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ABSTRACT 

“BLACK TRANS BODIES ARE UNDER ATTACK”:  
GENDER NON-CONFORMING HOMICIDE VICTIMS IN THE US 1995-2014 

 

Janae L. Teal 

 

As argued by transgender actress and activist Laverne Cox (2014), black 

transgender bodies are under attack. This multi-level attack is happening through high 

rates of interpersonal and institutional violence, discrimination and dehumanization. It is 

also happening at the level of state violence, and the devaluation of black trans bodies. In 

this thesis, I explore each of these levels of attack, and see how this is reflected in one 

particular arena of the transgender experience in the United States: the homicide of 

transgender women. As I will show in this thesis, based on content analysis of 629 news 

article discussing the deaths of 259 transgender and gender non-conforming individuals 

between 1995 and 2014, African American transgender individuals are more likely to be 

killed, and with extreme violence, compared to their counterparts, and the rate may be 

increasing over time. This study demonstrates evidence of interpersonal, institutional and 

state devaluation of black trans bodies. 

 

Keywords: transgender, gender, homicide, crime, hate crime, violence, lgbt, overkill, 

state violence, bodies, institutional violence, race, interpersonal violence, media  
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INTRODUCTION 

In a 2014 interview with Democracy Now!, actress and activist Laverne Cox 

proclaimed ‘black trans bodies are under attack’. She was referring to a disturbing pattern 

of violence against black transwomen, including the recent case of CeCe McDonald, who 

went to prison for the self-defense killing of one of the men who attacked her and her 

friends. With this study, I examine this pattern of violence and victimization being faced 

by transgender and gender non-conforming women of color. I do this by exploring the 

259 documented cases of transgender and gender-nonconforming victims of homicide in 

the United States between 1995 and 2014. Rather than understanding these cases as a 

matter of transphobia, I argue that this violence can be understood as the result of a 

unique combination of racism, sexism and homophobia, directed specifically at the 

bodies of transgender women of color. Transgender and gender non-conforming bodies, 

and the bodies of people of color, are devalued in the United States, where a rigid social 

and legal gender binary serves to other transgender individuals, and racism and 

heteronormativity are pervasive. In this study I will briefly explore prior research on 

gendered and raced violence, and provide a theoretical foundation for the study by 

explaining Intersectionality Theory. I will then outline the research methods for the study, 

and for the preliminary results of this exploratory study I will provide a brief overview of 

the demographics of the 259 documented homicide cases.  

This research builds on prior work on anti-transgender violence, and contributes 

to prior research by profiling the specifics of these homicide cases. Because I look at the 



2 
 

  

cases over nearly twenty years, this offers a longitudinal exploration of transgender-

related violence. This research contributes to the understanding of hate crimes related to 

race, gender, gender identity and expression, and sexuality, and builds on prior research 

on LGBT-related violence. Additionally, it builds on literature of gender, bodies and 

power. 

 It is important to make note of two points of language in this study. First, I use the 

terms transgender and gender non-conforming. Out of respect for the victims in this 

study, I am using the terms together as a means of avoiding assumptions about the way 

the victims identified while they were alive. Each of the homicide victims in this story 

was killed for living some part of their life with a gender identity or expression outside of 

the expectation of their gender assigned at birth. While many of the victims in this study 

were framed as transgender in the media, or by LGBT activists, this may not be how they 

self-identified. Because this research is largely about power, and the policing of gender, I 

did not want to take away the power of the victims, posthumously, by making 

assumptions about their identity. Second, I specifically discuss the experiences of 

transgender and gender non-conforming bodies throughout this work. This is not to 

dehumanize the individuals in this story, or separate them from their bodies, but to 

acknowledge the power relations between bodies that we, as a society, value and devalue 

(Butler 1993; Foucault 1980). Additionally, gender as a construct is often referred to in 

terms of bodies (Butler 1993). “Rather than being an objective quality of the body, 

gender is constituted by all the innumerable acts of performing it: how we dress, move, 

speak touch and look” (Stryker 2008: 131). In turn, the gender system often points to the 
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body, especially those that are non-conforming, as a way to prove its truth (Stryker 

2008).  

This thesis is about, and in response to, the ways that transgender and gender non-

conforming bodies have been policed, medicalized, dehumanized and victimized. Just in 

the ways that Foucault (1980) argued that power in modern day society operates 

indirectly though creating the desire within people to conform to the “normal” body (Rice 

2007), I argue that transgender and gender non-conforming bodies are subjected to 

violence because of their lack of conformity to traditional body norms. Because the 

bodies of transgender and gender non-conforming individuals do not conform to 

expectations of gender, and bodies of people of color do not conform to expectations of a 

hegemonic white masculinity (Connell 1995), and queer bodies do not conform to 

heteronormativity, transgender and non-conforming bodies of color are especially 

devalued, in life and (as I will discuss further) in death (Butler 1993). Because non-white 

transgender and gender non-conforming bodies are not seen as fully human, we give 

society “a radical rearticulation of what qualifies as bodies that matter, ways of living that 

count as “life,” lives worth protecting, lives worth saving, lives worth grieving” (Butler 

1993: 16).  

As I will argue in this thesis, having multiple embodied intersecting 

marginalizations sets certain individuals up for additional institutionalized discrimination 

and interpersonal and state violence. This can be explained through Intersectionality 

Theory, as I will discuss in following section.  
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THEORETICAL FOUNDATION 

To understand the type and extent of violence experienced by transgender and 

gender non-conforming bodies, especially those of color or part of other marginalized 

identities, I will use Intersectionality Theory. Intersectionality Theory provides a way to 

understand “the interaction between gender, race, and other categories of difference in 

individuals lives, social practice, institutional arrangements, and cultural ideologies and 

the outcomes of these interactions in terms of power” (Davis 2008:68). It denotes the 

ways in which institutional power structures simultaneously construct social relations 

(Collins 2004; Crenshaw 1991; Meyer 2008). Intersectionality Theory was developed as 

a response to conceptualizing systems of oppression as distinct from one another, or 

additive, which prevents researchers from having the ability to understand the nuance and 

complexity of their intersecting relationships (Meyer 2008; Collins 1990).  

Intersectionality Theory was originally developed by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) 

to explain the experiences and struggles of women of color, who often fall between the 

cracks of both feminist and anti-racist discourse. Crenshaw (1989) argued that theorists 

must take both gender and race into account to show how they interact to shape the 

multiple dimensions of black women’s lives. Intersectionality has since been called the 

“most important theoretical contribution that women’s studies has made so far” (McCall 

2005:1771). Feminist scholars from varying disciplines (humanities, economy, law, 

philosophy and social sciences), theoretical perspectives (phenomenology, structuralist 

sociology, psychoanalysis, and deconstructionism) and political persuasions (feminism, 
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anti-racism, multiculturalism, queer studies, and disability studies) argue that 

intersectionality is exactly what has been needed in the academy (Davis 2008). 

Intersectionality Theory has been used in hate crime research (Meyer 2008; Meyer 2011), 

but has not been used to specifically explore the victimization of transgender and gender 

non-conforming people. I will use this framework as a way to more robustly address the 

multiple, intersecting identities of the victims in this study, paying close attention to the 

ways in which these identities intersect with one another. 

As I explore in this thesis, transgender women of color have multiple intersecting 

identities (Cox 2014). Each of these identities contributes to our understanding of the 

violence experienced by their bodies. Crenshaw (1991) argues that race, gender, and 

other identity categories are most often treated in mainstream liberal discourses as 

indications of bias or domination. In other words, identity categories are treated as 

intrinsically negative frameworks from which social power works to exclude or 

marginalize all who are different. Intersectionality Theory offers an analytical approach 

that considers the effects of multiple categories of social group membership, happening at 

multiple levels (Cole 2008). Crenshaw (1991) urges us to recognize the differences 

within groups that contribute to the tension among groups. By recognizing the unique 

experiences of women of color as women of color, she demonstrates the ways that 

women of color are often marginalized within a race analysis that focuses on black men, 

and a gender analysis that focuses on white women.  

While identities at the intersections of race and gender experience unique 

challenges and marginalizations, transgender and gender non-conforming women of color 
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also experience life at the intersection of systems of power around race, gender, gender 

identity and sexuality. For example, for much of society, being a transwoman, is not seen 

as a legitimate female identity, which in turn complicates their status as a woman of 

color. This means the experience of being a transwoman of color is impacted by the 

structural positions of being a woman, and being perceived at times as a man of color. 

Due to societal definitions of hegemonic masculinity (Connell 1995), there is a 

perception of transwomen of color “really” being men of color; expressing femininity 

means they are often read as gay men, and therefore as gay men of color, operating 

outside of the societal expectations for a rigid gender binary. Non-white transgender and 

gender non-conforming individuals experience these structural disadvantages, regardless 

of their gender identity, or their actual sexual orientation. For these reasons, an 

intersectional approach to understanding the violence against black transgender and 

gender non-conforming bodies offers the best opportunity for illuminating the nuances of 

how race, class, gender and sexuality intersect and interact.  

As I will explore in the next section, these multiple marginalizations impact the 

lived experiences of black transgender and gender non-conforming individuals. Black 

transgender bodies are heavily impacted by institutions, like the media, economy and 

mental health care system. These institutions and their framings of, and interactions with, 

black transgender and gender non-conforming individuals provide context for high levels 

of interpersonal violence, including domestic violence and bias motivated crimes. These 

high levels of interpersonal violence are also legitimated and exacerbated by state 
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violence including the treatment of, and interactions with the transgender and gender 

non-conforming communities with law enforcement and the criminal justice system. 
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REVIEW OF LITERATURE  

 As argued by transgender actress and activist Laverne Cox, black transgender 

bodies are under attack (2014). This attack can be seen on many levels: interpersonal, 

institutional and state (Spade 2007), though violence, discrimination and dehumanization. 

As I explored in the last section, the attack on non-white transgender and gender non-

conforming bodies is best understood by exploring intersecting systems of power, 

structured by race, gender, gender identity and sexuality. It is therefore important to 

understand the violence against, and dehumanization of, non-white bodies, the bodies of 

sexual minorities, the bodies of women, and the bodies of people perceived to be 

transgender or gender non-conforming. In this section, I explore the experiences of 

violence being faced by transgender and gender non-conforming communities, at the 

levels of interpersonal, institutional and state, with particular emphasis on transgender 

and gender non-conforming communities of color. 

  At the interpersonal level, transgender and gender non-conforming women of 

color are one of the most at-risk groups when it comes to violent victimization (Cox 

2014; McDonald 2014; Sevelius 2013; Smyth and Jenness 2014; Vincent 2014). Because 

of the complexities, social stigmas, and intersectionalities of their identities, transgender 

and gender non-conforming women not only face risk because of their race, they also 

face risk because of their perceived gender identity and sexual orientation (Cox 2014; 

Smyth and Jenness 2014; Stotzer 2008; Westbrook and Schilt 2014). Transgender women 

of color face many intersecting marginalizations that put them at risk of both physical and 
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sexual violence, as well as domestic violence and sexually transmitted diseases (Hwahng 

and Nuttbrock 2007; Sevelius 2013). 

These violent and marginalizing interactions are embedded in institutions that are 

organized around, and which also serve to reproduce, institutionalized racism, sexism, 

homophobia and transphobia (Cox 2014; Meyer 2008; Meyer 2011). Transgender women 

and people of color, for example, often experience inequalities in the workplace, and are 

systematically excluded from the legitimate economy (Jauk 2013; National Transgender 

Discrimination Survey 2011; Segall 2011). Therefore, transwomen of color are more 

likely to be involved in underground economies, sex work, and drug markets (Hwahng 

and Nuttbrock 2007; Sevelius 2013). In the institution of family, transgender and gender 

non-conforming individuals are less likely to receive familial support, emotionally or 

financially, than their gender conforming peers (Bockting, Huang, Ding, Robinson and 

Rosser 2005). Koken, Bimbi and Parsons (2009) have found that transwomen of color, 

specifically, experience high levels of rejection and abuse from family members and 

caregivers. This again may push transwomen of color into the underground economy, or 

contribute to mental health issues (Jauk 2013; Sevelius 2013). Therefore, the 

interpersonal violence experienced by transgender women of color is best understood in 

the context of institutional disadvantage. 

These institutions operate under the umbrella of the state, which also contributes 

to the violence against, and devaluation of, transwomen of color. This can be seen in the 

way police interact with transwomen, and people of color, and the devaluation of black 

and transgender bodies in the criminal justice system. For the rest of this section, I will 
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explore the institutional contexts that reproduce the racism, sexism, homophobia and 

transphobia that shape the individual life experiences of transgender women of color, 

then I will explore how state violence contributes to these experiences. 

 

Institutional Contexts 

In order to understand the violence and devaluation faced by transgender and 

gender non-conforming communities, one must first understand the institutional barriers 

to which these communities are subjected. In this section of my literature review, I 

explore various levels of institutionalized inequalities in the media, the economy and 

provision of medical care, particularly as seen in mental health care. Each of these 

reproduce institutionalized racism, sexism, homophobia and transphobia that structure the 

life chances and experience of transwomen of color. Exploration of each of these 

institutions provides insight into how and why trans people face higher levels of 

victimization at the interpersonal and state levels. By understanding how the media depict 

transgender people in general, and the violence they face, it becomes clearer how and 

why stereotypes about transgender and gender non-conforming people are reproduced, 

keeping the devaluation of these bodies alive. Similarly, by understanding how economic 

inequalities and discrimination impact the trans community, it further explains why trans 

people are at higher risk for homelessness, involvement in sex work, and contraction of 

HIV. Finally, by furthering our understanding of the inequalities faced by transgender 

and gender non-conforming individuals, including in the medical institution, we can 

better understand how and why transgender people are at high risk of substance abuse, 



11 
 

  

suicidal ideation, as well as at higher risk for having a mental illness (or being perceived 

as having a mental illness). These explorations of institutional inequalities will provide 

context for the violence that is explained later in the review of literature.   

