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Abstract

Transgender women face a disproportionate burden of carceral violence, or violence related to
policing and the criminal legal system, with transgender women of colour experiencing even
greater disparities. Several frameworks conceptualise the mechanisms through which violence
impacts transgender women, yet none directly explore the role of carceral violence, particularly as
it is experienced by transgender women themselves. Sixteen in-depth interviews were conducted
with a racially/ethnically diverse sample of transgender women in Los Angeles between May
and July 2020. Participants were between 23 — 67 years old. Participants identified as Black
(n=4), Latina (n=4), white (n=2), Asian (n=2), and Native American (n=2). Interviews assessed
experiences with multi-level violence, including from police and law enforcement. Deductive and
inductive coding methods were used to identify and explore common themes concerning carceral
violence. Experiences of law enforcement-perpetrated interpersonal violence were common and
included physical, sexual and verbal abuse. Participants also highlighted structural violence,
including misgendering, the non-acceptance of transgender identities, and police intentionally
failing to uphold laws that could protect transgender women.

These results demonstrate the pervasive, multilevel nature of carceral violence perpetrated
against transgender women and suggest avenues for future framework development, trans-specific
expansions of carceral theory, and system-wide institutional change.
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Introduction

In recent years, increasing national attention in the USA has focused on the role and actions
of police and carceral institutions, due in part to several high-profile cases of police brutality,
particularly against Black people. “Carceral violence” will herein be used to describe the
multilevel violence arising from within the criminal legal system, including police and
carceral institutions (Cohen and Luttig 2020). While much public and research attention

has focused on carceral violence at the individual and interpersonal levels (e.g. harassment
and assault by police officers), carceral violence is also structural. Systems of policing

and incarceration depend on and reproduce toxic social forces (e.g. racism, xenophobia,
transphobia) to exert power, control and violence over marginalised communities and
individuals (Wacquant 2000; Hinton and Cook 2021). Research on carceral violence by
race/ethnicity has documented disproportionate impacts on Black, Indigenous, Latinx and
certain sub-groups of Asian persons (Mauer and King 2007; Schoenfeld 2018). Furthermore,
socioeconomic status, housing insecurity, documentation status, age, sexuality, and gender
identity have all been associated with experiencing carceral violence (Schick et al. 2019).

Among those impacted by carceral violence, transgender women, or women whose gender
identities do not align with their sex assigned at birth, face a disproportionate burden

of carceral violence (DeVylder et al. 2017). Studies have unequivocally demonstrated

that globally, transgender women face high rates of police contact, police violence, and
incarceration (DeVylder et al. 2017; Reisner et al. 2016, Reisner, Bailey and Sevelius

2014; Wilson et al. 2009). Furthermore, greater inequities among specific groups of
transgender women have been reported: Black and Indigenous transgender women in the
USA experience higher rates of carceral violence than their white and cisgender female
counterparts (Russell et al. 2021; Reisner, Bailey and Sevelius 2014), and Black transgender
women face a greater risk of police violence victimisation than other sexual/gender minority
groups or cisgender women of colour (James, Brown and Wilson 2015; Rosentel et al.
2021).

These disproportionate rates of carceral violence have many underpinning mechanisms.
Pathways connecting transgender women to the criminal-legal system include
socioeconomic disparities, housing instability, sex work involvement, and direct
police-perpetrated discrimination (Yarbrough 2023; Lyons et al. 2017). In addition,
economic disparities force transgender women to participate in the illicit economy at
disproportionately high rates, with a large number engaging in transactional sex as a means
of survival (Operario, Soma and Underhill 2008; Raiford et al. 2016). Further, punitive
system-level responses to poverty often disproportionately target minority communities,
including people of colour and sexual/gender minorities (Mogul, Ritchie and Whitlock 2011;
Yarbrough 2023). These factors all contribute to the high rates of police contact, stops, and
arrests experienced by transgender women (Stotzer 2014). Among a sample of transgender
women below the age of 24 in Chicago, 67% reported ever having been arrested, with

