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Situating Racialized Genders: An Analysis of Identity Development, Cultural Influences, 
and State-level Policy Impact on the Health of Transgender People of Color 

Abstract 

This research provides an in-depth exploration and definition of the multifaceted 

experiences of transgender (trans and nonbinary) individuals of color in the United States (US), 

balancing both a broad legislative analysis and a focused qualitative perspective. This 

dissertation explores how to more rigorously define the epidemiological concept of “exposure” 

to impact upon health inequities for individuals who experience oppression on multiple axes 

(e.g., race and gender). Initially, this research employs a polytomous latent class analysis to 

classify US states into three categories—Mostly Protective, Mixed, and Mostly Harmful—based 

on trans rights and structural racism policies. By drawing upon data from the Movement 

Advancement Project’s Gender Identity Tally and a structural racism legal database, the analysis 

reveals that even within seemingly inclusive states, protective measures are not uniformly 

applied, pointing to the necessity of comprehensive, intersectional policy evaluations. These 

insights underscore the variable impacts of state policies, advocating for more inclusive 

legislative frameworks that adequately consider the intersecting identities of race and gender. 

The second study shifts to a qualitative focus, examining the experiences of 8 Black 

transmasculine individuals in the Black culturally rich and historically significant city of Detroit, 

Michigan—a pivotal site during the Great Migration – and surrounding counties in Southeastern 

Michigan. Using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis and object elicitation, the study 
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investigates how participants, aged 25-35 years, navigate the tapestry of Black gender norms, 

family belonging, and community interactions in shaping their masculine and Black identities. A 

key finding is the role of alcohol serving not only as a medium for gender affirmation and 

personal identity exploration but also as a crucial element in familial and community bonding 

and coping with structural anti-Black oppression. Amid structural discrimination, alcohol 

emerges as a tool for coping and solidarity, facilitating connections and collective support within 

the family and community. 

Together, these quantitative and qualitative insights offer a holistic view of how 

historical, cultural, and political determinants intersect with localized, cultural dynamics to 

influence the well-being and identity development of marginalized communities. The research 

stresses the importance of crafting policy solutions that are both broad in scope and finely 

attuned to the specific needs and challenges faced by these communities. By detailing the 

interplay between legislation and lived experience, the study advocates for interventions and 

policies that are both inclusive and sensitive to the diverse realities of trans individuals of color, 

particularly those identifying as Black and transmasculine. 
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We are not destined to our lodgings, fixed from without, immutably. We are not only what they 
say we are. The criteria used to classify is insufficient, the taxonomy rife with fissures through 
which we can, blessedly, fall.  

- Marquis Bey, Cistem Failure: Essays on Blackness and Cisgender  
 

Carceral power was not only a way to contain Black people; it was also a process for producing 
masculinity. Within the cramped confines of kitchenettes, the architecture of housing projects, 
and the space of prison cells, Black masculinity was being produced.  

- Rashad Shabazz, Spatializing Blackness: Architectures of Confinement and Black 
Masculinity in Chicago 

 

Introduction 

Overview 

Drawing on theories of gender, gender performativity, and racialized identity development 

from humanities-based fields (e.g., Black queer studies, queer studies, gender studies) and 

theories of life course epidemiology, sociology, and developmental psychology that seek to 

explain health and identity development across the life course, this multiple methods dissertation 

is concerned with situating race and gender as cultural identities tied to the places in which 

people construct their identities and sense of belonging. Further, this dissertation identifies 

methods to more critically define exposures to examine intersectional oppressions in health. In 

epidemiology, exposures are factors that drive or influence a health outcome (e.g., smoking and 

lung cancer). In Chapter 1, I conduct a polytomous latent class analysis to define state-level 

policy exposures that impact the lives of transgender and nonbinary (trans) individuals of color 

in the United States (US) by using policy measures from the Movement Advancement Project 

and a Structural Racism Legal Database to investigate patterns in state-level policies to create a 

typology of protectiveness/harmfulness for trans individuals of color across the US. Further, I 

characterize differences in typologies by state legislatures’ political ideologies and ideology 
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diversity therein, arguing that these typologies better assess the landscape for political advocacy 

for protective measures and efforts to curb rising passed and proposed harmful legislation. In 

Chapter 2, guided by the geographic nature of this inquiry, I narrow my focus to Detroit, 

Michigan, and the immediate surrounding metropolitan area to assess how historical, political, 

and cultural factors impact Black transmasculine individuals’ construction of their Black and 

masculine identities. Exploring identity construction for a specific racialized gender group in the 

place(s) in which they developed is important to understanding what identity-level exposures 

may lead to better health and wellness. Lastly, in Chapter 3, I explore the context and role of 

alcohol in community connectedness, belonging, and collective coping for Black Detroiters 

through the stories of Black transmasculine individuals from Detroit and Southeastern Michigan, 

offering that with deeper contextualization, we can understand the health behavior of drinking 

alcohol as an affirming practice by which Black folks may find affinity with each other, while 

still acknowledging how heavy drinking can negatively impact Black communities.  

Anti-transgender policy landscape 

Political power and policymaking are key drivers of well-being for trans individuals of color 

in the US. Power in the US is wielded in part by the vast influence of state-level policies enacted 

through state legislatures. As identified in Fung’s Levels of Power, values and norms are a 

specific ethical power that influences structural power, covering both policies and everyday 

displays of power.1 Since 2015, there has been a marked rise in bills aimed at harming trans 

individuals in the US. The most marked inflection came in 2020 when the introduction of bills 

doubled from 2019. These bills range from restricting access to gender-affirming healthcare and 

medical procedures, limiting the ability to update identity documents (i.e., birth certificates) to 

reflect the affirmed gender and names of trans people, to codifying religious freedom for 
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businesses and places of employment to deny services and employment to trans people. There is 

an increase in research that seeks to categorize states by their political environment based on 

how protective or harmful these states may be for trans individuals. In these studies, there 

remains a gap in the consideration of policy effects on trans individuals who also experience 

oppression on the axis of race. To use state policies as an exposure in inquiries regarding trans 

health, it is necessary to interrogate how exposures are defined as they are the drivers of health in 

epidemiologic research. Without accurately defined exposures, conclusions around what places 

are protective for trans individuals may inaccurately posit that these places are also safer for 

trans individuals of color. 

Theoretical and conceptual frameworks for social identities 

Some epidemiologists recognize the limits of this field to contribute to inquiries that disrupt 

the systems of gendered and racialized power that adversely impact health – particularly for trans 

individuals. As Reisner outlines, “developing new conceptual models and integrating and testing 

existing frameworks is needed to guide research in trans populations”, and to intervene upon 

trans health disparities.2 Further, while public health models—including social determinants of 

health, social-ecological theory, gender affirmation theory of health, gender minority stress 

theories of health, social productions of disease, and health and human rights models—can 

explain disease distributions for trans populations, they also tend to reduce and distill the 

subjectivities of trans individuals into “manageable” categories and profiles to treat disease.3–13 

Marquis Bey, a scholar of Black feminist theory, trans and nonbinary studies, critical theory, and 

abolition, offers that a “worn” frame of lived experience and identity-politics discourse forces 

Black gendered individuals to be transparent.14 Yet, to be completely known is to refuse the 

opacity of gender, and there is much to gain by imagining a gender-radical world exempt from 
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hegemonic taxonomies. Trans health scholars must square this with those theories of disease 

distribution that require these taxonomies exist to act upon systems of oppression.15  

Historically, the body has been neatly packaged into categories of gender identity and sex-

linked biology, effectively flattening the experiences of gender non-conforming or gender-

diverse individuals of color who may not neatly fit into these categories. As such, to understand 

how, for example, Black transmasculine individuals construct their masculinity and their 

communities amid anti-trans and anti-Black rhetoric and policies, we must engage theories of 

gender performativity and gender development – and this terrain of gender conduct must also be 

navigated racially. Further, the gender norms and values that influence gender performativity and 

identity development are both a driver and a product of what Fung calls ethical power, a level of 

power in which the distribution of norms, values, and ideologies shapes a society.1 Constructions 

of masculinity, therefore, are the products and drivers of racialized gender performativity that 

allow the advancement of self-interests, attainment of masculine social capital, and the violence 

of racism, cissexism, transphobia, and homophobia in the US.  

Post-structuralism, queer theories, and gender performativity  

Emerging in the 20th century, post-structuralism shifted away from and challenged ideas 

about objectivity.16 Post-structuralism takes on many theoretical forms, but at their core, these 

theories all share the tenets of critical theorizing of what is truth (also known as subjectivity) and 

reality, and underscoring how subjects are impacted by discourse analysis, knowledge 

acquisition, and power.17 These theories reject the notion of one universal truth and instead are 

concerned with the process of becoming rather than the more static experience of being. Feminist 

post-structuralist approaches aim to deconstruct what might be considered objective truth or 

neutrality by “incorporating an analysis of gender, patriarchal structures, and androcentric biases 
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to expose social mechanisms, power relations, and discourses that contribute to the 

marginalization and oppression of [people who are not cisgender men]”18, which is important for 

conceptualizing gender and gendered experiences for trans individuals of color. 

 Descendants of post-structuralist thought, critical queer theories, of which there are 

multiple, generally share several defining features, including (1) Drawing on post-structuralist 

theories that examine power relations relating to sex, sexuality, and gender; (2) Deconstructing 

the dominant narratives of heteronormativity that assume heterosexuality is normal, naturalized, 

and a standard of sex, sexuality, and gender; and (3) Exposing how sexual and gender identities 

are constructed through the available ways of thinking and being in different times and places 

and performed as something that we do rather than something that individuals essentially are.19 

Theories that assert gender as performance descend, align, and are in conversation with 

feminist post-structuralist queer ideas. In Female Masculinity, Halberstam offers that masculine 

performances are “constantly involved in an ever-shifting pattern of influences”.20 This work 

subverts the idea that women who perform gender in masculine ways derive their masculine 

norms from men only, and posits that to ask the question “What do men borrow from butches?” 

further challenges the “objective truth” that there is a unidirectional influence of masculine 

gendered behaviors from men to women.20 Halberstam’s theorization is useful to understand the 

multiple manifestations of masculinities (or multiple available masculine discourses), while still 

acknowledging the hegemonic impact of the dominant masculine narrative as privileged in 

systems of power that are sustained by patriarchy, white supremacy, and capitalism. In this 

context, Halberstam's multiplicity of masculine performances underscores the importance of 

recognizing and investigating the multitude of expressions of specific racialized gender 

expressions, such as being Black and transmasculine.  
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Health scholars informed by feminist post-structuralism on trans health (explicitly and 

implicitly) 

These discourses of gender and gender performance are critical to the gender identity 

development of trans individuals and drive which gendered behaviors are adopted to affirm 

oneself as a particular gender. This concept is important to the work of many scholars who find 

their research impacting the lives of trans people – especially work related to health equity.21–23  

To date, most trans health research frames adverse health behaviors as responses to 

gender minority stress and discrimination using minority stress models.24–29 For instance, some 

models find that higher levels of reported trans stigma and stress associated with trans 

discrimination across interlocking systems at interpersonal, community, and policy levels, drive 

the high prevalence of substance use in trans communities.30,31 Gender affirmation is a 

predominant determinant of health for trans people.5,32,33 The Gender Affirmation Framework 

expands on minority stress models to highlight the centrality of gender affirmation in health 

behaviors exhibited by trans people. Conceptualized from narratives of trans women, this 

framework integrates objectification theory, which suggests that feminine gender socialization 

and sexual objectification lead to women defining themselves by their bodies, appearances, and 

actions in relation to men, and in relation to their women peers.34 Not explicitly tied to post-

structuralism, but nevertheless informed by it, the Gender Affirmation Framework asserts that 

gender performativity is constructed, and proposes that feminine identity development is 

impacted by the social contexts in which feminine people or women find themselves. Applying 

this lens to trans women allows for a gender analysis in health that is not tied to gender identity, 

but rather to the conceptualization of femininity and how femininity is performed to affirm one’s 

gender.  
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Where the Gender Affirmation Framework takes strides to describe the process of being 

for transfeminine individuals, the Masculine Identity Development (MID) Framework  

developed by Todd et. al., describes the process of becoming for transmasculine individuals, an 

emphasis on how masculinity is constructed that aligns with a feminist post-structuralist 

approach and developmental theories such as life course theory.35 The MID is a grounded theory 

that explains how transmasculine individuals form their masculine identity and how this process 

influences their health behaviors, and posits that individuals 1) envision masculine 

characteristics and attributes from masculine people around them, 2) adopt these attributes on a 

spectrum of non-hegemonic to hegemonic masculine characteristics, 3) question those initial 

adoptions of masculinity (especially if they are harmful to their health or the health of others), 

and 4) revise their masculine identity to adopt different or new forms of masculine traits.35 The 

MID is an applied framework constructed from a grounded theory qualitative study that when 

applied to alcohol use, posits that alcohol use (e.g., binge drinking) decreases for transmasculine 

individuals as they become more socially and/or medically gender affirmed in their masculine 

identity, as evidenced in the move from the Questioning period to the Revisioning period of 

masculine health behaviors. This developmental period may be especially important to describe 

for Black transmasculine individuals who experience alcohol both in relation to their 

masculinity, as well as to their Black identity development. 

Gender identity development is racialized; racial identity development is gendered 

Although the MID framework is useful in understanding identity development processes 

at individual and peer levels of health influences, the framework lacks in its ability to describe 

and assess the impacts of the socioecological environment, historical impacts of anti-Blackness, 

and the persisting structures of racism and cissexism, on the construction of masculine identity 
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among Black transmasculine individuals with impacts on their health. To critically evaluate and 

engage masculine identity for Black trans individuals, we must not only engage with gender 

theorization but also look to the theorizations of Black studies and Black queer studies, 

specifically. 

The transitive and circumstantial character of gender recognizes that gender is dynamic 

and context dependent.36 Specifically, the transitive character of gender suggests that gender is 

not a fixed or inherent quality, but rather it is always in a state of flux and transition. Gender is 

often fluid and may change over time or across different contexts. For Black trans individuals we 

can understand this more fully as relative to the historical and contemporary experiences of 

Black life in the US. The circumstantial character of gender emphasizes that Blackness, gender, 

and sexuality interconnect through power dynamics. This aspect of gender relies on the idea that 

in violent histories of anti-Blackness, “transness” is a place for transformative possibilities for 

living lives that are more on terms of one’s own making – a freedom not afforded to Black 

enslaved persons or free Black individuals in the Antebellum period. Whereas this 

conceptualization of racialized gender emphasizes history in the performance of gender and 

Blackness in the US, contemporary scholars continue to affirm that gender performativity, or 

conduct, is navigated racially as well.    

Gender conduct terrain is racially navigated, as race plays an integral role in the 

formation of masculinities, for example, as “multiple and yet hierarchized in relation to other 

social categories of race”.37 Gender conduct includes behavior, habit, practice, posture, 

demeanor, and other aspects, and can influence health and wellbeing decisions that affirm that 

gender conduct. Gender performativity, therefore, is inextricable from the culture of Blackness 

that has emerged in the US that values specific ideals of masculinity in Black individuals.37 
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These discourses are available to all Black individuals constructing a masculine identity and are 

especially important to consider for Black transmasculine individuals as they navigate their 

masculinity and construct their identities and gender conduct to be affirmed not only in their 

masculinity in itself but also within the context of their Blackness.  
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ABSTRACT: 

This study explores the interplay between United States (US) state legislation and the well-being 

of transgender individuals of color against the backdrop of state legislature political ideology. 

Utilizing a polytomous latent class analysis, we drew from the Movement Advancement 

Project’s Gender Identity Tally and a structural racism legal database to categorize states based 

on policies affecting transgender rights and structural racism. Our study identifies three state 

classes: Mostly Protective, Mixed, and Mostly Harmful. Key findings indicate that while some 

states are broadly protective, they still implement policies detrimental to transgender and 

nonbinary individuals of color. State legislatures with more liberal ideologies tend to enact 

protective policies, and ideological diversity within state legislatures, regardless of political 

ideology, does not guarantee safeguards for trans people of color. Moreover, protective criminal 

justice policies specific to transgender individuals were only present in Mostly Protective states, 

while Mostly Harmful states had discriminatory healthcare policies. Despite some states being 

seen as inclusive, they scored as Mixed or Mostly Harmful using a Structural Racism Indicator. 

These insights emphasize the need for comprehensive policy evaluations acknowledging 

intersecting identities and power structures. By highlighting the variability in state policy 

impacts, this research advocates for more targeted and inclusive legislative frameworks to 

enhance health equity and rights for transgender individuals of color. Our work contributes to a 

deeper understanding of how political environments shape health outcomes, calling for policies 

that address both racial and gender experiences comprehensively. 

 

 

 

 



 12 

Introduction 

In the United States (US), policies – both exclusionary and inclusive – create different 

sociopolitical contexts that shape state-dependent health outcomes that are both gendered and 

racialized.38 For this study, we use the word “trans” to refer to both transgender and nonbinary 

individuals. Trans individuals of color in the US live in political contexts that impact their health 

on the axes of race/ethnicity, transgender identity, and the intersection of the two. Some studies 

find that trans individuals who are Black or Latiné are more likely to identify as trans than white 

adults.39,40 Trans individuals of color are differentially impacted by transgender-related policies 

than their white counterparts, with some studies positing that specific policies (e.g., private 

health insurance) have a protective effect on self-rated health only for white transgender 

individuals.41 Studies related to transgender health driven by state-level policy exposures fail to 

consider how structurally racist policies in these same states may contribute to a more robust 

definition and conceptualizing of policy environments that impact transgender individuals of 

color. This study creates a typology of US states using indicators of structural racism and trans-

related policies to create a different way of defining protective, harmful, and mixed policy 

environments. Further, we examine how political ideology and ideological diversity within state 

legislatures are associated with protectiveness using our typology for trans individuals of color. 

