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Michelle O'Brien: Hello, my name is Michelle O’Brien, and I will be having a conversation with 
Chase Strangio for the New York City Trans Oral History Project in collaboration with the New 
York City Public Library’s Community Oral History Project. This is an oral history project 
centered on the experiences of trans identifying people. It is October 12th, 2018 and this is 
being recorded in the ACLU office in lower Manhattan. Hello. 
 
Chase Strangio: Hello. 
 
O'Brien: How are you doing today? 
 
Strangio: Uh, I’m doing well, thanks. How are you? 
 
O'Brien: Ah, I’m doing pretty well. Yeah. Tell me about this office that we’re in. What do you do 
here? 
 
Strangio: So this is the national headquarters of the American Civil Liberties Union, also known 
as the ACLU and I am an attorney here in our LGBT and HIV Project, and I have worked here for 
close to six years doing legal advocacy litigation communications related work on behalf of LGBT 
folks and people living with HIV across the country. 
 
O'Brien: Tell me about the scope of who you work with. How do you select cases and what sorts 
of people and… 
 
Strangio: Uhm, yeah, I think that’s, uh, that’s a question that sort of, I think probably varies, you 
know, through time depending on the sort of issues of the moment. So, we’re a large 
organization, and we work in all the states and the District of Columbia and Puerto Rico, and we 
also have affiliates in every state, so, sort of separately constructed, you know, separate 
organizations that are all part of the ACLU but they have their own boards so, a lot of times the 
affiliates in each state will, you know, connect with individuals who have legal issues related to 
their LGBTQ identity, or their HIV status, and they’ll connect with us at the national office and 
say “is this something that you have capacity to take on? Does it fit within your priorities?” Uhm, 
people will contact us directly and you know, we have issue areas that we work on that strategic 
priorities, and each attorney has, you know, specific types of work that we’re interested in, but 
it’s not just, we don’t just do litigation too, so it’s a lot of times we’ll end up doing legislative 
advocacy at the state level and connect with people, lobbying for or against a bill, and sort of 
learn about the material conditions of people’s lives in a given state and realize “oh, this is a case 
we should consider taking on,” or this is an issue that you know, we hadn’t really been thinking 
about, even though we have a priority area, to do criminal legal system work on behalf of LGBT 
people, you know we might not really understand what that means in every jurisdiction across 
the country. So, there’s lots of ways that the work comes in. I think being a mainstream, well-
funded organization, we’re definitely not, you know, doing grass roots work, we’re not doing 
direct services so it’s not like everyone who comes in, uhm we are able to engage with or 
represent. So, a lot of times it’s sort of trying to figure out the best use of the resources that we 
do have and the legal system itself is sort of a blunt tool, and so recognizing that litigation is not 
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always the best approach to any given concern that we might have about discrimination or 
violence or other disruptions in people’s lives, and then at the ACLU, in general, isn’t just work 
on LGBT explicit issues. You know we have tons of subject matter areas from national security, 
to speech, privacy, technology, immigration, racial justice, reproductive rights, women’s rights, 
it’s you know, sort of artificially siloughed because obviously everyone’s existence intersects in 
all sorts of ways but the organization is sort of divided up in that way. So, that sort of, you know, 
a snapshot overview. And then, for me personally, I have ideas about what work is the most 
important, I have ideas about what I want to do, and sometimes I’m able to do that, and 
sometimes not.  
 
O'Brien: What are some of your own purview or scope in your work? 
 
Strangio: Well, I mean I came to the ACLU from the Silvia Rivera Law Project where I was doing 
more direct legal services with a focus on prison and jail work with Trans and nonbinary folks. So, 
coming into the, this organization I definitely wanted to continue to do criminal legal system 
work, whether that was sort of addressing the drivers of incarceration, like, profiling of trans, 
people of color by law enforcement, or sort of access to healthcare for trans people inside, uhm, 
confinement settings, I definitely wanted to do that work and have been able to, but since I’ve 
been here over the course of the past six years I’ve worked on all sorts of things from restrictions 
on foster care and adoption by LGBT people in Nebraska, I’ve worked on a ton of marriage 
equality cases, including Obergefell which was the case that ultimately went up to the Supreme 
Court and resulted in the decision striking down the bans on same sex marriage. I’ve done prison 
cases on behalf of Trans people, restroom cases related to both state laws that tried to bar Trans 
people from the bathroom as well as sort of individual school district policies that restricted who 
could use which bathroom. Working on the Trans military case. So my work has covered the range 
of things that the organization has worked on. I don’t just work on Trans things, I don’t just work 
on prison things, and I do a lot of legislative work. So, a few years ago i started doing a lot of state 
level lobbying, and so I do that as well. 
 
O'Brien: What are some of the things you’ve been most proud of? 
 
Strangio: Uhm, what am I most proud of? I mean, I’m proud of sort of, the ways in which the 
organization has grown and sort of been willing to engage on our own limitations as an 
organization, as a large institution. I think in the time that I’ve been here we’ve had lots of 
conversations about sort of what it means to be a very large, well-resourced elitist organization 
and what it feels like to work here and how to bring people in in meaningful ways and build power 
and leadership within the organization, so I’m proud of the growth that we’ve had, though we 
have a long way to go. I think some of the work substantive work that I’ve been most proud of I 
think in 2016 I worked on, it was my first year really doing state level lobbying, and I hadn’t really 
had any concept of how state legislature was even operated, it was you know, even after going 
to college and law school I basically still had like very limited understanding of how our 
government works, and I started working on lobbying around 2016 state legislative sessions 
because that’s when after marriage equality we really saw this rise in explicitly anti-trans bills so 
there was really a proliferation in the states of these bills and one of the first states to move a 
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bill was South Dakota and they have a republican majority, senate, and house, and governor, a 
republican governor, and we were working to block a bill there that would’ve barred Trans 
students from restrooms that matched their gender and it was really the beginning of that trend 
and the bill passed through the two chambers of their legislature, and went to the governor and 
we, we had sort of felt like, oh there is no chance to get a veto from this republican governor in 
South Dakota who early in the session said publicly that he had never met a Trans person, and 
he thought that the bill was a good idea. And we really shifted our strategy and put a ton of 
resources into lobbying in that state and really supporting young people to lobby directly, to 
lobby their governor directly, and ultimately Governor Dugard of South Dakota vetoed the bill. 
Uhm and that was an amazing moment because, you know for me personally I learned a ton, I 
met a lot of people, but also just seeing the importance of investing resources on the front end 
of things. I think litigation organizations often are like well we’ll just sue when something 
becomes law but at that point, so much damage has done, it’s a huge expenditure of resources, 
it takes a ton of time, whereas if you just defeat the bill on the front end you never have to deal 
with all of that litigation. So I was really proud of that work. And then, I guess on the Litigation 
side, uhm, I mean there are lots of things. My work with Chelsea Manning, you know, I guess, 
was all amazing and I learned a lot through that as well, and I think the commutation by President 
Obama just before he left office that resulted in Chelsea leaving prison was definitely certainly 
one of the most shocking and memorable things that I’ve ever had the chance to work on, and 
something that took a lot of years of a lot of different types of work, and so, and resulted in 
Chelsea being released in, three days before Donald Trump’s inauguration, I mean she wasn’t 
released then but she was commuted then. That was a pretty amazing thing as well, and I mean 
just in general I’ve had the chance to work on so many amazing things at the Silvia Rivera Law 
Project, at the Public Defender’s Office in Queens, here at the ACLU, I just feel, like, incredibly 
blessed to have the opportunity to do the work that I get to do. 
 
O'Brien: I want to ask you about each of those cases you talked about, and a couple more 
questions about your work before looping back around to your life history. What’s your take on 
the rise of anti-trans bills after Obergefell? 
 
