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‘Transgender & Nonbinary Identities: A Conversation with

We Exist’

This training session was aimed at mental health

professionals, counsellors and social workers who may

work with transgender identified people aged between 16-

25. 

Approx. 50 people attended.

‘We Exist’ are a group of transgender activists who run a state funded mental health training
programme in California for the ‘LGBTQIS-2 community’. 

Their webinar was facilitated by Tarzana Treatment Centers Inc. in California, a non-profit
healthcare organisation.

There were two hosts, but it was mainly Maggie who spoke, a ‘they/them’ who explained
excitedly that we were going to get access to ‘brand new terminology’ (*so* Scientology).
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If we signed into the session we would also get access to all the good stuff in the resources
pack (which included a trans affirmation coloring book, the gender unicorn, suicide statistic
reports, etc).

We Exist wanted to give advice on clinical strategies for dealing with transgender youths. 

Transitional Age Youth (TAY) is an acronym I have never seen before. 

Thorough explanations were given on terminology.

Maggie got tongue tied when she claimed that 2-S was part of their acronym out of respect of
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the indigenous population in California, since so many of them were third gendered.

(I am reading a book on American Indian history and have yet to see a mention of two spirit
people).

During the discussion of non-binary people, an example was used of a ‘gender fluid’ young
child, who wore different colour jumpers to indicate to others what pronouns they wanted.

A question was asked by a teacher, who was the thorn in the side We Exist for the rest of the
session. Let’s call him Nick. Eminently even-handed, polite and sincere in wanting to
understand, We Exist found it impossible to answer his questions.

Nick wanted to know, we live in a binary world, he wanted to respect his students and call
them ‘they’ if they asked him to, but what was best practice?

Maggie responded that being on the training session was a great first step and that it was a
super difficult

terrain to navigate. She suggested that he help them to fill out forms.

Nick responded that today was the very first time he had ever heard of 2-S (two spirit). He
said he’d been admonished by students for not using correct terminology, he was trying to
keep up, but

every day he was seeing something new. How could he ever get to a point where he was fully
knowledgeable?

Maggie responded that he didn’t need to learn all the acronyms, just the ones that were
important to his clients and quickly moved on.

Nick look exasperated.

Next up was the importance of pronouns.

Pronouns use can decrease suicide risk in trans-identified youth.
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A participant was congratulated in updating their pronouns on the Zoom call. 

We had all been asked to do that at the beginning, but the request was roundly ignored.

Maggie explained the term ‘gender dysphoria’ was often used non-clinically by trans people,
and if mental health professionals heard them use it, they should avoid seeking to confirm a
diagnosis- this could impact the client for the rest of their lives and should be avoided.

When trans people feel validated they experience gender euphoria, for example Maggie’s
friend had been on a bus and someone had said ‘excuse me sir’ and that had been a very
exciting moment.

We were then played Ash Hardell’s video, 'Explaining Nonbinary Dysphoria 💙 (and other
assumptions)', which has been viewed over 160,000 times.
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https://www.youtube.com/embed/1nylaxsl7J8

My hackles were immediately raised as it’s framed with the standard teen-in-bedroom
aesthetic that I absolutely loathe. Hardell sits talking to us on her bed, making full use of her
young looks and chipmunk voice to sell herself to the kids. 

In reality, she is 27 years old.

We learn that having a hair cut brings great gender dysphoria relief to Hardell.

Having short hair means she can live her life and not catch herself in the mirror and cry.

Something that Hardell isn’t dysphoric about though is periods. That’s mainly because she is
currently officially promoting the period tracker app, Clue. 

Amazing the psychological relief money can bring, isn’t it?

One of Hardell’s messages to da kids is not to rush into anything involving irreversible
changes, don’t have a timeline, ignore any pressure that is on you. 

She then says that she hates her big hips because it makes her look like a woman - one helluva
mixed message.

One of Hardell’s most watched videos is of her getting a double mastectomy, which features
Dennis Riley, and is just one part of her ‘Top Surgery Chronicles’, which is described as a
‘journey to flat and happy’. 

So much for not piling on the pressure.

After the video someone asks ‘who can diagnose gender dysphoria?’. 

Maggie says people only need to get a gender dysphoria diagnosis if they are planning on
transitioning and need access to HRT and surgery.

Maggie says if they don’t, then it isn’t a mental health concern.

A trigger warning was given for the next few slides. 
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Nick was told that this would be useful for his understanding, as his students reactions were
due to the endemic prejudice they face from society.

A participant asked:

‘How can HRT be obtained? Could under-18s get it without parental consent?

We Exist responded it depended on the prescribing doctors. 

Many kids were sourcing HRT illegally. 

Definitely a diagnosis of gender dysphoria was required to get surgery, but they were less sure
on the law regarding hormone prescriptions.

We Exist continued to fumble around, it could depend on the health provider, or not. Parents
would ultimately find out through health insurance payouts, which would put ‘teens into a
dangerous situation’.

They seemed to be advising mental health professionals not to seek a gender dysphoria
diagnosis for those seeking hormones alone because it was only absolutely necessary for those
seeking surgery.

No trans talk is complete with a Judith Butler reference. 
Gender policing exists in society. It starts at birth when parents throw gender reveal parties
and continues throughout life. 

It’s worse for men than it is women.
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The second video shown was Travis Alabanza’s emotionally arresting TED talk. The link
below is to the full video but they played us the section in which Travis goes into the full
detail of the chicken burger incident, 

Who is allowed to be a victim? | Travis Alabanza | TEDxBrum
"I'm here to talk about the violence in silence; I don't want to call it by-standing, that

sounds passive. I want to talk about the active choice in silence." A powerful and

poetic story of survival …

https://www.ted.com/talks/travis_alabanza_who_is_allowed_to_be_a_victim?language…

i.e. 2.00pm on Westminster Bridge on X date, in front of exactly 150 people he was called a
tranny and a chicken burger was thrown, which glanced off his shoulder and left a trail of
mayonnaise in its wake.