37% having been incarcerated in their lifetime (Hereth et al. 2021). In addition, 22% of
transgender respondents in the National Transgender Discrimination Survey (2011) reported
a first-hand account of police harassment (Grant, Motter and Tanis 2011).
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These high rates of carceral violence are also associated with substantial negative health
consequences. Many studies have highlighted associations between carceral violence and
HIV-related risk behaviours and outcomes among transgender women internationally (e.g.
Logie et al. 2017; Willie et al. 2017; Yi et al. 2019). Additional known impacts of

carceral violence for transgender women include worse mental health (DeVylder et al. 2017;
DeVylder et al. 2018), housing insecurity (Anderson-Carpenter, Fletcher and Reback 2017),
non-HIV infections such as hepatitis C (Grov et al. 2020), and lower overall health care
engagement (White Hughto et al. 2019). Carceral violence among transgender women is
also experienced through direct interpersonal violence perpetration. A 2017 report found that
transgender and gender diverse individuals within the USA were seven times more likely

to experience physical violence from police officers compared with cisgender counterparts
(National Coalition of Anti-Violence Programs 2017), and other studies have linked carceral
violence with intimate partner violence victimisation (King, Restar and Operario 2021) and
experiences of transphobic hate crimes (Gyamerah et al. 2021).

Several multilevel conceptual frameworks depicting the mechanisms through which
violence, stigma and discrimination adversely impact the health and well-being of
transgender populations have been developed over the past decade. Prominent examples
include the intersectionality research for transgender health justice framework (Wesp et al.
2019), a modified socio-ecological model of stigma for transgender health (White Hughto,
Reisner and Pachankis 2015), and the gender affirmation framework for conceptualising risk
behaviour among transwomen of colour (Sevelius 2013). However, these conceptual models
of transgender health consistently omit reference to carceral violence, despite substantial
evidence demonstrating its pervasive adverse impacts on transgender women’s physical

and mental health. Additionally, gaps remain in understanding transgender women’s own
multi-faceted experiences with carceral violence, including its interpersonal manifestations
and interplay with other systems of oppression (e.g. sexism, racism). Research of this nature
could inform how and where future frameworks designed to conceptualise mechanisms
related to transgender women’s health account for carceral violence. Accordingly, the goal
of this paper was to use first-person narratives to examine the multilevel experiences of
carceral violence among a diverse sample of transgender women in Los Angeles, California.

Materials and Methods

Data for this study was collected as part of an ongoing community-research partnership
between a team at the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health and Access

to Prevention Advocacy Intervention and Treatment (APAIT), a grassroots organisation
established in 1987 with the mission to provide diverse social services to vulnerable
communities in the Los Angeles area. The study team’s senior author (KT) has worked with
members of APAIT for several years, providing programme design and evaluation support.
The study team included the senior author and two research assistants (AW), who worked in
collaboration with APAIT’s Director and members of the organisation’s staff to design the
study’s research questions and interview guide. Many of APAIT’s staff are people of colour
and/or sexual/gender minorities themselves, providing an important perspective throughout
the study’s design and implementation.
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Study data included 16 in-depth, semi-structured interviews conducted between May and
July 2020 with a racially/ethnically diverse sample of women who self-identified as
transgender in Los Angeles. Of the 16 participants, four identified as Black, four as Latina,
four as white, two as Asian, and two as Native American. Participants were between the
ages of 23-67 years. Purposive sampling techniques were used to recruit current/former
residents of Casa de Zulma, an Enhanced Bridge Housing and Support Program in the
City of Los Angeles developed and delivered by APAIT. Casa de Zulma is Los Angeles’
first homeless shelter serving only transgender women, and participants were specifically
recruited from this site given the project’s goal of understanding the lived experiences of
transgender women.

