.

Social Transition

Transgender conferences are
exciting ways to meet other
people and talk about issues
important to our communi-
ties. See if you can attend
one of these: Black Transmen
Advocacy Conference, Butch
Voices, Be-All, Circles
Transgender Conference &
Retreat, Colorado Gold Rush,
Creating Change, Diva Las
Vegas, Empire Conference,
Espirit, Fantasia Fair, Femme
Conference, First Event
Boston, Gender Odyssey,
Gender Spectrum Family
Conference, Just You Week,
NOLOSE, Philadelphia Trans
Health, Southern Comfort
Conference, Texas Transgender
Nondiscrimination Summit,
The Keystone Conference,
Trans Ohio Transgender

& Ally Symposium, Trans
Youth Summit, Transcending
Boundaries, Transgender
Leadership Summit,
Transgender Lives: The
Intersection of Health & Law,
Transgender Religious Leaders
Summit, Translating Identity
Conference.

Michelle Dumaresq from
Vancouver, Canada, is a trans
downhill mountain bike com-
petitor who became licensed
to compete in the Professional
Women’s category of her sport
in 2002 after winning her first
race as a beginner the previous
year. Despite some negative
reaction from some of her
competitors early in her career,
she was allowed to keep com-
peting by the licensing body of
her sport. She quickly won the
Canada Cup and later quali-
fied for the Canadian National
Downhill Women’s Team,
attracting sponsors like Santa
Cruz Bicycles.
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The traditionally hypermascu-
line Australian surfing scene
was recently hit with a wave
of media attention regarding
Westerly Windina, formerly
known as junior surfing cham-
pion Peter Drouyn. Windina,
who went on to become a
lawyer in addition to a leg-
endary surfer, was one of

the individuals involved

in founding the competi-

tive surfing world of today,
establishing a well-known
tournament called the Stubbies
Classic and a style of competi-
tion known as “man on man.”

Keelin Godsey is an open trans man who attempted to qualify for competition in the Olympics as a member
of the Women's Track and Field Team in 2012. He decided not to pursue hormone treatment for the sake
of competition on the collegiate and international level. While he placed fifth at the qualifying trials and
ultimately did not make the Olympic team, he enjoyed a record-breaking collegiate career and became a
16-time All-American athlete. His story of struggling to compete as an open trans man landed in national
headlines, including an article in Sports lllustrated (www.gophertrackshots.com).

GAY AND LESBIAN ATHLETICS

Gay and lesbian communities often intersect with recreational sports teams, and many
national and international organizations have formed to allow gay- and lesbian-focused
teams to compete in organized competitions. Many of these organizations have adopted
policies regarding the participation of trans athletes. For example, the Federation of Gay
Games states that the gender in which an athlete competes will be dictated by their legal
documents. If our legal documents do not match our affirmed gender, we may provide
proof that we have been living as our affirmed gender for at least two years, such as a letter
from a medical doctor stating that we have been undergoing hormone treatment. However,
these policies continue to evolve, and they vary widely among different organizations.

TRANS-SPORTING OURSELVES

Christopher Henry Hinesley, EdD, is an instructor in the women’s and gender studies program and coordinates operations in the GLBT
Center at the Rochester Institute of Technology in Rochester, New York. He is also a guest instructor in the Wilson School of Education
executive leadership doctoral program at St. John Fisher College.

As an athlete, it is hard to imagine life without sports. But as a trans man, it has been a surprising challenge to reimagine sports during
and after transition. Even with a gym across from my office, it has felt a great distance from me. It’s not the inconvenience of foul
smells or inappropriate behavior in the men’s locker room that I am concerned with. I need a private or curtained shower for safety and
privacy reasons. What I have noticed while using the locker room is that most guys are self-conscious, and that they are unconsciously
performing for other guys. The locker room is the tip of the spear of masculinity, as far as I can tell.

The years I spent in women’s locker rooms were not comfortable either, but I never felt afraid. The smells and behaviors on that side
of the court were an inconvenience, but the feeling that I should not be there was constant. Keeping my head down or eyes away from the
bodies was easy enough. Tuning out the personal, for-women’s-ears-only conversations was more difficult.

Competing in basketball as a woman, with men, presented an unwanted challenge to them. Many women have written about the
frustrating mix of competition and caretaking that goes on when women compete against men. You want them to do their best. You
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want them to continue to compete with you. But you have to be aware that they are on the edge of losing it if and when you beat them. All
things considered, they are faster, stronger, and bigger because they have higher levels of testosterone in their bodies. If, as a woman on the
basketball court, I was keeping up with and sometimes beating my male counterpart, it was satisfying. It was also risky. Regardless of the
hours spent grinding it out in the weight room, I broke my arm blocking a pass thrown by a man, felt the length of my spine crack taking
hits from men, and did not have the body strength or size to take a charge without wondering about my health insurance annual maximum
coverage.

