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As transgender people have become more salient in American society, there has been a 
commensurate increase in interest in transgender history. However, archival collections 
currently have weak holdings in transgender history and materials pertaining to the history 
of the transgender movement remain under-collected. This brief report examines the Trans 
Equality Archive, a new archive of primary and secondary materials pertaining to transgen-
der political history at the National Center for Transgender Equality in Washington, DC. 
Challenges pertaining to scope, born-digital records, and organizational priorities are con-
sidered as they relate to the preservation of neglected transgender histories.
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In her post to the National Center for Transgender Equality’s (NCTE) Medium page on 
January 6, 2018, Executive Director Mara Keisling reflected on the impressive array 
of accomplishments the organization had achieved in the fifteen years since its in-
ception. These achievements, alongside those of other transgender activists and or-
ganizations, have altered the course of transgender history and advanced the political 
status of transgender people in the United States. As Keisling recounted in the article, 
“a Pennsylvania state senator [once] told me that I should be pleased to meet with him, 
because five years earlier he wouldn’t have even let me in his office” (Keisling 2018). 
Now, roughly 20 years later, transgender Americans have a seat at the table, wheth-
er in the DC congressional offices of their representatives, as representatives in their 
own right on city councils and school boards across the country, or as legislators in 
the Colorado, Delaware, New Hampshire, and Virginia General Assemblies. In many 
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ways, these changes are directly traceable to the important work done by the relatively 
young transgender movement. However, in both popular discourse and academic re-
search, these changes are often celebrated as the achievements of an expansive “LGBT” 
movement, even though the L, G, and B portions of that acronym had little to do with 
them—and often did much to hinder them (see, for a basic introduction, Billard and 
Gross 2020; Devor and Matte 2006; Murib 2015; Stryker 2008; Vitulli 2010).

Despite the historic nature of the transgender movement’s many achievements, 
documentation of those achievements has struggled to find its way into historical ar-
chives. But perhaps this should not surprise us. There is an overall underrepresenta-
tion of transgender history in historical archives, and what little transgender material 
has been collected has generally been acquired as a niche subgenre of “LGBT” history 
(Rawson 2015; Wagner Webster 2016; Wakimoto, Hansen, and Bruce 2013). This is a 
problem in both the archival literature, which regards the collection of transgender 
materials as necessary for the diversification of sexual histories (rather than the devel-
opment of transgender-specific histories; e.g., Stone and Cantrell 2015), and in LGBT 
archives themselves, which generally have strong holdings about white cis gay men 
and, to a lesser extent, cis lesbians, but in which holdings about transgender people 
are scarcer and of secondary concern (Vecoli 2015). In both cases, there is a clear “sec-
ondary marginalization” (Cohen 1999) of transgender history occurring.

This approach to the archiving of transgender history has two main consequenc-
es. First, this approach encourages a focus on particular kinds of historical materials 
that produce a distinct vision of “transgender” as derivative of gay and lesbian identity. 
That is to say, when “LGBT” is the central collection parameter for transgender his-
tory, the materials collected are limited to those in which transness relates explicitly 
and exclusively to queer sexuality. Transgender-specific archives, in contrast, produce 
a distinct vision of “transgender” as autonomous and independent. In the words of 
trans archival theorist K. J. Rawson, “as the central collection parameter, ‘transgender’ 
becomes legitimated as an identity through the rich historical lineage that the archive 
evidences” (Rawson 2014, 25).

Second, and relatedly, archiving transgender history as LGBT history encour-
ages the production of certain misguided historical narratives—especially about the 
origins and development of the transgender movement. Two recent histories of the 
transgender movement evidence this perfectly: those by Anthony Nownes (2019) and 
by Jami Taylor, Daniel Lewis, and Donald Haider-Markel (2018). Though they arrive at 
fundamentally different arguments about the history of the movement, both position 
the emergence and evolution of the transgender movement vis-à-vis the gay and les-
bian movement. Per Nownes’ (2019) narration, the transgender movement emerged 
as independent only in recent years as transgender activists “spun off” from the LGBT 
movement they previously participated in. Per Taylor and colleagues’ (2018) alternate 
version, transgender individuals and issues were slowly incorporated into the exist-
ing LGB movement structure over a number of decades, only recently becoming fully 
subsumed into a singular LGBT movement. However, neither version of this history 
accurately characterizes the independent origins and development of the transgender 
movement (see Aultman 2021; Billard forthcoming; Stryker 2017), and both are an ob-
vious byproduct of the tendency to archive transgender history as LGBT history; this is 
the story that LGBT archival materials tell.
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The Trans Equality Archive was incepted to intervene into this state of affairs by 
systematically collecting previously inaccessible materials documenting the histori-
cal activities of the US transgender movement. Beyond preserving these materials for 
members of the transgender community so that they might discover a fuller and richer 
history of their predecessors and the work that went into shaping the cultural and po-
litical environment for transgender people, the Archive fits into a broader, cross-disci-
plinary push in the academy to understand transgender issues and identities on their 
own terms, rather than in the context of the LGBTQ “umbrella” (Adair, Awkward-Rich, 
and Marvin 2020; Billard et al. 2020; Keegan 2020; Stryker 2020). Against this back-
drop, this brief report narrates the founding and development of the Trans Equality 
Archive, discussing both the opportunities and the challenges of preserving transgen-
der history in its own right.