Devastatingly Travis was forced to ‘actually touch the mayonnaise’.

‘How do we go outside? Whose fear is being heard?’ opines Travis. 

And: 

‘There’s violence in silence’ - 150 people saw the chicken burger hit him and nobody said
*nothing*. NOTHING! 

One lady even looked at him in his face but *didn’t* say sorry.

Travis explains to his audience that trans and GNC people aren’t protected, and it’s their fault
because they don’t speak up about this violence. 
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Trans people are targeted because they deviate from the binary.

Also, ‘cis women’ experience violence too, but it’s taken *so* much more seriously. 

Travis recounts an incident on the Tube in which a woman was called a slut and literally the
whole carriage came to her defence.

0:00

Yet when he was called a ‘faggot’ (damn those American tourists) no one helped him. 

‘Some people are believed, some aren’t’, says Travis. There are no options out of the
epidemic of violence for trans people.

Yet Travis doesn’t want to give advice to his audience, he simply wants them to meet him in
person and pay for his transportation.

With that the video ended and we were told by Maggie that the talk was very very powerful,
and then a female participant, who described herself as ‘cis’ acknowledged the privilege she
had over strapping lad Travis.
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The next slide insensitively asked ‘Any takeaways?’ and a group discussion ensued.

Other comments included that lots of T &NB students have to avoid bathrooms. 

Again, a woman describing herself as ‘cis’, asked how she could help her clients? 

Have you heard of the gender unicorn? was Maggie’s answer.

This slide was shown to demonstrate that trans people experience a much higher level of hate
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crime, especially TW and even more especially TWOC.  

The asterisks denote which men had been ‘fatally shot’.

‘Intimate Partner Violence’ was categorised as denying a partner their ‘gender expression’
and Maggie also said that partners often withhold insurance payments on treatments for
hormones.

The suicide risk for trans people was almost double that of the normal population. They
wanted the therapists to be aware of that in their clinical practice.

Family rejection was a key driver of suicide rates. 

Services like LGBT groups and therapists could replace families.

Another safety concern was the impact conversion therapy had on suicide rates and they said
that the figure jumped up to 57% for T & NB people.
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As well as being highly likely for suicide, Maggie said that LGBTQI2S people were so
‘creative and resilient’.

Don't misgender people. Don’t ask about their genitals (as if we need to) and don’t ask about
where they are in their transition. 

Also, don’t compliment people by saying that they pass, it isn’t the compliment you think it
is.

We Exist's youth group covers an age range of 13-24 year.

Maggie said mentioned the Star Wars actor who had recently come out as genderqueer, as if
was something momentous. 

Billy Dee Williams: Star Wars actor who played Lando Calrissian revea…
The 82-year-old American, who is best known for playing Lando Calrissian, said he

sees himself as masculine and feminine.

https://news.sky.com/story/billy-dee-williams-star-wars-actor-who-played-lando-calrissi…

Q&A 
Several people commented the presentation was ‘awesome’ and a lot had been learnt. 
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A therapist in the audience asked about a teen she was seeing, who was trans, who wanted
help to access ‘gender confirming’ surgery. The therapist sounded massively conflicted and
said

she wanted to be supportive, yet could also seen it was a ginormous life-changing decision. 

We Exist suggested that puberty blockers could be employed, if the teen was under 18, as an
interim measure.

The therapist responded the teen wasn’t interested in hormone therapy and wanted 'genitalia
removed' and wanted to know what questions they should be asking around this issue. 

Maggie was floored. She had no answer whatsoever for this therapist.

The other We Exist person took the reins and said most people want hormones first and
wanted to know whether it was top surgery or bottom surgery that was being sought. 

The therapist responded that the person was seeking ‘top surgery’. 

Ah, said We Exist, then go over the

options of binders with the person, and that there were no surgical options open to those
under-18, nor those who had not taken hormone first. 

Most doctors feel that hormones use is a good indicator for surgery.

Binders could be really helpful but they could also be really dangerous, especially given the
current lung complications associated with COVID-19. Having a binder would be a powerful
tool for them, continued We Exist.

The therapist responded that it was very helpful advice and thanked them. Maggie promised
to send further information on binders to the therapist after the session. 

The therapist thanked them and said that she now planned to send her client to their youth
group.

We Exist advised the therapists to establish what pronouns your client wants right at the
beginning of the relationship. Use gender neutral language all the time so that you develop the
correct habits and avoid unnecessary micro aggressions.

Nick pointed out that in reality there was a lack of consensus between therapists on how to
actually make a diagnosis for gender dysphoria. He wanted to trust clinicians and the science,
but was being put in a position where he might lose the trust of his students if he said

something they didn't like (i.e. people may be subject to student complaints of transphobia
and thus be disciplined/lose their jobs). 

Maggie responded that gender dysphoria is in the DSM.

Nick said he wasn’t disputing whether it was really in the DSM, he knew that it was, he was
talking about teens being given the wrong diagnosis.



• • •

Just because you didn’t have an official diagnosis of GD did not mean that you weren’t trans,
was We Exist’s unhelpful answer.

We Exist apologised for referring to the audience as ‘you guys’. Maggie had tried to say
‘Y’all’ (tbh she did say it an *awful* lot) but giggled admitting it was difficult not to slip up. 

But what if that had left us feeling suicidal ….
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