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TWO-SPIRIT

Introduction and Definition of Two-Spirit

The term Two-Spirit (often capitalized) is a contemporary, pan-Indian English term used to
describe Native American or First Nations individuals who embody a third gender identity, often
possessing both male and female spiritual attributes or fulfilling traditional third-gender roles within
their community. This designation is not a mere translation of Western concepts such as
homosexual, bisexual, or transgender, but rather refers specifically to a sacred and culturally
validated identity that historically encompassed various gender expressions, social roles, and
sexual orientations. Crucially, the recognition of an individual as Two-Spirit is dependent upon the
approval and acceptance of the specific society or tribe, underscoring its foundation in cultural and
spiritual tradition rather than purely personal definition.

Historically, many Western anthropologists and sociologists mistakenly applied the French term
berdache to describe these individuals. However, this term is now widely considered offensive,
inaccurate, and rooted in colonial misconceptions, failing entirely to capture the diversity or spiritual
profundity associated with these roles. The modern term Two-Spirit was formally adopted in 1990
at the Third Annual Intertribal Native American/First Nations Gay and Lesbian Conference held in
Winnipeg, Canada. This collective decision aimed to reclaim identity labeling from anthropological
imposition, replacing it with a concept derived from traditional spiritual understandings--that the
individual carries the spirit of both a man and a woman, or occupies a distinct and recognized third
or fourth gender category.

While the specific roles and characteristics attributed to Two-Spirit individuals varied significantly
across the hundreds of distinct Native American cultures, a common thread was the recognition
that these individuals were often seen as possessing extraordinary insight, serving a unique
spiritual or guidance part within the community. In many societies, a person assigned male at birth
might assume the dress, duties, and social identity traditionally associated with women, or vice
versa, often specializing in tasks requiring skills and perspectives from both gender spheres. This
fluidity and synthesis were typically celebrated, positioning the Two-Spirit individual as a bridge
between the sexes and often between the physical and spiritual realms, reinforcing their
importance to the overall cosmological balance of the tribe.

Historical Context and Pre-Colonial Recognition

Before European contact, evidence suggests that gender diversity and the existence of third and
fourth genders were widely accepted and integrated features of numerous Indigenous North
American societies. Researchers have identified documentation referencing such roles in over 130
tribal groups, indicating that this acceptance was not isolated but formed a significant part of the
socio-spiritual landscape of the continent. The roles were highly formalized, meaning that
becoming Two-Spirit was often a recognized transition involving specific ceremonies, changes in
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attire, and the assumption of new responsibilities, which solidified their status as essential
members of the social structure.

The functions performed by Two-Spirit individuals often transcended typical gender boundaries.
For instance, in societies where women were traditionally responsible for weaving or agricultural
tasks and men for hunting and warfare, the Two-Spirit person might excel in specialized crafts
traditionally assigned to the opposite sex, thereby broadening the community's economic and
creative output. Furthermore, their identity often provided a practical advantage; because they
were not strictly defined by the binary expectations of male or female labor, they could maneuver
between social groups, conveying information, arbitrating disputes, or performing unique rituals
that required a perspective outside the normative gender structure. This fluidity afforded them a
respected, powerful, and often highly privileged position within the tribal hierarchy.

The pre-colonial acceptance of these roles stands in stark contrast to the rigid gender and sexual
norms prevalent in 17th-century European cultures, particularly those enforced by Christian
doctrine. This historical context confirms the original assertion that the Two-Spirit concept was
celebrated in some cultures, rather than shamed as it might be in others. Their status was rooted in
spiritual belief; the presence of individuals who could see and act from multiple perspectives was
often interpreted as a blessing from the Creator. They were viewed as being especially gifted
because they held the spirits of two genders, giving them heightened intellectual, emotional, and
spiritual capacities necessary for their unique roles, such as serving as visionaries, shamans, or
ceremonial leaders.

Societal Roles and Spiritual Significance

The spiritual significance of the Two-Spirit role cannot be overstated; it was often the primary
justification for their unique status and the respect afforded to them. These individuals frequently
served as mediators, not just between the sexes in a social context, but also between the
community and the spiritual world. Their ability to embody different energies and perspectives was
thought to grant them special access to spiritual knowledge, making them ideal keepers of sacred
ceremonies, oral traditions, and tribal histories. They were commonly consulted for guidance on
important decisions, including matters of war, peace, migration, and ritual healing, demonstrating
the profound trust placed in their counsel.