THE CASE: THE TRANS EQUALITY ARCHIVE AT THE NATIONAL CENTER 
FOR TRANSGENDER EQUALITY
The Trans Equality Archive was established at the National Center for Transgender 
Equality (NCTE) in Washington, DC over the course of 2018. NCTE is “the dean of 
transgender rights organizations” (Nownes 2019, 40), which is to say it is the largest 
and most influential transgender advocacy organization in the US, and the only one to 
operate at a truly national level.1 I first began working with NCTE in May 2017 as a Con-
sortium on Media Policy Studies Fellow. In that role, I worked closely with the Commu-
nications and Outreach & Education teams, which together coordinate all of NCTE’s 
communicative activities. As a trans scholar of media and social movements, I used 
this Fellowship term as an initial foray into ethnographic fieldwork in the transgender 
movement. Yet, while my primary research focus was the contemporary media prac-
tices of the movement (see Billard 2019, 2021, 2022, 2024), it quickly became evident 
through my conversations with staff, with NCTE’s coalition partners, and with me-
dia outlets interested in the transgender movement that some of the most significant 
empirical gaps in understanding of the movement were historical. Even among those 
who were currently working in the movement, there was little awareness of how the 
movement came to be and little acknowledgement of the organizations and individu-
als who had achieved much of the movement’s successes, but who had done so without 
public visibility. It became clear to me, as it had been to NCTE’s executive leadership, 
that unless someone preserved primary documentation of this history soon, it would 
be lost to the sands of time.

Before I departed from my first round of fieldwork at NCTE in August 2017, 
the organization’s Deputy Director Lisa Mottet and I discussed under what auspices I 

1 Technically, NCTE is one of three transgender rights organizations that operates nationally 
un the US as of the time of writing. The other two are the Transgender Law Center (TLC) in 
Oakland, California and the Transgender Legal Defense and Education Fund (TLDEF) in New 
York City. However, both organizations differ from NCTE in focus; TLC and TLDEF both focus 
primarily on litigation, rather than advocacy, and TLC focuses heavily on California politics, 
though it operates outside the state occasionally. Moreover, neither TLC nor TLDEF has as ex-
tensive connections to broader civil rights movements or as robust public programs as NCTE.
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might return for a second, longer-term round of fieldwork to inform my ongoing book 
project. Given our shared concern about the preservation of the movement’s history, 
Mottet suggested one auspice could be the creation of an historical archive at NCTE. 
As she said, the organization had myriad uncatalogued documents sitting in boxes 
both in the office and in present and former staff member’s homes, which she feared 
may become lost or ruined. She also expressed interest in collecting oral histories from 
some of the organization’s departed founders and key staff before their memories fad-
ed or they passed away. Though the development of an historical archive was some-
what outside my domain of expertise and would require me to develop new skills, it 
was an important project for the organization (and the movement), and one NCTE’s 
staff lacked both the capacity and the skill set to do. Per Mottet’s suggestion, I prepared 
a formal proposal for such an archive, which was approved by NCTE’s leadership.

I returned to NCTE in June 2018 with a charge to draft the founding documents 
for what would become the Trans Equality Archive, including a statement of mission 
and mandate, an admissions policy, an access policy, and short- and long-term staff-
ing plans. Additionally, I was tasked with researching which institutions NCTE may 
eventually choose to house the Archive with. Over the seven months from June to De-
cember 2018, in parallel to my ethnographic research, I completed these tasks and un-
dertook the collection and organization of materials for the Archive. 

