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[Justice] is being 

able to exist without 

harm, and not to think 

that you can't 

exist without harm.

“ “
~ “Nettle1,” 23, Stearns County

1  All of the names in this report are aliases selected by youth to protect their identity



The following is a narrative summary2 of 
the Envisioning Queer Justice Collabora-
tive’s LGBTQ+ youth justice circles. This 
project received support from Chris Men-
dez and Raj Sethuraju from the Minnesota 
Juvenile Justice Advisory Committee’s 
project titled Listen, Learn, and Lead: 
Engaging Communities in Reforming 
Minnesota’s Juvenile Justice System. This 
report will identify key themes across the 
LGBTQ+ youth justice circles and uplift 
the wisdom of the youth present.

The Envisioning Queer Justice Collab-
orative, and the Listen, Learn, and Lead 
project, are cultivators, not creators of 
these findings. All we did was provide the 
space - the wisdom of the youth guided 
the rest of this project. These learnings are 
meant to enhance the 
lives of the LGBTQ+ people and the Min-
nesota communities they live in. 

INTRODUCTION

LGBTQ+ youth are overrepresented in 
the juvenile justice system. The purpose 
of this project was to uplift the voices of 
LGBTQ+ youth from Minnesota to ad-
dress the unique barriers and pipelines 
LGBTQ+ youth encounter in the context 
of the juvenile justice system3.  Moreover, 
this project’s LGBTQ+ youth justice cir-
cles were opportunities for participants to 
envision what justice means to them, and 
what actions must be taken for their vi-
sions to manifest. The youth justice circles 
included urban and rural voices, as well as 
those who moved to Minnesota from rural 
areas across the United States to pursue 
higher education in Minneapolis and St. 
Paul.

PURPOSE

2 This report comprises of quotes from from the six LGBTQ+ youth justice circles organized by theme. 
  This is to uplift the voices and visions of the LGBTQ+ youth.
3 Hereinafter referred to as the juvenile punishment system (See Critical Glossary for definition)
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Logistics and process

In partnership with Community Mediation & 
Restorative Services, Inc., LGBTQ+ youth  
facilitators held three community  peace-
building circles in January 2020. These ini-
tial circles were to understand the landscape 
of people concerned about the intersection of 
LGBTQ+ youth and the juvenile punishment 
system. All three circles consisted primari-
ly of adults and youth  circle facilitators and 
note takers. The LGBTQ+ youth organizers 
invited community members who worked 
alongside/within the juvenile punishment sys-
tem, worked with LGBTQ+ communities, or 
wanted to learn more about current issues. 
Participants reflected a wide variety of pro-
fessions, including, but not limited to, com-
munity organizers, youth advocates, restor-
ative justice facilitators, judges, educators, 
attorneys, community health workers, media-
tors, guardian ad litems, and legislators. From 
these conversations, the themes that emerged 
were erasure, systemic deficiencies, a lack of 
understanding of Queer identities, a need for 
intersectional organizing, and Queer youth 
mentorship.

Naturally, many of the adult community 
peacebuilding circles wanted to know what 
LGBTQ+ youth thought about what justice 
means to them, and what support do they 
want? Adults who directly worked with 
LGBTQ+ youth invited one of our research 
fellows to facilitate two hour long circles. 
Four weeks after the three adult   circles in 
January, twelve circles were scheduled with 
over 100 potential participants across the fol-
lowing locations: four universities, three com-
munity centers, and five K-12 schools in seven 
Minnesota counties. Due to the COVID-19 
pandemic and the accompanying emergency 
shelter-in-place order issued by Governor 
Walz on March 25th, only six of the circles 
were able to take place. 

Despite the amount of energy from the com-
munity, there were several challenges with 
organizing the LGBTQ+ youth justice circles. 
We needed to center the voices of LGBTQ+ 
youth without causing any harm or adverse 
home conditions. It was particularly challeng-
ing to obtain parent permission for the partic-
ipants who were minors and did not openly 
identify as LGBTQ+ to their families. Under 
no circumstance would it be worth endanger-
ing youth by “outing” them to their family. To 
address this issue, we wrote consent forms 
without referring to LGBTQ+ identities to 
obtain necessary consent, while simultaneous-
ly protecting the identities of the youth partic-
ipants. 

Moreover, the LGBTQ+-specific circles were 
not originally part of the Listen, Learn, and 
Lead project, requiring facilitators to adapt 
our timeline to meet existing reporting dead-
lines. Therefore, given these time constraints, 
facilitators were unable to obtain the proper 
clearance to consult with LGBTQ+ youth 
currently in juvenile detention. As a result, we 
are keenly aware of how some voices were not 
entirely incorporated into this report. We in-
tend to replicate this work in the future, not 
only to ensure an equitable representation 
of voices, but to also offer the space for even 
more LGBTQ+ youth to share their truths 
about justice.

4
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Convening the circles

The circles took place at six different locations, with most occurring during school hours or in 
the evening to accommodate student schedules. Rather than convening the circles in spaces un-
familiar to youth, we felt honored to be invited into a space that they are both familiar with and 
comfortable in. To begin the circle, youth entered the space and were greeted by the facilitators 
with snacks and informed consent forms. Youth selected where they wanted to sit within the 
circle. As people got settled, the facilitator explained the process of circle, introduced the items 
of significance in the centerpiece, and offered context of what will be discussed. Our major devi-
ance from the Listen, Learn, and Lead project model was that we did not have an “outer circle” 
where adults and community members listened. Our primary reason for this was to protect the 
youth’s identities, as some of them did not publicly identify as LGBTQ+ for their personal safety 
and confidentiality. 

1. Speak your truth

2. Listen actively

3. respect the talking piece

4. power to pass

5. practice self-care

6. speak from your own experience

7. assume positive intent

8. Call people in, not out

9. be mindful of speaking time

Before recording the session with participants’ consent, the facilitator offered guidelines to the 
participants, and asked for their agreement. The guidelines presented were: 

On average, the sessions were about two hours long, including breaks. There were approxi-
mately nine different prompts offered to youth. That said, every circle did not get the same iter-
ation of a question, or even asked every possible question. Our facilitators responded to, rather 
than resisted, the needs of the circle, and adapted follow-up rounds of questions to ensure youth 
felt comfortable, supported, and heard.

Project Content
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Demographics

The circles convened in three counties: Hennepin County (Three circles), Ramsey County (Two 
circles), and Stearns County (One circle). The LGBTQ+ Youth Justice Circles were attended 
by 33 youth across the six circles, which allowed for rich and intimate discussion. We limited 
circle participation to a minimum of three youth4 and a maximum of 12 youth, and to maintain 
a safe and supportive environment. The following graphics depict the total demographic infor-
mation of the participants. Our demographic forms allowed youth to self-identify5 their sexual 
orientation, race, ethnicity, gender identity, age, and ZIP code. 

4 We define youth as under the age of 26, as that is generally when the brain is considered to be a fully developed adult          
  brain.
5 Self-identification in this context means that we provided a fill in the blank form for every category (e.g. race, gender iden 
  tity, sexual orientation) to ensure youth felt their identity was accurately reflected on the form on their own terms.
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12-14 years 18.8%

34.4%

25%

21.9%

15-18 years

19-21 years

22 Years and over

FIG. 2. Self-identified age of youth participants (N=33)

AGE

RACE

Multiracial - 3%

Black - 30.3%

White - 42.4%

Latinx - 15.2%

Indigenous - 3%

Asian - 6.1%

FIG. 1. Self-identified race of youth participants (N=33)
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Demographics Continued

gender identity
FIG. 3. Self-identified gender identity of youth participants (N=33)

trans Man

cisgender man

cisgender woman

gender questioning

genderfluid

genderqueer

non binary

3.1%

15.6%

43.8%

6.3%

3.1%

6.3%

21.9%

sexual orientation

Questioning - 6.1%

Asexual - 6.1%

Bisexual - 27.3%

Demisexual - 3%

Gay - 6.1%

Heterosexual - 6.1%

Pansexual - 21.2%

Queer - 21.2%

FIG. 4. Self-identified sexual orientation of youth 
participants (N=33)

Geographic

location

Stearns County

 13.3%

Ramsey County

 33.3%

Hennepin County

 53.3%

FIG. 5. Self-identified geographic 
location of youth participants (N=33)



I think that...

unpacking systems of 

oppression has a lot 

to do with trying to 

understand each 

other as human 

beings.

“
“

~ “Sam,” 19, Ramsey County

8
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Learnings introduction

“

The core purpose of the LGBTQ+ Youth Jus-
tice circles was to provide LGBTQ+ youth 
a space to reflect on their life experiences 
and conceptions of justice. The Envision-
ing Queer Justice Collaborative’s research 
team reviewed each session’s transcript for 
accurate, authentic, and inclusive analysis 
of the themes presented in this report. These 
findings not only provide an opportunity for 
LGBTQ+ youth to be heard, but also give 
opportunity for cultural and systemic trans-
formations for their visions of justice to come 
to life. The following is a narrative summary 
of findings, primarily driven by direct quotes 
from youth. This summary incorporates the 
themes of all six circles, rather than solely be-
ing an individual reflection of each circle or 
each question. Our aim is to construct a cohe-
sive narrative as inspired by the bold visions 
of LGBTQ+ youth. 
 