Media. Transgender and gender non-conforming individuals are often 

dehumanized, blamed for their own victimization and framed as deviant or deserving of 

violence by the media (Addams 2009; Trans Media Watch 2010; Williams 2009). The 

media play a substantial role in the ways that the general population feels about gender 

and gender non-conforming people (Addams 2009; Trans Media Watch 2010). In this 

section I will explore how the media impact the levels of violence that are experienced in 

the transgender and gender non-conforming communities. While the stories and lives of 

transgender and gender non-conforming individuals are largely ignored, including the 

violence against them (Allred 2006), when their stories are told, the framing often 

dehumanizes (Meyer 2011; Williams 2009), blames the victim, or frames the victim as 

deviant. Such framing increases their already high risk of interpersonal and state violence 

(Trans Media Watch 2010).  The framing of transgender and gender non-conforming 

bodies that is often seen in the media, news broadcasts, television programs and written 

news often contributes to the negative stereotypes of trans and gender non-conforming 

people. For example, when transgender women are shown on television or in movies, 

they are portrayed as archetypes: mentally ill, sexually deviant or deceptive (Addams 

2009). In this next section I focus specifically on the dehumanization, victim blaming and 

deviance framing of transgender and gender non-conforming people in the media. 
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The media often dehumanize transgender and gender non-conforming people, and 

in particular, present them as inhuman objects (Meyer 2011). For transwomen, the 

representation is often that of a hypersexualized ‘shemale’ (Meyer 2011). In his study of 

intersectional systems of oppression and their impacts on LGBT hate crime violence, 

Meyer (2011) found that the media’s deviant portrayal of transgender people reproduces 

stereotypes of transwomen as hypersexual, an object of deviant desire, or a “man” 

deserving of violence. One participant in his study noted: 

…with the media and the pornography industry, like the shemales and stuff like 
that, they don’t give us a good name…a straight guy meets a woman of trans 
experience, and first think, they’re like, ‘oh, a shemale’. They think about freaky 
and stuff like that. A lot of guys, they’re aware that we look like chicks, but we 
still got a dick, so they think they can hit, they can beat up, and that's fine because 
they’re still beating up a male (Meyer 2011:137). 
 
When trans people are minimized or made into caricatures through media-

constructed images, they are seen as deserving of violence. As mentioned in the example 

above, many transwomen are still seen as biological men, so most men have less of a 

problem abusing them as they are not hitting a real woman. For most trans people 

however, the violence they are subjected to is even more extreme because they are not 

even seen as real men. They are dehumanized to such a degree that they are among the 

most at risk group of people when it comes to interpersonal violence (Meyer 2011; 

Williams 2009). Additionally, this dehumanization of transgender and gender non-

conforming people makes it easier for perpetrators to justify violence, and allows them to 

“view their actions as harming an object rather than a person” (Meyer 2011: 36).  
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Victim blaming is also a common framing in media discussions of violence 

against transgender and gender non-conforming communities (Bettcher 2007; Williams 

2009; Witten and Eyler 1999). Being classified as a “deceiver” –as someone who is 

hiding who they really are–often plays a role in how the media blames victims for their 

own deaths/abuse (Bettcher 2007; Buist and Stone 2014; Williams 2009). Being seen as a 

“deceiver” places one in the category of being morally defective or suspect, coupled with 

the deviant label one has for living outside of hegemonic masculinity and/or the gender 

binary. In general, cultural institutionalized heterosexism favors the gender binary and, in 

particular, hegemonic masculinity and legitimates, and some argue, demands the 

punishment of those who violate these norms/structures. The media play a substantial 

role in how cultural institutionalized heterosexism is reproduced, with all things 

heterosexual being deemed normal, and non-heterosexual lives and bodies are deemed 

abnormal, or deviant (Herek 1990). This deviant label, Herek (1990) argues, leads to the 

anti-gay violence that we have seen in the United States. Likewise, this framing of a non-

heterosexual identity as deviant blames victims for being abnormal, and in turn 

dehumanizes them and their bodies, setting them up to be worthy of violence.  

Intersecting with the media dehumanization of queer and trans bodies, 

communities of color also struggle to have their victimization by violence represented as 

a just and worthy concern by the media (Feagin 2013; Meyer 2011). African Americans, 

are often blamed for their own deaths and inaccurately represented in the media (Feagin 

2013; Lyons 2006; Meyer 2011). African American men are often portrayed as 

dangerous and violent, which delegitimizes the victimization and racism that they face 
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(Oliver 2003). Additionally, in the media people of color, particularly men of color, are 

most often depicted as the perpetrators of violence rather than victims of violence (Feagin 

2013; Oliver 2003). This depiction can often lead to the inabilities for viewers to see 

people of color as worthy of grief when they are represented as victims of violence 

(Feagin 2013; Oliver 2003). If transgender women of color are being perceived as being 

deceptive men of color, this may further set them up for violent victimization. If they are 

being perceived as deceptive gay men of color, this may also set them up for violence, 

and further blame the victim for being attacked. All of this is exacerbated by the 

structural vulnerabilities that can come from transwomen of color being pushed out of the 

legitimate economy. 

Economy and Housing. Transgender and gender non-conforming people are at 

high risk of being subjected to economic institutionalized discrimination (Davis 2014; 

Lombardi et al. 2002; Movement Advancement Project 2015a; Movement Advancement 

Project 2015b). This discrimination can be seen in high levels of unemployment, 

involvement in underground economies, and homelessness status. Transgender and 

gender non-conforming people are more likely to be discriminated against at work, 

leading to unlawful firing or leaving a job due to hostile work environments (Movement 

Advancement Project 2015a; Movement Advancement Project 2015b). This mistreatment 

within (or exclusion from) traditional forms of occupation can lead transgender and 

gender non-conforming people into underground economies—particularly sex work (Jauk 

2013; Sausa, Keatly and Operario 2007). Transgender and gender non-conforming people 

are also at higher risk for being subjected to housing discrimination and make up a large 
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percentage of homeless people within the LGBT community (Movement Advancement 

Project 2015b). In this section I will explore these three areas of economic discrimination 

and go more in depth on the impacts they have on the transgender and gender non-

conforming communities.  

The unemployment rate among the transgender community is one of the highest 

of any population in the United States (Davis 2014; National LGBTQ Task Force 2011). 

Additionally, the transgender community is nearly four times more likely than the general 

population to have an income under $10,000 per year (National Transgender 

Discrimination Survey 2011). The National Transgender Discrimination Survey (2011), 

found that between 13% and 47% of transgender workers reported being unfairly denied 

a job, and 78% report being harassed, mistreated, or discriminated against at work. When 

compared to the LGB population, it becomes clear that transgender and gender non-

conforming people face much more discrimination in the gendered, raced, and 

heteronormative workplace. According to a 2011 survey done by the Williams Institute 

on employment discrimination and its effects on LGBT people, 27% of respondents 

reported facing discrimination at work, while only 7% of respondents reported losing a 

job based on their sexual orientation. While this is still a substantial problem for the 

broader queer community, this is a problem that disproportionately impacts the 

transgender community.  

While transgender and gender non-conforming communities are clearly being 

impacted by discrimination in the workplace, pockets within these communities are being 

impacted even more so than others. For example, transgender workers of color report 
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higher rates of job loss and employment discrimination compared to white transgender 

workers (Movement Advancement Project 2015b). The differential experience of trans 

people of color mirrors the national unemployment statistics that show unemployment 

rates of people of color being almost two times those of whites; 13% vs. 7% (Bureau of 

Labor Statistics 2013). These rates are exacerbated when taking into account the high 

rates of people in color who are disproportionately incarcerated in the United States; 

stigmas and legal discrimination against felons leads to higher levels of unemployment in 

some of the most vulnerable communities (Segall 2011). While the stereotype is often 

presented by the media that African American’s choose gang involvement and 

underground drug economies as a legitimate form of employment, it is often a 

constrained choice, when people of color have been pushed out of the legitimate 

economy (Densley and Stevens 2014). This mirrors the experience of transgender and 

gender non-conforming women of color; they are also being pushed out of traditional 

workforces at a noticeably high rate (National Transgender Discrimination Survey 2011), 

and often get involved in sex work and other underground economies as a way of 

surviving (Jauk 2013; Sausa et al. 2007). These experiences in the economy then connect 

to the institution of the media, where victims of violence are blamed for their own deaths. 

This gives police justification for seeing transgender victims as less than human and 

therefore inevitable victims of violence (Sausa et al. 2007).     

Sex work involvement is one of the most predominant byproducts of economic 

inequalities. People of color, especially women of color, are most at risk for being pushed 

into sex work (Sausa et al. 2007). Given the intersections of race, gender, gender identity 
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and sexuality, then, transgender women of color are especially vulnerable to being forced 

into this aspect of the underground economy. Involvement in sex work, coupled with 

these intersectional identities and corresponding marginalizations puts individuals at risk 

for higher levels of violence, stigma, discrimination and other human rights violations 

(National Center for Transgender Equality 2012; World Health Organization 2012), 

Transgender sex work involvement is even further complicated because of its association 

with inconsistent condom use and increased risk of STI and HIV infections (World 

Health Organization 2012).  

Transgender women of color who engage in sex work have unique needs and 

experiences that cannot often be explained through the typical sex work discourse (Sausa 

et al. 2007). Due to the fact that this population is particularly economically vulnerable, 

they also face vulnerabilities in the public health sector (Sausa et al. 2007; Testa et al. 

2012; World Health Organization 2012). In order to survive, many transgender and 

gender non-conforming women have to exchange sex for food, shelter, money to support 

their families, health care, medical treatment, housing expenses and education costs 

(Sausa et al. 2007). Additionally, and as will be explained in the next section of this 

thesis, many trans women exchange sex as a way to support their drug and other 

substance abuse habits (Sausa et al. 2007). Despite these downfalls to sex work 

involvement, not all transwomen have negative experiences working in the sex work 

industry. For some, sex work is not a result of being pushed out of the mainstream 

workforce. Monetary incentives were particularly positive for those who were seeking 
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hormone replacement therapy, transgender related surgeries, or were involved in sex 

work as a choice rather than a last resort (Sausa et al. 2007).  

For those transgender individuals, including transgender women of color, who are 

forcefully pushed out of, or devalued in the legitimate economy, being involved in sex 

work often means difficulty in securing adequate and consistent housing. Even without 

financial issues, trans people also face discrimination when trying to find housing; in 

most states, discrimination against transgender individuals in housing is legal (Lombardi 

et al. 2002; National Transgender Discrimination Survey 2011). The National 

Transgender Discrimination Survey (2011) found that roughly one in five transgender 

people in the United States have been refused a home or apartment, and more than one in 

ten have been evicted because of their gender identity (Movement Advancement Project 

2015b). This may help explain the high homeless rate in the transgender community. The 

National LGBTQ Task Force (2011) found that roughly 2% of the transgender and 

gender non-conforming population is homeless; this is nearly double the national 

average. Homeless trans people face discrimination from agencies that should be helping 

them, with nearly one in three trans people reporting being turned away from a shelter 

due to a their transgender status (Goodmark 2013; Greenberg 2012; Movement 

Advancement Project 2015b). 

As with many of the conversations about discrimination against transgender and 

gender non-conforming communities, race is a factor that must be considered. While 

African Americans make up less than 15 percent of the total population in the United 

States (Johnson 2010), they account for nearly half of the total homelessness population 
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(National Transgender Discrimination Survey 2011). This puts transgender and gender 

non-conforming people of color at an even higher risk of facing homelessness. Such 

people are also at more risk of experiencing physical violence as being a low-income 

person of color also makes one more likely to experience more physical violence than a 

white low-income person (Bureau of Justice Statistics 2007; Smyth and Jenness 2014). 

Additionally, studies have shown that being homeless or without a permanent or stable 

residence put individuals at higher risk of being subjected to violence on both the 

interpersonal and state levels (Williams Institute 2011), as individuals experiencing 

homelessness are often criminalized and harassed by law enforcement (Tars, Johnson, 

Bauman and Foscarinis 2013). Given that trans people, particularly those of color, are 

already at tremendous risk of violence, facing economic injustices is just one more layer 

of complication in their already marginalized intersecting identities (Lombardi et al 2002; 

Lombardi 2009; Smyth and Jenness 2014; Witten and Eyler 1999). These risks of 

homelessness and violence both contribute to, and are exacerbated by, the experiences of 

transgender individuals in the mental health care industry. 

Mental Health Care. As a result of many of the economic inequalities faced by the 

transgender and gender non-conforming communities, many members of these same 

communities face inequalities in health care access, treatment and access to resources for 

substance abuse problems and access to mental health care (Healthy People 2010). 

Mental illness and substance abuse problems are quite prominent in the transgender 

community (Testa et al. 2007; Williams Institute 2014). As a result of these problems, 

transgender and gender non-conforming people are at much higher risk for suicide and or 
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suicidal tendencies. Studies have shown that suicidal ideation is widely reported among 

transgender and gender non-conforming people (Substance Abuse and Mental Health 

Services Administration 2012; Testa et al. 2012). While it cannot be exactly determined 

how many of these populations are impacted due to a lack of consistent longitudinal 

tracking of the transgender community, it is estimated that between 38 and 65 percent of 

transgender and gender non-conforming people have suicidal ideation (Substance Abuse 

and Mental Health Services Administration 2012). Testa et al (2012) argue that both 

transwomen and transmen are impacted by mental illness at higher rates than the general 

population, and those who have endured physical and/or sexual violence are significantly 

more likely to report having attempted suicide. Testa, et al. (2012) also suggests that 

difficulties related to suicidal ideation are linked to the experiences that come with being 

trans, including gender dysphoria and being at higher risk of violence. Transgender 

victims of violence then experience higher risk of suicidal ideation, suicide attempts and 

substance abuse (Testa et al. 2012). Additionally, because of the way transgender and 

gender non-conforming people are medicalized (i.e. “gender dysphoria” is an official 

diagnosis in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders), this community 

is further stigmatized for being mentally ill (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders 2013; Lev 2013) 

 One of the largest problems that makes mental illness more difficult for the 

transgender and gender non-conforming communities is the fact that they face barriers to 

mental health care (Healthy People 2010). These barriers include having no health 

insurance, having inadequate health insurance coverage, living in poverty, living in 
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isolated areas or in crowded inner cities, facing discrimination, experiencing stigma, and 

encountering cultural barriers such as a lack of literacy (Healthy People 2010).  

