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‘It’s a hard line to walk’: black non-binary trans* collegians’ 
perspectives on passing, realness, and trans*-normativity

Z Nicolazzo

department of counseling, adult, and Higher education, northern Illinois university, deKalb, Il, uSa

ABSTRACT
Being labeled as ‘abnormal, or deviant, or not being one of the rest of us’ has 
real effects for one’s life chances. Trans* people are one such group who have 
continually been codified as abnormal, abject, weird, deceptive, and social 
pariahs. The purpose of the following study was to explore how the concepts 
of passing, realness, and trans*-normativity influence the experiences of 
two black non-binary trans* collegians. Using queer and intersectional 
theoretical approaches to analysis, findings from this study highlight the 
various ways black non-binary trans* collegians view these concepts as both 
limiting and emancipatory.

Describing the overwhelming pull toward normalcy in US society, Warner (1999) wrote:
Nearly everyone, it seems, wants to be normal. And who can blame them, if the alternative is being abnormal, or 
deviant, or not being one of the rest of us? Put in those terms, there doesn’t seem to be a choice at all. Especially not 
in America, where normal probably outranks all other social aspirations. What immortality was to the Greeks, what 
virtù was to Machiavelli’s prince, what faith was to the martyrs, what honor was to the slave owners, what glamou,r 
[sic] was to drag queens, normalcy is to the contemporary American [sic]. Of course people want individuality as 
well, but they want their individuality to be the normal kind, and given the choice between the two they will take 
normal. (p. 53, italics in original)

Warner then followed this observation with a simple, yet provocative question: ‘But what exactly is 
normal’ (p. 53)? Rather than requiring an answer, the rhetorical question Warner posed pointed out 
the precarity and instability of the notion of normalcy. In other words, the very inability to define easily 
what is ‘normal’ speaks to the shakiness of the concept itself.

Regardless of the shifting sands upon which US notions of normalcy sit, being labeled as ‘abnormal, 
or deviant, or not being one of the rest of us’ has real effects for one’s life chances. Trans*1 people are 
one such group who have continually been codified as abnormal, abject, weird, deceptive, and social 
pariahs (Serano, 2007; Sloop, 2000; Stryker, 2008). Speaking to this dynamic in relation to love and rela-
tionships, Diamond (2011) stated, ‘If they aren’t ignored and rendered invisible by mainstream narratives 
of romance, trans and gender-variant folks are consistently portrayed as deviants unsuitable to love’ (p. 7, 
emphasis added). In this sense, the question shifts away from what constitutes normal to what are the 
effects of socialized understandings of normalcy on the lives of trans* people?

The purpose of the following study was to explore how the concepts of passing (Mattilda, 2006a), 
realness (Bailey, 2013), and trans*-normativity (Boldly Go, 2013; Jourian, Simmons, & Devaney, 2015) 
influence the experiences of black non-binary trans* collegians. Specifically, the study investigated these 
notions as they related to how black non-binary trans* college students were able to remain resilient 
in negotiating a collegiate context steeped in trans* oppression, or a form of systemic oppression that 
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disadvantages ‘people whose gender identity or expression do not conform to binary cultural norms 
and expectations’ (catalano & Griffin, 2016, p. 183). The research question that guided this study was:

(1)    How do black non-binary trans* collegians make sense of passing, realness, and the cultural 
press toward normalcy, particularly as it relates to their various salient identities?

Literature review

In the literature review that follows, I address scholarship on trans* collegians, paying specific attention 
to the current lack of work focused on non-binary students; a gap this manuscript seeks to begin to fill. 
Next, I elucidate the extant literature on realness, passing, and trans*-normativity as the three terms 
on which this manuscript hinge. Because these terms do not have a rich history within educational 
research, I draw from a variety of disciplines, including anthropology, disability studies, queer studies, 
and transgender studies. As a result, this manuscript serves as a way to continue to bridge broader 
conversations regarding the sociocultural manifestations of these terms with educational research 
and praxis.

Non-binary trans* collegians

Nicolazzo, Marine, and Galarte (2015) stated, ‘While there is in general unprecedented social awareness 
of trans* identities, (particular) trans* people, and trans* issues, there has yet to be a serious concen-
trated effort to explore trans* subjectivities, identities, and experiences in educational contexts’ (p. 367). 
In other words, at the very moment when (some) trans* people and issues are gaining traction in the 
social imaginary, there is a prevailing lack of empirical studies detailing the experiences of trans* peo-
ple in education, specifically in higher education. Furthermore, although the paucity of such empirical 
studies is beginning to be addressed (e.g. catalano, 2015; Marine, 2011; Nicolazzo, 2015, 2016), there 
has been an ongoing call for research focused expressly on non-binary trans* people (Bilodeau, 2005; 
califia, 2003; Feinberg, 1998; Mattilda, 2006b).

As intimated in the aforementioned quote from Nicolazzo et al. (2015), while particular trans* people 
are gaining social visibility and increased understanding, this does not relate equitably to all trans* peo-
ple. Particularly, the widespread public acknowledgment of trans* people like laverne cox, Janet Mock, 
and caitlyn Jenner gives the suggestion that to be trans* is to biomedically transition from the sex one 
was assigned at birth to another (e.g. male-to-female). Even in the 2005 docu-series Transgeneration, 
all four individuals featured in the series were biomedically transitioning. The overwhelming focus on 
trans* people who are transsexual/transitioning has dangerous implications, most notably that there 
continues to be widespread conflation between the terms ‘trans*’ and ‘transsexual,’ or those trans* 
people who seek to biomedically transition (Nicolazzo, 2015, 2016). In other words, the narratives that 
have and continue to be forwarded regarding trans* people – and specifically for the purposes of this 
manuscript, trans* collegians – continue to reify the trans*-as-transsexual trope. As a result, non-binary 
trans* people hold a precarious positionality within the broader trans* population. Admittedly, not all 
trans* people who biomedically transition eschew a non-binary gender identity. However, the lack of 
studies focused on non-binary collegians reifies their subordinated status within the trans* population 
at large and, thus, requires further consideration.

