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A Presence in the Past
A Transgender Historiography
Genny Beemyn

This article provides an overview of the literature written about individuals who are referred to today as transgender people, with a focus
on material from the United States. Influential studies are discussed,
particularly works by trans people. The article concludes by suggesting
useful directions for future research, including the need to document
trans political, legal, and cultural campaigns; considering a greater
range of transgender people and experiences; and specifically examining
the lives of trans people of color.

A

ny attempt to write “transgender history” is complicated by the contemporary nature of the term “transgender” and its cultural specificity. Do we include individuals in past centuries who might appear to be
transgender from our vantage point, but who would quite likely not have
conceptualized their lives in such a way? And what about individuals today who have the ability to describe themselves as transgender, but choose
not to for a variety of reasons, including the perception that it is a White,
middle-class, Western term? Should they be left out of “transgender history”
because they do not specifically identify as transgender?
Given the rich histories of individuals who perceived themselves and
were perceived by their societies as gender nonconforming, it would be
inappropriate to limit “transgender history” to people who lived at a time
and place when the concept of “transgender” was available and used by
them.1 But at the same time, it would also be inappropriate to assume that
people who are “transgender,” as we currently understand the term, existed
throughout history. The best that we as historians can do is to acknowledge
individuals whose actions would seem to indicate that they might be what
we would call “transgender” or “transsexual” today without necessarily
referring to them as such and to distinguish them from individuals who
might have presented as a gender different from the one assigned to them
at birth for reasons other than a sense of gender difference. Admittedly,
someone’s motivations are not always clearly discernible, but seeking to
make this distinction is critical to present a specific “transgender history.”2
Medical professionals began to recognize gender-nonconforming individuals in the mid-to-late nineteenth century and to undertake the first
studies of what would become known as transgender people in response
to the growing visibility of individuals who crossdressed or lived cross© 2013 Journal of Women’s History, Vol. 25 No. 4, 113–121.
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gendered lives. These early works, written mostly by U.S. and European
physicians, typically categorized those who transgressed gender norms
and expectations as psychosexually disordered. For example, psychiatrist
Richard von Krafft-Ebing, who had the greatest influence on the Western
medical profession’s views toward sexual and gender difference in the late
nineteenth century, classified gender-nonconforming individuals by the
degree to which they identified as a gender different from their assigned
gender, which, in his view, corresponded to the extent to which they were
mentally disturbed. He considered those who felt they were the “opposite”
sex and had been assigned the wrong sex at birth to be suffering from a
form of psychosis.3
Most of the literature on gender different individuals through the
1940s continued to be written by non-transgender medical practitioners,
who based their research on client case studies and treated gender nonconformity as a pathology. A notable exception was physician and sexologist
Magnus Hirschfeld, who coined the word “transvestite” in his epic 1910
work Transvestites to refer to individuals who were overcome with a “feeling of peace, security and exaltation, happiness and well-being…when in
the clothing of the other sex.”4 Hirschfeld found that “transvestites” were
not suffering from a form of psychopathology, nor were they masochists or
fetishists. Contrary to other researchers, he also recognized that they could
be of any sexual orientation (including asexual) and assigned either male
or female at birth.
The one known transgender person to write about the subject prior to
the 1950s was Michael Dillon, a British physician who was the first recorded
female-assigned, non-intersexed individual to have taken testosterone for
the purpose of transforming his body and to have undergone female-to-male
genital surgeries. In 1946, Dillon wrote Self: A Study in Ethics and Endocrinology, a book that argued for the acceptance of people who felt that they were
a gender different from the gender assigned to them at birth. Making the
case that such individuals were not mentally unbalanced, he was especially
critical of the clinicians who believed that they could change the sense of
self of gender different individuals through therapy, when what their clients
really needed was access to hormones and genital surgeries. But because
Self was not widely circulated, and Dillon himself sought to avoid public
attention, his groundbreaking arguments had little effect on the medical
profession. Instead of Dillon, endocrinologist Harry Benjamin became the
leading advocate in the 1950s and 1960s for “adjust[ing] the body to the
mind” of transsexual individuals through hormones and surgeries.5
The late 1960s and 1970s saw the proliferation of clinical studies about
transsexual people, following the publication of Benjamin’s The Transsexual
Phenomenon and the opening of the first gender identity clinic at Johns Hop-
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kins University, both in 1966. Some of this literature continued to pathologize
transgender people, especially texts by psychologists and psychiatrists, like
the studies of Robert Stoller and Richard Green.6 But the formation of the
first transgender organizations in the 1960s also made possible less biased
research involving non-clinical samples. At the same time, transgender
individuals began documenting their own lives and communities, such as
Virginia Prince’s 1962 survey of readers in her crossdressing publication
Transvestia and Christine Jorgensen’s best-selling 1967 autobiography.7
Jorgensen’s book was especially groundbreaking, as the stories of
transsexual women that had been published in the U.S. until then were
generally lurid exposés of female impersonators, strippers, and prostitutes
with tabloid titles like “I Changed My Sex!” and “I Want to Be a Woman!”