Mental illness is not only a problem impacting the transgender community. An 

estimated one in four adults in the United States experience mental illness in any given 

year (National Alliance on Mental Illness 2013). However, while LGBT people only 

make up between two and four percent of the US population (Gates 2014), they account 

for roughly 25% of those reported to have a mental illness (National Alliance on Mental 

Health 2007). Just as with transgender and gender non-conforming people, members of 

the LGB community face stigma and prejudice based on their sexual orientation and 

gender identity, while also, if they need help with their mental health status, having to 

confront societal biases against mental illness (National Alliance on Mental Health 2007). 

This is what some scholars refer to as the double stigma; facing both the stigma of being 

a gender and/or sexual minority and having a mental illness (National Alliance on Mental 

Illness 2013). This mental illness stigma intensifies for people facing additional 

marginalizations, such as those living in poverty, those with disabilities, and those who 

are from communities of color (National Alliance on Mental Health 2007). African 

Americans (trans or otherwise) are at much higher risk of experiencing mental illness 

than all other racial and ethnic groups in the United States (United States Department of 

Health and Human Services: Office of Minority Health 2014). Additionally, African 

Americans living in poverty are three times more likely to report serious psychological 

distress, which can be explained by their intersecting marginalized identities and 
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structural oppressions faced by African Americans in the United States (United States 

Department of Health and Human Services: Office of Minority Health 2014). 

Substance and drug use often serves as a way to escape the effects of mental 

illness stigma that is often associated with marginalized identities (Hunt 2012). Alcohol 

and other drug abuse are especially problematic for transgender and gender non-

conforming communities due to their limited access to resources for those struggling with 

either alcohol or illegal drug use (Healthy People 2010; Hunt 2012; Sausa et al. 2007). It 

is argued that this limitation of resources often puts transgender and gender non-

conforming people in risky situations (Clements-Noelle, Marx, Guzman and Katz 2001). 

For example, lack of mental health resources leads to drug and substance use, which can 

put transgender and gender non-conforming people, especially those of color, at even 

higher risk of becoming involved in sex work as a way of supporting (or in some cases, 

escaping from) their drug and/or substance abuse (Clements-Noelle et al. 2001). 

Additionally, transgender sex workers, especially those of color, have said they use 

substances as a way to numb themselves from the emotional costs of sex work (Sausa et 

al. 2007). Because of these issues, alcohol and substance abuse have been identified as a 

major health concern among transgender and gender non-conforming people in the 

United States (Nuttbrock et al. 2009). As with many of the barriers faced by transgender 

and gender non-conforming communities, the more marginalized a person is, the more at 

risk they are for violence and institutionalized discrimination.  
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Interpersonal Violence 

Violence against transgender and gender non-conforming bodies mirrors the 

violence experienced by women, and sexual minority communities, but is also unique in 

many ways (Meyer 2008; Meyer 2011). As I explore in this section, violence against the 

trans community can come in many forms. The two forms of interpersonal violence that I 

will discuss in this section are domestic violence and bias motivated violence. 

Additionally, I will focus on how of this much violence against transgender and gender 

non-conforming people can result in overkill; a term used to indicate the infliction of 

such excessive violence that it pushes a body beyond death (Stanley 2011). I recognize 

that these forms of violence are not entirely unique to transgender and gender non-

conforming communities, so I will reemphasize my intersectional approach by showing 

how interpersonal violence against transpeople can be seen through the same lens as LGB 

related violence and violence against women.  

Domestic Violence. Domestic violence is defined by the US Department of 

Justice as “as physical, sexual, economic, and/or emotional abuse perpetrated against an 

intimate partner in order to assert power and control over that partner” (2015). Domestic 

violence in the transgender community, while similar in many ways to heterosexual 

domestic violence, has qualities of its own (Greenberg 2011; Meyer 2011). Domestic 

violence against members of the transgender and gender non-conforming communities is 

often a byproduct of ones partner’s disapproval of their gender identity and/or expression 

(National Transgender Discrimination Survey 2011). Transwomen in particular, are often 

victims of domestic violence when they make their trans status known to their male 
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partner (Meyer 2011). Victims are often deprived of humanistic qualities, being called ‘it’ 

and purposefully misgendered by their perpetrators (Greenberg 2011; Meyer 2011). 

One’s trans status can also put them at additional risk for being emotionally controlled by 

an abusing partner, and having their identity used against them as a form of control 

(Meyer 2011; National Coalition of Anti-Violence 2014). Additionally, it has been 

argued that trans people are nearly four times more likely to have an annual income of 

under $10,000, putting them at risk of being economically controlled by their partners 

(Greenberg 2011; National Transgender Discrimination Survey 2011). These issues of 

control can be further complicated by the intersection of other marginalized identities 

trans people might have, such as being HIV positive, unemployed, or in transition from 

one gender to another (Clements-Nolle et al. 2001; Greenberg 2011).   

One of the most troubling characteristics of transgender domestic violence is that 

it is often delegitimized or characterized as bias motivated violence (e.g. hate based 

violence perpetrated primarily by a stranger) rather than as intimate partner abuse 

(Goodmark 2013). This inaccurate representation of intimate partner violence make it 

seems as if the domestic violence being experienced in trans relationships is artificial or 

not worthy of concern (Greenberg 2011). When the abuse or violence is seen as 

legitimate however, transgender and gender non-conforming victims often face legal and 

medical barriers to receiving help (Goodmark 2013; National Coalition of Anti-Violence 

2014; Testa et al. 2012). Given that the domestic violence legal system operates 

imperfectly and typically on behalf of white, straight, middle-class women, trans and 

gender non-conforming people are often left without support from legal resources 
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(Goodmark 2013). In fact, transwomen (especially transwomen of color) often are 

subjected to further violence from the police if they do seek legal support (Gattozzi 2009; 

Goodmark 2013; National Coalition of Anti-Violence 2014; Testa et al. 2012). The 

National Coalition of Anti Violence (2014) found that compared to non-transgender 

victims of domestic violence, transgender women were 5.2 times more likely to 

experience revictimization by police violence when interacting with the police because of 

a domestic violence situation. For example, in some reported cases of domestic violence 

in trans relationships, victims were subjected to both physical and emotional abuse by 

law enforcement; subjecting victims to revictimization and/or failing to intervene in the 

initial abusive matter (Critical Resistance and Incite! Women of Color Against Violence 

2003; Gattozzi 2009).  

While there is disagreement among scholars about the root cause and explanations 

for domestic violence, research demonstrate that the effects of domestic violence impacts 

LGB, transgender, and heterosexual women in similar ways (Heintz and Melendez 2006). 

Heterosexual and LGB people however, often have access to resources that are not made 

available to transgender domestic violence victims for whom access to safe domestic 

violence shelters is particularly difficult (Greenberg 2011). As explored earlier, 

transgender people are at higher risk for homelessness (Movement Advancement Project 

2015a; Movement Advancement Project 2015b; Sausa et al. 2007), which can be in part 

explained by their inaccessibility to domestic violence shelters (Greenberg 2012; 

Goodmark 2013). The 2011 National Transgender Discrimination Survey found that of 

transgender respondents who had sought access to domestic violence shelters, 55% had 
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been harassed by domestic violence shelter staff, while another 29% were turned away 

because of their gender expression and/or identity. Transgender and gender non-

conforming people face the obstacle of domestic violence service often being gender-

segregated, which means that the shelters are only willing/able to support people of one 

gender (Greenberg 2012; Goodmark 2013). Transgender women in particular, often face 

the most discrimination when seeking domestic violence services. These services 

typically handle transgender women in one of three ways: “by flatly refusing to admit 

transgender women, by accepting only post-operative transgender women, or by having a 

policy of accepting clients who can document that they are undergoing a gender 

transition” (Goodmark 2013: 68). Shelters who refuse services to transwomen often do so 

because they do not respect or understand transgender identities; they use one’s birth sex 

to determine whether or not they are worthy of services (Greenberg 2012; Goodmark 

2013). Likewise, they use their own understanding of our rigid gender binary system to 

determine whether one’s gender or (assumed) sexual orientation is worthy of support or 

services. 

The existence of domestic violence in LGB relationships has finally started to 

enter the national conversation of intimate partner violence (Greenberg 2011), and while 

it is not discussed nearly as much as domestic violence in heterosexual relationships, it is 

not being entirely overlooked. Discussions about domestic violence in transgender and 

gender non-conforming relationships however (where at least one partner is trans or 

gender non-conforming) is nearly non-existent (Goodmark 2013; Testa et al. 2012). A 

recent study on intimate partner violence done at the UCLA Center for Health and Policy 
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Research found that domestic violence within LGB relationships is nearly twice as likely 

to occur as in heterosexual relationships (Zhand, May, Grant and Holtby 2011). In 

relationships where one or both partners are transgender or gender non-conforming, there 

are higher rates for reported domestic violence than in other LGBT partnerships 

(Courvant and Cook-Daniels 2003; Greenberg 2011). While domestic violence within 

transgender and gender non-conforming communities is not well documented, the 

Gender, Violence and Resource Access Survey (2005) found that 50% of transgender 

respondents reported having been assaulted or raped by an intimate partner. Likewise, 

thirty-one percent of respondents identified themselves as survivors of domestic violence 

(Gender, Violence and Resource Access Survey 2005; Greenberg 2011).  

As will be discussed later in this thesis, some of the domestic violence seen in 

transgender and gender non-conforming relationships results in the loss of one’s life 

(Goodmark 2012; Witten and Eyler 1999). This is also a pattern that can be seen in LGB 

domestic violence and domestic violence against women in heterosexual relationships 

(Websdale 2003). In general, black women are victimized at a rate 35% higher than white 

women and 22% higher than other women of color (Rennison 2003). While it is well 

documented that domestic violence fatalities affect all women, they disproportionately 

affect black women (Bent-Goodly 2013). Like black women in general, black 

transgender women are the group with the highest victimization rates across the board 

and are at most risk for being subjected to intimate partner violence during their lifetime 

(New York City Anti-Violence Project 2014). 
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Bias-Motivated Crimes. Beyond domestic violence, transgender and gender non-

conforming communities are also among the most at risk for bias (hate) motivated 

violence (National Coalition of Anti-Violence 2013). Some scholars (Smyth and Jenness, 

2014) argue that the excessive violence against trans people can be understood as a result 

of a rigid gender binary in U.S. culture where perpetrators’ violence is their means of 

‘doing gender’ and as a response to the victims’ failure to do so appropriately. That is, 

engaging in anti-trans violence operates as a way for some men to reaffirm their own 

masculinity and to punish those who fail to enact the masculinity that the perpetrators 

believe they should be enacting (Lee and Kwan 2014; Smyth and Jenness 2014). 

Similarly, Lombardi, Wilchins, Priesing, and Malouf (2002) posit that we live in a 

societal structure where people have been given permission to punish and abuse gender 

non-conforming people. They use Herek (1990) to explain that transgender people, or 

anyone who transgresses gender roles and expectations, remain at the low end of the 

social hierarchy of acceptability, and are therefore subjected to much higher levels of bias 

motivated violence. Meyer (2011) argues that trans people often experience higher levels 

of bias motivated violence when transitioning from one gender to another, when their 

appearance does not match their biological sex (respondents reported lower levels of 

victimization when they were passing) and they are identifiable as non-gender 

conforming people. 

Meyer (2011) also argues that the lived experiences of transgender and gender 

non-conforming people are different from the rest of the LGB community, and therefore 

their violence needs special examination. He states that while anti-trans violence is 
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different than anti-gay violence, perpetrators often use homophobic insults rather than 

transphobic ones. White and Goldberg (2006) argue that there is much more that needs to 

be examined to understand the violence against the transgender community. With that 

said, the authors acknowledge that tracking trans violence is nearly impossible due to the 

current lack of tracking mechanisms. White and Goldberg (2006) argue that, “even the 

usual sources of reporting interpersonal violence are largely unavailable to trans 

survivors: police and emergency medical services are compromised options because of 

their history of violence against trans people” (125). Additionally, for people who are 

visibly or publicly gender-variant, there is not only the pain of feeling like you do not fit 

in, but also the tremendous burden of having to deal with other people’s reactions to their 

gender expression (White and Goldberg 2006).  

This characteristic of violence can also be seen in violence against the LGB 

community (National Coalition of Anti-Violence 2013). According to the 2013 LGBTQ 

Hate Violence Report from the National Coalition on Anti-Violence Programs, LGBTQ 

people were significantly more likely to experience threats, intimidation, harassment, 

discrimination, and sexual violence than non LGBT-people. According to the Hate Crime 

Statistics from the US Department of Justice (2013), just over 20% of all bias motivated 

crimes are against gender and sexual minorities. LGBT people of color are at even more 

risk of bias motivated violence than their white counterparts (National Coalition of Anti-

Violence 2013), showing the role of race in intersectional identities and violence. 

According to the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s Uniform Crime Report 

(UCR), there were nearly 3,500 victims of racially motivated hate crimes in 2012. This 
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represented nearly half of all bias motivated crime, and anti-black bias was involved in 

66.2 percent of the racially motivated crimes. Anti-white bias was involved in 22 percent 

of the incidents (U.S. Department of Justice 2014). While hate crimes statistics are not a 

perfect representation of bias-related victimization, it does help to paint a picture of the 

pervasive violence against black bodies relative to other groups. Similarly, a recent report 

on black homicide victimization found that African Americans were four times more 

likely than any other group to be murdered (Bureau of Justice Statistics 2007; Violence 

Policy Center 2015). Black transwomen are the most at risk group to be subjected to both 

racially and gender based hate crimes (Movement Advancement Project 2015; National 

Coalition of Anti-Violence 2013). These intersecting marginalized identities also put 

black transwomen at the highest risk of being subjected to overkill; where offenders were 

so violent towards victims that they could have been killed more than one time (Kelley 

2011). 