This summary is meant to inform readers, and 
will likely present new concepts. Therefore, 
we offer all readers a Critical Glossary at the 
end of this report that contains definitions to 
various identities, social justice frameworks, 
and conceptions of justice. Each definition 
will include a resource for further reading so 
that everyone may engage further with this 
summary, regardless of the concepts present-
ed in this report. 

“

Social norms and

cultural expectations

The facilitator began each circle by asking 
youth “What was it like growing up LGBTQ+ 
in your community?” One element of the re-
sponses to this prompt was the presence of 
cultural norms and expectations. LGBTQ+ 
identities deviate from widely held social 
norms and cultural expectations; LGBTQ+ 
identities disrupt societal norms regarding 

sex, gender identity, gender expression, and 
sexuality. However, many LGBTQ+ people 
do not see their identity as deviant at all - it 
is their most profound truth. Existing out-
side of social norms often comes with a deep 
sense of shame, particularly when in predom-
inantly straight and cisgender spaces. Youth 
identified several primary actors, such as 
institutions (schools, churches, community 
centers), family, and friends/colleagues, in 
shaping their understanding of norms. Insti-
tutions are major influences on the shaping of 
our values, our understanding of society, and 
our behavior, including defining what is and 
is not acceptable to do. Youth identified fami-
ly attitudes, schools and religious institutions 
as formative influences of their identity as a 
Queer person.

I, from a very young age, was 

very lucky, because my family 

was very good at reinforcing 

that...especially my mother... 

was very, very vocal that... 

clothes don't have a gender. 

If you want to dress like a boy, 

dress like a boy, if you want to 

wear men's shorts, wear men's 

shorts, it doesn't matter 

[laughs]... it's clothes. And 

growing up with that mindset, 

especially at a young age and 

then suddenly being shoved 

into the school system, where 

that was not the case.

~ “Pitbull,” 17, Hennepin County

9
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“

“

“

“

“

~ “Skye,” 25, Stearns County

Friends of the youth participants were also 
a source of shame for not adhering to tradi-
tional norms of presentation. In some cases, 
friends went as far as offering makeovers to 
assert traditional views of femininity. 

I remember trying to come out 

in 10th grade to a team of soc-

cer teammates, and we were 

talking about our co-ed soc-

cer team ha[ving] half boys 

and girls and I'm like, 'Well, ac-

tually i'm not really in either 

cateory you're presenting me 

here.' and then they're like, 

'well, but you have a vagina 

right?' I'm like, 'yeah, but that's 

not what defines me.'

~ “Cheese,” Hennepin County

the general sentiment of feel-

ing ugly, especially like... i was 

really young, in elementa-

ry school. I guess I used to be 

very masculine, I'd only wear 

my brother's hand-me-downs. 

And then, I got to a point in 

middle school where I just 

felt so ugly and disliked. peo-

ple would tell me that they 

really wanted to give me a 

makeover and make me pretty. 

I went into making myself into 

this feminine ideal.

~ “Alex,” Ramsey County

“

....................................................................................................................

[I am from a] super catholic family, so [queerness is] just not part 

of the narrative, period... and then, when I graduated high school in 

2012, right around that time was when the "vote no" started in min-

nesota, the coversation at that point within my own family was very 

[much like] 'none of this is real, none of this is the real thing that 

you can be, or do... this is all very weird.' I was a disney princess church 

girl, I was very miuch trying to prove something. So [my queer identi-

ty] was honestly not even on my radar, though it should have been 

for a number of reasons.

learnings
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Social norms and cultural expectations continued

Several People of Color discussed how they were not only grappling with gender and sexual 
norms, but with their intersections with racial and cultural norms as well.  

“It was really difficult for me 

growing up, especially being 

a person of color. It felt like 

that was the hardest part for 

me, because I kind of felt like 

my parents, they expected me 

to be something different, be-

cause it's when you're out in 

the world, there's a norm, like 

what you will consider a nor-

mal person. Being a part of the 

lgbtq community and being of 

color, i felt like people viewed 

me defferently for who i was 

as a person... because I felt like 

nobody was going to accept me 

for who i was. 

~ “Tokyo,” Hennepin County

“

“ I think a lot of the norms sur-

rounding (identity is) saying 

there's only two genders and 

there's only one sexuality, 

and... I felt very ugly. Ugly and 

ashamed. Especially because 

women are held to a standard 

of beauty that is inherently 

white. And that's just some-

thing I can't reach because i'll 

never be white, I'm filipino.

~ “Nadia,” Ramsey County

“
Two other participants spoke about how their 
families will never be able to see their truths. 
These challenges became apparent when 
youth came of age in both conservative and 
collectivist cultures.

“Outside of school it's kind of 

hard because I haven't really 

come out to anyone in my fam-

ily, except for my brother. He 

don't know how to take it... he 

hasn't said anything about it, 

and I told him last year. Both.. 

with african parents and my 

grandma was a jehova witness... 

so obviously she's not going 

to accept me. They all know, 

they just don't want to accept 

those kind of things. like... they 

know in the back of their minds, 

they know i'm not straight, but 

they just don't want to bring it 

up... because they don't want to 

acknowledge that it's real.

~ “Shyluh,” Hennepin County

“
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“Both of my parents are from mexico, and so that cultural back-

ground of the latinx community, specifically with machismo
6
. . . 

in that i kind of try to force myself to, like, women, and that was 

confusing for me.
~ “Sam,”  23, Ramsey County

“

Overall, many youth expressed sentiments of ugliness, rejection, and fear of persecution and 
shame in their communities. These factors often cause challenges in school, even resulting in 
the legal system involvement7. When someone does not feel seen for one of the most basic parts 
of their identity, it is particularly challenging to feel part of the community, and effectively elim-
inates the core support systems that are readily accessible for straight and cisgender people.

12

A word in both Spanish and Portugeuse languages referring to is the sense of being ‘manly’ and  self-reliant, the con    
cept associated with “a strong sense of masculine pride: an exaggerated masculinity. (Definition from Merriam Webster’s    
Dictionary). 
See Power in Partnerships: Building Connections at the Intersections of Racial Justice and LGBTQ+ Movements to  
End the School-to-Prison Pipeline by the Movement Advancement Project, the Equality Federation Institute, and the 
Gay-Straight Alliance Network 

6

7

Image by Mercy Garriga
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Isolation and Lack of Understanding

As a result of the expectation to adhere to 
cultural norms, youth spoke about feeling 
extremely isolated. A lack of safe and rep-
resentative spaces contributed to confusion 
and misunderstanding from family, friends, 
and the broader community. 

I felt very isolated. As a kid, in 

certain ways. I felt like I was kind 

of pretending to relate to a lot 

of my cis[gender] girl friends 

that I had when I was growing 

up, and had to kind of act a  cer-

tain role, which I became pretty 

comfortable doing, and didn't 

really get to discover who I   re-

ally was. 
~ “Sam,” 19, Ramsey County8

I was really lonely. And then 

growing up at home. . . [crying] 
it's like they're barely there. It's 

just lonely.

Growing up in a predominantly 

white community, and in a pre-

dominantly straight communi-

ty, where like I didn't have many 

fixtures of what non-straight 

individuals looked like or what 

non cis people looked like, it 

was very isolating.

The amount of isolation, and 

just aloneness I felt beating 

into my face every single day 

at school when I wasn't either 

recognized for who I am, or 

how I wanted to present, was 

just so heavy that I felt like I 

couldn't get myself out of bed 

in the morning to get there. Just 

scared of being myself in the 

hallway at school. I switched 

schools multiple times because 

of that.

~ “Pynto Bean,” Hennepin County

~ “Suzie,” Ramsey County

~ “Cheese,” Hennepin County

Growing up in a predominantly 

white community, and in a pre-

dominantly straight communi-

ty, where like I didn't have many 

fixtures of what non-straight 

individuals looked like or what 

non cis people looked like, it 

was very isolating.
~ “Suzie,” Ramsey County

“

“

“

“

“
“

“

“

“

“

learnings

8 Two different youth participants selected “Sam” as their     
  alias. Therefore, we will differentiate the two with their 
  ages
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Some youth who grew up in rural areas and later moved to the Twin Cities spoke about feeling 
particularly isolated. In their view, the only way they began to understand their identity was 
using the internet. 

