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Abstract
Trans scholarship and trans perspectives have historically been marginalised from mainstream 
academia. There is value in ongoing theoretical exchange between sociology and the evolving post-
discipline of applied trans studies. This article introduces three prominent theories within applied 
trans studies, namely cisnormativity, pathologisation and gender minority stress, considering the 
strengths and limitations of these theories. The author then highlights the need for a greater 
theoretical focus on cis power, drawing from scholarship on white supremacy to articulate and 
introduce a theory of cis-supremacy. Within the UK cis-supremacy manifests in experiences of 
control and coercion; problematisation; toleration of trans harm; and cis institutional dominance. 
A theory of cis-supremacy calls attention to the forces and systems that actively oppress trans 
people, perpetuating systemic and sustained injustices. Recognition of cis-supremacy is important 
for understanding intersectional inequality, and a vital component of any movement for trans 
liberation.
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Introduction

Johnson (2015) analysed a decade of scholarship in the journal of Gender and Society 
and the book series ‘Advances in Gender Research’, exploring how mainstream sociol-
ogy and gender studies has engaged with trans lives and trans perspectives. Johnson’s 
(2015) analysis revealed a field where trans lives and trans perspectives were not 
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effectively included, identifying entrenched cis centrism, where cisgender identities 
were centred and normalised as the default, while trans identities were erased, marginal-
ised or othered. The same review concluded that in a majority (11 out of 12) of trans-
related articles published prior to 2014, transgender people were used as tools or 
illustrations from which to theorise or speak of cisgender experiences of gender, rather 
than centring trans lives and trans perspectives in their own right. In this article I revisit 
trans inclusion a decade later, considering trans inclusion in sociology, gender studies, 
queer studies and in applied trans studies (Awkward-Rich, 2017; Namaste, 2009; Shuster, 
2020; Stryker and Currah, 2014; Williams, 2016). Applied trans studies encompasses 
multi-disciplinary and post-disciplinary scholarship that prioritises ‘addressing the mate-
rial conditions of transgender existence and the issues transgender people face in the 
world’ (Billard et al., 2022: 1). I summarise and introduce readers to three important 
theories that are currently prominent in the field of applied trans studies, theories with 
relevance and applicability across a wide range of disciplines and areas of academic 
inquiry. I reflect upon my own experiences as a trans advocate, highlighting a need for 
greater consideration of power and domination in scholarship on trans lives. In this arti-
cle I call attention to forces of cis power, drawing from existing scholarship on white 
supremacy in order to articulate and illustrate a theory of cis-supremacy. Recognition of 
cis-supremacy is important for understanding the forces that shape trans and cis lives, 
with relevance across diverse disciplines including sociology. Acknowledging and 
addressing cis-supremacy is an important component of trans resistance, and a critical 
stepping stone on a path towards equity and social justice.

This article comprises four sections. In the first section I briefly trace a recent history 
of trans scholarship and trans inclusion in academic literature. In the second section I 
draw attention to three important theories or concepts that have become prominent in 
applied trans studies, with relevance across wider associated disciplines. I reflect upon 
my growing awareness of how these theories might partially, but incompletely help make 
sense of my own experiences. I present an argument that prominent theories within 
applied trans studies insufficiently contend with the forces of power and systemic oppres-
sion that constrain and limit trans lives. In the third section I look to scholarship on white 
supremacy, drawing upon a rich body of knowledge on intersectional forces of power 
and domination, to better understand the forces of power and domination that shape trans 
lives. In the final section I articulate and illustrate a theory of cis-supremacy.

Cis-supremacy is here introduced to provide an additional tool to enrich under-
standing of the social forces that control and marginalise trans people. This introduc-
tion to a theory of cis-supremacy is grounded in my own context, drawing upon my 
understanding of how cis-supremacy operates in the UK. I recognise the potential for 
different manifestations of cis-supremacy in different contexts, especially as experi-
enced by those living at the intersection of forces of trans oppression, patriarchy, 
ableism and white supremacy. Further exploration and interpretation of this theory 
would be valuable, including autoethnographic accounts of experiences with cis-
supremacy, examination of the operation of cis-supremacy in other countries or con-
texts, as well as consideration of how cis-supremacy interacts with other forces of 
oppression, including for people of colour living at the intersection of cis-supremacy 
and white supremacy. Consideration of cis-supremacy is particularly timely right now. 
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While trans communities have seen significant progress in recent decades, particularly 
in terms of visibility and in the capacity of trans people to claim our rights, even in 
childhood, this progress has also been accompanied by a substantial backlash, with 
attacks on or regressions in trans rights and trans freedoms. These continued chal-
lenges highlight the importance of understanding the forces driving and perpetuating 
continued trans inequality. While cisnormativity emphasises the inequities that result 
from a society built without consideration or awareness of trans possibilities, cis-
supremacy focuses on the operation of cis power. A theory of cis-supremacy draws 
attention to axes and forces of cis power that actively dominate and oppress trans peo-
ple across our lives, producing and perpetuating systemic and sustained injustices.

