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Pre-colonial societies were not perfect, but they did include many valuable

elements that have been lost over time. Colonialism imposed rigid, binary

ideas about gender and sexuality, dismantling inclusive systems that NATIVE AMERICAN GENDER SPECTRUMS
honored diverse identities and replacing them with laws, stigma, and M -4

exclusion. Yet, despite centuries of erasure and repression, these identities When talking about Natlvg Amencans, it's important to reallze how many different
. tribes there are and how different they are from each other. There are 574 federally
endured. Today, as trans and gender-nonconforming people face

recognized tribes in the United States (referred to by many natives as Turtle Island),

escalﬁtlhg govemrhent‘ ex<‘:Iu5|on, d|scr|m|natlon, anc V|olvence 50l Q'S" % and at least another 400 that are unrecognized by the government. Out of these
recla|m|.ng th.e'se histories is an act. of res.lst'ance. The persistence of third thousand tribes, many have distinct languages and social customs.

gender identities across pre-colonial societies reminds us that our : — B AN S TN

existence is not new, nor is it a deviation—it is a testament to the resilience 3 ) af a i

and beauty of human diversity.

)
&
&

4 a2 A

nResilienceliniine]EaceloffRepres s onie e

You may have heard Two-Spirit |dent|ty descnbed asa Natwe American third ¢
gender, the embodiment of both masculinity and femininity, or an equivalent
| to transgender identity. That's partly correct, but there's more to it. First of all,
. Two-Spirit is not a traditional term. It was coined in the 1990s to bridge Native @&
i ' and Western ideas of gender. Two-spirit is one term used to describe the ;
. thousands of different gender identities observed by different Native Amerlcan
|| tribes. While many Two-Spirit identities correspond to non-binary genders,
a some Two-Spirit individuals historically lived as the "other" gender in a way that

Knowing this history is not just an academic
exercise; it is a lifeline. It proves that you are not
alone, and you never have been. 2SLGBTQ+ people
have always existed, and have always been
essential to the fabric of the world. In the face of
systemic oppression, your identity is valid, your _
feelings are real, and you are worthy of love,
acceptance, care and liberation. Just like the
communities that came before you, you are here
because you are meant to be. You can't have a
healed, holistic society without everyone being
able to fulfill their purpose and contribute their
specific gifts. Gender expressions in pre-colonial
societies helped define our different roles and "
! therefore our purpose. Your gender is much more |
4 thana personal |dent|ty, it can be a gift to society.

For instance, Among the D|ne
(Navajo), four genders are {J
acknowledged: Asdzaan: (feminine q >
female), Hastiin (masculine male), ’/{;@'
* Nadleehi (feminine male, English y
{ translation “changing one”), Dilbaa:
(masculine female, English equivalent
unknown.) Asdzaan is considered the 4
first gender because Diné society is ~%
matrilineal. (In a matrilineal society or
= relationship, the fact of sommeone
{ belonging to a particular family

depends only on female relatives.)

-

e Chacaby, author of A
Wo-spirit journey
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Maha Magic

9 also important to realize that each gender is said to have a special role in !
P> 7. society. Nadleehi and dilbaa individuals often play important roles in : %
© ceremonies and spiritual practices. They are seen as mediators or bridges ,/f” ?
between masculine and feminine energies, which is considered a powerful and ’ |
" sacred balance. Muxes are viewed similarly in Zapotec society. Because they N\
- embody a balance of male an female energies, they are traditionally thought to ¥4
e . e : N

& ‘ g bring luck t‘o the fam|I|§s theyAare bprn into. rﬁk\g

"“’_)L%.\ o &V‘E'.‘ Sa DR V:I-’v_dJ%

N, £ ;-K‘ ,A}
‘ A Secret Subculture |

’ : In South Asian countries such as India and
“ ~ Pakistan, there exists a community of third

— | {
b a ”g’ Tt (‘W P/
- 1111 fout _ VI gender individuals called hijras. Hijras are

(2 ijg ') D "f"‘l) : Y N
g0 . { people who embody a unique blend of \%

&

N7 RS )

O SNGAY LSS DYZENSHN - N - - 7
: =\ ) . 'k | T { gender traits. Most are assigned male at

birth (some are intersex) and they look and ~
dress in traditionally feminine ways. Hijras &~ =
have existed for thousands of years and have '
played important roles in religious = 2% "
ceremonies, like blessing newborns or ¥

marriages. They typically leave home and -
i s _) form their own communities-a subculture-
' that they are initiated into. Many elements of ..
their culture are kept secret, including their .
« language, Hijra Farsi, which is spoken only by /

, hijrass 8, > § PEAFRLY T N

Ml

(T
S 3 >
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Another aspect that resonates deeply is the role of griot-like storytellers and
healers in these cultures—people who moved between worlds, whether
between the seen and unseen, spiritual and physical, or even gendered
spaces. These figures remind me that my existence is part of a lineage of
those who bridge past and future, carrying ancestral memory while shaping
new possibilities.

Q: In your activism, how de you appreach educating oethers aboeut gender
diversity, especially in 2 community that might net be Familiar with terms like
noen-binary or Two-Spirit? What challenges have you faced, and what successes
have you celebrated?

My approach is rooted in storytelling, artistic expression, cultural
connection, and community engagement. | find that meeting people where
they are and grounding conversations in shared cultural histories allows for
deeper understanding. Instead of focusing solely on terminology, | center
the discussion on how diverse gender roles existed in our cultures before
colonialism. This approach allows people to see gender expansiveness as
something inherently ours, rather than something “imported” or “imposed”
by the West.

The challenges, of course, are many—from religious opposition to generational
divides and deeply ingrained colonial gender norms. But I've also seen
beautiful transformations. One of my greatest successes has been witnessing
elders and young people alike reconnect with their histories and rethink their
assumptions about gender. Another has been building safe, affirming spaces
where queer, trans, and non-binary BIPOC individuals feel seen and
empowered, whether through artistic storytelling, community organizing, or
educational initiatives.

Q: If you could share ene thing with teens whe are exploring their own gender
identities or learning about gender diversity for the first time, what weuld it be?
How can they suppert themselves and ethers in this jeurney, especially through
this difficult pelitical mement?

| would tell them: You are not alone, and you are not new—your existence is
part of a long, powerful lineage of those who have resisted, thrived, and
reimagined possibilities. The world may try to convince you that you are an
anomaly, but in reality, you are a continuation of something beautiful and
necessary.

To support themselves, | encourage them to seek out community, learn their
histories, and embrace their identity as an evolving journey rather than a
fixed destination. Find spaces—whether in-person or online—where they can
express themselves without fear. To support others, they can listen, uplift, and
advocate, ensuring that no one in their circle feels isolated or unheard.

In this political moment, where trans and non-binary identities are under
attack, it's even more crucial to stay connected, stay informed, and resist
erasure. Their identity is an act of defiance and a testament to the
resilience of those who came before.
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In US society, it’s rare to see gender
nen-conforming people in positions
of power, so it’s kind of incredible to
imagine a world where net just one or - 3
two, but many nen-binary individuals
are respected and sought out for
their political influence. -
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