I felt like really the only place 

I could ask questions was 

the internet, but that's very 

non-personal. You're not go-

ing to get support, you're not 

going to get someone being 

like, 'I understand what you're 

going through,' you know 

what I mean?
~ “Juliette,” Ramsey County

“

“

Specifically, like even now, I'm 

not given the space to explore 

like how I self-identify. And so 

I think a lot of times, like it's 

hard to navigate those spac-

es specifically. You're always 

picking [your] Latinx [identi-

ty], or you're picking [your] 

gay [identity], you're never 

picking both.

“

“

learnings

Isolation causes deep rifts between a person and the community they belong to. In extreme 
instances, by not feeling understood, LGBTQ+ youth may channel their rage and frustration 
out on property, their peers, and those in their community. These reactions often precede 
interactions with disciplinarians and the juvenile punishment system. 

9 See Footnote Seven. See also Unjust: How the Broken Criminal Justice System Fails LGBT People of Color by the   
  Movement Advancement Project 

Some Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPoC) spoke about just wanting to be seen as 
fully nuanced humans, without  having to pick one of their identities. Microaggressions were 
a significant experience for all Queer students to begin with, but Queer youth of color in par-
ticular experienced multiple instances of microaggressions based on their race, class, gender 
identity, and sexual orientation. 

14
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Violence and Memory

learnings

It was tremendously painful to hear the harm endured by fellow Queer youth as they continue 
to grow up in their communities. Violent instances from microaggressions to physical assault 
inflicted on their friends were painful threads in every person’s story. The scars these experi-
ences left on their memories felt tangible in some of the circles, and youth bravely spoke their 
truth. One youth participant spoke about how a family member was adamant on sending them 
to conversion therapy to make them “normal” again.

My aunt tried to send me to conversion 

therapy, and was successful for a while, 

and then I finally got out of there.
~ “Cheese,” Hennepin County

“ “

Multiple youth spoke about the slurs they endured in school, which disrupted their educational 
experiences. One student did not feel their school had the ability to address it. Many trans youth 
did not even have comfortable access to a restroom. 

There's obviously homophobic 

slang in that bathroom just 

written on the stall, or just 

anywhere in the bathroom. It's 

always nasty, you don't feel 

like you belong in the school. 

Even if that's the bathroom, 

like that's the bathroom you're 

supposed to use. You don't feel 

like you belong just because of 

the comments being in there.

~ “John,” Hennepin County

[The all gender] bathroom is 

either always locked... And so 

I don't have a place to go to 

the bathroom. And I do extra-

curricular activities, usually 

more than one at a time. And ~ “McNugget,” Hennepin County

“

“

“

“

usually I can't go home before 

one. So I have one and then I go 

right to the other. Some days 

I'm in that school for 13 hours, 

and I can't use the bathroom 

that [whole] time... I really 

resonated with [another par-

ticipant's fear] of judgment. 

That's another thing that I do 

that I deal with, if I have gener-

alized anxiety, so that is a big 

thing going on in the communi-

ty. I received death threats for 

going into the bathroom out in 

the world. But the thing that 

hurts for me is being treated 

differently because you're try-

ing to be yourself.

15
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One youth recounted a time where one of 
their close friends, who is also Queer, en-
dured a hate crime and felt completely un-
supported by their administration. 

One of my close friends who is 

out and gay, one of the maybe 

two or three out gay people 

at my school, was seriously 

[hurt in a] hate crime by peers 

[in high school] who were 

not punished. So I think that 

there needs to be more respon-

sibility taken for hate, includ-

ing microaggressions. Because 

I think that that is something 

that [the] administration 

does not take seriously at all 

out of fear for backlash from 

parents who don't think that 

their kid did anything wrong 

by saying something hateful.

~ “Sam,” 19, Ramsey County

Another youth at a circle that took place at a 
high school where they witnessed a teacher 
blatantly and publicly disregard their friend’s 
identity. They noted that this contributes to 
broader harms of suicide and self-harm. 

And I feel like the community 

is starting to fall apart. Peo-

ple killing themselves, cutting 

themselves, doing all sorts of 

things. And one thing that re-

ally makes me mad is how there 

[are] even teachers [that] do 

this kind of stuff. I have a friend, 

his name is [Redacted], and so 

he takes [Redacted] class. And 

so he went up to [the teach-

er]. And so he asked her - his 

birth name was [Redacted] and, 

he doesn't go by that anymore 

he goes by [Redacted] - and so 

he went up to (the Teacher) and 

he said 'Please do not call me by 

that name. I prefer to go by [Re-

dacted], that is my name. That 

is who I go by, he/him pronouns. 

This is who I am as a person,' and 

[the teacher] refused.

~ “Tokyo,” Hennepin County

“

“

16
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Specifically in school settings, multiple youth spoke about feeling very unsupported by the response 
from school staff and administration to the harm they endure. 

I don't know, I just felt like 

there was very little support 

from the staff, even if individ-

ually, they might have been 

supportive.

No one was outwardly support-

ive. So I didn't know if I came out 

if someone gonna, you know, 

help me if someone tried to, at-

tack me, or be mean or any type 

of aggression was put towards 

me. I just was scared.

I know some of the teachers 

are supportive. But there are 

some teachers where you can 

say something and he will look 

at you, up and down and judge 

you, right in your face.

For me, I was getting in fights 

not because I wanted to, but 

because I was getting bul-

lied and they were like 'Hey, 

come out here!' and I would 

be like, 'Okay why?' Then I 

would get punched and then it                                          

escalated.

Ultimately, these harms damage relationships, exacerbate anxiety, and, without proper support, result 
in trauma for LGBTQ+ youth. A collective experience of othering and violence can be powerful for 
community building, but also engenders a deep mistrust of the systems of power we were raised under, 
whether that be schools, teachers, or the police.

~ “Juliette,” Ramsey County

~ “Alex,” Ramsey County

~ “John,” Hennepin County

~ “Pitbull,” Hennepin County

To avoid harm, some youth spoke about suppressing their identity entirely to avoid judgement 
from their peers.

~ “Shyluh,” Hennepin County

In school, I never really had to deal with anything because it's 

easier for me to hide, cause i can just stay to one side of it and 

present myself as straight, and no one is gonna really say any-

thing about it, because that's the normal for them. But it's com-

ing out to my friends and all, they say that they accept it, but I 

can see that they don't. they're like the closest people to me. It's 

just like they tolerate it. But they don't accept it.

Violence and Memory Continued

learnings

“

“

“

“

“

“

“

“

“

“
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Retributive impulse and the limitations of punishment to 

address harm

Retributive impulse is the result of punishment being the primary mode of addressing harm in 
schools, courts, parenting, and countless other contexts. For example, the retributive impulse 
shows up in how institutions instinctively address interpersonal violence - from bullying to hate 
crimes through punishment and removing individual people from the community. Often, the 
immediate impulse people embody is to punish, when removing individual actors of harm rarely 
addresses the overarching conditions that produced the harm.

It doesn't feel like there's 

anything being done about it. 

People say slurs all the time, 

spread rumors about people 

all the time. And there's no 

repercussions. It's a lot big-

ger than people think it is. And 

when there's no repercussions 

to the discrimination, it just 

makes it easier for us to be 

targeted and hide who we are, 

and that just ups the fear, ups 

the ignorance, and those two 

things are really what causes 

pretty much every problem in 

the world. There's no reper-

cussions for that, it just rein-

forces it.

They're not punished, they're 

not being taught these things, 

and they're not being taught 

these things at home, and peo-

ple... people need to be educat-

ed about[LGBTQ+ identities and 

history].

~ “McNugget,” Hennepin County

~ “Tokyo,” Hennepin County

“

“

“

“

As far as I've noticed, punishing 

people doesn't work. It'll just 

make them bitter. [It]'ll make 

them angry with you. And it's in-

furiating.
~ “Thorin,” Hennepin County

“

“

Some youth felt how ineffective punishment 
was, but did not think other support systems 
existed. Their harm was not being addressed; 
consequently, deep resentment, shame, and 
hopelessness festered.

I don't like the idea of punish-

ing people. But it's terrible to 

feel like someone has hurt you 

and nobody cares. Or there's 

no repercussions for that per-

son's life when they've done 

something so heinous or ru-

ined your life in some way.

Change isn't happening fast 

enough for harm reduction, 

but also... it's pretty clear that 

punitive or violent measures ar-

en't really helpful either.

~ “Juliette,” Ramsey County

“

“

~ “Nadia,” Ramsey County

“

“
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The youth generally grouped  harm into two categories: violent10 and nonviolent. Overall, they 
thought violence should be punished, at least to some extent, and that nonviolence should be 
addressed in an alternative way.

In terms of violent crimes or hate crimes, maybe this is me just being 

immature and lashing back out at people who hurt me, but I would 

want to see some punishment... something... I don't know. I don't know 

what that punishment would look like, necessarily... I think there 

needs to be some accountability for action... I don't know that you 

can just let that stuff slide and tolerate intolerance. I don't think 

that that works. ~ “Sammy,” Ramsey County

“

“

If you hurt someone, like as-

sault, then you should go to 

prison.