On language

This manuscript makes use of several terms that, despite their prevalent use within trans* communities, 
may lack broad-based familiarity. Thus, to overcome any potential confusion, I will address these terms 
now, situating them within the literary cannon on trans* identities. First, Goffman (1963) described 
passing by suggesting it is a practice by which a social identity that is deemed socially abnormal is 
‘nicely invisible and known only to the person who possesses it’ (p. 73). Passing occurs within various 
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communities and includes racial passing (Butler, 2011; larsen, 2014), disability passing (Brune & Wilson, 
2013), and gender-based passing (Mattilda, 2006a), among others. Furthermore, passing is not always 
a desirable or wanted practice. For example, a trans* person who passes as cisgender, or non-trans*, 
may feel a loss due to not being seen by others as trans*. Moreover, there are some scholars who sug-
gest individuals always already fail at passing. For example, work by Mattilda (2006a) and Butler (2006) 
suggests that those with diverse genders consistently fail to pass as they wish to be seen. Rather than 
this failure being a flaw on behalf of the individual, both scholars focus on the exceedingly high expec-
tations regarding gender conformity embedded in US culture. Thus, it is these impossible standards that 
produce failure, not a lack in any individual’s behalf. However, it also bears pointing out that, particularly 
in Butler’s theorizing, one’s inability to pass, although not the fault of any one individual, has effects on 
one’s life and livelihood, thereby influencing one’s level of social risk and vulnerability. Furthermore, as 
the data from this study suggest, passing may be emotionally and psychologically harmful for some 
trans* students, particularly as this notion relates to those of realness and trans*-normativity.

Realness has been a term used throughout the drag ball circuit, a scene that was widely popularized 
by Jennie livingston’s (1990) documentary Paris is Burning. As Bailey (2013) noted in his ethnographic 
study of the ball scene in Detroit, ‘To be “real” is to minimize or eliminate any sign of deviation from 
gender and sexual norms that are dominant in heteronormative society’ (p. 58). Put into the context of 
trans* collegians, realness connotes those trans* students who best fit within normative understandings 
of gender and sexuality. It is also worth noting that the ball scenes depicted in both livingston and 
Bailey’s works – the very locations where the notion of realness gained incredible traction within queer 
and trans* circles – were predominantly populated by people of color. This is not to say that realness is 
a creation of, or only accessible to, queer and trans* populations of color. However, it is worth noting 
that notions of realness as one’s ability to pass, even if only in a provocative or performative sense, 
has a particular historical legacy within the queer and trans* communities of color who are heavily 
represented in the ball scene.

Trans*-normativity is the belief that there is only one way for trans* people to practice their gender 
(Boldly Go, 2013). Specifically, trans*-normativity suggests all trans* people should transition from one 
socially knowable sex to another (e.g. male-to-female). This concept rests on the false assumption that 
there are only two identifiable sexes (i.e. male/female), which are then linked to only two genders (e.g. 
man/woman), which are discrete, natural, and immutable (Butler, 2006). Thus, according to Butler’s 
concept of the matrix of heterosexuality, a trans* person’s transitioning from one sex to another is 
connected to that person transitioning from one gender to another, as sex and gender are entailed 
in specific ways that make only certain people and positionalities culturally intelligible (Butler, 2006). 
Far from just being imposed on trans* people by cisgender people, Spade (2002) also highlighted the 
pernicious effects of trans*-normativity occurring within trans* communities. Furthermore, catalano 
(2015) and Jourian et al. (2015) alluded to the varied effects of trans*-normativity on trans* men and 
trans* educators in higher education, respectively. However, to date there has yet to be a study focusing 
on the effects of trans*-normativity on non-binary collegians.

Finally, for the purposes of this study, one should understand non-binary to mean those trans* peo-
ple who resist options to biomedically transition away from the sex they were assigned at birth (and, 
as a result, the gender ascribed to that assigned sex). Although non-binary people still exist within the 
broader umbrella definition of trans*, the distinction is particularly important for two reasons. First, 
there has been a persistent reification that suggests that for one to be trans*, they must transition 
biomedically (carter, 2014; Stryker, 2008). Although several people within the trans* community have 
worked to resist such simplistic notions of what it means to be trans* (e.g. Bornstein, 2013; cooper, 
2012), the misperception that to be trans* means to biomedically transition is one that is largely cul-
turally intractable (Nicolazzo, 2016). Secondly, due to this cultural imperative, those who choose not 
to biomedically transition occupy a liminal space in which they are neither quite trans* enough nor 
not quite not-trans* enough. Therefore, based on their gender expression, the environment in which 
they live, and the prevailing notions of gender (non-)normativity, there may be varying abilities for 
non-binary people to remain resilient. Thus, the liminal existence of non-binary trans* collegians signals 
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the necessity of the present study. Specifically, countless studies have underscored the importance of 
developing a sense of belonging as critical to one’s success in college (e.g. Strayhorn, 2012). However, if 
non-binary trans* collegians are unable to cultivate a sense of belonging as a result of their identifying 
as non-binary, educators must rethink how they work alongside and advocate for this marginalized 
population.

Theoretical perspectives

Queer theory

I framed the present study using both queer theory and intersectionality. As Denton (2014) suggested, 
‘Queer theory remains difficult to define, largely by design’ (p. 28). That is, the inability to find a stable, 
widely recognized definition of queer theory may be a byproduct of the project at the heart of much 
queer theoretical research: the challenging of what are presumed to be the rigid, seemingly solid cat-
egories of identity. To this end, Umphrey (1995) suggested queer theory was a process by which ‘one 
focuses not on the identities of those labeled normal and those labeled abnormal, but on the oblique 
relation between two (or more) identities, positions, or practices that have no certain and timeless 
definition or content’ (p. 16). Thus, queer theory allows researchers to interrogate and deconstruct 
‘totalizing, universalizing “metanarratives” and the humanist view of the subject that undergirds them’ 
(lather, 1991, p. 5). Queer theory also allows researchers to recognize and highlight the heterogeneity 
within identity groups previously assumed to be monolithic and homogenous (Sayyid, 2000). Echoing 
Sedgwick’s (2008) foundational writing, queer theory pushes researchers to take seriously the prophetic 
nature of her statement, ‘People are different from each other’ (p. 22).

Admittedly, queer theory has a contested history with the (mis)treatment of trans* people, trans* 
activism, and the emerging field of transgender studies (cohen, 1997; love, 2014; Stryker, 2004). For 
example, as Stryker (2004) wrote:

The field of transgender studies has taken shape over the past decade in the shadow of queer theory. Sometimes 
it has claimed its place in the queer family and offered an in-house critique, and sometimes it has angrily spurned 
its lineage and set out to make a new home of its own. (p. 214)

Moreover, scholars have pointed out that despite the anti-normative and anti-essentialist foundations 
upon which notions of queerness – and, thus, queer theory – were constructed, the term ‘queer’ itself 
has often unwittingly served as a proxy for ‘lesbian and gay’ (cohen, 1997; love, 2014) and, more point-
edly, White queer people and subjectivities (Johnson, 2001). Thus, although love (2014) pointed out 
that ‘etymologically, both trans and queer refer to crossing’ (p. 175, italics in original), there are deep 
tensions in how these two concepts are used in scholarship, theory, and practice both in and outside 
of the academy.