Interviews were conducted by APAIT case managers, many of whom were also persons

of colour and/or sexual/gender minorities. Their pre-established relationships with Casa

de Zulma residents encouraged participants to feel comfortable sharing their experiences.
Interviewers took place in private spaces in Casa de Zulma or the APAIT main office.
Interviews lasted between 30-80 minutes and were conducted in either English or Spanish,
depending on participants’ language preference. The in-depth interview guide was designed
to assess participants’ daily routines, exposures to violence, sources of resilience/strength,
social network characteristics, access to support services/resources, and experiences of the
COVID-19 pandemic. The study’s underlying theoretical question was to explore the role of
place and socio-spatial environment as a determinant of violence among transgender women
(Winiker et al. 2022). Verbal informed consent was given by all participants before the
completion of an interview, and participants were compensated with a US$100 gift card. All
study procedures and protocols were approved by the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of
Public Health Institutional Review Board.

Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed, with Spanish interviews first translated by
a bilingual APAIT staff member. The research assistants utilised inductive and deductive
analytical techniques to identify themes and independently code the transcripts. An a priori
codebook was created based upon relevant literature and interview guide content, and these
deductive codes were applied individually by each research assistant to the first transcript.
Open, inductive coding was also engaged to identify additional themes within the data. Upon
completion of the first transcript, the research team met to review codebook application,
discussing areas of disagreement until inconsistencies were resolved. The research assistants
each independently coded the remaining transcripts. The senior author then reviewed the
final coded transcripts, reconciling any discrepancies. For the analysis, any codes related to
“police,” “police violence,” “laws,” “prison,” “jail” and “incarceration,” were included. The
paper’s first author is a white, cisgender female affiliated with an elite research institution.
She is aware of the political, economic, and social structures that have historically oppressed
transgender women and simultaneously provided her a position of privilege, therefore
potentially influencing her interpretation of the data. The rest of the authorship team, who
contributed to conceptual framing, writing, and presentation of the results, are all persons of
colour and/or sexual/gender minorities. The team engaged in frequent reflexivity check-ins
to identify and minimise possible biases associated with the positionality of all members of
the study.
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Among the participants in this sample, carceral violence was pervasive, often manifesting
itself through direct episodes of interpersonal violence (e.g. physical and emotional abuse).
In addition, substantial harassment, discrimination and a conscious failure to protect
transgender women perpetrated by police and law enforcement both within and outside

of carceral institutions demonstrated the complex interaction between interpersonal and
structural violence: these actions served to reflect and reproduce broader system-level
oppression, reinforce rigid societal norms around the construct of the gender binary, and
further exclude sexual and gender minorities.

Interpersonal violence

Many participants described episodes of physical and emotional violence perpetrated by
police and law enforcement, including assaults, harassment, and discrimination. In addition,
women’s accounts highlighted the ways in which police inaction was its own form of
interpersonal violence, through conscious decisions not to uphold laws that could protect
transgender women from harm.

Physical violence and threats of harm—Some participants reported personal or
second-hand experiences of interpersonal violence from law enforcement officials. One
recounted facing multiple forms of threatened and enacted violence from a corrections
officer when incarcerated:

I have been in custody in prisons and jails, and | have experienced sexual
harassment, verbal abuse, and even threatened with violence by a person of
authority who was either a deputy sheriff or corrections officer. Once, | was in a
wheelchair in the hospital in county jail because | fractured my ankle, so | couldn’t
walk. And one day I’m going to the shower, and as | was pushing my wheelchair,
the officer tells me, “If you hit me with the wheelchair,” I think he told me he’d
break my other leg or something. Or said he’d knock me off the wheelchair. |
mean, he threatened me with an act of violence. And then at the same time | was
in custody in jail, I was going to the pill line, and... I’'m facing the wall, and [an
officer] told me to spread my arms and spread my legs, and he felt that | hadn’t
spread my legs enough, so he kicked my legs, my feet. And he kicked the fractured
ankle, and it hurt... he was a deputy sheriff for the LA County Jail. I’ll never forget
that name, because he did it numerous times. A lot of other people have harassed
me once or twice, but he did it numerous times while at county jail. — 26 years-old,
Native American