“ “

~ “Beans,” Hennepin County

People go to jail for stupid rea-

sons. But if someone does some-

thing really bad like murder, 

you might deserve it.

“ “

~ “Lola,” Hennepin County

I don't think punishing is always the answer. But, I mean, if your daugh-

ter was killed... I mean, there's got to be something done. It has to be 

something that, I mean, you won't just... You wouldn't be okay with 

them getting off. I wouldn't be okay with that.

“
~ “Mia,” Hennepin County

“

If it's a violent crime, then yes, that is something that has to be ad-

dressed. But if it's a non violent crime, it's just like someone's, like, 

standing around just like, having a fun time not injuring anyone, not 

on anyone's property, or just hanging out trying to have a good 

time, making a good time of life... That is their decision.

“

“

~ “Cheese,” Hennepin County

Given how youth gravitated toward categorizing violence, the Critical Glossary expands on this definition of violence. 
Often, the impulse is to assume violence = physical, but there are systemic and cultural forms of violence, like racism, that 
devastate Black, Brown, and Indigenous people. We want to make this distinction to provide nuance. 

10

learnings

19



Other participants offered critiques of how certain behaviors and identities are unjustly pun-
ished by institutions like schools, prisons, and the police.

I also think [prison] was never 

built to be just, it was never built 

to be good, it was never built to 

help people, it was just built to 

lock people up. It was just built 

to punish behaviors that we as a 

society have deemed bad. Why is 

this an action that's bad, is this 

harming people? Is this harming 

capitalism? Literally the major-

ity of people in our prison sys-

tem are just people who have 

done something that is against 

the rules of capitalism, right? 

Like stealing, lying, being [ex-

pletive] homeless... We can't fix 

something that wasn't created 

to be good.

School at its best - or educa-

tion at its best - is a place where 

you figure out what you're 

good at, in my head. But, at its 

worst, it's just an extension 

of the prison system. And then 

the Queer kids [who are people 

of color]...  Not only are they 

marginalized by [their race] , 

but also [by their sexual ori-

entation/gender identity], and 

then just don't want to be in 

school. They just don't want 

to engage because there's so 

many things that make it hard 

to be there, and hard to even 

participate. And you get pun-

ished for not participating.

I think that that's one of the 

things that reminds me of the 

prison is the [school] uni-

forms, and if you're out of 

uniform, you're going to get 

an office referral, and then 

you're gonna get a call home, 

and they're just, like, extreme 

measures to [the rules of] 

not wearing blue jeans or not 

wearing a yellow T-shirt. And 

then [our] administration is 

predominantly white, and the 

school I work at is predomi-

nantly people of color, so it's 

just interesting seeing that dy-

namic.

“

“

“

“

“

“

~ “Nettle,” Stearns County

~ “Skye,” Stearns County

~ “Tyrone,” Stearns County

learnings
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Retributive impulse and the limitations of punishment to 

address harm continued

Maybe there wouldn't be so many 

Queer people within justice sys-

tem[s], like in jail, you know 

if... being Queer wasn't seen as a 

low key crime... [If there were] 

better support for homeless 

Queer youth, especially these 

kids be [sic] getting kicked out 

of their houses, and then... Be-

ing homeless is basically illegal 

too, I guess. So... then they end 

up getting arrested for that 

too.

“

“

~ “Nadia,” Ramsey County

The discipline system in schools 

is also heavily punitive, it's not 

restorative. It's because [of] 

the way we react to things. 

And like prisons and schools... 

They don't fix problems, they 

just try to shove them away 

and punish them away... Rather 

than building on skills, build-

ing on whatever to help the 

person.

“

“

~ “Lilian,” Stearns County

I feel like most people are in 

jail because of their race, not             

because of what they do.

“ “

~ “Nightshade Trash,” Hennepin County

From these responses, the facilitator 
delved deeper into the retributive impulse 
as a means to address the harms they en-
dure, from slurs in casual public settings, 
to premeditated hate crimes against their 
friends. Therefore, the facilitator posed 
the question: “Are punishment and ac-
countability the same thing?” A few youth 
participants spoke about the limitations 
of punishment and identified that punish-
ment and accountability cannot be con-
flated. 

Punishment happens to folks 

that have done something 

wrong. But punishment can also 

happen to folks that have done 

something right. I think punish-

ment [and] accountability are 

two different things, because 

punishment actively can't hold 

somebody accountable, be-

cause it's just damaging them 

further, ultimately. I think if it's 

a harmful situation, or what-

ever the harm may be, and it  hap-

pens to a community  member 

- because ultimately we're all 

a member of a community - the 

community should be at the ta-

ble.

“

“

~ “Suzie,” Ramsey County

learnings
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The retributive impulse is the default mode of addressing harm in schools and Minnesota’s legal 
system. There was a hesitation among the youth participants to embrace punishment, and in-
stead respond to harm through conversation, education, and sanctions. 

I think accountability and punishment are two very different 

things because even like what I try to do[at my current job], and 

I think ultimately what's needed is having an authentic relation-

ship. I think accountability [means]  your actions have certain 

effects... I don't think that reflects you. I feel like it's always that 

kind of stigma that's always associated with [people who cause 

harm], but it's like 'I see you for you. I see deeper than what's go-

ing on.'

“

“

~ “Sam,” 23, Ramsey County

learnings
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"Nourishment" to address harm

Building off of the notion of accountability, one youth participant offered a particularly pro-
found reflection on addressing harm after speaking to their own retributive impulse in the wake 
of a member of the LGBTQ+ community at their school experiencing a hate crime. 

I realize I said the word 'punishment,' but I really don't like that word. 

I kind of wish I had chosen a different one. And I think that violence 

as a result of violence is not effective. Nor is it ethical. I don't think 

that that's a good response. I don't think that violence is a good 

response to violence. I don't know what a better word is, besides 

nourishment.

“

“

~ “Sam,” 19, Ramsey County



Schools are always talking 

about science and math, but 

not psychological things. Bul-

lying, racism, and stereotypes 

do bad things. Bullying still 

happens, and is very harmful for 

the physical and psychological 

state. It can affect us mentally 

and people don't see it.

I think the shift needs to hap-

pen so we can help people. And 

that they can understand the 

atrocities that our society 

has committed - and that we 

are still committing - is that 

it's not about you all the 

time. And that when you start 

to see that it is not about you, 

It's about other people.

A lot of the adults and people 

who are in charge, and people 

who are in power who get in-

formation around - they didn't 

get the education [about peo-

ple's identities], and we still 

don't get it. LGBTQ+ identities 

were  seen as  a disease, and it 

was hush hush. Same with men-

tal health. A lot of issues come 

from not being educated.

“

“
~ “Beans,” Hennepin County

~ “Lillian,” Stearns County

We need to start educating 

folks on the injustice of the 

world that they live in at a 

young age. We have to be will-

ing as a society to take sacrific-

es and to work for our fellow 

humans, so that we can make 

the changes we need.

“

“

“

“

~ “Robin,” Hennepin County

“
“

~ “Nettle,” Stearns County

learnings

In order for education to be a means for 
nourishment, there must be community 
investment, and a presence of resources 
mentorship and care. Justice rooted in 
nourishment, restoration, and transfor-
mation is community driven and mobilizes 
the collective voice.

I think [accountability] should 

be dictated by the people who 

are [impacted] directly.

““
~ “Tofu,” Ramsey County
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“Nourishment” to address individual and 
institutional harms was a powerful re-
sponse to address individual and institu-
tional harms. One viable option identified 
by circle participants was the power of  ed-
ucation. 
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learnings

One youth participant highlighted the need for creativity in justice processes, which is 
modeled by restorative and transformative justice processes, in addition to truth and rec-
onciliation commissions. 

Youth cited a variety of ways that nourishment would have served them in their formative 
years. To accomplish justice as nourishment, it will require significant cultural and institu-
tional shifts by individuals and entire communities. This next section addresses some of the 
paths forward, and echo what “Skye” referenced in their response to the path forward in 
addressing harm: rights, resources, and representation. 

There has been historical, systemic harm done to communities, and 

making that right is the only way to move forward. Genocide took 

place in the United States and bodies were stolen and used to build 

[the United States, meaning] reparations is necessary. There is also a 

scarcity mentality and a lack of creativity around [historic harm], 

by actually asking people what they need and want, there's so many 

things that are possible in terms of reducing harm and making things 

right. And so, [we need] rights, resources and representation.

~ “Skye,” Stearns County

“

“

I think having an equitable process is having both parties - or                        

whoever wants to be there - having what they need in order to have 

that dialogue [to] have that repair ultimately.

“ “

~ “Suzie,” Ramsey County
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Building beloved communities in minnesota and beyond

I hope that people are 

very loving to each 

other - being good 

and kind people. To 

have someone to say 

'hello' and 'welcome 

home' to. I want 

everyone to have a 

place to go home to.