 A rise of state-level anti-trans bills in the US occurred between 2015 and 2024, with the 

most marked inflection in 2020 where the introduction of bills doubled from the previous year. 

Notably, these bills are not limited to the sports and bathroom bills that are well-known in 

mainstream media. Both types of legislation restrict the movement of trans people; bathroom 

bills require that individuals use the restroom that corresponds with their sex-linked biology (i.e., 

someone assigned a male sex at birth is required to use a male/men’s bathroom), and sports bills 
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restrict individuals from playing on sports teams in schools that do not align with their sex-linked 

biology.42,43 Bathroom bills and sports legislation represented less than 14% of introduced bills in 

2024 and about a quarter of all bills introduced between 2015 and 201644 (Figure 1.1).  

 

Figure 1.1 Anti-Trans Legislation Tracker across the United States (2015-2024) 

Bills targeting access to various forms of healthcare and education-related bills have had the 

greatest increase in growth, resulting in a public health crisis for trans populations across the US 

(Figure 1.1). A cultural crossroads endemic of the political polarization around human rights has 

profound health implications. There is a dearth of research that conceptualizes the patterns of 

these anti-trans bills, bills that are protective for trans people, and bills that are either 

discriminatory or protective for individuals of color as they exist in the same time and space. 
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Further, much of the health policy research conceptualizing state environments as exposures to 

adverse outcomes does not provide a gendered racial analysis of the immense impact of the 

combination of anti-trans and racist policies that have been introduced and/or enacted over the 

past decade.  

From 2015 to 2024, state legislatures were more active than the federal government branches 

in enacting policies that directly impact the lives of trans people. This may be in part due to 

congressional inaction and the limited effectiveness of policymaking around gender identity at 

the federal level; several attempts at passing anti-discrimination, anti-bullying, and other 

protections have stalled in Congress.45,46 State legislatures are therefore at the forefront of 

defining trans rights policymaking.47 A recent analysis posited that states with more harmful 

policy environments for trans individuals engaged in one or more of three distinct actions: 

evading Obama-era administration anti-discrimination efforts with legal battles in federal courts, 

restricting local city and township ordinances that looked to expand anti-discrimination policies 

and laws to include sexual orientation, and gender identity, and/or the 2016-2020 Trump 

administration increasing states’ autonomy over trans-related policymaking by rolling back 

Obama-era anti-discrimination policies.47 As the second Trump administration begins to enact 

federal anti-trans policies, most notably a decision that the US government would only recognize 

two sexes (female and male), and these sexes are to be defined as “biological sex”, states may 

additionally be primed to promote anti-trans state policies or roll back existing protections, as 

has happened in Iowa.48–50 

As anti-trans policies have increased throughout the US, trans health research has begun to 

focus on the health impacts of the policies that are intended to harm trans individuals.38,51–53 

More specifically, mapping and modeling inclusive/exclusionary or protective/harmful political 
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environments at the state level has become more common. Various methods, including legal 

epidemiology,54–56 have been used to calculate inclusive (i.e., legal name change protections) or 

exclusionary policies (i.e., religious exemptions for businesses) and mark them as political 

determinants of health, a needed theoretical addition to the literature surrounding trans health and 

state-level policy exposures.38 Some studies found that exclusionary laws largely focused on the 

criminalization of trans identities, while inclusionary laws focused on access to services through 

government agencies (i.e., access to Medicare/Medicaid, housing, etc.).38,57 These same studies 

have emphasized that political determinants of health at the state level in the US may advance or 

restrict health equity among trans individuals, emphasizing it is important to evaluate anti- and 

protective trans policies that directly impact healthcare access, as these policies have immense 

impacts on the health of trans people.  

While the theoretical turn to focus on political determinants of health and power at the state 

level has greatly enhanced the field of trans health, there are still opportunities to investigate how 

state-level policies impact trans people of color not only based on the axis of their trans 

experiences but also as people of color who are impacted by state-level policies relevant to 

structural racism.22,58,59 Power is a key driver of health for trans people of color. As identified in 

Fung’s Levels of Power, values and norms are a specific ethical power that influences structural 

power, covering policies, and everyday displays of power.1 These are greatly intertwined with 

how gender discourse configures power in the US, a country shaped and reshaped by anti-

Indigenous, anti-Black, and cissexist (an ideology that cisgender people’s gender experiences are 

more “natural” or “normal” than trans people’s experiences) ideals. Analyses that focus on policy 

climate assume the experiences of trans individuals are affected only by policies that explicitly 

impact expressions of gender, devoid of racial implications for trans individuals of color. When 
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comparing analyses that categorize the level of structural racism across states to those that 

categorize trans-related laws across the states, there are several discrepancies in what is deemed 

a “safer” state for people of color compared to what is deemed a “safer” state for trans people. 

For instance, a recent study classifying state-level structural racism and its impact on health 

found that several Northeastern states (i.e., Maine, New Hampshire, Massachusetts) were 

categorized as Mostly Harmful or Mixed for people of color. Widely used trans-rights policy 

trackers like the Movement Advancement Project, label these same states as highly protective for 

trans people. This discordance could lead to policy advocates focusing less on these states, 

leaving behind trans people of color who likely have very different experiences than their white 

counterparts.  

To consider that one state is “safer” than another state for trans individuals provides an 

incomplete understanding of the political climate for trans individuals of color who experience 

oppression on multiple axes of power from dominant systems.60–62 Some studies that do include 

implications for trans individuals of color do not include race in their definition and 

conceptualization of the state-policy environment and are only looking at trans-related 

policies.3,63 Most studies investigate the relationship between race and a health outcome post hoc 

and use policies relevant to trans rights as the marker for state-level exposure. There is 

opportunity and necessity to focus on the definition of state-level policy exposure as multi-

faceted for trans individuals of color. A recent study with US trans women conceptualized their 

analysis to look at healthcare access as an outcome that would be associated with the health of all 

participants, while policies that focus on equality (e.g., nondiscrimination) would only be 

associated with better health for white trans women.41 These decisions in study design allow for 

more intentional, critical, and impactful health research for trans individuals of color by 
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explicitly outlining which policies and mechanisms differentially impact trans individuals of 

different races/ethnicities.  

Anti-trans legislation passed in state legislatures may be related to the political ideology that 

is dominant and/or the amount of ideological diversity that is present in a specific state 

legislative body. Political polarization within and across states is important to monitor in relation 

to population health.64 Mapping the state legislature ideology and the ideological diversity 

therein may give insights into where there are opportunities to advocate against anti-trans 

legislation; even within more conservative/state legislative bodies. For instance, knowing if a 

state’s legislature has a more liberal ideology, overall, may be associated with passing more 

protective policies as opposed to more harmful policies.  

This study aimed to identify alternative ways of defining state-level policy exposures that are 

relevant for trans people of color in the US. These typologies of states are intended to be useful 

as policy exposures that can be applied to datasets that include or focus on the health, disease, 

and well-being experiences of trans individuals of color in the US.  

Study Data and Methods 

This study used data from the Movement Advancement Project (MAP) in September 

2024 to ascertain indicators related to trans experience in the US, a published account of 

structural racism categories across the US in 2013, and a measure of state legislator voting 

behaviors from 2013 to 2018.65–68 The MAP and structural racism indicators were used to create 

a typology of states that consider both trans policies (MAP) and racial policies (structural racism 

categories) that impact trans people of color. The state legislature voting behaviors data was used 

post-hoc to determine associations between class state typology (level of 
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harmfulness/protectiveness), political-ideological trends in state legislatures from 2013 – 2018, 

and ideological diversity in those state legislatures in 2018.  

Description of Data Sources and Measures 

State-level policy indicators: manifest variables  

Anti-trans and protective policies as of September 2024: MAP is an independent non-

profit think tank that creates measures and US map visuals of LGBTQ+ equality and election and 

voting-related laws, and tracks the number of protective and harmful trans bills in the US that 

have been passed at the state-level through September 2024.69 The major categories of laws 

covered by the “Gender Identity Tally” from MAP include: “Bans on transgender youth sports 

participation,” “Safe schools: school nondiscrimination,” “Safe schools: anti-bullying,” “Bans on 

medical care for transgender youth,” “Bans on insurance exclusions of transgender-related care,” 

“Hate crime laws,” “Gay/trans panic defense bans,” “Restrictions on name changes,” “Name 

change process,” “Changing gender marker on driver’s licenses,” “Changing gender marker on 

birth certificates,” and “Gender neutral markers.” MAP assigns a point value to each policy; 

harmful and discriminatory policies are given negative points and protective and inclusive 

policies are given positive points. States receive points between 0 and 1 when only a part of a 

protective law has been enacted or policies only impact a subset of the state (e.g., local 

ordinances that protect gender identity). Points are summed to yield a policy tally for each state. 

There are a total of 22 points available to states. Gender Identity Tallies for each state are further 

categorized as: 

1. Negative protection (harmful and discriminatory): less than 0 points 

2. Low protection: 0 to 5.25 points; 0-24.9% of total possible Gender Identity Tally points 
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3. Fair protection: 5.5 to 10.75 points; 25-49.9% of total Gender Identity Tally points 

4. Medium protection: 11 to 16.25 points; 50-74.9% of total Gender Identity Tally points 

5. High protection: 16.5+ points; 75-100% of total Gender Identity Tally points 

For our analysis, we deconstructed the overall MAP Gender Identity tally into the categories 

of relationship recognition, non-discrimination, religious exemptions, LGBT youth, healthcare, 

criminal justice, and ID documents. MAP indicators are continuous; we created categorical 

variables for these continuous indicators and created cut points. All negative values were 

assigned 0, and all positive values were divided into four quartiles. For some manifest indicators, 

there was not enough variability in the data to create four distinct positive quartiles. For instance, 

the non-discrimination variable has 75th and 100th percentiles that overlap; thus, we combined 

these into one cut-point within the non-discrimination variable.  

Structural racism legal database: Policies from 2013: Recently, public health and legal 

scholars developed a database that accounted for 10 legal domains related to structural racism, 

with 78 specific policies/laws.67 These domains cover both harmful laws (i.e., discriminating 

against marginalized racial/ethnic groups) and protective laws (i.e., preventing the unjust 

treatment of individuals from marginalized racial/ethnic populations) from 2010 to 2013. For this 

research, we use the state regional patterning of latent classes of state-structural racism-related 

laws from 2013 conceived by Jahn et al. (2023): mostly protective, mostly harmful, and mixed 

(Appendix A). This structural racism measure also considered earned income tax credit policies 

across the US.  

State legislature voting record and ideological diversity: Changes from 1993 to 2018: The 

Shor-McCarty state legislator ideology data provides an estimation of state legislator voting 

behavior based on legislators’ ideological positioning from voting roll calls and Project Vote 
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Smart’s National Political Awareness Test (NPAT).68 The NPAT compares legislators across time 

and states on a common ideological scale–as legislators who are being compared across states 

are voting on different measures from one another. The use of the NPAT allows for 

standardization to be able to compare legislator behaviors and thereby state legislatures across 

states. Using the means and standard deviations of NPAT scores, we created trajectories to model 

changes in state legislature ideology between 1993 and 2018 and whether ideological diversity 

changed over the same period (Figure 1.2).  

 

Figure 1.2 Political ideology and ideological diversity in US State Legislatures (1993 – 2018) 

Mean values of NPAT scores range from -1 to 1; greater mean values indicate a more 

conservative legislature. Greater standard deviation (SD) values indicate more ideological 

diversity in state legislatures (inclusive of House and Senate chambers). Figure 1 depicts mean 
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values on the y-axis, years on the x-axis, and a color gradient is used to depict the SD value at 

each point. Deeper saturation indicates greater ideological diversity at that time point(s).  

Analytic Methods 

Polytomous latent class analysis with policies specific to transgender and Black individuals  

We used a polytomous (multiple categorical indicators) latent class analysis to identify 

patterns in state policies among US states. Latent class analysis, compared to other statistical 

techniques with clustered data, allows for a variety of metrics to assess model fit and the 

appropriate number of latent classes. The number of classes can be selected for reasonings 

including theoretical or parsimony/model fit. Given the theoretical nature of the research inquiry, 

we provide the parsimony criteria (BIC, AIC, G2), and consider theoretical justification as a 

primary factor in determining the number of classes.70 This approach allows for the selected 

model to not only fit the data well but also aligns with our conceptualization of state-level policy 

environments as complex and multi-faceted for Black trans individuals in the US. Classes were 

assigned using the poLCA software package in R. The package uses “expectation-maximization 

to find maximum likelihood estimates of the model parameters”.70 

One-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) testing; political ideology and ideological diversity  

To assess whether there are differences in political ideology and ideological diversity 

across state legislatures in our latent classes, we conducted a one-way Analysis of Variance 

(ANOVA). This was an appropriate method as it assesses differences in the continuous political 

variables across class membership. Given a significant ANOVA result for political ideology and 

class membership, a Tukey’s Honest Significant Difference (HSD) post-hoc test was performed 

to identify specific differences between all three classes. 
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Study Results 

Distinct clusters of state laws – polytomous class analysis results   

Three classes were identified through the polytomous class analysis. We describe the 

classes, in relation to both policies that are related to structural racism or transgender identity, as 

mostly protective (Class 1), mixed (Class 2), and mostly harmful (Class 3). Table 1.1 shows the 

item response probabilities for each manifest variable and its class membership, as well as the 

count of states included in each class. 

Table 1.1  Distribution of manifest variables among states and across latent classes, % (n) 

 Latent Classes  

Mostly Protective 
(Class 1) 
(n=21) 

Mixed 
(Class 2) 

(n=9) 

Mostly Harmful  
Class 3 
(n=20) 

Manifest Variables 
(transgender-

specific) 

    

Relationship 
recognition 

 

Negative 
 

44.0 (22) 2.0 (1) 12.0 (6) 30.0 (15) 

Positive 56.0 (28) 
 

40.0 (20) 6.0 (3) 10.0 (5) 

Non-discrimination  
Negative 26.0 (13) 0.0 (0) 4.0 (2) 22.0 (11) 

Low 12.0 (6) 0.0 (0) 
 

2.0 (1) 
 

10.0 (5) 

Medium 28.0 (14) 10.0 (5) 10.0 (5) 8.0 (4) 

High 34.0 (17) 32.0 (16) 
 

2.0 (1) 
 

0.0 (0) 

Religious 
exemption 

 

Negative  58.0 (29) 12.0 (6) 12.0(6) 34.0 (17) 

Positive  42.0 (21) 30.0 (15) 6.0 (3) 6.0 (3) 
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LGBT youth  

Negative 50.0 (25) 0.0 (0) 14.0 (7) 36.0 (18) 

Low 14.0 (7) 6.0 (3) 4.0 (2) 4.0 (2) 

Medium 20.0 (10) 20.0 (10) 0.0 (0) 0.0 (0) 

High 16.0 (8) 16.0 (8) 0.0 (0) 0.0 (0) 

Healthcare  

Negative 42.0 (21) 0.0 (0) 2.0 (1) 40.0 (20) 

Low 12.0 (6) 0.0 (0) 12.0 (6) 0.0 (0) 

Medium 24.0 (12) 20.0 (10) 4.0 (2) 0.0 (0) 

High 22.0 (11) 22.0 (11) 0.0 (0) 0.0 (0) 

Criminal Justice  

Negative 60.0 (30) 2.0 (1) 18.0 (9) 40.0 (20) 

Medium 18.0 (9) 18.0 (9) 0.0 (0) 0.0 (0) 

High 22.0 (11) 22.0 (11) 0.0 (0) 0.0 (0) 

ID Documents  

Negative 36.0 (18) 0.0 (0) 12.0 (6) 24.0 (12) 

Low 18.0 (9) 2.0 (1) 0.0 (0) 16.0 (8) 

Medium 16.0 (8) 10.0 (5) 6.0 (3) 0.0 (0) 

High 30.0 (15) 30.0 (15) 0.0 (0) 0.0 (0) 

Structural Racism 
Manifest Variable 

 

Mostly Protective 30.0 (15) 26.0 (13) 0.0 (0) 4.0 (2) 

Mixed 12.0 (6) 8.0 (4) 4.0 (2) 0.0 (0) 

Mostly Harmful  58.0 (29) 8.0 (4) 14.0 (7) 36.0 (18) 
 

Table 1.1 Distribution of manifest variables among states and across latent classes, % (n), (Continued) 

Note: The “Negative” category represents variables where there were less than zero points in the 
MAP Gender Identity Tally, and all positive values were divided into quantiles that represented 
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“Low”, “Medium”, and “High” protections. For some manifest indicators, there was not enough 
variability in the data to create four distinct positive quartiles. For instance, the non-
discrimination variable has 75th and 100th percentiles that overlap; thus, we combined these into 
one cut-point within the non-discrimination variable. A visualization of how states clustered into 
the three latent groups is depicted in Figure 1.3. 

 

Figure 1.3 Racialized Gender Identity Typology 

 

While the BIC and AIC slightly increase, which indicates potentially overfitting with 

additional classes from two to three, the improvement in the G2  statistic depicts a better fit with 

three classes than two (Table 1.2). Previous research using latent class analyses relies on the G2  

statistic and has three to four classes using the 50 US states. This slightly more complex model 

offers better insights than a two-class model of Protective versus Harmful. Table 1.2 depicts the 

Mostly harmful 

Mostly protective 
Mixed 
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parsimony criteria. Our latent class model suggests that a model with three latent classes is the 

most theoretically sound and has a high degree of parsimony (Table 1.2).  

