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				Males cannot love themselves in patriarchal culture if their very self-definition relies on submission to patriarchal rules.

				—bell hooks, The Will to Change

				For queerness can never define an identity; it can only ever disturb one.

				—LEE EDELMAN, No Future

			

		

	
		
			
				Introduction

				DID I LEAVE FEMINISM?

				
					What happens when a man takes feminism utterly seriously, in every area of his life, in every moment of everything he does? Does he still stay a man?—or does he turn into something else?

					—JOHN STOLTENBERG

				

				For most of my adult life, my job was to be a woman. In the fall of 2020, I quit my job.

				I was a feminist author from the blog era, the beneficiary of a brief, strange trend that allowed anyone with an internet connection and a sufficient number of hot takes to declare themselves a Feminist Expert. I had a clear and coherent and highly rehearsed persona, and I had several centuries of previous feminist writing to guide me every time I sat down to write. I knew the issues and how to convey them, and what important things had already been said or written about them. Some people called me a man-hating identitarian boner-killer, and some people called me a heroic strong-female-character girlboss, but all of those people knew what box to put me in and where I fit in their world.

				It made sense. I made sense—at least, I did to everyone but me. I firmly meant everything I said about feminism and misogyny and the necessity of smashing the patriarchy, and I stand by it. Yet I understood, on some deep-down level, that I was more miserable about being a woman than any woman I had ever met.

				In time, I realized that my misery had a name, and that I could end it. I came out publicly as nonbinary, then as trans, then as a nonbinary trans man. And then, suddenly, nothing about me made sense anymore.

				
					“When you fail at being a woman so hard you decide to transition into a man, you don’t get to comment anymore on feminism, femininity, or motherhood. You canceled your membership, dude.”

					“I also like how she opted out of being a woman but still wants people to acknowledge that she’s oppressed.”

					“It also strikes me as intensely treacherous to be a feminist and then become a guy.”

				

				
					I collected internet comments like this for years after my transition. I found them everywhere. You could write all these people off as bigots—they mostly are—but the confusion followed me into my real life, into my relationships with readers and friends. Cis women I had known for decades dropped out of my life after my transition. “I felt so empowered to embrace my feminine strength [because of your book],” wrote one woman, “and seeing you choosing a masculine pronoun instead of a feminine one left me a bit puzzled.”

				Whether people loved me or hated me, whether they reviled me openly or quietly turned away, the message was the same: I had left feminism. I had left womanhood. I had abandoned my post, and I had let everybody down.

				To me, though, it seemed clear that my transition was the most feminist thing I had done in my life, and perhaps the only feminist action that was truly aimed at liberation from patriarchal gender rather than slowly chipping away at the worst parts of patriarchy to make them livable. If feminism opposes gender stereotypes (which it does) and rejects traditional gender roles (which it does) and upholds bodily autonomy (“My body, my choice,” etc., etc.) then what could be more feminist than rejecting our system of assigned gender and remolding your body to fit the person you knew yourself to be?

				Every day, my gender politics made more and more sense to me, and less and less sense to everyone around me. It used to be my job to explain feminist theory, and maybe it still was, but now, I was the one problem I simply could not explain.

				

				—

				Transmasculine people are one of feminism’s biggest blind spots. No one knows quite what to do with us, so it’s easier to pretend we’re not there. Books on “male feminism” or “feminist men” mostly teach men how to be allies to women’s struggle—the idea that there might be men who actually experience pregnancy, or abortion, or being cat-called or sexually harassed or pay-gapped or any of the other things we traditionally call “women’s issues” is not accounted for. Books on trans feminism understandably stress the importance of feminism for trans women, which is important, what with them being women and all, but do tend to reinforce the assumption that feminism is just for girls.