Trans Inclusion in the Academy

In the past two decades there has been a significant growth in scholarship centring trans 
lives, with the establishment of trans studies, with trans inclusion into sociology, wom-
en’s studies, queer studies and wider disciplines, and recent evolutions into a discrete and 
interdisciplinary field of applied trans studies (Billard et al., 2022). Trans studies as a 
field developed in the late 1990s and early 2000s, building upon scholarship by authors 
such as Feinberg (1992, 1997). Prominent early scholarship included a series of trans 
studies readers (Stryker and Aizura, 2013; Stryker and Whittle, 2006), alongside a dedi-
cated journal, the Transgender Studies Quarterly (Stryker and Currah, 2014). Trans stud-
ies developed as a challenge to pathologising bio-medical and psychiatric literature on 
the treatment or prevention of gender identity disorder (Ansara and Hegarty, 2012; Schilt 
and Lagos, 2017). Trans studies also developed in frustration with trans lives being 
excluded, misunderstood or attacked in cis-led queer and feminist theory (Benavente and 
Gill-Peterson, 2019; Stryker, 2004), with queer and feminist scholarship critiqued for 
co-opting trans experiences without giving space to trans lives or trans perspectives 
(Keegan, 2020a, 2020b; Namaste, 2009). Trans scholarship from authors such as Namaste 
(2000), Pearce (2018), Serano (2016) and Spade (2015) have added important contribu-
tions to theory and analysis, enriching understanding and insight not only on trans lives, 
but also into the social operation of gender as a system controlling all of our lives. A body 
of trans ethnography, biography, memoir and social commentary provides insight into 
minoritised experiences including the lives of trans people of colour (Alabanza, 2022; 
Major, 2023; Mock, 2014) and trans children (Roche, 2020; Travers, 2018). Trans-led 
scholarship has drawn attention to the linkages between trans studies and wider socio-
logical and feminist theory and practice (Pearce et al., 2020). In recent years trans schol-
ars have coalesced around a new field of applied trans studies, with the Bulletin of 
Applied Transgender Studies publishing research ‘of all theoretical and methodological 
approaches oriented toward the identification, analysis, and improvement of the material 
conditions of transgender life’ (Billard, 2021: para. 1).

Prominent Theories in Applied Trans Studies

Within applied trans studies, three theories or concepts are prominent, namely cisnor-
mativity, pathologisation and gender minority stress. These theories or concepts are 
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complementary and mutually compatible, with their pre-eminence and frequent use in 
applied trans studies marking their value in trans scholarship. Recognition of these 
theories, their meaning and application, is critical for any scholars interested in learning 
from applied trans studies. In this section, I will introduce each theory in turn, defining 
its meaning and history and discussing how each theory is utilised within applied trans 
studies. I will look to the first three issues of the Bulletin of Applied Transgender Studies 
(published in 2022–2023) to briefly illustrate how these theories are currently utilised 
to help us understand trans lives. At the end of this section I will outline my growing 
research and life informed perception that these three theories partially, yet incom-
pletely, help make sense of my own experiences with forces of cis power and domina-
tion. In the following sections I will proceed into a discussion of what is missing, 
drawing from wider scholarship to articulate and draw attention to an additional theory 
– that of cis-supremacy.

