
The Racial History of Trans Identity:
Understanding the Intersectionality
Transgender identity is a complex and multifaceted aspect of human existence
that has been shaped by various historical, social, and cultural factors. However,
it is crucial to acknowledge that trans identity is not solely influenced by gender-
related experiences but also intersects with race and ethnicity. The racial history
of trans identity sheds light on the significance of intersectionality in
understanding the struggles and triumphs of transgender individuals of different
racial backgrounds.

The Early Beginnings

The origins of transgender identity can be traced back to ancient civilizations
across the world, where various cultures recognized and sometimes even
revered individuals who did not conform to traditional binary genders. From the
Hijra communities in South Asia to the Two-Spirit people of many Native
American tribes, historical accounts provide us with evidence of transgender
individuals existing throughout history.

However, when examining the racial history of trans identity, it becomes evident
that experiences and societal perceptions differed significantly among various
racial and ethnic groups. For example, in Indigenous cultures, Two-Spirit
individuals often held respected roles within their communities, representing the
sacred balance of both masculine and feminine energy. On the other hand,
transgender individuals in Western countries faced widespread discrimination and
prejudice due to the deeply-rooted binary gender norms.
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The Influence of Colonialism

The advent of colonialism played a crucial role in shaping the racial aspects of
trans identity. European colonization introduced strict gender roles and a binary
understanding of gender that suppressed the acceptance of non-conforming
gender identities prevalent among Indigenous and African communities.
Transgender individuals, particularly those belonging to non-European racial
groups, faced increased hostility and marginalization due to the imposition of
Western cultural norms.

Moreover, colonialism also impacted the medicalization of transgender identity.
Western medical and scientific frameworks sought to pathologize non-conforming
gender identities, often labeling them as a form of mental illness. This
medicalization disproportionately affected transgender individuals belonging to
racial and ethnic minorities, perpetuating stereotypes and reinforcing systemic
discrimination in healthcare and institutional settings.

Civil Rights Movements and Visibility
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The Civil Rights Movements of the 20th century served as catalysts for change,
drawing attention to racial inequalities and systemic discrimination. These
movements, such as the African-American Civil Rights Movement and the
Chicano Movement, paved the way for greater visibility and recognition of
transgender individuals of color.

Important figures like Marsha P. Johnson and Sylvia Rivera, both transgender
women of color, played pivotal roles in the Stonewall Riots of 1969, which marked
a significant moment in the fight for LGBTQ+ rights. Their activism laid the
foundation for future transgender rights movements, highlighting the
intersectionality of race, gender, and sexuality.

The Ongoing Struggle for Equality

Despite the progress made in recent decades, transgender individuals of color
continue to face significant challenges and systemic disadvantages.
Intersectional discrimination, stemming from the converging biases against race,
gender identity, and often socio-economic status, perpetuates higher rates of
violence, unemployment, and limited access to healthcare.

The Black Lives Matter movement and other social justice initiatives have shed
light on the violence against Black transgender individuals, emphasizing the need
for addressing the racial disparities within the transgender community. It is crucial
to recognize and uplift the voices and experiences of transgender individuals of
color, understanding that their struggles are not isolated but interconnected with
their racial identity.

Celebrating Diversity and Empowering Change

Amidst the ongoing struggles faced by transgender individuals across racial
backgrounds, it is essential to celebrate the diversity within the community and



amplify their narratives. Recognizing the specific challenges faced by transgender
individuals of color is a crucial step towards dismantling systemic barriers and
promoting equality.

Education and awareness play a vital role in fostering inclusivity and
understanding. By acknowledging the racial history of trans identity and
understanding the intersectionality inherent in their experiences, society can work
towards creating a more equitable and accepting environment for all individuals.

In

The racial history of trans identity highlights the complex interplay between race,
gender, and societal structures. By exploring the diverse historical experiences of
transgender individuals across racial and ethnic groups, we can gain a deeper
understanding of the systemic biases and inequalities they continue to face today.

It is essential to acknowledge the unique struggles experienced by transgender
individuals of color and advocate for their rights. Only by embracing diversity and
fostering inclusive spaces can we truly empower the transgender community and
work towards a more just and equitable future for all.
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Winner of the John Boswell Prize from the American Historical Association 2018
Winner of the William Sanders Scarborough Prize from the Modern Language
Association 2018
Winner of an American Library Association Stonewall Honor 2018
Winner of Lambda Literary Award for Transgender Nonfiction 2018
Winner of the Sylvia Rivera Award in Transgender Studies from the Center for
Lesbian and Gay Studies

The story of Christine Jorgensen, America’s first prominent transsexual, famously
narrated trans embodiment in the postwar era. Her celebrity, however, has
obscured other mid-century trans narratives—ones lived by African Americans
such as Lucy Hicks Anderson and James McHarris. Their erasure from trans
history masks the profound ways race has figured prominently in the construction
and representation of transgender subjects. In Black on Both Sides, C. Riley
Snorton identifies multiple intersections between blackness and transness from
the mid-nineteenth century to present-day anti-black and anti-trans legislation and
violence.

Drawing on a deep and varied archive of materials—early sexological texts,
fugitive slave narratives, Afro-modernist literature, sensationalist journalism,
Hollywood films—Snorton attends to how slavery and the production of racialized
gender provided the foundations for an understanding of gender as mutable. In
tracing the twinned genealogies of blackness and transness, Snorton follows
multiple trajectories, from the medical experiments conducted on enslaved black
women by J. Marion Sims, the “father of American gynecology,” to the negation of
blackness that makes transnormativity possible.
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Revealing instances of personal sovereignty among blacks living in the
antebellum North that were mapped in terms of “cross dressing” and canonical
black literary works that express black men’s access to the “female within,” Black
on Both Sides concludes with a reading of the fate of Phillip DeVine, who was
murdered alongside Brandon Teena in 1993, a fact omitted from the film Boys
Don’t Cry out of narrative convenience. Reconstructing these theoretical and
historical trajectories furthers our imaginative capacities to conceive more livable
black and trans worlds.
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