Overkill. Overkill is a common characteristic of transgender and gender non-

conforming homicides (Davis 2014; Lloyd 2013). With that said, it should be clear that 

while overkill is not a typical characteristic of any homicide group, it is found most often 

in hate based violence (Bartlett 2007; Kelley 2011) Overkill is a term used to indicate the 

infliction of such excessive violence that it pushes a body beyond death (Lloyd 2013; 

Stanley 2011). Some of the victims in this study were killed by multiple forms of attack; 

beaten, stabbed and shot, all during the same incident, for example. The National 

Coalition of Anti-Violence Programs (2013) has observed that hate violence often 

involves extreme emotional responses on the part of the hate violence offenders. In other 
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words, much of the violence that is anti-LGBT related is so emotionally charged that 

offenders often kill victims to the point of overkill (Gruenewald 2012). This is especially 

true for the transgender and gender non-conforming communities.  

Overkill is a gender-based characteristic of violence, where one is murdered for 

their violation (or perceived violation) of gender norms (Wallace 2004). Because of this 

violation, trans and gender non-conforming people face scrutiny, as well as having their 

sexual orientation questioned, putting them at further risk of violence (Lloyd 2013; 

Meyer 2011). Additionally, and as discussed earlier in this thesis, transgender and gender 

non-conforming victims of violence are often framed as deceivers (Bettcher 2007; Buist 

and Stone 2014). This framing often leads to what the media refers to as trans panic, 

letting the perpetrator off the hook because they acted in an irrational way when they 

discovered the “real” identity of a trans or gender non-conforming person (Bettcher 2007; 

Lloyd 2013; Stanley 2011; Westbrook and Schilt 2013).  

This characteristic of overkill because of an alleged deceiving identity has also 

been seen in LGB related violence, and has been referred to as gay panic (Stanley 2011). 

Like trans panic, gay panic is the idea that an offender panics and/or loses control of their 

emotions and actions upon finding out that someone (often their partner) is really non-

heterosexual. Most often this behavior is seen among men when their masculinity and 

heterosexual identity is challenged or called into question (Lloyd 2013; Stanley 2011). 

Masculinity theory explains that as a way to defend their masculinity and heterosexual 

identity, men will overcompensate and become hyper aggressive towards the individual 



32 
 

  

threatening their identity, often resulting in brutal killings and cases of overkill (Kelley 

and Grunewald 2015; Lloyd 2013).  

As mentioned above, transgender women of color are the most at risk group 

among the LGBT community when it comes to violence (Davis 2014; National Coalition 

of Anti-Violence 2013; Stanley 2011). Black and Latina transwomen are murdered at 

higher rates than white transwomen, and their murders are typically excessively brutal 

and can be classified as overkill (Davis 2014). As I will discuss in the following section, 

police investigators often fail to thoroughly investigate trans homicides, but especially if 

they are victims of overkill (Davis 2014). Additionally, transgender and gender non-

conforming homicides (particularly those cases of overkill) fail to ever reach the radar of 

local news; leaving their stories untold and stripping victims of their access to justice 

after their death (Davis 2014). 

Transgender and gender non-conforming communities are not the only group that 

is being subjected to overkill (Douglas 2005; Gruenewald 2012; Tomsen 2013). Members 

of the LGBT community at large are often subjected to violence so extreme that many 

cases result in overkill (Douglas 2005; Gruenewald 2012; Tomsen 2013). In his 2009 

study on LGBT violence, Tomsen (2009) found that bashing (with object) was the most 

common cause of death, while other victims were killed by stabbing or beatings (with 

hands or feet). As a result of his study, Tomsen (2009) argued that perpetrators of LGBT 

violence prefer a more “hands on approach” as a way of increasing their personal 

gratification of the violence (65). This intimate, hands on approach seems to be a 

common characteristic of violence faced by gender and sexual minorities. Janoff (2005) 
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for example, found that 60% of the homicides that involved excessive violence or 

characteristics of overkill were based on sexual orientation bias (Gruenewald 2012).  

One component of transgender homicide that is unique to only this community is 

the fact that perpetrators of transgender and gender non-conforming homicide have, and 

often do, use what scholars refer to as the trans panic defense (Bettcher 2007; Lloyd 

2013; Westbrook and Schilt 2013). As mentioned earlier in this thesis, trans panic often 

lets offenders off the hook, allowing them to use this defense to justify their behavior 

after having been tricked or deceived by a transwoman who was really a man (Bettcher 

2007; Lloyd 2013; Westbrook and Schilt 2013). Additionally, trans panic is often used as 

justification for overkill, or excessive use of violence in situations of trans brutality 

(Lloyd 2013; Stanley 2011). In September 2014, California became the first and only 

state to ban the use of gay and trans panic defenses as justification of murder (Molloy 

2014), and while this can be seen as a singular groundbreaking move, perpetrators of 

trans-related violence across the country are still using this defense as a way to minimize 

their charges (Lee and Kwan 2014).  

While offenders of transgender violence are often left out of conversations of anti-

transgender violence, a small collection of scholars have begun to focus on motivations 

of trans-related violence and common characteristics shared by perpetrators of anti-trans 

violence. One of the most commonly discussed motivations of trans-related violence, 

especially towards transwomen, is the perpetrator’s fear of tarnishing their masculinity or 

being seen as gay (Lee and Kwan 2014). Scholars examining masculinity hypothesize 

that men are byproducts of their social surroundings and are socialized to believe that in 
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order to be a real man, he must be the opposite of all things feminine. “Being a man 

means not being like women” (Kimmel 2005), and in a society that often equates being 

like a woman to being gay, being a real man means avoiding all things gay—including 

transwomen. 

Another motivation that scholars believe to be linked to trans-related violence is 

the perpetrators desires to enforce gender norms (Lee and Kwan 2014).  

Trans-related violence may be motivated by the defendant’s extreme discomfort 
with any manifestation of gender non-conformity. His act of killing the 
transgender female reflects a desire to enforce prevailing gender norms that align 
sex with gender and masculine identity with heterosexual orientation” (Lee and 
Kwan 2014: 40).  
 
It is argued that negative attitudes towards those who are LGBT or gender non-

conforming reinforce systems of misogyny, patriarchy, and a binary system where male 

identities are default (Lee and Kwan 2014). Trans people, especially transwomen, disrupt 

our abilities to feel stable within categories of gender and sexuality (Norton and Herek 

2013). Additionally, and most importantly, they challenge the heterosexual identity of 

male perpetrators by being biologically male. 

 

State Violence 

The amount of discrimination and violence transgender and gender non-

conforming people experience interpersonally, and within institutional contexts, is 

exacerbated and reproduced in their high rates of state violence (Meyer 2011; Moran and 

Sharpe 2004; Movement Advancement Project 2015a; Movement Advancement Project 

2015b). As explained above, gendered, raced, heteronormative and gender normative 
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social institutions have created an environment where transgender and gender non-

conforming people are seen as less than human, resulting in societal permission to punish 

them, whether inadvertently or directly (Lombardi et al. 2012). Our legal classifications 

of gender in the United States exclude any possibility for the existence of trans people, 

through the adherence to the rigid binary system (Spade 2008). The idea that our legal 

system has no space for transgender identities is evident when exploring how trans 

people are treated as victims of violence, and in their unequal treatment in the criminal 

justice system, as victims and offenders. Trans people are treated unfairly by many 

aspects of the criminal justice system, and are often subjected to violence from the police 

(Buist and Stone 2014; Meyer 2011; Moran and Sharpe 2004). The reliance on biological 

determination of sex and gender are (and will continue) to cause problems for trans 

people in (or affected by) the criminal justice system (Buist and Stone 2014).  

In this section of my literature review, I will explore the inequalities and violence 

faced by transgender and gender non-conforming people in our criminal justice system. 

More specifically, I will examine police violence against the transgender and gender non-

conforming communities, even when they are victims. I argue that the inequalities seen in 

treatment and outcomes of offenders of trans-related violence constitutes state violence.  

 

Police Violence 

Interactions with the police are not uncommon for transgender and gender non-

conforming people. Transwomen, especially those of color, living with intersecting 

marginalized identities, are often denied access to sustainable, non-criminalized means to 
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support themselves and their families, and turn to criminalized street industries as a way 

to survive (Incite! Women of Color Against Violence 2014). Being involved with 

criminalized industries, sex work for example, means that trans people are more likely to 

have interactions with the police (Greenberg 2012). The policing and criminalization of 

sex work involvement is frequently illustrated by routine forms of racist, homophobic, 

transphobic and misogynist abuse by members of law enforcement toward transwomen 

(Mogul, Ritchie and Witlock 2011). Likewise, “Gender non-conformity is perceived to be 

enough to signal ‘intent to prostitute,’ regardless of whether any evidence exists to 

support such an inference” (Mogul et al. 2011: 62).  

Interactions with police, especially if you are a transgender person of color, can 

range from humiliating and dehumanizing to excessively violent and dangerous 

(Greenberg 2012). This is especially the case for transgender women of color who are 

often profiled as sex workers and stopped by police for “walking while trans”; a concept 

brought renewed attention after the 2013 arrest of African American transwoman and 

activist, Monica Jones. In brief, Jones was arrested in Arizona for being African 

American, for being a woman, and more importantly, being an African American 

transwoman. Similarly, transgender women of color across the country are being profiled 

by police as being engaged in sex work, being homeless, and being in places where they 

are perceived to not belong (American Civil Liberties Union 2014).  

The policing, hyper-criminalization and racist profiling of LGBT and gender non-

conforming bodies has arguably been the most visible point of contact between these 

communities and the criminal justice system (Mogul et al. 2011). This happens in the 
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context of a U.S. society, which sees African American men as inherently criminal, 

deviant, violence, and generally up to no good (Mogul et al. 2011). On top of this, those 

who deviate from the norms of gender and sexuality are seen as individuals in need of 

being formally controlled and policed (Mogul et al. 2011). This “problem of police 

misconduct is both systematic and commonplace. It has never been limited to rogue 

officers and a few ‘bad apples’” (Mogul et al. 2011: 51). Research suggests that gay men 

and transgender women are among the most visibly at risk group for being victims of 

sexual policing, hypersexualization and assault by the police (Mogul et al. 2011). 

Transwomen are hypersexualized in ways that are not only dehumanizing, but devaluing 

of their trans identities. Trans women have reported that they were ordered by police to 

reveal their genitals to police as a way to verify their “real” sex (Mogul et al. 2011), or as 

a way to “confess” to their supposedly hidden trans identity. This treatment continues in 

the broader criminal justice system, when police, the court system and other 

functionalities of the legal system use one’s biological sex or sex organs as a way to 

determine in which prison facilities trans people should be placed (Broadus 2008).  

 

Criminal Justice System.  

While members of the LGBT report high levels of criminalization and 

revictimization by police officers (Critical Resistance and Incite! Women of Color 

Against Violence 2003; Gattozzi 2009), they experience another level of state violence 

when their bodies are devalued by the successful use of the trans panic defense by 

offenders. As discussed earlier, this is a legal defense for violence against a transgender 
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individual, where the offender feigns fear and disgust at the “realization” that their victim 

is a transgender individual. This defense has been used successfully to minimize 

sentences for individuals who have attacked and/or killed transgender individuals 

(Sandeen 2008), and until California became the first state to disallow it, it was a legal 

defense in all U.S. states. The trans panic defense delegitimizes transgender identities, 

and normalizes a violent reaction to those identities. It also reinforces the state’s legal 

gender binary, and shows an overall devaluation of the bodies of transgender individuals, 

demonstrating that their bodies are less worthy of justice.  

In this section, I explored how transgender and gender non-conforming 

individuals experience high levels of interpersonal violence, including domestic and bias-

motivated violence, as they navigate social institutions that are gendered, raced, 

heteronormative and gender normative. These institutions are reproduced under the 

umbrella of the state, which allows the devaluation of transgender identities and bodies 

by erasing transgender identities, and refusing justice to transgender and gender non-

conforming bodies. To see how this manifests in the cases of transgender and gender 

non-conforming victims violence, I explored the cases of 259 victims of homicide over 

the past 20 years, using content analysis, and both quantitative and qualitative data 

analysis. My methods are explained in the next section.  
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METHODS 

Transgender and gender non-conforming people, especially those who are not 

white, face multiple marginalizations in the United States. While many transgender and 

gender non-conforming individuals lead happy and healthy lives, many others struggle 

with the impacts of high levels of interpersonal and state violence, while navigating 

social institutions that are gendered, raced, heteronormative, and gender normative. In 

this section I explain how I used various methods to gather and analyze information about 

the 259 transgender and gender non-conforming homicide victims, their attacks, their 

attackers, and the media coverage of their stories. I will start by describing how I 

collected the data, then discuss my analyses, and measures.  

 

Data Collection 

I completed the data collection for this thesis in three phases. In the first phase, I 

used the online database Remembering Our Dead (ROD). The ROD database is 

maintained for use by transgender activists and community members to organize annual 

Transgender Day of Remembrance (TDOR) events each November. The database was 

created and maintained by Gwen Smith until 2006; it was then maintained by transgender 

activist Ethan St. Pierre, whose aunt was one of the victims (Williams 2009) until he 

turned it over to Marti Abernathy in 2012. The data on transgender homicide 

victimization is compiled by global activists, and officially maintained in the ROD 

database, for use at TDOR events. Individuals are entered into the database if they are 
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killed by anti-transgender violence. It is impossible to know how complete the list is, 

because, as I will explore in this thesis, anti-trans violence is often ignored, or blamed on 

the victim. Additionally, because many people hide their transgender identities for safety 

reasons (Gagné, Tewksbury and McGaughney 1997), it is not always possible to know 

when a homicide is related to anti-transgender sentiment. While it is not possible to know 

how complete the list is, especially on a global scale, the database served as crucial 

starting point in creating my own list of homicide victims between 1995 and 2014, 

specifically focused on the United States. I chose the year 1995 as a starting point for my 

analysis in order to have twenty full years to analyze, and enough cases to explore 

various patterns and trends. Using the ROD database, I compiled a list of transgender and 

gender non-conforming homicide victims killed between 1995 and 2014. At the 

culmination of the first phase, I had a compiled a list of 233 victims of homicide. 