Following the success of Jorgensen’s work, a wave of autobiographies of
well-known, successful transsexual women were published from the mid
1970s through the early 1980s, which included Jan Morris’s Conundrum,
Canary Conn’s Canary, Renée Richards’s Second Serve, and April Ashley’s
Odyssey. While these texts drew substantial attention to the lives of transsexual women, the lack of autobiographies by transsexual men meant that
they remained largely invisible in the dominant society. The only full-length
narrative by a Female-To-Male (FTM) individual to be published in the U.S.
prior to the 1990s was Mario Martino’s 1977 book Emergence: A Transsexual
Autobiography.8
A rapidly growing number of transgender groups and openly transgender individuals in the late 1980s and 1990s provided greater opportunities
to give voice to gender-nonconforming people. Cultural anthropologist
Anne Bolin, for example, studied a Midwestern Male-To-Female (MTF)
transgender support group in the early 1980s and then again nearly a decade later, finding that members embraced a wider range of possible gender
identities for themselves and others over time. In the first in-depth research
on transsexual men, Aaron Devor interviewed 45 individuals about their
lives before, during, and after transitioning for his 1997 book, FTM: FemaleTo-Male Transsexuals in Society.9
The development of queer theory in the 1980s and 1990s also brought
further attention to transgender people, as literary critics including Judith
Butler, Diana Fuss, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, and Teresa de Lauretis, began
to deconstruct gender and examine its performative nature.10 Some trans
academics and activists have criticized this scholarship, which is mostly
by cisgender writers, for often using transgender people to further their
theoretical positions while ignoring the lived experiences of many trans
individuals.11 These criticisms aside, this body of work has led to a more
nuanced understanding of gender and has been instrumental in legitimizing
the academic study of transgender people. Theory that is more rooted in
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transgender experience has recently been collected in the Transgender Studies
Reader 1 and 2 and in the historian A. Finn Enke’s anthology Transfeminist
Perspectives in and beyond Transgender and Gender Studies.12
The first book-length histories of transgender communities were
published in the 1990s. Both Leslie Feinberg’s Transgender Warriors: Making
History from Joan of Arc to RuPaul and Pat Califia’s Sex Changes: The Politics
of Transgenderism are noteworthy for being written by transgender activists, rather than historians, and for seeking to counter anti-trans critics by
presenting gender-nonconforming people as having a clear, rich past. In
the case of Feinberg’s text, the result is a sweeping work that assumes that
“transgender people” existed in vastly different eras and cultures. The
medical historians Vern and Bonnie Bullough’s 1993 study Cross Dressing, Sex, and Gender likewise covers a broad timeframe—from the ancient
world to modern society—but, unlike Feinberg, the authors avoid creating
stable, ahistorical categories for individuals who wore clothing traditionally
associated with a gender different from their own. By simply recounting
instances of cross dressing in different times and cultures, however, the text
adds little to a specific “transgender history.”13
A sort of middle ground is provided by another historical work published in the 1990s, the cultural anthropologist Jason Cromwell’s Transmen
and FTMs: Identities, Bodies, Genders, and Sexualities. Cromwell does not make
the kind of generalizations of Feinberg, but goes beyond the Bulloughs in
seeking to understand the motivations behind cross-gender behavior to
trace a history of individuals who might have been what we would call
transsexual men today. He creates a framework for distinguishing between
female-assigned individuals who presented as male for various reasons
but who seemingly identified as their birth gender (people who might be
described as cross dressers, passing women, female husbands, etc.) and
female-assigned individuals who apparently identified and lived as men,
which included presenting as male (people who might be more accurately
characterized as transsexual).14
The two major transgender histories published in the 2000s, the historian Joanne Meyerowitz’s How Sex Changed: A History of Transsexuality in
the United States and the historian Susan Stryker’s Transgender History, are
studies of the U.S. in the twentieth century. Meyerowitz’s How Sex Changed is
a comprehensive, well-researched, and insightful examination of how transsexuality has been understood in U.S. society over time and how “the topic
of sex change has served as a key site for the definition and redefinition of
sex in popular culture, science, medicine, law, and daily life.” Meyerowitz
demonstrates that transsexual history predates not only the development
of the synthetic hormones and plastic-surgery techniques, but also the
terminology of transsexuality itself. Stryker’s Transgender History, part of
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Seal Press’s series of concise introductory texts on different topics in gender
studies, focuses on trans political and social activism from the mid twentieth
century to today. She details how transgender people have experienced and
responded to discrimination from the medical profession, the police and
legal system, and some leading lesbian feminists. While the standard historical narrative roots transgender organizing and resistance in the Stonewall
Riots, Stryker shows that the uprising was actually the culmination of more
than a decade of trans people challenging instances of harassment and police
brutality, much of which has not been well-documented.15
While few book-length transgender histories have been published to
date, the number of transgender autobiographies proliferated in the 2000s,
including notable texts by Jennifer Finney Boylan, Jamison Green, and Matt
Kailey. While simply being known as transsexual had made Jorgensen a celebrity in the 1950s and 1960s, the abundance of transgender autobiographies
published in the last decade means that a trans person today practically
needs to be a celebrity first, like Thomas Beatie and Chaz Bono, to interest
a major press in their story.16 In contrast to the plethora of autobiographies,
few biographies of transgender individuals have been published—the
most significant are works that examine the lives of Jack Bee Garland, Billy
Tipton, Michael Dillon, and Christine Jorgensen.17 Scholars will hopefully
write additional profiles of transgender individuals, especially trans people
of color (Sylvia Rivera, Marsha P. Johnson, and Miss Major immediately
come to mind) in the near future.