Cisnormativity is ‘the assumption that everyone is cisgender or should be’ (Keo-
Meier and Ehrensaft, 2018: 11). ‘Cisnormativity’ recognises the disadvantage trans peo-
ple carry in organisations and environments designed by and for cis people, where trans 
people are an after-thought, where trans people have to speak up to claim their rights 
(Berger and Ansara, 2021). Building on scholarship on heteronormativity (Rich, 1980; 
Warner, 1991), the term cisnormativity evolved from an earlier term, cissexism or cis-
sexual privilege (Serano, 2016), and is used alongside a similar term, ‘cisgenderism’ 
(Kennedy, 2018). Serano (2011: para. 29) talked about it as a societal double-standard 
that conveys social and legal legitimacy on cis people’s identities, with cis identities 
‘taken for granted and considered valid in a way that trans people’s are not’, providing 
cis people with an advantage. Bauer et al. (2009: 356) emphasised the ways in which it 
shapes ‘the policies and practices of individuals and institutions, and the organization of 
the broader social world’, producing a society where trans people are invisible, where the 
existence or needs of trans people are not even considered in systems, policies and soci-
etal assumptions. Cisnormativity normalises trans invisibility, enabling trans exclusion 
and erasure (Kennedy, 2018). Miller (2016) describes the impact of systemic and institu-
tionalised cisnormativity as a continued macroaggression, delegitimising trans people 
and creating spaces that are unsafe for trans lives. Daily, unpredictable, distressing 
encounters with cisnormativity leave trans people in a ‘constant state of alert’ that ‘mani-
fests as a persistent level of stress unknown to their cis counterpart’ (Newbury, 2013: 
para. 2). Within literature published in the Bulletin of Applied Transgender Studies the 
theory of cisnormativity features in articles on family cisnormativity (Miseo, 2022), on 
experiences in gender clinics (Horton, 2022), on detransition (MacKinnon et al., 2022), 
on fertility (Cottrill et al., 2022), on gender euphoria (Jacobsen and Devor, 2022) and on 
the need for an applied trans studies (Johnson, 2022).

Pathologisation is a term used to describe the manner in which non-standard identities 
are defined by authorities as being medically disordered (Gill-Peterson, 2018; Inch, 
2016). Trans identities have long been pathologised, categorised as inherently disor-
dered, with negative implications for how trans people are treated in healthcare, in legis-
lation and in society (Winters, 2011). Within literature published in the Bulletin of 
Applied Transgender Studies pathologisation is applied to discuss experiences in gender 
clinics (Horton, 2022; White et al., 2023), research ethics (Marshall et al., 2022) and in 
research on cis parental ‘mourning’ over trans children (Miseo, 2022).



Horton 5

The theory of ‘gender minority stress’ (GMS) posits that trans people face specific 
stressors that contribute to reduced levels of mental health and well-being. A framework 
for GMS was developed by Hendricks and Testa (2012), highlighting areas of internal or 
external stress that can impact on the lives of trans people. The theory of GMS developed 
into a ‘Gender Minority Stress and Resilience Measure’ (Testa et al., 2015), that outlines 
nine areas of GMS or resilience including discrimination, rejection, victimisation, non-
affirmation, internalised transphobia, negative expectations for the future, nondisclosure, 
community connectedness and pride. The GMS framework recognises that trans people 
are not inherently prone to poor mental health, but rather are left vulnerable to unequal 
outcomes in societies that are often hostile to trans lives. Within literature published in 
the Bulletin of Applied Transgender Studies, GMS features in articles on the need for 
applied trans studies (Johnson, 2022), on detransitioner experiences (MacKinnon et al., 
2022), on the impacts of socio-political events on trans communities (DuBois et al., 
2023) and on gender euphoria (Jacobsen and Devor, 2022).

In this article I recognise the value and importance of the theories of pathologisation, 
cisnormativity and GMS, theories that resonate with my life and my research. In this 
article I also want to draw attention to their limitations in explaining intractable barriers 
to trans equality. As a white non-binary person, a researcher, parent of a trans child and 
an advocate for trans children, there have been many occasions where I have found these 
theories insufficient for making sense of my own experiences of trans injustices. I can 
reflect upon many scenarios where the harm (GMS burden) to trans people of cisnorma-
tive practice is visible and acknowledged, where individuals and organisations do not 
ascribe to overt pathologisation or bigotry, yet where systems are not shifting or being 
re-configured to ensure cis–trans equality. I have come up against harmful institutions, 
attitudes and practices with an obvious reluctance to reform, where there is a clear and 
active commitment to upholding status quo hierarchies where trans people, especially 
trans children, experience subjugation, control, coercion and oppression. This reflection 
prompted me to go beyond an understanding of the past cisnormative and pathologising 
forces that have shaped and created current systems that disadvantage trans people, to 
consideration of the current forces that perpetuate and encourage continued inequality 
and injustice. This prompted me, in my life and scholarship, to move towards a theory of 
cis-supremacy, drawing knowledge from existing scholarship on power and domination, 
and most importantly, drawing from literature on white supremacy.