As a man, playing against men means being just another guy to pound on. The addition of the “power hormone” takes you further than
you could ever go before, and you are with people who have had access to it much longer than you. Their puberty was many years ago,
while yours is still unfolding. But you have the benefit of being hyperaware that you are “in”” and that you can expect the workout to make
you stronger. You can relax into the sense of belonging, of just being one more guy that makes mistakes and scores and goes back to work
when it’s over. But it sure would be nice to have that private shower. Even nicer if the water would get hot.

BATHROOMS
One of the trickiest public places to be a trans person is a public restroom. Whether at
work, in school, in public places like libraries, or in social settings, navigating bathrooms
can be difficult.

Many of us are concerned with the lack of privacy in a communal setting such as a
multistall bathroom. Not all bathrooms are created equal. For example, door locks may

be unreliable or absent. Some of us are nervous about being perceived as weird if we pee If you are concerned about
while sitting down in a men’s bathroom. Others of us are worried about being profiled and your safety or unsure which
harassed in women’s bathrooms. Some of us fear physical violence or denial of access if bathroom will be most com-
we are not read as the gender we are presenting as. fortable, look for a private,
There are, typically, cultural and structural differences between men’s and women’s single-occupancy bathroom. In
bathrooms. Most men’s rooms have urinals and at least one stall, while women’s rooms gen- urban areas, many smaller res-
erally only include stalls. Women’s bathrooms may be more social than men’s bathrooms. taurants and coffee shops have

single-occupancy bathrooms.
“Male bathrooms are generally areas where men simply don’t make a lot of eye

Suburban grocery chain stores
contact or linger very long, unless they’re cruising. And if they’re cruising, they

also frequently have family

are looking for someone else who meets their eyes and also lingers. Using the restrooms that offer privacy.
stalls instead of the urinals is really not a big deal, and no one else in the rest- Starbucks coffee shops typ-
room is really watching if you sit to pee.” ically have gender-neutral

“Women talk to each other in public toilets! It’s going to take me a while to get bathrooms and do not require

used to that—and first I have to stop being nervous about being caught in the
ladies’ room. I'm a ‘lady’ now, nobody minds me being there.”

that people buy something to
use them.

Bathroom Best Practices

How do we as trans and gender nonconforming people work through the anxieties that
can arise in these spaces? Different people have different “fixes.” Some trans men choose
to use a stand-to-pee (STP) device or have had surgery that allows us to pee in a urinal.
Some of us who do not pass on a regular basis, or are not feeling confident or safe about
using men’s or women’s rooms, do our best to find alternative bathroom arrangements.

“I have tried to switch to using the mixed gender (often handicap) bathroom
as a way to deal with my discomfort with going into either gendered bathroom.
I love our local queer clubs that have mixed bathrooms for everyone. That
makes the most sense to me.”

“I always use gender-neutral bathrooms if they’re available. Otherwise, I use
female ones just because, I guess, it’s easier and causes less of a stir. I use male
bathrooms sometimes if there aren’t too many people around, or if there are
long lines for the girls’ room.”

“I really would like to see more unisex bathrooms to avoid the whole silly issue.”

“Bathrooms ended up being easier than I thought; however, I do strive for those
with less traffic.”
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The Web site Safe2pee allows Some of us have developed strategies to feel more comfortable in public, communal
users to search as well as bathrooms.

add information about local ) )
restrooms “In locker rooms. . . I change in the shower stall and get in and out as fast as

I can.”

“Bathrooms are ok now. I just use the stalls in the men’s room, and that is never
an issue. Locker rooms are more difficult—I change my underwear in the bath-
room stall.”

“Bathrooms are always scary. . . But a stiff upper lip and acting like you belong
there always helps.”

“I tend to avoid public bathrooms usually, but if I have to go, I don’t use the
urinals. One thing I've found with men. . . If you're scared, they’ll know and
suspect you and look twice. If you walk in like you do this every day and don’t
really care, they won’t even notice.”

“On my campus I have scoped out every bathroom at different times during the
day to see when they are occupied the most.”

JUST MAKIN' SORE
You AW'T SOME

KINDA PERVERT!

EACUSE ME]!
You

DO
MIND/?/

STUPID
LAWS

FRoM
ARIZONA

Arizona bathroom laws (copyright 2013, Kevin Moore, www.mooretoons.com).

Some trans people rely on allies, friends, and partners to help us navigate bathrooms.

“I still use the women’s restroom in my everyday life, and because of how I look
I'won’t use a bathroom unless someone (friend, partner) is going in with me.”

“Using restrooms was awkward, but I'd go with my girlfriend. . . and she’d
stare down the women who would be gawkers or intimidating.”

“Early in my transition from female to male, I asked a friend to accompany me
into any gendered public restroom I used.”