Strangio: Well I mean, I have a lot of takes on it. I think what, what I think happens, er, you know 
there’s lots of different factors, but the LGBT, the mainstream LGBT movement expended a ton 
of resources on marriage, which then diverted resources from other things, and there’s no 
question, and there was this idea, much like with capitalism or any sort of mainstream civil rights 
movement that if you sort of center or lead with the most palatable that the rights will trickle 
down, you know, the money will trickle down or whatever the notion of some sort of trickle down 
theory that is about starting with people with power and hoping that expands out as opposed to 
starting from the outside and knowing that the power will necessarily come in, so the movement 
really did sort of focus on very formalistic equality goals, marriage being one of them, military 
inclusion, and nondiscrimination for a really long time and didn’t do the legwork that we needed 
to do around trans folks, as a general matter and particularly sort of contending with people’s 
anxieties about trans people and our bodies and other things and so, after Obergefell, you know, 
you had a major loss for the people who were fighting marriage, and they definitely from there, 
this is a well-resourced movement of people working against LGBTQ people, working against 
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reproductive justice, you know, those would be the main focuses of this particular sort of legal 
movement of Christian right, in particular, and they quickly turned their attention to Trans people 
and so Obergefell comes down from the Supreme Court in June of 2015 and shortly after that, in 
Houston, in November of 2015 there was a vote to remove a local nondiscrimination ordinance 
which was called the Houston Equal Rights Ordinance. And that was the first, and the ordinance 
was basically had passed through the Houston legislative body to expand protections and public 
accommodations for, based on fifteen different types of characteristics of sexual orientation, 
veteran status, race, you know they didn’t have a lot before, a local law in Houston and it included 
gender identity and expression, so it would have protected Trans people as well, and they, there 
was an effort to repeal this and so it went to the ballot in Houston in November. There was a 
fight about whether it was going to go to the ballot and it did, and this is very close in time to 
Obergefell and the LGBT movement just made so many mistakes and it was just so emblematic 
of sort of how we were engaging with Trans work as a movement, the mainstream movement, 
obviously there were the grassroots organizations that were doing the work all along but the 
well-resourced ones with the visibility that had been doing the marriage work, sort of came into 
Houston around this fight and decided that the best strategy was to not talk about trans people 
even though our opponent’s strategy was to focus on entirely on trans people and the sort of 
ominous threat of like, the trans person in the bathroom, or the man in the woman’s bathroom, 
and we sort of I think had a disgraceful showing, and not to mention that we did all of the things 
that the movement always does around being completely white led and centered, not connecting 
with communities of color in Houston, not doing organizing with LatinX trans and queer folks and 
there’s so many mistakes. We got, we just got killed at the booth, at the ballot in November of 
2015 in Houston, and I think that was a message to our opponents that this is like oh, this is a 
super easy path for us to target trans people, we’ve lost the marriage fight, and certainly they 
were investing and continuing to try and chip away at that through sort of religious exemptions, 
and trying to restrict access to spousal benefits and things, but there was a real effort after 
Houston to start to draft these anti trans bills and push them out across the country. So that, we 
had seen some of them before but really when it came to January of 2016 when state legislatures 
reconvened, this was so clearly the strategy and there was a real opening for them, because our 
movement had done none of the legwork that was necessary and even when we were sort of 
talking about it we were very sort of, you know, we didn’t lead with trans people, we led with 
like law enforcement and safety messages and things that in no way allowed trans folks to build 
power in localities, in no way allowed the public to understand trans existence, and so we just 
ended up being slaughtered. There was just an onslaught of these bills across the country, so 
South Dakota was one of the first ones, but there was bills in Tennessee that year, North Carolina 
passed HB2 that year. Mississippi passed HB1523 which was a law that was one of these first 
amendment defense act laws that we’ve seen a bunch of which is basically just like, oh you can 
discriminate if its based on sincerely held religious and moral beliefs that, you know, they had a 
few different ones like sex is only between a man and a woman and marriage, and marriage is 
only between a man and a woman, and you can only be what your sex is at birth, and everything 
else is not real, and that’s sort of a reductive way of saying it, but that’s really what they were 
doing. So yeah, we saw a ton of those, but I do think the movement adapted, you know we really, 
we recognized that our strategies weren’t working, I think there was an increase investment in 
trans leadership, but those bills really gained traction and the Obama Administration was still, 
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you know, Obama was still in office, and there were some meaningful efforts on the executive 
side to increase explicit protections for trans folks and so you had both the momentum that they 
got out of the Houston win, and then the reaction to the Obama Administration expanding 
protections for trans people under Title IX, which is the federal law prohibiting sex discrimination 
in schools and Title VII which is the federal law prohibiting sex discrimination in employment not 
to mention there were housing regulations, shelter regulations, health care regulations under 
the Affordable Care Act, so there were all these things that were coming out of the federal 
government with this empowered Executive that pissed people off on the right or our opponents 
and so it was sort of a combination of those things so we saw tons of anti trans bills and then we 
saw tons of lawsuits filed by organizations like Alliance Defending Freedom arguing that, policies 
protecting trans students in schools violated the privacy of cis students, and then lots of sort of 
litigation filed in strategically chosen for a, by our opponents to sort of put Obama executive 
action on hold. Not just in the LGBTQ space or in the trans space, you know this is what they did 
with DACA [Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals] and DAPA [Deferred Action for Parents of 
Americans] which was the executive orders around immigration. They tried to do it with, there 
was like 18 million lawsuits trying to block the Affordable Care Act generally. So this was all, like 
there was lots of ways there was a reaction to Executive Action by the Obama Administration 
because they did take a lot of action because congress wasn’t willing to do anything because they 
had a republican controlled congress, and so a lot of things were coming out of executive 
agencies. So that created a lot of anger and then the states, you know the GOP had been very 
strategic over the past several decades to take over state and local government and so what you 
saw in places like North Carolina which used to be a democratically controlled general assembly 
was super majority Republican general assembly that was fixated on gerrymandering and voter 
ID and attacking immigrants and attacking trans folks which was ultimately led to the way to the 
2016 presidential election, and you it was just, it was all part of this strategy and trans folks were 
really one of the central targets in state legislature. Guess that’s a long background of why I think 
we were seeing that.  
 
O'Brien: Great. So you mention Chelsea Manning and certainly I think a lot of people who 
appreciate the Trans Oral History Project have followed her case and really appreciated her public 
presence so what can you tell us about your work on that and what that meant to you and... 
 
Strangio: Yeah so the ACLU… So going back to, going back in time… so, I was working at the Silvia 
Rivera Law Project at the time that Chelsea was arrested, and she wasn’t out as trans at that 
time, but there had been, you know, there was sort of the backdrop of her trans-ness was always 
in her case, because shortly after she was arrested she had sent this email to her command with 
a picture of herself, the most like, you know, until she was released, like the very famous picture 
of herself wearing a wig and it’s sort of like this grainy black and white picture and that was 
released as part of that, initially somewhat at the time of her arrest in 2010. I was working at the 
Silvia Rivera Lab Project and we got some press inquiries because even just, what, eight years ago 
there was a like different time in terms of trans visibility and there wasn’t as much media 
coverage and so the questions then were like, “did she do this because she’s trans? Is she trans? 
Do you have a comment?” And we didn’t weigh in at all in that, and I have to say that I felt like I 
was, like so many LGBTQ people and trans people and organizations we really, a lot of people 
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didn’t stick up and stick by Chelsea in the beginning. You know, she had very little support from 
the LGBT movement, no support from the mainstream LGBT movement to be clear during her 
court martial and the awful times she spent in solitary confinement at Quantico. So I was sort of 
just not [sighs] not where I wish I had been in terms of engagement with her case in those early 
years. I came to the ACLU in 2013. The ACLU had been working with her and on behalf of… you 
know, on her behalf in a variety of different ways. Our speech First Amendment people had been 
working on some of the whistleblowing aspects of her case and the first amendment implications 
of her prosecution under the espionage act and our national prison project had engaged around 
the conditions of her confinement at Quantico and subsequent to that, because they were awful, 
and when I started here in 2013, you know it was a few months, I started in January and she was 
convicted in July and then sentenced in August, and right around her sentencing I reached out. 
So she was sentenced on August 21st, 2013, and I sort of reached out to folks here and I was like 
you know I think she’s going to come out, I think we should prepare to help her once she is 
sentenced. She was sentenced to 35 years in prison on August 21st, and then she came out on 
August 22nd. We were already connected to her attorney at the time, because we had been 
working with him on the first amendment issues involved in her case, and so I… On August 22nd 
I reached out through my colleagues here to her lawyer to say, you know, if you need help we 
can help, I’ve been involved in a lot of cases around trans people incarcerated, getting access to 
healthcare, related to transition, because the military’s position right away was, oh we’re not 
going to provide you with care, which is like a patently unconstitutional position which was 
somewhat shocking at that time that they would just be so willing to come out with that 
approach, and so we put out a statement in support of her at the ACLU right away. It got a lot of 
media attention, because it was a big story that she had been sentenced to 35 years and then 
that story was still being reported on at the time that she came out, so all of these news 
organizations really had to contend with how to talk about trans issues, and they did varying 
degrees of a terrible job and even sort of left outlets, like Democracy Now did not really know 
how to cover trans issues and that was my first on camera interview was about Chelsea on 
Democracy Now and it was terrible. Very terrible, for lots of reasons, and I think everyone is 
horrified by it now, five years later, most especially Democracy Now, I’m sure. So that happened, 
and then we ended up taking our direct representation of her in her civil case against the 
Department of Defense for her healthcare needs while she was confined at the disciplinary 
barracks at Leavenworth. I was her lawyer on that case from August of, er, I guess more like we 
didn’t start to take, or threaten legal action against DoD [Department of Defense] until 2014, 
Chelsea really thought they would do the right thing. They did not. We sued them in September 
of 2014. They did give her hormones as a result of us just filing the lawsuit, but then we continued 
to litigate for years over whether or not they would let her grow her hair and that was a big 
ongoing part of the case, and then I worked with her appeals lawyers on that aspect of the case 
just supporting them on the trans aspects of it, and then on the commutation with a bunch of 
organizers and Chelsea really was the lead in her clemency campaign which was her petition for 
her clemency was filed before the election but after Trump was elected it was clear that this was 
a real life or death situation and so the public aspect of that campaign really ramped up in 
November of 2017 after the election before Obama left office. So yeah, I worked with her all 
those years, I was one of her only, the only people who could visit, certainly the only trans person 
because DoD had a policy that you could have visitors from your attorneys or people who you 
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knew, could document that you knew prior to your incarceration, and so she wasn’t out, and so 
she didn’t really have sort of connections she could prove existed prior to her arrest. So I spent a 
lot of time with her over those four years that she was in after her sentencing. And then I was 
there with her when she got out.  
 
