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to my mom



For always letting me be myself, even when you didn’t understand.

And to all the trans people who came before me, who fought tirelessly for their rights, and without whom this book, and my life as I enjoy it, would not be possible.


I sometimes think we Sort too soon.

—J. K. Rowling

Albus Dumbledore


a note on language

Transgender… perhaps one of the most confusing and misunderstood words in the English language.

—Julia Serano

I spent the better part of my childhood and adolescence grappling with intense feelings that I didn’t have the words to explain. If someone had presented me with a simple glossary like the one that follows, I could’ve sorted things out a lot sooner.

While this book will take you on my journey of discovering most of these terms, I thought it might be helpful to have a place to flip back to that defines them in clear language and adds some context beyond just my own story.

Transgender: Someone whose gender does not match the sex they were assigned at birth.

Cisgender: Someone whose gender matches the sex they were assigned at birth.

Nonbinary: Someone whose gender is beyond the binary of male and female, whether that means being neither, both, somewhere in between, another gender entirely, or some combination of any of those. This can include, but is not limited to, people who are genderqueer, bigender, genderfluid, agender, and more. In addition to being an umbrella term, nonbinary can also be used as its own singular identity. Some nonbinary people identify as transgender, and some do not.

Transition: The act of socially, legally, or medically adapting to live life as one’s affirmed gender. This might include coming out, changing your name, undergoing hormone replacement therapy, or more. Further exploration of this in chapter thirteen.

Trans Man: Someone who was assigned female at birth but is male. Note the space between “trans” and “man,” indicating that “trans” is an adjective. Trans men are men, even without the adjective. They are not a separate category of “transmen.”

Trans Woman: Someone who was assigned male at birth but is female. Note the space between “trans” and “woman,” indicating that “trans” is an adjective. Trans women are women, even without the adjective. They are not a separate category of “transwomen.”

FTM: An initialism for Female-to-Male, which refers to people who were assigned female at birth but are male.

MTF: An initialism for Male-to-Female, which refers to people who were assigned male at birth but are female.

Transsexual: Someone whose gender does not match the sex they were assigned at birth, usually in reference to binary trans women and trans men who undergo some type of medical transition. It has gone out of favor with many people in the current and upcoming generations, but remains an important identity marker as distinct from transgender for older generations.

Transmasculine: An inclusive way to refer to people who were assigned female at birth and fall along the masculine spectrum with regard to expression, transition, identity, or more. This can include trans men as well as some nonbinary and gender-nonconforming people.

Transfeminine: An inclusive way to refer to people who were assigned male at birth and fall along the feminine spectrum with regard to expression, transition, identity, or more. This can include trans women as well as some nonbinary and gender-nonconforming people.

Intersex: A person who was born with any number of conditions in which their sexual or reproductive anatomy does not adhere to the typical definitions of male or female. This is not a type of transgender identity, though some intersex people are also transgender.

Gender-Nonconforming: Someone whose gender expression does not adhere to typical expectations of their affirmed gender. Not all gender-nonconforming people are transgender, and not all transgender people are gender-nonconforming. Binary transgender or transsexual people in particular (i.e., trans women and trans men) conform to their affirmed gender and are therefore not gender-nonconforming. This term is often used in reference to historical figures whose gender identity we cannot be certain of, cisgender people who subvert their gender in one way or another, and children who may be exploring their gender (other terms for children include “gender expansive” and “gender creative”).

Gender Dysphoria: The anxiety or unease experienced with regard to the incongruence between one’s innate sense of gender and one’s assigned sex—including how one is perceived by others, one’s relationship to one’s body, and more.

Hormone Replacement Therapy: The administration of androgens or anti-androgens to induce secondary sex characteristics of an individual’s affirmed gender. Sometimes referred to as cross-sex hormones, HRT, or simply hormones. You may also hear it referred to as E for estrogen or T for testosterone.

Binding: The use of a compression device to flatten one’s chest. To combat unsafe practices like tape or compression bandages, many companies produce safely designed nylon compression vests called binders for transmasculine people to wear. For more on binding, see chapter ten.

Gender Affirmation Surgery: Any number of surgical alterations trans people might elect to undergo as part of their transition. Many trans people never undergo any type of surgery due to cost, extenuating health concerns, or personal choice. No type of medical procedure is required in order be trans.

Top Surgery: The procedure some transmasculine and nonbinary people undergo to remove their breasts. It can also refer to the breast augmentation some transfeminine people undergo. For more detailed information about transmasculine top surgery, see chapter twenty-three.