In addition to accompanying us when appropriate or requested, allies and friends can
be sensitive to this issue by holding events and meeting friends in public places where
bathrooms are single stalls and have functionally locking doors. It is nice to have friends
who are sensitive to the nervousness and feelings of unsafety that can arise for us when
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encountering a new bathroom or using a crowded communal bathroom such as at rest
stops or airports.

Restrooms at Work

Although many employers are adopting good nondiscrimination policies, many others
are still entirely uninformed about transgender issues. When we transition or are out as
trans on the job, it is important for us to know our legal rights and also to know how we
want things to be handled. We may need to negotiate with our employer or manager, and
we should know what we want when we go to have that conversation. If an announce-
ment needs to be made about something, that announcement should come from a place of
authority so there is no room to question it. A discussion may not be necessary when we
just come into a job, or if we start our job after we have transitioned. Regardless, we have
the right to use whatever bathroom matches our gender identity.

Many workplaces have single-occupancy restrooms, which can simplify the issue
of which bathroom we should use by eliminating potential concern about the feelings of
other employees or the exposure we may feel as trans people in a multistall bathroom. In
some places, such as Washington, D.C., all single-occupancy restrooms are required to
be gender-neutral. The best practice is to ensure that single-occupancy or gender-neutral
restrooms are available for any employees who wish to use them, while also permitting
us to use the sex-segregated restrooms appropriate for our gender identities if we so
choose.

Employers may wrongly assume that we must have genital reconstructive surgery be-
fore being permitted to use the restroom that corresponds to our gender identity. However,
there is no justification for limiting bathroom access on this basis; any such rule violates
our medical privacy. Employers do not require non-trans employees to verify that they
have “typical” genitals, so it is discriminatory to apply such a rule only to transgender
employees. The current medical standards of care require a trans person to live fully as a
man or woman, including at work, in order to qualify for genital surgery, so preventing us
from using the appropriate restroom unless we have had genital surgery also undermines
our medical treatment and is directly contrary to medical standards of care.

Though many of us agree that bathrooms can feel harrowing and even dangerous at
times, many of us have also had very positive bathroom experiences.

“Going to the men’s bathroom was a really big deal to me initially, but it was
incredibly easy to get used to the experience of not getting thrown out, stared at,
questioned, or challenged.”

“Bathrooms were an issue for me when I first came out. But these days I have
no issue chatting with women or feeling comfortable in ladies’ rooms.”

“It sounds corny, but I love going into the men’s bathroom! My life
pre-transition found me always having to justify why I was using the ladies
bathroom.”

“When I was in the bathroom at the Denver International Airport after having

returned from Thailand and my sex reassignment surgery, some lady next to me
at the sink commented on the ring I got in Thailand. I knew then that I was ac-

cepted as a woman in female spaces.”

IDENTIFICATION DOCUMENTS

When we are just beginning our transition process, most of us lack official identification
documents like driver’s licenses, passports, and social security cards with gender markers
that match our gender identity and presentation. Chapter 10 includes information on how
to go about changing different identity documents, but we are often required to live as our
affirmed gender for defined periods of time before we are eligible to change these documents.

Social Transition

The Transgender Law Center’s

“Peeing in Peace” guide is a
good personal reference and
can also be used to help edu-
cate employers.
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This can be a challenging position as we are often asked to present identification in a
wide range of situations for a variety of essential and nonessential services such as:

e Purchasing alcohol, tobacco, or other controlled substances

e Entering a bar, music venue, or other age-limited space

*  Checking in for and boarding many forms of transportation

e Cashing checks

*  Accessing public benefits

e  Purchasing some over-the-counter medications, such as emergency contraception or
decongestants containing pseudoephedrine

One thing that can be helpful is to keep our identification document photos as up to date
as possible, even if we are not yet pursuing legal changes to the name or gender marker.
For example, we may be able to get our photo retaken for a driver’s license, school iden-
tification, bank card, work identification badge, or other forms of photo identification that
we use regularly, even if we are not able to change our gender marker yet. This can help
provide a bridge between our appearance and our documents. Having multiple forms of
up-to-date photo identification can help persuade skeptical store and bar owners that our
documents are authentic.

Once we begin the legal paperwork process, we may have multiple forms of documen-
tation with different names, gender markers, and photos. Managing this situation can get
complicated. Many of us have found that having a solid paper trail for the changes that we
have made can be very helpful. This usually means keeping a copy of our name-change
paperwork handy when traveling or accessing benefits.

Some of us also find it helpful to obtain a “carry letter”” from our health care provider.
Carry letters can be used to explain our transgender status to officials. They typically
include information about our birth-assigned name and gender and our affirmed named
and gender, along with a brief explanation that we are undergoing some form of medically
supervised transition. A carry letter can be used to “validate” our identity and explain any
discrepancy between our presentation and our documentation, or between different types
of documentation. Carry letters are not legally binding. However, in many situations, hav-
ing official documentation is all that is needed to convince someone to accept our identi-
fication documents. If you do get a carry letter, make sure it is on official letterhead. See
Chapter 12 for a sample carry letter.