The first challenge I encountered in my tasks related to the scope of the Archive. 
The Trans Equality Archive was, fundamentally, a business archive (albeit of a non-
profit corporation, rather than a for-profit one). As a business archive, it needed to 
include materials that would document the origins and development of the organiza-
tion, immortalize the organization’s greatest achievements, and provide insight and 
inspiration to future employees and leaders. It also, of course, needed to serve as a re-
pository to which future employees could turn when preparing promotional materials, 
funding appeals, annual reports, and so on. In short, as a business archive, it needed 
to support a range of business functions (see Hull and Scott 2020). At the same time, the 
Trans Equality Archive was an archive of a movement—or at least the national policy 
wing of a movement. As such, it needed to include materials that would document 
events and activities (both within and outside of the organization’s direct work) that 
were of broad significance to the political history of the transgender community. These 
various materials included working documents from coalition partners, conference 
programs, press clippings, and drafts of policy proposals—materials that would evi-
dence the work of a broad network of actors involved in making transgender history. 
The competing demands of a business archive and a movement archive affected every 
decision regarding the Trans Equality Archive, from who I solicited materials from to 
which individual records were admitted into collections. The ultimate strategy devel-
oped to balance these demands was (1) to collect materials both in the core collection, 
which focused on organizational history, and in auxiliary collections, which included 
materials not created by the organization and its agents, and (2) to exclusively focus 
auxiliary collections on NCTE’s coalition partners and the organizations that direct-
ly preceded them. For example, when the personal papers of NCTE’s founders were 
collected, I retained documents from their earlier activism, such as those from the 
National Transgender Advocacy Coalition, which had been founded in 1999 as a loose 
network of local transgender organizations that shared information and coordinated 
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advocacy strategies. While these decisions limited the scope of the archive significant-
ly by excluding materials documenting important histories outside of NCTE’s sphere 
of influence, they balanced the need to serve NCTE’s corporate interests with the aim 
of situating NCTE’s work in within a larger national movement, all while maintaining 
a reasonable scope of work.

Oral history interviews were another means of situating NCTE’s work within 
the wider movement and documenting the work that occurred outside of the organi-
zation. Additionally, these interviews complemented archival materials by filling in 
gaps in what there was documentation of (Fogerty 1983) and by providing narrative 
orientation to the significance of the collected materials (Saretzky 1981). In some ways, 
oral history was more feasible for the Archive’s aims than it might have been in some 
other contexts because of the relatively young age of the transgender movement; many 
of the most significant figures in the establishment of the national policy wing of the 
movement are still alive and with good memory. For example, I was able to interview 
Donna Cartwright, who was a founding board member of NCTE, but also a board 
member of the organization GenderPAC that preceded it, and a veteran activist in the 
labor movement who did much to advance the inclusion of trans people in labor activ-
ism. I was also able to interview Masen Davis, who founded FTM Alliance in Los Ange-
les in the late 1990s; Shannon Minter, who co-founded the Transgender Law and Policy 
Institute in 2002; and Diego Sanchez, who was a prominent figure in the Democratic 
Party starting in the early 2000s and central to making transgender rights part of the 
Democratic platform. Each of these interviews documented histories that preceded 
NCTE, while still situating NCTE’s place in the historical narratives they told. Addi-
tionally, oral history interviews were able to collect both the experiences of key staff in 
the organization’s history (such as the organization’s first Managing Director) and ex-
ternal figures who could speak to the organization’s public standing and wider impact 
(such as President Barack Obama’s liaison to the LGBT community, who worked close-
ly with NCTE). These interviews provided insights that could hardly be gleaned from 
archival materials, but that are crucial to the history the Archive aims to document.

On a more practical level, the oral history interviews collected for the Trans 
Equality Archive helped identify relevant parameters for the collection of digital ma-
terials. As a relatively young organization, founded in 2003, most of NCTE’s records 
were created and stored digitally. Archivists have discussed at length the challenges of 
preserving “born-digital” records (Neal 2015) and fears over an eventual “digital dark 
age” as current information technologies are rendered obsolete, and the materials 
stored on them are lost (Kuny 1997). Both issues were particularly salient at NCTE, as 
the sheer volume of digital records made full archiving impossible, but most of the rel-
evant history was contained in these records. In fact, large portions of NCTE’s records 
from their first few years had already been lost in a data migration by 2017—a problem 
I spent months fruitlessly trying to address. Thus, I engaged in an iterative process of 
moving between oral history interviews and digital materials, as interviews surfaced 
specific events and projects that were high priority to pull records like email corre-
spondence and project files from and as collected materials inspired new interview 
questions about events and projects for which there was little documentation. 