An even more pressing need for future research is in histories of specific trans communities and movements. For example, Tri-Ess, a national
organization for cross-dressing heterosexual men and their partners, has
existed for more than fifty years and has chapters across the country, yet it
has not been the subject of a detailed history. As a consequence, it is largely
unknown, even in the larger transgender movement. The oldest continuing organization consisting primarily of gay male cross dressers and drag
queens, the International Court System, has been considered in a handful of
sociological studies, but, similarly, has not caught the attention of historians,
despite being arguably the largest transgender member organization in the
United States and existing for nearly fifty years.18
Another useful direction for future research would be to document
the political, legal, and cultural campaigns that have led to tremendous
progress in the struggle for transgender rights in the last two decades and
will likely result in even greater success in the next few years. For example,
transgender people have been able to shift the dominant view of the medical
profession from assuming that transsexual individuals are mentally disordered to recognizing that they could be emotionally distressed because of
the incongruence between their gender identity and assigned gender. Also
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important to document are the strategies and organizing efforts behind the
legal gains made by transgender activists and allies at the state and local
levels. Prior to 2000, only one state (Minnesota) had passed a nondiscrimination law that included gender identity/expression; by 2013, seventeen
states and the District of Columbia had done so. The number of cities and
counties with transgender rights ordinances, similarly, has grown from
three municipalities in the 1980s to more than 150 today, so that more than
forty-five percent of the U.S. population is now covered by a transgenderinclusive nondiscrimination law. Among colleges and universities, more
than 600 campuses have added “gender identity/expression” to their nondiscrimination policies in the last seventeen years, and many have begun
to implement other transgender-supportive policies to create institutions
that are more welcoming and inclusive.19
But no matter the subject, all future research needs to consider a greater
range of transgender people and experiences. To date, transgender histories
have focused primarily on transsexuals and transsexuality, even though a
growing number of gender-nonconforming people identify outside of a
gender binary, particularly many transgender youth. In surveying close to
3,500 individuals for our book, The Lives of Transgender People, Sue Rankin
and I found that the respondents offered more than a hundred different
descriptions for their gender identity, from very detailed labels, like “FTM
TG stone butch drag king,” to vague explanations like “no easy definition,
some other kind of man.”20 By naming themselves in different and complex
ways, transgender youth are vastly expanding the meaning of gender and
raising societal awareness of the concept of gender identity.
Future histories also need to be more racially inclusive and specifically examine the lives of trans people of color. As a reviewer for several
LGBT journals, I am regularly asked to provide feedback on transgenderthemed manuscripts, and more often than not, these studies include few, if
any, people of color. There is no excuse for this kind of “whitewashing” of
transgender people today. At the same time, Black and Latin@ trans communities in the twentieth century have been understudied. While some
researchers, most notably the historian George Chauncey, have discussed
the rich tradition of drag balls in urban Black communities in the early and
mid twentieth century, there has yet to be an extensive treatment of this culture.21 Nor has there been much in-depth scholarship on the contemporary
ballroom culture among Black and Latin@ youth, beyond the pioneering
work of the gender studies scholar Marlon Bailey on the Detroit ball scene.22
At the outset of this article, I referred to the difficulties of writing
“transgender history,” whether in considering past centuries or the last
decade. But with a rapidly growing number of transgender people coming
out publicly today and challenging societal assumptions about gender, it
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becomes even more important to try to recognize and document where we
have been, so that we have a better sense of where we are going.
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