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A Brief History of Trans Identity
Throughout recorded history, thriving cultures have recognized, revered, and integrated more than two genders. Terms such as 
“transgender” and “gay” are strictly new constructs that assume three things: that there are only two sexes (male/female), two sexualities 
(gay/straight), and two genders (man/woman).

Hundreds of distinct societies around the globe have their own traditions for other genders:

➢ Gala: androgynous or trans priests of the Sumerian goddess Inanna from 
5000 to 3000 B.C.

➢ Hijra: In South Asia, at least eight-known gender-expansive identities 
have historically been present in the subcontinent including Hijra.  

➢ Koekchuch: During the 18th century, the Itelmens of Siberia recognized 
a “third gender” called Koekchuch to describe individuals who were 
assigned male at birth, but expressed themselves as women.

➢ Kathoeys: In Thailand, people who were assigned male gender at birth 
and view themselves as either a third gender or as a second type of 
woman, rather than viewing themselves as wholly female in gender. 
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https://dirtysexyhistory.com/2020/09/03/trans-and-non-binary-identities-from-mesopotamia-to-ancient-rome-inanna-cybele-and-the-gallai/
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/17/style/india-third-gender-hijras-transgender.html
https://www.suppressedhistories.net/articles/koekchuch.html
https://maytermthailand.org/2015/04/27/the-third-gender-in-thailand-kathoey/


A Brief History of Trans Identity
Two Spirit: Two Spirit is meant to be an umbrella term that points 
to the important roles that Two Spirit people held prior to 
colonization; however, as an umbrella term, specific teachings, roles, 
meanings, and language must come from the community.

The contemporary term Two Spirit was first coined in 1990 at the 3rd 
annual Native American and Canadian Aboriginal LGBT people 
gathering in Winnipeg. In creating the term, the founding group 
wanted to reflect the historical acceptance of gender-variant peoples 
and diverse sexual identities within Indigenous communities in 
pre-contact times. 

Although Two Spirit is a relatively new term, there are over 130 terms 
derived from Indigenous languages  to describe people who did not fit 
into the western gender binary.

Learn more about Two Spirit Identity

What Does "Two-Spirit" Mean? with Geo Neptune

Buffalo Barbie, Navajo Nation Anthony Johnson, Navajo Nation and Dr. 
James Makokis, Saddle Lake Cree Nation
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https://www.outsaskatoon.ca/two_spirit1
https://www.instagram.com/p/CQLpQwHA0RH/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A4lBibGzUnE


A Map of Gender-Diverse Cultures
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A Brief History of Trans Identity
There have always been trans and gender variant people throughout history, but the Western idea of “transgender” (formerly refered to as transexual or 
transvestite) was popularized in the early 1900’s. Here are a few notable examples of trans or gender nonconforming people in history: 

➢ 1776: The Public Universal Friend reported being genderless (neither male nor female), dressed androgynously, and asked the followers they 
gained while preaching throughout New England not to refer to them by their birth name or gendered pronouns.

➢ 1836: Mary Jones,  a free African-American, was arrested in New York City for dressing as a woman, prostitution, and pickpocketing.
➢ 1880’s: William Dorsey Swann, the first recorded drag queen, organized a series of drag balls in Washington, D.C. 
➢ 1919:  Dr. Magnus Hirschfeld started the oldest Western institute studying LGBTQ identities in Germany. Institut für Sexualwissenschaft 

performed some of the earliest contemporary affirming medical services. It was destroyed in the rise of German fascism under the Nazi party.
➢ 1952: Christine Jorgensen undergoes surgery in Copenhagen and returns to the US where she is outed by the American press. She causes an 

international sensation, and for many, she is the first visible trans person in the media. 
➢ 1964: Reed Erickson launches the Erickson Educational Foundation (EEF), an organization that supports work being done in the 1960s and 

1970s in the field of trans studies in the US. 
➢ 1969: Marsha P. Johnson, Sylvia Rivera, and Stormé DeLarverie are among those who resist arrest in a routine bar raid on the Stonewall 

Inn in New York City’s Greenwich Village, thus helping to ignite the modern LGBT rights movement. 
➢ 1971: Pauli Murray, a Black gender nonconforming activist, helped Ruth Bader-Ginsberg write the brief on the 1971 case Reed v. Reed, a 

landmark decision about gender discrimination. 
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https://www.npr.org/2020/03/04/812092399/public-universal-friend
https://outhistory.org/exhibits/show/sewally-jones/man-monster
https://www.pbs.org/wnet/americanmasters/william-dorsey-swann-from-enslaved-to-queen/18722/
https://magnus-hirschfeld.de/ausstellungen/institute/
https://www.nationalww2museum.org/war/articles/christine-jorgensen
https://makinggayhistory.com/podcast/reed-erickson/
https://www.biography.com/activist/marsha-p-johnson
https://www.womenshistory.org/education-resources/biographies/sylvia-rivera
https://www.them.us/story/drag-king-cabaret-legend-activist-storme-delarverie
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N-lhWEVByZo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N-lhWEVByZo
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pauli_Murray#Sexuality_and_gender_identity