The limits of drawing theoretical insights on experiences of trans oppression from 
scholarship on white supremacy are noted from the outset. White supremacy operates 
differently from forces of trans oppression, with significant differences in history, and in 
the scale of violence, subjugation and structural injustice (Walton, 2020). Yet there are 
also reasons to learn from scholarship on white supremacy. Scholarship on white suprem-
acy holds a rich body of wisdom on the systematic and societal operation of power (Ture 
and Hamilton, 1967), alongside recognition of the importance of understanding the inter-
sections of white supremacy with other axes of oppression (Crenshaw, 1991). White 
supremacy is also a useful starting point for developing a theory of trans oppression 
because of the connections between trans subjugation and white supremacy, with anti-
trans persecution aligned with and rooted in conceptions of white supremacist capitalist 
patriarchy (Gill-Peterson, 2018; hooks, 2000; Stanley, 2018).
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White Supremacy, Power and Domination

Scholars from Ture and Hamilton (1967) to bell hooks (1995) have emphasised the role 
of white supremacy in the ‘exploitation of black people and other people of color’ (hooks, 
1995: 184). White supremacy is a ‘multidimensional system of domination’ (Mills, 2003: 
42) that enables and sustains ‘the differential distribution of material wealth and oppor-
tunities, benefits and burdens, rights and duties’ (Mills, 1997: 3). White supremacy pro-
duces and sustains ‘a one-way flow of power, whereby benefits accrue to white people, 
to the detriment of nonwhite people’ (Walton, 2020: 84). Several scholars emphasise the 
difference between systemic racial injustice and racialised hatred, with Leonardo (2004) 
distinguishing between white supremacist groups that propagate racist violence and the 
wider concept of white supremacy. For hooks (2009) white supremacy describes a sys-
tem that privileges white people over others, regardless of the presence or the absence of 
racial hatred. Ansley (1989: 1024) outlines a similar definition of white supremacy:

By ‘white supremacy’ I do not mean to allude only to the self-conscious racism of white 
supremacist hate groups. I refer instead to a political, economic and cultural system in which 
whites overwhelmingly control power and material resources, conscious and unconscious ideas 
of white superiority and entitlement are widespread, and relations of white dominance and non-
white subordination are daily re-enacted across a broad array of institutions and social settings.

White supremacy operates through ‘the everyday, mundane actions and policies that 
shape the world in the interests of white people’ (Gillborn, 2006: 319). Mills (1994: 110) 
emphasises the importance of centring analysis of institutionalised power, highlighting 
that a focus on racist attitudes or prejudices ‘deflect(s) attention away from the massive 
power differentials . . . in the real world between nonwhite individuals with bigoted 
ideas and institutionalized white power’. bell hooks (2009: 12) also centres an examina-
tion of structural and institutionalised power differentials, stating:

Why is it so difficult for many white folks to understand that racism is oppressive not because 
white folks have prejudicial feelings about blacks (they could have such feelings and leave us 
alone) but because it is a system that promotes domination and subjugation?

According to Walton (2020: 84), white supremacy ‘captures the reality that  
racism operates, in part, as a process that is constantly re-established by white agents 
(consciously and unconsciously), acting within societal frameworks that encourage and 
facilitate this re-enforcement of an unequal, racist status quo’. hooks outlines the impor-
tance of recognising racism as ‘nefarious, global, systemic, and constant’ (Davidson, 
2009: 68). For Crenshaw (1988: 1364), efforts to achieve racial equality need to contend 
with ‘the inevitability of white backlash against any serious attempts to dismantle the 
machinery of white supremacy’, recognising that any efforts for genuine equality will 
always constitute a radical change to the status quo.