Specific roles varied widely, but often included highly valuable community services. For example,
some Two-Spirit individuals were revered as expert healers or shamans, utilizing their unique
spiritual connection to treat physical and emotional ailments. Others were pivotal in the education
of children, acting as godparents or mentors, teaching skills and values derived from both male
and female domains. They sometimes served as matchmakers, using their objective position
outside the gender binary to arrange suitable marriages, or as specialized artisans, creating sacred

Encyclopedia of psychology encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com



https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=15204
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com

TWO-SPIRIT

regalia, intricate beadwork, or powerful textiles that were essential for ceremonial purposes. Their
labor was highly valued precisely because it synthesized skills and perspectives rarely combined in
other community members.

This spiritual dimension explains why the concept was inherently celebratory. The existence of a
Two-Spirit person was often interpreted as a sign of the tribe's holistic relationship with the natural
world, which frequently acknowledges complexity and non-binary existence. Their presence
maintained a necessary equilibrium, ensuring that all aspects of human experience--the masculine,
the feminine, and the space between--were represented and valued within the community
structure. Consequently, any attempt to shame or dismiss these individuals would have been
viewed as disrupting the sacred order and potentially inviting misfortune upon the entire tribe,
solidifying their protective status within the social fabric.

Linguistic Diversity and Specific Tribal Terms

The umbrella term Two-Spirit, while useful for pan-Indigenous solidarity and political organization,
must always be understood in conjunction with the specific, traditional, and untranslatable terms
used by individual tribes. To truly grasp the complexity of this identity, one must acknowledge the
linguistic diversity that reflects unique cultural nuances, spiritual understandings, and specific roles
assigned within each nation. Relying solely on the English term risks homogenizing diverse
histories and practices, underscoring the necessity of using tribally specific language whenever
possible to confer proper respect and accuracy.

The Navajo (Diné) society provides a powerful example with the term Nadleehi (or historically,
nadle, as noted in the source material), which translates roughly to "one who is continually
changing" or "one who transforms." The Nadleehi traditionally occupied highly respected positions,
particularly in areas requiring specialized knowledge, such as textile arts, healing, and livestock
management. The concept was deeply integrated into the Diné cosmology, which recognizes four
traditional gender identities: masculine woman, feminine woman, masculine man, and feminine
man. The Nadleehi often occupied the fourth category, embodying a balanced mix of masculine
and feminine characteristics, and were essential for maintaining the principle of H6zhd, the Navajo
concept of harmony, beauty, and order.

Another pivotal example is the Lakota term Wi?kte (or winkte, as referenced in the original
content), which is used within the Lakota, Dakota, and Nakota nations (collectively, the Sioux). The
term is often translated as "wants to be like a woman" or "behaves like a woman," but this
translation fails to capture the deeply sacred nature of the role. Lakota culture traditionally revered
the Wi?kte as individuals chosen by the spirit world to serve as visionaries and dream interpreters.
They participated in important sacred ceremonies, such as the Sun Dance, and often held
prophetic abilities, making them central figures in spiritual leadership. Their existence was believed
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to be a necessary counterbalance to the rigid male warrior culture, offering essential compassion,
artistry, and spiritual depth to the Lakota way of life.

Gender Identity, Sexuality, and Western Comparisons

It is crucial for Western psychological and sociological frameworks to recognize that the Two-Spirit
identity primarily functions as a gender identity and a social role, distinct from--though sometimes
intersecting with--sexual orientation. While a Two-Spirit individual might be attracted to people of
the same biological sex, the core of the identity rests in embodying a recognized third or fourth
gender category that transcends the typical male/female binary. When comparing this identity to
Western concepts, misapplication of terms such as "homosexual" or "transgender" is common, yet
misleading. The Two-Spirit person is not necessarily a woman trapped in a man's body, nor are
they simply a gay man; they are a person occupying a unique cultural space defined by tradition
and spiritual function.

The sexual practices associated with Two-Spirit individuals were generally defined by the gender
role they assumed, rather than their anatomy at birth. For example, a Two-Spirit individual
assigned male at birth but living as a woman might traditionally partner with a man, and this
relationship would be considered heteronormative within the context of the tribe's understanding of
their gender identity. This highlights how the Indigenous framework prioritizes social and spiritual
gender presentation over Western medical definitions of biological sex. Furthermore, the
acceptance was generally so widespread that attraction between Two-Spirit individuals and non-
Two-Spirit partners was often unremarkable and fully integrated into the social matrix.

Psychological professionals engaging with Indigenous clients must exercise extreme caution
against the pathologizing of the Two-Spirit identity. Applying diagnostic labels such as Gender
Dysphoria or various personality disorders to a culturally validated role is a form of cultural
insensitivity and clinical malpractice. The celebration and acceptance inherent in the traditional role
stand in direct opposition to the concept of internal distress often associated with Western gender
identity diagnoses. Understanding Two-Spirit requires a paradigm shift: it is an affirmed identity of
strength and spiritual endowment, not an identity requiring remediation or correction based on
restrictive Western norms.

