
“A Community Overshadowed: Transgender Exclusion at the Voting Polls”  
Kashir Aboud 

 

The University of California, Los Angeles’ Williams Institute estimates that in the United 

States there are roughly eight million adults who identify as lesbian, gay, or bisexual, as well as 

700,000 self-identifying transgender adults (Kimberly 2015, p. 74). Unfortunately, because trans 

people make up less than an eighth of the LGBT community, “transgender policies are rarely 

discussed on their own terms. Instead, they are often lumped together with policies related to gay 

rights” (Lewis et al. 2014, p. 155). As a result, most people are under the incorrect assumption 

that since the gay rights movement has progressed so impressively over the past two decades, 

trans rights have similarly progressed. In reality, grouping all members of the LGBT community 

together often leaves trans people overlooked in both studies and advocacy campaigns (Taylor 

and Lewis 2014, p. 109). The trans community is so often left out of LGBT narratives that many 

citizens of the United States are unaware that trans individuals are not legally protected from 

workplace discrimination in thirty states (“Non-Discrimination Laws” 2018); “Transgender non 

discrimination statutes are particularly hard to pass because they are contentious...discourse 

shifts to morality politics or access to sex-segregated facilities, which eventually leads to 

resistance to the entire bill or the omission of transgender individuals as a protected class” 

(Sellers 2014, p. 190). Due to the omission of transgender advocacy from the larger LGBT 

narrative, members of the trans community often struggle to exercise even their basic civil right 

of safely voting in an election. 

While voting is a constitutional right afforded to every able-minded, law-abiding adult 

citizen of the United States, trans individuals have a more difficult time casting their votes than 



others do, in large part due to prejudice, ignorance, and exclusion. In early 2016, thirty-four 

states implemented strict photo identification laws, which require their residents to present a 

photo ID upon arrival at the polling venue (Brydum 2012).  These laws were allegedly 

established to prevent voter fraud; however analyses have concluded that this type of voter fraud 

in elections has occurred only ten times since the year 2000 (ibid.). Voter ID laws that are issued 

in certain states have already been struck down by federal courts since they “disproportionately 

affected immigrants, the elderly, people of color, the poor, [and] women” (ibid.). These bills also 

have an extremely negative impact on the trans community since changing one’s name and 

gender marker on a photo ID can be a long and expensive process that varies from state to state; 

“transgender individuals...face the challenge of a legal gender transition, which is further 

augmented due to each state having its own policy on permitting transgender citizens to obtain 

these documents” (Kimberly 2015, p. 74). 

  

 

State-by-state policies for changing the gender marker on one’s driver’s license (“Identity Document Laws and Policies” 2018). 



As a result of the difficulty involved with changing one’s photo identification, many trans 

individuals who have physically transitioned do not have updated IDs to match their new names 

and appearances (Identity Document Laws and Policies 2018). Arli Christian, spokeswoman for 

the National Center for Transgender Equality, told the Thomson Reuters Foundation, “A 

transgender voter may show up at the poll with a valid ID, however if they have not been able to 

update the gender marker or photo on that ID, a poll worker may be confused and refuse them a 

ballot” (Malo 2016). Most poll workers do not have experience interacting with trans people and 

are often ignorant to the barriers associated with legally changing one’s identification records. 

Consequently, many poll workers who encounter trans voters and their identification documents 

think the voter is trying to deceive them with “dishonesty about their identity” (Kimberly 2015, 

p. 80) in order to commit voter fraud. This usually results in the trans person being turned away 

from the polls, the police being called, or violence from transphobic poll workers or onlookers.  

Intimidated by these potential scenarios, “transgender people may avoid the polling place 

because of a lifetime of experience associated with harassment and violence at the hands of 

government officials, lack of adequate identity documents...or a whole host of other factors” 

(Kreider and Baldino 2016, p. 413-15). In fact, forty percent of transgender respondents to a 

2011 survey by the National Center for Transgender Equality said they were “harassed when 

they presented an ID that did not match their gender identity” (Malo 2016). The possibility of 

harassment at voting centers causes many trans people to forgo voting, while those who are able 

and determined to participate send in an absentee ballot. While this may seem like a viable 

solution, the Transgender Legal Defense & Education Fund’s Jillian Weiss insists, “Let’s not 

forget that this is a workaround for the equal protection of the laws that people are otherwise 



entitled to” (Malo 2016). The Williams Institute has predicted that at least 25,000 trans people do 

not have an updated photo ID in the thirty-four states with strict photo identification laws and 

thus may be turned away at the polls in 2018. While 25,000 disenfranchised people will not 

change the outcome of an election, members of the transgender community deserve the same 

voting rights as cisgender U.S. citizens.  
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