O'Brien: Why was that case important to you?  
 
Strangio: It was important to me for lots of reasons, I think. I mean, all my cases are important 
to me and that one was one in which I was working with someone who had experienced 
incredibly egregious conditions and mistreatment from the government in every possible way, 
and so it was an important challenge to the ways in which government actors, particularly federal 
government actors at the time were still very much restricting this sort of basic humanity of trans 
people in certain context, because this was the Obama Administration that was being touted as 
this major champion of LGBTQ people but they were fighting tooth and nail to deny Chelsea 
healthcare and so it felt important to take on the federal government even when they were 
considered sort of comparatively friendly, and sort of build precedence on issues related to trans 
healthcare and not just the hormones and surgery context but sort of helping to establish law 
around sort of the necessity of “treatment” and it’s all within a very medicalized framework when 
you’re talking about the law, but sort of establishing legal precedent around things like hair and 
the ability to grow her hair, access to make up and undergarments that match sort of how her 
gender was needing to be expressed. So that was really important and then she was someone 
that was participating in the public discourse and had a huge impact on how media was covering 
trans people and so being able to ensure that, since she couldn’t speak to journalists with her 
voice, she could only write, and obviously she couldn’t appear on cameras so being able to make 
sure that trans people were involved in her case and sort of helping shape the conversation 
consistent with what she wanted and connecting her to other trans people so that felt really 
important and was a, I think played a huge role in moving the left on sort of not being terrible in 
engagement on trans issues. Especially sort of the white anti-war left, which she got a lot of 
support from that part of the left but it wasn’t particularly amazing group of people when it came 
it came to trans issues, and so really taking that on was interesting. 
 
O'Brien: Can you tell us about when she got out? 
 
Strangio: Yeah, so on January 17th, 2017, then-president Obama commuted her sentence to 
time served plus 120 days, which meant that she was going to get out on May 17th, 2017. I 
worked… so between January and May, there was a lot of coordination with me along with her 
appeals lawyers, coordinated with Leavenworth, which is where she was incarcerated, to plan 
for her release. So I went along with Nancy Hollander, who is her lead counsel in her appeal, went 
to get her at Leavenworth in the middle of the night. Yeah, I mean it was all sort of surreal. I mean 
the fact that she was getting out. It’s still sort of surreal sometimes when I think about it, because 
we really did think that she was in for decades longer, and all of a sudden it was like, oh you’re 
going to be out in four months. So the day of her commutation was amazing, we couldn’t actually 
speak to her that day. And those months were hard for her, and so I think, for a lot of reasons… 
she was still facing the awful repressive conditions, she had sort of had trauma after trauma, 
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compounding traumas on top of traumas, and so it wasn’t like you can just celebrate your release 
and that’s it. So really it was about supporting her and making a plan for what she needed and 
making sure she was set up and raising money, and then, then it was amazing when she got out 
and so we went to get her. There had been a documentary film crew with us, so someday that 
documentary will be released and that whole story will be told. Overall, I think it was a very 
special experience, and then in the time after that, I mean you know, she did a cover for New 
York Times magazine, she did a photo spread and story for… Vogue? I’m forgetting, but um, but 
you know I’ve worked with so many people who have been incarcerated and getting out of prison 
is not easy and we do not set people up to be supported leaving prison and jail or detention of 
any kind, and so, you know she had a disproportionate amount of resources, which was nice, and 
you sort of want that for everyone. You want everyone to get pampered and photographed and 
dressed and supported in some of the ways that she was, but she was also someone who was 
thrust into the public eye, and all the risks and stressors of that, without the millions of dollars 
that other celebrities would have to protect themselves and get the care that they needed, and 
so she was in a precarious position for her own health and wellbeing. But you know, it was a 
beautiful moment, a set of moments. Just watching someone who you thought could really die 
in prison getting out and getting to live their life on their own terms to the extent that anyone 
can. But I think it was a big change and now she’s been out for a year and a half, which is 
awesome.  
 
O'Brien: So we’ve been talking for a little over a half hour, and um, I’m thinking of asking you 
about your life history. Do you have anything more you want to add about the topics we’ve been 
discussing the last little bit?  
 
Strangio: I mean there’s so much to say about all the legal work, but I mean, I don’t know that 
there’s anything specific. You know, it’s just making clear that all these movements were started 
long before I was involved and they’re so dynamic and so many things, so many different pieces, 
and so many types of work. 
 
O'Brien: Well, when we come up to that, well, you can tell us a little bit more about it, and I’m 
particularly interested in its relevance for you, emotionally and personally in your life course. So 
just starting off, where were you born? Where did you grow up? 
 
Strangio: I was born in the Boston area, grew up in Newton, Massachusetts, which is a suburb 
of Boston.  
 
O'Brien: What’s your first memory? 
 
Strangio: So I have, like, no memories of childhood, which has always been… like I don’t know 
why. 
 
O'Brien: That’s true for me as well. 
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Strangio: Is it? Yeah. And I can’t tell what’s actually an organic memory versus what’s just looking 
at a photograph and constructing an adult memory of it. You know, sort of superimposing a 
memory. And I have a kid now, so having a kid and looking at the world through my kid’s lens and 
trying to recall what I was doing and thinking at that age and various ages that my kid has lived, 
up to six, which is how old my kid is now… So I don’t really have that many memories, although I 
go back to where I’m from, my mom still lives in the house that I grew up in, I’m there all the 
time, but I don’t really have any specific memories from childhood other than some little 
fragments here and there of elementary school, but certainly nothing before that.  
 
O'Brien: What’s your first clear memory from past childhood? 
 