I conducted the second phase of data collection by using the Google search engine 

to find additional information on each of the 233 victims I had identified in the first 

phase. I used details about the victim and incidents (as listed in the ROD database) to 

search for additional information about the victim, attack, or offender. For example, I 

used details about the type of attack (stabbing or shooting), location (street names or 

city), victim (clothing worn, or name when possible) or offender (name, when available) 

to try to piece together a more detailed story about each victim and incident. By doing 

this, I was often able to find additional information on each victim, including details 

about the crime incident, alternative names for the victims and/or offenders, and 

demographic information (race, age, occupation, etc.) on the victims and/or offenders. 
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Much of what I was able to find for the victims was information posted on LGBT or 

transgender-specific blogs and websites, including many sites that were discussing 

Transgender Day of Remembrance vigils, LGBTQ and/or trans-specific hate crimes, and 

violence against the transgender community. In this phase of the process, I found 26 

additional cases that were not part of the ROD database, which I added to my list, for a 

total of 259 victims. I also gathered articles from news sources, as I found them, saving 

PDF copies in an electronic filing system, by victim name. For the purpose of this study, 

I considered an article to be from a “news source” if it was from a newspaper, or 

television news station. 

I completed the final phase of data collection using LexisNexis Academic. After 

collecting additional information on each victim, I conducted a second search using 

LexisNexis Academic via the Humboldt State University Library web site. Here again, I 

searched by the victim’s birth name, chosen name, and/or the offender’s name(s); 

whichever was made available by the ROD database, and any additional names or details 

I found in my Google search. If an offender name was given in any article, I also 

searched the offender(s) name(s). I also searched by details of the incident (street name, 

and/or details about the attack). I collected each article from a news source, which was 

mostly from newspapers or the online versions of newspapers (63%). As with the 

information found with the Google search, I saved each of the articles from the 

LexisNexis Academic search in PDF format in an electronic filing system, by year and 

victim name. In total, I collected 629 articles about the 259 victims; each victim is the 

unit of analysis for this study.  



42 
 

  

Content Analysis 

Once I had compiled a dataset of news articles pertaining to the victims of 

homicide, I conducted a content analysis on each article. I conducted open coding to look 

for broad patterns and themes in the articles, and developed a code sheet based on those 

initial findings, and my research questions. I then content coded each article individually, 

using pen and paper, looking for the presence or absence of 187 variables (see Appendix 

A: Code Sheet). Letters to the Editor, Press Releases from advocacy groups and 

individual blogs were excluded from content coding, but were used for demographic 

details to perform more detailed searches in Google and LexisNexis Academic, as 

described above. Many articles were duplicates, or only differed from other articles by a 

few words or phrases; these articles were removed from the sample to focus on the 

breadth of the coverage. Therefore, the final article count (629) does not include these 

duplicative items.  

 

Data Analysis 

After I performed content analysis on each article, using pen and paper, I entered 

the codes for all 187 variables into a database in SPSS version 22. I used each victim as 

the unit of analysis, and entered all of the demographic information I gathered, as well as 

the codes for each of the articles about them, into the SPSS database. Once all of the data 

was entered, I performed descriptive analyses on the measures outlined below, to 

determine patterns (see Table 1) I performed the analyses by looking at demographic 
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patterns to establish baseline information about transgender victimization, then used that 

demographic information to explore patterns between the attack, the media coverage of 

the incident, and the race of the victims. I also performed descriptive analyses on 

measures that relate to the offender, to establish baseline information on transgender 

homicide offenders, and to explore any possible patterns in their criminal justice system 

outcomes, relative to the demographics of either the victim or offender. 

 
 

Measures 

To explore any possible patterns in the transgender homicide victimizations, I 

coded for 187 variables about the victim, the offender, the homicide incident and the 

news articles. Not all of the 187 variables are discussed in this thesis; I will explain each 

of the ones used in the thesis below. The measures I included in this thesis related to the 

Victim Information, Offender Information, Incident Information and News Coverage. 

Descriptive statistics showing the proportions for each measure can be seen in Table 1, 

page 52. 

 

Victim Demographics 

Victim Race. The race of the victim was determined by the racial identity of the 

victim being specifically expressed in news coverage, or by an activist article or blog. 

Because I did not want to make any assumptions about the victims’ identities, I only used 

racial information when expressly mentioned. This left a substantial number (20%) of 

victims without a racial designation. Therefore, it may be that some of these numbers are 
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actually higher.  I coded for the following racial categories: Caucasian, African 

American, Latino/a, Asian/Pacific Islander, American Indian, and Other. Because I relied 

on third party accounts of the victims’ racial identities, I was unable to determine how the 

victim’s self-identified. There were no mentions of multi-racial identities, so any patterns, 

based on multiracial identities, could not be explored. I use this variable to create a 

baseline of victim demographics, as seen in the Results section. 

Victim Age. I recorded the age of the victim, at the time of their death, by using 

the information reported by ROD and/or the news sources. In the case of a discrepancy in 

the reporting of an age, I coded the age that was reported by (1) a source closest to the 

victim, or, if not applicable (2) the age most often reported. After recording particular 

ages, for analysis, I categorized the ages into 18-29, 30-49, 50-69 and unknown. The age 

was unknown or unspecified in 18% of the cases. As with Victim Race, I use this variable 

to explore a baseline for the demographics of the victims (see Results). 

 

Incident Demographics 

Location. For each homicide incident, I coded the City and State where the attack 

occurred. I used these to generate a Google Fusion map (Figures 2 and 3). I used this 

variable to explore the Incident Demographics (see Results section). 

Year. I recorded the year of attack, as reported by the Remembering Our Dead 

database, and/or the news sources. I used this variable to explore the Incident 

Demographics over time. 
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Attack Type. I coded each case for the type of attack that led to the death of the 

victim. It was possible for the victim to have up to three codes, based on how many ways 

they were victimized. I coded for the victim being strangled, neglected, beat, bludgeoned, 

raped/sexually assaulted, stabbed/slashed, shot, mutilated, burned or other. In 7% of the 

cases, the attack type was unknown or unspecified. I used this variable in the exploration 

of Incident Demographics. 

Body Part. I coded for the parts of the body on the victim that were attacked in the 

homicide incident. I coded for up to three body parts, including sex organs, head, throat, 

back and other. I also coded for attacks that were to multiple body parts. In 37% of the 

cases, the body parts attacked were unknown or unspecified. I used this variable as part 

of the baseline Incident Demographic information. 

 

Institutional Contexts 

Birth Name. I coded for whether or not each news source reported a birth name 

(=1) instead of a chosen name (=0). This is important, as it is a way that a news source 

can diminish or erase a transgender identity, choosing to report a birth name rather than 

the name the individual chose. I used this variable to explore the role of the media in the 

institutional devaluation of transgender and gender non-conforming bodies in the media. 

Along with Pronouns, use of the Birth Name signifies an erasure of transgender 

identities, and contributes to stereotypes of gender identities as deceptive. This is often 

called misgendering in activist circles. 
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Pronouns. Many news sources used male pronouns (he/his) when talking about 

the victims, even when the victim lived full time as a woman, and in some cases, even 

after experiencing a sexual reassignment surgery. To track this type of misgendering, I 

coded for whether each news source used male (=1), female (=2) or both (=3) pronouns 

to describe the victim. As explained above, I used this variable in conjunction with Birth 

Name to analyze media reactions to these homicide incidents. 

Deceiver. Using the newspaper articles accumulated for each victim, I coded the 

case as deceiver (=1) or not (=0), based on the language used in the news articles. A case 

was coded as a deceiver if at least one of the articles made illusions to the victim being a 

deceiver. Most commonly, articles had language about the victim’s “secret life” or 

“double life” or they sensationalized the victim’s “true identity.” Along with Sex Work, I 

used this variable to look at the framing, by the news media, of the transgender homicide 

incidents. I use these variables to analyze the institutional devaluation of transgender 

identities, and victims, blaming the victims for their own attack, by media outlets. 

Victim Occupation. I coded for the occupation of the victim, as reported by the 

ROD database and/or the other news sources. I coded for sex work, to determine whether 

sex work allegations were unfounded or not, and noted all other occupations listed. I use 

this variable to explore the effects of institutional discrimination against the transgender 

and gender non-conforming communities, representing the victims’ experiences in the 

economy. 

Victim Vulnerabilities. I coded for various vulnerabilities the victim was 

experiencing, as reported by the news sources. I coded for up to three vulnerabilities (the 



47 
 

  

maximum reported for any victim), including drug use, sex work, mental health issues, 

homelessness, undocumented immigration status, and other. I use these variables to 

explore the role of institutional discrimination in the lives of the victims in this study. I 

used some of the vulnerabilities to explore the experience of the victims with the 

economy (sex work, homelessness), and some were used to explore the victim’s 

interactions with the medical institution (drug use, mental health issues). 

 
 

Interpersonal Violence 

Offender Relationship. When stated in at least one of the information sources 

(articles or blogs), I coded the relationship between the offender and the victim. I coded 

for the offender being a stranger, lover (current or former), family member, acquaintance 

or other. In 64% of the cases, the relationship to the victim was unknown or unspecified 

in any of the articles. This was not surprising, given the lack of information about the 

lives of the victims, but still made any related analysis more challenging. If more 

information were known about the victim-offender relationships, it could paint a more 

robust picture of the interpersonal violence experienced by these homicide victims. I used 

this variable in my analysis of Interpersonal Violence in the lives of the victims. 

Motive. I coded for the potential motive for the attack, when stated explicitly by 

at least one news source. This motive was above and beyond the gender identity or 

expression of the victim. I used this variable, with the others, to analyze Interpersonal 

Violence against the victims. 
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Overkill. I coded each case as overkill (=1) or not (=0), based on the details of the 

case. Because LGB victims are often overkilled (Lloyd 2013; Stanley 2011; Wallace 

2004), I coded to see if that pattern held for transgender and gender non-conforming 

victims. I used this variable in my analysis of Interpersonal Violence in these cases, to 

see if transgender and gender non-conforming victims were likely to be overkilled. 

 

State Violence 

Sex Work Allegations. In the news articles in which sex work allegations were 

made about the victim, whether or not they were founded, I coded for the source of this 

allegation. I coded whether the allegations came from police, friends, family or another 

source. Of the 259 victims, 54 (21%) had sex work allegations; the source of the 

allegations were missing in 26% of those cases. I coded this to see if police were 

contributing to stereotypes of transgender women and sex workers, or the criminalization 

of transgender women. I used this variable to explore state violence, signaling the 

victimization of transgender and gender non-conforming victims of homicide by 

members of law enforcement. 

Police Response. I coded for the police response to the homicide, when it was 

mentioned in the news source and/or by other information sources. I used this variable to 

explore police response, signaling possible State Violence, if law enforcement either 

neglected to intervene, or otherwise did not handle the incident professionally. 

Offender Outcome. When reported by a news source, or in the ROD database, I 

coded for the criminal justice outcome experienced by the offender, if any. I coded for 
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last outcome; for example, if the offender was arrested, then later sentenced, I coded that 

the offender was sentenced. I coded for the offender being arrested, charged, convicted, 

released, sentenced and other. I coded for each of the offenders involved in the case. In 

27% of the cases, the outcome for the offender was unknown. I used this variable to 

explore State Violence, as expressed through the response of the criminal justice system 

to anti-transgender violence. 

Offender Sentence. For offenders that were sentenced, I coded the length of that 

sentence. I calculated a mean length of sentence, and the number of offenders sentenced 

to life in prison. As with Offender Outcome, I used this variable to explore State Violence 

and the devaluation of transgender and gender non-conforming bodies by the state. 

Using the data, measures and methods described in this section, I conducted 

descriptive quantitative and qualitative analyses to determine baseline understandings of 

transgender victims and offenders for the last 20 years. I used both quantitative and 

qualitative methods to look for patterns in the attacks, and the media coverage of the 

incidents. I did this to broaden academic understanding of the life experiences of 

transgender and gender non-conforming individuals in the United States, and especially 

transwomen of color.  

In the next section, I demonstrate how interpersonal, institutional and state 

patterns of violence and devaluation are demonstrated in the incidents and media 

coverage of the 259 transgender and gender non-conforming victims of homicide in my 

study.   
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RESULTS 

According to prior literature, transgender and gender non-conforming bodies have 

been, and are at risk of being, dehumanized and victimized at a high rate. This includes 

extreme violence (overkill) as well as domestic and bias-motivated violence. This 

happens as transgender and gender non-conforming individuals interact with others in 

social institutions like the media, economy and medical establishment, all of which are 

gendered, raced, heteronormative and gender normative. 

In this section I will first describe the demographics of the victims, to establish a 

baseline for understanding who is being killed for being transgender or gender non-

confirming, specifically for displaying trans-femininity, and when and where the 

incidents are happening. I explore the details of the attacks, showing some patterns, 

especially by race, and the nature of the attacks. I then explore the institutional context 

for these crimes, discussing the experiences of the victims with the media, economy and 

medical industry. Next, I describe the various aspects of interpersonal violence 

experienced by the victims, comparing these incidents to known patterns and trends for 

homicides, generally. Last, I describe how these cases demonstrate a pattern of state 

violence, in the way some cases were handled by the police, and in the experiences of the 

offenders in the Criminal Justice System. For some of the information about the 

incidents, I will include comparisons to what is known about homicide, using the 

Uniform Crime Report, and population, as reported by the U.S. Census.  
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Victim and Incident Demographics 

 In this section I will present the findings for the descriptive statistics on the 259 

transgender and gender non-conforming homicide victims in the United States between 

the years 1995 and 2014. This will set a baseline for understanding the profile of the 

victims, and provide an exploratory examination of the incidents that led to their deaths. 

 

Victim Demographics 

As seen in Table 1, less than ten percent (9%) of gender non-conforming 

homicide victims identified as Caucasian, while nearly half (48%) of the victims 

identified as African American. By comparison, Caucasians make up 77.7% of the U.S. 

population, and the African American community is about 13.2% (U.S. Census 2015). 

One fifth of the victims identified as Latina/o, which is slightly higher than the 17.1% of 

the population they represent (U.S. Census 2015). Five percent of the victims identifying 

as Asian/Pacific Islander or American Indian, compared to their 6.7% of the population, 

combined (U.S. Census 2015). Nearly one in five (18%) of the victims in the study had 

unknown or unspecified racial identities. These findings parallel national data on 

homicide, where African Americans, especially men, are at a higher risk of murder than 

all other groups. For example, the 2013 homicide rate for African American men (as seen 

in Table 2) was 32.8 per 100,000 people (Violence Policy Center 2015). In comparison, 

the homicide rate for African American transwomen is 42.2 per 100,000 people1. 