Table 1.2 Model fit indices for polytomous latent models 

Classes Log-likelihood AIC BIC G^2 X^2 
2 -333.0737 760.1474 850.0125 299.8984 8366.277 
3 -321.5274 785.0548 920.8084 276.8058 7580.634 
4 -301.3557 792.7115 974.3537 236.4625 2994.314 

 

These three classes depict distinct political environments that are the product of state 

legal contexts that created distinct environments for trans individuals of color. Class 1 was the 

group of states with the broadest protections, Class 2 had largely medium to low protection, and 

Class 3 was the most likely to have certain harmful laws (Figure 1.3).  

 

Figure 1.4 Probability distribution of manifest variables across latent classes 
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Most states were predicted to belong to Class 1 (Mostly Protective; n = 21), which had protective 

laws across every manifest variable compared to the other two classes. Class 2 (Mixed) was the 

smallest (n = 9) and differs from Class 1 in that states in Class 2 were more likely to have 

harmful laws related to criminal justice, healthcare, ID documents, and LGBTQ youth (Table 

1.1, Figure 1.4). The states with the most harmful laws belong to Class 3 (Mostly Harmful; n = 

20), which had more harmful laws across all included manifest variables. Unlike states in Class 

2, states in Class 3 were more likely to have harmful laws across the domains of healthcare, ID 

documents, non-discrimination, and LGBTQ+ youth. Notably, states in Class 3 were marginally 

more likely to have more protective structural racism laws than Class 2.  

Political ideology and ideological diversity across latent classes  

 Given the newly created state latent classes that incorporate state structural racism and 

trans-specific policies, we assessed if there were any differences in political ideology and/or 

ideological diversity in state legislatures within the three classes (Table 1.3).  

Table 1.2 ANOVA results for 2018 state legislature metrics by latent class 

 Mean Square F value Pr (>F) 
State legislature metrics    
            Political ideology 0.2685 4.137 0.0142* 
            Ideological diversity 0.2209 0.869 0.426 

 

There was not a statistically significant difference between the trends of political ideology from 

1993 - 2018 among the three groupings of states (p = 0.261), nor was there a significant 

difference in ideological diversity scores from state legislatures in 2018 (p = 0. 426). There was a 

statistically significant difference between the political ideology scores from state legislatures in 

2018 among the three groupings of states, as well as a statistically significant difference between 

the ideological diversity scores from state legislatures in 2013 among the three groupings (Table 
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3). The residuals from the ANOVA test are approximately normally distributed using the 

Shapiro-Wilk normality test.   

 For the significant results, a post hoc test (Tukey’s HSD) was performed to identify 

specific differences between the latent classes (Table 1.4) and state legislature political ideology 

in 2018. 

Table 1.4 Tukey's HSD post hoc test results for political ideology diZerences among latent classes 

 Mean 
Difference 

95% Confidence 
Intervals 

Adjusted 
p-value 

Class membership comparison    
            Mostly protective vs. Mixed -0.5994 [-0.8458, -0.3431] <0.0001* 
            Mostly harmful vs. Mixed 0.2209 [-0.304, 0.4723] 0.0951 

Mostly harmful vs. Mostly protective 0.8154 [0.6254, 1.0054] <0.0001* 
 

The pairwise comparisons show significant differences in political ideological scores between 

the classes. The difference in political ideology between mostly protective states and mixed 

states was significant (p < 0.0001). The difference in state legislature political ideology between 

mostly harmful states and mixed states was not significant (p = 0.0951), suggesting no evidence 

that state legislatures were statistically different between the two groupings of states. The 

difference in state legislature political ideology between mostly protective states and mostly 

harmful states was significant (p <0.0001).   

Discussion  

This is one of the first studies to consider the exposure of US state policies that are 

defined by both structural racism and anti-trans policies and further examines the political 

makeup of legislative bodies across states. Political, social, and cultural geography begets 

policies that contribute to the multi-faceted ways that the health of trans individuals of color is 

impacted. Further, the past decade has brought about an extraordinary amount of legislation that 
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reflects white supremacy and anti-trans rhetoric in the US, with various states implementing 

discriminatory or protective laws that impact trans individuals of color.41,61,64 We find that state 

legislatures with more liberal political ideology are associated with more protectiveness for trans 

people, compared to mixed and mostly harmful states. The amount of ideological diversity in 

state legislatures was not associated with the level of protectiveness in our latent classes, 

suggesting that even more conservative state legislatures with higher ideological diversity among 

legislators are not associated with more protectiveness. However, as we found in developing the 

latent classes, even the Mostly Protective class contained states that were negative or mixed in 

the structural racism indicator, emblematic of the degree of harmfulness experienced by people 

of color broadly in the US.  

Policy differences across latent classes: hate crime laws  

The current study found that Mostly Protective states were marked by several differences 

compared to mixed and mostly harmful states. One of the more notable distinctions was that 

protective criminal justice policies relevant to trans individuals only exist in states classified as 

mostly protective. No protective criminal justice policies related to trans individuals exist in the 

mixed or mostly harmful states. MAP defines the criminal justice domain in their data as: (1) 

Specifically enumerating crimes based on sexual orientation or gender identity, (2) Data 

collection related to crimes based on sexual orientation or gender identity, and (3) Required 

training for law enforcement related to sexual orientation or gender identity. This study used the 

first criteria of “specifically enumerating crimes based on sexual orientation or gender identity” 

as an indicator of protective policies for trans individuals related to criminal justice. As such, 

only mostly protective states, per our latent class analysis, have hate crime laws should trans 

individuals be harmed based on their transgender or nonbinary identity.  
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Our findings around hate crime laws are crucial to contextualizing health for trans 

individuals of color in the US. Evidence shows that in states with hate crime protections for trans 

individuals, adverse health outcomes such as suicidality and mood disorders are less prevalent 

compared to states without those protections.71 Yet, hate crime laws are contentious among 

marginalized groups. While there is convergence among policymakers, civil rights groups, and 

impacted communities that measures to prevent hate crimes are needed, they disagree on the 

value of hate crime laws and typical criminal justice system responses to them (e.g., 

incarceration).72 Additionally, hate crime protections are only guaranteed to US citizens, leaving 

undocumented and immigrant trans individuals of color without protection. Although most 

criminal prosecutions occur at the state level, creating 50 different systems, most follow the same 

restrictions outlined in the US Constitution. This results in more similarities than differences in 

the systems but does not mean that hate crime protections are identical across the states that do 

have them.  

Policy differences across latent classes: Healthcare protections  

Healthcare protections were another policy domain with a similar pattern as criminal justice 

policies, but in this case, only the Mostly Harmful latent class contained states with 

discriminatory laws. Defined by MAP as the existence of private insurance non-discrimination 

laws based on gender identity and bans on insurance exclusions of trans-related healthcare, the 

mostly harmful states either had no law providing trans-inclusive insurance protections or had 

laws that explicitly permit insurers to refuse to cover gender-affirming care.  

Policy differences across latent classes: Structural racism indicator  
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All three classes in our trans and race state policy analysis contain states considered “mostly 

harmful” by the structural racism indicator.66 This further emphasizes the importance of being 

critical of the state typologies found in recent efforts to mark states as “inclusive” or 

“protective”, as these may not accurately define policy environments for trans people of color 

impacted by laws related to structural racism in addition to transgender-related policies.3,38,52 In 

our study, there were four states (Delaware, Hawaii, New Hampshire, and Virginia) in the Mostly 

Protective class that also were categorized as “mostly harmful” based on structural racism, and 

four states (Maine, Massachusetts, Nevada, and Vermont) in the Mostly Protective class that 

were categorized as “mixed” using the Jahn et. al structural racism indicator. Our findings 

suggest that selective protection may outline specific rights in trans policymaking where states 

still fail to address protections for trans individuals of color, specifically.  

There were two states in our analysis that were in the Mostly Harmful class that were 

categorized as “mostly protective” using the Jahn et. al structural racism indicator: Nebraska and 

Utah. Nebraska has a history of state-government actions that likely created supportive and 

protective policies for people of color in the state. For example, Nebraska was the first state to 

establish an agency dedicated to the advancement and advocacy of Latiné individuals. 

Established in 1972, it was estimated that 30,000 Mexican Americans lived in Nebraska.73 In 

2021, the Nebraska state legislature amended the Nebraska Fair Employment Practices Act and 

expanded the definition of protections for race to include “protection against discrimination for 

characteristics such as skin color, hair texture, and protective hairstyles.”74 In states like 

Nebraska and Utah, some protections prohibit discrimination based on race/ethnicity, but far 

fewer, if not non-existent, legal protections for trans individuals exist in those states. 

Additionally, it is not only the absence of protective laws but the presence of harmful laws that 
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impact trans individuals in these two states. Utah and Nebraska have numerous state bans that 

are similar including laws prohibiting trans individuals from using bathrooms or facilities 

consistent with their gender in government buildings, and targeted religious exemption laws.49,65 

The bathroom bans define “sex” to exclude trans individuals, similar to the Trump 

administration’s policy that there are two sexes, male and female, that are biologically 

determined from birth and not changeable. Healthcare laws and policies are particularly harmful 

in both states, banning gender-affirming care for trans youth and adults in their state Medicaid 

policies. 

State legislature political ideology and ideological diversity across latent classes 

 State legislature political ideology and latent class membership were associated in our 

study. Mostly Protective states were more likely to have a more “liberal” political ideology 

within the state legislature, which was associated with policies that would benefit trans 

individuals and individuals of color (Table 1.4). The political ideology of the state legislature 

often predicts the ideology of the state residents, as they voted the legislators into office.64 

However, as we found, class membership in the mostly protective category still included eight 

states that were mixed or mostly harmful when looking at the structural racism classifications 

only. As the state legislature likely reflects the political ideology of the state’s constituents, these 

“liberal havens” for trans individuals do not appear to show the same protectiveness for trans 

individuals of color. Regional patterning of these states illustrates that while states in the 

northeastern US are commonly seen as more protective for trans individuals,38,69 our results and 

other studies have found that these states are less than protective for trans individuals of 

color.66,75  

Implications  
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Advocacy for health equity for trans people, people of color, and those at the 

intersections is pivotal in the current US political and cultural climate. Our study showcases how 

state legislatures fared in protecting trans people of color preceding the second Trump 

administration, an administration that within the first 100 days has rolled back protections and 

rights for marginalized groups, priming states like Iowa to also take measures to restrict trans 

rights. It is even more imperative that researchers conceptualize and measure state-level policy 

measures as they pertain to not only trans-related laws but also laws that are concerned with 

structural racism, as several states that are deemed protective overall in our study were 

considered less protective for people of color. Further, in our latent class analysis Nebraska and 

Utah were classified as Mostly Harmful, but in the structural racism indicator were mostly 

protective for people of color. These two states show that while knowing the political ideology of 

the state legislature is associated with protectiveness or harmfulness, the passage of harmful 

trans-related policies in specific states is driven by the legislating and advocacy done in those 

legislatures. In states where there are mixed or mostly protective structural racism policies, there 

may be opportunities to advocate for the well-being of trans individuals as individuals who are 

also impacted by structural oppression and build coalitions across issues of identity-based 

marginalization. In all, our conceptualization of policies that impact trans people of color with an 

explicit overlay of states that are mixed or mostly harmful using the structural racism indicator 

offers valuable direction and insights for informed decision-making and targeting of state 

legislatures to create more inclusive and effective protections based on both the inclusion and 

protection of people of color and for trans individuals.  

Limitations, Conclusions, and Future Directions 
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Our study is not without limitations. We used pre-existing definitions for manifest policy 

indicators from two different sources that are intended to be stand-alone measures. There is a 

possibility that information that is provided by any singular source is hidden by combining these 

measures. For instance, while several states in the northeastern US score as “Mixed” or “Mostly 

Harmful” using the Jahn et. al (2013) typology for structural racism, our latent class analysis 

found these are still more protective for trans individuals of color, which is more line with the 

MAP classifications of these states. Further, as we find that policy exposures need a more 

nuanced definition to be relevant to trans individuals of color, several racial and/or ethnic groups 

may still be impacted differentially by structural racism in the US. Future research would require 

measures of Anti-Black racism at the state policy level, for instance, to more accurately define 

the state political environment for Black trans individuals.  

While there are considerations for how the latent class analysis was conceptualized and a 

need for racial/ethnic group specificity in defining structural racism, this is one of the first 

studies to attempt to define policy exposures for trans individuals of color at the state level and 

find associations with state-legislature political ideology.  
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ABSTRACT: 

 

This study explored how Black transmasculine individuals in the US city of Detroit and 

southeastern Michigan develop their masculine identities within the intertwined contexts of 

gender, Blackness, and geography. Using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis and object-

elicitation, 8 Black transmasculine individuals, ages 25-35 years, participated in in-depth semi-

structured interviews in 2024 about their individual experiences and contexts including Detroit's 

historical landscape. Given its role during the Great Migration, Detroit's cultural and political 

backdrop creates unique racialized gender norms that Black transmasculine individuals navigate 

as they develop their gender identities. The themes identified from the interviews highlight the 

role of historical migration patterns, family expectations, and community interactions in shaping 

masculine identity and expression. These insights highlight the complex interplay between 

systemic forces and personal identity development.
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Introduction: 
 

The racial and gender identities of Black transmasculine individuals (people who identify 

their race as Black, their sex assigned at birth as female, identify as transgender (trans) or 

nonbinary, and identify with masculinity to some degree) in the United States (US) city of 

Detroit and southeastern Michigan have been shaped by the historical distribution and movement 

of Black populations, including patterns of migration, and impacts of slavery, colonialism, and 

segregation on the spatial organization of Detroit.76,77 Detroit was a key city to which Black 

individuals migrated during the first and second Great Migrations in the US, where economic 

opportunity was eventually tied to the automobile factories and union trades.78,79 However, Black 

Detroiters experienced anti-Black racism and discrimination well before the population growth 

of Black people in Detroit during the Great Migration.80–83 Neighborhood segregation, the 

creation of zones of the city that were predominantly Black, had foundations in the late 19th 

century, and discrimination and violence increased as the Black population grew in Detroit. 

Gendered violence towards women often sparked riots and conflict between white and Black 

men. As such, specific discourses of Black masculinity emerged of being a provider and 

protector.82  

These historical experiences may have lasting implications for the masculine discourses 

that remain and are available to Black masculine people in Detroit today, including Black 

transmasculine individuals who are developing their racial and gender identities within this 

context. This study is guided by the idea that “[n]o one arrives in the world separate from the set 

of norms lying in wait for them.”84 Further, the historical and political geographies of 

southeastern Michigan – namely Detroit – offer a specific set of racialized gender norms 

concerning Blackness, masculinity, and gender. This study examines how the racialized 
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development of masculinity for Black transmasculine individuals is subject to the political and 

cultural history of Black Detroit, with implications for both racial and gender identity 

development for this population. 

Key terms and concepts 

For this study, we conceive of race and gender as key sociodemographic descriptors that 

are multidimensional and informed by historical social constructions driven by white supremacy 

and cissexism (the idea that people who identify with the sex and gender they were assigned at 

birth are more “natural” or “normal” than transgender individuals). Gender is often used to 

describe – whether implicitly or explicitly – an array of dimensions that include a person’s 

internal sense of being a man/boy, woman/girl, trans, nonbinary, or another gender; expressed 

gender that is often linked to norms around masculinities and femininities or rejection of either 

or both; gendered roles that show up in home, community, education, and work environments; 

and attitudes or ideas about gender norms and how someone embraces or rejects certain gender 

norms often termed gender ideology.85 Race is a phenotypical description of skin color, socially 

constructed, and also for many people of color, a form of community membership, and an 

administrative status that interacts with institutions of power. We define Black as being racialized 

as Black in the US. Black, as a race, spans several ethnicities; while not a monolithic experience, 

Blackness has shared aspects among Black people. The Afrocentric standpoint – how Black 

people are situated in the world – is a result of colonialism, imperialism, slavery, and other 

systems of racial domination, and begets a shared experience of racial oppression.86,87 The 

current study focuses on US-born direct descendants of the mid-Atlantic slave trade who often 

do not have access to other ethnic origins (e.g., sometimes referred to as African American). The 

formation of an African-American or Black American identity emerged in the post-Civil War 



 38 

period, as an emergent collective identity took hold for Black Americans.88–90 We operationalize 

race and gender by focusing on US-born direct descendants of the mid-Atlantic slave trade, 

identifying as Black, and exploring a range of masculine-gendered experiences. This enables us 

to analyze how these identities interact with societal structures and inform participants’ 

experiences. 

Black Detroit and the development of a Black masculine discourse  

As Black people migrated to northern US cities in the mid-20th century, they faced 

significant racial discrimination that fostered a need to persevere and lead within their 

communities, shaping Black masculinity. Between 1910 and 1920, Detroit's Black population 

surged by 611%, making it the fastest-growing Black city in the country, compared to a 66% 

population increase in New York and 148% in Chicago.80 These migrants encountered 

discrimination in workplaces, substandard housing, and underfunded schools.5/9/25 11:26:00 

AM Like in Chicago, as discussed in Rashad Shabazz's Spatializing Blackness, Black Detroiters 

were confined to segregated and poor areas, restricting their mobility and opportunities for 

economic advancement.91  

The 1943 Detroit riots exemplify how the constant state of oppression and discrimination 

provided the context for an emerging masculinity among Black men. Tensions peaked when a 

white mob attacked a Black mother and her child at Belle Isle – a popular park in Detroit – 

igniting a fierce protective response among Black men.81,82,92 After enduring decades of 

discrimination, police brutality, and systemic inequities, they defended their homes and families, 

embodying an assertive form of masculinity. The events of the 1943 and 1967 riots continue to 

influence Black masculine identity, resonating through Detroit's Black families and communities 

today. 
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Development of masculinity for Black transmasculine individuals  

 Black transmasculine individuals in the US construct their identities in the context of 

those that came before them, and within the Black gender discourses that exist within their 

specific geographies. Inheriting the gendered norms of the geographical and cultural context in 

which someone lives is a socialization process that all individuals undergo.93,94 However, few 

studies have focused on the standpoint and experiences of Black transmasculine individuals, 

creating a gap in our understanding of how racialized masculinities develop for Black 

transmasculine individuals, and requiring reliance on research that assumes masculinity is 

developed and operationalized for Black transmasculine individuals similar to white 

individuals.31,95–97   

In previous work, Todd et al. developed the Masculine Identity Development (MID) 

framework, which described how masculine identity is developed for transmasculine individuals. 