Despite this oversimplification of the agentic force of queer theory as a destabilizing epistemological 
framework, there is much one can gain from understanding the connections between queer theory and 
trans* lives, theory, and activism. By reclaiming the queerness that was itself foundational to the origins 
of queer theory, one can realize how the project of destabilizing, deconstructing, and denaturalizing 
normative assumptions of gender, sexuality, and all other social identities is a commonality from which 
to merge queer theory and trans* theory, lives, and activism (cohen, 1997). Rather than scrapping the 
project of queer theory as inherently not queer enough to capture the capaciousness of trans* lives and 
livelihoods, I align my thinking with a variety of scholars who see the value in using queer theoretical 
analyses to unearth new meanings, increase life chances, and proliferate possibilities for trans* people.

Quaring queer theory

As I mentioned previously, not only are there ruptures across notions of trans*ness and queer theory, but 
there are ruptures within queer theory itself, particularly in relation to race and class. As Johnson (2001) 
succinctly wrote, ‘Although there are exceptions, most often [W]hite queer theorists fail to acknowledge 



INTERNATIONAl JOURNAl OF QUAlITATIvE STUDIES IN EDUcATION  5

and address racial privilege’ (p. 5). In opposing the latent white supremacy of queer theory, Johnson 
invoked the black southern vernacular embodied by his grandmother in articulating ‘quare’ studies. 
Discussing the importance of this shift, Johnson (2001) stated,

By refocusing our attention on the racialized bodies, experiences, and knowledges of transgendered [sic] people, 
lesbians, gays, and bisexuals of color, quare studies grounds the discursive process of mediated identification and 
subjectivity in a political praxis that speaks to the material existence of ‘colored’ bodies. (p. 10)

In recognizing the centrality of race in quare lives and experiences, Johnson was not seeking to create 
essentialized notions of blackness and/or black quare subjectivity. Here, Johnson’s analysis of blackness 
as a racial formation mirrors the notion that ‘race is a figuration, a fake, made up thing with material, 
crushingly real consequences’ (Patel, 2015, para 9). Johnson (2001), then, sought to engender a politics 
that ‘foster[s] contingent, fragile coalitions as it struggles against common oppressive forms’ (p. 10). 
Rather than reify notions of blackness, quareness, and/or black quareness, quare studies calls attention 
to and resists the anti-black racism embedded in queer theory at the very same time as it disrupted 
notions of unified versions of racial, gender, and sexuality formations.

Because this manuscript centers black trans* youth, it is particularly important to highlight the 
convergences of race and gender, along with other categories of social identity. Johnson’s (2001) work 
opened up a way to think about these convergences, as well as the embodied effects for black trans* stu-
dents. Given Johnson’s critique of queer theory, it becomes especially important to note that although 
there are studies on black trans* people – for example, Pettiway’s (1996) Honey, Honey, Miss Thang – I 
could find no studies in the field of higher education to date that focuses specifically on black trans* 
collegians.2 Moreover, because ‘quare studies is a theory of and for [queer] people of color’ (Johnson, 
2001, p. 3), I as a White scholar – I discuss my positionality in further depth later – do not intend to use 
this as a framing device for the present study. Instead, my intent is to mirror Johnson’s disruption of 
anti-black racism within queer theory by following his lead and paying particular attention to interro-
gating and resisting how anti-black racism and trans* oppression intersect within the production of 
knowledge about trans* experiences and subjectivities within the field of higher education. It is in this 
realization that I arrive at my second theoretical frame for this study: intersectionality.

Intersectionality

First conceptualized by legal scholar Kimberlé crenshaw (1989, 1995), intersectionality is both a theoreti-
cal framework as well as a process of analysis through which one can understand how multiple identities 
congeal to mediate one’s ability to navigate sociocultural systems of power. Similar to the critical race 
theoretical tradition of which it is a central tenet, intersectionality seeks a connection between one’s 
identities and lived experiences on the one hand, and the historical, geographic, legal, political, and 
social contexts in which one lives (Bowleg, 2013; crenshaw, 1995). In this sense, intersectionality is not 
merely theorized, but is lived. The use of intersectionality as a theoretical framework requires a focus on 
‘ordinary people’ as well as an analysis that takes into account the various historical, social, and political 
contexts in which participants exist (Bowleg, 2013).

As May (2015) noted, ‘Intersectionality understands oppression and resistance to be ongoing, rela-
tional processes’ (p. 237), denoting that such an analysis can and should be affirmative in nature. Bowleg 
(2013) agreed, citing that instances of ‘intersectionality-facilitated resilience’ (p. 766) were an important 
finding from her study with gay and bisexual black men. Intersectionality, then, not only becomes a 
powerful framework through which to trace the liminality of lived experiences for those whose various 
social identities place them in the borderlands between and among groups (e.g. crenshaw’s classic 
example that black women did not have a stable foothold within black or feminist social movements); 
it also provides a strategy for (re)conceptualizing practices of resilience (Nicolazzo, 2015, 2016) derived 
from these various sites of marginality.

In using intersectionality as a theoretical framework for this study, I sought to focus both on the 
multiple and shifting identities of trans* and gender non-conforming college students as well as the 
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systems of power and privilege in which these students exist (i.e. their collegiate environments) (Museus 
& Saelua, 2014). Although participants did not explicitly define their environments using such language, 
Bowleg (2008) reminds researchers using intersectionality to recognize what is both present (explicit) 
and not present (implicit) within data. Therefore, it became imperative for me as a researcher to take 
a critical stance at the outset of this study by recognizing the omnipresence of various intersecting 
systems of oppression such as racism, classism, trans* oppression, sexism, compulsory able-bodiedness, 
and christian hegemony. By doing so, I was able to situate and make meaning of participants’ narratives 
as always already existing within these (il)logics, as well as how their narratives both react and resist 
such normalizing and violent discourses.