				I’m hardly the first trans guy to run into this problem, or to write about it. The poet Cameron Awkward-Rich famously compared the relationship between trans and feminist to the one between Peter Pan and Wendy: They love each other, they need each other, but they can never quite merge, as lovers long to do. In order to be themselves, trans men must slip out of feminism’s charmed circle, but they must also perpetually return to feminism in order to understand their lives. Even as he leaves the sisterhood, Awkward-Rich says, the transmasculine person knows that “there is, as of now, no better discourse he can speak to articulate the harms he incurred for failing to be [female].”[1]

				Somewhat more hopefully, author and journalist Thomas Page McBee conceives of transmasculinity as an incentive and invitation to solidarity. “People sometimes think that being trans means I live ‘between’ worlds, but that’s not exactly true,” McBee says. “If anything, it has just created within me a potential for empathy that I must work every day, like a muscle, to grow.”[2] He will never be a woman, and he doesn’t automatically “get” what women are going through, but he can treat women with the dignity and respect he would have wanted, back when people mistook him for female.

				This is all good stuff, great in fact—and yet I still see so much longing and lostness, confusion and frustration, whenever trans guys talk about feminism. Is this still, you know, our thing? Do we belong here? If feminism is no longer for us, are we being punished for “defecting” or “becoming the oppressor”? If it used to be for us—if our bodies and histories are still undeniably marked by the way the world treats people it regards as “women”—then what does it mean to lose feminism’s protection? Do we still matter? Who’s got our backs?

				I saw some guys crumble into bitterness and start muttering about “misandry”; others fell into an apologetic cringe and never stopped reassuring the world they were Not Like Other Men; some guys, most guys, just retreated into themselves, and stopped saying much at all.

				Meanwhile, in the abyss created by ignorance, monsters spawned. In 2025, the only self-proclaimed feminists who do spend a lot of time talking about transmasculine people are doing it with the intention of wiping us off the map.

				TERFs—“trans-exclusive radical feminists,” sometimes rebranded as “gender-critical,” though their refusal to criticize traditional gender constructs is one very large part of the problem—are confident that they know exactly where transmasculine people fit in feminism: We’re the enemy. TERFs believe that we hate women, and hate ourselves for being women, and that we are abandoning womanhood because our internalized misogyny leads us to believe we are better than other girls—so much better that we deserve to be treated as men, the Rolls-Royce of traditional gender options.

				
					
						WHY THIS ISN’T A BOOK ABOUT TRANS INCLUSION
					

					Traditionally, when we talk about trans people in feminism, we talk about “trans-exclusive” feminisms—the TERF kind—and “trans-inclusive” feminisms, the kind we like. However, as many trans people have pointed out, this framing is somewhat transphobic in its own right. “Inclusion” is what an insider does for an outsider, or a host does for a guest, as in, “I am including you on the invitation list for my birthday party.” It implies that cis women own feminism and are letting other people into it. True acceptance is not “inclusion.” It’s knowing that this was never only your party.

				

				Not only is this strand of feminism traditionally hostile to transmasculine people, feminism is promoted as the cure for transmasculinity. “Female-to-constructed-male transsexuals are relatively rare,” wrote Janice Raymond, in The Transsexual Empire—the infamous codifying document of second-wave TERFism, sort of the Old Testament for hating trans people—and this is because “women have had a political outlet, that is, feminism, which has helped change the distribution of power for women in society and challenge sex role rigidification.”[3]

				For decades, this has been the line: Think you’re a dude? Just be a feminist! But to be a feminist, and a dude, is impossible. All trans men are betraying feminism’s promise, pursuing the selfish “individual” solution of transition over the work of changing gender stereotypes for the culture at large.

				The language of “opting out,” of “betraying” women, of aspiring to “male privilege” or opportunistically upgrading my gender the way you might upgrade from economy to first class on a long flight—all of that is coming from the TERFs, even if it has obtained alarmingly wide circulation. It is meant to discredit transmasculine people in the public sphere by casting our transness as inherently malicious. It’s also meant to inspire transmasculine people to doubt themselves, to wonder if they really are being greedy or selfish or sexist by pursuing lives that don’t make them utterly miserable every second of every day.