Emotional violence: Gendered police harassment and discrimination—In
addition to threats and enacted physical violence, many participants reported multiple
experiences of transphobic emotional violence perpetrated by police officers and law
enforcement officials. Often, this manifested through police intentionally misgendering
women or otherwise demonstrating disrespect for their gender identity. One participant who
had officially changed her sex on her state identification to female shared:
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The LAPD has been trained about what trans people are, but they always
misgendered me. | mean, one time they put me down as a trans man, which doesn’t
make any sense because | have a California ID that clearly says that I’m female on
there and it clearly has my name in there, and everything’s been legally changed.
And my picture is on there, and | don’t look like a guy in my picture, so I’m

not really quite sure why they would mislabel me that. It’s almost like they’re
slandering or doing it on purpose. — 26 years old, Native American

Other participants recounted similar experiences, often feeling dismissed or disrespected in

interactions with police officers. One woman described an encounter which highlighted the
complex ways in which norms around gender intersect with societal ideas of transness being

tied to whiteness, stating:

And it was literally all because | wouldn’t give him my 1D, because | was trying to
tell them my preferred name. But no, this cop was determined to get my dead name
at the time, and you know, use it against me for whatever purpose. And eventually

| gave it over and sure enough he was just like, “Oh look, you’re a man trying to

be a woman. That’s not fucking right. See, you white folks always think you can
get away with doing whatever the fuck you please, saying you’re this and that” and
threw my ID at the ground. — 23 years old, white

Misgendering also took place within prisons and jails. In particular, gender incongruent
housing assignments exposed women to violence within carceral systems. One participant
stated:

Well, because the cops and the laws — when we go to jail, we don’t go to jail

with women. We go to jail with men, and whatever it says on our ID, in our ideal
mind, it’s not in their ideal mind. They still see us as men — and then when we get
there, it’s horrible. It’s even more horrible, because when we’re behind these walls,
the outside and the public can’t see how they’re really mentally fucking with our
minds. — 63 years old, Latina

Another participant reported on heard stories from other transgender women about the
potential for violence that occurred as a result of being confined with cisgender men.

I mean, | even still hear stories about people — sisters that I’m friends with that
were incarcerated, come out of incarceration, they still put them in with the men.
They still want to treat them like the men. They may be partway through transition.
They’ll stick them in the shower with the guys. It’s like, you know damn well
you’re setting them up for something that’s going to happen. There’s a lot of
disrespect by law enforcement from a legal aspect — 26 years old, Native American

Structural violence: Inaction and the failure to protect

Several participants described a conflict between the ostensible role of police and the actions

taken by the police in their lives. Often, when participants turned to law enforcement
officials for protection, they found that many intentionally failed to uphold the laws or

policies which would keep transgender women safe. Further, many instead found themselves

targeted by additional violence, including enacted verbal, physical and emotional harms.
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These interpersonal (in)actions were perceived to feed into structural-level transphobia by
reinforcing the belief that transgender women do not deserve protection and ultimately
enabling other forms of violence to continue unchecked.

One participant described an instance where she had attempted to report an assault by a
former intimate partner but was met with cruelty and violence from police.

One time | got beaten real down really bad. I just said, “I’m calling the police. I’'m
going to file charges. He’s going to go. | don’t care what he does when he gets

out. I’'m not dealing.” And they showed up, they looked at my face, said, “What in
the hell happened to you?” | told them. “What do you want us to do?” And I said,
“Pick him up, I’ll file charges.” They said, “No.” | said, “Why?” And they said, “If
he kills you, that’s one less faggot we worry about.” — 43-years old, Asian

Other participants described similar situations where the police not only allowed but
voiced active support for the violence that transgender women face while absolving the
aggressors of accountability. When one woman reported an experience of physical and
sexual harassment, she was dismissed by police and received no support or legal protection.