Passing: The act of being assumed by others to be a particular gender or identity, regardless of how you identify. While a useful term and popular milestone for some transgender people, it’s not without controversy. The term can imply that a person is simply playacting as a gender and not actually that gender. It also puts sometimes unnecessary emphasis on a connection between physical appearance and gender. In many cases, a good alternative is to say that one has been read as a particular gender.

Stealth: A term describing someone who is not open about being transgender in some or all parts of their lives.

LGBTQ+: An initialism for Lesbian Gay Bisexual Transgender Queer (or Questioning). The plus sign refers to the many more identities that can fall under this umbrella term. Sometimes you’ll see other letters or numbers included, such as “A” for asexual, “I” for intersex, “2” for Two Spirit, and more. For clarity and brevity, I’ve chosen to use LGBTQ+ throughout this book.

For more transgender terminology (including more on transfeminine and nonbinary experiences),

I suggest visiting www.transstudent.org/definitions or reading The ABC's of LGBT+ by Ash Hardell (published under the name Ashley Mardell).

When asked about how to keep up with the sheer number of terms we use in the LGBTQ+ community without offending anyone, I always have two pieces of advice:

1. Be compassionate and show you’re really putting forth the effort. Small flubs will be excused if it’s clear you’re trying and willing to learn.

2. Take a moment to think about what you’re saying. These terms have been created to make language more precise, not more confusing.

For example, are you talking about an issue that broadly affects lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people? Great! LGBT is the right thing to say. Does what you’re talking about refer only to sexual orientation and not gender identity? No need to include the T, then.

Are you discussing an issue that affects nonbinary people, like the ability to put an X instead of an F or an M on identification cards? Don’t include trans women and trans men as people that applies to. Binary trans women and trans men are women and men who would use Fs and Ms on their identification.

Throughout this book, I occasionally use terms that I personally would prefer to phase out but which are useful in explaining concepts, illustrating my interpretation at the time, or reflecting how society currently operates.

For example, I occasionally refer to women’s/girls’ clothes and men’s/boys’ clothes. I believe anyone can wear whatever clothes they want. Clothes shouldn’t have a gender, in my opinion. To quote comedian Eddie Izzard when confronted about the clothes he was wearing during an interview: “They’re not women’s clothes or men’s clothes, they’re my clothes. I bought them.”

However, our world still separates clothes by gender in most stores, and, for me, as a trans person growing up and discovering himself, those distinctions were extraordinarily significant. It’s important to remember that for binary trans people, certain gender markers can be very validating. While attempts to make everything gender neutral are generally the most inclusive routes, such neutral assumptions can sometimes be disappointing to the point of being offensive for binary trans people who have worked so hard to be seen as their authentic gender.

Finally, one last disclaimer: This book will discuss dysphoria, sexuality, and body image at length. There are also brief mentions of sexual harassment, mental illness, substance use, and suicide. There is nothing too graphic or intense, but I know from personal experience that anything about these topics can be triggering at certain times. Do whatever you need to do to feel okay while reading. Take breaks, go for a walk, call a friend, eat some chocolate, or maybe even don’t read it. That’s totally okay. My feelings won’t be hurt at all.


Transgender vs. Transsexual

While transgender is the current accepted term for binary and nonbinary trans people alike, this wasn’t always the case. The term transsexual predates transgender by a few decades and was first used by medical professionals Drs. Magnus Hirschfeld and David Oliver Cauldwell. It referred to people who were assigned one gender at birth but affirm their gender to be another, and who desire medical intervention to align their innate sense of gender with their physical body.

Transgender first came into use in the 1970s and was popularized in a few forms by various people, but most notably by cross-dresser Virginia Prince as a way to distinguish herself from transsexual people—in other words, from those who, unlike her, sought some form of medical transition. Through the 1980s, the term continued to be used in reference to people whose gender identities differed from their assigned genders but who did not desire any form of medical transition. Sometimes the term was used in an intentionally queer political context to subvert the very idea of gender. By the mid-’90s, transgender was being used as an umbrella term for any type of gender expression or identity that differed from one’s assigned gender or from typical notions of gender, including, in some circles, transsexual people. This frustrated many transsexual people who were not gender-nonconforming and saw their legal and medical needs (such as access to hormones and surgeries) as distinct from those of transgender people.

Over the years, transgender has remained strong as an umbrella term and transsexual has fallen further out of use—due in part to its clinical origins, which some wish to shake off. Many younger binary trans men and trans women on hormones who would have self-identified as transsexual forty years ago now call themselves transgender. Yet for older generations, using the term transsexual remains an important distinction. For them, transgender implies a nonconformity of gender that they don’t express as binary men and women.

If you’re worried about offending someone in either direction, a safe option is to use the abbreviation trans. Personally, I find trans to be less awkward than transgender or transsexual anyway—not to mention it takes up fewer characters if I’m tweeting.