Scholarship on white supremacy deeply resonated with me as I grappled with my own 
experiences of trans injustices and sought out theories that more actively engaged with 
concepts of power and domination. I concluded that my analysis would be strengthened 
through articulation and application of a theory of cis-supremacy, learning from wider 
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scholarship on white supremacy. This approach of developing a theory of cis-supremacy 
through building from wider scholarship on white supremacy has both conceptual and 
methodological precedents. Methodologically there is a history of mutual enrichment 
between scholarship on different axes of oppression, recognising the multi-dimensional 
and intersectional nature of forces of power and domination (Crenshaw, 1991). This 
intersectional cross-fertilisation can be seen in scholarship on ‘minority stress’, with 
theory evolving and expanding from a focus on the minority stress experienced by les-
bian women (Brooks, 1981), to gay men (Meyer, 1995), trans people (Hendricks and 
Testa, 2012) and racial or ethnic minorities (Wei et al., 2010). Building a theory of cis-
supremacy from concepts of white supremacy also draws directly from scholarship by 
trans people of colour, who highlight the roots of anti-trans discrimination in colonialism 
and white supremacy (Gill-Peterson, 2018). Colonialism played a central role in the 
introduction of rigid gender systems (Jesperson, 2023; Oyěwùmí, 1997). Colonialism 
relied upon violence, coercion and control to uphold and enforce racialised social and 
gender norms (Han and O’Mahoney, 2018). Within the ground-breaking text Histories of 
the Transgender Child Gill-Peterson (2018) examined the racialised and colonial roots  
of cis control and oppression of trans children throughout the 20th century, with trans 
children of colour subjected to greater institutional violence, psychiatric detention or 
incarceration.

A range of influential trans scholars have engaged with issues of power and domina-
tion over trans communities, although scholarship has not yet coalesced around a 
prominent theory of cis power. Important scholarship has explored how trans commu-
nities are oppressed, abused and controlled including work by Ashley (2022), Faye 
(2021), Gill-Peterson (2018), Kennedy (2018), Namaste (2000), Serano (2016), Spade 
(2015) and Westbrook (2021). Work by Pearce (2018) has emphasised the way power 
is wielded by cis elites in cis dominant institutions, disenfranchising and harming trans 
people, especially in healthcare. Referencing the institutional power that is held by 
gender service clinicians, Pearce (2018: 206) emphasises that ‘it does not really matter 
whether or not practitioners relish the exercise of power . . . Power is exercised regard-
less.’ Spade (2015: 5) describes how ‘administrative violence’ operates across society, 
‘producing security for some populations and vulnerability for others’. Spade (2015) 
highlights how a rigid gender system is not only maintained by powerful individuals 
and institutions, but spread throughout our lives, influencing our own self-image and 
what trans futures we deem possible. Building on work by Connell (2012) on ‘gender 
orders’, Sharrow (2021: 1) describes how institutions are a ‘site for advancing, enshrin-
ing, and normalizing cis-supremacist gender orders’. This is a rare use of the term cis-
supremacy in academia, alongside brief references by authors including Lehner (2022), 
Luchies (2015) and Ritter and Roth (2021), although the term appears earlier in com-
munity scholarship (Reed, 2012; Trans Women Occupiers, 2011). For me it is a term 
that merits further consideration, offering a valuable theoretical lens through which to 
analyse and understand our world. Just as white supremacy examines the structural 
forces of power and domination that benefit white people, so a theory of cis-supremacy 
brings into focus the structural forces of power and domination that benefit cis 
people.
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Towards a Theory of Cis-Supremacy

Cis-supremacy is understood as a situation where cis people hold power over trans peo-
ple, in cis dominated institutions, systems and societies. Cis-supremacy operates through 
the exertion of power over trans people, with trans people subject to control, systemic 
injustice and coercive violence. In this article I outline four core manifestations of cis-
supremacy, identifying how societal and systemic cis-supremacy operates through myr-
iad institutions and domains to harm, restrict and limit trans lives. Under cis-supremacy 
trans people experience control and coercion, with systemic and societally reinforced 
barriers to trans freedoms; trans existence is problematised, with trans lives treated as 
suspect, deviant or problematic. Cis-supremacy legitimises and perpetuates toleration of 
trans harm, normalising and rendering inconsequential trans trauma. Cis-supremacy also 
operates through cis institutional dominance, where cis majorities wield institutional 
power over trans communities. Each of these four categories helps unpack and prob-
lematise the operation of cis power over trans communities. In this next section each of 
these manifestations of cis-supremacy will be introduced and illuminated.