Admittedly, using queer theory and intersectionality in tandem presents several challenges (Jones & 
Abes, 2013). Of particular note for the present study, queer theory and intersectionality have dissimilar 
grounding principles regarding identities. For example, queer theorists posit identity flux and fluidity, 
thereby questioning the very proposition of identity as something one can ‘have’ in any coherent form. 
Although those using intersectionality would agree there is no material/scientific foundation for identi-
ties (e.g. race), the framework suggests there are overarching matrices of privilege and oppression that 
mediate individuals’ lives differentially based on their identities. Thus, rather than viewing identities 
as always in flux in problematic ‘race-neutral’ ways – a position Johnson detailed most white queer 
theory forwards – intersectionality foregrounds the micro- and macro-analyses of privilege and power 
that mediate black trans* individuals’ lives and livelihoods via systemic racism, trans* oppression, and 
compulsory able-bodiedness.

Despite this thorny juxtaposition, using these theories in combination in the present study was 
appropriate for three reasons. First, doing so allowed me to honor participants’ gender identities as 
non-binary, which are always already positioned as fluid, in flux, and liminal. Secondly, it also allowed 
me to foreground how the ‘crushingly real consequences’ of interlocking systems of oppression, espe-
cially anti-black racism and trans* oppression, mediated participants’ experiences, regardless of how 
their identities shifted across time and space. lastly, both queer theory and intersectionality seek to 
disrupt notions of normativity as an instantiation of deleterious discourses that privilege hegemonic 
ideologies (e.g. trans* oppression, racism, compulsory able-bodiedness), thus allowing for me to use 
them in combination for the present study.

Study design

The present study was informed by critical narrative inquiry. An extension of narrative inquiry (clandinin 
& connelly, 2000), critical narrative inquiry is a form of storytelling that seeks to ‘prick the consciousness 
of readers by inviting a reexamination of the values and interests undergirding certain discourses, 
practices, and institutional arrangements’ (Barone, 1992, p. 143). Thus, critical narrative inquiry seeks 
not only to uncover the ‘hidden ideological assumptions’ within which educational contexts are embed-
ded (Kincheloe, 2011, p. 88), but also is committed to embodying a politics in which researcher(s) and 
participant(s) are ‘linked by an identity politics struggle for social action via a participatory democracy 
bent on viewing knowledge as a unified form of power’ (Moss, 2004, p. 371). Here, one can understand 
critical narrative inquiry as praxis, or as both a methodological construct as well as a way of life for those 
who (seek to) resist normative discourses.

The present study represents a secondary analysis of data collected from an 18-month critical collab-
orative ethnographic study alongside nine trans* collegians at the city University (cU, a pseudonym). 
Specifically, the data used for the present analysis were drawn from participant observation (Wolcott, 
2008) alongside, and a series of ethnographic interviews (Heyl, 2001) with, two black, non-binary partic-
ipants, one of whom also identified as having multiple disabilities. cU is a large, urban, public four-year 
institution in the Midwest in the city of Stockdale (a pseudonym). Stockdale has a history of both racial 
and lGBTQ tension and ongoing systemic marginalization due to recent episodes of violence as well 
as an historic legacy of redlining, gentrification, and anti-queer legislation. Also of note for the present 
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study, the percentage of black students at cU, at just under 10%, is vastly lower than that of the black 
population of Stockdale, which the 2010 census data suggested to be 45%.

I framed the trustworthiness of this study around Moss’s (2004) articulation of such for critical narra-
tive inquiry. First, researchers and participants must have a shared political ideology toward equity and 
change. Participants and I all shared a deep desire to create a more equitable, sustainable, and livable 
life for trans* collegians – particularly trans* collegians of color – at cU. This was demonstrated through 
our investment of time, energy, and expertise across the cU campus and within various offices and 
departments to disrupt systems of trans* oppression and racism. Secondly, trustworthiness in critical 
narrative studies is determined by the exposure of various, potentially conflicting views throughout 
data. This supposition is very much reflected in the process I underwent to analyze and present data, 
which I discuss in length in the next section. I also attended to this criterion by engaging peer debrief-
ers across racial identities throughout my analysis and writing of this research. This was particularly 
important to me as a white scholar, as it helped expose conflicting perspectives as well as where my 
own internalized dominance mediated my analysis. lastly, trustworthiness for critical narrative studies is 
a function of how one uses research to enact social change. Although the participants and I are unable 
to determine the extent of social change based on this manuscript, I framed the findings, implications, 
and conclusion in a way that creates a call to action for all educators, understood broadly to include both 
faculty and university administrators, to radically rethink and unlearn (Britzman, 1995) the hegemonic 
ideologies upon which institutions of higher education have been built and in which they continue 
to be grounded, most notably those of racism, trans* oppression, and compulsory able-bodiedness.

Data analysis

For this study, I used Jackson and Mazzei’s notion of thinking with theory, and specifically their con-
ceptualization of the threshold, as a process by which to analyze the data. In elucidating their notion of 
thinking with theory as a way to proliferate meanings of data through post-structural analysis, Jackson 
and Mazzei (2012) conceptualized the threshold as ‘a passageway,’ one that ‘contain[s] both entries and 
exits … [and is] a both/and’ (p. 6). In this sense, the threshold becomes a place of both possibility and 
limitation. In relation to trans* collegians, then, not only may the threshold be space across which one 
retreats to escape systemic trans* oppression (e.g. going ‘into the closet’ or not coming out as trans*), 
but it may also be a place across which trans* people feel they cannot move due to their varied experi-
ences with in/visibility across campus (e.g. they feel unable/unwilling to come out as trans*). Exploring 
this multiplicity of meanings of thresholds, Jackson and Mazzei (2012) stated they are,

not only an entryway, but also an exit; therefore the structure itself is not quite as linear and definitive as one may 
think. In other terms, thresholds can denote excess … The excess of a threshold is a space in which something else 
occurs: a response, an effect. Once you exceed the threshold, something new happens. (p. 6)

In this sense, the threshold can be understood as a place where something new happens for non-binary 
trans* collegians. It is a place of excess, where both new possibilities and old limitations can be felt, 
understood, lived, and resisted. Thus, I used the space of the threshold as an analytical tool to expose 
both the metaphorical and material effects of passing, realness, and trans*-normativity on non-binary 
trans* collegians as well as depict the excess of ways in which data could be (re)interpreted to provide 
varied and complex understandings of participants’ lives. In doing so, it is my intent to emphasize fur-
ther the threshold as a space of excess of meanings, perspectives, and possibilities for understanding 
participants’ gender in relation to their race and disabilities.

Researcher positionality

As a white non-binary trans* person, this study struck me as particularly important to perform. Most 
notably, throughout our working together, I found that participants and I continually came back to how 
the notions of passing, realness, and trans*-normativity both proliferated and constrained our lived 
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experiences at cU. For example, in one memorable encounter during my fieldwork, I was approached 
by a cisgender student who asked me if he could ask me about my heels, stating he had ‘never seen 
that on campus.’ In doing so, he not only was suggesting he had never seen someone who looked like 
me – someone who expresses both masculinity and femininity, often at the same time – wearing heels, 
but also that because he had never ‘seen that’ on campus, I, too, did not belong at cU.