A Brief History of Trans Identity

➢ 1970: Drag queen and trans woman Crystal LaBeija and friends started the House of LaBeija, the first modern ballroom house.
➢ 1980’s: Trans and queer communities are devistated by the AIDS epidemic, particularly trans women and queer men of color.
➢ 1990: Trans activist Lou Sullivan’s writings and advocacy opened up dialogues about gay trans men during the AIDS epidemic. 
➢ 1991: Paris is Burning is released, showcasing ballroom culture for the larger public. This is the first documentary that explicitly shows the 

“golden age” of ballroom culture in the 1980’s, highlighting the lives of trans women and drag queens who ran the balls. 
➢ 1999: Transgender Day of Remembrance was founded by transgender activist Gwendolyn Ann Smith to memorialize the murder of Rita 

Hester, a black transgender woman from Allston, Massachusetts.
➢ 2009: Transgender Day of Visibility was founded by transgender activist Rachel Crandall in 2009 as a reaction to the lack of LGBT 

holidays celebrating transgender people.
➢ 2014:  Laverne Cox became the first openly transgender person to be nominated for an Emmy in an acting category and was on the cover of 

Time Magazine. 
➢ 2018: Trans woman and drag queen Peppermint became the first trans woman to originate a principal role on Broadway in Head over Heels
➢ 2020: Bostock v. Clayton County, 590 U.S. (2020), was a Supreme Court case in which the Court ruled in favor of plantiff Aimee Stephens 

that Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 protects employees against discrimination because of their gender identity. 
➢ 2022: Hundreds of anti-trans bills have been proposed in the US, banning everything from trans participation in sports to gender affirming 

healthcare for minors. 

***An extensive timeline of Transgender History***
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https://www.them.us/story/how-crystal-labeija-reinvented-ball-culture
https://www.hrc.org/resources/transgender-people-and-hiv-what-we-know
https://cfshrc.org/article/living-and-dying-as-a-gay-trans-man-lou-sullivans-rhetorical-legacy/
https://watchdocumentaries.com/paris-is-burning/
https://tdor.tgeu.org/
https://www.glsen.org/activity/transgender-day-visibility
https://time.com/magazine/us/135460/june-9th-2014-vol-183-no-22-u-s/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peppermint_(entertainer)
https://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/19pdf/17-1618_hfci.pdf
https://www.hrc.org/resources/unprecedented-onslaught-of-state-legislation-targeting-transgender-american
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_transgender_history


➢ Violence disproportionately affects transgender 
women of color, particularly Black transgender 
women. The intersections of racism, sexism, 
homophobia, biphobia, transphobia, unchecked access 
to guns, as well as the lack of safe employment, housing, 
healthcare and other necessities all play a part in this 
violence. 

➢ At least 53 transgender or gender nonconforming 
people were fatally shot or killed in the United States in 
2021. The majority of these individuals are Black or 
Latine transgender women. Around the world, 375 
trans and gender-diverse people were reported killed. 

➢ In 2022, we have already seen the death of at least 6 
members of this community. 

A Brief History of Trans Identity
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https://www.hrc.org/resources/fatal-violence-against-the-transgender-and-gender-non-conforming-community-in-2021
https://www.hrc.org/resources/fatal-violence-against-the-transgender-and-gender-non-conforming-community-in-2021
https://www.hrc.org/resources/fatal-violence-against-the-transgender-and-gender-non-conforming-community-in-2021
https://tdor.tgeu.org/
https://www.hrc.org/resources/fatal-violence-against-the-transgender-and-gender-non-conforming-community-in-2022
https://www.hrc.org/resources/fatal-violence-against-the-transgender-and-gender-non-conforming-community-in-2022


Definitions!
“Language is constantly evolving and changing, and we invite you to join the contemporary 
standards around gender and language!”

     - Gender Explosion, StageSource 

Gender Identity: A person’s 
internal, deeply-felt sense of 
being a man, woman, in 
between, or another gender 
entirely. 

Gender Expression: An 
individual’s characteristics and 
behaviors such as appearance, dress, 
mannerisms, speech patterns, and 
social interactions that are perceived 
as masculine or feminine. This may 
also fluctuate, but a visual change in 
gender presentation does not 
necessarily mean that the person’s 
pronouns or identity have changed.