Control and Coercion

Under cis-supremacy, trans people experience systemic and societally reinforced barriers 
to trans freedoms, with trans lives controlled, coerced or suppressed. Trans people, and 
particularly trans children can face coercion and control within the family unit, with 
parental, familial and community-centred barriers to trans children being free to express 
themselves and enjoy a happy trans childhood (Gill-Peterson, 2018). Trans people are at 
risk of familial rejection (Simons et al., 2013), with trans children facing conversive 
practices, coercion and control from trans-hostile family members (Amery, 2023; Riggs 
and Bartholomaeus, 2018b). School can be a site of control and coercion, with educa-
tional policies that deny trans children’s identities, or a requirement for school and paren-
tal permission before a child can have their name or gender respected (Chudy, 2023). 
Trans people report experiences of coercion and control in trans healthcare systems, 
compelled to engage in undignified and intrusive assessments and forced to justify or 
prove their identity to cis clinicians (Pearce, 2018). Trans freedoms are continually chal-
lenged in politics, media discourse and legislative affairs, with efforts to control and 
curtail trans people’s access to spaces, access to healthcare or access to sports (Faye, 
2021). The UK’s approach to consulting on trans-related policy can itself operate as a 
form of control and coercion (Pearce, 2021). Open policy consultations on the rights and 
freedoms of a trans minority can be overwhelmed with anti-trans input, with trans com-
munities feeling compelled to respond simply to defend existing rights. On the topic of 
coerced consultation healthcare scholar Ruth Pearce (2021: para. 18) emphasises that 
‘we respond not with hope or optimism, but in fear. This is the power you wield over us.’ 
Experiences of control and coercion push trans people into systemic insecurity, contrib-
uting to high levels of fear and stress (Hendricks and Testa, 2012).

Problematisation

Trans people continue to be treated as a problem, as suspect or disordered across diverse 
sectors of life. This problematisation is particularly prominent in discussions, policies 
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and reactions to trans children. Problematisation of trans children is seen in education, 
with a trans pupil evoking ‘panic’ in schools accustomed to trans exclusion (Payne and 
Smith, 2014). Problematisation of trans life at a societal level is present across UK 
media, exemplified in news headlines like ‘children sacrificed to the trans lobby’ (Baker, 
2019). Problematisation can be seen in the UK government calling for an investigation 
into a rise in the gender service referral rate of trans boys, despite the referral numbers 
remaining far below expected population prevalence (Ashley, 2019a). Problematisation 
of childhood transness is seen across trans youth healthcare in the UK with no efforts to 
put into action the global commitment to depathologisation embedded in the World 
Health Organisation’s (2021) ICD-11. Problematisation of trans identities is evident in 
NHS healthcare research priorities, with the NHS ‘Cass Review’ looking for evidence on 
the ‘aetiology’ or ‘epidemiology’ of transness, eluding the possibility that transness may 
not be a problem (Horton, 2024). While cis lives are by default regarded as natural, valid 
and worthy of rights and respect, trans lives are chronically presented as a difficulty or 
concern, with trans people rendered inherently problematic, needing to defend our basic 
existence and humanity.

Toleration of Trans Harm

Cis-supremacy can be seen in cultures, systems and policies wherein trans people expe-
riencing abuse and trauma is normalised and accepted as inevitable. Toleration of trans 
harm is evident in double standards in UK media coverage, for example where one indi-
vidual regretting the medical interventions they sought out and consented to is deemed a 
scandal, while ignoring the harms of thousands of trans people denied access to health-
care (Baker, 2019). Toleration of harm is inherent in approaches that encourage parents 
to delay acceptance of trans children, and in approaches that value the prediction of 
future identities above the protection of current happiness and self-esteem (Ashley, 
2019b). Toleration of harm is seen in education, where trans children experience minor-
ity stress and trauma in schools that are unwelcoming or unsafe for trans pupils (Riggs 
and Bartholomaeus, 2018a). Toleration of harm is seen across a UK society that has 
normalised and accepted trans pupils disproportionately dropping out of school, losing 
out on their right to education. Toleration of harm to trans youth is also seen in approaches, 
as recently endorsed by a UK Minister for Education, that ask schools to out trans chil-
dren to potentially transphobic or abusive parents, disregarding child rights and child 
safety (Kelleher, 2022b).