The Impact of Colonization and Resilience

The arrival of European settlers and the subsequent processes of colonization instigated a
devastating cultural assault on the Two-Spirit tradition. European Christian missionaries, backed
by governmental forces, viewed gender diversity and non-binary roles as immoral, sinful, or
barbaric manifestations of paganism. They actively sought to eradicate these identities, often
forcing individuals to conform to strict European male/female binaries in dress, labor, and social
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interaction. This suppression was a deliberate tactic to dismantle Indigenous social structures and
spiritual authority, as the removal of sacred figures like the Two-Spirit severely weakened the
cultural cohesion of the community.

The violence of colonization included forced assimilation tactics such as the establishment of
residential schools (or boarding schools in the U.S.). These institutions systematically stripped
Indigenous children of their language, traditions, and spiritual beliefs. For children who might have
naturally transitioned into a Two-Spirit role, the environment of the schools was intensely hostile,
enforcing rigid gender segregation and punishing any expression of non-conformity. This systemic
oppression forced the Two-Spirit tradition underground, leading to generations of silence, trauma,
and the erosion of cultural memory regarding these roles in many communities.

Despite this profound history of oppression, the resilience of the Indigenous peoples ensured that
the spiritual essence of the Two-Spirit concept persisted. While the formalized roles were
suppressed, the memory of these revered individuals often survived through oral tradition and
family histories. The contemporary reclamation movement is thus not an invention, but a
resurgence--a vital act of cultural healing and self-determination aimed at restoring balance and
acknowledging the historical validity of these gender identities, proving that the spiritual foundation
was too strong to be completely extinguished by colonial forces.

The Contemporary Movement and Reclamation

The contemporary movement surrounding Two-Spirit identity, solidified by the 1990 Winnipeg
conference, represents a critical moment of cultural reclamation and political organization. The
coining of the term was a deliberate effort by LGBTQ+ Native American individuals to distinguish
their identities and experiences from those of the dominant Western gay and lesbian cultures,
which often failed to grasp the spiritual and communal dimensions essential to Indigenous identity.
This movement seeks to revive the respect and spiritual authority traditionally accorded to Two-
Spirit individuals, integrating these traditional roles into modern tribal governance and social life.

Today, Two-Spirit organizations and societies play a crucial role in advocating for the health and
well-being of their members, often focusing on intersectional issues such as HIV/AIDS prevention,
mental health support, and addressing high rates of violence faced by marginalized Indigenous
people. These groups emphasize the importance of traditional teachings and ceremony, working to
educate both tribal members and external organizations (including healthcare providers and
government agencies) about the historical validity and contemporary relevance of the Two-Spirit
identity. This advocacy is essential for combating ongoing discrimination and restoring the sense of
celebration and pride that defines the traditional role.

The reclamation movement is fundamentally tied to broader efforts of tribal sovereignty and
decolonization. By honoring and supporting Two-Spirit individuals, communities are actively
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rejecting the imposed colonial binaries and affirming their own cultural systems of gender and
spirituality. This process involves working with tribal elders to reconstruct knowledge lost during the
assimilation era and ensuring that future generations understand that gender diversity is a sacred,
inherent part of Indigenous heritage, thereby strengthening the community's overall cultural
integrity and resilience against external pressures.

Conclusion: Celebration and Modern Understanding

The concept of Two-Spirit stands as a powerful testament to the complexity and spiritual depth of
traditional Indigenous North American societies. It unequivocally demonstrates that comprehensive
understanding of gender and identity must move beyond restrictive Western binaries. The historical
status of these individuals--often celebrated, revered, and crucial guides within their communities--
provides a stark and necessary counter-narrative to the history of intolerance often associated with
non-conforming gender identities in European-derived cultures. The acceptance was not a mere
tolerance, but a profound cultural validation rooted in cosmology and the pursuit of community
balance.

For modern psychology and anthropology, the study of Two-Spirit individuals necessitates an
approach grounded in cultural humility and respect for self-determination. It requires
acknowledging the specific spiritual and social functions tied to terms like the Navajo Nadleehi and
the Lakota Wi?kte, rather than reducing these rich identities to generalized Western labels.
Recognizing Two-Spirit as a distinct, culturally specific gender identity is an ethical imperative that
respects Indigenous epistemologies and sovereignty in defining their own people.

Ultimately, the modern Two-Spirit movement is an act of healing, uniting individuals under a
banner of cultural pride and spiritual heritage. By reclaiming their place in society, Two-Spirit
individuals are restoring a vital component of Indigenous social structures and ensuring that the
extraordinary spiritual and guidance part they play within the community is once again recognized
and celebrated, reinforcing the enduring strength and wisdom of Native American traditions.
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