
black on both sides a racial history of trans

identity

Black on Both Sides: A Racial History of Trans Identity is an exploration into the often overlooked

intersections of race, gender identity, and sexuality within the trans community, particularly focusing on

the experiences of Black trans individuals. This discourse not only highlights the unique challenges

faced by Black trans people but also emphasizes the historical context that has shaped their identities

and struggles. Understanding this racial history is crucial in recognizing the systemic inequalities and

violence that persist today.

Historical Context of Trans Identity in Black Communities

The history of trans identity is deeply intertwined with the broader narrative of race in America. From

the early days of colonization through the civil rights movement and into contemporary times, Black

individuals have navigated complex identities that challenge societal norms.

Pre-Colonial and Colonial Periods

- Indigenous Practices: Before European colonization, many Indigenous cultures in the Americas

recognized Two-Spirit individuals—those who embodied both masculine and feminine qualities. This

acknowledgment of gender fluidity was often tied to spiritual beliefs and community roles.

- Colonial Oppression: With the arrival of European colonizers, rigid gender binaries were imposed,

and the acceptance of diverse gender identities was systematically dismantled. Enslaved Africans were

subjected to dehumanization, which included the erasure of their cultural practices surrounding gender

and sexuality.



The 19th and Early 20th Centuries

- Emergence of Gender Variance: Despite oppressive structures, Black individuals began to express

gender variance in subtle ways during the 19th century. The Harlem Renaissance was a pivotal

moment when Black artists, writers, and intellectuals began to explore and express their identities

more openly.

- Medicalization of Gender: By the early 20th century, medical professionals began to classify gender

variance in pathological terms. This medicalization had profound implications for Black individuals, who

often faced greater scrutiny and discrimination.

The Civil Rights Era and Its Impact on Trans Activism

The civil rights movement of the 1960s and 1970s was a significant turning point for both racial and

gender equality. However, the intersection of these movements often left Black trans individuals

marginalized.

Intersectionality and Activism

- Key Figures: Figures like Marsha P. Johnson and Sylvia Rivera were integral to the Stonewall riots

and later formed the Street Transvestite Action Revolutionaries (STAR) to support homeless trans

youth. Their contributions highlighted the need for intersectional approaches in activism.

- Challenges Faced: Despite their activism, Black trans individuals often found their needs sidelined

within both the civil rights and feminist movements. The focus on race sometimes overshadowed

issues related to gender identity, leading to feelings of exclusion.



Trans Identity and Racial Violence

- Systemic Violence: The historical context of racial violence has perpetuated a culture of fear for Black

trans individuals. From police brutality to hate crimes, the intersection of racism and transphobia

creates a uniquely dangerous environment.

- Media Representation: The portrayal of Black trans individuals in media has often been negative,

reinforcing harmful stereotypes that further marginalize them. A lack of positive representation can lead

to societal misconceptions and discrimination.

Contemporary Challenges Faced by Black Trans Individuals

In today's society, Black trans individuals continue to face a myriad of challenges that are rooted in

both racism and transphobia.

Discrimination and Economic Inequality

- Employment: Black trans individuals often encounter discrimination in the workplace, leading to

higher unemployment rates compared to their cisgender counterparts. A 2015 national survey found

that 46% of Black trans respondents reported being unemployed.

- Housing Instability: The combination of racial and gender discrimination contributes to homelessness

among Black trans individuals. Many are forced to leave their homes due to familial rejection or

violence.

Health Disparities

- Access to Healthcare: Access to quality healthcare remains a significant concern. Black trans

individuals often face barriers such as discrimination from healthcare providers and a lack of culturally



competent care.

- Mental Health: The societal stigma surrounding trans identities can lead to high rates of mental

health issues among Black trans individuals. Factors such as racism, transphobia, and socioeconomic

hardships contribute to these challenges.

Community and Resilience

Despite the myriad challenges they face, Black trans individuals demonstrate remarkable resilience

and strength. Community support plays a vital role in their survival and empowerment.