Finally, perhaps the largest challenge I encountered in my tasks was the prioriti-
zation given to the archive project within the organization. While staff and leadership 
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were eager to see the project completed and were generally supportive of my needs 
where it concerned the project, the Archive was always the first sacrifice to be made 
when time and attention were at issue. As was often repeated around the office, there 
are two timelines at NCTE: “immediately” and “eventually.” The Archive very rarely 
warranted “immediately,” and so it was relegated to “eventually.” This is, of course, a 
general issue when working in advocacy, as opposed to profitable businesses; busi-
nesses can spare the time and resources for “vanity” projects like an archive, while ad-
vocacy organizations have important public missions to fulfil on shoestring budgets. 
And at NCTE specifically, this state of affairs was heightened. In the face of the Trump 
administration, which was particularly hostile to the trans community, and which as-
saulted trans rights regularly and without warning, NCTE was constantly trying to 
put out unexpected fires (Billard 2021, 2024). These fights needed to be given priority, 
and they were. Thus, much of the work of the Archive for which I needed staff support 
was not completed until my final weeks at the organization, as my pending departure 
shifted the project from the “eventually” category to the “immediately” category. While 
the Archive was ultimately successful and its collections are solid, it is hard to imag-
ine that they might not be more robust if staff participation was greater over the full 
course of the project.

DISCUSSION
The Trans Equality Archive at the National Center for Transgender Equality in Wash-
ington, DC is a one-of-a-kind archive documenting the rich history of the national pol-
icy wing of the US transgender movement. Crucially, it is an archive that documents 
transgender history in its own right, rather than as a subsidiary concern of LGBT his-
tory, which will significantly affect how historians (re)construct our understanding of 
the history of the movement (e.g., Billard forthcoming). All of the materials included 
in the Archive were previously inaccessible to historians and the general public, and 
its original oral history interviews preserve the insights and perspectives of some of 
the modern transgender movement’s founding figures. However, despite the relative 
merits of the Trans Equality Archive, a number of key issues remain unresolved at this 
time and will need to be addressed with future work.

The major unresolved issue at this time is the accessibility of the Archive. During 
my time at NCTE, I spoke with archivists at four candidate institutions with relatively 
strong holdings in transgender studies: the Special Collections Research Center at the 
University of Michigan; the Jean-Nickolaus Tretter Collection in Gay, Lesbian, Bisex-
ual and Transgender Studies at the University of Minnesota; the ONE Archives at the 
University of Southern California; and the Transgender Archives at the University of 
Victoria. On the basis of these conversations, I narrowed down my recommendations 
to the Tretter Collection and the ONE Archives, and I presented NCTE leadership with 
a memo outlining the relative benefits and limitations of both choices. When I left 
NCTE in December 2018, the archived materials were still being stored in the organi-
zation’s offices until a final home for the Archive was selected. The following year, NC-
TE’s Executive Director Mara Keisling visited me in Los Angeles and toured the ONE 
Archives, but still no decision came. In the intervening time, Mara has retired from 
NCTE and been replaced as Executive Director. The new Executive Director, Rodrigo 
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Heng-Lehtinen, has not responded to inquiries about the status of a decision on the 
Archive’s ultimate home—likely because of the volume of other matters that require 
his immediate attention. Thus, at present the Archive’s materials are accessible only to 
the organization’s staff.

A second issue of accessibility remains, which is much stickier. That issue is how 
to balance NCTE’s desire to preserve and make public documentation of their history 
and their need to keep matters of advocacy strategy confidential while facing political 
opponents who seek the elimination of the community they advocate for. While this 
issue is addressed to a certain degree in the Archive’s access policy, which details re-
strictions on access to certain materials, the concern that opponents may find strate-
gic weaknesses to exploit in the historical record is never eliminated. 

Finally, the Trans Equality Archive has one major objective for the future that 
remains uncertain: expanding the scope and value of the Archive by including mate-
rials from the other national organizations in the transgender movement. Shortly af-
ter I left NCTE, Mara secured verbal agreements from the leaders of the Transgender 
Law Center and the Transgender Legal Defense & Education Fund, among others, to 
jointly archive their organization’s records with NCTE’s. However, no progress has yet 
been made on this front due to the organizational resources that need to be dedicated 
to the archiving process. Given the high immediate demands on these organizations’ 
resources as they pursue the work of the movement, pushing the archiving project 
forward remains a major challenge for preserving transgender history.
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