When we are interacting with people who need to review our documents (such as
Transportation Security Administration [TSA] officials or police officers), the best thing
we can do is show our paper trail and patiently explain why our identification documents
look the way they do. If we do not have a paper trail, then explaining how we got different
documents changed helps as well.

TRAVEL

Travel is an important part of many of our lives, whether for work or for pleasure, and as
trans people we have some unique concerns about how to navigate an increasingly regu-
lated environment for travel, in which our bodies, identity documents, and baggage are
scrutinized by officials.

Many of us worry that we cannot safely travel until we are consistently read as our
correct gender or our identity documents are all correct. While both of these things
may ease travel and moving through checkpoints, we should not feel like we cannot
go anywhere until either of these conditions is fulfilled. Many gender nonconform-
ing people travel frequently, and travel can be a wonderful way to experience our new
gender outside of the expectations and history we have with our friends, family, and
local community. Travel can also open our eyes to the diversity of gender presentations
and expectations in the world. Sometimes those expectations are different just a few
miles down the road.
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Ticketed Travel
Most ticketed travel in the United States and internationally now requires travelers to
show identification that includes a photograph, name, and gender. Be sure to know what
identity documents are required to obtain a ticket and prepare for any questions about
discrepancies between your documents and your appearance. Some of us make exceptions
to our usual wardrobe when traveling and dress to be read as whatever is indicated on our
identity documents. Other options include correcting identity documents or bringing a
carry letter with us. If you are asked to complete forms, such as customs or immigration
forms, during your travel, use the name and gender marker information that is on your ID.
Some public transportation passes, especially those for special-fare passes (elders or
people living with disabilities), require a gender marker. Often, tickets for longer range
travel, such as air travel, must have the gender marker that is on our identity documenta-
tion. Even if we do not plan to travel internationally, it can be helpful to have a new pass-
port issued. Even though it can be difficult to change our gender marker on identification
documents in some states, federal regulations now allow many of us to obtain corrected
passports and social security cards.

Airport Security

Full-body scanners are now in use in many airports. The TSA is switching to a visual
report from these scanners that shows only general areas of the body, and not specifics
about our bodies. This is a huge benefit for trans people, as many of us fear being outed by
these scans. You can still opt out of the full-body scan and instead be physically searched.
According to policy, security personnel of the “same sex” should screen travelers. This can
pose problems for trans people. There have been a number of incidents already reported
regarding the invasion of privacy by TSA personnel. The National Center for Transgender
Equality (NCTE) is working with the TSA to develop procedures and policies for airport
security in screening trans people.

When traveling, we have the right to wear the clothes that are most comfortable for
us. Decide what clothing will put you at the most ease as you travel, and also know that
materials with metal or bone and piercings may set off security scanners. If you are trying
to avoid scrutiny, consider whether to wear binders, corsets, bras, or other clothing with
metal or bone, and remove jewelry, shoes, and belts before going through airport security.

Some of us travel with packers, binders, or breast forms. Most do not contain metal
and so are unlikely to set off a metal detector, but they may confuse the operator of a body
scanner if they give us an appearance that does not match other gender markers such as
our hairstyle or clothing.

Be up front and honest with TSA representatives. They are likely to be more respon-
sive if they feel they are being told the whole story. If you are selected for pat-down or
strip searches, you should be searched by someone of the same gender. Decide for your-
self what you believe will be the best for you if you are required to go through such a
search. If you have any concerns about your treatment during security screening, you can
request to speak with the screening supervisor.

Traveling With Injectable Hormones

One other point of consideration during travel is how to best carry medication. Having our
medications in an easily accessible separate pouch will assist with screening. For those of
us currently taking hormones and traveling with hormones or syringes, it can be useful
to have a specific medication carry letter from our provider that explains why we are car-
rying syringes. Make sure the letter is on official letterhead. Many other people who take
medications that require syringes carry such letters.

CONCLUSION

Living our daily lives can be complicated and at times challenging due to our trans iden-
tities. We often run into difficulties in a number of areas, such as shopping for clothes,

Social Transition

The National Center for
Transgender Equality (NCTE)
has an online guide on airport
security that offers tips for
travel and contact information
for the TSA should you experi-
ence difficulties and want to
file complaints.

Sample Medication Carry
Letter

[Date]

To Whom It May Concern:
[Name on your prescription
and travel documentation] is

a patient under my care. It is
medically necessary for [him/
her] to carry the following hor-
monal medications:

* Injectable hormones [name
and dosage]

 Syringes for injection

 Additional needles

If you have any questions re-
garding the treatment of this
patient, please feel free to con-
tact me at [phone].