Experiences like this blended with previous experiences where I was not seen as a ‘real’ trans* person; 
experiences like a colleague once saying, ‘I don’t see you as trans*; I just see you as a boy who wears 
dangly earrings.’ As I began listening to how the two black participants alongside whom I was working 
made sense of and responded to the imperative to pass, be seen as ‘real,’ and the compulsion toward 
projecting a trans*-normative gender identity and expression, I kept returning to the various effects 
these concepts had on our collective abilities to negotiate our environments as non-binary trans* peo-
ple. Indeed, there were some negative aspects of not passing, or of expressing a non-normative trans* 
identity, such as the two brief aforementioned examples from my own life. However, participants and I 
were also able to highlight experiences that were positive as a result of our resistance of the hegemony 
to pass, be seen as ‘real,’ and conform to normative notions of being trans*. In addition, there seemed 
to be some distinctly different manifestations of, and strategies for resisting, the hegemonic (il)logics 
of passing, realness, and trans*-normativity due to our different racializations as well as our (dis)con-
nections to disability (out of the three of us, only one participant identified as having disabilities). As 
a result, this study became a way to highlight the experiences of non-binary trans* people – an act of 
resistance to the antiquated trans*-as-transsexual trope discussed previously in this manuscript. The 
study also provided a venue for me as a researcher to create a more complex understanding of what 
it means to (not) pass, be ‘real,’ and/or practice trans*-normative genders, and to explore how this 
understanding was influenced by race and disability.

Study participants

As previously mentioned, this study included two black, non-binary trans* collegians. In the section that 
follows, and consistent with narrative methodology, both are introduced. Doing so allows the reader to 
gain a fuller understanding of who these people are and also helps situate their narratives within and in 
relation to the broader macro-structures of systemic privilege and oppression at cU as well as Stockdale.

Micah

Identifying his gender identity as ‘comfortable’ and using all pronouns,3 Micah first struck me as eerily 
quiet. A natural introvert, Micah opened up with time, and soon proved to be both precocious and 
fiercely loyal. Although Micah often presented her gender as masculine of center, they also shared 
that ‘every now and then, yes I do dress up [more feminine].’ Micah has a deep connection to his racial-
ization as a black person, serving in multiple leadership roles in race-based organizations including 
cU’s chapter of the NAAcP as well as QPOc Unite!, the queer people of color organization on campus. 
Micah also was deeply affected by the ongoing anti-black racism and police brutality that continued to 
unfold nationally during the time of our working alongside each other. Although Micah preferred to be 
quiet in groups of people they did not know, she was active on social media, particularly as it related 
to race-based discussions and commentary. For example, after the murder of Michael Brown, Micah 
posted an #IfTheyGunnedMeDown photoset on their Facebook account, resisting the racist dominant 
narrative of black men being portrayed as thugs and gang members by mainstream media outlets. 
Micah also had a powerful connection to their family, especially his siblings, despite not being fully out 
to their entire family or certain family members, particularly Micah’s brother, being fully supportive of 
his transgressive gender identity.
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Silvia

Dressed better than most professional staff on a regular basis, Silvia always announced her presence in 
any room into which she moved. She had a sarcastic wit that belied her affability, and was a naturally 
curious person whose artistic talents matched well with her enrollment in cU’s college of Art. Silvia, 
who identified as agender, was adopted and grew up in Stockdale. She was not out to her mother, nor 
to most people on campus. She also identified as having multiple disabilities, including being neuro-
diverse, having TMJ, and, toward the end of our time working together, having fibromyalgia. Despite 
being effervescent, Silvia was protective of herself and her life, often choosing not to share the amount 
of details her peers shared with each other. like Micah, Silvia was also involved in a leadership position 
for QPOc Unite! and served as the Director of Diversity on cU’s Student Government Association (SGA) 
for one year during her participation in our study. However, Silvia ended up not reapplying for her 
position on SGA after a year due the exhaustion she experienced from constantly having to confront 
systemic anti-black racism within SGA, which Smith (2004) termed racial battle fatigue.

At the thresholds of passing, realness, and trans*-normativity

In the section that follows, I elucidate how Micah and Silvia’s experiences both came together and 
diffracted at the threshold of passing, realness, and trans*-normativity. Specifically, I highlight the pro-
fusion of their understandings of these concepts as they relate to their racialization as black as well as 
Silvia’s disabilities and hegemonic discourses related to her being ‘crip enough’ in ways that reflected 
notions of passing, realness, and trans*-normativity. Although the notions of passing, realness, and 
trans*-normativity overlap and influence one another, I have created subsections for each below. My 
reasoning for doing so is not to eschew the way these concepts mutually inform and build off of each 
other, but to provide a useful form through which readers can make meaning of the data. It should be 
noted, however, that despite my best attempts to provide structure, the data act in unruly ways, leak-
ing across various concepts and understandings. In this sense, then, the data presentation reflect how 
thinking across the thresholds of passing, realness, and trans*-normativity are places where ‘something 
new happens’ (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012, p. 6). To reflect these leakages, I have placed the remaining two 
concepts in parentheses for each subsection in which I (attempt to) foreground one concept.

Trans*-normativity (and passing and realness)

Describing her identities, Micah stated, ‘I’m both identities [Black and trans*]. I’m not just dealing with 
one [identity], I’m dealing with both.’ Reflecting the inextricable linkage between their race and gender, 
Micah often discussed the complexity of being a black trans* person at cU. For example, Micah stated,

Because I am so attached to my race, it’s kinda hard bein’ just a queer individual, especially when most things queer 
in the media, you mostly see White, caucasian, European gays, and it’s kinda like they’re the face, so where does 
my face belong, type thing? And I see a lot of White people who are queer, kinda like me, like they identify like 
me, and they can walk that middle line and be just fine, but they don’t have the same struggles as me, so it’s kinda 
like, what’s important for me to discuss isn’t important to them to discuss, so it’s one of those things where it’s like, 
yeah, we can hang out, but all’s we can talk about is specific things to lGBTQ. We can’t discuss other things; we 
can’t discuss how I am being affected by my race while I am being lGBTQ. That’s not something that often comes 
up, so it’s a hard line to walk.