The MID framework is a grounded theory of how transmasculine individuals develop their 

masculine identity in relation to their health behaviors and posits that individuals 1) envision 

masculine characteristics and attributes from masculine people around them, 2) adopt these 

attributes on a spectrum of non-hegemonic to hegemonic masculine characteristics, 3) question 

those initial adoptions of masculinity (especially if they are harmful to their health or the health 

of others), and 4) revise their masculine identity to adopt different or new forms of masculine 

traits.35 The MID framework was developed from interviewing 24 trans and nonbinary 

transmasculine individuals, ages 19-56 years, who self-described embodying masculinity in their 

gender in some way. Almost two-thirds of the sample were people of color, and 25% of the total 

sample were Black individuals.  
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Distinct experiences among Black transmasculine narratives emerged from Todd et al.’s 

study, such as differences in safety.35 White transmasculine individuals attested to feeling more at 

ease outdoors since transitioning to live in their affirmed gender, while Black transmasculine 

individuals found themselves more cautious of how they were perceived from police when 

walking down the street. These differences highlight a need to focus on one racial group to better 

understand their experiences. The findings from this previous study also require more research 

on envisioning and adopting masculine attributes with consideration for specific racial/ethnic 

cultural identities and the historical gender norms of the geographies in which individuals live. 

The purpose of the current study was to explore influences on Black racial and cultural identity 

and masculinity identity development for Black transmasculine individuals in the Greater Detroit 

area and to build upon the MID framework’s tenets of envisioning and adoption to consider the 

role of race and geography in identity development.  

Methods 
 

Methodological approach and theoretical frameworks 

This study employed a critical Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) 

methodology with object-elicitation through conducting in-depth interviews with Black 

transmasculine adults.98 IPA focuses on deeply individual meaning-making through case-by-case 

analysis. By incorporating object elicitation into IPA, we aimed to deconstruct power dynamics 

and empower participants by allowing them to introduce objects of personal significance, rather 

than relying solely on predefined questions from the researcher. This approach aligns with IPA’s 

preference for small, relatively homogenous samples and the common use of semi-structured 

interviews.99 Additionally, the research design was informed by a theoretical framework that 

draws on theories of gender performativity, racialized identity development, life course 
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epidemiology, and developmental psychology.37,100–102 This framework posits that gender and 

gender expression (e.g., masculinity) are not inherent but learned, racialized, and subject to 

physical, political, cultural, and historical geographies of specific places. These theories guided 

decisions regarding the sample, participants, and research questions.99 

This study also used a critical approach. Bhavnani et al. offer three elements central to 

research being “critical”: partiality, positionality, and accountability.103 They are described as 

such: 

Partiality leads to critical research interrogating prevailing representations as the research is 
conducted, and this builds on difference. Positionality is not about being reflexive, but about 
understanding the sociohistorical/political context from which research is created and thus 
engages with the micropolitics of a research endeavor. Accountability makes it evident that there 
are many constituencies to which all academic researchers are accountable—for example, their 
discipline, intellectual integrity, their institution, and academic colleagues, the idea of rigorous 
scientific research, and academic freedom in research—as well as being accountable to the 
people with whom the research is being conducted. It is accountability that leads to a critical 
research project interrogating how the lived experiences and cultures of the research 
participants are inscribed within the research.103 

Accordingly, this work is attached to how racial and masculine identity development are shaped 

by white supremacy, anti-Blackness, cissexism, and anti-trans sociopolitical climates. These 

violent aspects of the US are created and sustained by the historical, geographical, political, and 

social contexts that drive masculine identity development for Black transmasculine people.  

Researcher positionality 

Across the authorship team, represented academic disciplines include developmental 

psychology, gender and women’s studies, and social epidemiology. The authorship team also 

brings lived experiences from across different races/ethnicities (Black, white, Taiwanese), gender 

identities (transmasculine, cisgender woman, cisgender, transgender man ), and sexual 
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orientations (queer, bisexual). The first author, who conceptualized this study, conducted the 

interviews, and analyzed the data, is a Black, nonbinary transmasculine, queer, individual who 

navigates spaces with varying degrees of power and access to institutions such as Harvard 

University. In many spaces, their appearance is read as a light-skinned Black cisgender man. In 

this research, they sought to refrain from relying on their identification as a Black transmasculine 

person to fabricate a shared social structural positionality with Black transmasculine research 

participants. While shared identities, such as Black and transmasculine, and shared experiences, 

such as developing their racial and gender identities in the greater Detroit region, may create 

connections between the researcher and the participants, care was taken to not let these 

connections overshadow the possibilities of divisions that may exist along other axes of social 

positionality and privilege such as educational attainment, class, gender “passing”, and colorism.  

Interpretative phenomenological analysis 

A critical phenomenological approach is a “politically and ethically” engaged method that is 

capable of “illuminating contemporary socio-political phenomena”.104 This approach emphasizes 

the importance of lived experience and is well-suited to explore the habitual actions that shape 

identity development for Black transmasculine adults in Detroit and southeastern Michigan. 

Phenomenological questions are considered “essence questions” as they ask what is the essence 

that all individuals experience about a phenomenon (e.g., Black and masculine identity 

development).104 IPA epistemology has some key steps to the analytic process that we followed 

in this study (Table 2.1):99 

Table 2.1 Steps to conduct interpretative phenomenological analysis 

Steps Description/Action 
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Textual coding Begin at the level of the individual case with close analysis 
(i.e., coding) of the experiential claims and understandings of 
each participant. 
 

Structural coding Development of a ‘dialogue’ between the researcher, their 
coded data, and their knowledge, and how this dialogue 
incorporates participants’ given contexts, leading to the 
development of a more interpretative account. 
 

Emergent patterns (themes) Identification of the emergent patterns (i.e., themes) within 
this experiential material emphasizing both convergence and 
divergence, commonality, and nuance; first for single cases, 
and then subsequently across multiple cases. 
 

Developing a framework Development of a structure or frame which illustrates the 
relationships between themes. 

 

Organization Organization of all material in a format that allows for coded 
data to be traced through the analysis – from initial codes on 
the transcript, through initial clustering and thematic 
development, to the final structure of themes. 
 

Collaboration Use of supervision or collaboration, to audit, to help test and 
develop the coherence and plausibility of the interpretation 
and explore reflexivity. 
 

Results Development of a narrative, evidenced by detailed 
commentary on data extracts, which takes the reader through 
this interpretation, usually theme by theme, and often 
supported by some form of visual guide (simple heuristic 
diagram or table). 
 

Reflection Reflection on the researcher’s own perceptions, conceptions 
and processes should occur throughout the process and is 
usually captured in a systematic fashion by keeping a 
reflexive journal. 
 

Table 2.1 Steps to conduct interpretative phenomenological analysis (Continued) 
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Object elicitation 

Object elicitation is a useful method to pair with a phenomenological approach in 

qualitative research.98,105 We asked each participant to bring 1-3 objects that are meaningful to 

how they understand their masculinity and/or their Black identity, what their masculine identity 

means to them, and/or illustrate how they know their masculinity to be shaped by the world 

around them. The use of such objects encouraged each participant to provide responses and 

thoughts that were not influenced by the researcher and allowed creativity and meaning-making 

for the participant, as participants identified objects of importance before the interview. Object 

elicitation is also rooted in queer theory and allows for meaning-making around the process to be 

even more personal.106,107 During the interviews, participants led with stories about what the 

objects meant to them, and the interviewer probed these stories to elicit rich descriptions and 

additional context to participants’ experiences. 

Participants  

Purposive sampling was used to select a sample of Black transmasculine adults. 

Prospective participants were recruited online via a digital flyer that was distributed to university 

Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer/Questioning (LGBTQ+)  student groups and 

resource centers (n=3) in southeastern Michigan, Nuii Waav Brotherhood (a Black 

transmasculine organization in Detroit), and the Ruth Ellis Center (an organization supporting 

the health and well-being of Detroit-based LGBTQ+ youth and adults). A printable flyer was also 

provided to organizations to post in their physical spaces. The flyer contained a link to a 

Qualtrics eligibility survey that asked respondents to share their age, if they identified as Black, 

their sex assigned at birth, gender identity, how much they felt their gender expression was 
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masculine, if they currently or previously lived in Detroit or southeastern Michigan, and if they 

consented to be contacted for an interview should they be eligible.  

Eligibility criteria included 1) being 18 years or older, 2) have lived in Detroit or 

Southeastern Michigan for at least 5 years, 3) did not exclusively identify their gender as 

“woman”, 4) identify as Black, 5) were assigned a female sex at birth, and 6) identified their 

gender and/or gender expression as masculine or transmasculine to some degree. Those who 

indicated they moved to Detroit or southeastern Michigan for university/college and had not 

lived in the area before or after school were excluded from the study. Out of 28 interested people, 

14 were eligible. All 14 eligible participants were invited to the study, of which 8 enrolled and 

completed an interview.  

Study process 

The study was based at the Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health and the study 

protocol and procedures were approved by the Harvard Longwood Campus Institutional Review 

Board. All participants completed a one-time one-on-one semi-structured qualitative interview 

with object elicitation.108 Interviews lasted between 60 and 90 minutes. One participant elected 

to do their interview in person; all other interviews were conducted online via Zoom. All 

interviews were conducted by the first author. 

The interview guide was developed in consultation with Black transmasculine individuals 

in the Detroit area and with co-authors with qualitative research expertise. Semi-structured 

interviews allowed for exploratory questioning around what masculinity meant to the 

participants while still allowing for structure in the types of questions asked. As the primary 

research question of interest was around identity development, the interview guide was used as a 
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tool to guide the discussion in that direction but also allowed for the participant to drive the 

conversation in a way that was most meaningful to them. The guide was pilot-tested with a Black 

transmasculine researcher who met the eligibility criteria but was not part of the study team and 

was excluded from the overall analytic sample. Interviews were digitally recorded and 

transcribed verbatim using Microsoft 360 and Zoom caption services. Transcripts were then 

edited for errors, inflection, and emphasis by listening to the audio files of the automated 

transcriptions.  

Coding and analysis  

For each transcript there were two levels of engagement: 1) descriptive commentary 

coding to create textual interpretations of the interview, and 2) coding to create structural 

interpretations (e.g., the researcher’s interpretation of the participant’s interpretative account). In 

line with IPA methodology, each transcript was fully coded and summarized for themes before 

moving on to the next transcript to ensure a single case was evaluated for phenomena before 

group phenomena were identified and analyzed.   

Historical context, methodology, and analysis 

 In addition to coding and analyzing interview transcripts, we looked to historical archives 

in Detroit and the surrounding areas to illustrate historical accounts that were relevant to and 

contextualized the development of participants’ racial and gender identities. These materials 

were then used to explore how racialized gender discourse from the 20th century might influence 

or look similar to Black masculine individuals today. The historical accounts were integrated into 

the analysis once all participant transcripts had been analyzed, and themes were developed and 

compared across participants. Black Bottom Archives (BBA) and South Street Adams @ 1900 
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resources were used to examine Detroit and Ypsilanti (a nearby city in southeastern Michigan), 

respectively. BBA hosts a collection of oral histories from Detroit residents who lived in or had 

family who lived in the historic Black Bottom neighborhood in Detroit in the 1940s and 1950s. 

The South Street Adams @ 1900 project documents via newspapers and resident stories the 

political, social, and geographic context for Black migration to Ypsilanti from the southern 

US.109,110  

Results 

Sociodemographic characteristics 

The eight participants ranged in age from 25 to 35 years (Median = 30, IQR = 26.5 – 

32.5). All participants reported spending 15 years or more living in Detroit or surrounding 

counties in southeastern Michigan (e.g., Wayne, Macomb, Oakland, Washtenaw, and Monroe). 

When asked how they define their race and/or ethnicity, all participants identified themselves as 

“Black” or “African American”. One participant additionally identified themself as “Indigenous” 

(Participant 2). Of note, one participant later named in his interview that his grandmother was 

Mexican and Puerto Rican but defined his experience and race as Black (Participant 12). Half of 

the participants responded to the question, “Do you identify as masculine (the way you feel, 

dress, etc.)?”, with “most of the time”, and the other half responded with “all of the time”. 

Participants were asked how they primarily define their gender in a write-in question; responses 

are reported in Table 2.2. Objects that participants brought to the interview are described in Table 

2.3.  

Table 2.2 Demographic characteristics of 8 Black transmasculine-spectrum individuals in Detroit and southeastern 
Michigan, United States 

Participant  Age Gender Race/Ethnicity Identification with 
masculinity 
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PAR01 30 Expansive, trans, 
transmasc 

Black  Most of the time 

PAR02 35 Nonbinary trans man Black and Indigenous  All of the time 
PAR04 34 Man of trans 

experience 
Black, African-American  All of the time 

PAR06 28 Transman Black  All of the time 
PAR07 25 transmasculine Black Most of the time 
PAR12 31 Transman Black Most of the time 
PAR14 25 Mixed Black Most of the time 
PAR15 29 Trans Masc Black All of the time 

Table 2.2 Demographic characteristics of 8 Black transmasculine-spectrum individuals in Detroit and southeastern 
Michigan, United States (Continued) 

Note. All demographic characteristics were self-identified using open-ended responses. 

Table 2.3 Objects brought by Black transmasculine participants during semi-structured interviews using object-elicitation 
methods, Detroit and southeastern Michigan, United States 

Participant Object 1 Object 2 Object 3 
PAR01 Photo of younger self PlayStation controller Vial of testosterone 
PAR02 Binder Hair  
PAR04 Photo with a group of 

older guys 
Photo of himself working 

out 
A mirror 

PAR06 Detroit “D” fitted hat Grandmother’s King 
James study bible 

Bass guitar 

PAR07 NFL Raiders Football Spiderman Beanie Baby Naked Brothers Band 
MP3 player (color pink) 

PAR12 Hot Wheels car “Lugs” boots/shoes from 
childhood 

Drumstick from 
grandfather 

PAR14 Necklace from the movie 
“The Mummy” 

  

PAR15 Nike Jordan Shoes Gold chain  
 

Note. All objects were self-identified in the interview. 

Themes of Black transmasculine identity development 

The goal of utilizing IPA to elucidate identity development for Black transmasculine 

adults in the Detroit area supports a theory of racial and gender identity development that is 

specific to the experiences of Black transmasculine individuals in Detroit and southeastern 

Michigan. We identified five themes from the participants’ narratives: 1) Descendants of 

migration from the southern US, 2) Black gender socialization and influences on masculine 
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identity in adulthood, 3) Learning gender is dependent on learning gender with others, 4) Gender 

affirmation is racialized, and 5) Appraisal of structures and contextualizing masculinities in 

Detroit and influences on their development. 

Theme 1: Descendants of migration from the southern US  

 In this study, the ancestors of participants typically hailed from places in the southern US 

who moved to Detroit to escape poor economic conditions in the South and look for 

opportunities in the growing industry of manufacturing. Participants named grandparents and 

great-grandparents who came from Alabama, Mississippi, South Carolina, and Arkansas.  

I know they moved here in my grandma's generation, so my grandma was in like her 20s. Okay. 
So that had to be like the ‘60s? The ‘60s or the ‘70s they moved out here. And we've been here 
since then. My moms and them grew up in Detroit. They would like travel to the South to like 
spend time with family that was still down there. So, they got some of that experience...but most 
of us pretty much been here since my grandma got here. – Participant 6 [Black, Transman, 28 
years old) 

 

Participant 6’s family specifically came from South Carolina, Atlanta, and Georgia on his mom’s 

side, and from Tennessee on his dad’s side. Another participant spoke about the migration path 

that landed their family in Ypsilanti, another city in Michigan with a rich history of Black 

residents who came from the South during the Second Great Migration (1940s – 1970s). 

It's like the traditional, like my grandparents came from the South, and then they moved up here. 
This [Ypsilanti] is where a good handful of my family lives. From both my mom's side and my 
dad's side. So, my immediate family's all here. So, unfortunately, I don't really branch out to 
other family members that are like still in Mississippi or anything. I just interact with those that 
are still around me. – Participant 14 (Black, Mixed (gender), 25 years old) 

Not all participants could speak to where their ancestors came from, as illustrated in the next 

quote. 
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Okay, so my family is still in Detroit, but I do not know how they got here personally. Not at 
all...My mom passed away when I was 13 [years old], so she haven't, she really haven't said so 
much about like her history and then my dad I have no clue So yeah. – Participant 4 (Black, 
African American, Man of trans experience, 34 years old) 

The participants in this study overwhelmingly reported that their families migrated to 

Detroit and Ypsilanti in the mid-20th century. The BBA oral history project posits that Black 

people were already in Detroit before the dramatic increase of Black people who migrated to the 

northern US states. One Black Bottom resident in Detroit detailed the arrival of people that 

would include many of the family members participants referenced in the current study.  

…there was no segregation at that time.  Blacks were doing fine…It’s when they start shipping 
those people up from the South to work at Ford is what – It disturbed the Black people already 
here – had been here since 18[hundred] something (chuckles). You get what I’m saying? You 
know, older families really became disturbed because um, they had a social life. They had private 
clubs, they had all of this. – MDJ, Oral Stories, BBA109 

Participants in the current study spoke to the economic conditions in which they grew up, 

especially related to Ford and other factories in the automotive industry. We can assume that 

these participants’ families worked in factories like Ford, and experienced both racial 

discrimination and class divides as Black people with lower incomes.  