I’ve been physically assaulted by one cisman this year as well, which the police
didn’t do anything about — a security guard who was previously sexually harassing
me. He followed me to my car. Asked me to roll down my window and started
hitting on me. He realised | was a transwoman, lacked adequate understanding for
that means, said something to the effect of, “Oh, I thought you were a female.” |
corrected him that | am a female, and it became more hostile as a result of that and
he pushed me and took my phone and all sorts of stuff. So | called the police, and
they told me that it wasn’t sexual harassment, that he is allowed to follow people
because he’s a security guard there and being hit on isn’t sexual harassment. In fact,
a lot of people would love the attention, a lot of people would love to be hit on.
That’s what they literally said to me, these two male cops, which | found disgusting
that that’s the response. They told me it wasn’t assault because he’s allowed to push
on anyone he wants, | guess, as a security guard. But they didn’t do anything for
me, released me and that was about it. — 37 years old, Latina

Another participant reported a transgender friend’s similar experience and described how
police inaction reinforces the social norms that devalue transgender women.

I have a friend that said that she was assaulted by her Uber driver, and she called
the police and they didn’t do anything. And they just told her to go home. And
their attitude is going to make that offender think that it’s okay and he can do this
whenever he wants to. So you know, | just think everything is by example. So, if
they made an example out of people when they did stuff, it would be less likely to
happen. — 24 years old, Black

One other participant expressed a sense that police and law enforcement were actively
unconcerned about the pervasive violence faced by transgender women. By deprioritising
the protection of transgender women, police contributed to the perpetuation of violence
against transgender women while upholding the systems of oppression that allow such
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violence to occur. In response to a question about whether there are police practices that
make violence towards transgender women more likely, she shared:

Yeah, | feel like not taking a lot of our cases involving transgender people in
particular. | feel like there is hesitation towards just admitting — police still need to
do investigations and all that stuff, but it’s like the reluctance to speak about the fact
that there is a gigantic and extremely inhumane issue going on with transgender
deaths. | mean, it’s obviously bad here in the US. | mean was it last year it was the
highest in a long time with transgender deaths, or something like that? And it when
I would try to see the police, are they following up on this investigation, etc, and
you kind of just-- | feel they are pushing people in our community to the back end
and focusing on other people. Like oh, we’ll eventually get to you. That kind of a
mentality, like you can wait kind of a thing, or we don’t take you as seriously. It’s
extremely frustrating. It’s a deep shame. — 34 years old, Black

Perceptions of determinants of carceral violence manifested by police—Having
faced extensive experiences of carceral violence in various forms, many women in

this sample offered theories around why this violence was so commonplace. Overall,
participants explained that violence towards transgender women could stem from a

complex interaction between political ideology, attraction towards transgender women, and
stigmatising attitudes. One participant posited that cisgender men perceive the existence of
transgender women as a threat to their masculinity, sharing:

Respondent The way [male police officers] approach trans women and the way they handle
trans women, it kind of sets the tone for how men deal with trans women and the aggression.
And it’s kind of crazy.

Interviewer So, when you talk about how police handle or deal with trans women, what do
you mean by that?