Strangio: What’s my first? I don’t know… I have some memories of elementary school and sort 
of playing, I really liked fall, and I played soccer growing up and I have memories of soccer 
tournaments as a kid. That was a big part of my life. Fall memories of playing soccer, and then 
going to like, my school had this fundraiser thing outside the school where you dress up and 
there’s ring toss and bobbing for apples and cake walks and those things. I definitely remember 
playing and having that and making Christmas cookies. I grew up Jewish, and the town I grew up 
in was very Jewish, I had one Christian friend and I thought everyone was Jewish in the United 
States except for, like, a few people which is sort of hilarious to think about now, given the actual 
make-up. But I had one Christian friend who celebrated Christmas and I was like “this is so 
exciting!” So I remember making Christmas cookies every year with her and thinking “God, these 
Christians, they really have this interesting tradition.” Because I had a totally distorted perception 
of dominant cultural practices in the U.S. And then over time I felt very deprived that I didn’t have 
Christmas, and a big part of growing up was complaining about that.  
 
O'Brien: What do you know about your family’s life and work when you were a child? 
 
Strangio: Like what did my parents…? 
 
O'Brien: Yeah, how did they get by, how did they spend their time? 
 
Strangio: Yeah, my parents were married until I was in high school. My mother was a social 
worker by training, and she had some jobs during the time that I was growing up, including as a 
lactation consultant when I was very little, although I don’t know that I have my own memories 
of that, and then my dad worked at various companies doing various things. I never understood 
exactly their jobs as a kid. 
 
O'Brien: Was it white collar work? Your father’s work. 
 
Strangio: Yeah, for sure. Although now his jobs are definitely more blue-collar jobs. He worked 
at Bass Pro Shops and as an Uber and Lyft driver. I grew up in a wealthy suburb and my parents 
had college degrees and graduate degrees, but didn’t have the most consistent job histories. I 
grew up in a town where everyone’s parents were like, lawyers and doctors and professors, and 
so my parents weren’t that. But they definitely had like, we were solidly middle class, and I felt 
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disadvantaged compared to people that I was with, but we were for sure upper middle class, 
thinking about actually how wealth is divided and distributed in the U.S. We weren’t a political 
house. I never felt super engaged with about politics. They were present, my mom was very 
present emotionally and supportive, but we didn’t talk about the political world or things like 
race and racism and queerness. I didn’t have a real sense of it. My parents split up and my dad is 
a super conservative, Trump supporter now. My dad just sits home and watches Fox News all 
day. Not sits, but I mean my dad is like Fox News all the time, my mom’s like MSNBC all the time. 
But growing up I didn’t get a sense of their politics or really anything about what was going on 
with them. 
 
O'Brien: What were you like as a teenager?  
 
Strangio: As a teenager? I was just miserable. I was very unhappy overall I think, I really struggled 
and I wasn’t out as queer or trans. And I don’t recall like thinking about it and repressing it, it just 
wasn’t in my conscious mind at all. I was super focused on academics and being smart, whatever 
that meant, it was the thing that I would define myself around and being able to do well in school. 
I was very very Type A about it all. I was a soccer player, and I played girls’ soccer and studied and 
I was unhappy. Although I had friends through sports, and I had a community of people. In the 
town I grew up in, I went to a big public high school that was very good, there was a huge GSA 
[Gay Straight Alliance] which I did not participate in. And timing, now it’s like hilarious, there’s 
trans folks I know socially that we all went to high school together, and none of us were friends 
with each other, none of us were out, it’s just hilarious really. But Newton’s a big town, and it’s 
a place where lots of people end up being from in certain professional circles.  
 
O'Brien: What was your relationship with your parents like as a teenager? They divorced at some 
point? 
 
Strangio: Yeah, they divorced while I was in high school. I was close with my mom, I did not 
speak with my father for most of that time. I think that I was unhappy and I was sort of angry at 
everyone. My brother and I are super close now but we were not at the time, he’s three and a 
half years younger than me. But yeah, I was close with my mom, she came to all my soccer games, 
I played soccer all the time. But I had a knee injury in high school that sort of also was… You know, 
soccer was what I did, it was so important to me, and then I tore my ACL in my sophomore year 
of high school playing soccer, had surgery, recovered, had surgery again. So there was also that, 
was sort of like the backdrop in this unpleasant part of high school. And then I applied early to 
college in my senior year, and I was a fall birthday and I was young, graduated high school when 
I was 17, had this idea of what I wanted to do in college. I wanted to be a doctor and play college 
soccer, and I definitely was straight identified and applied early to Williams College which was 
like a small liberal arts college in Massachusetts that was 50% prep school and/or Exeter… I don’t 
know, I wasn’t really thinking or reflective in any way at the time and I was young, I mean I was 
like 16-years-old when I was applying at that time. So I got in early to Williams, and then I 
graduated high school and like immediately was like “oh I’m definitely queer, this is definitely 
wrong, I hate everyone,” and so I dropped out of William’s… I didn’t even really go, I went for a 
week and I was like “this is all wrong.” I had sort of a strained relationship with my family, did all 
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sorts of things that year. I took a year off. I was really like “okay, I’m queer, I don’t wanna play 
soccer in college, I don’t know that want to be a doctor,” there were just so many things that I 
was like, okay my life as I imagined it is not what it was going to be. And then I ended up going to 
Grinnell College in Iowa the next year, I took a year off. 
 
O'Brien: What year was this? 
 
Strangio: I graduated from high school in 2000, so I was off 2000 and in the fall of 2001 I started 
at Grinnell and that was way better and I was super out as queer by then. Queer, not trans, but 
definitely gender non-conforming, a lot more comfortable with myself, a lot less miserable. Really 
went through a lot in the ‘99/2000 year, but then got myself to Grinnell in 2001 and was really 
happy there and that’s where I went to college and graduated from. 
 
O'Brien: So you mentioned being straight identified in high school, coming out as queer as you 
dropped out of Williams and end up at Grinnell, and a year off. Can you tell me about your place 
of pleasure during this time? Both in high school and in college, your erotic life and romantic life? 
 
Strangio: Yes, well, I… High school was just so much drinking, so many parties and drinking and 
doing things I didn’t want to do with cis dudes. I just had no sense of autonomy over my body 
and no sense of how to contend with any sort of attraction in any way. Then I think coming out 
for me was I think as much political as it was sexual or romantic. I say I came out, but I don’t even 
know, I didn’t tell anyone anything I just changed how I was embodying my authenticity and self. 
It wasn’t like “and now I will tell everyone that I am a lesbian.” Cause I never did that, I never 
identified as a lesbian, I think I told my mom at some point that I was bisexual but I don’t even 
fully recall it, I just have like snippets of vague conversations. I think I, at the time… I’m trying to 
remember, those periods of time… I also did struggle with drug use and things too that make 
parts of that time unclear in my mind, and sort of was all over the place in many ways. But what 
I remember most too, in those years as I was sort of coming into my own was this sense of 
romantic and sexual attraction to people of all different genders but not knowing that there was 
anything available other than a lesbian identity. I knew I didn’t feel like a girl but I thought the 
only option was like, butch, and that really did not suit me. In that sense I was trying to figure out 
“who can I be?” and “who can I date?” and “who can I sleep with?” It’s funny to think that I was 
constrained by this idea that I had to sort of superimpose a structure that was limiting in order 
to like, exist? But I really did, I was like “I’m attracted to women, and women means something 
to me, and that means I can’t be attracted to anyone else,” and so I definitely remember thinking 
“okay, well I can sort of quote-on-quote look like a boy…” I didn’t know you could be trans, that 
concept just was not in my brain. I just was like “okay, I am someone who wants to look like a 
boy,” this is like how I thought of it at the time, “and I am attracted to girls.” So that was like a 
very constrained notion of my gender-self. But that’s what I sort of operated with. But I think I 
also came into queerness as a political identity. My conception of the world opened up 
substantially and sort of understanding history and historical oppression and capitalism and 
power structures, and so not to say that that was my romantic affiliation, was to, like, an 
academic sense, but I think it was all sort of going on at once in that time. And for me college was 
very much about learning and expanding my mind in a lot of different ways, and I think the thing 
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that was the most significant was my friendships with other queer people. And my college 
relationships, my college friendships are still my most significant friendships. And that was one 
of my first political awakenings. After college I went and I moved back to Boston and then got 
involved in organizing in a different way and learned more prison abolition work and community 
organizing in Boston, and that was also very significant to me. So there were a lot of political 
awakenings and learning processes during those years.  
 
O'Brien: Do you have a sense of what instigated or made possible that series of political 
awakenings for you? 
 