Theme 2: Black gender socialization and influences on masculine identity in adulthood  

 Several participants shared that their families’ emphasis on strict binary norms of gender 

drove their experiences with gender in their youth. Gender expectations ranged from how Black 

girls should physically present themselves (e.g., hair and clothing) to how they should behave in 

spaces with family and in public, including at school. Participants emphasized that these 

expectations were not only set by their immediate family members, but by their extended family 

members as well. One participant who was primarily raised by their dad shared how their aunts 

played a large role in their feminization as a child. 
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Even from a young age, I was always gendered before I had the language to kind of like 
understand what transmasculinity was or even what being trans was…my father was very hands-
off, but he had sisters and so they were very intricate in kind of like my upbringing as far as 
being like a female. – Participant 2 (Black and Native, Nonbinary Transmasculine, 35) 

 

Specifically, Participant 2 highlighted the importance in their family of a young Black girl’s hair 

being styled and looking tamed. 

My aunt just came to see me...and she was just like, “I'm tired of you looking like little boy, it's 
time for you to get your hair permed”, and that was the day that I got it straightened, and had it 
permed…and she was a hairdresser. So, I never went without it being permed. And I think I wore 
a perm until [I was age] 17? So, it's just that control over the AFAB [assigned female at birth] 
body. It's like a small policing that's done on AFAB people. Especially young girls, even those 
who may just be gender nonconforming and not necessarily trans. - (Participant 2, Black and 
Native, Nonbinary Transmasculine, 35) 

 

Using the objects they brought for the interview, Participant 12 talked about a Hot Wheels toy 

car as the only “boy toy” his aunt would let him have as a child.  

I was raised by my aunt, so mostly so it's like, you know, asking her, “Oh I get like these guy 
clothes?” “No”. Like, “Oh, can I go to the comic stores?” “No”. “Oh well, can I like get this 
$1.00 Hot Wheels car?” And they're like “Oh, yeah, absolutely!”...I used to have a collection 
like a whole wheeled backpack or whatever hard case it can hold 100…just put them all in there, 
organize them and it was just one of the like, only like boy toys that my family or that my like 
parents would like actually entertain.- Participant 12 (Black, Transman, 31 years old) 

 

Toys and hairstyles were not the only gendered aspects of being a young person that were 

policed by others in participants’ lives. Participants also received messages from family members 

and peers about how Black girls and young women should behave. Most participants used words 

such as “meek” and “obedient” to characterize how they were expected to behave, especially in 

public communal Black spaces like churches and schools. Some participants additionally shared 

how their socialization as a young Black girl now shows up in their daily life living as a Black 
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transmasculine adult in Detroit. Participant 1 recalled how they grew up in the context of telling 

a story about being on a date with their cisgender woman partner and feeling intimidated by 

older cisgender men in the room. 

I was out with my partner at the time, and we were out at this little cute place. It was a date 
night. I still had breasts, and I feel good. You know, I thought I looked good until I got into the 
space and there were just these, you know, athletic, older men. And I really felt like they were 
really trying to pull my ho card or something like that. Like I can steal your girl…and that type 
of energy kind of intimidates me a little bit…it just reminds me that I did not grow up as a little 
boy, a Black boy. I grew up as a sheltered, obedient daughter. And so, I don't sometimes feel I 
start to question, like my masculinity, things like that, but also trying to check myself. Like, I 
don't need to be an alpha guy, you know, ‘cause really that performance has to be tiring. –  
Participant 1 (Black, Expansive, Trans, Transmasc, 30 years old) 

 

Here, the participant actively considered how their body was being perceived and found 

themselves thinking about how they were not socialized as a boy or man in their youth, leading 

to feelings of insecurity in their masculinity.  

 While participants attributed the challenges of coming into their masculinity to 

cisnormative gendered dynamics within their family and community, there was an understanding 

that their family and community members were also impacted by these norms. Participant 2 

attributed their father’s efforts to hyperfeminize them to their father’s gender socialization.  

…as far as my interactions with other Black people, with cis people – nothing happens in the 
vacuum. Yes, their behavior is their concern and their responsibility, but nothing that they did to 
me or any of the thoughts that they had about trans people, queer people, happened in a vacuum. 
No one just stared at somebody one day and say, “oh, we don't like that, we don't like 
queers”…my father was bullied because he was, you know, he was a little bit heavier. He wasn't 
as big and, you know, masculine and able to be violent as his brothers and so he became hyper-
masculine and hyper-violent because of his bullying and because of the way that they, you know, 
“Oh you’re a little butterball”, “stop being such a girl”, this and that. – Participant 2 (Black and 
Indigenous, Nonbinary trans man, 35 years old) 
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 Participant 2 further explained their thoughts on Black gender discourse, and how they 

could explicitly tie cisnormative behavior to historical and structural environments. 

Blackness to me is just so ingrained in the way that I navigate the world that I don't think that I 
can see it any other way like yes, of course, it's brought up things like with racism and kind of 
like neurodivergency that I wish that my community knew more about it, was more accepting of, 
and I probably would be better off in that in that regard, but as far as like the love and kind of 
like the uniqueness that I find in community. Even when like your family dynamic may not accept 
or understand like non-majority identities there's always a Black person in your family circle 
who is that identity, right? – Participant 2 (Black and Indigenous, Nonbinary trans man, 35 years 
old) 

This participant spoke about how he grew to understand that Black Detroiters are a 

product of the racialized gender discourse that keeps them safe and upholds a gendered power 

dynamic. This sentiment helped the participant understand the love they experienced from their 

family, even as they wished they could be affirmed as a trans, disabled, and autistic person. It 

was this reckoning that helped to maintain their sense of self-confidence so they could still be an 

advocate for Black people in Detroit, regardless of whether they felt affirmed by their family.  

Theme 3: Learning gender is dependent on gendered relationships with others 

Participants learned, explored, sustained, and changed their gender identity and/or 

masculine expression based on interactions with individuals, states, and communities, in and 

outside of Detroit and southeastern Michigan. Some participants found comradery with other 

Black cisgender men, while others alluded to a fear of being outed or harmed by these same 

individuals. Engaging with women, trans and cisgender, was also variable across participants, 

attributable to participant’s gendered beliefs about hierarchal orders of gender or perceptions of 

Black transgender women in Detroit as being disproportionately more institutionally supported 

by large universities and foundations in the region compared to other groups of trans individuals.  
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 All participants talked about how they related to or engaged with Black cisgender men to 

varying degrees of comfort, affirmation, and perceived levels of safety. Many could attribute 

their physical expressions of gender to the influence of Black cisgender men around them. For 

instance, Participant 4 admired an aspect of being “clean”, a Black euphemism for men who 

dress well and care for themselves in traditionally Black masculine ways (e.g., wearing clean 

sneakers, having a haircut with a distinct line-up of the hairline and beard).  

I call him “pops”. This guy…was clean! Okay, he was so clean, his pants was creased. Them 
boys would…cut you…literally! His shoes was clean. He made sure he washed his shoes. I mean 
them boys was WHITE, you hear me?! WHITE. The way he moved, the way he was, and it 
rubbed off on me. I tell you, I don't let my shoes be dirty. I am one of the most clean…That 
encouraged me, that really pushed into my masculinity, too, of how I present myself. – Participant 
4 (Black, African American, Man of trans experience, 34 years old) 

 

Here, Participant 4 described how an elder Black masculine person in his life presented his 

gender. He also cited other Black men, both cisgender and transgender, as sources of influence 

on his masculinity. Notably, he referred to these men as mentors or models that “helped” his 

masculinity, insinuating that he needed to look to these traditional models of Black masculinity 

with a certain type of dress or way of being.  

In relating to women, both transgender and cisgender, Participant 4 established his 

gendered views with him as the “head” and women he was in intimate partnerships with as the 

“tail”, detailing that there is a gendered order where men are leaders and hold more power than 

women who are followers.   

So, it's just like when it comes to relationships. I'm more I'm more of the head. And they [women 
are] the tail. And that's how it's always been – Participant 4 (Black, African American, Man of 
trans experience, 34 years old) 
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Romantic relationships were not the only place where Participant 4 distanced himself from 

femininity in a manner that showed his belief in a gendered order. In describing playing 

basketball during his youth, he asserted that playing with guys at the park was more favorable 

than playing with girls in school-organized sports.  

And I actually love to play with guys and when I played basketball in school I hated it. It was 
girls. I felt like they was weak. I felt like they wasn't up to my standard and it was just, I don't 
know, I just didn't like it. – Participant 4 (Black, African American, Man of trans experience, 34 
years old) 

Other participants spoke differently about how they engaged with women in their lives 

growing up, and what they learned from them about masculinity and Blackness. Specifically, two 

participants brought objects that they connected to their grandmothers. Participant 14 brought a 

necklace that they purchased as a replica of something they had seen in the movie, “The 

Mummy”. This was a movie that they watched often with their grandmother and gave them ideas 

about the fluidity of their gender.  

But every time I wear this necklace, and I think about that movie…I guess it's funny, 'cause 
everyone's like, oh, we all have like that moment of queer awakening. That movie was it for me. 
Because, you know, there was different female and male characters. And I'm just like, Wow. I 
wish I could be him. Wow! I wish I could be her. And that movie just made me think more about 
like gender and everything. And I'm just like, can someone be both genders, can someone be 
genderless, you know…I wear this necklace every single day…I wear it every day of every hour. 
– Participant 14 (Black, Mixed (gender), 25 years old) 

 

 Participant 14 was the only participant who identified as “female” in their current gender. 

A bi-gender person, this participant considered themself both transmasculine and female, moving 

fluidly through both identities. They went on to talk about how they mostly grew up around 

women, and that they attributed masculine traits to their grandmother and mother.  
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Growing up in a family that's mainly women, we didn't really have a lot of men in our lives. And 
so that kinda shaped who I am today. Like I've always heard, like the stereotypes like, “Oh, a 
man to do this! A man to do that.” And then, as a kid, you're just like, “Well, I'm a girl, and 
there's no guy around. How am I supposed to do this?” And so, like a lot of the things, although 
like, considered masculine, I learned how to do because of my granny and my mom, 'cause they 
did all that stuff. They cut the grass. They took the trash out. - Participant 14 (Black, Mixed 
(gender), 25 years old) 

 

Not only did Participant 14 attribute traditionally masculine domestic roles to their mother and 

grandmother, but they also assessed what masculinity was. This quote “Although considered 

masculine…” posited that their ideas of gender expression were not necessarily tied to traditional 

norms or discourse that may exist in Black families or families in general. Other participants 

expressed similar ideas around learning masculinity from women in their lives, not only from the 

absence of men but also from what they determined a Black feminine parent identity that 

functions as the provider and keeps the family safe.  

Theme 4: Gender affirmation is racialized  

 Gender affirmation was not discussed by participants without expressing how and when 

their Blackness and belonging in a Black culture was also affirmed. Just as participants reflected 

on being socialized as girls in their families through highly feminine physical appearance, toys, 

and other items, they also named the attire, appearance, and behaviors that they saw through their 

communities and in media that affirmed them as Black masculine people.  

 A specific Black masculine appearance was associated with the city of Detroit in broadly 

influencing Black masculine fashion, hair, and ways of being in that geographic region. In 

response to a prompt asking what interested him in this study around Black masculinity, 

Participant 1 shared: 
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Well, I think because that's how I identify, and also, I've been talking about masculinity with my 
trans friends or you know the gender expansive folks, and just realizing like also being in 
Detroit, you know, there are some hood niggas in Detroit!…they're out and about with the buffs 
[a collection of high-end sunglasses from the luxury brand Cartier that are often worn by 
rappers, athletes, and other masculine people in Detroit as a status symbol], you know. – 
Participant 1 (Black, Expansive, Trans, Transmasc, 30 years old) 

In the same interview, Participant 1 discussed what he saw as a Detroit Black masculine aesthetic 

related to the colder climate of Michigan, and his own [lack of] belonging to that aesthetic:  

…in the wintertime – wearing Timbs [Timberland Boots]. But Timbs is like, kind of like more 
outside of Detroit, too, you know, cause any place that it’s cold, niggas are in Timbs…leather 
jackets, fur coats, too, it’s just a lot. Especially [from] Detroit men. That sometimes I just don’t 
feel invited. – Participant 1 (Black, Expansive, Trans, Transmasc, 30 years old) 

 

Here the participant also made a statement about Black masculinity in geographic regions that 

experience cold weather. Notably, the participant proposed that there are similarities between 

sites of migration northward from southern US states in the 20th century in how these sites 

experience masculinity and clothing in part due to the climate. Lastly, when he stated that he did 

not “feel invited”, he alluded to the feelings he described later in the interview about being raised 

to be obedient and ask permission before partaking in a masculine practice that he was not 

intended to have. 

 Three participants brought objects to the interview that they named as common or 

perceived by others as something Black men or Black masculine people have in their lives. 

These objects of Black masculine affirmation ranged from a gold chain to various kinds of shoes 

that people may associate with Black people, and Black men especially. Multiple participants 

brought shoes as one of their objects for the interview, or they mentioned wearing Nike Jordans 

or other shoes that are known to be popular in Black communities.  
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Because I think every Black man has a pair of [Nike] Jordans, and every Black man prides 
himself on his shoe collection. Must be robust. Must be hella shoes. Must show that you never 
wear them too much...I don't do that though. Because I think that's toxic. It's weird like, why am I 
buying these shoes that I can't wear? – Participant 15 (Black, Trans Masc, 29 years old) 

 

While this participant described having a pair of Nike Jordan shoes, he also pushed against the 

way these shoes are typically worn or kept spotless to indicate cleanliness and being a put-

together Black man in the community. This description was similar to how Participant 4 talked 

about seeing men in his life keep their shoes clean and caring immensely about their appearance. 

Participant 12 also brought a boot, Lugz brand, that was worn in the late 1990s and early 2000s 

by Black people. As described earlier, Participant 1 named how wearing Timberland boots is 

attributable to Black culture and Black masculinity. Above, Participant 15 uniquely described the 

possibility of being socialized to have Jordans, while also rejecting aspects of that socialization 

that he does not want to embody as a masculine person (e.g., not feeling the need to keep his 

shoes looking extremely well-kept). 

Other participants brought objects that emphasized the pride in being Black that was 

instilled in them from their families and represented ideas and lessons imparted to them in their 

youth. 

…I brought the study Bible. She [his grandmother] always taught me that education is super 
important. She was a teacher. But she always said that it was one thing that nobody could take 
away from [you]. It was one thing white people especially couldn't take away from you. She said 
they could take your house, your car, but they can't take your knowledge, they can't take your 
mind from you. – Participant 6 (Black transman, 28 years old) 

 

Theme 5: Appraisal of structures and contextualizing masculinities in Detroit and influences on 
their development  
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 Across the interviews, participants were keenly aware of how political, physical, and 

cultural geography impacted not only their own identity development but also the identities of 

their family members and peers. Participant 7 highlighted what several other participants echoed 

about attending predominantly Black or all-Black schools in Detroit before attending 

predominantly white universities, and how these experiences shaped their Blackness.  

I remember like, a lot of my teachers can really focus on like, you know, Black history and my 
grandma would really focus on Black history. She actually did march in like the Civil Rights 
Movement a couple of times…Of course, you know, when things started to like get you know bad 
when police brutality and stuff you know everybody, everybody around you was talking about 
that and like I have to say something. Yeah, just stuff like that, like, I don't know if it was the time 
that really stuck out to me because I'd gotten “the talk” like all throughout my life.” – Participant 
7 (Black, transmasculine, 25 years old) 

 

The theme of family figures instilling ideas about identity (e.g., Blackness, gender, masculinity) 

is also apparent in this quote. Here the participant alluded to the concept of the “the talk” 

happening all through his life, meaning that his family, and especially those who would be 

considered guardians or caretakers, imparted to him how to maintain safety, wellness, and health 

in the US as a Black person. Having the talk with Black children and young adults is commonly 

represented in US media and is also a concrete way many parents talk to their children about the 

unfair assumptions that are placed on Black people and their bodies as violent, threatening, and 

unwanted. 

Participant 7 went on to detail how his affirmation and pride in being Black looked 

different depending on the time in his life.  

I think prior to, maybe like 2020, I wasn’t as proud of those [parts of] my Blackness because of 
like I said, I got thrown into college where you know, everybody was mostly white and like I said, 
they don't prepare you for that. And so, I think I kind of lost like, you know, a little confidence in 
that…before that, like Blackness was all I knew...Once 2020 started like, you know, everybody 
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started paying attention after the George Floyd murder, I think that kind of affirmed me more and 
more again…I feel like it was a different feeling because before I guess it wasn't like…I didn't 
feel anything about it because like I said it was all I knew. But now I feel definitely more affirmed 
in it like, more proud about it more like I'm gonna, you know, Imma show [up] as I am. – 
Participant 7 (Black, transmasculine, 25 years old) 

 

This participant, like many others, attested to how they were made aware of how their Blackness 

changed when they left Detroit, especially when moving to a campus or region that was not 

predominantly Black. He alluded to the fact that the 2020 racial uprisings following the murder 

of George Floyd were a reawakening for him of what it means to be in community with Black 

people and to feel connected to his Blackness.  

 The political context of racial uprisings and harm done to Black people was also apparent 

in how participants compared how different people in their families were impacted based on 

physical geography and economic attainment.  