Importance of Safe Spaces

- Support Organizations: Numerous organizations, both local and national, focus on supporting Black

trans individuals. Groups like the Black Trans Advocacy Coalition work to provide resources, advocacy,

and community.

- Cultural Events: Events such as Transgender Day of Remembrance and Black Pride celebrations

serve as vital spaces for honoring the lives of Black trans individuals and fostering community

solidarity.

Art and Expression as Resistance

- Creative Outlets: Art has long been a form of expression and resistance for marginalized

communities. Black trans artists use their platforms to share their narratives, challenge stereotypes,

and inspire others.

- Visibility and Representation: The increasing visibility of Black trans individuals in media, politics, and

art is a crucial step toward dismantling harmful stereotypes and fostering understanding.



The Path Forward: Allyship and Advocacy

To create a more equitable society, allyship and advocacy are essential. Understanding the historical

context of Black trans identities can inform more effective support strategies.

Building Allyship

- Education: Allies must educate themselves on the specific challenges faced by Black trans

individuals. This includes understanding the historical context and current issues affecting their lives.

- Amplifying Voices: Providing platforms for Black trans voices is essential. Allies should listen to and

uplift the narratives of Black trans individuals rather than speaking over them.

Advocacy for Systemic Change

- Policy Change: Advocating for policies that protect the rights of Black trans individuals, such as anti-

discrimination laws and healthcare access, is vital for systemic change.

- Community Support: Supporting local organizations that prioritize the needs of Black trans individuals

can lead to stronger community networks and resources.

Conclusion

The history of Black trans identity is a complex tapestry woven with threads of resilience, struggle, and

community. By understanding the historical context and contemporary challenges faced by Black trans

individuals, we can work toward a more inclusive future. It is imperative that society acknowledges the

unique intersections of race and gender identity, ensuring that the voices of Black trans individuals are

heard, validated, and celebrated. Through allyship, advocacy, and education, we can strive to



dismantle the systemic inequalities that persist and create a world where everyone, regardless of their

identity, can thrive.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of 'Black on Both Sides: A Racial History of

Trans Identity'?

'Black on Both Sides' argues that the experiences of Black transgender individuals are integral to

understanding the intersections of race, gender, and sexuality, challenging dominant narratives that

often exclude these perspectives.

How does the book address the historical context of trans identity in

relation to race?

The book explores the historical roots of trans identity within the Black community, tracing how

systemic racism and oppression have shaped the experiences and identities of Black trans individuals

throughout history.

What unique perspectives does the author bring to the discussion of

trans identity?

The author, C. Riley Snorton, brings a critical intersectional lens that emphasizes the significance of

race in the formation of trans identity, highlighting the lived realities and contributions of Black trans

people.

In what ways does 'Black on Both Sides' challenge mainstream



narratives of trans identity?

The book challenges mainstream narratives by centering Black trans experiences, critiquing the

erasure of their histories in broader discussions of gender identity and advocating for a more inclusive

understanding of trans issues.

What role does intersectionality play in the book's analysis?

Intersectionality is a foundational concept in the book, as it examines how overlapping social identities,

particularly race and gender, create unique experiences of oppression and resilience for Black trans

individuals.

How does the author address the relationship between activism and

trans identity in the Black community?

The author highlights the vital role that Black trans activists have played in social movements,

illustrating how their struggles for recognition and rights are deeply intertwined with broader fights

against racial injustice.

What impact has 'Black on Both Sides' had on contemporary

discussions about trans rights?

The book has sparked important conversations about the need for inclusivity in trans rights advocacy,

urging activists and scholars to recognize and elevate the voices of Black trans individuals in the fight

for equality.

Can you summarize the significance of the title 'Black on Both Sides'?

The title 'Black on Both Sides' signifies the dual identity of being both Black and transgender,

emphasizing the importance of acknowledging and embracing the complexity of these intersecting

identities in understanding the broader narrative of trans history.
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