Respondent | would say that they’re just very aggressive with trans women. And they feel
that their masculinity is threatened by seeing a beautiful trans woman. And especially when
they get that ID and they then start — they’re already sizing the girl up, whether they’re male
or female, they thought they were trans, whatnot. Then they see that, that just gives them
that — I feel like —it’s such a basic thing. It’s a basic thing that gets blown out of proportion.
Especially with men with very toxic masculinity and not knowing how to deal with it. They
just get angry and blow up. And they’ll start taking it as a threat. Then they start being
physical. And they’re obviously strong, so they’re able to do this. And they’re a person of
authority, of course they’re going to do it. — 48 years old, white

When asked whether there were policies or police practices that made violence towards
transgender women more likely, another woman shared a similar sentiment, replying:

Yeah, | think so. I’ve heard first-hand experiences of trans women being put in
male prison. And | don’t think that’s cool. There are a lot of fucking conservatives
around here. They like to chase trans women. They try to talk, but at the same

time, when it comes to our rights as human beings, they’re quiet. They’re like, “Oh,
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these fucking faggots.” But sexually, they’re attracted to us. | think that’s one of the
practices that needs to be addressed. — 36 years old, Latina

In response to the same question, a third participant described her perception that the police
manifested conservative ideologies and transphobic attitudes which led to a failure to protect
and support transgender women.

I think that especially within the police, it feels like police epitomise a lot of the
stringent kind of ugly conservatist feel of society, because they have a badge and
they feel like they’re doing — oh, well, we protect and serve. Well, when have you
done that ever? I’ve never heard of that. And everybody is always, “Oh, yeah, you
don’t like the police until they come help you.” Not even then | didn’t like that,
and I don’t like them because a lot of times, especially with trans women, from

my experience, it’s like I still become the bad guy or something, or bad girl... For
trans, | believe it gets really messed up. So police need to be more — honour or
serve and protect those that cannot protect themselves or serve others like they can,
and I think that’s been lost with law enforcement. — 41 years old, Latina

Discussion

These data from 16 in-depth interviews conducted with a diverse group of transgender
women in Los Angeles draw urgent attention to carceral violence as a significant source
of violence for transgender women—oparticularly Black, Indigenous, Latina and other
transgender women of colour—and as a determinant of this population’s health and
well-being. The experiences of participants demonstrated that carceral violence against
transgender women is pervasive and is perceived as source of violence that spans the
interpersonal and structural levels.

When asked about violence in their lives generally, women in this sample reported carceral
violence in a way that did not necessarily distinguish between direct versus indirect or
interpersonal versus structural forms. Participants reported varied experiences of extensive
interpersonal carceral violence in the forms of physical, sexual, verbal and emotional abuse
perpetrated by police and carceral institution staff members. Further perpetuating harms
against transgender women were frequent acts of stigma, discrimination and misgendering
by police and law enforcement officials that both represent and reinforce broader, structural
and system-level social exclusion of transgender individuals. To date, rigid social norms
dictating that gender is a binary remain pervasive (Heise et al. 2019). This narrow societal
construction of gender leads to widespread nonacceptance of those perceived to misalign
with the gender norms congruent with their sex assigned at birth (White Hughto, Reisner
and Pachankis 2015). Those holding power, such as police and law enforcement officials,
have a unique opportunity to reject and redefine such norms. Yet as these findings show,
many carceral officials instead reinforce this false binary through stigmatising treatment and
systemic non-acceptance of diverse gender identities, contributing to the perpetuation of
violence towards sexual and gender minority groups (Bradford et al. 2013; White Hughto
et al. 2018). Further, participants articulated close linkages between these experiences

of direct interpersonal violence, indirect interpersonal violence, and structural violence;

as representatives of a larger carceral system, police officers enabled other forms of
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interpersonal and structural violence towards transgender women to occur through overt
discrimination and the conscious choice not to uphold laws and policies that would protect
them.