Micah’s identification of the pervasiveness of white gay normativity in lGBTQ politics and culture is 
doubly important. Not only did Micah question her place in the broader lGBTQ community and move-
ment by asking, ‘So where does my face belong, type thing?,’ but they also identified a rupture between 
queer and trans* people when it came to race by stating, ‘We can’t discuss how I am being affected by 
my race while I am being lGBTQ.’ Ze also establishes the reality that they cannot separate their Blackness 
from their trans*ness, and that such an intersectional understanding influences with whom they feel 
comfortable interacting on campus.
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This rupture made Micah’s being a black trans* person at cU ‘a hard line to walk’ for two reasons. 
First, it made zir being in black spaces on campus, such as the Black cultural center (Bcc), difficult. In 
their own words, Micah stated,

Being Black and queer on this campus has been an interesting experience for me. I’m not gonna say all bad, because 
it hasn’t. But it’s been kind of a lonely journey, because most of the Black queers that I know, they don’t cross those 
lines, they’re not stuck in the middle; they’re usually feminine or very masculine. … I’ve noticed that I’m kind of, I 
wouldn’t say the least accepted, but I’m not the first person to go when it comes to the African American culture 
here, it’s more of one of those things where like, ‘Oh, we know that you’re funny, but we don’t wanna kinda have 
that [non-binary] discussion, because … the fact that you walk that middle line … we don’t know to deal with you; 
we don’t know how to treat you.’

However, the salience of Micah’s racial identity made operating in white spaces on campus equally 
distressing. In fact, Micah discussed the lGBTQ center at cU – one of the few places where Micah 
could ‘have that [non-binary] discussion’ – as one of those white spaces. Talking about the first time 
she learned about the center, Micah noted,

[At first] I was like, ‘Oh, I didn’t know there was people of color in the lGBTQ center.’ And that’s what kinda turned 
me off in the first place. [But] I started to come [to the center], I got involved, and … it was a learning experience. 
I still feel like as many people of color that’s on campus and that are identifyin’ [as lGBTQ], or that are still in the 
closet, I feel like there’s still a dynamic where they don’t feel comfortable in the center in a sense. … [The center] 
is still predominantly Eurocentric, so it [is] just kinda weird.

Here, Micah’s experience of the lGBTQ center as a largely white space points to his further precarity 
on campus as a black trans* person. Specifically, if the lGBTQ center was the only formal space where 
Micah and other non-binary trans* people could ‘have that [non-binary] discussion,’ but it was an over-
whelmingly white space, then Micah was marked as an outsider due to his being a black trans* person. 
Although he was able to feel comfortable in the lGBTQ center, their recognition that other trans* and 
queer people of color did not feel the same way leads one to wonder where, if anywhere, ze may have 
found the comfort to express, discuss, and explore their multiple intersecting identities at cU. While 
Micah was pushing for others to recognize him and other trans* people of color through an intersec-
tional framework, her comments also underscored the limitations, difficulties, and erasures experienced 
at the threshold of race and gender identity. In this sense, the lack of an intersectional discourse at cU 
mirrored and reinforced the liminality Micah already felt as a black non-binary trans* student.

Passing (and trans*-normativity and realness)

contrary to Micah’s comfort with being out about zir trans* identity (regardless of the effects his being 
out had), Silvia had no desire to be out – or pass – as trans* at cU. In fact, she never disclosed her trans* 
identity except to her closest friends, and was often misunderstood as cisgender by other trans* students 
at cU. For example, she described a time when she was talking about a date and a trans* student, who 
was listening, exclaimed, ‘This conversation really proves that I’m not a woman,’ suggesting that Silvia’s 
discussion of her date underscored her apparent status as a cisgender woman. Regardless of her not 
wanting to pass or be viewed by others as a ‘real trans* person,’ this comment negatively impacted 
Silvia, motivating her to stop attending TransActions, a student group focused on trans* issues and 
gender activism that tended to attract mostly white students. Instead, Silvia became more invested in 
QPOc Unite!, eventually assuming a leadership role within the organization. Therefore, although Silvia 
had made a good choice for herself in not being out as trans* – signaling her crossing the threshold 
by going into the closet – her doing so still caused pain, hurt, and abjection at the hands of others. 
Thus, one’s being in or out of the trans* closet, or of attempting to be seen by others as ‘really trans*’ – 
a choice that is not always able to be made by trans* people themselves – had a variety of effects on 
both participants. For example, being both in (Silvia) and out (Micah) of the closet represented positive 
choices for each participant. However, at the very same time that these were positive choices, they 
also represented isolated, alienated, and disconnecting positionalities. Furthermore, these effects were 
mediated not only on Micah and Silvia’s shifting identities across time and place, but were also medi-
ated by the prevalence of systemic racism in their environments (both socioculturally as well as at cU).
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Realness (and passing and trans*-normativity)

Building on the mediating effects of gender and race, Silvia talked at length in our final interview about 
how she understood her multiple disabilities in relation to passing, realness, and normativity. Specifically, 
she stated, ‘It’s interesting, honestly, sort of dealing with similar problems in all of my new diagnoses. 
It’s sort of like, “Well, you don’t look sick.” That’s what I run into now.’ Silvia went further, talking about 
a particular experience she had with a faculty member, explaining,

Silvia  [There was] another professor who I’ve actually heard say, ‘Well, no one would ever know that you were 
autistic just by looking at you,’ and I was like … [pause] … [shocked laugh] … I don’t even know what my 
face was, but it was probably similar to stunned awe that that even happened. How many people are like, 
‘No one would know that you were queer just by looking at you,’? So I’m running into so many similar things.

Interviewer  This falls right in line with some of the stuff we talked about last [interview], right? Are you Black 
enough? Are you queer enough? Are you trans* enough? Now are you crip enough?

Silvia  Mhm …

Silvia connected her experiences with being Black, queer, and trans* enough with her emerging 
discomfort with others’ expectations that she present as ‘crip enough’ for her to receive the accommo-
dations she needed at cU. Being crip enough, similar to her passing as ‘enough’ across other identities, 
was synonymous with displaying a ‘real’ presentation of whatever identity others were expecting to 
see. For example, in her comments regarding her disabilities, it is clear that her professor expected for 
Silvia’s autism to be written on her body in extreme ways (e.g., exhibiting poor verbal and/or nonverbal 
communication, having extreme difficulty with social interactions). In expecting this, Silvia’s professor 
was not only participating in reifying compulsory able-bodiedness via the pejorative suggestion that 
Silvia seemed ‘normal,’ but was also furthering a narrative that if one did not present as having disabilities 
in a certain way, then one was not ‘crip enough.’