				When I looked like a woman, I had a hundred experts telling me how to be a feminist. Now that I was visible as a man, I had almost none, and of the few that I could find, an alarming proportion of them thought I shouldn’t exist. A wise man once said that you either die the hero or live long enough to see yourself become the villain. I had already become a man. In order to fill the absence I felt now, I would have to become the worst kind of man, the kind that had always annoyed the ever-living Christ out of me: A man who writes a book explaining feminism.

				You know. To women.

				Yikes.

				

				—

				I am a feminist. I could never be anything else. I don’t believe you can understand anything about gender unless you start from feminist theory—in a patriarchy, gender is always articulating a position within a hierarchy, and that hierarchy is violently unfair. Lose sight of that and you lose the plot.

				I also believe transmasculine people need feminism. Maybe there will come a time when all trans people are allowed to figure out their gender in early childhood and transition so early that we have no memories of living in the wrong gender—but that is strikingly unlikely to happen anytime soon. Until we reach that future, most transmasculine people will spend at least part of their lives being mistaken for girls or women. Furthermore, as long as we live in a misogynist culture, the very fact of being connected to women, of having body parts or mannerisms or experiences that people think of as feminine, will be used as a reason to down-rank us, discriminate against us, and target us for violence.

				Finally, I think feminism has room for transmasculine people, just as it has room and utility for transfeminine ones. You don’t need to build trans people a new wing within feminism or put us up in an apartment over the garage; we were here at its beginning, and some of the earliest feminist texts are open to us, useful to us, in ways you might not expect. A lot of trans-exclusionary radical feminism irritates me, not just as transphobia, but as feminism—it is lazy, shallow, unimaginative; it evinces a poor understanding of the texts it cites. The biological determinism and neo-Victorian worship of white feminine fragility you’ll find among today’s “gender-criticals” would have been anathema to, say, second-wave radical feminist Shulamith Firestone, who famously said that even if gender was connected to biology, she didn’t give a fuck: Humans had developed technology and medicine explicitly so that they could ignore biology when it conflicted with their needs.

				“To grant that the sexual imbalance of power is biologically based is not to lose our case,” she said. “We are no longer just animals. And the kingdom of nature does not reign absolute.”[4]

				To the extent that mainstream feminism is transphobic, it is because it’s fallen out of touch with those impulses—it has refused to interrogate gender critically enough, radically enough, to get outside of the Western patriarchal gender binary.

				
					
						
						THE WAVE WE WERE

					
						Though this book’s source materials are often from the second wave, its origins are in the third. Whipping Girl, by Julia Serano, came out in 2007; it’s a core text of transfeminism, and remains many people’s first introduction to the concept.

					Serano tells me her book was possible because she came up in feminism’s third wave. Second-wave feminism had a bad habit of assuming that the default feminist perspective was white, middle-class, and cisgender, and that everyone else was an addendum or a deviation from the norm. The third wave countered that by uplifting multiple marginalized perspectives to expand our ideas of what “the female experience” could be.

					“I was coming up in a world where it was really obvious that there were multiple different strands of feminism,” Serano says. “And so the idea was try to understand them and make sense through it and maybe some of it you think is right, and others you think are wrong in particular ways.”

					That diversity of thought has flattened out substantially in the past few years, particularly in the UK, where mainstream liberal feminism has now been associated almost exclusively with TERFs.

					“If you’re in the UK and you’re growing up right now, everything that’s about feminism is about being anti-trans,” Serano says. “The loudest voices online, like ‘feminism, feminism, feminism,’ it’s all ‘keeping men out of women’s sports’ and ‘men in women’s prisons’ and everything. And I can understand why some younger people maybe think, well, that means feminism is bad.”

					If elder millennial and Gen X trans folks—like me, like Serano—are more comfortable with identifying as feminist than younger ones, it’s precisely because we are more likely to remember a mainstream pop feminism that wasn’t obsessively transphobic. The long arc of history bent away from justice, and it’s on us to bend it back.

					 

				

				What follows is a series of attempts to knit my feminist past and trans present together, to figure out where I’ve been and where I might be going. I will warn you in advance that I am not the transmasculine Lorax; there are trans guys who aren’t feminists, trans guys who are sexist, trans guys who think identity politics are a distraction and we should all just focus on ending capitalism, trans guys who are better feminists than me.