                                                 
1 Calculated using data from this thesis, population data from Gates (2011) and racial 
demographics from the Transgender Law and Policy Institute (2014).  
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Table 1: Victim Demographic Information [Race and Age] 

Variable Number Percent 
Victim Race   
Caucasian  23 9% 

 African American 124 48% 
Latina/o 50 19% 
Asian or Pacific Islander 7 3% 
American Indian 5 2% 
Other 1 0% 
Unknown/Unspecified  49 19% 
Victim Age    
18 to 29 113 44% 
30 to 49 111 43% 
50 to 69 14 5% 
Unknown/Unspecified  21 8% 
N 259 100% 
 
 

Looking at age, under half (44%) of the victims were between the ages of 18 and 

29, while a similar proportion (43%) were between the ages of 30 to 49. This is similar to 

the age rates of homicide victims, nationally, with young adults age 18-34 the most likely 

to be killed (Cooper and Smith 2012). Only a small portion of victims (5%) were between 

the ages of 50 to 69, while the remaining victims’ ages (9%) were either unknown or 

unspecified. The mean age for African American victims was 31 years old, which 

comports with national homicide data on African American men (Violence Policy Center 

2015). Overall, it appears that young, African American transgender and gender non-

conforming individuals are most likely to be victimized, highly overrepresenting the 

broader African American community. 
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Table 2: 2013 Homicide Rates in the United States per 100,000 

 All Female Male Trans 
All Victims 4.5 1.8 7.3 13.7 
White 2.7 1.5 3.9 9.7 
African American 18.0 4.5 32.8 42.2 
 

 
As seen in Table 2, the rates of homicide for transgender and gender non-

conforming individuals is more than three times the rate of all homicide victims in the 

United States. Transgender and gender non-conforming victims outpace male victims, 

both African American and White. The homicide rate for African American transgender 

and gender non-conforming victims is nearly 30% higher than African American men 

and nearly ten times the rate of African American women. Relative to other bodies, black 

trans bodies are being killed at a disproportionately high rate.  

 
Incident Demographics 

 To determine if there were any patterns in the location of the incidents, I 

generated a Google Fusion map, using City and State data for each incident. Each red dot 

signifies one homicide incident; some dots may be layered on top of one another because 

multiple incidents took place in the same location. As seen in Figure 1, while the 259 

incidents were spread through several parts of the United States, there were clusters in 

California (37 incidents), the Washington D.C. area (23). Texas (22), Florida (21), and 

New York (21). As seen in Figure 2, there were 10 incidents in Puerto Rico. California, 

Texas, New York and Florida are the states with the largest LGBT populations (Plunkett 
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2014); future research is needed to see if these incidents are happening at a higher rate, 

rather than just in numbers, in these locations. 

 

 
Figure 1: Gender Non-Conforming Homicides in the United States 

 
Figure 2: Gender Non-Conforming Homicides in Hawaii and Puerto Rico 

Looking at patterns over time (Figure 3), it is apparent that while the number of 

incidents has varied to some degree over time, for 16 of the 20 years explored, there were 

more than 10 incidents per year (mean of 12.9 per year). There was a peak in 2013 with 

21 incidents, and a low of 6 known cases in 2006. It is estimated that the transgender 

community is about 0.3% of the U.S. population (Gates 2011), so 12.9 incidents per year 
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equates to a rate of 13.7 homicides per 100,000 transgender individual, based on 2013 

population numbers (U.S. Census 2015). The U.S. homicide rate for 2012 was 4.7 per 

100,000 residents, which is down steadily from 8.2 in 1995 (U.S. Department of Justice 

2012), showing that while generally homicide has been on the decline, this has not been 

the case for transgender and gender non-conforming people, and not for trans people of 

color. Additionally, there has been an increase in the number of transwomen of color 

being killed each year. For example, in 1995, transgender women of color made up 

roughly 55% of all transgender and gender non-conforming related homicides that year. 

In 2000, transwomen of color made up 69% of these homicides. In comparison, women 

of color were 8% of the homicides in the U.S. in 2012, and 36.5% of the women killed 

that same year (U.S. Department of Justice 2012). That number appears to increase (or 

remain relatively high) throughout the 20 years. In 2013, for example, the number of 

transgender women of color killed per year peaked at 74%. So far in 2015 (not included 

in this study), six out of the seven (86%) transgender-related homicides in the United 

States has been a woman of color (Kellaway 2015; Speller 2015), perhaps signaling an 

increase over time.  
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Figure 3: Race Composition of Homicide Events 1995-2014 

 
To better understand the nature of the attacks in this study, I ran a cross tabulation 

of body part attacked and the type of attack. These findings represent 211 cases; 48 cases 

(18.5%) were unknown or missing. These findings (as seen in Table 2) show transgender 

and gender-nonconforming women are killed in intimate, close proximities, which may 

be a signal of an emotionally-charged attack. Of the victims who were killed by being 

shot, 39% were shot in the head. Similarly, of those who were killed by being beaten or 

bludgeoned, more than half (54%) of the victims were struck on their heads. Of those 

who were killed with an ‘other’ attack (13.3%), just under 40% of the victims (39.3%) 

were killed by trauma to their sex organs. It is unknown how this compares to national 

trends. These findings suggest that perpetrators were in close proximity to their victims, 
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and further support that not only are black transwomen under attack, but they are attack 

in close, intimate proximity, with high emotion. 

 
Table 3: Incident Information [Type of Attack by Body Part Attacked] 

 Body Part Attacked 
Type of 
Attack 

Sex 
Organs 

Head/ 
Throat Back Torso Multiple Other Total 

Strangulation 0  
(0%) 

21 
(87.5%) 

0  
(0%) 

0  
(0%) 

2  
(8.3%) 

1  
(4.2%) 

24 
(100%) 

Beating/ 
Bludgeoning 

15  
(30%) 

27  
(54%) 

1  
(2%) 

0  
(0%) 

6  
(12%) 

1  
(2%) 

50 
(100%) 

Stabbed/ 
Slashed 

8 
(19.5%) 

14 
(34.1%) 

2  
(4.9%) 

6 
(14.6%) 

8 
(19.5%) 

3  
(7.3%) 

38 
(100%) 

Shot 5  
(7%) 

41 
(57.5%) 

7  
(9.9%) 

6  
(8.5%) 

9 
(12.7%) 

3  
(4.2%) 

71 
(100%) 

Other 11 
(39.3%) 

3 
(10.7%) 

0  
(0%) 

2  
(7.1%) 

8 
(28.6%) 

4 
(14.3%) 

28 
(100%) 

 
 

In this section I found that the majority of victims are young, African American 

transgender and gender non-conforming individuals. Additionally, and in support of prior 

literature, these victims were killed in brutal intimate ways (Stanley 2011). While there 

were no significant trends among the types of homicides, or body parts attacked, over the 

twenty-year research period, the number of African American transgender and gender 

non-conforming people killed each year was consistently among the highest. In the next 

section, I will explore the gendered, raced, heteronormative and gender normative 

institutions these victims navigated, perhaps illuminating the contexts under which they 

were killed.  
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Institutional Contexts 

 As explored earlier in this thesis, I argue three social institutions play a big part in 

the experiences of transgender and gender non-conforming individuals in the United 

States. In this section, I will explore how the media, the economy and mental health care 

impacted the lives of the 259 homicide victims.  

 

Media 

As explored in the Literature Review, the media are an institution that contributes 

to the high rates of violence towards the transgender and gender non-conforming 

communities by framing transgender and gender non-conforming victims as deceivers, or 

misgendering them, disrespecting both their lives and their identities (Bettcher 2007; 

Buist and Stone 2014; Williams 2009). Transgender women of color are at even higher 

risk of being demonized, blamed, or entirely ignored in the media (Sausa et al. 2007). As 

a way to gauge how the media represented the lives of the transgender and gender non-

conforming women in this study, I coded for multiple variables related to the news 

coverage of the homicide incident.  
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Figure 4: Media Representation Variables by Race 

 
 As seen in Figure 4, African American transgender and gender non-conforming 

people are the most likely to experience misrepresentative and dehumanizing labels in the 

media. Of the 82 cases that used deceiver language to describe victims, 44 (53.7%) were 

of African American, compared to 13 (15.9%) of Caucasian victims, the next highest 

group. Additionally, of the 137 cases that used the victim’s birth name (as opposed to 

their chosen name), 55 (40.1%) were African American. The next closest group was 

Latino/as, which made up for 21 (15.3%) cases. Finally, of the 104 cases that 

misgendered victims by using male pronouns, 52 (50%) were African American. Only 16 

(15.4%) of Latino/a cases have this same misgendering. While the high proportion of 

negative media representation may be, in part, due to an overrepresentation of African 

American transgender and gender non-conforming people in this sample, there is still an 

apparent pattern of dehumanization for these victims. Overall, the media erased 
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transgender identities for many of the victims, but especially for African American 

transgender and gender non-conforming victims.  

 

Economy and Housing 

The economy is also an institution that greatly impacts transgender and gender 

non-conforming women (Jauk 2013; Segall 2011), especially those of color (National 

Transgender Discrimination Survey 2011). As mentioned earlier in this thesis, one of the 

byproducts of economic discrimination towards transgender and gender non-conforming 

communities is that they are pushed out of the traditional workforce and have to take up 

employment in underground economies, sex work being the most predominant (Jauk 

2013; National Transgender Discrimination Survey 2011; Segall 2011). While in this 

study, only 23% of victims had been reported as being employed in the sex work 

industry, I would argue that had more cases been reported, that number would be 

significantly higher. 

The occupations of the victims in this study varied quite significantly, however 

nearly a quarter of victims (23%) worked in the sex work industry. For just over half 

(54%) of the victims in this study, I was unable to find their occupation at their time of 

death. As a way of giving a visual representation to the occupations that victims did have, 

however, I have included a word cloud (see Figure 5) of most commonly found 

occupations of the homicide victims in this study for those persons who had an 

identifiable occupation.  
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Figure 5: Victim Demographic Information [Occupation Word Cloud] 

 
Some of the additional occupations that the victims in this study held were: 

salesperson (18%), hairdresser (13%), drag queen (13%) and activist (11%). A number of 

victims were also reported as unemployed (8%). I suspect however, that had they been 

reported, more victims would have been reported unemployed. Given that trans people in 

general have twice the rate of unemployment as the general population (Greenberg 2012), 

I would argue that if this data were able to be substantiated, it would show unemployment 

as a significant vulnerability faced by these communities.  

Sex work has been said to be a dangerous occupation (Rekart 2005), and becomes 

increasingly dangerous the more intersecting marginalized identities the person has. 

Transgender women of color for example are at excessively high risk for being victims of 

violence, physical, sexual or otherwise when involved in sex work (Hwahng and 

Nuttbrock 2007; Sevelius 2013).  

As discussed in various places in this thesis, transgender and gender non-

conforming people face various vulnerabilities that put them at risk of violence. For the 
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purpose of this study, I coded for the following vulnerabilities: drug use (17%), mental 

illness (6%), homelessness (8%), immigration status (4%), and involvement in sex work 

(47%). This figure for sex work (47%) differs from the measurement of sex work as a 

primary reported occupation (23%). Many victims were reported to occasionally 

participate in sex work, perhaps signifying economic marginalization and multiple 

vulnerabilities. These vulnerabilities (n=98) varied by race. As can be seen in Table 3, 

African American victims experienced the most vulnerability in many categories 

including homelessness. This illuminates the experiences of African American trans 

people in many aspects of social institutions, and shows the effects of how trans people 

are pushed out of the legitimate economy.  

 
Table 4: Institutional Context [Vulnerabilities by Victim Race] 

  Victim Race 

Vulnerability White African 
American Latina Asian American 

Indian Other Total 

Drug Use 2  
(10%) 

12  
(60%) 

4  
(20%) 

1  
(5%) 

1  
(5%) 

0  
(0%) 

20 
(100%) 

Sex Work 3  
(5.4%) 

41  
(73.2%) 

10 
(17.9%) 

1  
(1.8%) 

1  
(1.8%) 

0  
(0%) 

56 
(100%) 

Mental 
Health 

0  
(0%) 

1  
(50%) 

1 
 (50%) 

0  
(0%) 

0  
(0%) 

0  
(0%) 

2 
(100%) 

Homelessness 0  
(0%) 

2  
(100%) 

0  
(0%) 

0  
(0%) 

0  
(0%) 

0  
(0%) 

2 
(100%) 

Immigrant 0  
(0%) 

0  
(0%) 

3 
 (75%) 

1  
(25%) 

0  
(0%) 

0  
(0%) 

4 
(100%) 

Other 5 
(35.7%) 

3  
(21.4%) 

3 
(21.4%) 

1  
(7.1%) 

2 
(14.3%) 

0  
(0%) 

14 
(100%) 

 
 



63 
 

  

Mental Health Care 

 Mirroring the experiences of transgender and gender non-conforming individuals 

in the media and economy, these same victims seem to be experiencing additional 

marginalizations in the mental health care industry. As seen in Table 3, of the victims 

experiencing issues with drug use, 60% were African American. Additionally, nearly 

three quarters (73.4%) of victims who were involved in sex work were African 

American. As discussed in the Literature Review, transgender and gender non-

conforming people use drugs and other substances at higher rates than their cisgender 

peers, especially when they are involved in sex work (Sausa et al. 2007). This especially 

impacts transgender sex workers of color (Sausa et al. 2007). This seems to be confirmed 

by these findings. In addition, of the victims who were reported to be experiencing 

mental health issues, 50% were African American. This supports previous findings from 

the US Department of Health and Human Services (2014).  All of these vulnerabilities, as 

supported in previous literature, are intensified, especially for transwomen of color, due 

to the lack of access to medical and mental health resources (Healthy People 2010; Sausa 

et al. 2007). All of this provides context for the high levels of interpersonal violence 

experienced by transgender and gender non-conforming individuals, as explored in the 

next section.  