Sincerely,
[Provider name and
credentials]
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using bathrooms, and traveling. Navigating new social worlds and learning about what
is expected of us in terms of our gendered behavior and expression as we transition can
be daunting or exciting. Balancing our privacy with our impulse to be ourselves in the
world is one of our most complicated tasks. In the end, we each figure out unique ways to
approach our worlds and find community.
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EMPLOYMENT

Jessica Lina Stirba, Zil Garner Goldstein, and
Cecilia Gentili, with Heath Mackenzie Reynolds,
Tobi Hill-Meyer, and Dean Scarborough

ECONOMIC SECURITY IS AN IMPORTANT PART OF OUR LIVES. In our cul-
ture, employment is also often an important aspect of our identity. We may seek work
that feels meaningful, see ourselves as the breadwinner for our families, or find value
in being a productive member of society. In all cases, work is central to how we view
ourselves and our place in our communities.

Trans and gender nonconforming people have a wide array of careers and jobs. We are
lawyers, artists, dancers, scientists, members of law enforcement, administrators, nurses,
social workers, sex workers, doctors, tech professionals, nonprofit workers, teachers, movie
directors, county clerks, and every other profession.

In a culture where employment can be seen as a very large part of personal identity, it
is important to acknowledge the challenges that trans and gender nonconforming people
face in the job world, as well as the opportunities we have to build successful careers.

LOOKING FOR A JOB

As we begin the process of re-creating our lives, we may seek out new jobs or careers for
a variety of reasons. We may be looking for a job that reflects new confidence or a sense
of possibility about how we live our lives. We may seek out a new career to separate our-
selves from our former identity or life. Or we may be forced to seek out new work because
our previous profession is no longer open to us in our new life for any number of reasons,
including discrimination or harassment. We may be joining the workforce for the first
time, either as a young adult or after separating from our family, spouse, or partner as a
result of our transition.

“Being at a new job, my work colleagues don’t know me as any different than
I am currently.”

“I am employed. I transitioned on a job I was at for 5 years. I have since left
that job and was able to find another job as a female. One of the measures I had
for myself for me to say that I had transitioned successfully was to be able to
find, interview, and be offered a job in my new gender role.”

Networking

Networking—or building relationships with others who share our professional skills, inter-
ests, or background—is a valuable skill in any industry. By building a community, we
may be able to find out about job openings before they are posted, benefit from personal
introductions to hiring managers, or otherwise have allies who will vouch for us when we
are applying for work.

Attending “networking events” can be challenging for anyone who is not a natural
extrovert, but there are plenty of other ways to build our professional networks and repu-
tations. We may get involved in volunteer work or a community cause—often we meet
people there who are tied in to their own employment hubs, and it gives us an opportunity
to show our strengths in context.
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The Human Rights
Campaign’s (HRC) Corporate
Equality Index (CEI) is one
place to find companies

that identify themselves as
trans-friendly. To get a perfect
score on the CEI, a company
must offer comprehensive
benefits for transgender health
care, including surgeries. Some
of the companies listed there
are parent companies of com-
panies that might have a range
of jobs available in our area of
expertise.
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In a competitive job market, networking can be especially important, because it helps
give us an “in” when applying for a job. This can be particularly helpful if we are con-
cerned that our gender presentation is making it harder for us to get jobs. By having
allies in our job search, we may feel less isolated and find out about more potential work
opportunities.

EMPLOYMENT TIPS FOR TRANSGENDER AND GENDER NONCONFORMING
PEOPLE

Clair Farley is the Manager of Employment Services and a trans™* advocate at the
San Francisco LGBT Community Center, and head of the nation’s first Transgender
Employment Program (TEEI) (employmentservices @sfcenter.org). She answers some
common questions and provides tips for trans job seekers.

Q. What name should I use on my resume?

It depends; you can use the name that you currently go by, whether or not it’s the same as the
name on your ID documents. A resume is not a legal document, so you have the right to use
your preferred name, stage name, or legal name.

Q. I am in early transition and afraid that my resume will out me to future employers. What
do you recommend?

Using the name that matches your current gender identity and expression can help prime

an employer to see you the way you want to be seen. A resume is usually the first image of
you that an employer will have. If you are very early in your transition, are genderqueer, or
are afraid you won’t “pass” as the gender expression that you identify with, using your new
name can “out” you. If you’re not sure about the trans-friendliness of the employer, it may be
safer to go with your old name. After you are offered the job, you can explain the situation if
you prefer. Coming out after the job offering can provide you with further legal recourse if
discrimination takes place.

Q. Can I include a job I held under a different name and/or before my transition?

Yes! Transitioning doesn’t have to mean “starting over” professionally. Including a job on
your resume does not give employers permission to contact your former employer. You can
include a job on your resume without giving the new employer permission to contact them.
Do not include past employers’ contact information, address, or supervisors’ names on your
resume. If you are asked to share this information on a paper or online application, you can
check that you prefer they not contact your past employer. Or you can provide contact info
for someone other than your supervisor, such as a supportive coworker who knows your his-
tory and can confirm that you worked there.