In addition to urging the inclusion of carceral violence in future multilevel understandings of
transgender health and well-being, these results also have implications for other experience-
derived theories of the carceral state. Participants’ experiences are in line with the concepts
of distorted responsiveness (Prowse, Weaver and Meares 2020) and legal estrangement (Bell
2017), and possibly point towards the need for trans-specific extensions of these theories.
Distorted responsiveness reflects the perceived contradiction in historically and ongoingly
overpoliced communities wherein police are overly attentive and even violent in the face

of petty offences but entirely absent when truly called upon to serve and protect (Prowse,
Weaver and Meares 2020). This theory expands upon longstanding disparities in police
treatment towards Black people, who historically have both suffered unequal protection
under the law but simultaneously face a disproportionate burden of its enforcement. The
women sampled demonstrate a similar contradiction: police both criminalise and demonise
transgender women while simultaneously overtly failing to protect them in the face of
external threats. The distorted responsiveness reported by the transgender women in this
sample, however, suggests the need for a closer examination of the role of gender identity in
future applications of this theory. A similar gender identity-specific overlay is added when
considering how these quotes reflect legal estrangement, the process by which individuals
and communities experience detachment and alienation from the law and its enforcers (e.g.
police officers). It may be that transgender women, some of whom in this sample had long
histories of experiences of carceral violence and maybe never thought of police or the law as
beneficial to them, experience legal estrangement in different ways than cisgender people.

Regardless, the distorted responsiveness and legal estrangement reflected in women’s
responses have clear consequences: transgender women not only face high rates of direct
interpersonal violence at the hands of police, but also simultaneously exhibit a fear of
reporting other violent acts to law enforcement out of fear of dismissal or further harm.
While police officers are situated to use their power to address and reduce this violence,
these findings instead highlight that they directly and indirectly contribute to its perpetration.
This is reflected in quantitative research as well; substantial evidence shows that transgender
women experience multiple forms of violence at disproportionately high rates compared

to both cisgender women and other sexual and gender minority groups (Langenderfer-
Magruder, Whitfield et al. 2016). Specifically, multiple studies show that transgender
women indicate being hesitant to report sexual violence, intimate partner violence, gender-
based violence (Kurdyla, Messinger and Ramirez 2021; Langenderfer-Magruder, Walls et al.
2016; Langenderfer-Magruder, Whitfield et al. 2016), hate crimes (Gyamerah et al. 2021),
and stalking (Langenderfer-Magruder et al. 2020) to police, meaning any protection the
police could potentially offer is less likely to be received by this population.

Women’s experiences in this study also have important policy evaluation implications. This
study was conducted in California, a state considered to be at the forefront of progressive
legal action in support of LGBTQ+ people. For example, a Bill requiring LGBTQ+-specific
training of California police officers was passed in 2019 for curriculum development and
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implementation to be started in January 2020 (Gazzar 2019). Also relevant to this study

is a recent Bill establishing the Transgender and Wellness Equity Fund in September of
2020, requiring California’s Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation (CDCR) to house
transgender, gender-nonconforming and intersex individuals in a manner aligned with their
gender identity (State of California 2020). The bill requires CDCR to ask about gender
identity and preferred pronouns during the intake process and calls for trainings for staffers
state-wide on working with gender nonconforming inmates, including search procedures,
the provision of gender-affirming clothing, and pronoun usage (State of California 2020).
As our study was conducted concurrent to these changes in 2020, it is not possible to draw
conclusions about the policy’s efficacy or felt impact from these participants’ accounts.
However, there is a clear call from these results for future quantitative and qualitative
research that evaluates how these and other policy changes impact on perceptions and
experiences of carceral violence among both nonincarcerated and incarcerated transgender
women. Moreover, the pervasive and indiscriminate nature of carceral violence experienced
by these women suggests the need for much more substantive and cross-sector changes than
these and other reformist policies allow.