“
“

~ “Nightshade Trash,” Hennepin County
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building beloved communities in minnesota and beyond 

introduction

There is no single path forward. Rather than offering the recommendations of the research 
team, the following section aims to uplift the visions of LGBTQ+ youth. The youth called on 
various institutions to respond to their visions, ranging from social service agencies, schools, 
courts, and prisons. This section offers learnings that can be implemented in Minnesota. These 
recommendations are not naive and idealistic; they require systems to wholly adapt and trans-
form in order to truly serve marginalized youth. 

educational equity

The facilitator posed the question, “what changes would you like to see in Minnesota?” An over-
whelming theme was for students’ needs to be addressed in educational settings. Many students 
identified a lack of representation of Queer identities in both the school curriculum and in the 
adults in the building. 

I would have liked a more inclusive sex education. I want a more 

inclusive Sex Ed, I want a more accurate Sex Ed, I want something 

that's not based off of fear, because I think, once you've put fear 

onto that, it makes it even more difficult to figure out you are 

LGBTQ+. ~ “Sammy,” Ramsey County

“

“
I also think that there are some major problems in the American ed-

ucation system in general, and a lot of biases [are] created from 

that by not including the whole history. And I wish that we had had 

spoken about Queer history. And I still feel super ignorant about a 

lot of Queer history. And that's something that now I have to go 

and research on my own. ~ “Sam,” 19, Ramsey County

“

“

Black students named how, not only was 
their Queer identity not present in the 
curriculum, but that their racial and cul-
tural histories were wholly absent as well. 

We haven't learned about Black 

History; I feel like teachers su-

garcoat history.

“ “

~ “Lola,” Hennepin County

It's not just about African Amer-

icans and slavery, but teachers 

don't focus on other cultures 

whatsoever. We only focus on 

Europeans. We don't ever cel-

ebrate differences. We never 

even celebrated Black History 

Month.

“

“

~ “Iifa,” Hennepin County
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The concern of the curriculum entirely centering heterosexual, cisgender, and white experi-
ences was also an issue in who works in schools. Students expressed a need for more diverse 
adults that are supporting and working with them. 

And there was always definitely like. such a divide between students 

of color that identified as Queer or were in the community, and then 

students that were white and identified in the community, and it was 

just... There almost seemed like there was no space for everybody. And 

I really wish that there would have been. I don't know, I guess [I wish 

there was] more of a cohesive collaboration between, not only 

the students that were in the Queer community, but between the 

offices that so closely worked within diversity work, but [which] 
never actually, like, intersected appropriately, or knew how to 

take care of, like, each individual student.
~ “Suzie,” Ramsey County

“

“

I just wish there was [sic] more people [that looked like me], 

like I could look at a staff member and see a bit of myself in there, 

whether it's like the race, or sexuality.

“ “
~ “Shyluh,” Hennepin County

To combat isolation, a few students cited that having supportive, aware, authentic, and inclusive 
leaders would have mitigated their shame, confusion, and isolation.

I think a mentor would be somebody who's like actively in the com-

munity and participating, and knows [what] questions to ask. 

Because I was a confused bisexual and non-binary [person], and I 

was often told 'Both of those things are phases' and You're just, 

going through a tomboy thing 'or whatever.' And I think having a 

mentor that is able to ask questions that are thought provok-

ing and helpful would have been really nice, and hav[ing] some-

one to talk to about, like, all the questions, because I didn't have 

that. ~ “Tofu,” Ramsey County

“

“

Building beloved communities in minnesota and beyond
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One of the older participants, who now 
works in a school setting, offered their 
experience coaching middle schoolers and 
practicing careful listening. 

I had a really good, but tough, 

conversation. They were basi-

cally like, "How do you come 

out? I'm 13. How do we do that? 

And how do I do that safely?" 

And the advice that I ended up 

giving them was just very much 

like: 'Your truth is your truth; 

if you need to tell it, do. Please 

understand that your safety 

might be at risk if you do that - 

you can't control how your 

parents react, they have con-

trol of your life right now. 

So have a trusted adult, keep 

yourself safe, ultimately, and 

let's connect about what re-

sources are available to you if 

this doesn't go well, 'cause, ul-

timately, like, you just need to 

be safe,' and that, like, those 

things, for me, would have 

been...Would have made coming 

out just so much more com-

fortable and safe.

~ “Skye,” Stearns County

“
“

Another youth participant spoke to the 
potential power of school staff simply hav-
ing a basic understanding of the diversity 
of Queer identities. 

I think ideally, just someone 

who, like, understands Queer 

identities at the very least, be-

cause I feel like, a lot of times, 

I'll come out to someone, [and 

they] will be like, 'What's that?' 

And then you have to, like, do a 

whole gender explanation, and 

it's already awful, and... that's 

just so uncomfortable for me.

~ “Alex,” Ramsey County

“

“

In essence, youth asked that schools be-
come proactive instead of remain reactive, 
to LGBTQ+ identities. They seek to create 
an inclusive culture before someone who 
is gay, bisexual, transgender, or otherwise 
LGBTQ+ enters a space, rather than re-
sponding to their identity and placing the 
burden on the already-marginalized indi-
vidual to self-advocate for resources and 
respect.

Building beloved communities in minnesota and beyond
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identity development in inclusive, queer-centered spaces

The experimentation and exploration of sexual or gender identity are associated with college. 
Those from older generations often ponder why college specifically serves as a site for identity 
development, and often attribute it to a tendency for youth to rebel. Youth identified how it was 
the first time they were given permission to reflect on themselves, and exist in a new context, 
away from their family and older friends growing up. However, this exploration should not be 
romanticized. Why must Queer identities wait to be developed at the end of adolescence? What 
would it mean for someone to be able to actualize their own identity before they were forced to 
undergo the trauma of suppression? Ultimately, LGBTQ+ youth expressed a need for inclusive, 
Queer-centered, and safe spaces in their communities.

Some schools in Minnesota offer affinity groups called “Queer Student Alliances (QSA),” 
“Gender and Sexuality Alliances (GSA),” and “Gay-Straight Alliances (GSA).” Several youth 
reflected on their experience in these spaces. Interestingly, the identities held by the facilitator 
were brought up multiple times.

QSA in high school was super awesome. Our [facilitator]... I don't 

know if he was out to everybody... he had a partner who was visibly 

non-binary, which was like, very helpful to see.

The GSA that I've been attending was growing incredibly toxic and, 

outside of [that] space, there was nowhere to go. And the faculty 

facilitator was a straight woman. And she was really lovely, but it 

would have been really nice to have just [an] older Queer person in 

that space. I think for me, just seeing older queer people, happy queer 

people, living successful lives, like well adjusted lives [would have 

been very helpful].

I can't think of a single person in my entire K-12 years who was Queer, 

except for I had one sixth grade teacher who was a lesbian, and she 

was married and had kids, but she was told by the principal that she 

was not allowed to talk about being gay. She wasn't allowed to say 

she was married to a woman and she was eventually kind of bullied 

out of the district. And she left to get a job in a different district, 

where she could be more open. I would have liked to see someone 

who holds my same identities...  I think that would have been nice just 

to see, you know, a positive example of someone being open about 

their identity.

~ “Tofu,” Ramsey County

~ “Sammy,” Ramsey County

~ “Sam,” 19, Ramsey County

“ “
“

“

“

“
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From these stories, it appears that Queer spaces are being offered, but even still, the identities of 
Queer people are often not centered or represented. There is tremendous value in youth being 
able to envision a future through seeing Queer elders validate their experiences, affirm their 
identities, and guide them through the obstacles of being Queer in a cisheteronormative society. 

An older participant reflected on the need for language that made the discussion about sexual 
orientation and gender identity more accessible.

As a Queer woman who leads a lot of Queer spaces, and works for a 

lot of Queer folks, my narrative has shifted to understanding that 

things are more vast than we can ever explain, and what we were 

taught at a young age, was not enough. Adults should have given me 

the language to navigate that, but I didn't get that until college. 

So that's kind of my narrative around it. Same with gender identity, 

[I] never got a chance to really wrestle with 'what does it mean 

to be a girl?' and 'what does it mean to be a woman?'

Ultimately, Queer people are usually not 
born into Queer families. Queerness can 
be an invisible identity; Queer people can 
suppress their identities to safely survive, 
but at a cost. While other marginalized 
identities, like race and ethnicity,  give 
rise to opportunities to learn about histo-
ry through family11, Queer people often 
do not have the opportunity to share in-
tergenerational community space.  In es-
sence, Queer people experience a series 
of broken lineages. Building communi-
ty could result in being kicked out of the 
home, being attacked, or feeling otherwise 
unsafe. Ultimately, Queer spaces matter 
because they allow youth opportunities to 
be connected to those like them, feel repre-
sented, learn about their community, and 
obtain mentors to support and uplift them.

