A Spotlight on Two Spirit
Elders and Elder Justice Facts
Based on findings from the Two Spirit Elders Resource and Information Guide
Defining Two-Spirit
The term “Two-Spirit” was articulated at the Third Annual Intertribal Native American/First Nations Gay
and Lesbian Conference in Winnipeg in 1990.1 The term is an attempt to embrace the ways in which distinct
American Indian/Alaska Native (AI/AN) communities had and continue to practice sexual and gender
expressions that exist outside of the European binary labels imposed on tribal communities through the
process of colonization. For many tribes, Two-Spirit people are not thought of in terms of “man” or “woman”
and embody a distinct, alternative identity marker reflected by their Indigenous language.2 It is important
to not assume that a person identifies as Two-Spirit, LGBTQ, or a particular gender identity, and to always
reflect language used by the person.
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Historical trauma profoundly affects health outcomes for all AI/ANs, but even more so among
Two-Spirit elders. Many Two-Spirit elders have survived state-sanctioned violence and federal
policies such as the establishment of Christian residential schools, which sought to impose
rigid gender norms and familial structures that they were not accustomed to. It is vital for
practitioners to understand the lasting effects of colonization, which in turn, have encouraged a
climate of patriarchal and homophobic sentiments among many AI/AN communities and tribal
decision makers.

Two Spirit and AI/AN LGBT Elders Face Multiple Challenges

Two-Spirit identifying men
accounted for 71% of new
HIV diagnoses within the
AI/AN population.7

56% of AI/AN transgender and
gender-nonconforming respondents
in a national survey attempted
suicide, compared with 41% of all
other transgender groups.

Two-Spirit elders who have
experienced discrimination
report poorer health and
increased physical pain
and impairment.8

Two-Spirit identifying women
face multifaceted challenges
including stigma regarding their
sexual orientation, exclusion
from mainstream Two-Spirit
discourse, and sexism from both
AI/AN and LGBTQ communities.9

A 2008 report found that 23%
of LGBTQ and Two-Spirit people
reported living in extreme
poverty and 32% live alone.10

In a state survey, nearly 1 in 3
LGBTQ and Two-Spirit AI/ANs
(29.4%) reported experiencing
hate violence—a higher rate than
any other LGBTQ community.11

Cultural Resilience and Protective Factors
Although Two-Spirit elders experience increased risk factors, they also exemplify considerable resilience.
In spite of structural and institutional constraints, Two-Spirit elders are culturally perseverant, finding
pathways toward healing and wellness.12 Though disrupted as a result of colonization, Two-Spirit elders
continue to embrace their tribes gender norms and cultural responsibilities.13 Culturally-responsive
intervention approaches should be strengths-based, while supporting the existing knowledge systems and
ceremonies of Two-Spirit elders. Such support can increase determinants of resilience such as community
acceptance, a sense of belonging, sharing of ancestral histories, and mindfulness, to name a few.

Call to Action!
It is important to increase cultural awareness when supporting Two-Spirit and AI/AN LGBTQ communities,
especially for Elder Justice Professionals and others working on behalf of Elder Justice and Equity. The
following resources are available to you:
X
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