Cis Institutional Dominance

Under cis-supremacy we live under cis institutional dominance, where powerful organi-
sations and institutions, led by and accountable to cis majorities, wield unilateral power 
over trans lives. Cis power and institutional dominance over trans people at a societal 
level is visible in the actions of the UK’s Equality and Human Rights Commission,  
for example in their 2022 guidance on single sex spaces. Rather than promoting equality 
and inclusion, this guidance was described by LGBT media outlet Pink News as ‘a how-
to-guide on excluding trans people’ (Milton, 2022: para. 1). Cis institutional dominance 
is visible across UK political parties, with transphobia dominating the 2022 UK 
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Conservative leadership contest (Kelleher, 2022a), and persistent anti-trans rhetoric seen 
across all UK political parties (The Week UK, 2022). In the judiciary the impact of cis 
institutional dominance can be seen, with several UK court cases investigating support-
ive parents of trans children, including a 2016 case when a judge denied the existence of 
trans children, removing a young child from a supportive parent. Legal outcomes for 
trans children are dependent on whether a cis dominant judiciary can be persuaded of the 
legitimacy of trans childhood (Parsons, 2020). Cis dominance is deeply entrenched 
across UK media, with cis journalists and editors creating a hostile climate for trans 
people across a majority of mainstream UK newspapers (GATE, 2022; Wells, 2021). The 
UN expert on protection against violence and discrimination based on sexual orientation 
and gender identity highlighted the current ‘toxic’ climate for trans people in the UK, 
noting the ‘extreme pressure and hostility of a public debate which, today, questions 
rights that are directly connected with their dignity and, in some case, their very exist-
ence’ (Madrigal-Borloz, 2023: 18). Overwhelming cis institutional dominance across 
diverse institutions in the UK places trans people in situations of chronic fear, stress and 
precarity, exacting a significant emotional toll on trans people (Madrigal-Borloz, 2023).

Parallels with White Supremacy

Cis-supremacy is both built upon and a specific manifestation of wider forces of white 
supremacist capitalist patriarchy (hooks, 2000). For the above manifestations of cis-
supremacy, potential parallels in white supremacy can be identified. The problematisa-
tion of trans lives has similarities with the problematisation of other groups deemed 
‘other’ under white supremacist capitalist patriarchy. Over a century ago scholar and 
Black civil rights activist Du Bois (2018: 8) wrote on ‘being a problem’. Other scholars 
have explicitly built on Du Bois to explore, for example, the experiences of Arab 
Americans, identifying the hypervisibility, surveillance, violence and discrimination that 
occurs when a racialised group is deemed an inherent problem (Bayoumi, 2009; Zahrawi, 
2020). Examination of the ways in which trans lives are devalued and trans harms ren-
dered inconsequential can find parallels in the systemic devaluation of Black lives, from 
Black maternal mortality, to police violence, to mass incarceration (Buckley, 2014). 
Trans experiences of familial control and coercion (with structural barriers to trans peo-
ple being or being recognised as parents, and frequent occurrences of trans children 
experiencing control and coercion by cis parents) may have parallels in other groups fac-
ing racist control of families and children, including settler colonial policies of child 
removal, and institutionalised control over reproduction experienced by Indigenous peo-
ples (McKenzie et al., 2022; Marchetti and Ransley, 2005). In terms of cis institutional 
dominance there are parallels in white supremacy, particularly in the ways in which 
white and cis dominant institutions weaponise state power, policy and law to control and 
render insecure Black and trans communities. There are similarities in the spatial mani-
festation of cis-supremacy and white supremacy, including in policies and laws that 
exclude, segregate and isolate those with less institutional power, overtly or covertly 
creating white or cis only spaces. Such manifestations merit further analysis noting 
important differences, for example trans segregation is commonly veiled behind a fram-
ing that denies the validity of cis as a category, combining segregation with erasure. The 
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numerous parallels between cis-supremacy and white supremacy call attention to the 
ways in which different forces of oppression are intertwined in the systemic operation of 
power over minoritised groups. This is most strongly noted by those living at the inter-
section of different axes oppression, those who hold multiple identities deemed ‘a prob-
lem’, those devalued across different axes of their identity, those facing multiple and 
intersecting dimensions of societal control and institutionalised subjugation.