~ “Nettle,” Stearns County

“

“

 This is not true for everyone, for example, there are transnational adoptees who grew up in a white family and whose 
stories resonate with what we described as a common experience for Queer people. We do not mean to diminish those 
experiences, and want to acknowledge we are generalizing.  

11
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Beyond Prison

Finally, an emergent theme was the critical analysis of prisons and their place in a “justice” 
system. Youth identified concerns and reservations about both police and prisons. They 
believed these contributed to the destruction of a person and rehabilitation and restoration 
should be the central frameworks of justice in Minnesota. Some youth spoke from an ac-
ademic perspective and others spoke from personal experience, including their own, their 
families’, and community members’.

What do you need to be able to safely interact with society? You 

know, is that therapy, is it counseling, is it somebody to check on you 

every week and make sure you're not hurting anybody? like what is it? 

And, prisons shouldn't exist as they do now. The only people in pris-

on should be people who generally cannot interact with society 

without harming others or themselves. Most of those people who 

are harming themselves should not necessarily be in prison. But pris-

on isn't going to look like it used to anymore either. It's got to be 

a therapeutic facility. It might have big high walls that people can't 

climb over, but inside those walls you got to have gardens, you got 

[to have] green space, you got to have places that are restorative 

to the human mind.

People come out of prison 

worse than when they go in; 

people are never the same.

[Prison] makes things worse, 

you never know what's go-

ing on... They're just getting 

punished but not learning any-

thing. It changes people for 

the worse. We're not helping 

anyone, we're just keeping them 

away... There are better ways to 

let people know what they did 

was wrong. The victims' family - 

imagine if you were in the situa-

tion... They should at least help 

people and help them figure out 

what they did wrong. I've heard 

stories that, if you get in there 

and they hear things about 

you, they'll do things to you. 

I googled prison and it said it 

was supposed to be a place for 

rehabilitation. But that's not 

true.

~ “Lillian,” Stearns County

~ “Lola,” Hennepin County

~ “Iifa,” Hennepin County

“

“
“

“

“

“
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Prison should not be a bunch 

of cages. Prison should be 

like private rooms where 

they talk about why they did 

their [crime], maybe therapy. 

They're outside civilization. 

Prison doesn't help anything, 

I think it's just a scare tactic. 

I've seen people come out of 

prison... The police aren't nice 

in prison.

It does more psychological 

harm rather than helping. There 

are prisoners who do bad things 

on [sic] their free time, even if 

the guards are there, because 

they're experiencing more psy-

chological harm [inside the 

prison] than they do on the 

outside.

Something does need to happen. 

Like, if they commit a crime, they 

still need to be removed, but 

prison[s] shouldn't be the way 

they are.

Ultimately, the observations of youth from earlier this year resemble the current demands 
of Black, Brown, and Indigenous organizers in Minneapolis following the murder of George 
Floyd. LGBTQ+ youth deeply questioned how prisons manifest and why they exist. There-
fore, the question remains for those seeking to transform the administration of justice: 
What does moving beyond prison look like? How can rehabilitation exist without the vio-
lent context of prison?

~ “Robin,” Hennepin County

~ “Nightshade Trash,” Hennepin County

~ “Mimzy,” Hennepin County

“

“

“

“

“

“
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Conclusion: Envisioning Queer Justice

Conclusion

By learning from the wisdom of Queer youth, it is apparent that justice is not a static system of 
laws and regulations - rather, justice is what we create. Queer justice is needs-based, commu-
nity-oriented, and driven by resilience and love. The 33 youth who were part of the LGBTQ+ 
youth justice circles do not speak for the entire LGBTQ+ community, but they offer valuable 
insight as to what one path forward can be. For specific policy recommendations brought up in 
these circles and the community toolkit, please visit the Envisioning Queer Justice Collabora-
tive’s website (www.envisioningqueerjustice.org).

Ultimately, almost all of the LGBTQ+ youth justice circles ended with the questions: “What 
does the phrase ‘Queer justice’ mean to you? How would you define it?” The responses were 
powerful. Rather than trying to summarize or condense these responses, we want to end with 
these visions themselves. This is how Queer youth conceptualized justice and envisioned their 
respective futures. 

I think... I want [Queer Justice] 

to be the freedom to be who I 

am without people questioning 

it. And people being like, 'that's 

cool, live your life, love you 

for that' and will love you 

in spite of it, will love you be-

cause of it, will love you as 

you. I just want people to see 

me as a person.

The idea of community and just 

like being supportive, and be-

ing inclu[ded], having a kind 

of justice built around loving 

other people.

I think that Queer justice looks 

like equity for everyone... Equi-

ty in terms of giving everyone 

equal footing in order to suc-

ceed. It doesn't mean being col-

orblind. It... I think that [Queer 

Justice] is about creating eq-

uitable opportunities for peo-

ple... It means, like I said, like hav-

ing education that's inclusive, 

I think it is everybody - and I 

mean everybody - getting what 

they need. Yeah, everyone get-

ting the love, support, [and] 

food that they, like, require to 

be alive... Just being able to be 

alive, I think, is Queer justice.

~ “Sammy,” Ramsey County

~ “Juliette,” Ramsey County

~ “Sam,” 19, Ramsey County

~ “Nadia”, Ramsey County

“
“

“

“
“

“

“

“
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Conclusion

I think it would probably be like youth being accepted in their 

house. I think it will look like structures that were also made 

for them, and not as a side thought... I think that Queer justice is... 

Community, not corporate.

The first thing is, I think, justice can't happen without healing... So I 

think there's this piece of injustice [that] has happened for so long 

that there needs to be healing done. And I think that starts in things 

like education and healthcare and housing and resources, like 

there's a reason why Queer folks don't live very long, and part of 

it is because of addiction, and inaccess to health care and housing... 

[Queer justice is] the right to exist, navigate, [and] be able to live 

in the world as [a] Queer person, and have that not be questioned. 

[To] live in the world as a woman, and have that not be questioned. 

[To] live in the world as someone who has mental illness and not 

have that be questioned. [To] live in the world as a person of col-

or and not be questioned. I think being able to survive- actually, I 

don't like that word. Thrive. Have your basic needs met, and be able 

to live happily and joyfully in the world... [That] feels like justice 

to me. But, I think there's this big piece of creation and healing that 

needs to happen before justice could even be possible.

I think [Queer justice] just means, for me... You just feel safe. And 

'safe' is such a big, big word for me, and like what Queer justice means 

is.. the protection and safety of an individual.

~ “Tofu”, Ramsey County

~ “Sam”, 23, Ramsey County

~ “Nettle,” Stearns County
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That my Queer siblings around the globe do not have to live in 

fear and can instead live with hope... Justice should be about love 

and hope, not about fear and punishment.
~ “Lillian,” Stearns County

“ “

““

“
“

““

...................................................................................................................................................................................



I don't think I've ever 

seen queer justice 

anyway, but I think, 

in general, it would 

just be... not being 

punished for being 

queer... just being 

able to be queer and... 

not having negative 

repercussions.

“
“

~ “Alex,” Ramsey County
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When I think of a 

beloved community, 

I think of it as [one 

where] no one is seen 

for their skin 

color or for their 

stereotypes. 

Everyone's treated 

equally like we're 

supposed to be.
~ “Iifa,” Hennepin County

“
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Critical Glossary

Critical glossary

Accountability: Accountability refers to the ways in which individuals and communities hold 
themselves to their goals and actions, and acknowledge the values and groups to which they are 
responsible. (Definition from Racial Equity Tools); Accountability is taking responsibility for 
your choices, and the consequence of those choices. (Quoted from Shannon Perez-Derby [un-
known attribution] in Accountable Communities Webinar by the Barnard Center for Research 
on Women); Accountability is an internal resource for recognizing and addressing harms we’ve 
caused to ourselves and others (Definition from Connie Burk).
 