Sex Assigned at Birth (also known as 
Biological Sex): The anatomical 
classification of people as male, female, or 
intersex. This is usually assigned at birth. 
When talking about gender, you may see 
terms like Assigned Female at Birth 
(AFAB) or Assigned Male at Birth 
(AMAB).

Shira Helena Gitlin (2022)



Shira Helena Gitlin (2022)



Nonbinary: This is another umbrella term that describes people whose 
gender identity and/or gender expression is different from their assigned 
gender but does not fall under the traditional binary genders of Male or 
Female. Some terms that fit in this catagory include Genderqueer, Agender, 
Bigender, and Two Spirit. While some Nonbinary individuals identify with 
the term transgender, others do not.

Transgender: An umbrella term 
that describes people whose gender 
identity and/or gender expression is 
different from their assigned gender 
at birth. This term can be 
abbreviated to “Trans”. Trans is 
used as an adjective, not a noun. 
For example: transgender woman; 
trans man; That person is 
transgender. 

Cisgender: This is a term to describe 
someone who identifies with the gender they 
were assigned at birth. Cisgender is an 
adjective as well, for example: cisgender man; 
cis woman.
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Gender Nonconforming:  Gender nonconforming people have, or are perceived to have, gender characteristics and/or behaviors 
that do not conform to traditional or societal expectations.

Transition: The process of changing genders from one’s assigned gender to one’s gender identity. There are many different ways to 
transition. For some people, it is a complex process that takes place over a long period of time, while for others it is a one- or two-step 
process that happens more quickly. Transition may include “coming out”: telling one’s family, friends, and/or coworkers; changing 
one’s name and/or sex on legal documents; or accessing gender affirming healthcare such as hormone therapy or surgery.

Misgendering: When one uses a pronoun, gendered word, or prefix for an individual that does not reflect their gender identity. 
While this is often accidental, it can cause lasting effects in an individual or workplace. 

Gender Dysphoria: The feeling of discomfort or distress that might occur in people whose gender identity differs from their sex 
assigned at birth, either physically or socially.

Deadname: The name that a transgender person no longer uses (this can either be the name they were given at birth or a name that 
they were trying on that they no longer want to use). 
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Instead of asking for someone’s “preferred” pronouns, it is better to ask what pronouns they want to use in this 
space. Preferred indicates that they are a choice for the listener, ie: “you prefer he/him but if I use they/them it’s 
not a big deal” 

If someone shares their pronouns with you, it’s meant to disrupt the culture of making assumptions, and to 
provide you with the information you need in order to refer to them appropriately. 

Correctly using gender pronouns, especially ones that are unfamiliar, is a learning process! 

Gender Pronouns
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Gender Pronouns
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How to use multiple pronouns

➢ People can use gender nonconforming pronouns without being trans 
or nonbinary just like cisgender people can be gender nonconforming 
and still identify as cis. 

➢ Many gender expansive people use multiple pronouns to reflect a 
multifaceted gender identity. 

➢ Some people who use multiple pronouns do it because they are not 
fully out in certain spaces or are still testing out pronouns to see which 
fit best. 

➢ When talking about most people who use multiple pronouns, you can 
use either pronoun interchangeably. Some individuals may request the 
use of certain pronouns in certain spaces. 

➢ Notice if you always default to the “cis assumed” pronouns of an 
individual and change up which pronoun you use when talking about 
them. 



Gender Pronouns (cont.)

Asking someone’s pronouns: 

A new coworker, Jay, is gender non-conforming but does not wear a pronoun pin. Mark is 
unsure of which gender pronouns to use. While it may feel uncomfortable, Mark can introduce 
himself to the new coworker by saying “Hi! My name is Mark and I use he/him pronouns. It’s 
nice to meet you!” This opens up an opportunity for the new coworker to share their own name 
and pronouns if they feel comfortable. He can also say “...it’s nice to meet you Jay. What 
pronouns do you use?” 

It feels unnatural to ask pronouns because it isn’t currently in most people’s vernacular. Adding your 
pronouns to your own introduction, especially as a cisgender person, is a great way to make the 
phrase more common. The goal here is to normalize the idea of pronouns. 
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Gender Pronouns (cont.)

Correcting Pronoun Usage: 

Alex uses they/them pronouns. Steve is talking to Barb about Alex and says “Alex is supposed to 
get us the website design by next week, I am going to reach out to him today to see if he is still on 
track for that deadline.” In this situation, Barb has the opportunity to be an ally by correcting 
Steve. One way Barb could respond is “Sounds great! Also,  Alex uses they/them pronouns”. 

The easiest way to create a positive community for trans and nonbinary people is behind the scenes! 
If you hear a person using the incorrect pronouns for someone, you can take that opportunity to 
politely correct them. 
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Gender Pronouns (cont.)