Strangio: Well, first and foremost I had so much access to different spaces. So I went to college 
and then was just, I went to Grinnell College, in particular which is a very self selecting group of 
people who probably hated high school and have a sort of critical orientation to thinking about 
the world, and so I had a lot of access to really smart people who had really interesting ideas and 
smart professors and so I had all that, and then, I worked in different offices at college and had 
jobs during those years, and met a lot of folks from Grinnell, Iowa, I don’t know if I mentioned 
that Grinnell is in Iowa, but there is like a real interesting set of family farm organizers in Iowa 
because there’s lots of different types of farm related organizing and one of the things that’s true 
in Iowa is that there is these huge factory farms that put local farms out of business and are 
horrible for the environment and all sorts of other things so I ended up getting involved in sort 
of some local political organizing and learning through engagement with local elected officials in 
Iowa and I was in Iowa for the 2004 presidential election, and just sort of started to learn about 
lots of like, both electoral and local politics and then I moved to the Boston area and started 
working with mainstream LGBT organizations, first with Mass Equality, which was like the 
marriage organization there and then with GLAD [Gay and Lesbian Advocates & Defenders], the 
1A GLAD which is now GLBTQ Advocates and Defenders. I think was very was very involved with 
marriage work, but I started to, it was around that time Dean Spade founded the Silvia Rivera 
Law Project and I started to learn about the Trans Lawyers who were taking a different approach 
to law, and ended up living in Jamaica Plain and met a lot of people, queer folks, doing all sorts 
of organizing there, and so I just, just by virtue of being queer and connecting with people and 
having the jobs that I had, I just ended up learning a lot, and being involved with a lot of different 
types of work, and sort of people who were willing to challenge me and you know because I 
remember having conversations about how I voted for John Kerry and thought that that was good 
and being challenged on it, and then meeting people and being challenged on my racism and my 
white privilege, my class privilege, my shitty things I did around gender and sort of people taking 
the time to sort of call me and teach me things, and I learned a ton through those experiences. I 
got involved with an organization called The Network/La Red, which does… 
 
O'Brien: What’s the Name? 
 
Strangio: The Network/La Red, and they do intimate partner violence work and LGBTQ 
community and they have this amazing, very extensive anti-oppression training, fifty-hour 
training that I learned a ton from and I was a volunteer on their hotline for years, and was myself 
in a very horribly abusive relationship, and just learned a lot from that experience and ended up 
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being involved in a community accountability process, that was part of not involving traditional 
law enforcement type intervention, it was different and was somewhat successful, and 
somewhat unsuccessful, like many models of things I’ve been involved in, collectives, community 
accountability, there’s lots of different things that I’ve done over the years that some have 
worked and some haven’t, but through that work I learned a lot. I learned how to think about 
power, I learned how to think about state and interpersonal violence, and I was not out as trans 
actually at any of these points. I didn’t come out until law school. I didn’t realize until law school. 
 
O'Brien: What was the place of trans people and transness in these queer communities you were 
in prior to law school? 
 
Strangio: There were a lot of trans people, there were a lot of Non-binary folks. There were a lot 
of people who were starting to recognize their transness at the time. This was like 2006. I 
remember in particular someone that I was dating was living with someone who had come out 
as trans and had written an email to a lot of people calling us out on our transmisogyny and the 
ways in which we were excluding trans fems from the community, that was like, there were trans 
masc folks who were very much like in the community and visible and trans fem people were 
very much excluded I think, especially from communities that sort of were assigned female at 
birth people, had a very exclusionary impulse at the time. Yeah, I think I sort of had a lot of 
learning to do around a lot of things, and not understanding how I was situating people in the 
community, it was Boston, so it was super white, super racially segregated, so I think there was 
a lot of limitations to the organizing. It wasn’t certainly just that. I… I‘m trying to remember, there 
were different iterations… and then there was like Myspace and Friendster were really popular 
at the time. It was like, there was a lot of growing pains and learning, there was a lot of tension 
between people who did whatever, didn’t transition, did, and then eventually I just got 
overwhelmed by it all and was like “I’m going to law school” and stopped socializing for the next 
five years. So I was in it, and was very much connected to the queer community in Boston and 
then started law school in 2007 and sort of focused on that.  
 
O'Brien: And tell me, you’ve mentioned a few times prison issues, both transformative justice 
and starting to think about prisons. Tell me about how you got exposed to that and what your 
initial connections before law school were to anti-prison work. 
 
Strangio: I don’t quite remember exactly my entry point. It was partially through the network, 
and Jason Wyden was a close friend at the time and we had gone through the network training 
together and he is someone who has done a ton of prison abolition work. First he was involved 
in the church in Boston, and he ended up starting Black and Pink, but I think that was actually 
after all these years. But I think some of the most significant times were through Jason actually. 
He and I did the network training together and we all biked around everywhere in Boston at the 
time, and I just remember we would bike from JP [Jamaica Plain] to our training and talk and I 
learned a lot from him. He was a huge support in my life at the time through a lot of different 
things. And then I went to law school thinking… I’m just trying to remember too when I ended 
up… I started reading Dean Spade’s work and Gabriel Arcus, they were working at SRLP [Silvia 
Rivera Law Project] and I was working at GLAD and starting to understand the different models 
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of doing legal work and what prison abolition was and how the types of reforms that we were 
doing, and sort of the impact litigation space were actually building the system. So I think it was 
sort of the academic engagement with that, the actual work that I was doing, learning through 
Jason and others in Boston and then by the time I went to law school I really knew I wanted to 
go and be a part of SRLP and connect with folks in New York, and that was definitely one of my 
goals. I just don’t quite remember the timeline of my thinking. And then I ultimately ended up 
interning at the Peter Chiccino Youth Project of the Urban Justice Center was my first internship 
in law school in 2008. And then I started SRLP in 2009, and Gabriel was my first supervisor 
actually, and Gabriel works here now at the ACLU with me, which is sort of great. And then in 
SRLP I started, that was the first time I had gone and visited folks in prison and in jail and 
understood how the system was, the legal system was entirely formed around systems of 
incarceration that were the organizing principle first of chattel slavery and then the progression 
to build that system and imbed it in our legal system. So that was always sort of central to the 
work that I wanted to do as a lawyer and recognizing that it’s sort of antithetical to say you’re a 
prison abolitionist and be a lawyer. I always challenged SRLP on that point because we’re always 
a part of the system. So we can have an orientation towards prison abolition but we have to be 
honest and accountable to the truth of our work which is always building the system. I think that 
tension has always existed within my understanding and conception of the work. But yeah, it was 
in Boston and connecting with folks there, going to law school, working with Dean, working with 
Gabriel, meeting Reina Gossett, uh, Tourmaline, we all worked at SRLP together a lot of years ago 
and so I just learned a lot through that. 
 
O'Brien: Tell me about the choice to go to law school. 
 
Strangio: Well I was working GLAD in Boston and doing legal work as a paralegal and saw how 
the mainstream LGBT movement was working and then some of the alternatives that were out 
there. Really SRLP at the time. And I sort of hated law, that was what I got out of my time at GLAD 
was that I hated it, but that also I was like a white person, formally educated, and wanted to think 
about “well, what does it mean to be a participant in movements and leverage the access and 
the privilege and the power that I do have?” And so I was anti-law school in some ways, but I 
really saw the power of law as a tool, and sort of thought “well I can use the legal system and 
different types of legal intervention to support movements,” grassroots movements or sort of 
other movements, and do the work differently than what I was seeing at GLAD. I mean the irony 
of course is that I was like, I came from impact litigation and I went to law school saying that I 
would never do it again, and here I am at an impact litigation organization after going and doing 
direct services and grassroots… the sort of pseudo-connection between grassroots organizing 
and legal services that SRLP tries to do, I think there’s a lot of limitations to it, and it’s exceedingly 
frustrating and the model of SRLP is great in theory and has a lot of limitations in practice, and I 
was exceedingly frustrated there and also learned a ton and was very inspired. But I always felt 
like, okay, law is a tool, it’s an imperfect tool, but all the tools are imperfect and constraints of 
the system that we’re operating in are there no matter what, and I felt that I could use what I did 
have to try to be in the community in sort of a constructive way, and be learning and do law, and 
learn how to do it more accountably, and sort of modeling after what I was seeing from Dean and 
Gabriel who I really looked up to at the time. And so I went to law school. I went to Northeastern 
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in Boston. I decided to go there because they had this co-op program and so I knew that I’d be 
able to do more internships, and I did all my internships in New York so I lived in Boston and New 
York for those years. I graduated law school in 2010, took the bar here, and then my first job was 
at the Silvia Rivera Law Project and that’s where I started. 
 