Asexual: Asexuality is defined as a lack of sexual attraction; Asexuals can be romantically at-
tracted to other people. It is separate from celibacy (the decision to refrain from sexual contact) 
where asexuality is an orientation and there are asexuals who engage in a range of sexual con-
tact with themselves and others. (Definition from the Williams College)

Bisexual: Bisexuality is a sexual orientation that can be defined as the potential to be attracted, 
romantically and/or sexually, to people of more than one sex, not necessarily at the same time, 
not necessarily in the same way, and not necessarily to the same degree. (Definition from the Bi 
Resource Center)

Biological Sex: A medical term used to refer to the chromosomal, hormonal and anatomical 
characteristics that are used to classify an individual as female or male or intersex. Often re-
ferred to as simply “sex,” “physical sex,” “anatomical sex,” or specifically as “sex assigned at 
birth.” (Definition from The Safe Zone Project)

Cisgender: A gender description for when someone’s sex assigned at birth and gender identity 
correspond in the expected way (e.g., someone who was assigned male at birth, and identifies as 
a man). A simple way to think about it is if a person is not transgender, they are cisgender. The 
word cisgender can also be shortened to “cis.” (Definition from The Safe Zone Project)

Cisheteronormative Society:  Cisheternormativity is the belief or assumption that all people 
are heterosexual and cisgender, and is the default or “normal” state of human being. These as-
sumptions can be hurtful because they are stigmatizing and marginalizing, making people who 
are LGBT+ feel like they are perceived as deviant or unnatural. The concept of cisheteronorma-
tivity can exist on both a societal and individual level. (Definition from the Queer Dictionary) 

Coming Out: The process by which one accepts and/or comes to identify one’s own sexuali-
ty or gender identity (to “come out” to oneself). It may also refer to the process by which one 
shares one’s sexuality or gender identity with others. (Definition from The Safe Zone Project)

Community Peacebuilding Circle: The peacemaking circle is a process that brings together 
individuals who wish to engage in conflict resolution, healing, support, decision making or other 
activities in which honest communications, relationship development, and community building 
are core desired outcomes. (Definition from Peacemaking Circles) 
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Conversion Therapy: Sometimes referred to as “reparative therapy,” is any of several dan-
gerous and discredited practices aimed at changing an individual’s sexual orientation or gender 
identity. Conversion therapists use a variety of shaming, emotionally traumatic or physically 
painful stimuli to make their victims associate those stimuli with their LGBTQ identities. (Defi-
nition from The Trevor Project)
 
Cultural Racism: Cultural racism refers to representations, messages and stories conveying 
the idea that behaviors and values associated with white people or “whiteness” are automatically 
“better” or more “normal” than those associated with other racially defined groups. Cultural rac-
ism shows up in advertising, movies, history books, definitions of patriotism, and in policies and 
laws. Cultural racism is also a powerful force in maintaining systems of internalized supremacy 
and internalized racism.  (Definition from Racial Equity Tools)

Deadnaming: Deadnaming occurs when someone, intentionally or not, refers to a person who’s 
transgender by the name they used before they transitioned. You may also hear it described as 
referring to someone by their “birth name” or their “given name.” (Definition from Healthline) 

Demisexual: Little or no capacity to experience sexual attraction until a strong romantic con-
nection is formed with someone, often within a romantic relationship. (Definition from The Safe 
Zone Project)

Discrimination: The unequal treatment of members of various groups based on race, gender, 
social class, sexual orientation, physical ability, religion and other categories.  (Definition from 
Racial Equity Tools)

Diversity: Diversity includes all the ways in which people differ, and it encompasses all the 
different characteristics that make one individual or group different from another. It is all-in-
clusive and recognizes everyone and every group as part of the diversity that should be valued. 
A broad definition includes not only race, ethnicity, and gender — the groups that most often 
come to mind when the term “diversity” is used — but also age, national origin, religion, disabil-
ity, sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, education, marital status, language, and physical 
appearance. It also involves different ideas, perspectives, and values. It is important to note that 
many activists and thinkers critique diversity alone as a strategy. For instance, Baltimore Racial 

Justice Action states: “Diversity is silent on the subject of equity. In an anti-oppression con-
text, therefore, the issue is not diversity, but rather equity. Often when people talk about diver-
sity, they are thinking only of the “non-dominant” groups.” (Definition from UC Berkeley Cen-
ter for Equity, Inclusion and Diversity, Glossary of Terms and Baltimore Racial Justice Action) 

Equity: The fair treatment, access, opportunity, and advancement for all people, while at the 
same time striving to identify and eliminate barriers that have prevented the full participation of 
some groups. Improving equity involves increasing justice and fairness within the procedures 
and processes of institutions or systems, as well as in their distribution of resources. Tackling 
equity issues requires an understanding of the root causes of outcome disparities within our 
society. (Definition from the Independent Sector)
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Gay: Experiencing attraction solely (or primarily) to some members of the same gender. Can 
be used to refer to men who are attracted to other men and women who are attracted to women. 
Gay can also serve an umbrella term used to refer to the queer community as a whole, or as an 
individual identity label for anyone who is not straight. (Definition from The Safe Zone Project)
Gender Binary: The idea that there are only two genders and that every person is one of those 
two. (Definition from The Safe Zone Project)

Gender Expression: The external display of one’s gender, through a combination of clothing, 
grooming, demeanor, social behavior, and other factors, generally made sense on scales of mas-
culinity and femininity. Also referred to as “gender presentation.” (Definition from The Safe 
Zone Project)

Genderfluid: A gender identity best described as a dynamic mix of boy and girl. A person who 
is gender fluid may always feel like a mix of the two traditional genders, but may feel more man 
some days, and more women other days. (Definition from The Safe Zone Project)
Gender Identity: The internal perception of one’s gender, and how they label themselves, based 
on how much they align or don’t align with what they understand their options for gender to be. 
Often conflated with biological sex, or sex assigned at birth. (Definition from The Safe Zone 
Project)

Gender Nonconforming: A gender expression descriptor that indicates a non-traditional gen-
der presentation (masculine woman or feminine man).Often abbreviated as “GNC.” (Definition 
from The Safe Zone Project)

Genderqueer: A gender identity label often used by people who do not identify with the binary 
of man/woman. It can also serve an umbrella term for many gender non-conforming or non-bi-
nary identities (e.g., agender, bigender, genderfluid). (Definition from The Safe Zone Project)

Harm: Harm is an external wound to your wholeness… [it] is what convinces us in this abun-
dant world, we only deserve to survive. (Definition from adrienne maree brown in Addressing 
Harm presented by the Barnard Center for Research on Women) 

Heterosexual/Straight: Experiencing attraction solely (or primarily) to some members of a 
different gender. (Definition from The Safe Zone Project)

Homophobia: An umbrella term for a range of negative attitudes (e.g., fear, anger, intolerance, 
resentment, erasure, or discomfort) that one may have toward LGBTQ people. The term can 
also connote a fear, disgust, or dislike of being perceived as LGBTQ.  (Definition from The Safe 
Zone Project)

Homosexual: A person primarily emotionally, physically, and/or sexually attracted to mem-
bers of the same sex/gender. This [medical] term is considered stigmatizing (particularly as a 
noun) due to its history as a category of mental illness, and is discouraged for common use (use 
gay or lesbian instead). (Definition from The Safe Zone Project)
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Inclusion: Authentically bringing traditionally excluded individuals and/or groups into pro-
cesses, activities, and decision/policy making in a way that shares power.  (Definition from 
Racial Equity Tools)

Individual Racism: Individual racism refers to the beliefs, attitudes, and actions of individuals 
that support or perpetuate racism. Individual racism can be deliberate, or the individual may act 
to perpetuate or support racism without knowing that is what he or she is doing.  (Definition 
from Racial Equity Tools)

Institutional Racism: Institutional racism refers specifically to the ways in which institutional 
policies and practices create different outcomes for different racial groups. The institutional pol-
icies may never mention any racial group, but their effect is to create advantages for whites and 
oppression and disadvantage for people from groups classified as people of color.  (Definition 
from Racial Equity Tools)

Institutions: A well-established and structured pattern of behavior or of relationships that is 
accepted as a fundamental part of a culture. A long established practice.  (Definition from Dic-
tionary.com) 

Intersectionality: Per Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, “Intersectionality is simply a prism to 
see the interactive effects of various forms of discrimination and disempowerment. It looks at 
the way that racism, many times, interacts with patriarchy, heterosexism, classism, xenophobia 
— seeing that the overlapping vulnerabilities created by these systems actually create specific 
kinds of challenges. “Intersectionality 102,” then, is to say that these distinct problems create 
challenges for movements that are only organized around these problems as separate and indi-
vidual. So when racial justice doesn’t have a critique of patriarchy and homophobia, the partic-
ular way that racism is experienced and exacerbated by heterosexism, classism etc., falls outside 
of our political organizing. It means that significant numbers of people in our communities 
aren’t being served by social justice frames because they don’t address the particular ways that 
they’re experiencing discrimination.” (Definition from Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw) 

Intersex: A term for a combination of chromosomes, gonads, hormones, internal sex organs, 
and genitals that differs from the two expected patterns of male or female. Formerly known as 
hermaphrodite (or hermaphroditic), but these terms are now outdated and derogatory. (Defini-
tion from The Safe Zone Project)

Juvenile Punishment System: As opposed to the “juvenile justice system,” a term that cen-
ters the reliance and expansion of punitive and retributive-oriented justice models in the United 
States’ legal system for juveniles. 