				There are trans people who aren’t even guys, if you can believe it: Trans women and transfeminine people have their own fraught history with feminism. I will never know what it’s like to be transfeminine, and I’ve tried to focus on my own experience precisely so that I can avoid the trap of becoming a Confident White Man who assumes he speaks for everybody. Still, it’s weird to call yourself a feminist if you don’t actually talk to women; I have tried to interview trans women and transfeminine people throughout the book, so you can see outside and around my own relatively privileged perspective.

				I do believe there are things to be seen from where I’m standing. Chicana feminist Gloria Anzaldúa famously wrote about being stuck between two identities: “I have so internalized the borderland conflict that sometimes I feel like one cancels out the other and we are zero, nothing, no-one.” The border Anzaldua described was geographical—she lived where Texas met Mexico—but not only. In the same book, she wrote about her gender identity as “half and half,” both male and female: “Half and halfs are not suffering from a confusion of sexual identity, or even from a confusion of gender,” she wrote. “What we are suffering from is an absolute despot duality that says we are only able to be one or the other.”[5]

				Like Anzaldua, like so many of us, I need my bothness. I need my transness and my feminism to be compatible, because I would lose half of myself in losing either one. Having two homelands can mean being nothing and no one, but it can also mean having the capacity to connect people. I am stranded between two places, but so is a bridge. So is a pathway. So is a door.

				I believe that feminism, like everything, is better when it can continually expand its horizons. So, here we are. Walk through this door with me. Let’s see what’s out there, in the world beyond what we know.

			

		

	
		
			Part 1

			GENDER

			
				I don’t feel like a man trapped in a woman’s body. I just feel trapped.

				—LESLIE FEINBERG

			

			I’ve seen the inside of a planned parenthood more often as a man than I ever did when I was trying to be a woman. On the morning that I want to begin this story, I’m sitting in the lobby, waiting to be taught how to inject testosterone.

			Every story about transition starts here: Men marveling at the oily miracle of the fluid, bursting into tears in their doctors’ offices, shouting “I did it” as they withdraw the needle. Those are just the anecdotes. There’s high literature to contend with: Maggie Nelson in The Argonauts, telling Harry Dodge that “each time I count the four rungs down on the blue ladder tattooed on your lower back, spread out the skin, push in the nearly-two-inch-long needle, and plunge the golden, oily T into deep muscle mass, I feel certain I am delivering a gift.”[1]

			I am not going to cry, or if I do, it isn’t going to be from happiness. For one thing, the narrative is all wrong. I’ve actually been on testosterone—a low-dose gel that cured my lifelong depression, gave me a new sense of peace within myself, and made no changes to my appearance whatsoever—for over a year. I’m switching to the needle because I’ve found, to my surprise, that the physical changes really do matter to me, and injecting is more likely to bring them. So I’m not starting testosterone. I’m starting to look like I’ve started testosterone. Even I, with my talent for wholly unnecessary drama, can’t quite make that sing.

			This brings me to the second problem: All those other transition stories feature a loving, benevolent, gender-affirming partner—a girlfriend; a wife; my designated Maggie Nelson, replacing the creaky boards of my ship—and I was told to bring my husband to this appointment, so that he could learn how to administer the shot. When we got there, COVID regulations had been changed, and he wasn’t allowed in the building.

			So there he is, out in the parking lot, waiting for me to have my miracle. Here I am, doing this on my own.

			What I’m thinking about, moments before my joyous encounter with a nearly two-inch-long needle, is a Christopher Pike novel that I read in middle school. In that novel, the killer managed to commit “the perfect murder” by leaving one single air bubble in a syringe before an injection. When the air bubble passed through the victim’s aorta, it stopped their heart: No struggle, no evidence, no one but the previous victim’s vengeful ghost (I think?) to make things right. I have thought about Christopher Pike every single time I’ve had a needle pointed at me for the past thirty years, and those were pointed by doctors and nurses; they would be smart enough to intentionally murder me, whereas I’m pretty sure I could just fuck up and kill myself.