I mean your environment impacts you, you know, it shapes who you become and how you view 
things cause we start picking up patterns…the house I stay in now is on [Street Name] and that's 
where I grew up until I was like [age] 6 and then we went to stay with my stepdad on [Street 
Name] which is like a different environment. A rougher environment than over here. And then 
after that, we moved to [Neighborhood]. So, we kind of moved to a nicer area after that. Whereas 
like my cousin – like right on the other side of [Neighborhood] is like gang activity – so my 
cousins even though they were across the street they was over like a lot less…so it affected who 
we became. And kinda how we perceive things. Definitely my perception of like masculinity and 
that kind of stuff. – Participant 6 (Black transman, 28 years old) 

Here, this participant demonstrated consciousness of how where his cousins lived in the city of 

Detroit exposed them to a specific masculine discourse (e.g., living around more gangs) that he 

was not exposed to. At the same time, he was critical of how that exposure or lack thereof was 

apparent in how his masculine identity had been shaped differently. He also spoke to the 
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perception that working for one of the “Big Three” automotive companies in Detroit (Ford, 

General Motors, and Stellantis (formerly Chrysler)) brought a certain status.  

We all [cousins] grew up in different parts, like my mom was considered the rich lady in the 
family. She wasn’t, she just worked at Ford. But you know how that goes in the City. [laughs 
heartily]. – Participant 6 (Black transman, 28 years old) 

 

This perception of status was widely shared among participants who spoke of their families’ 

connections to work in the auto industry in Detroit. People who work at Ford are perceived to 

have a stable income and benefits and are perceived to be likely to provide for people in their 

families who do not have stable income or housing. This perception is similar to how Black 

Detroit residents from the mid-20th century viewed working in the auto industry as well.  

…you know, your factories [automobile factories] and things were so vibrant then [mid-20th 
century]...you had a good job working at the factory. Heck, you were middle-class, you lived 
beautifully. So...so there was, er...so much, the neighborhood [Black Bottom] was so rich. – LF, 
Oral Stories, BBA109 

This retelling of Black factory workers provides more context for Participant 6’s account of the 

perceived status associated with working for an automotive company. This oral story from the 

BBA offers an understanding of why and where the association between working for the factory 

and having economic success was associated. In Participant 6’s account, he alludes to the fact 

that his family was not “rich” but in relation to his other cousin’s families, and with the context 

of factory work being long known as being a sustainable and prosperous career path, it makes 

sense to him why this narrative exists.  

Oral stories from the BBA also detail how after World War II and the Korean War, Black 

communities were devasted by the Interstate system. A conversation between two Black men 

living in Detroit since the mid-20th century attested to how this occurred: 



 62 

MDJ: And really, it was under Eisenhower’s Administration. That’s really what it was – under 
Eisenhower. But these plans had already been mapped out many years before, you see. They just 
laid around until they found out how they can handle it. So, that it wouldn’t look like that – that 
Black Bottom situation, you know.  

B: Let me go ahead and I’ll give my concept of it. Uh, um, my being in the service, uh 
Eisenhower was a military man. Okay? After World War II and uh, Korean conflict, Blacks had 
been all over the world…and Jim Crow was still going on here…Eisenhower bein’ a military 
man, came back and devised a plan when he went through every Black community where the 
Blacks had their main avenue, their strips. They did [it] in Baltimore, Cleveland, Boston – that’s 
when he put the freeways in. Okay? Now, when the freeways got towards Oak Park [metro-
Detroit city]…but they came through every Black community and eliminated every Black strip in 
every city where Blacks stayed at.109 

Participants in the current study were aware that where they grew up and where their 

family members grew up, shaped the images of masculinity they saw. This masculinity was often 

in response to economic depravity, resulting in the contemporary history of organized crime and 

gang culture in some neighborhoods. This trajectory stemmed from depriving certain 

neighborhoods of access to institutions and education that lead to economic growth and success 

for communities.  

Discussion 

 Applying IPA, this study of Black transmasculine adults explored the racialized 

development of masculinity within the specific political and cultural history of Black Detroit. 

The MID framework developed in previous work on transmasculine identity development 

elucidated four steps that characterized development: envisioning, adoption, questioning, and 

revisioning.35 With an explicit inquiry into the historical, political, and cultural context for Black 

transmasculine individuals in Detroit and southeastern Michigan, the envisioning and adoption 

tenets of the MID framework appeared in participant narratives around masculinity and 

Blackness. For participants in this study, gender was learned through socialization processes, 

concordant with literature and a prevalent sociological viewpoint that identity is not biologically 
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determined.111,112 Gender development, and more specifically masculine identity development, 

occurred inextricably from the development of Black cultural identity and was linked to 

belonging, familial social support, and community connectedness. We add to the MID 

framework the aspects of gender norms that are racialized in relation to the political and cultural 

geography of Detroit. 

Developing Black cultural identity and sense of self in Black Detroit 

The MID framework posits that the stages of envisioning and adoption occur iteratively 

across the life course. Throughout adolescence and into adulthood, participants envisioned 

masculinity for themselves in relation to others around them, adopting characteristics or 

behaviors that they wanted to incorporate into their own identities. This was also true for Black 

cultural identity development and building a sense of belonging in their families and Detroit 

communities. The MID framework tenets of envisioning and adopting characteristics are likely 

transferable to other aspects of identity, such as Blackness, as participants spoke of their adult 

family members instilling a sense of pride and importance in being Black and being concerned 

with the advancement of Black people in areas of education, employment, housing, and general 

wellness.  

The concept of “Chocolate Cities” – cities that are predominantly Black with rich and 

storied Black cultural histories – applies to how participants developed their Blackness in and 

around the city of Detroit. The Black intellectual tradition of situating people, culture, and daily 

life as places of knowledge creation appeared in this study’s findings of identity development.113–

115 Knowledge creation within family and community spheres is tantamount to developing into 

Black individuals who feel connected and invested in Black people not only in Detroit, but Black 

people across the US, and in many instances, globally.113 Participant narratives demonstrated a 
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great deal of pride in being Black and coming from and/or living in a Black city, even as many 

participants found their identities contested when they went to college at predominantly white 

institutions. This posits that a strong sense of Black culture and sense of self preserves 

knowledge, characteristics, and Black ways of being, which when socialized in youth may lead 

to a more stable sense of Black identity.  

Processes of developing a masculine identity in Black families and communities in Detroit 

For participants in the current study, developing a masculine identity often began with 

exploring their sexuality as self-described lesbians and for some, more specifically, as studs. 

Most participants explored their masculine identity and trans identity in their early adulthood, 

citing fear of lack of familial support as a barrier to exploring their identities earlier in their 

youth. Participants spoke of the policing of Black girls in their childhood, and their socialization 

as both hyperfeminine in their gender expression but also receiving the expectation from others 

to be self-sufficient as Black girls who were supposed to develop into Black women. Individuals 

socialized as Black girls and women are taught to be caring and nurturing, with some research 

finding that adolescent girls believe that being emotionally strong and caretaking are part of 

Black womanhood.116 Participants in this study reported pushing back on notions of femininity 

early in their childhood, often finding similarities with their boy cousins, father and father 

figures, as well as schoolmates who were boys.  

A recent Pew Research survey found that 68% of Black adults believe that a person’s 

gender is determined by their sex assigned at birth, being slightly more likely than the non-Black 

respondents to have this belief (60%).39 Participants experienced challenges with their families 

accepting them as transmasculine but also expressed sympathy and understanding for their 

families’ concern for their safety as Black trans people. Black parents and caregivers pass on 
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racialized gendered norms that have kept them safe, and that also keep their children safe from 

discrimination and harm.117,118 Some participants spoke to a deep sense of love they felt from 

their parents, and returned that love, even if their parents struggled with accepting their trans 

identity.  

Racial socialization includes seeking support from kin and extended kin networks, which 

in this study mitigated the effect of anti-trans behaviors like using a participant’s former name or 

pronouns instead of those that are most affirming to them. Participants noted that despite these 

actions, they still felt connected and a desire to be connected not only to their families but also to 

the Black community in Detroit. The impacts of racial socialization created a sense of belonging 

that while not complete for these participants, was still operationalized as social support.  

Black masculine gender affirmation in attire and relating differently to masculine people 

compared to feminine people 

A range of masculinities existed among the participants in the current study; even when 

all participants indicated that they identified with masculinity most or all the time, there was a 

variety of ways that people described their masculinity. One overarching theme was the type of 

clothing, shoes, and jewelry they liked to wear that made them feel masculine. They perceived 

others to see them as more masculine with these specific items, regardless of differences in other 

aspects of masculinity (e.g., the degree to which a participant believed women were inferior). 

Black masculinity scholars assert that how useful Black men feel is tied to the capitalistic 

societies in which they live.37,119 Adorning oneself in extravagance or “shine” is a form of gender 

affirmation, racialized by specific items like Nike Jordans or gold chains.119 In this study, we 

found that there are also geographic particularities to expressing Black gender affirmation, such 
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as “Buffs” eyewear or Timberland boots worn by Black masculine people in cold climates (e.g., 

Detroit, Chicago, Baltimore, New York).  

The embodiment of Black masculinity in Detroit as a response to discrimination also 

gave way to the rise of Black popular music, particularly in the 1960s. Cultural forms of gender 

expression, including Black music, clothing, and unique ways of speaking, were mechanisms by 

which Black people endured structural and interpersonal racial experiences.119 These forms of 

Black gender expression for men and masculine people are also a form of Black gender 

affirmation, with some expressions specific to living and belonging to the Black community in a 

particular place. Accounts of Black men’s style and fashion in the 20th and early 21st century 

posit that a Black masculine politic articulates class positions and gender explorations that 

challenge forms of anti-Blackness and highlight specific “intra-Black heteropatriarchal 

practices”.119 These established ways of being seen as masculine for Black men are the scripts 

that Black transmasculine individuals also envision and choose to adopt or not adopt into their 

own physical ways of expressing their gender.  

  Masculinity showed up in different ways for participants in the current study, not only in 

their attire but also in how they related to people of different genders. Several feminist and 

gender scholars use gender frameworks that posit human interactions with one another are not 

rooted in the essentialist frame of sex-linked biology designated at birth.120–122 The Gender-as-

Relational (GAR) framework confers that an individual’s gender is characterized/defined by the 

gender of another person with whom they are in a relationship, and/or with which institutions 

that person and their gender interacts.123 As such, a person’s gender is always shifting depending 

on relationships and institutional interactions.  
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One participant in this study was explicit about having a great deal of respect for men or 

masculine people in his life, citing older Black men and Black transmasculine people he deemed 

to be further along in their gender journey (e.g., passing as a cisgender man, having a secure job) 

as influences on his masculinity. When talking about these men, he often positioned himself as 

the learner, as a person gaining knowledge on how to “be a man”. When speaking about women 

in his life (e.g., former and potential romantic partners and his sister), he positioned himself as 

someone to learn from, or that he was to be the “head” of that relationship. There were a few 

participants who did not have these traditional gendered views but still named instances when 

their masculinity showed up differently around women (cisgender and trans) they were dating, 

compared to the masculine mentors or peers in their lives. As the data in this study show, 

accruing a masculine social capital as transmasculine individuals can be gender-affirming and 

may rely on buying into a gendered order that privileges masculine people over feminine people.  

Critical social consciousness and drivers of identity development in Black youth and adults 

Attributable to how knowledge is created and passed on within Black families and 

communities, participants in the current study appraised the context in which they and their 

community members were socialized around gender and Blackness in Detroit and southeastern 

Michigan. Black youth are more likely than other racial groups to receive racial 

socialization,124,125 the process by which positive identity messages around race are instilled in 

youth from family and community, usually in response to living in environments that are 

inherently racist and dangerous for people of color, such as much of the US. Messages typically 

include realistic assessments of racism in the political and cultural institutions that dictate 

carceral systems such as interacting with the police, as well as instilling the need to be aware of 

how Black people are perceived by others as threatening or less competent than white people 
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(e.g., through education and employment opportunities).117,126,127 In the current study, 

participants contextualized not only the structures that impacted them as Black people, but also 

how these structure shaped their masculine identity development, and the masculine identity 

development of those around them, especially cisgender Black men. One participant attributed 

the masculinity of his cousins who were men to be shaped by growing up in neighborhoods that 

had more organized gang activity, noting that he grew up on the other side of a large park that 

had less activity. He attributed his location to having a masculinity that does not prioritize 

toughness or violence as much as the masculinity to which his cousins were exposed. Black 

Geography scholars assert that where someone grows up in a city has implications for how their 

identity is shaped.77,78,128 The shaping of Black neighborhoods in Detroit was greatly influenced 

by urban renewal and the creation of the Interstate system. This was articulated across both 

participant narratives and BBA oral story contributors.  

Limitations and opportunities for future directions 
 

While this study elicited rich stories about Black and masculine identity development in 

relation to community connectedness, Black gendered norms, and belonging, there are 

limitations to this work. This study used interviews conducted at a single point in time, relying 

on recall from participants to attest to their gender socialization in their youth. A longitudinal 

approach across a cohort of young Black individuals could provide more insights into the 

evolving nature of racial and gender identity development in youth into early adulthood. 

Additionally, while the study considered Detroit’s historical landscape, the complexity of 

historical events is difficult to fully capture and analyze, making it possible that important 

historical factors are not included in this analysis.  



 69 

 Despite these limitations, this research methodology and its findings demonstrate how in-

depth qualitative inquiry in social science research can yield robust and rich results for specific 

populations with unique family and community migration histories. This study provides insights 

into historical migration patterns, racialized gender norms, and identity development among 

Black transmasculine individuals in Detroit and southeastern Michigan. Building on these 

insights, future research would benefit from a similar approach, investigating gender identity 

development across different cities or regions to enhance understanding of how local histories 

and cultural contexts shape identity formation, with respect to explicit inquiry into specific racial 

and/or ethnic group identities. Additionally, longitudinal studies could explore how identity 

processes, such as masculine identity development, evolve, given that racialized gendered norms 

and policies related to gender and race continue to change.  

Conclusions 

The use of IPA in the current study developed a narrative that is specific to the Black 

transmasculine community in Detroit and southeastern Michigan, yet the importance of history, 

as well as political and cultural contexts, can be generalized to other identity experiences and 

physical geographies across the US. Racialized gender dynamics are intricate, deep, and specific 

to distinct geographies. This study employed a methodology to ascertain specific mechanisms 

and contexts for how Black identity and masculine identity are constructed. Our findings depict 

the possibility of engaging racialized genders across other experiences, with consideration for 

specific geographies in other populations, setting the stage for deeper identity development 

research.  
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Abstract:  

This analysis explores alcohol as a gender-affirming tool and a catalyst for familial and 

community bonding among 8 Black transmasculine adults in Detroit and southeastern Michigan 

in the United States. Through interpretative phenomenological analysis and object elicitation, the 

study uncovers how alcohol is deeply intertwined with affirming Black masculinity and 

promoting fellowship within Black families. In this study, participants revealed that alcohol was 

not only central to family gatherings and cultural rituals but also served as a shared medium for 

connection and exploration of Black and masculine identities. In the context of anti-Black racism 

and structural inequities, alcohol acted as a means of coping and solidarity, facilitating 

meaningful interactions and collective care. The study highlights the unique cultural and 

gendered dimensions of alcohol use, emphasizing its multifaceted role as a source of personal 

affirmation, communal unity, and a strategy for coping with racial and gender discrimination. 

These findings underscore the necessity for informed harm-reduction interventions that 

acknowledge and address the complex dynamics of alcohol use among Black transmasculine 

adults, recognizing its significance in both fostering connection and supporting identity 

construction amidst structural stigmas. 
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Introduction  

Public health research related to alcohol use is largely concerned with adverse outcomes 

of individual use, and associations with stress and coping related to varying levels of influence 

(e.g., individual, interpersonal, community, and structural). Alcohol use among Black 

communities in the United States (US) is often understood as related to several structural drivers, 

including anti-Black racial discrimination and mental health disparities (e.g., depression); some 

studies even associated lower education with increased odds of alcohol use disorder among 

Black individuals compared to white individuals.129,130 While several studies indicate that alcohol 

use disorders may be higher among Black communities compared to other racial/ethnic groups, 

few have investigated the behaviors, attitudes, and cultural factors that contextualize alcohol 

within Black communities.131 This study aimed to explore how gendered Black norms attached 

to alcohol use in a specific geographic location, Detroit and southeastern Michigan, may be 

important to Black and masculine identity development, community connectedness, and 

belonging for Black transmasculine individuals among their Black and/or trans communities.  

Explicit definition of key terms and concepts  

In this analysis, we use several terms to refer to identities that require explicit definitions. 

Gender is a multi-dimensional social position that consists of several facets including an 

individual’s gender identity, gender expression, and how their gender is perceived by other 

people. Some of these facets may align in ways we might expect based on societal and cultural 

norms of gender, while others may not. Similarly, Blackness can be defined and contextualized 

in several ways. For our work in Detroit, we describe Black not only as the phenotypical 

characteristics associated with Black race, but also the cultural and social markers that create a 

shared Afrocentric standpoint that is the result of slavery, colonialism, and other systems of racial 
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domination. Most Black experiences in Detroit are connected to the mid-Atlantic slave trade, 

where these direct descendants of enslaved people often do not have access to other known 

ethnic origins (e.g., sometimes referred to as African-American).87,88  The study population of 

“Black transmasculine” includes Black trans people who identify with masculinity to some 

degree and were assigned a female sex at birth, including men and nonbinary masculine people. 