For Silvia, then, the people with whom she interacted at cU were forcing her to confront cisgender 
peoples’ projections of realness vis-à-vis deleterious normative notions regarding her gender, race, and 
disabilities. When combined with the similar instances detailed by Micah, one begins to recognize an 
intersecting – and intersectional – web of normativity through which Silvia and Micah had to navigate. 
And while both Silvia and Micah had developed strategies to effectively cope with the hegemonic  
(il)logics of their environment – strategies I have discussed elsewhere as ‘practices of resilience’ (Nicolazzo, 
2016), they often had to make choices about passing, which then implicated them in being seen as ‘real’ 
or ‘_______ enough.’ As Silvia and Micah’s aforementioned comments attest, these choices were never 
free from both potential limitations and liberation. For example, Silvia’s choice to pass as cisgender 
allowed her to move through her campus experience in ways that freed her from the potential threat of 
physical violence, while at the same time, she continually confronted enactments of linguistic, psychic, 
and emotional violence. Similarly, Micah’s crossing the threshold of the trans* closet and being out on 
campus allowed him to be who ze wanted to be, which was important to her. Silvia and Micah’s choices 
about visibility and outness were also always already intertwined with their experiences as black and, for 
Silvia, as disabled. Because they could not separate their identities – despite their campus environment 
pushing them to do so – both Silvia and Micah’s experiences underscore the omnipresent effects of 
intersectionality as a lived praxis. However, it also meant that they had difficulty finding a place where 
his identity as a black non-binary trans* person would be understood, embraced, and well represented.

Discussion

Using thinking with theory, and leveraging the concept the threshold (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012) to 
interrogate how passing, realness, and trans*-normativity regulate the lives of trans* collegians, two 
points for discussion emerge as distinctly important. First, black non-binary trans* collegians continue 
to wrestle with passing and realness as normalizing concepts themselves, particularly in relation to 
other identities they hold. For example, being black and non-binary, and existing on a campus where 
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staff did not understand how to frame their work through a lens of intersectionality, meant that Silvia 
and Micah felt erased from multiple queer and/or black spaces at cU. This, then, meant their liminal 
subjectivities were reinforced by their liminal existences betwixt and between offices, programs, and 
support mechanisms on campus. This is especially important given the distinct paucity of publicly visible 
black non-binary trans* role models. Specific to this study, there are public figures who are black and 
trans* (e.g. laverne cox, Janet Mock, Tiq Milan, cece McDonald), but a distinct lack of people who are 
as publicly recognizable and who are black and non-binary.4 In this sense, one could understand the 
visibility of people such as laverne cox, Janet Mock, Tiq Milan, and cece McDonald as both liberating 
and limiting. For although these trans* people have increased trans* visibility globally, it has also been 
argued that such depictions of trans* lives occlude the existence of non-binary trans* people. In fact, 
cox (2015) made this very argument herself recently, stating,

I have always been aware that I can never represent all trans people. No one or two or three trans people can. This 
is why we need diverse media representations of trans folks to multiply trans narratives in the media and depict 
our beautiful diversities. (para 1)

Thus, at the exact moment when (some) trans* lives are gaining traction in the social imaginary, this 
study is a reminder of the necessity to trouble trans*-normative understandings and representations 
of the identity itself.

Furthermore, this study further emphasizes the imperative to resist flattening trans* students’ 
experiences to understanding them solely through a lens of gender. As Micah expressed, the lack of 
attention to their multiple identities, and how these various identities intersected to influence their 
experiences, was a vast oversight. For example, by not attending to his race as a black trans* person, 
Micah felt he had to make a choice between being black or being trans*. This finding is consistent 
with the current difficulties of infusing intersectional analyses throughout research and praxis (e.g. 
Bowleg, 2008; Stewart, 2010). For example, Jones (2014) stated, ‘Scholars of intersectionality are now 
arguing for a more complex understanding of intersectionality which acknowledges the complexity 
and definitional murkiness involved’ (p. xii). Thus, although crenshaw (1989, 1995) first introduced the 
concept of intersectionality over 20 years ago, the use of it through scholarship and practice remains 
elusive and contested terrain (May, 2015). Specific to the present study, there was a distinct lack of 
intersectional praxis at cU, which meant that trans* students had to either choose between identities 
or had their trans* identity erased. Both effects of a lack of intersectional praxis are troubling, as they 
flattened participants’ lives and, as a result, limited possibilities for how they could navigate their campus 
environment as black, non-binary, and disabled collegians. To counteract this limitation, then, would 
require educators – both faculty and campus administrators – to resist the omnipresence of reductive 
either/or binary (il)logics – itself endemic to systemic trans* oppression – and instead, embrace ‘a politics 
where the nonnormative and marginal position of punks, bulldaggers, and welfare queens, for example, 
is the basis for progressive transformative coalition work’ (cohen, 1997, p. 438, italics in original). In other 
words, the findings from this study emphasize the need to decenter – and thus destablize – normative 
notions of viewing students through single-axis lenses in terms of social identities – a project at the 
very heart of queer theory – while also recognizing the mediating effects of systemic oppression on 
how students with various subordinated identities negotiate their environment – a project at the very 
heart of intersectionality. Only by doing so can one recognize and (re)construct environments centered 
on holistic understandings of who collegians are and who they can become in relation to the various 
intersecting identity formations.

Implications for research and practice

Renn (2010) proclaimed that ‘colleges and universities have evolved to tolerate the generation of queer 
theory from within but have stalwartly resisted the queering of higher education itself’ (p. 132). In light 
of this reflection, then, the question could be asked: What is the efficacy of queer theoretical research 
and analysis in higher education? For a theoretical perspective that admittedly lacks coherency, perhaps 
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by design (Denton, 2014), one may begin to question what use queer theoretical research has in the 
‘highly modernist’ enterprise of higher education (Renn, 2010). If May (2015) and Jones (2014) are correct 
in their assumption that those who purport to use and espouse intersectional frameworks and praxis 
have lost their way, how much work must we do as an educational community to regain our grounding, 
and how difficult may it be given the overwhelming confusion about what intersectionality is or does?

