Coming Out as Trans

By Jerimarie Liesegang, PhD

This article is in memory of Gwen Araujo who would have celebrated her 18th birthday this year1
Today’s common wisdom is that coming out, as Lesbian or Gay is much easier in today’s society than ever before.  And I am sure many will argue both sides of that statement.  However, I would like to extend consideration of that statement to that of  “Coming Out as a Trans-identified Youth.”  And there are two caveats to this: Trans and Youth.  Many of us recognize that society and families are learning to tolerate homosexuality and even moving to supporting homosexuality through numerous social, legal and corporate channels.  Or to be more accurate, that this support is true until one begins to traverse that fine line, or binary model, of female/male.

When one comes out as a Trans-identified individual the best many of us hope for is tolerance, with the slightest glimmer of support.  And I make this statement not for reasons of despair, though for reasons of education and progress.  For without both facing the Problem and putting a Face to the problem, the fight for Trans Equal Rights will forever remain in the shadows of Sexual Orientation!  I know my family has always said to me, I can accept you as a Gay person however I cannot accept you as my sister or daughter!

Let us consider some of the facts:

· Homosexuality has for decades been declassified as a mental illness, yet being Trans-identified IS classified as a mental illness and used routinely to control the emerging Trans-identified child and youth

· A 2001 survey of 904 LGBT high school students conducted by GLSEN showed that a whopping 89.5% of transgender students feel unsafe in school compared to 68.8% of LGB students

· Murder of Three Trans Youths within one month alone in 2002:

· Gwen Araujo [CA] – 17 year old TransWoman Beaten to death – 10/3/2002

· Stephanie Thomas [DC] – 19 year old TransWoman Shot Multiple times – 9/12/2002

· Ukea Davis [DC] – 18 year old TransWoman Shot Multiple times – 9/12/2002
· A Washington DC Transgender Needs Assessment Survey reported the following:
· Over 80% were between the ages of 13 and 36
· 40% percent were unemployed
· 40% had not completed high school

· 25% contemplated suicide

· Nearly half the respondents have no health insurance
· HIV Infection rate of 25% and 22% who did not know their HIV status

· 69.5% African American, 21.8% Latino, 4.4% White
· HRC’s exclusion of Gender Identity within its support of ENDA
· Empire State Pride [ESPA] exclusion of Gender Identity in SONDA
And I have heard many defend HRC and ESPA’s exclusionary behavior, yet many of those arguments hark back to the early days of the Gay Rights movement and the heterosexual communities defense for their exclusion of sexual orientation!  However we must all remember that Sexual Minority Youth encompass both Sexual Orientation AND Sexual Identification [aka gender identity or expression].

So we see some of the perils of coming out as Trans-identified and especially as a Trans-identified youth.  And I need to amplify on the issue that the American Psychiatric Association classifies the trans-identitified person as mentally ill [GID].  Consequently, not only does one come out to their family, being youth they and their family must seek psychiatric assistance to legally pursue being transgender.  I know as an adult, I followed the prescribed route of “mental therapy” for my clinically diagnosed GID; I was told – I can cure you!  Imagine how the system will treat a youth who says: I am a man trapped in a woman’s body!  Yeah, I think we can all fill in the remainder of this paragraph.

So what must we do to make coming out and acceptance as Trans-identified easier within the Lesbian and Gay community and society as a whole?  To this point, some say the “Gay Rights Movement” began in 1969, the night of the Stonewall riot.  And as many trans-identified folks know, a “Trans” person was at the forefront of that fateful night – Sylvia Rivera!  Yet somehow, the trans-identified person, community and issues were lost in the emerging Gay Rights movement, including the prominent casting aside of Sylvia.  However, this did not stop Sylvia!  She fought daily for the trans-identified person and community; as well as educating, and at times fighting, the gay, lesbian and straight communities for recognition and equal rights.  And from such spirited Direct Actions and confrontations, a few, then more, and then many more Trans Activists came to her aide, and to the forefront, in this struggle for Trans Activism and Advocacy. For many trans-identified people this struggle occurs in the midst of their worlds crumbling socially and economically around them as they “come out”.  However, more and more of us are learning to balance “coming out” socially and economically with our coming out as Activists and Advocates.  And with this visible presence will come education, visibility, recognition and eventually equal rights.

1In Gwen Araujo's memory, please consider donating to the Araujo Memorial Fund. Money given goes to the family, and helps to cover their expenses in this time of need. Let’s show them that our community will be there for them.
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