			I wonder what’s going to happen if I perfect-murder myself trying to transition. I wonder if they’ll blame it on my husband, because he was supposed to give me the shot. I flash on every terrible true-crime documentary I’ve ever seen where the perfect marriage became…the perfect murder!!! and I try to envision a camera panning over our wedding photos in time with the voice-over, and then I realize that I don’t want anyone seeing our wedding photos, because I’m not in them. I realize that not looking like a nice white lady means I probably can’t star in true crime anymore.

			Do men think about true crime documentaries? Are men scared of needles? Do men need to bring their husbands with them to doctors’ appointments, like a four-year-old lugging around a teddy bear? (Men aren’t supposed to have husbands.) Do men even read Christopher Pike books? A man wrote them, but that says nothing. I spend so much time thinking about what men are allowed to do these days. Half of my internal monologue is composed of questions that start with Do men ____? or Are men supposed to ______?

			Do I want to be the kind of man who cares what men are supposed to do? No, right? Yet it’s become very important to me that I have all the same feelings as a real—no, I mean a normal—no, I mean a cisgender man, is what I’m supposed to mean. If I can’t be exactly like all the men who are nothing like me, if I can’t prove that every last inch of me is 100 percent normatively and conclusively masculine, then it means I’m faking, and if I’m faking, then someone will find out and make me stop.

			To be trans, I have to be happy. To be trans, I have to be sure. But I have never been sure about any important decision. I almost passed out from fear during my own wedding. I took over ten years to settle on the design for my first tattoo. Half of the internet is telling me that people who medically transition will end up dead or in prison camps within the next decade, and the other half is telling me that people who do this are sick, that we have some kind of self-mutilation fetish, or that we’ve gone mad from experiencing the sheer awfulness of sexism, which (I admit) I often think I have.

			How is anyone supposed to be sure under these conditions? How do you ever shut the world out long enough to hear yourself think? It’s easier to worry about the air bubble. Because here is the truth: Even as I’m sitting here, spiraling toward a Christopher Pike–brand panic attack, I know that I’m going to do this. No matter how scared I am, or how hard I try to talk myself out of transitioning, I just know. It’s as if it’s already happened; some future version of me has traced the track and I’m just following him, waiting to catch up.

			Maybe this is what certainty feels like. Maybe I just don’t recognize it, because it’s never happened: being scared, but still being sure.

			

			—

			This is a book about gender—what it is, what it means, what it does to us in our daily lives. It will help if we define our terms. When we use the word “gender,” we are actually talking about at least three separate but heavily overlapping systems: Gender as an identity, gender as a language, and gender as a political system of control. When we confuse or overlook these distinctions, conflict happens. Here, then, in three definitions and two detours, is an attempt to define what we talk about when we talk about “gender.”

		

	
		
			#1

			GENDER AS AN IDENTITY

			(“I’VE ALWAYS BEEN A MAN.”)

			You have a gender. You also have an assigned gender, which a doctor likely pinned on you when you were born by checking out your genital configuration. Most people grow up to find out that their lived gender roughly aligns with their assigned one—we call them cisgender, or cis, from a Latin word that means “on this side.” A substantial portion of the population will find out that their gender does not align with their assignment. Some experience this as a visceral, agonizing sense of their body’s wrongness; for others, it’s more like a diffuse sensation that something is off. (It’s hard to know what the “wrong” gender feels like when you’ve never lived in the “right” one.) In any case, people who need to correct their genders are called transgender—trans being Latin for “on the other side,” as in, you had to cross over to get where you were going.

			Despite what the “trans” vs. “cis” binary would imply, there are not only two sides. There are not only two genders, either. Some trans people need to transition medically or socially, and some don’t; different trans people often require different forms of treatment; some of us are men, some are women, some are both or neither or something else. Intersex people do exist and are about as common in the population as natural redheads. “Trans” is a useful umbrella term for people
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