Rather than being a fool’s errand, I propose both queer and intersectional theoretical research and 
analysis can provide alternative understandings and proliferate possibilities where once only solitary 
notions were thought possible. As Ahmed (2006) suggested, queer and critical research can reorient 
individuals to those things we have taken for granted or presumed to be immutable, natural, and/
or standard practice. For the present study, pausing at the threshold of passing, realness, and trans*- 
normativity promotes a cornucopia of understandings for how black non-binary trans* collegians expe-
rience what was previously only thought of as either restrictive/limiting or liberating/emancipatory. 
Furthermore, because of the more complex and nuanced depiction of black trans* lives, the findings 
from this study encourage postsecondary educators to similarly reorient their work alongside black 
non-binary students, moving away from the enactment of ‘best practices,’ and instead, toward a radical 
unlearning of racialized gender (Britzman, 1995).

The first implication for practice from the present study is to move beyond best practices. Specifically, 
if student populations are varied and diverse, and if students within the same community (e.g. trans* 
students) have a diverse array of experiences and responses to the similar collegiate environments in 
which they live and learn, then enacting one set of ‘best practices’ will always fail at recognizing and 
responding to the unique needs of certain student populations (e.g. non-binary trans* students). In fact, 
as I have written about elsewhere (Nicolazzo, 2016), the hegemony of focusing solely on implementing 
best practices may actually further the troubling effects of trans*-normativity, as they are insufficient 
at recognizing the polyvocality of trans* student experiences. It also problematically positions ‘best 
practices’ as ‘tick-boxes’ for educators to check off (Ahmed, 2012), as well as disavows liberatory praxis 
as a process rather than a product (Spade, 2015).

Admittedly, there is an inherent tension between the push on college campuses to enact best 
practices and my suggestion that to do so reifies trans*-normativity. However, I am not suggesting 
those policies and practices often heralded as ‘best practices’ are ineffective. Instead, I am suggesting 
they are necessary, but insufficient. In other words, policies and practices that college educators often 
depict as ‘best practices’ when working with trans* students (e.g. gender-inclusive housing/restrooms, 
creating gender-inclusive non-discrimination policies, enacting a preferred name policy) are necessary 
to address structural trans* oppression and administrative violence against trans* students (Spade, 
2015). However, these policies are insufficient at promoting the type of deep unlearning of gender that 
would proliferate possibilities, especially for how non-binary trans* students can practice their genders 
and, as a result, successfully navigate their college campuses. While these policies and practices are 
efficacious to an extent, the data from this study suggest educators should not view them as a panacea 
to confronting, resisting, and otherwise dismantling the complex imbrications of trans* oppression and 
other forms of systemic oppression across college campuses.

As alluded to previously, the data from this study also suggest that instead of learning something, 
educators should work to unlearn the ways one has been socialized to view gender from a binary per-
spective, especially in relation to how gender-based assumptions are mapped onto and/or understood 
through various other social identities such as race and disability. In this sense, the present study creates 
a call to action for educators to challenge their own gender-based assumptions, particularly in relation to 
non-binary students various other social identities. Furthermore, the data suggest that such investment 
in deep self-reflection regarding educators’ complicity with binary logic (e.g. trans*/cis, black/white, dis/
abled) should not be seen as a one-time activity, but requires a continued commitment to constantly 
allow students to name their own gendered, racialized, and disability experiences and come to under-
stand the convergences of their various identities in different, potentially conflicting, and unique ways.

While the data from this study point to the various cracks and ruptures within and among non-binary 
trans* students, especially in relation to racialization, more research regarding the potentially varied, 
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intersecting effects of trans* oppression, racism, and compulsory able-bodiedness is needed. There 
has yet to be the kind of intense, focused attention on the wide variety of trans* student experiences, 
particularly alongside non-binary participants across racial subjectivities. Although this study provides 
a start, more research must be done to explore non-binary trans* student experiences, particularly 
from queer and critical qualitative perspectives as well as encompassing various intersecting identities, 
including – perhaps especially – race.

Conclusion

At a particular sociocultural moment when (some) trans* narratives are gaining traction, it is essential to 
pause and reflect on what this means for those in the trans* community who remain unseen, unheard, 
and, as a result, vastly misunderstood. For, as Titchkosky (2011) emphatically questioned, ‘if we are half 
out we are half in and if we are half in we need to ask ourselves what we are “in for”’ (p. 27, italics in original)? 
Put another way, if the trans* community is partially out in the public sphere, then the community is 
also partially in and, as a result, we need to ask ourselves what we may be ‘in for.’

Per this study, what black non-binary students may be ‘in for’ is the potential for their experiences as 
black and trans* to be seen as competing or in conflict with each other. What black non-binary trans* 
students with disabilities may be ‘in for’ is the potential to constantly be told, tacitly and explicitly, that 
who they are is not real or enough. It may also be the case that black non-binary students are ‘in for’ 
having to do work above and beyond going to different campus-based offices and organizations to 
find people who, as Micah stated, walk the same ‘hard line’ they do.

Emerging research with trans* collegians suggests they continue to be resilient in defining and 
achieving their own versions of success (Nicolazzo, 2016), so this is not a tale of doom and gloom. 
However, if educators believe we have ‘arrived’ due to the increasing social capital of some trans* peo-
ple, then non-binary students run the risk of experiencing a continuation of the disavowal and misun-
derstanding they have been experiencing to this point. It is incumbent upon all educators to unlearn 
the trap of binary logic that foreclose the proliferation of gender, race, and disability possibilities and 
futures non-binary trans* students desire.

Notes
1.  As Tompkins (2014) wrote, ‘In relation to transgender phenomena, the asterisk is used … to open up transgender or 

trans to a greater range of meanings’ (p. 26, italics in original). Originating from Internet search functions, I use the 
asterisk to signal the capaciousness of term as a category. Although the use of the asterisk is not universally used 
by all trans* people, I use it as a way to resist the trans*-as-transsexual trope I elucidate later in this manuscript.

2.  Although there was not any published literature on black trans* collegians at the time this manuscript was submitted, 
it is worth noting there was a panel presented at the 2015 NASPA Annual conference titled, ‘Intersectional Identity 
Politics: The Paradox of Black Queer Identity Formations in college’ (Blockett, Mobley, Dortch, & Nicolazzo, 2016). 
On this panel, research including black trans* participants was discussed, leading to the assertion that although 
research may not be present now, it may not be long in coming.

3.  I reflect Micah’s choice to use all pronouns using multiple pronouns interchangeably throughout the text. I do 
this not as a way to impede the readability of this manuscript, but as a way to honor Micah’s decision regarding 
pronouns and, by extension, recognize Micah’s full humanity and dignity as a trans* person.

4.  One exception to this claim is cherno Biko, who identifies as black and non-binary. However, it would be 
irresponsible to suggest black non-binary individuals are as present, or their subjectivities as understood, as 
black trans* women and trans* men.
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