Given the systemic nature of carceral violence, it is unlikely that reformist policies will be
able to effectively stop carceral violence toward transgender women. Carceral institutions
were built on racist, cisheteropatriarchal social norms which continue to enable violence
against transgender and gender non-conforming persons to occur—particularly those who
are also Black, Indigenous or Latinx (Hinton and Cook 2021). Abolition of police and
prisons is the only way to stop carceral violence. In the meantime, trans-led organisations
have provided recommendations for other means by which to reduce carceral violence. In
2016, the National Center for Transgender Equality (NCTE) put forth a Federal Agenda
for Transgender People, which included a chapter on police violence (National Center

for Transgender Equality 2016). Additionally, an updated version of the End Racial
Profiling Act, which prohibits profiling on race, religion, gender, sexual orientation and
gender identity, was reintroduced in the Senate in 2021 but has not progressed to a

vote (Cardin 2022). Regardless, change should not only occur through federal legislation
or in response to specific demands from transgender people. Law enforcement agencies
should immediately seek to redistribute power and work with community partners to
develop policies and practices that ensure fair and just treatment of transgender/gender
non-conforming individuals (Human Rights Campaign and Trans People of Color Coalition
2015). Structural problems require systemic solutions that at the very least do not allocate
more power or resources to historically and actively harmful carceral systems.

The results of this study must be considered in the context of its limitations. First, the
participants in this study were all resident in downtown Los Angeles at the time of their
interviews. Their experiences of carceral violence may not be reflective of transgender
women in other geographic areas, particularly those in rural areas. Additionally, the study’s
interview guide was not designed to specifically prompt about women’s experiences with
carceral violence but rather various sources of violence more broadly. While many women
spoke about periods of incarceration or episodes of police violence, interview questions
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did not explicitly ask about these topics. This provides an important opportunity for

future research with other groups of sexual/gender minority women to better understand
experiences of carceral violence in all its forms. Third, many of the women sampled in
this study face intersecting systems of oppression due to their overlapping minoritised
statuses, and their experiences of carceral violence must be contextualised by the deeply
entrenched systems of racism, white supremacy, capitalism, and cisheteropatriarchy within
which police and the carceral system at large operate. While this study explored the harms
of carceral violence among a diverse sample of transgender women, interview questions
were not designed specifically to understand the ways in which participants saw their

own social identities (e.g. race, sex, gender, class) interacting with structural systems to
influence the violence they faced. A more explicit focus on intersectionality in future studies
of carceral violence will allow practices, programmes and policies to be more responsive
to the lived realities of transgender women while also highlighting the various ways in
which transgender women show resilience in the face of interlocking systems of oppression.
Fourth, study interviews were conducted by APAIT service staff, which offered the benefit
of potentially allowing participants to feel comfortable discussing sensitive topics given
their pre-existing relationships. However, this introduces a possible social desirably bias,
as women may have felt pressured to present themselves in a certain way when speaking
to one of their own current case managers. In addition, women may have felt compelled

to share or withhold certain elements of their experiences from staff members given their
power differential, as case managers have some degree of control over participants’ access
to resources and services. The study’s consent form clearly informed participants that their
responses would in no way influence their care at APAIT, but it is important to note this
potential information bias. Finally, the women interviewed for this study were all current
or past residents of Casa de Zulma, a transgender-specific service agency. It is likely

that carceral violence manifests differently among transgender women without access to
resources of this kind, such as those who are experiencing homelessness but are unsheltered.
Future research should seek to elicit the first-hand experiences of transgender women who
are not already connected to trans-affirming social services. Nonetheless, this study is one
of the first to present first-hand experiences of multilevel carceral violence from a diverse
sample of transgender women and provides a crucial look into the ways in which this
violence manifests.

Conclusion

As communities across the USA grapple with the prevalence and impacts of carceral
violence, it is critical to be responsive to the experiences and perceptions of those

who are most harmed. These data from a diverse sample of transgender women in Los
Angeles demonstrate the level-spanning nature of carceral violence. They point toward

its importance for inclusion in multilevel frameworks for understanding the health and
well-being of this population so as to provide more insight into the pathways by which the
US criminal-legal system causes harms. The first-hand accounts offered here provide yet
another set of reasons to reimagine and realise what communities could be without policing
and mass incarceration: as spaces of greater health, safety, and well-being for all people
disproportionately harmed by carceral violence, including transgender women.
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