 
 

Interpersonal Violence 

 In this section of my results, I will present the findings of my study that pertain to 

interpersonal violence. For the purpose of this study, interpersonal violence was 
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measured by exploring the role of domestic violence and bias in the incidents, as well as 

the rate of overkill. Where possible, I compare the findings with what is known about 

homicide, generally. As with almost every other component of this study, I found that 

transgender and gender non-conforming women of color were more likely than their 

white peers to be victims of interpersonal violence.  

 

Domestic Violence 

As I have discussed in this thesis, transgender and gender non-conforming people 

experience domestic violence in unique ways because of their non-binary presentation of 

gender (Greenberg 2011; Meyer 2011; National Coalition of Anti-Violence 2014). In this 

section, I will explore the role of domestic violence in these homicide incidents by 

examining the interpersonal relationships between the victims and their offenders.  

 
Table 5: Interpersonal Violence [Offender Relationship by Victim Race] 

  Victim Race 
Offender 
Relationship White African 

American Latina Asian American 
Indian Other Total 

Stranger 2  
(6%) 

19  
(57.6%) 

9  
(27.4%) 

1  
(3%) 

1  
(3%) 

1  
(3%) 

33 
(100%) 

Lover 7  
(28%) 

8  
(32%) 

10  
(40%) 

0  
(0%) 

0  
(0%) 

0  
(0%) 

25 
(100%) 

Acquaintance 1  
(100%) 

0  
(0%) 

0  
(0%) 

0  
(0%) 

0  
(0%) 

0  
(0%) 

1 
(100%) 

Other 1  
(16.7%) 

3  
(50%) 

2  
(33.3%) 

0  
(0%) 

0  
(0%) 

0  
(0%) 

6 
(100%) 
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In understanding the relationship between victims and offenders, one can 

determine whether or not violence was a byproduct of domestic violence. As can be seen 

in Table 4, of the 65 (25%) cases where victim offender relationships were known, 25 

(38.5%) of them were lovers. Of those known cases, 18 (62%) were women of color, 

compared to 7 (28%) of cases where victims were white. These findings comport with 

previous data that argues that domestic violence is more prevalent in relationships where 

victims have multiple intersecting identities (Greenberg 2011), making transgender 

women of color among the most at risk groups for domestic violence.  

Qualitatively, several of the stories of the victims in this study were about 

domestic violence leading to death. For example, in March 2010 Latina transwoman 

Amanda Gonzalez-Andujar, age 29, was strangled by her boyfriend in her Queens 

apartment (Parascandola 2010). In October 2012, Latina transwoman Janette Tovar, age 

43, was killed by her boyfriend by blunt force trauma to her head, just a few months after 

they moved in together (Waugh 2012). These incidents align with research that finds high 

levels of fatal domestic violence for women of color, relative to white women (Bent-

Goodly 2013; New York City Anti-Violence Project 2014). 

 

Bias-Motivated Violence 

As I argue earlier in this thesis, transgender and gender non-conforming people 

are among the most at risk groups for bias motivated violence (National Coalition of 

Anti-Violence 2013). In this section, I will further my examination of interpersonal 
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violence by exploring the known motives of each homicide incident, as well as patterns 

of motive by race.  

 
Table 6: Interpersonal Violence [Motive by Victim Race] 

  Victim Race 

Motive White African 
American Latina Asian American 

Indian Other Total 

Bias 
Motivated 

2  
(5.4%) 

20 
(54.1%) 

13 
(19.3%) 

0  
(0%) 

1  
(2.7%) 

1 
(2.7%) 

37 
(100%) 

Domestic 
Violence 

0  
(0%) 

3  
(75%) 

1  
(25%) 

0  
(0%) 

0  
(0%) 

0  
(0%) 

4 
(100%) 

Sex Work 
Related 

0  
(0%) 

0  
(0%) 

1  
(50%) 

0  
(0%) 

1  
(50%) 

0  
(0%) 

2 
(100%) 

Other 
Crime 
Related 

3  
(33.3%) 

2  
(22.2%) 

2  
(22.2%) 

2 
(22.2%) 

0  
(0%) 

0  
(0%) 

9 
(100%) 

Other 0  
(0%) 

2  
(66.6%) 

0  
(0%) 

1 
(33.3%) 

0  
(0%) 

0  
(0%) 

3 
(100%) 

 
 
 As shown in Table 5, of the 55 cases in which motives were coded, I found five 

categories for describing the motive: bias motivated crime (67.3%), domestic violence 

(7.3%), sex work related (3.5%), other crime related motive (16.4%) and other (5.5%). 

When broken down by race, people of color are most represented in nearly every 

category. For example, in cases where bias motivation was reported as the motive, 

African Americans accounted for 20 (54.1%) of cases, while Latino/as accounted for 13 

(19.3%) of cases. These findings align with bias motivated (or hate crime) statistics 

reported by the US Department of Justice (2013) that found that just over 20% of all bias 

motivated crimes are against gender and sexual minorities. Just under half of bias 
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motivated crimes are against race, with 66.5% of those cases being anti-black. These 

findings reiterate prior literature arguing that LGBT people of color are at even more risk 

of bias motivated violence than their white counterparts (National Coalition of Anti-

Violence 2013). In line with prior research on LGB violence, transgender-related 

violence is both disproportionate, and as I explore next, especially violent. 

 

Overkill 

In many parts of this thesis I have argued the point that transgender and gender 

non-conforming people may be at higher risk of overkill (Davis 2014; Lloyd 2013). 

Based on this and prior research on race-related violence, as explored in the Literature 

Review, I posit that African American and Latina transgender and gender non-

conforming individuals are murdered at higher rates that white trans people, and their 

murders are more likely to be excessively brutal, meeting the definition of overkill. In 

this section, I will conclude my examination of interpersonal violence by looking at the 

cases of overkill in this study, to see if there are patterns by victim race.  

 

 
Figure 6: Interpersonal Violence [Overkill by Victim Race] 

12% 

47% 
23% 

4% 
2% 12% 
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African-American
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Asian or Pacific Islander
American Indian
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 As can be seen in Figure 6, of the 99 cases of overkill reported, a large majority of 

the victims were people of color. Forty-seven percent of overkill cases were African 

American, while nearly one-quarter (23%) were Latino/a, 4% were Asian or Pacific 

Islander and 2% were American Indian. In comparison, about one in ten (12%) of 

overkill cases had Caucasian victims, and in another 12% of cases, the race of the victim 

was unknown. These findings build on what we already know about LGB overkill. For 

example, Janoff (2005) found that 60% of the homicides that involved excessive violence 

or attributes of overkill were based on victim’s sexual orientation.  

 One qualitative example of this phenomenon is the case of Shelley Hillyard, 

killed in 2011. Hillyard, a 19-year-old, African American transwoman, was burned and 

dismembered, and her body parts were distributed in various locations around Detroit. It 

took several weeks to identify her body (Gieseke 2011). 

 This extreme violence, played out on the transgender and gender non-conforming 

bodies of people of color, makes sense when those bodies are interacting within 

institutions that are gendered, raced, heteronormative and gender normative. Those 

institutions are embedded in the state, where systematic disadvantage and 

dehumanization toward transgender bodies is seen in the actions of the police, and the 

criminal justice system more broadly. I explain this state-sanctioned violence against 

transgender and gender non-conforming bodies, below. 
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State Violence  

To conclude the findings of this thesis, I will explore the role that state violence 

plays in transgender and gender non-conforming homicide. I argue that police violence 

and inequalities in our Criminal Justice System contribute to the violence experienced by 

the victims in this study, by sanctioning, and contributing to, the interpersonal violence 

experienced by transgender and gender non-conforming individuals, especially those who 

experience multiple marginalities, due to their intersecting identities, with race, and their 

interactions with institutions, such as the medical industry. 

 

Police Violence 

While the general mission of the Police is “to serve and protect,” there is much 

research to show that this is not the case for police interaction with transgender 

individuals, and especially not for transwomen of color (Buist and Stone 2014; Meyer 

2011; Mogul et al. 2011; Moran and Sharpe 2004). Transwomen of color are often 

stereotyped by police as sex workers (Greenberg 2012; Nadal, Davidoff and Fujil-Doe 

2013) and face revictimization when they interact with law enforcement (Critical 

Resistance and Incite! Women of Color Against Violence 2003; Gattozzi 2009). My 

results, looking at homicide victims from the past 20 years, are below. 
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Table 7: State Violence [Sex Work Allegation by Victim Race] 

  Victim Race 
Sex Work 
Allegation White African 

American Latina Asian American 
Indian Other Total 

Police 1  
(6%) 

11  
(64.7%) 

2  
(11.8%) 

2  
(11.8%) 

1  
(5.9%) 

0  
(0%) 

17 
(100%) 

Friends 0  
(0%) 

3  
(75%) 

1  
(25%) 

0  
(0%) 

0  
(0%) 

0  
(0%) 

4 
(100%) 

Other 0  
(0%) 

12  
(85.8%) 

1  
(7.1%) 

0  
(0%) 

1  
(7.1%) 

0  
(0%) 

14 
(100%) 

Source 
Not 
Reported 

1  
(7.1%) 

7  
(50%) 

4  
(28.6%) 

0  
(0%) 

2  
(14.3%) 

0  
(0%) 

14 
(100%) 

 
 

Of the 84 cases in which the allegations were made that the victims were involved 

in sex work (founded or not), many were people of color. As seen in Table 6, when police 

were the source of that allegation, nearly two-thirds of the victims were African-

American. In many of the cases, family and friends vehemently disagreed with the 

allegations. For example, when 26 year-old African American transwoman, Kendall 

Hampton was shot to death in August 2012, initial media coverage reported her as a sex 

worker (Reynolds 2012). Her friends and family commented on online news articles 

insisting that she was not involved in sex work in any way, but was being stereotyped for 

her trans status (Brock 2012).  As police are the primary source of information for crime 

reporters (Stray 2012), police have a lot of power to steer the narrative of a transgender 

homicide; lingering stereotypes of transwomen as sex workers, and the criminalization of 

transwomen of color are reproduced by allegations like this. This validates future arrest 

and police harassment, and contributes to the way the media blame transwomen for their 



71 
 

  

own deaths. This constitutes a form of violence against transgender and gender non-

conforming bodies, as their stories and identities are diminished. 

 Qualitatively, there were several stories in the 20 years of incidents where police 

or emergency responders were responsible, in part, for the death of the victim. In all of 

the cases, the victim was African American. For example, in 1995, 24-year old Tyra 

Hunter was left to die in Washington D.C., when both police and her emergency response 

team refused to treat her, once they learned of her transgender status. Tyra was critically 

injured in an automobile accident, and was still conscious when the EMTs arrived on the 

scene. When they removed her pants, they saw that she had male genitalia. According to 

witnesses, one of the emergency responders said, “This ain’t no bitch. It’s a nigger. He’s 

got a [phallus] and balls.” (Fox 1999: 1). The responders mocked her, and allowed her to 

bleed without any assistance, which caused her to die an hour later. 

 This case was closely replayed in New York City in 2012, when 30-year-old 

Shaun Smith was allowed to die, once emergency responders discovered her male 

genitals. Smith, who was also African American, was experiencing complications due to 

diabetes. Her mother has testified that the EMTs refused to treat her, not even pulling out 

their equipment, until she passed away from a shortage of insulin (Boothroyd 2013).  

 Duanna Johnson, a 40-year-old African American transwoman, was arrested in 

February 2008 for being involved in sex work. While in custody of the Memphis police 

department, she was brutally beaten by a police officer with handcuffs wrapped around 

his gloved fist, as another officer held her, handcuffed in her seat, allegedly for refusing 

to answer to “he/she” and “fag.” This interaction was caught on tape, and the officers 
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involved were later fired from their posts. Five months later, Duanna was shot dead in the 

streets of downtown Memphis, execution style. Witnesses and activists believe the 

murder was related to the February incident (Grant 2008).  

 In an interaction between mental health care, and police, Kayla Moore died in 

police custody in 2013. Moore had a history of mental health and drug abuse issues. 

When Berkeley, California police were called to help with an episode, Moore (41) was 

taken into custody, and later died while in police charge. In the media reporting of her 

death, Moore’s weight was discussed (Veklerov 2014), as were her mental health issues 

(The Huffington Post 2013) giving her death an overall framing of victim blaming.  

Rather than focusing on the lack of mental health care and/or police involvement in her 

death, the media framed her as sick, unhealthy and potentially dangerous.  

 Again and again, police and emergency personnel treat transgender individuals 

and identities as invalid, or as a justification for neglect or even mockery. This seems to 

especially be the case for African American transgender women. This dehumanization, 

and devaluation of African American transgender and gender non-conforming bodies 

continues in the broader criminal justice system, where offenders against these bodies 

may not be punished as they would be if their victim was Caucasian, or gender 

conforming. 

 

Criminal Justice System 

As discussed earlier, perpetrators of violence against transgender and gender non-

conforming bodies have successfully been able to use the trans panic and/or gay panic 
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defense to receive a minimized sentence, or get away with the violence altogether 

(Sandeen 2008). This demonstrates which bodies the state deems worthy of justice. In 

this study, I examined the sentencing and outcome for the 134 offenders for which I 

found information. While this information is incomplete (see Discussion/Conclusion), my 

exploratory research found a few interesting patterns. First, 90 (67%) of the offenders 

were charged with murder. As explained in the Measures section of this paper, I coded 

for the last known step of their criminal justice process. It is unknown how many of those 

charges lasted through court proceedings, or what the end results of those cases were. It is 

often in trial when the trans panic defense emerges; it may be that a lower number 

actually received a punishment for the homicide. Thirty-three (24.6%) of the known 

offenders received some sort of a sentence, with a mean length of 26 years. Eight 

offenders (less than one percent) received a life sentence. It is unknown how long those 

offenders served, or will serve, for the homicides. There was not enough information 

about the cases to determine strong patterns by race of victim, or offender. 

Qualitatively, several of the stories show successful usage of the trans panic 

defense for minimizing the punishment for killing a transgender or gender non-

conforming person. The success, and sentiment, of the trans panic is perhaps best 

illustrated in a quote from the defense lawyer in the case of the murder of Victor Pachas: 

“Do you think that [the murder] would be a shocking development? . . . Could you image 

the disgust a person who is not a homosexual might have? Do you think there would be 

some reason to have fear as well as anger? … What other perversions might he be 
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subjected to” (Hughes 2002). Trans panic, with its roots in the gay panic defense, allows 

transgender victims to go without justice. 