Q. How do I account for time I was out of work because of transition and/or due to discrimi-
nation or other barriers to employment?

The same way you would account for any other gap in employment. You can use your cover
letter to explain longer gaps (over a year). I do not recommend going into depth or coming
out in your letter, just mentioning it in passing should be fine. For example, “After being out
of the workforce for two years due to personal obligations, I am ready and eager to return to
work for a dynamic company like XYZ.” For shorter gaps on your resume, include only the
year and not the month when listing dates of your past jobs. You can also minimize gaps by
adding professionally relevant activities to your resume (such as volunteering, consulting,
temp or part-time work, or taking classes). If you choose to leave a position or opportunity
off your resume, make sure that the skills and experience you acquired at the organization
are addressed in your cover letter and summary of qualifications.

Q. What if my references don’t know I'm trans*? Or what if my references do know I’'m
trans®, but I don’t want my new employer to know?

In either case, you have three basic options. You may choose one of these strategies or decide
on a plan that meets your unique needs.
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1. Tell your references that you're applying for jobs and you’d like to continue to list them
as a reference, but that it’s very important they refer to you by the name and pronoun
you use now. It can be helpful to have a friend call your references and pretend to be an
employer to double-check that your references get it right.

2. Talk to potential employers. Explain in confidence, if the employer is trans-friendly,
that even though you go by a particular name and pronoun now, people from your past
may not be aware of this and may refer to you by another name. It is an employer’s
responsibility to maintain your privacy, so this does not mean that you have to be out
to your coworkers once you start the job.

3. Getnew references! This can often be the best or easiest alternative if coming out is
not an option for you. Some ways to get new references are volunteering, working in
unpaid internships, and taking classes where your teachers can serve as professional
references.

Applying for Jobs
Many of us worry about the job application and interview process. We may have faced
discrimination in the past, or we may be overwhelmed by the very idea of it.

“I am not employed. That is mainly because my kid is disabled and I'm taking
care of her, but my transition is also a factor. I have no idea how to deal with
references or background checks. It makes me very tired to think about having
to come out to any and all potential employers.”

“I am employed, but I spent some time this year unemployed and found it dif-
ficult to get a job, despite being well qualified. I am not sure whether this was
due to the economic climate or because, at interview, I present as transgender.”

However, many of us have found that there are clear steps we can take to ease the process
of finding and applying for new work.

RESUMES AND CURRICULA VITAE

Resumes or curricula vitae (CVs) are often the first pieces of information an employer
has about us. A resume is a short, one- or two-page description of our work history
and skills. A curriculum vitae is a longer document used in some employment fields
that lists more details about us, such as presentations we have done or articles we have
published.

Whether the types of work we are applying for require a cover letter and resume, a
standardized job application, or other documentation, there are a number of categories
of information we may need to update depending on where we are in our transition
process.

On a resume or CV, our personal information should generally be updated to the
name that we currently use, even if it is not yet a legal name. For those of us who have
transitioned and do not intend to be “out” on the job, it is preferable to update our legal
name before we need to complete employee paperwork for payroll or benefits. Establish
an e-mail address for professional use with your current name to include on your resume.

EDUCATION AND SKILLS

Most schools and professional certifications have a mechanism for changing the name on
our documentation to reflect any legal changes we have made. Consider taking the time
to change your name on school records, professional licensing, professional organiza-
tion membership, certifications, and professional licenses as you prepare your resume.
Depending on our profession, many of these do not include a gender marker that needs to
be changed.

Employment

A cover letter is a letter writ-
ten by the job applicant to the
employer to go along with
their resume or CV. Cover let-
ters generally focus on skills,
the position we are applying
for, and the reason we are a
good fit for the job. Unless our
experience as a trans person
has helped make us uniquely
prepared for the position, it is
not necessary to disclose any
information about our history
in a cover letter.
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career conference and travels
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LGBTQ students prepare for
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WORK HISTORY

Many companies do background checks to verify self-reported work history. They are
simply verifying the fact that we were employed at the job listed on our resume or applica-
tion during the dates given. To ensure that our prior employers can confirm this informa-
tion, we may want to call and inform them of our new name and information. Typically,
this can be handled by the Human Resources or administrative staff, and there is no
requirement to have a discussion about the changes or provide any more information than
is necessary.

For us as trans people, making these changes can be deeply personal, but at many
companies updating our records is likely to be a bureaucratic process that simply requires
adding information to a file. This is often true for those checking our references as well;
particularly in larger companies, the individuals who check references are often far
removed from the actual interview and employee relationship-building process.

For some of us, there are jobs we have had that we just cannot imagine going back
to with this information. If that is the case, it may make sense to leave some jobs off our
resume or application. Keep in mind, however, that employers may request information on
up to the last 10 years of our employment, and we may have to explain gaps in our work
history.