Measures of alcohol use and gendered and racialized associations 

Excessive alcohol use (EAU), including “binge drinking” and “heavy drinking”, is a common 

gendered behavior typically associated with men that negatively impacts cisgender men and 

those in relationships with them (i.e., intimate partners, family members, and friends).132 The 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention define binge drinking as “… consuming 4 or more 

drinks on an occasion for a woman or 5 or more drinks on an occasion for a  man.” Heavy 

drinking is defined as “... 8 or more drinks per week for a woman or 15 or more drinks per week 

for a man.”133 Notably, these definitions do not distinguish between cisgender and trans people, 

though we could assume they are based on cisgender people.134 EAU is not only a leading 

preventable cause of death in the US but is also associated with chronic health effects such as 

high blood pressure, heart disease, liver disease, and cancer, and more immediate health effects 

such as an increased risk of interpersonal violence.133,135  

Literature has proposed the idea that behaviors like EAU are rooted in conceptualizations of 

masculinity and have an especially large negative impact on racialized masculinities (e.g., Black 

masculinities).136,137 Additionally, a growing body of literature demonstrates that alcohol use may 

be more prevalent among transmasculine individuals compared to other gender groups (e.g., 

cisgender men, cisgender women, and transfeminine individuals. Research consistently indicates 

elevated rates of binge drinking (between 33.2% and 79.9%) within transmasculine populations, 
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with transmasculine people of color exhibiting particularly high levels of risk, who are also at 

increased risk of poor physical health outcomes that contribute to health disparities.138–141 

Further, the prevalence of heavy drinking is higher for those identifying as transmasculine than 

transfeminine (42.2% versus 22.7%).138 Gender minority stress posits that there are unique 

stressors that trans individuals experience due to structural stigma and discrimination that lead to 

poor health outcomes. Some studies attribute increased drinking among trans populations to be 

related to the stress of being trans in a society that is violent and discriminatory toward 

them.27,142,143 

Research suggests that the use of alcohol is a common way in which masculine people, 

namely cisgender men, affirm their gender and establish their masculine identity.144,145  In the 

U.S., alcohol marketing and drinking culture are often linked to masculine performance, 

including behaviors such as competitive drinking, socializing with other masculine-presenting 

individuals, and portraying intoxication as a marker of masculinity. Inquiry into how Black 

transmasculine individuals construct their masculinity in relation to alcohol behaviors is needed, 

as existing ways of addressing alcohol use largely fail to consider the cultural and social 

masculine norms that drive alcohol use in this population. For Black masculine individuals, 

particularly Black men, Black media (e.g., music, television, movies) is associated with 

increased rates of drinking, suggesting that promoting alcohol use in Black media and within the 

social and community settings within which Black people consume these media may contribute 

to increased drinking.146–148 Black transmasculine individuals may be developing their racialized 

gender identities within these community norms and settings, warranting inquiry into how 

alcohol is used to affirm and identify with both gender and race within their social environment 

and over their life course.  
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The social and environmental contexts within which masculine individuals engage in 

EAU also impact alcohol use disorder rates in cities like Detroit that are oversaturated with 

liquor stores.149,150 Some studies show that cities with a disproportionate saturation of liquor 

stores have an increased prevalence of EAU.150–153 Often, this disproportionate saturation 

impacts poorer neighborhoods; in Detroit, this is also frequently associated with Black 

neighborhoods.150 There are more than 600,000 alcohol outlets (including liquor stores) licensed 

to sell alcohol in the US, and while this should equate to approximately 1 store per 500 adult 

residents, there is an inequitable distribution of these outlets in poorer cities and neighborhoods 

like Detroit – a product of historical racism.150  

The historical and societal influences on Black masculinities and Black trans 

masculinities specifically must be contextualized within the locations in which they occur. The 

history of Detroit as a place of major industry and the Great Migration—specifically men 

historically working in factory and industry jobs in a Rust Belt town—is important to consider. 

The visualization of and the adoption of masculinity are impacted by the prevalent masculine 

typology of hard-working midwestern laborers who are also descendants of enslaved persons 

from various regions in the southern US.82,154,155  Connell and Messerschmidt broadly refer to 

these masculinities as protest masculinities. Protest masculinities can be defined as: 

A pattern of masculinity constructed in local working-class settings, sometimes among ethnically 
marginalized men, which embodies the claim to power typical of regional hegemonic 
masculinities in Western countries, but which lacks the economic resources and institutional 
authority that underpins the regional and global patterns.156 

These histories and masculine patterns are embodied and influence generations of Black 

masculine people. Exploring how these structural vulnerabilities are both gendered and racialized 

in a community of Detroit-based Black transmasculine individuals is essential because gender, 
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health, and alcohol use are poorly defined and often attributed only to acts of gender minority 

stress rather than gender minority stress and gender affirmation. 

This study explores how Black transmasculine individuals in Detroit and southeastern 

Michigan contextualize how they, their families, peers, and the larger community engage with 

alcohol. This study is grounded in our previously developed framework (Chapter 2) that details 

the historical migration patterns, racialized gender norms, and identity development among 

Black transmasculine individuals in this geographical region. 

Methods 

The original study employed a critical Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) 

methodology and object-elicitation to develop a framework by which Black transmasculine 

individuals in Detroit construct their Black masculine identities.99 These methods are described 

in Chapter 2. The research design was informed by the themes identified in Chapter 2.99 

IPA 

A critical phenomenological approach is a “politically and ethically” engaged approach that 

is capable of “illuminating contemporary socio-political phenomena”.104 This approach 

emphasizes the importance of lived experience and habitual actions in shaping identity 

development for Black transmasculine adults in Detroit and southeastern Michigan. 

Phenomenological questions are considered “essence” questions as they ask what is the essence 

that all individuals experience about a phenomenon (e.g., Black and masculine identity 

development).104  

Participants and Recruitment:  
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Prospective participants were recruited online via a digital flyer that was distributed in 

Detroit and southeastern Michigan to three university Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, 

Queer (LGBTQ+) student groups and resource centers, Nuii Waav Brotherhood (a Black 

transmasculine organization in Detroit), and the Ruth Ellis Center (an LGBTQ + social services 

agency in Detroit). A printable flyer was also provided to organizations to post in their physical 

spaces. Eligibility criteria included 1) being age 18 years or older, 2) lived in Detroit or 

southeastern Michigan for at least 5 years, 3) not exclusively identifying their gender as 

“woman”, 4) identifying as Black, 5) assigned a female sex at birth, and 6) identifying their 

gender and/or gender expression as masculine or transmasculine to some degree. Those who 

indicated they moved to the Detroit or southeastern Michigan area for university/college and had 

not lived in the area beyond or before school were excluded from the study. From a pool of 28 

interested people, 14 eligible participants were invited to the study, of which 8 enrolled. 

Study procedures 

This study was approved by the Harvard Longwood Campus Institutional Review Board 

(HLC IRB). This study used semi-structured qualitative 1-on-1 interviews with object 

elicitation.108 Semi-structured interviews allowed for exploratory questioning about how 

participants used alcohol, how they saw others use alcohol around them, and how participants 

made meaning of their and their communities’ alcohol use. For instance, since the research 

question of interest was around contextualizing alcohol, gender affirmation, belonging, and 

community connectedness, the interview guide was used as a tool to guide the discussion in that 

direction but also allowed participants to drive the conversation in a way that was most 

meaningful to them.  
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The interview guide was developed in consultation with Black transmasculine individuals 

in the Detroit area and with co-authors with qualitative research expertise. This guide was pilot-

tested with a Black transmasculine researcher, not on the study team, who met the eligibility 

criteria and was excluded from the overall analytic sample.  

Only one participant elected to do their interview in person; all other interviews were 

conducted via Zoom and lasted between 60-90 minutes. Interviews were conducted by the first 

author, who shared identities with the participants that included being a Black transmasculine 

person who developed their sense of Black cultural and masculine identity in the context of 

Greater Detroit and similarly saw men in their family drink alcohol heavily and with other Black 

people. Participants gave informed consent before participating in the interview. Interviews were 

digitally recorded and transcribed using Microsoft 360 and Zoom caption services. The first 

author listened to the audio files of the automated transcriptions to edit for errors, inflection, and 

emphasis by the participants.  

Coding and analysis  

Data were coded and analyzed by the first author. For each transcript there were three 

levels of engagement: 1) double-checking for transcription accuracy and initial read-through of 

the interview, 2) descriptive commentary coding to create textual interpretations of the interview, 

and 3) coding to create structural interpretations (e.g., the researcher’s interpretation of the 

participant’s interpretative account of their interview). In line with IPA methodology, each 

transcript was fully coded and summarized for themes before moving on to the next transcript to 

ensure a single case was evaluated for within-individual phenomena before group phenomena 

were identified and analyzed. For this specific analysis on alcohol, we compared participant-
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level memos and codes to determine what role alcohol played in racial and gender identity 

development and formation.  

Results 

This analysis explored the experiences of Black transmasculine individuals in Detroit and 

southeastern Michigan and their exposure to alcohol throughout the exploration and construction 

of Black and masculine identities. Participants generally reported low levels of alcohol 

consumption, with some reporting higher use during specific stages of identity exploration. We 

identified three themes from the participants’ narratives: 1) Black families, parents, and alcohol 

engagement, 2) Changes in identity and levels of gender affirmation, and 3) Availability of 

alcohol in neighborhoods. Participant characteristics are presented in Table 3.1. 

Table 3.1 Demographic characteristics of 8 Black transmasculine-spectrum individuals, Detroit, Michigan, United States 

Participant  Age Gender Race/Ethnicity Identification with 
masculinity 

PAR01 30 Expansive, trans, 
transmasc 

Black  Most of the time 

PAR02 35 Nonbinary trans man Black and Indigenous  All of the time 
PAR04 34 Man of trans 

experience 
Black, African-American  All of the time 

PAR06 28 Transman Black  All of the time 
PAR07 25 transmasculine Black Most of the time 
PAR12 31 Transman Black Most of the time 
PAR14 25 Mixed Black Most of the time 
PAR15 29 Trans Masc Black All of the time 

 

Theme 1: Black families, parents, and alcohol engagement 

Consistently across participants, the culture of alcohol in Black families was discussed as 

heavy drinking and an almost guaranteed presence of alcohol at family social gatherings. 

Participants cited family (particularly male family members) as key influencers in their 

understanding and patterns of alcohol consumption. Others actively avoided repeating the 
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patterns and behaviors of their family. Across all participants, the family provided an important 

space of socialization for participants around alcohol use. Below, Participant 1 detailed how he 

saw his dad and his dad’s wife drink alcohol, and how the rest of the family engaged with 

alcohol.  

…my dad's side of the family and even my dad's wife, they drink like it’s water. Like, I remember 
one time…I went to visit my family and my dad's side…everyone was drinking like all day all 
night. Just having a good time. And I was enjoying it because I was playing the bartender. So, it's 
something about Black folks getting together. Having a good time, you know, and drinking, 
smoking, you know, doing whatever, playing games, doing the things that you need to do to cut 
loose [and] forget about the bullshit in the world. – Participant 1 (Black, Expansive, trans, 
transmasc, 30 years old) 

 

Here, this participant is not only sharing what he immediately sees in drinking frequency in those 

around him, but he also connects the drinking to coping with stress and “bullshit” in the 

immediate surroundings and daily lives of Black people in his life. Additionally, there is not just 

an assessment of how Black families come together over alcohol, but he enjoys “playing the 

bartender”, a role sometimes seen as masculine, that affirms him as the person who makes the 

drinks. It is a role that he can play in his family to facilitate an enjoyable drinking experience, 

laden with the understanding that in Black families drinking may be used to decompress or cope 

with anti-Black racism in their lives.  

Another participant described looking up to his stepdad and finding himself drinking in similar 

ways.  

…so I drink like my stepdad. And it wasn't something that I noticed I was doing until I 
noticed I was doing it…one thing he also does is he'll sit in the backya,rd and he'll smoke 
something, a cigar or whatever. He'll have a shot of something, a double shot of something 
tequila, whiskey depend on [what] he feelin’ – or Hennessey – and he'll chase it with a beer. 
And that's something I know that I do like when I'm like, when I treat myself, I have a cigar 
or beer. The shot is some kind of scotch. Scotch is my drink, scotch and whiskey. So, I guess I 
picked that up from him and didn't notice. But that drinking habit has made me a lot of, I've 
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met a lot of people, a lot of men due to it. ‘Cause I don't know, that does something for some 
reason? – Participant 6 (Black transman, 28 years old) 

 
Here, this participant provides extensive detail on the bond he has with his stepdad. Elsewhere 

during the interview, Participant 6 described how his stepdad gifted him hats and a bass guitar, 

and taught him how to fix brakes. His engagement with his stepdad in these ways drives how and 

why he also found himself adopting his stepdad’s drinking behaviors.  

Other participants detailed how they do not drink very often and how their decisions not to 

drink are influenced by how they see their family engaging with drinking, as Participant 12 

described below. 

…[people around me] drink too heavily. Especially in my family. Yeah, it's a problem, like 
often they [men in their family] are trying to hide it from the women that they're dating and 
everyone, including like women, like within the family, are also helping them hide that. Yeah, 
it's something that I haven't enjoyed seeing, especially since you know the women that they're 
with just don't deserve that. – Participant 12 (Black, Transman, 31 years old) 

 
This participant went on to say that he has leaned more into smoking weed instead of drinking, 

implying that given the option of drinking or smoking, smoking weed is less impactful on the 

people around him than drinking, as exhibited by how the men in his family treat their women 

partners.   

Participant 2 further builds on men drinking in the family as problematic, sharing how their 

father, influenced by their grandfather, hid drinking from him as a kid.  

My father was a heavy, heavy drinker all the way up until the year 2000. And his father also was 
a heavy drinker up until I think his like mid-forties?…my father was really good at hiding the fact 
that he may have been drunk, but as an adult he's told me stories about like oh “I would be at the 
club until 1 or 2 or 3 in the morning and you kids had to get up and go to school and I would be 
drunk off my ass, and getting sober trying to take like 3 and 4 kids to school.” And I'm just like, 
that’s gotta be ridiculous because like he was a young father. He had me at [age] 28, right? And 
so, he was still out doing like…he was that era that kind of like cemented what Detroit culture is 
like buffs and like extravagant cars and things like that. – Participant 2 (Black and Indigenous, 
Nonbinary trans man, 35 years old) 
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This participant spoke at length about how his father engaged in drinking when he was younger, 

and he connected his father’s behavior to the Black masculine aesthetic he saw in Detroit. Of note, 

as participants associated the interviewer (KPT) with being a Black transmasculine person from 

the greater Detroit area who was familiar with certain references, they often did not describe 

terminology they used, such as “buffs”, a collection of high-end sunglasses from the luxury brand, 

Cartier. In Detroit, buffs are often worn by rappers, athletes, and specific masculine persons as a 

statement of status. Participant 2 went on to relate his father’s drinking not only to masculine 

affirmation and seeking status but also to the impact of his father’s father being a heavy drinker.  

And then of course his father was working at the plant, so he's part of that generation, the pre-
‘50s generation. He came home from Korea and of course, he had never made it past Private 
because of racial issues. And was heavily drinking, as far as my father was able to tell me, until 
he [participant’s grandfather] just kind of got sober working at the plant. – Participant 2 (Black 
and Indigenous, Nonbinary trans man, 35 years old) 
 

Several participants, as seen in Participant 2’s account of his grandfather’s drinking, appraised 

not only how their interpersonal relationships impacted their drinking and the drinking of family 

members, but also the historical and political context in which their family members lived and 

worked. By naming that his grandfather experienced racism and challenges in the military as a 

Black soldier, and naming that as an influence for his father’s drinking, Participant 2’s account 

demonstrates the consciousness that there are social drivers of health outcomes like heavy alcohol 

use that feature prominently for Black men. Further, it is this assessment and knowledge that 

influenced the participant to abstain from drinking altogether.  

     Parents were not the only familial influences that drove alcohol engagement among the 

participants. Cousins and siblings, closer in age to the participants, also engaged participants in 

drinking and drinking culture from a young age. Participant 2 detailed how drinking was a rite of 
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passage among their boy cousins.  

…this is also why I just am not an alcohol fan. The 1st time he [participant’s cousin] ever took 
me drinking, I got so drunk that I thought I was going to expire. It just is like the amount that he 
was able to imbibe like in his like late teens, early 20s is astounding…we lived together like my, 
like from like I think like [age] 22 until I was like [age] 23 or 24, and again this was like a 
contest if he went through a weekend and didn't fit and then empty a bottle that was a problem. 
That was a big thing. Especially with alcohol…it's like almost like to abuse your body without 
understanding it is like a male rite of passage especially for Black men, and especially as again 
I've been raised in this area my entire life, that seems like a long course for a lot of the Black 
men I’ve seen. – Participant 2 (Black and Indigenous, Nonbinary trans man, 35 years old) 

Unlike assessing how their parental figures engage with alcohol driven by gender affirmation 

and/or social stressors, participants assessing their cousins’ drinking is more akin to a peer 

evaluation. Here, Participant 2 shows that he sees this pattern as a rite of passage, marked by 

excessive drinking, in other young Black men in Detroit. What allows him to see this pattern is 

the exclusion he felt as a child assigned female as an “outsider” who wanted to be doing what the 

boy cousins were doing, which eventually led to a drinking culture for teen boys.  

…this is where I was kind of like cut off from my masculine kind of like gender roles is that I was 
not permitted to drink and smoke in their presence is like, “Oh, we don't want you to get taken 
advantage of.” Like that was their way of saying like “You're here safe with us, but we know that 
there's men out here that will do this and the third” – Participant 2 (Black and Indigenous, 
Nonbinary trans man, 35 years old) 
 
As this quote illustrates, Participant 2’s positionality as a person gendered and socialized as a 

Black girl, influences not only the physical activities they were allowed to partake in as a child 

and teenager with their boy cousins but also affords him the ability to be critical of pathways he 

sees boys take to affirm their masculinity. This gendering also points to the differential norms for 

drinking for people gendered as a man or boy compared to those gendered as a girl or woman, 

further contextualizing a specific type of drinking socialization for Black boys.  