Collectively, this research demonstrates a high level of violence against 

transgender and gender non-conforming bodies, especially for black transgender bodies. 

Black transwomen are being killed, at a rate that far outweighs their proportion of the 

population, and the violence is often brutal. By being misgendered, and framed as a 

deceiver, they are blamed for their own deaths. Black trans bodies are pushed out of the 

legitimate economy, into higher risk situations, and attempting to get support from the 

police or other state employees such as an emergency responders can lead to 

revictimization. As I have demonstrated in this study, the multiple marginalizations 

experienced in the intersecting identities of transwomen of color sets them up for attack. I 

will discuss this further in the Discussion/Conclusion, below.  
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

It is apparent that while many trans people in the United States lead healthy and 

happy lives, for a proportion of that population, there is a high level of interpersonal and 

state violence. This is especially the case for transgender and gender non-conforming 

women of color, who navigate gendered, raced, heteronormative and gender normative 

social institutions. This is best understood with Intersectionality Theory (Crenshaw 

1989), which addresses the multiple, interacting marginalizations experienced by 

transgender and gender non-conforming women of color. This group is at a high risk for 

victimization through domestic violence, bias-motivated crime, and as I have shown here, 

transgender homicide. Black trans bodies are under attack, as black transgender women 

are being killed at a disproportionate rate, compared to their rate of the population, and 

the number of murders may be growing over time. These homicides are especially brutal, 

happening in close proximity, and in many cases, ending in overkill. Black transgender 

and gender non-conforming women are more likely than their counterparts (in terms of 

race) to be killed related to domestic violence, and for bias-related reasons, and are more 

likely to experience high levels of vulnerabilities (like drug use, sex work and mental 

health issues) that may be interacting with these trends. After they are killed, black 

transgender and gender non-conforming women are revictimized by the media, who erase 

their transgender identities, and blame them for their own death. Then, they are 

revictimized by the State, where police officers are often a source of sex worker 
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allegations, contributing to their dehumanization, and in some cases, police are 

unresponsive to their attacks.  

Future research on the homicides of transgender and gender non-conforming 

people should look more deeply at the media coverage of these stories, to see if the media 

are further contributing to the victimization by dehumanizing the victims, as some have 

theorized (Williams 2009). For now, this study, and the database I have built provides a 

baseline for exploring the patterns of transgender homicide, and what appears to be a 

possible trend of an increasing attack on transgender and gender non-conforming women 

of color. Future research should also focus on the offenders, whose story is left 

incomplete in this thesis. Information about offenders was spotty, and media coverage 

often left off once an offender was found, or charged. While I was unable to find strong 

patterns in this exploratory research, given prior research on the effect of victim race on 

sentencing (Baumer 2013; Sweeney and Haney 1992), I theorize offenders against 

transgender and gender non-conforming women of color are experiencing uneven levels 

of justice from the state. 

This study faced some limitations, in that the transgender story is a difficult one to 

tell. No list of transgender homicide victims could be complete, as transgender identities 

are treated with skepticism, and in some cases, family members of the deceased may have 

hidden, or not known about, a transgender identity. Because of this, it is hard to know 

exactly how accurate this research is. Because the patterns are so strong, however, I 

believe if I had more complete data, the story would be even stronger. Because I was 

careful in my measure of race, ensuring each victim’s racial categorization was explicitly 
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stated by at least one source, I have a large amount of missing data for race. It could be, if 

that information were complete, the trends would be even stronger. This is because 

women of color, in general, are less likely to have their stories told (Stillman 2007); it 

may be that the victims who were non-white were less likely to have any news coverage, 

limiting my access to their story. If this is the case, many of the patterns I found in this 

study could show even higher rates of marginalization. 

 Transgender and gender non-conforming women of color in the United States 

have never been more visible, with Laverne Cox starring in a hit Netflix series, Janet 

Mock writing a bestselling book, and starring in her own television program. With this 

increased visibility, another story has unfolded, where transgender and gender non-

conforming women of color are being victimized at a high rate, and in a brutal way. As I 

have shown in this paper, black trans bodies are, indeed, under attack, due to the complex 

interactions between race, gender, gender expression and sexuality in the United States.
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APPENDIX B: CODEBOOK 

INC_ID Incident ID 
  Specify Code Sheet number 
 
YEAR  Year of Death 
  Specify four-digit year 
 
NAME_CH Chosen Name 

Specify full name 
 
NAME_B Birth Name 
  Specify full name 
 
NAME_OTH Other Aliases, nick names, stage names 
  Specify all (in one space) 
 
CITY  Location of Attack, City 
  Specify full name of city 
 
STATE Location of Attack, State 
  Specify state (or DC) 
  Name of state spelled out (not abbreviated)  
 
VIC_RACE Race of Victim 
 
RACE_VIC_OTH 

1 Caucasian (non-Hispanic) 
2 African-American 
3 Latino/a (any race) 
4 Asian or Pacific Islander 
5 American Indian 
6 Other (specify) 
99 Unknown/unspecified 

 
DATE_ATK Date of Attack 
  Specify MM/DD/YYYY 
 
DATE_DTH Date of Death 
  Specify MM/DD/YYYY 
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DATE_REP Date first reported 
  Specify MM/DD/YYYY 
 
HOUSING Victim housing situation at time of death 
 
HOUS_OTH 

1 Homeless 
2 Living with friends 
3 Living with strangers 
4 Living with spouse/partner 
5 Living with family (other than spouse/partner) 
6 Living alone 
7 Other (specify) 
99 Unknown/unspecified 

 
STATUS Trans status of victim 
 
STAT_OTH 

1 Self-identified trans 
2 Reporter-identified trans 
3 Perceived to be trans 
4 Proximity to a trans person 
5 Other (specify) 
99 Unknown/unspecified 

 
MOTIVE Potential motive of attack (according to article) 
  Specify 
 
VIC_BSEX Victim sex at birth 
 
VIC_BSEX_OTH 

1 Male 
2 Female 
3 Intersexed 
99 Unknown/unspecified 

 
PRESENT Gender presentation at time of attack 
 
PRESENT_OTH 

1 Presenting as female 
2 Presenting as male 
3 Other (specify) 
99 Unknown/unspecified 
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IDENTIFY Gender identifiers (circle all that apply) 
 
INDENT_1, IDENT_2, IDENT_3, IDENT_OTH 

1 Dress or “female” clothing 
2 Purse or other “female” accessories 
3 Wig 
4 Makeup 
5 Male attire 
6 Other (specify) 
99 Unknown/unspecified 

 
OCC Occupation of victim 
 
OCC_OTH 

1 Sex worker 
2 Other (specify) 
3 Minor 
99 Unknown/unspecified 

 
VISIBILITY Victim degree of visibility (circle all that apply)  

VIS_1, VIS_2, VIS_3, VIS_OTH 
1 Public Performer 
2 Sex Worker 
3 Activist 
4 Presented in Public 
5 Witness of Prior Crime (including victimization) 
6 Queer Event Participant 
7 Community Volunteer 
99 Unknown/unspecified 

 
VULN Victim vulnerabilities (circle all that apply)  

VULN_1, VULN_2, VULN_3, VULN_OTH 
1 Drug Use 
2 Sex Work 
3 Psychiatric Problems 
4 Homelessness 
5 Undocumented Immigrant 
99 Unknown/unspecified 

 
NUM_OFF Single or Multiple Offenders 

1 Single 
2 Multiple 
99 Unknown/unspecified 
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ATTACK Type of attack (circle all that apply) 
  ATTACK_1, ATTACK_2, ATTACK_3, ATTACK_DET1,  
 
ATTACK_DET2, ATTACK_OTH 

1 Strangulation 
2 Neglect 
3 Beating (using body parts) 
4 Bludgeoning (using object) 
5 Rape/sexual assault 
6 Suicide 
7 Stabbed/slashed (specify if multiple) 
8 Shot (specify if multiple) 
9 Mutilation  
10 Burned 
11 Other (specify) 
99 Unknown/unspecified 

 
PARTS Part(s) of body attacked (circle all that apply) 
  PART_1, PART_2, PART_3, PART_OTH 

1 Sex organs 
2 Head 
3 Throat 
4 Back 
5 Other (specify) 
6 Torso/abdomen 
99 Unknown/unspecified 

 
WEAPON Weapon(s) used (circle all that apply) 
  WEAPON_1, WEAPON_2, WEAP_OTH 

1 Firearm 
2 Knife or cutting instrument 
3 Blunt object (such as hammer or club) 
4 Personal weapon (body parts) 
5 Poison 
6 Fire 
7 Narcotics and/or drugs 
8 Drowning 
9 Strangulation 
10 Other (specify) 
99 Unknown/unspecified 

 
 
POL_RESP Police or Emergency Response 
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  Specify 
  DOA if body found 
 
OVERKILL Was the incident overkill?  

1 Yes 
2 No 
99 Unknown/unspecified 

 
OFF_NAME Name of Offender 
  OFFNAME_1, OFFNAME_2, OFFNAME_3 
  Specify full name of offender 
 
OFF_SEX Sex of Offender 
  OFFSEX_1, OFFSEX_2, OFFSEX_3 

Specify sex (okay to assume male if name stereotypically male and/or 
male pronouns are used) 

 
OFF_AGE Age of Offender 
  OFFAGE_1, OFFAGE_2, OFFAGE_3 
  Specify age at time of attack 
 
OFF_REL Offender relationship to victim 
  OFFREL_FAM, OFFREL_OTH for 1, 2, 3 

1 Stranger 
2 Lover, current or former 
3 Family (specify) 
4 Acquaintance 
5 Other (specify) 
99 Unknown/unspecified 

 
OFFRACE Race of Victim 
 
OFFRACE_OTH for 1, 2, 3 

1 Caucasian (non-Hispanic) 
2 African-American 
3 Latino/a (any race) 
4 Asian or Pacific Islander 
5 American Indian 
6 Other (specify) 
99 Unknown/unspecified 

 
OUTCOME Outcome for offender (specify all that apply) 
  OUT_CH, OUT_CON, OUT_SEN, OUT_OTH for 1, 2, 3 
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1 Arrested 
2 Charged (specify) 
3 Convicted (specify) 
4 Released/acquitted 
5 Sentenced (specify) 
6 Other (specify) 
99 Unknown/unspecified 

 
MED_SOURCE Name of Media Source 
   MED_SOURCE_1, MED_SOURCE_2, MED_SOURCE_3 
   Specify full name of media source 
 
MED_Q Queer status of Media Source 
  MED_Q1, MED_Q2, MED_Q3 

1 GLBT 
2 Trans specific 
3 Non-GLBT 

 
MED_TYPE Type of Media Source 
 
MED_TYPE1, MED_TYPE2, MED_TYPE3, MED_OTH for 1, 2, 3 

1 Newspaper 
2 Magazine 
3 Blog 
4 TV News 
5 Wire service 
6 Other (specify) 

 
MED_ART Title of Article 
 
MED_ART1, MED_ART2, MED_ART3 
  Specify full title of article 
 
MED_DATE Date of Article 
  MED_DATE1, MED_DATE2, MED_DATE3 
  Specify date MM/DD/YYYY 
 
MED_NAME Primary or first victim name reported 
  MED_NAME1, MED_NAME2, MED_NAME3 

1 Birth name 
2 Chosen name 

MED_CHNM Chosen name reported? 
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MED_CHNM1, MED_CHNM2, MED_CHNM3 
1 Yes 
2 No 
3 Not applicable 

 
MED_QUOTE Chosen name in quotes? 
 
MED_QUOTE1, MED_QUOTE2, MED_QUOTE3 

1 Yes 
2 No 
3 Not applicable 

 
MED_PERT Article primarily pertains to (more than half of content) 

MED_PERT1, MED_PERT2, MED_PERT3, MED_OTH1, MED_OTH2, 
MED_OTH3 

1 Victim 
2 Offender 
3 Other (specify) 

 
MED_SEX Does the article refer to the victim as a sex worker? 

MED_SEX1, MED_SEX2, MED_SEX3 
1 Yes 
2 No 

 
MED_ALL Source of sex worker allegation 

MED_ALL1, MED_ALLOTH1, MED_ALL2, MED_ALLOTH2, 
MED_ALL3, MED_ALLOTH3 

1 Police 
2 Friends 
3 Other (specify) 
4 Source not reported 
5 Not applicable 

 
MED_DEC Does the article refer to the victim as a deceiver? 

MED_DEC1, MED_DEC2, MED_DEC3 
1 Yes 
2 No 

 
 
 
MED_PRON Pronouns used to describe victim 

MED_PRON1, MED_PRON2, MED_PRON3 
1 Male 
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2 Female 
3 Both 
4 Neither 

 
MED_DECQ Deceiver quotes 

MED_DECQ1A, MED_DECQ1B, MED_DECQ1C; MED_DECQ2A, 
MED_DECQ2B, etc 

  Specify up to three quotes that use deceiver language 
 
MED_INTQ Interesting quotes 
  MED_INTQ1A, MED_INTQ1B, MED_INTQ1C; MED_INTQ2A,  
 
MED_INTQ2B, etc 
  Specify up to three interesting quotes 
 
MED_TRANS Word used to refer to trans status (specify first or primary term 

used) 
MED_TRANS1, MED_TRANS1OTH, MED_TRANS2, 
MED_TRANS2OTH, etc 

1 Transgender 
2 Transvestite 
3 Transsexual 
4 Man in Women’s Clothing (includes similar terms that refer to clothing) 
5 Female Impersonator 
6 Cross-Dresser 
7 Other (specify) 
8 No mention 

 
MED_OTHER Other interesting things from the news articles 

MED_OTHER1A, MED_OTHER1B, MED_OTHER1C, 
MED_OTHER2A, MED_OTHER2B 

 
MED_TOT Total number or articles 
  Specify total number of articles (continuous) that pertain to the incident 
 
NOTES Additional notes 
  NOTES_1, NOTES_2, NOTES_3 
  Any additional notes about the victim/offender/incident/coverage (up to 3) 
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