REFERENCES

References often play a critical role in our success landing a new job. Plan to provide three
references, distributed across your employment history, for any job you apply to. You do
not have to use a direct supervisor as a reference, and there is no requirement to have refer-
ences from all past jobs.

References should be able to speak to our work, not just our personality. If we do not
already have three references who can speak about us with our new name and pronouns,
we may need to approach others from our past and speak with them about acting as our
reference. Coming out to people from our past can be scary, but the people we ask for
references should be people who are ready to say positive things about our work ethic,
skills, and qualifications.

APPLICATION FORMS

In many cases, we are required to fill out a standard form application for jobs, either as
part of submitting an application or as a formality during the interview process. As part
of legal background checks, we may be asked to disclose our legal name and any other
names we have been known by in the past. This may out us with the hiring manager, the
person responsible for conducting our background check, or others in the hiring process.
There is no one right way to handle this experience, but it helps if we are prepared for
responding to questions about why we changed our name.

Interviewing

Interviews are all about presenting a version of ourselves that seems like the best fit for
the job—regardless of our gender status. The job interview is the time we have to con-
vince the people across the table that they want to hire us. There are many books and
workshops devoted to the art of the interview. Employers want to feel that they like us,
that they want to spend more time with us, and that we are the most capable person for
the job at hand. We need to show that we are good workers, and that we will be produc-
tive and also flexible in the workplace. These qualities are relayed in diverse ways, but
the most important thing is always that we feel comfortable talking about our profes-
sional selves.

Have confidence in your skills and abilities, and be able to talk about what will make
you the best candidate for the jobs you are applying for. If you do not have a resume, have
never had an interview before, or are having difficulties applying for jobs, public libraries
and local workforce centers offer many resources.
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Val (Arthur Robin Williams, MD, www.MyRightSelf.org).

Make sure you are as comfortable as possible physically during an interview. Take
some time to consider what kind of interview outfit you might feel best in. If you are inter-
viewing for a position that requires professional dress, that might mean a skirt or pants
and a blouse or a suit jacket. What matters most is that we are “dressed the part” for the
job we are trying to get, and that we are comfortable. If walking in heels is new, consider
wearing flats instead. If you are not comfortable wearing suits yet, consider coordinating
dress slacks and a vest or blazer, or wearing a button-up shirt, tie, and sweater. For gen-
derqueer and other gender nonconforming people, decide what combination of wardrobe
elements might make you feel most confident. We want our interviewers to be focusing on
what we are saying, not on what we are wearing.

Here are some tips to consider as an interview approaches:

e Prepare for the interview. Do some role playing with friends. Practice fielding
tricky questions and turning inappropriate questions into opportunities to talk about
your work experience.

*  Practice gender-specific mannerisms. You may be nervous in an interview, and you
need to be comfortable presenting as you want to be seen.

e Use open, engaging body language—such as leaning forward in your chair and
making eye contact—not closed body language. Practice your handshake and your
eye contact.

e Dress as professionally as possible. Interviews are all about presentation of self,
and this is your first impression. Even if it is a casual office environment, dress up
for the interview. Regardless of your gender, it is important to stand when someone
enters the room and have a good handshake.

*  Be prepared to out yourself to the appropriate person. If you have an interview
with a person from Human Resources and you need to tell them that you have
previously gone by a different name, prepare for that to happen.

INAPPROPRIATE QUESTIONS

It is not appropriate for a potential employer, a boss or coworker, a colleague, or clients
or patrons to ask about our medical care or gender history. However, in reality, this often
happens anyway. Employers have been known to ask, “Has that always been your name?”
or comment, “You have such a low voice.” If a potential employer does ask an inappro-
priate question, it is fair to tell the person that we would like to keep that private, or that
we do not feel comfortable discussing our personal medical information. If you are not
comfortable telling someone directly to mind their own business, it can help to use light
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The Web site TJobBank.
com allows members of trans
communities to search for
jobs posted by trans-friendly
employers.

Internships are one way to gain
experience and get to know

a potential employer. Many
people are able to convert
internships into full-time paid
employment. However, many
internships are unpaid or paid
very poorly, and there is no
guarantee that a job will result.
Before starting an internship,
talk to others who have done
so, and ask about the skills you
will learn, as well as the possi-
bility of later employment.
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humor to deflect such questions. For example, we may say something like “Oh, I have to
keep some secrets.”

Even though there is pressure in a job interview to put ourselves out there, that does
not mean that we should, or need to, tell stories about our lives as trans or gender non-
conforming people. In interviews, potential employers need to know information that is
relevant to our skills for the job we are applying for only, and personal matters, including
our gender identity and experience, should be set aside. If we choose to disclose later, that
is completely up to us.

Difficulty Finding Employment

According to the National Transgender Discrimination Survey (Grant et al., 2011), unem-
ployment in the trans community is double the national average, and the rate for trans
people of color is four times as high. According to the same survey, trans people reported
very high levels of workplace harassment, employment discrimination, and job loss due
to their gender identity.