O'Brien: You said you came out as trans while in law school? 
 
Strangio: Yes.  
 
O'Brien: Yeah. But you were, it sounds like, pretty deeply influenced by Dean and Gabriel and 
SLRP prior to law school. Can you tell us a little bit about that process for you? 
 
Strangio: So time is confusing, because I do think that it was prior to law school but it’s like all 
merging in my mind, and so I don’t quite recall when I read what, or what was… I mean… I don’t 
remember the exact years or when I was exposed to what. For some reason I can’t even 
remember what year that they started SRLP. I mean Dean and then Gabriel was there pretty 
much from the beginning as well, we could go ask Gabriel, but I… 
 
O'Brien: “An independent organization in 2004.”  
 
Strangio: Okay. 
 
O'Brien: Joined the board. 
 
Strangio: Okay. Cause I was at UJC first. 
 
O'Brien: Right. 
 
Strangio: Yeah so ‘04. So I think that I had been reading Dean’s stuff… and was really influenced 
by that. I’m trying to remember… And then sort of, being at GLAD and sort of seeing the 
difference between an organization that does impact legal work, and SRLP did impact work too 
at the time, some litigation in those early years, and then a lot of direct services and a lot of other 
things, but I was really inspired. I think both Dean and Gabriel are visionary thinkers and 
implemented an incredible organization and sort of alternative to the models that were out there 
at the time, and still. I mean there were tons of other collectives, just not in the trans or LGBTQ 
space in that way, sort of combining legal work with some other types of work. And I was really 
drawn to that, I was particularly drawn to Dean’s writing. I can’t remember when he wrote his 
Resisting Medicine, Remodeling Gender LAWRU article, like some time in the mid 2000’s, and it 
got me thinking about the production of narratives about our existence and then how that 
interacts with our bodies and our own self-conception, and was also really involved with 
challenging the white leadership and white supremacy within the LGBT movement while I was at 
GLAD. And so I was inspired by this explicit racial and economic justice framework of SRLP that 
was something that lacking from GLAD, lacking from the LGBT mainstream organization, 
continues to be a problem here at the ACLU, I mean the whole mainstream LGBT movement, so 
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I think I was really drawn to what SRLP was doing. And then in law school I wanted to do trans- I 
mean I very much gender non-conforming, I didn’t identify as trans when I started law school and 
I changed my name in law school, and then I had chest- top surgery when I was in law school, and 
I used all sorts of pronouns. But there wasn’t like a non-binary identity that was as much there 
at the time. I’m sure there was for some people I just wasn’t aware of it. I just sort of was like “oh 
yeah, I’m whatever.” And felt really comfortable at SRLP. And that was sort of like my first 
professional home.  
 
O'Brien: So you started spending a lot of time in New York during law school, doing your… what 
are they called, internships? 
 
Strangio: Yes, they were actually called co-ops. 
 
O'Brien: Your co-ops, yeah. What was your connection to New York like? What drew you to New 
York and what was it like starting to spend a lot of time there? 
 
Strangio: I never imagined living in New York, never wanted to, but it was the work that was 
happening here and the legal work here was way better than what was going on in Boston. My 
mom is from New York, from Westchester County and went to NYU and my aunt lives here, so I 
always was familiar with New York but found it very overwhelming, didn’t particularly want to 
live here. Like there are some people that are like “all I want to do is live in New York,” but that 
was not me. But as I got connected to PCUIP at the Urban Justice Center and then SRLP through 
my co-ops then I was like “okay, there’s no turning back. This is the work I want to do, this is the 
place to do it.” I hate California, I’m a very east coast person so there was no way I was going out 
to like, Oakland or San Francisco, which is the other place where there’s a lot of trans legal work 
happening. It was not happening in Boston in the way that I was interested in engaging. There 
was like, no question in my mind that I would come here after law school, I wanted to work at 
SRLP. That was like the single thing that I wanted to do, so that was the plan, and that’s what I 
did.  
 
O'Brien: Before asking you about SLRP, I’m struck by how in high school you were this very 
driven, work oriented, success oriented, very hard working, smart person, and then you had this 
break, this sort of year off, and in your adult life, talking about the arc of your time in Boston and 
work now, I’m again struck by you as this kind of driven, work oriented, very smart, highly 
perfected person. Were there other digressions from work? Did you have during this time, very 
serious commitments kind of separated, or distinct from your political commitments?  
 
Strangio: Honestly, work has been a very central part of my identity and I think, in therapy 
there’s lots of exploration about all this, but my parents really struggled with consistent work and 
were not particularly work oriented at all, and I did not, for whatever reason, I equated my own 
ability to survive and be self sufficient as sort of needing to be motivated in work and I’m very 
uncomfortable with probably, like, my identity and where I fit in. I was very fortunate that I was 
just naturally good at school and so that became a thing that I sort of latched onto as what I could 
use to survive. And so it became, if nothing else, a sort of survival strategy for a lot of different 
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reasons. One that I’ve latched onto. I mean soccer, I was an athlete growing up, I was very 
committed to that, I was very motivated, I played on many soccer teams, but then I had the injury 
and then the community of people in the athletic world didn’t then fit with my political 
orientation so that no longer fit. I’m committed to being a parent but I still am very much a 
working parent. But yeah, work has been a very consistent part of my life at many stages. I had 
the year off, but even then I worked, I supported myself. I mean I had jobs, I worked at an ice 
cream store and I worked like 50-60 hours a week. And then in college I had a lot of jobs. So yeah. 
 
O'Brien: Tell me about going to work at the Silvia Rivera Law Project. 
 
Strangio: So I did two of my co-ops in law school, and then a fellowship to do… I got hired... so 
Gabriel was the director of the prison justice project there. He was leaving to go into teaching at 
NYU at the time, so I sort of got hired to take over for him and then also got a fellowship, an equal 
justice works fellowship, which was this public interest fellowship for people graduating law 
school. So I got two years of funding to work at SRLP, focused specifically on the prison and jails 
work there. It was my dream job, I was already on the collective at the time, I had joined the 
collective in law school, and was very excited. But also, Gabriel left in like, May and I still had to 
take the bar so it was like a scramble, and so I ended up… so I took the bar, you know, the bar, 
you study… so I studied the summer after law school in 2010, took the bar at the end of July and 
started like a week later at SRLP. Moved to New York for real, and it was just a lot. I mean it was 
a lot at once. I wanted to take more time off but that just wasn’t possible, and so I started. And I 
think my expectations were a little too high. You know, being a new lawyer is like, a lot. It’s 
different than being an intern, and SRLP was going through a lot of changes. I mean Gabriel who 
had been there really from the beginning was… and Dean founded SRLP and definitely was a 
driving visionary behind it, but Gabriel was the one doing the work on the ground, the legal work 
day to day for those seven years pretty much, and he was leaving and it was a huge transition 
and then Gabriel Foster and Tourmaline were coming in to sort of lead the first membership… 
membership something team? I’m just trying to remember all the different names. Anyways, 
there was a lot of transition at the time. The original collective members were leaving and new 
collective members were coming in. I think there was a lot of growth and change and things to 
figure out at the time. And I think SRLP is an amazing organization, I loved being a part of it. I 
think the challenge for me in those years was our organizational identity was always in flux and 
crisis, cause it’s like “are we an organization that is committed to organizing and building power 
within the community or are we a direct services legal organization? And can those things co-
exist?” I think that there are models of those things co-existing in the labor space, in worker’s 
center models, but it was a real stretch for us in a lot of ways, trying to bring people in as members 
who were accessing the organization through legal services and sort of, what was the role of 
lawyers in the space? I think we were really struggling, and I just was trying to learn how to be a 
better lawyer and it was hard since all the lawyers there were always young so we didn’t have 
necessarily super experienced people to mentor us and supervise us. So I always sort of felt like 
we were overworked and not necessarily having the mentorship that we needed. It wasn’t clear 
to me how we were living up to the theoretical framework of the collective model while trying 
to do the direct legal services. Every institution struggles with an institutional identity and 
accountability and I think that a collective organization with a racial and economic justice model 
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is not immune from reproducing the exact same power dynamics and hierarchies that you see in 
a place like the ACLU. It was all there, and how are we going to talk about it, how are we going 
to contend with it, and so there was a lot always going on. But I think the work that I did there 
and the people that I worked with were amazing and it’s still, it’s where I grew up. It’s where I 
was the most politically challenged, supported… I could never have had this job here at the ACLU 
without that job. But it was challenging for a lot of reasons. So I was there for just under three 
years and then left and came here. Well, I had a kid with my partner at the time who was also on 
a collective. So my kid was born in July of 2012 and I left SRLP in October of 2012. And then I 
came to the ACLU in January of 2013.  
 