Developing a Theory of Cis-Supremacy

A theory of cis-supremacy, as here elaborated, provides a concept to help understand and 
analyse hard-to-shift barriers to trans equality, drawing attention to the role of cis power 
in trans oppression. Cis-supremacy is defined as the operation of cis power over trans 
individuals and trans communities, perpetuating and reinforcing trans subjugation. 
Echoing concepts of white supremacy (Mills, 2003), cis-supremacy works across socie-
ties, institutions and systems, benefiting cis people, and holding trans people in situa-
tions of oppression, inequality and injustice. Recognition of cis-supremacy enables us to 
recognise the harms that trans people experience not only as ill-informed acts of omis-
sion, but also as intentional acts of commission, symptoms of active and systemic domi-
nation of trans people. Cis-supremacy draws focus to a reality that trans people face 
inequality and injustice not only through anti-trans hate, not only through ignorance, but 
through attitudes, institutions and policies that seek to perpetuate systems of cis domi-
nance. Cis-supremacy relies less on widespread feelings of hate or fear of trans people, 
but on widespread or establishment attachment to or toleration of an unequal status quo, 
reinforced by structures of systemic cis power.

Cis-supremacy provides a concept and theory to help us articulate and unpack trans 
experiences of injustice. Cis-supremacy provides new areas of focus to enrich under-
standing of facets of oppression that are particularly experienced, or experienced in a 
different manner by trans communities. It also provides a complementary theory (along-
side concepts of white supremacy, patriarchy and ableism) to bring trans-specific experi-
ences of oppression into wider intersectional discourse and analysis on power, justice 
and inequality.

Towards Trans Liberation

hooks (1993) talks about collective struggle towards ‘radical equality’. With reference to 
race, class and gender inequality, she calls for ‘passionate commitment to a vision of 
social transformation that (is) rooted in a radically democratic idea of freedom and jus-
tice for all’ (hooks, 1993: 6). This vision of freedom and justice for everyone cannot be 
reached without action to address cis-supremacy. Cis-supremacy has a significant impact 
across different spheres of trans people’s lives, limiting and constraining our life chances. 
Cis-supremacy is successful, all-encompassing and life-constraining not because a 
minority of cis people hate or want to eradicate trans people. Cis-supremacy is oppres-
sive and life-constraining because it is a system of power and domination over trans 
people that has become normalised, that is accepted and reinforced by a majority of our 
society, including those who otherwise wish happiness and well-being for trans folk. 
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Powerful and often invisible forces of cis-supremacy hold back trans rights and perpetu-
ate and reinforce a status quo of cis dominance. In the UK cis-supremacy manifests as 
continued control and coercion, problematisation, toleration of trans harm and cis insti-
tutional dominance with devastating impacts on trans people.

UK philosopher Abigail has written about the societal and systemic power that cis 
people wield over trans people:

Trans people demand the same freedoms that cis people take for granted like the right to 
healthcare, the right to get married and start a family without having to ask the government 
permission first, the right to go where we please free of harassment, the right to participate in 
recreational activities like sport in the correct gender, and in some cases even the freedom to 
live free from violence – freedoms that we do not currently have secure access to because cis 
people structured this country in a way that we are systematically denied them.

Cis-supremacy provides a framework to help us grapple with the forces that keep trans 
people in a position of subjugation and harm. Cis-supremacy puts at the centre of our 
analysis the mechanisms of power that exist to perpetuate cis dominance over trans peo-
ple. Such a power analysis can help us articulate and identify mechanisms to claim trans 
power. The American slavery abolitionist Frederick Douglass (1999: 367) said in 1857 
‘power concedes nothing without a demand. It never has and it never will.’ Trans power 
need not only be claimed on an individual basis, but on a systematic and societal basis. 
We need to raise our ambitions (and our demands) of what equality looks like for trans 
people. We need trans allies to recognise and dismantle features of cis-supremacy that 
have been embedded and normalised into our societal status quo. We need to individually 
and collectively raise our expectations for what trans justice looks like for our trans chil-
dren, illuminating paths of trans resistance, and helping us imagine futures of social 
justice. We need to build communities of trans power, of trans solidarity and trans libera-
tion, enabling a shift from cis-supremacy to a world of egality, safety and justice. 
Recognition of cis-supremacy and its impacts on trans lives is an essential piece of any 
movement for trans liberation.
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