Lesbian: Women who are primarily attracted romantically, erotically, and/or emotionally to 
other women. (Definition from The Safe Zone Project)
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Microaggression: The everyday verbal, nonverbal, and environmental slights, snubs, or in-
sults, whether intentional or unintentional, which communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative 
messages to target persons based solely upon their marginalized group membership.  (Defini-
tion from Racial Equity Tools)

Misgendering:  Misgendering refers to the experience of being labeled by others as a gender 
other than one that a person identifies with. (Definition from GLSEN)

Non-binary: Some societies – like ours – tend to recognize just two genders, male and female. 
The idea that there are only two genders is sometimes called a “gender binary,” because binary 
means “having two parts” (male and female). Therefore, “non-binary” is one term people use to 
describe genders that don’t fall into one of these two categories, male or female. (Definition from 
the National Center of Transgender Equality) 

Norms: Social norms are regarded as collective representations of acceptable group conduct 
as well as individual perceptions of particular group conduct. They can be viewed as cultural 
products which represent individuals’ basic knowledge of what others do and think that they 
should do. (Definition from Robert B. Cialdini) 

Oppression: The systematic subjugation of one social group by a more powerful social group 
for the social, economic, and political benefit of the more powerful social group. Oppression = 
Power + prejudice. Rita Hardiman and Bailey Jackson state that oppression exists when the 
following 4 conditions are found:

 The oppressor group has the power to define reality for themselves and others,

 The target groups take in and internalize negative messages about them and end up co     
 operating with oppressors (thinking and acting like them)

 Genocide, harassment, and discrimination are system and institutionalized, so that indi  
 viduals are not necessary to keep it going, and

 Members of both the oppressor and target groups are socialized to play their roles as   
 normal and correct. (Definition from Dismantling Racism Works)

Outing: Involuntary or unwanted disclosure of another person’s sexual orientation, gender 
identity, or intersex identity.  (Definition from The Safe Zone Project)

Power: Power is unequally distributed globally and in U.S. society; some individuals or groups 
wield greater power than others, thereby allowing them greater access and control over resourc-
es. Wealth, whiteness, citizenship, patriarchy, heterosexism, and education are a few key social 
mechanisms through which power operates. Although power is often conceptualized as power 
over other individuals or groups, other variations are power with (used in the context of build-
ing collective strength) and power within (which references an individual’s internal strength). 
Learning to “see” and understand relations of power is vital to organizing for progressive social 
change. (Definition from Intergroup Resources)
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Queer: A reclaimed umbrella term to describe individuals who don’t identify as straight and/or 
cisgender. Due to its historical use as a derogatory term, and how it is still used as a slur in many 
communities, it is not embraced or used by all LGBTQ people. The term “queer” can often be 
use interchangeably with LGBTQ (e.g., “queer people” instead of “LGBTQ people”). (Defini-
tion from The Safe Zone Project)

Pansexual: A person who experiences sexual, romantic, physical, and/or spiritual attraction 
for members of all gender identities/expressions. Often shortened to “pan.”  (Definition from 
The Safe Zone Project)

Prison Abolition: A political vision with the goal of eliminating imprisonment, policing, and 
surveillance and creating lasting alternatives to punishment and imprisonment. It is the pro-
cess of building life-affirming institutions and cultures. (Definition from Critical Resistance and 
Ruth Wilson Gilmore) 

Prison Industrial Complex: A term to describe the overlapping interests of government and 
industry that use surveillance, policing, and imprisonment as solutions to economic, social, and 
political problems. Through its reach and impact, the PIC helps and maintains the authority of 
people who get their power through racial, economic and other privileges. There are many ways 
this power is collected and maintained through the PIC, including creating mass media images 
that keep alive stereotypes of people of color, poor people, queer people, immigrants, youth, and 
other oppressed communities as criminal, delinquent, or deviant. This power is also maintained 
by earning huge profits for private companies that deal with prisons and police forces; helping 
earn political gains for “tough on crime” politicians; increasing the influence of prison guard 
and police unions; and eliminating social and political dissent by oppressed communities that 
make demands for self-determination and reorganization of power in the US. (Definition from 
Critical Resistance)

Privilege: Unearned social power accorded by the formal and informal institutions of society to 
ALL members of a dominant group (e.g. white privilege, male privilege, etc.). Privilege is usual-
ly invisible to those who have it because we’re taught not to see it, but nevertheless it puts them 
at an advantage over those who do not have it.  (Definition from Colors of Resistance Archive)
Race: For many people, it comes as a surprise that racial categorization schemes were invented 
by scientists to support worldviews that viewed some groups of people as superior and some as 
inferior. Race is a made-up social construct, and not an actual biological fact. Race designations 
have changed over time. Some groups that are considered “white” in the United States today 
were considered “non-white” in previous eras, in U.S. Census data and in mass media and pop-
ular culture (for example, Irish, Italian and Jewish people).The way in which racial categori-
zations are enforced (the shape of racism) has also changed over time. For example, the racial 
designation of Asian American and Pacific Islander changed four times in the 19th century. 
That is, they were defined at times as white and at other times as not white. Asian Americans 
and Pacific Islanders, as designated groups, have been used by whites at different times in his-
tory to compete with African American labor. (Definition from Race: Power of Illusion). 
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Racism: Racism is prejudice + social and institutional power. It is a system of advantage based 
on race, a system of oppression based on race, and a white supremacy system. Racism is dif-
ferent from racial prejudice, hatred, or discrimination. Racism involves one group having the 
power to carry out systematic discrimination through the institutional policies and practices of 
the society and by shaping the cultural beliefs and values that support those racist policies and 
practices. (Definition by Dismantling Racism Works)

Restorative Justice: Restorative justice is less concerned with what law was broken, but what 
relationships were harmed. It is a community-based way to address harm through dialogue, ac-
countability, and collective healing. It is rooted in identifying harms and needs, obligations, and 
engagement. (Definition from Howard Zehr)

Retributive Justice: A system of criminal justice based on the punishment of offenders rather 
than on rehabilitation (Definition from Dictionary.com)
Sexual Orientation: the type of sexual, romantic, emotional/spiritual attraction one has the ca-
pacity to feel for some others, generally labeled based on the gender relationship between the 
person and the people they are attracted to. Often confused with sexual preference. (Definition 
from The Safe Zone Project)

Sexual Preference: the types of sexual intercourse, stimulation, and gratification one likes to 
receive and participate in. Generally when this term is used, it is being mistakenly interchanged 
with “sexual orientation,” creating an illusion that one has a choice (or “preference”) in who 
they are attracted to. (Definition from The Safe Zone Project)

Social Justice: The elimination of institutionalized and cultural domination and oppression. 
It refers to the creation of new institutional and cultural practices to distribute wealth, access, 
opportunity, and privileges. 

Transgender: A gender description for someone who has transitioned (or is transitioning) 
from living as one gender to another. Transgender is an umbrella term for anyone whose sex 
assigned at birth and gender identity do not correspond in the expected way (e.g., someone 
who was assigned male at birth, but does not identify as a man). May be abbreviated to “trans.”  
(Definition from The Safe Zone Project)

Transphobia: The fear of, discrimination against, or hatred of trans people, the trans commu-
nity, or gender ambiguity. Transphobia can be seen within the Queer community, as well as in 
general society.

Transformative Justice: Transformative Justice (TJ) is a political framework and approach 
for responding to violence, harm and abuse. At its most basic, it seeks to respond to violence 
without creating more violence and/or engaging in harm reduction to lessen the violence. TJ 
can be thought of as a way of “making things right,” getting in “right relation,” or creating justice 
together. (Definition from Mia Mingus)
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Trauma: Often the result of an overwhelming amount of stress that exceeds one’s ability to 
cope, or integrate the emotions involved with that experience. Trauma may result from a single 
distressing experience or recurring events of being overwhelmed that can be precipitated in 
weeks, years, or even decades as the person struggles to cope with the immediate circumstances, 
eventually leading to serious, long-term negative consequences. (Definition from the Substance 
Abuse Administration). Trauma is passed down generationally and over time through families, 
communities, institutions, and culture. Trauma hurts our ability to stay connected to each other 
and create healthy relationships, organizations, and communities aligned with our values. (Defi-
nition from Community United Against Violence)

Violence: Communities face multiple, overlapping forms of violence and oppression in our 
everyday attempts to survive and thrive. These forms of violence exist at internal (within our-
selves), interpersonal (between people), and institutional (between institutions and individuals) 
levels. Violence disempower us, weaken our safety nets, and cause lasting emotional, physical, 
social, and political damage to our lives, communities, and movements. Three primary forms of 
violence that communities experience include:

 Domestic Violence: Including intimate partner and dating violence; child sexual   
 abuse, incest, and family abuse.

 Hate Violence: Including verbal, sexual, and physical harassment and assault; mur  
 der; media and cultural stigma; and bullying.

 State Violence: Including imprisonment, policing, and criminalization; institutional  
 ized  discrimination; the denial of basic human rights such as housing, healthcare,   
 education, and employment; deportation, occupation, displacement, genocide, torture,   
 and military attack. (Definition and analysis from Community United Against Violence)
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