O'Brien: Tell me about having a kid. 
 
Strangio: Having a kid. So, yeah, not sure how much thinking we did about that. Which is funny 
because, for two people who couldn’t accidentally make a baby, like, you know, we involved a 
third person’s assistance, we didn’t put a ton of thought into it. I think it was something that sort 
of happened very quickly but was exciting. My partner at the time carried our kid, and it was very 
overwhelming. Having a kid is very overwhelming. I think that it was like, intellectually I was like 
“oh this is going to be hard.” It was much harder than I thought. And our kid was a difficult infant. 
There was like, a lot of hard early months. Very little sleep. And so when Sydney was six months 
old I started working at the ACLU. And I was like “oh my god, this is a very intense new job, and I 
am not sleeping at all” and there were lots of learning curves very steep, both for parenting and 
litigation, so that was a very exhausting complex time. So being a parent is a huge part of my 
identity I think.  
 
O'Brien: How old is your child now? 
 
Strangio: Six. Yeah. 
 
O'Brien: I have a nine year old. 
 
Strangio: Oh okay. So yeah, how do you find it? 
 
O'Brien: Oh I love it.  
 
Strangio: Yeah? Yeah. I mean I think one of the things about parenting and having a kid that 
seemed very exciting was like, watching the world unfold a new for this other person. Y’know 
there’s so much joy that my kid has around things and so much insight that I would just never 
myself have. So that’s been a huge part of the last six years. 
 
O'Brien: Is there anything that you’d like to tell us about your relationship with your child? 
 
Strangio: So, my child is also very gender non-conforming. So that’s been interesting. Just to sort 
of watch their relationship to gender and the world. But yeah, you know, I think we’re like, 
buddies and we have fun and I’ve learned a lot about patience. And being reminded that 
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everyone’s brain and orientation towards the world is different. I think I thought a lot of things 
were in the control of parents that aren’t. I do not judge parents in the way I used to. I had a lot 
of very strong ideas about what was and was not possible and that’s been really changed since 
having a kid and sort of realizing that kids… our influence as parents is very profound but it is also 
limited.  
 
O'Brien: I imagine that was a big shift for you. 
 
Strangio: It was, it was a big shift. It was hard. And also it was a natural one, it was like “oh, right, 
there’s lots of things that are out of our control.” And I do know that. And you realize, like, you 
send your kid off into the world, especially when you’re not doing the primary caretaking from a 
very young age when the kid has working primary caretakers. Or parents or guardians or whoever 
are not in the home for 50 hours a week starting from birth, it’s like there are other people who 
are going to have a role and that’s just the way it is. And institutions and school… so all of that 
has been a learning process.  
 
O'Brien: Why did you go to work at the ACLU? 
 
Strangio: I was working with the New York Civil Liberties Union on a case when I was at SRLP. So 
when I went to law school I was like, deciding between NYU and Northeastern, and I was like, 
“well, what do I give up by going to Northeastern?” You know, the legal profession is just so elitist. 
So their ranking of law school is sort of determinative of certain things. Only some, only in some 
areas. So by going to Northeastern which isn’t as high ranked as NYU I’d be giving up what I 
thought was like, academic jobs, federal clerkships and working at obnoxious organizations like 
the ACLU. And I was like, “I would never do that anyway,” so. So I definitely never imagined being 
here, it was not my plan. I was working with NYCLU [New York Civil Liberties Union] on a case and 
was realizing, like, wow, this is an organization that has a lot of skilled litigators and they are 
effective at what they do, and I was seeing how the prison work that I was doing could really 
benefit from that. And I was ready for a change, and I really wanted hierarchy to be honest, I was 
like, “I want a boss.” The collective was great, but I want someone who has been doing this for a 
long time and who is gonna help me and have supervision and a very particular way. I mean, not 
to say that that’s the end all, be all or even, ya know… Like, I like the collective model, I like flat 
structures, but for me I just really needed something else at the time, and there was a job opening 
here. And the money, the pay was going to be a lot better, and you know, I have this newborn. 
So there was a lot of reasons. I never thought that they would hire me, like, 95% of the lawyers 
here went to Harvard and Yale for law school, so it hires a very particular set of people. But I think 
they knew in the LGBT project that they wanted to have more trans people, that they were ready 
to have some new conversations, so I represented change. So they’ll say like, “oh no no, you 
weren’t a token hire.” And I do sort of believe that and also don’t. Now it’s like, of course I was. 
I would never have been hired if I wasn’t trans. But that’s fine, you get in the door how you get 
in the door, and I bring a lot of value based on my experiences, so I think that’s fine. Those 
squeaks… it shakes the building… when it’s windy it makes all these weird noises. So yeah, so I 
interviewed, and it was a very extensive interview process and my kid was born in the middle of 
it, so I did my first interview, I remember, I did my first interview from my house on the phone 



NYC TOHP Transcript #130: Chase Strangio - Page 21 (of 24) 

for the ACLU a few days before Sydney was born. My second, in-person interview was when 
Sydney was ten days old. And I had a writing assignment for the interview and I was like “oh my 
god, I can’t deal with this.” But I did, I pulled it together. I remember our cat was trying to eat the 
pacifiers and I was so agitated, I was like, trying to get this writing assignment done Sunday 
morning, with this new infant home. I was like, “oh my god, are we going to kill it?” But I pulled 
it off and came in. And I was just the right amount of tired to be uninhibited, but not yet the tired 
that I am now, which is like, six years of parenting-tired. I was only like, ten days of parenting-
tired at the time. And then I had a third interview, which I think was unique to me, which was me 
and my boss James. And James was like, “do you really want to work here?” And I was like, “I 
think I do!” The first year of working here was very challenging, such a culture shock, it was like I 
came from an organization where everyone was trans, and it was very comfortable and safe 
feeling, to this massive institution where there’s no trans lawyers, barely any trans people. My 
first month here I had to do a trans one-on-one on a panel at our national staff conference and 
it was awful. So the first year was very hard. I had a lot to learn, I was very overwhelmed, I was 
intimidated. But I think at some point along the way I was just like, oh, I don’t have to be exactly 
like my colleagues, and I stopped comparing myself to other people here. I was like, I’m just going 
to be who I am. And that was a really positive change, I’ve learned a ton, and even in the years 
of doing, oh my god I’ve spent so many hours litigating marriage cases, which was not what I 
wanted to be doing, but as difficult and somewhat excruciating as that was I learned so much 
about writing and litigation and the supreme court and all sorts of things that I have then brought 
to bare on the trans work that I do and so I’m endlessly grateful for the learning. Which was really 
important, and truthfully, litigation, especially federal civil rights litigation, there’s very few trans 
litigators litigating trans cases, and partially because litigation is pretty brutal, and so standing up 
in court and putting yourself out there in that way… and I have a lot of days where I’m like, ugh. 
I’d really rather just do the lobbying, or the public education or the communication stuff and the 
behind the scenes work, or even public facing work but not litigation. And I’ve really tried to push 
myself to stay litigating because there are so few trans lawyers. And so if you’re going into 
deposition or if you’re making an argument in court and there’s no trans people anywhere to be 
seen or heard from, I think there’s a real problem, and so I’m trying to stick with it. I really pushed 
myself to do an argument in federal court this summer, in North Carolina over an anti-trans law 
there, and I get very overwhelmed. I’m like, small, and it’s a very gendered space, and I feel like 
I don’t have the right presence or voice or intellectual capacity, and there are lots of ways I feel 
like we’re taught to believe that. And so I’ve really pushed myself, and then having Gabriel here 
now is a real help too because now it’s like there’s two of us, and that’s nice. So yeah, I see myself 
here at the ACLU long term, the organization has grown and changed a lot, and my colleagues 
are amazing. This week one of my colleagues argued at the supreme court on an immigrant 
detention issue and she was amazing, and we had an amazing case in Washington over the death 
penalty, and I’ve learned so much and I feel really honored and lucky to be here and leverage the 
types of resources that the ACLU has. So I’m glad I came.  
 