Being Corrected on Pronoun Usage: 

Jake is talking to Charlie and a few other coworkers. Jake says to the group, “Maria, make sure to 
follow up with Charlie after work, she’s going to work with you on the meeting agenda for next 
week.” Afterwards, Charlie approaches Jake and says, “Hey Jake, I just wanted to remind you that I 
use they/them pronouns.” While it can feel uncomfortable to be corrected, the best response would 
be “I’m sorry, thank you for reminding me Charlie.” 

Because we are a often community in the workplace, it often feels like you’ve made a mistake when 
misgendering someone and you may want to apologize or make excuses for this. When a 
well-intentioned person apologizes for misgendering, they often end up putting the emotional weight 
on the trans person. Responses like “I’m so sorry!! it’s just so hard and I don’t really understand…” are 
typically the reason that a trans person will stop correcting people and feel uncomfortable in a space. 
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More Resources on Trans Identity 

Things to watch: 
Disclosure     Pose     Alok V Menon speaks on nonbinary identity     Trans 101 Series

Books: 
Beyond the Gender Binary by Alok V. Menon    Tomorrow Will Be Different: Love, Loss, and 
the Fight for Trans Equality by Sarah McBride     Transgender History by Susan Stryker More 
books on Trans Identity

Information about current events: 
Legislation Tracker for Anti-Trans bills    More Info on Current Legislation    Info on Gender 
Affirming Care for Youth     Info on Trans Athletes     Current LGBT News    ACLU    HRC

https://www.disclosurethemovie.com/
https://www.fxnetworks.com/shows/pose
https://www.instagram.com/p/CR1_IbUrQeK/?utm_source=ig_embed&ig_rid=7d8907d5-0cf9-450f-9ea2-798ba084060e
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VRH0pwENbx8&list=PL7SgbxvTR7N5-jYeT2Coj99qnRQTIArKP&index=1
https://www.goodreads.com/en/book/show/51794301
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/35506451-tomorrow-will-be-different
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/35506451-tomorrow-will-be-different
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/35506451-tomorrow-will-be-different
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/2420983.Transgender_History
https://pflag.org/resource/transgender-reading-list-adults
https://pflag.org/resource/transgender-reading-list-adults
https://freedomforallamericans.org/legislative-tracker/anti-transgender-legislation/
https://www.trans-week.com/
https://www.instagram.com/p/CZsGnQePsT2/
https://www.instagram.com/p/CZsGnQePsT2/
https://www.genderjustice.us/work/cooper-v-usapl/
https://www.them.us/
https://action.aclu.org/petition/take-pledge-support-trans-youth-now?ms=wwwactionpage&initms=wwwactionpage&ms_aff=NAT&initms_aff=NAT&ms_chan=web&initms_chan=web
https://www.hrc.org/resources/transgender


More Resources on Trans Identity 

People to check out online: 

Chase Strangio, he/him (trans man who is the lead ACLU lawyer for trans rights – he’s most active on Twitter)

Schuyler Bailar, he/him (trans man athlete and educator) 

Alok Vaid Menon, they/them (nonbinary author, performer, activist)

Chris Mosier, he/him (the first transman on men’s Team USA, professional Nike athlete, advocate)

JayCee Cooper, she/they (trans athlete, powerlifter, read her story here)

Jeffrey Marsh, they/them (non-binary activist)

Elliot Page, he/they (actor, activist)

https://www.instagram.com/chasestrangio/?hl=en
https://pinkmantaray.com/
https://www.alokvmenon.com/gallery
https://www.instagram.com/thechrismosier/?hl=en
https://www.instagram.com/jayceeisalive/?hl=en
https://www.instagram.com/thejeffreymarsh/?hl=en
https://www.instagram.com/elliotpage/?hl=en


➢ Buy your own pronoun pin here: https://tinyurl.com/y4ylkm5v 

➢ More information on gender identity: https://www.thetrevorproject.org/trvr_support_center/trans-gender-identity/ 

➢ Learn more about they/them pronouns: https://www.mypronouns.org/they-them  

➢ Learn about neopronouns: https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/08/style/neopronouns-nonbinary-explainer.html 

➢ Practice they/them or other pronouns: https://www.practicewithpronouns.com 

➢ Learn more about nonbinary genders: https://gender.wikia.org/wiki/Non-binary 

➢ Learn more about culturally specific genders (Two-Spirit, Hijra, etc): https://gender.wikia.org/wiki/Third_Gender 

➢ A comprehensive list of LGBTQ+ definitions: https://tinyurl.com/y223rho6 

➢ This website has compiled some frequently asked questions about trans identity: 

https://www.apa.org/topics/lgbtq/transgender 

More questions about trans identity? Google is your friend! 
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