Despite these potentially daunting numbers, it is important to remember: You are not
unemployable! You may feel that you have more challenges, or that things are more unfair
for you. This may be true, sometimes—but even if the process is harder or takes longer, it
is not fundamentally different from others’ journeys toward employment.

If you are passionate about something, do whatever you can in your power to get
there. Volunteer, attend events, get training, or go back to school.

ON THE JOB
For those of us who already have jobs, or find jobs during our transition, there are a num-
ber of work-specific issues that can come up, including when and how to disclose or come
out to employers or coworkers, how to interact with colleagues, how to dress, and which
restrooms to use.

Disclosure

No one needs to know about our status as trans people. However, we may want Human
Resources, or whoever is responsible for reference checks, benefits, or insurance, to
know, especially if there is a discrepancy between our IDs and the way we present.
Sharing with a supervisor can help to build trust, but it is not required if it makes us
uncomfortable.

Many of us choose not to disclose our trans status to our coworkers. For some of
us, it can be helpful to have mental and emotional space from talking about our transi-
tion. For others, we simply live our lives in our affirmed gender, and talking about our
transition history does not feel appropriate or necessary. However, some of us feel that
setting aside parts of our identity and lives as off-limits in the office can create its own
challenges.

“I accepted a new job 8 months ago and moved to a new state for the job. Only
my direct boss knows of my transgender status. As far as I know, no one else

at work suspects anything. I am hesitant to come out, mostly because I never
thought I would be able to be stealth. I figured that no matter what, people
would always be able to just tell. This isn’t the case though, and I feel in some
ways like I am living a lie allowing them to believe a certain ‘truth’ about

my life.”

The types of jobs we have, and our workplace culture, can also influence how we handle
disclosure. If we are in a culture where we do not spend much time talking with our
coworkers, or where sharing things about ourselves is not a part of our days, then it may
be inappropriate to share intimate parts of our lives.

Whether or not we decide to talk about our gender identity with coworkers is com-
pletely up to us. We should be prepared for questions and how we want to answer them
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(or not answer them). People we work with might also feel as though they can ask us more
questions at any time once the subject is broached. Whether or not you decide to talk about
your trans identity, work to maintain boundaries that help you feel safe.

When we are working in service-industry jobs like retail, food service, or main-
tenance, it may be important to get support from our coworkers when dealing with
customers. An ally at work can help us remain professional if a customer becomes
inappropriate, asks personal questions about us, or tries to cause trouble because of
how they see us.

“I was employed as a social worker and had a problem only once, when

I ‘came out’in support of a client. One woman was not nice about me being dif-
ferent and told the whole rest of my team. I found this out after the fact, because
they told her to leave me alone and they never even let me know they knew. They
Jjust kept being friendly and respectful. I actually did go to Human Resources
for the company about this and was supported at the time.”

Whether or not we feel comfortable being out at work, we may want to advocate for trans
issues to be included and discussed as a part of any diversity training that our workplace
offers. Sometimes efforts like this can transform the entire culture of a workplace.

MEDIA SPOTLIGHT: PUTTING A FACE ON TRANS EMPLOYMENT ISSUES

Dallas Denny and Jamison Green

Transgender employment issues caught the spotlight in February 2007, when an article in the St. Petersburg Times announced that Steve
Stanton, who had been the city manager of Largo, Florida, for 14 years, was undergoing sex reassignment. Under media scrutiny, Stanton
confirmed the story long before she was ready to do so, revealing publicly that she would soon become Susan. Even though the city had
enacted an employment nondiscrimination ordinance, Stanton was fired from her post within days of the announcement, following a heated
protest at a City Council meeting. Litigators thought Stanton would have a good chance of prevailing if she sued to retain her job under

the provisions of the nondiscrimination ordinance, but Susan visibly surprised her attorney when she announced on Larry King Live that
she would not sue. This was a national story, and CNN began following her around, making a documentary about her that aired later in

the year.

Later that same year, the proposed Employment Non-Discrimination Act (ENDA) was gutted of a provision that would have protected
workers from discrimination based on gender identity or expression. In the media, however, this issue was soon overtaken by the global
economic downturn. Trans employment issues took a backseat to general unemployment; we didn’t hear much about trans people in the
workplace, unless it was Susan Stanton applying for another city manager job in yet another city, Susan Stanton being hired, Susan Stanton
leaving or being let go and looking for work again. While Stanton has sought to keep a low profile, the media has capitalized on the
sensational aspects of her late-in-life transition, the slight sadness that often seemed to spill out from within her, and the admirable strength
of a person who didn’t want the spotlight.

Meanwhile, little mainstream media attention was paid to the landmark case of Mia Macy, a trans woman who was dismissed from a
government job and took her employer to court. In 2012, the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) ruled in favor of Macy,
determining that Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act covers discrimination against transgender people under the provisions conce