O'Brien: You have a number of tattoos on your arms. When did you first start getting them? 
 
Strangio: I got my first tattoo when I was eighteen years old. They were illegal in Massachusetts 
at the time, I went to Rhode Island and I have some random tattoos here and there that I got 
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when I was young. I have a larger tattoo on my leg that I got in Boston when I was working at 
GLAD, like in ‘05, so I was twenty three, but I started doing my arms after my kid was born so for 
the past six years I’ve used the same artist. 
 
O'Brien: Very recently. 
 
Strangio: Yeah. So the arm tattoos are recent. 
 
O'Brien: What are some of your arm tattoos, can you describe some of them to us? 
 
Strangio: Yeah, so I have a Princess Leia tattoo, Carrie Fischer and the Death Star that I got after 
Carrie Fischer died. I have a young picture of my grandmother, they’re all likenesses. This one’s 
more like portrait, the Princess Leia one, but then I have some likenesses of Amelia Earhart. I was 
always fascinated by Amelia Earhart, wrote a paper on her in college about how she was sort of 
like a wet napkin of a white person who we all attached a lot of political significance to her, when 
she’s actually very a-political, but I’ve been intrigued by the way she was situated. I have an R2D2, 
I love Star Wars. A lot of these I got for my kid too, like I have a big elephant and a little elephant. 
A stegosaurus for Sydney, Sydney loved stegosauruses. This was my most recent tattoo, it just 
says “I know my rights.” And I did a tattoo event fundraiser for the ACLU flash challenge around 
pride, at a shop here in New York, and for this one we did a promotion event with me getting 
tattooed. So that was the most recent one.  
 
O'Brien: Wonderful. Why do you get them? 
 
Strangio: For a lot of reasons. I think actually tattoos have been like the single… like between… 
well… Chest surgery was like one of the most important and happiest things that ever happened 
to me in terms of feeling at home in my body, but tattoos have pretty significantly been the other. 
Both because I feel like it’s a reclamation of my body and control and I love the aesthetics of it, 
and I love working with the artist that I have who I’ve become close with over the years. And I 
also just love the experience of tattooing. I’m a very anxious person, I rarely am able to just sit 
and turn off my mind but something about the pain and the process of getting tattooed is like 
meditation to me. It feels incredibly empowering. Like on the one hand, having visible tattoos 
out in the world can attract a lot of attention and people comment and look at them or touch or 
do things that you don’t necessarily want, but then it also feels like it’s a way to create the art 
that I want on my body and that feels really important to me. But there are days when I’m like 
“oh, I should wear a long sleeve shirt,” and I don’t want anyone looking at me or talking to me or 
bringing them up, but then sometimes I like it. I’d rather people look at them than try to figure 
out my gender or whatever else people do on the street. And I’ve gone to tattoo shops and 
worked with tattoo artists who I feel super comfortable with and are really part of a more 
progressive part of tattoo culture. Like it can be a super white, misogynist, horrible parts of 
tattooing in the U.S. that sort of appropriate it from its origins and there’s a ton of racism within 
tattooing, and misogyny and all sorts of things, but I’ve worked with tattooers who I feel really 
safe and comfortable with so the process itself is really special to me.  
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O'Brien: That’s wonderful. What do you see as the future of your work and trans litigation and 
where is it headed? 
 
Strangio: Oh, well it’s sort of a terrifying time to answer that question. As someone who 
practices law in the federal courts I think we have a really sad, scary shift in the supreme court 
and the entire federal judiciary, not that it was good before, because it wasn’t, but there was 
room for things to create space and hold the line and do things that felt important, to sort of 
maintain or remove structural barriers that could then allow for organizing in a different way. But 
I never thought of litigation as the answer, I think one of the terrifying things about the initial 
months after the Trump inauguration was, within the liberal establishment, this idea that oh, the 
courts are gonna save us, the ACLU is gonna save us… Oi. If that’s what people are saying then 
we’ve already lost. That’s never been my sense. That’s not why I do litigation, it’s not the answer. 
I think that we really have to have a shift in our thinking, we’re gonna see more state court 
litigation, we have to do more organizing work and invest more resources in state and local work. 
I think it’s important to have priorities and visioning absolutely and sort of long term visioning 
especially, but I think we have to take a step back and really think about, well what are the most 
strategic and impactful ways that we can leverage our resources, like our financial resources as a 
large institution, but then the resources that we bring in terms of legal litigation skill sets to bare 
on this moment. I think there’s significant questions that have to be answered. What I don’t 
wanna see is us re-litigating the marriage movement or holding the line, that would be too much 
for me to even… that would just be too depressing and horrible and just so not strategic. I think 
what we hopefully will do is continue to recognize the ways in which, when it comes to our prison 
conditions work, our criminalization work, it was horrible before, it’s horrible now, so we should 
continue to do it. Invest resources there, and I also absolutely want to see, I’ve always been, or 
at least over the last several years, we have to invest in the grassroots work for sure and then 
also thinking about strategic investment in state and local elections and ballot fights and the ways 
that people are being attacked, not just in congress, not just in the executive, federal executive 
branch. We just have a lot more work we have to do. So, I mean, I think the future is very 
uncertain, but it always is. I think that there’s a lot of people doing amazing work, we’re gonna 
have some pretty tremendous losses in the courts, so we have to figure out how to move forward, 
how to build power so that there’s momentum around each thing that we’re doing, so that no 
matter what the outcome is, that we come away from it knowing that we’re able to shift the 
material conditions of peoples’ lives for the better, even if we are having major formal setbacks 
in the courts or in congress or in state legislatures, that we still have shifts in material outcomes.  
 
O'Brien: And do you have personal aspirations for your future? 
 
Strangio: Ya know, I don’t know if it’s a function of never having a model of what I was imagining 
for my adult self as a child, but I don’t plan ahead, to a detriment perhaps. I like to just take every 
day as it comes, get my kid through the day, get myself through the day. I guess at some point, I 
would like to have a shorter commute. I commute a long way every day and it makes me agitated. 
I’d like to keep learning, finding ways to sort of be calm. Find internal calm of some sort. These 
are things that I focus on, but I’m not like “in five years, I’d like to do ‘x’,” you know, I don’t 
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approach my life that way. Just sort of one day at a time. As focus driven as I am, I feel incredibly 
disorganized a lot of the time as well.  
 
O'Brien: Anything else that you would like to add or talk about? 
 
Strangio: I don’t think so, we’ve covered a lot. The only thing we didn’t really talk about, I guess 
beyond Dean and Gabriel, other people, like in my family, who has had influence on my life. 
There’s been so many people. I think Flawless Sabrina was sort of like a mentor to me, especially 
over the last few years. And she died recently, a year ago actually, in November. And just thinking 
about her… 
 
O'Brien: Say her name again? 
 
Strangio: Oh, Flawless Sabrina? In the space of her apartment, and connecting to her at the end 
of her life and then as she died… it’s just a reminder of how important it’s always been to me to 
be connected to our trans community and our elders and the people who really have been doing 
the work in various ways, problematically or imperfectly, or however, and just sort of have all 
this insight. I feel like there’s so many people I’m always learning from every day and I just feel 
tremendously lucky to have a job that connects me to other trans people and queer people and 
where I’m learning all the time and able to try to do some aspect of some of the fighting nationally 
for trans people. And I just carry the lessons and the love of so many people that have been doing 
it, or did it, or came before me. So that’s the only other thing I would add. 
 
O'Brien: Thank you Chase. 
 
Strangio: Yeah, Thank you. 
 