Theme 2: Changes in drinking associated with changes in identity and levels of affirmation  
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     Some participants described their drinking as more problematic when they identified as 

masculine women or “studs”, Black lesbians who embody masculinity, and often but not always, 

are visually more masculine presenting in their dress and demeanor. Participant 4 shared how he 

perceived his drinking to be worse when he identified as a stud.   

Ooo when I was a stud it was horrible. I was drinking every day. And the craziest thing was I 
was doing a grant on alcohol abuse. And I asked my friend, I was like, “When I was staying with 
you, did we ever like overly drink, you know, I was like, “Was we ever addicted to alcohol?” She 
was like, “No”, but I was thinking, we were, you know…we was abusing alcohol because she 
woke up in the morning drinking liquor, like the whole day. I was skinny as hell living with her, 
you know what I'm saying…I was homeless. I was going through stuff. You know, I had a place, 
and I had to leave because the people kept trying to take advantage of me. – Participant 4 (Black, 
African American, Man of trans experience, 34 years old) 

 

For this participant, more frequent alcohol use was associated with being a stud. During his 

interview, he detailed how he believes studs have worse experiences and outcomes compared to 

other Black people in his community.  

Yeah, so as a stud it was horrible, like that's the worst, I don't know, it's like the worst life ever to 
be. I mean, yeah, we get sexualized now but…that's if you say something. But a stud in general, 
that's the hardest life ever and I was so glad to get out of that. It’s traumatizing. The community 
is traumatizing with the girls themselves, how they are?? They don't want you to be the nigga, 
but they want you to do certain stuff as a man. But then it's, it's a contradiction and, it's a lot that 
come with that. And I was just over it. I was over it. – Participant 4 (Black, African American, 
Man of trans experience, 34 years old) 
 
Through considering the experiences of being a Black masculine woman both within and outside 

of the Black community, this participant was able to contextualize his drinking frequency as 

increased compared to when he began identifying with his current gender and feeling more 

affirmed within himself. He also stated that while Black transmasculine people are sexualized, 

they have the option of not disclosing their trans status depending on how they are perceived by 

others. As a Black masculine woman, the gender non-conformity is more obvious and thus 
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subject to harassment from others.  

     Changes in drinking were not only associated with changes in gender identity but also 

changes in what fulfilled participants’ affirmation needs as a Black person and to be considered 

Black within the community. Participant 1 detailed a shift away from Hennessy, a cognac brandy 

commonly associated with Black culture in the US, later in his gender journey.157 

I would say not anymore. But before it was definitely, “Where's the Henny?” you know? 
But I kind of don't drink Hennessy too often anymore, but that’s also because usually when I'm 
going out right now because I'm unemployed, I'll typically bring a flask where I'm going. – 
Participant 1 (Black, expansive, trans, transmasc, 30 years old) 
 
Here, this participant was responding to a prompt about whether they drink a certain way to fit in 

or express themselves as a Black person. While they no longer drink it, the immediate turn to 

Hennessy indicates a concordance with a common liquor consumed in Black communities. 

Several other participants also named Hennessy as something they either saw people in their 

relationships using or drank themselves. In the quote above, Participant 1 also shows that other 

needs may come before affirmation of identity, including needing to spend less money because 

of being unemployed. Interestingly, the participant would still bring a flask along to partake in 

the drinking culture, but not the part of the culture that necessitates spending money on alcohol.  

Theme 3: Availability of liquor 

Liquor availability was discussed by participants in two major ways: 1) having alcohol at 

family and friend social functions, and 2) an oversaturation of liquor stores. At the level of 

interpersonal relationships, rituals around drinking were described as and attributed to 

camaraderie. Sometimes that camaraderie was specific to a group of Black men or masculine 

people. Participant 2 shared what they saw as a ritual in the community around drinking. 
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…“did you get the bottle?” Like “Where the bottles at?” “Bless the bottle.”… it’s an active thing 
in the community ritual that if there's Black people together you don’t open the bottle until it's 
blessed. Everybody touches the bottle, and everybody takes the first shot. That's a thing. If you're 
drinking out of that bottle, you're blessing the bottle, right? That's a thing even if you're drinking 
underage, like. A lot of people think, oh, [age] 21's drinking – in Black communities, it's not. – 
Participant 2 (Black and Indigenous, Nonbinary trans man, 35 years old) 

 

Here, this participant describes a ritual of drinking: To bless a bottle is to denote that festivities 

and fellowship are about to begin. As the participant shares, these rituals are not limited to those 

who are 21 years old, the legal age to drink in the US; instead, underage Black people are also 

partaking in these rituals.  

If you have a 21- or 19-year-old cousin or you know, somebody who knows somebody who knows 
somebody who owns a store, you're drinking. And you're drinking probably pretty heavily. So, 
you know, I just think it's really alcohol plays a really big role in how masculinity is played out. 
Both societally and also look at the behavior that's allowed, and also the behavior that's 
perpetrated on feminine people as a result of that substance-heavy social interaction. –  
Participant 2 (Black and Indigenous, Nonbinary trans man, 35 years old) 

It is important to note that this participant has had experiences where their boy cousins at a 

young age shared how they would get people to steal liquor from the corner store or somehow 

acquire liquor without identification that showed they were of legal age. His experiences are 

concordant with other participants’ assessment of the availability of corner stores and liquor 

stores in the region.  

However, liquor stores are not the only entity by which Black people procure alcohol, as 

described in participants’ narratives. 

I think a lot of folks in Detroit do drink. And I'll assume that socially they may indulge more, but 
you know, a lot of the places I go to have bars. Even the record store I go to has a bar. So, I think 
it's always available for anyone that kind of indulge and specifically to where like Black folks 
might frequent. – Participant 1 (Black, expansive, trans, transmasc, 30 years old) 
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Participant 1 perceives a constant availability of alcohol wherever Black folks may frequent in 

the city. To assume individuals are indulging more is to say that overall, people in Detroit are 

drinking more perhaps due to the increased access to bars and alcoholic beverages in stores 

where they might not be expected (e.g., a record store).  

Detroit was not the only city in southeastern Michigan where a participant noted the 

availability of liquor. Participant 15, from Ypsilanti, described the ways people drink, as well as 

the amount of liquor stores.  

For Ypsilanti, we have liquor stores on every corner, like, it sounds so silly when I say it out loud, 
but it's true. We have liquor stores on every corner. If they want to get a drink they can get it. And 
majority of the people. It's either beer, or liquor, and it don't matter as long as it’s alcohol. – 
Participant 14 (Black, Mixed (gender), 25 years old) 

Across narratives, participants took stock of the cities in which they live (e.g., Detroit and 

Ypsilanti) and noted the distribution of liquor stores and the patronage of these stores being 

Black men. These visuals, physical locations, and behaviors create the discourse around alcohol 

and Black masculinity. However, participants differed in how these specific circumstances 

influenced their drinking habits.  

Discussion 

 This study contextualizes alcohol within the political and cultural geographies of Detroit 

and southeastern Michigan – with many narratives that may not be limited to Detroit but are 

likely common across similarly Black cities. While some participants did speak to the frequency 

of alcohol use across their identity construction, far richer narratives emerged around the role 

that family connectedness, racialized gendered affirmation, and the availability of liquor had on 

their alcohol usage, and how they saw Black people of all genders use alcohol. This study 

contributes to the dearth of literature surrounding social and cultural contexts for drinking around 
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Black people in the US, with explicit attention to what this context looks like for Black 

transmasculine individuals in a predominantly Black city like Detroit. 

Familial connectedness, gender socialization, and alcohol 

Family connectedness among participants in our study led to varying levels of engagement 

with alcohol. Research on Black family support networks is limited, but studies that do focus on 

Black family connectedness and support, find that Black adolescents receive substantial social 

support from their families. Adults in Black families engage in a high degree of emotional 

support and instrumental support (e.g., financial assistance, domestic chores, transportation), 

with one study finding upwards of 70% of Black US-based adults reported giving or receiving 

emotional support, and nearly all respondents reported engaging in instrumental support in their 

family.158 Our previous analysis around identity construction more broadly in this study found 

that family also had a strong influence on gender development (Chapter 2), with family members 

often not supporting gender difference or exploration and explicitly pushing for more femininity 

in participants’ gender expressions. Despite the varied levels of gender affirmation received by 

participants, many participants attested to the closeness and care they felt from their families in 

social, emotional, and instrumental support not related to being trans. The familial bonds that 

exist, even in the absence of gender affirmation, contributed to how participants learned alcohol 

culture from their families, and how they interpreted their families’ relationships to and drives to 

use alcohol.  

The gendering of Black boys and girls in their youth influences who has access to certain risk 

exposures or more “boyish” experiences. As seen in this study, drinking by boys and men in 

participants’ families can be seen as a “rite of passage” or as a part of a Detroit Black masculine 

aesthetic. Participants described these rites of passage through drinking in culturally specific 
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ways like “blessing the bottle” or drinking alcohol that is seen as Black, such as Hennessy. In the 

original Masculine Identity Development study that preceded this work, and was not focused on 

only Black transmasculine individuals, participants attested to feeling like they lost out on a 

“boyhood” and when they spent time with masculine peers, trans or not, smoking cigarettes or 

drinking alcohol, they felt freer and more aligned with their gender identities and expression.35 

Similar sentiments were shared by the Black transmasculine participants in the current study.  

Changes in gender affirmation and gender identity and alcohol  

  Current methods of measuring drinking frequency may not capture the experiential 

differences of transmasculine people who do and do not feel affirmed in their gender. Like the 

original MASCS study, participants in the current study felt they drank more at the beginning of 

their gender journey, for example, when they felt less gender affirmation than they do currently.35 

In this study, a more specific narrative emerged around being a “stud” before identifying as trans. 

As studs, participants felt they drank more to cope with depressive symptoms and oppression 

they faced being people who at the time identified as Black masculine lesbian/queer women. 

There is a significant gap in masculinities and identity development literature specific to the 

experiences of studs. Literature that does exist explores how masculine identity development is 

related to the protest masculinities we describe earlier in this chapter.156 Studs adopt some of 

these behaviors related to protest masculinities in Black men to both give them privileges 

otherwise not afforded to women, as well as providing them with protection against the multiple 

types of discrimination and oppression they face as Black women who may not conform to 

gender norms.159 Some participants in the current study attributed drinking to the discrimination 

they felt when they identified as studs or Black lesbian/queer women; one participant cited that 

he believed being a stud was the most difficult identity to be in relation to other racialized 
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genders. There is also evidence in this study to suggest that drinking alcohol moved beyond 

being a coping mechanism for dealing with oppression as Black masculine lesbian/queer women 

to being more about gender affirmation as transmasculine people. In the previous MASCS study, 

transmasculine individuals also detailed using alcohol in ways that affirmed their masculine 

identities, especially in place of preferred avenues of affirmation like medical gender affirmation 

or social affirmation from their families.35  

Liquor store oversaturation in Detroit and other Black cities (Baltimore, Memphis, Chicago) 

Access to alcohol in the form of corner stores and liquor stores was a major theme that 

emerged among participants in the current study. Both across Detroit and in the surrounding 

region, participants spoke to a large number of alcohol outlets in their neighborhoods, similar to 

what other studies have found across predominantly Black cities in the US, like Baltimore, 

Memphis, and Chicago.150,160 Across these cities, increased presence of corner stores, liquor 

stores, and similar shops are central locations for heavy substance use and violence. In response, 

the city of Baltimore passed extensive zoning laws that gave power to residents to reduce alcohol 

outlet oversaturation (e.g., liquor stores, corner stores) through land use regulation. This policy 

intervention gave local government and residents agency to increase health equity in Black 

and/or low-income neighborhoods that were saturated with alcohol outlets.150  

In addition to the amount of liquor stores present across Detroit and southeastern 

Michigan in predominantly Black neighborhoods, a few participants detailed the ritual of 

performing Black masculinity in relation to the liquor store and other alcohol outlets (e.g., bars) 

that is integral to a racialized gendered drinking experience. Participants in our study pointed to 

boy cousins who would encourage them or other underage Black masculine people to procure 

liquor from liquor stores as a rite of passage that was risky and thereby a display of masculinity. 
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Others found that ritual over the bottle itself (e.g., “blessing the bottle”) was a form of 

community-building. In a study with sixteen young men in a working-class area of Manchester, 

United Kingdom, researchers found that while there were forms of masculinity that were based 

on being “tough guys”, other forms of masculinity and drinking including displaying care and 

comradery with one another.161 In the context of Detroit, places where people bought or drank 

alcohol with other masculine people also provides a sense of belonging to community – 

specifically a Black masculine community.  

Limitations, Future Directions, and Implications 

Our study demonstrates the usefulness of applying a framework rooted in historical, 

political, and cultural factors to explore health behaviors such as alcohol use. This work also 

illuminated the dearth of public health research, and social science research more broadly, 

around Black masculine queer/lesbian women and specifically the experiences of “studs”. There 

is a body of work that conceptualizes “female masculinity”, but this work is devoid of a deeper 

racial analysis for those whose gender is racialized. For many participants in the current study, 

being racialized as Black and gendered as masculine women at some point in their lives was 

crucial to understanding the changes in alcohol use that were concordant with changes in gender 

affirmation and decreased depression. To be clear, the gender journeys of participants in this 

study moved from being Black masculine lesbian/queer women or studs at some point, into 

being a Black transmasculine person. While more research is needed on the specific movement 

between these experiences, more attention is also needed for Black masculine lesbian/queer 

women whose gender journeys do not contain narratives around being trans. This highlights this 

study’s novel contributions to the literature in how gendered processes related to health are also 
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racialized, as our research question did not explicitly lead us to this additional finding about 

alcohol use for Black masculine lesbian/queer women. 

Finally, social and behavioral science intervention research encourages alcohol use 

reduction programming that is 1) not attentive to the gender-affirming ways alcohol is used by 

masculine people at large to affirm their masculine genders, and 2) lacks a comprehensive 

understanding of the ways in which Black family and community connectedness, belonging, and 

coping with anti-Black oppression are related to alcohol use in ways that complicate the narrative 

of heavy alcohol use and substance use interventions to curb use. Not only is alcohol used as a 

response to minority stress, and gender -affirmation but it is also used in a communal sense to 

facilitate connection and collective coping with anti-Blackness. This research urges 

interventionists to use harm-reduction approaches that can attend to the gender-affirmation and 

racial belonging needs of Black transmasculine individuals. To act upon gender affirmation and 

racial belonging it is important to move beyond the individual, interpersonal, and community 

levels of influence, to also advocate for state and federal level policies that uphold trans people 

can acquire gender-affirming care and protect against structurally racist policies that restrict 

access to care for Black individuals. Additionally, these approaches should also be 

geographically specific, as participants in our study not only felt a deep sense of belonging 

among other Black people, but they also experienced belonging and love among Detroit Black 

communities, specifically.  
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Conclusion 

I present this work at a time when the conceptualization of US state-level policies 

impacting trans individuals of color is dire. In the second Trump presidential administration, 

there have thus far been continued attacks on the health and human rights of marginalized 

communities in the US that will have immediate and long-lasting effects. Federal policymaking 

rolling back protections for trans individuals is also bolstering state-level efforts to restrict trans 

rights. The field of public health, and especially social scientists who conceive of political and 

other structural determinants as drivers of health inequities, needs to be sure that the way we 

define these changing policy environments can attend to multiple forms of oppression 

simultaneously. To attend to only one form of oppression provides only a superficial 

understanding of how the state legislatures impact policy for multiple groups, and how those 

who experience oppression at the intersection of race and trans identity are impacted.  

I found in my analysis of state typologies, that even the Mostly Protective class contains 

states that are considered Mixed or Mostly Harmful using the structural racism indicator, further 

establishing that any typology must be contextualized and self-evaluated for what it means to be 

“protective” in the US, a settler-colonial state that has been created by displacing Indigenous 

populations, profiting from the enslavement of Africans, and oppressing the Black descendants 

of the Transatlantic slave trade. For these reasons, typologies on their own are not sufficient to 

classify the opportunities to intervene on the political drivers that impact the lives of trans 

individuals of color, as structural racism pervades even those states deemed protective for trans 

individuals of color. How these typologies interact with the political ideologies of state 

legislatures can better direct the efforts of advocates and researchers to conduct and implement 

intersectional research and advocacy. 
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The qualitative inquiry into the structural, historical, and cultural contexts for Black 

transmasculine identity development showcases a methodology by which the integration of 

history and geography provides deeply rich narratives. These findings of Black cultural identity 

and socialization impacted the time in which Black transmasculine individuals came into their 

trans identities, but also how privileging the community and family over the individual in Black 

communities yields immense social support, even for Black transmasculine individuals who are 

not completely affirmed in their gender by these same communities and families. This 

methodology of focusing on a specific geography and understanding the history and ancestry of 

the population of interest can be used by trans identity development and health scholars to make 

their inquiries deeper and specific to the vast histories that exist across communities of color in 

the US. When applied to health behaviors that are typically seen as masculine, like alcohol use, 

this framework also illuminates the importance of racialized context for alcohol use among 

Black communities. Typical alcohol research and interventions lack conceptualization at the 

community level and how gender affirmation for Black transmasculine affirmation is 

operationalized around alcohol use.  

 In the health policy and gendered health research that is needed to push against the 

oppressive Trump presidential administrations, there must be care taken to rigorously define 

structural and policy exposures. Transgender health literature, in particular, needs to continue to 

move beyond methods that incorporate intersectional oppression as an after-thought, and instead 

use measures and methods intended to genuinely show the impact of policies on transgender 

people of color. This comprehensive understanding guides nuanced health interventions and 

advocacy, ensuring that policies and research not only acknowledge but actively address the 
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layered realities of trans individuals of color across diverse US landscapes that have been created 

from similar systems of white supremacy, anti-Blackness, and cissexism. 
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