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Chapter 1

Introduction: The Binary World of Sport
Helen Jefferson Lenskyj and Ali Durham Greey

Abstract

The last decade has seen significant positive changes in global attitudes,
policies and practices that impact the lives of trans people. Meanwhile, the
world of sport has been notoriously slow to follow these social justice ini-
tiatives. In fact, sport has the dubious distinction of lagging behind almost
every other western social organization on issues of discrimination, whether
based on sex, gender, ‘race’, ethnicity, social class, religion or ability.
Underlying these trends is the binary thinking that has formed the basis for
gender categories of sport and physical activity for over a century.

The introduction begins as Helen Lenskyj extends the issue of justice for
trans athletes beyond the scope of sport. Next, the contemporary
socio-political contexts in the US, UK, and beyond are outlined. A brief
description of the common ground between justice for trans and intersex
athletes is provided, while noting that the focus of this book is on trans
athletes. An overview of terminology is presented.

Ali Greey then describes their personal experience competing for Canada
as a non-binary athlete. Engaging Gleaves and Lehrbach’s (2016) work, their
argument challenges the viability of making trans-exclusive physiological
equivalency synonymous with a rhetoric of fairness. Finally, the authors
explain the volume’s analytic frameworks and present an overview of the
contents, summarizing the key themes and findings.

Keywords: Binary thinking; intersectionality; justice; fairness; sex; gender

Part One — Helen Jefferson Lenskyj

In the 1980s and 1990s, my colleague and friend Brian Pronger and I gave a
number of presentations on gays and lesbians in sport, ranging from the 1989
conference of the North American Society for Sport Sociology to local commu-
nity groups (Pronger, 1990). Sadly, Brian isn’t here today to share what would

Justice for Trans Athletes, 3-15

Copyright © 2023 Helen Jefferson Lenskyj and Ali Durham Greey
Published under exclusive licence by Emerald Publishing Limited
doi:10.1108/978-1-80262-985-920221001
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undoubtedly be his unique perspective on issues relating to trans athletes. To
illustrate the salience of gender, Brian would often begin his talk by pointing out
that, long after you’ve forgotten other details about a person whom you met years
ago, you’ll remember if they were male or female. However, today, remembering
someone from the past, I'm no longer as confident about their gender — and this
may be a reflection of the diminishing significance of gender in an era where lines
are increasingly blurred. Even five years ago, we would never have predicted that
Zoom meetings would become an everyday event, that participants would identify
the pronouns of their choice onscreen, and that they/them would no longer be seen
as extraordinary.

More significantly, the impetus behind my involvement as co-editor with Ali
Greey of this book, Justice for Trans Athletes: Challenges and Struggles, and the
forthcoming sequel, Trans Resistance: Athletes’ Struggle for Justice, was the
ever-growing number of American states that were poised to enact legislation
banning trans girls and women from competing in female sport, and the esca-
lating level of online vitriol targeting trans athletes and their allies, including
academic researchers. By early 2022, overt hostility had reached the point where
one of our American contributors, Roger Pielke, received a warning from his
university about a possible harassment campaign carried out by a group that
routinely harassed professors — in this case, those who opposed his position on
trans inclusion (Pielke, 2022, Personal communication).

How These Books Evolved

In 2019-2020, as editor of Emerald Publishing’s new Sport and Gender book
series, I had corresponded or met with a number of potential authors, including
Ali Greey. In response to my follow-up email in March 2021, Ali suggested
co-editing a collection on gender diversity in sport, but, at the time, I simply filed
the idea away for future consideration. That moment came the next month with
the escalation of hatred targeting trans girls and women, a level of outright cruelty
that I continue to find shocking.

Those opponents of trans rights who identify as feminist and/or lesbian appear
to take a ‘zero-sum’ approach to equity and social justice: that is, they falsely
believe that rights for trans girls and women automatically results in diminished
rights for cis girls and women. Even if opponents of trans rights find it impossible
to empathize, having never ‘walked in their shoes’, it seems reasonable to expect
them to have a degree of rational compassion for those who struggle with gender
identities.

Clearly, trans rights pose a more fundamental threat to the existing social
order than mere questions of pronouns or public washrooms, as opponents’
responses amply demonstrate. As one trans rights advocate stated, ‘It’s not about
bathrooms. .. as it was never about water fountains’ — an allusion to racial
segregation in the US prior to the 1960s civil rights movements (Grant, 2022). In
western societies, this social order is captured by the term white
cisheteropatriarchy.
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In the current American context, it is not a coincidence that right-wing groups
are opposing both ‘gender ideology’ and ‘critical race theory’, often in the same
manifestos, as any online search for those terms will demonstrate. Four years of
Trump’s political dominance inevitably rolled back progress on a range of social
justice issues, and it was not surprising to see the rights of trans people in general,
and trans girls and women in particular, impacted by these trends. Conservative
voices in the so-called ‘washroom wars’ were less concerned with the alleged
danger posed to cisgirls and ciswomen than with maintaining the rigid sex/gender
boundaries that served to protect white heterosexual male power and privilege.
More specifically, many of these purported protectors of ciswomen’s sport had
failed to show any such interest in the past.

Developments in the UK followed a different but equally damaging trajectory.
Since the early 2000s, under the general umbrella of ‘feminist’, subgroups
self-identified as ‘radical feminists’ embarked on public campaigns to curtail trans
people’s rights, with a particular focus on trans women’s eligibility to compete in
the female sport category. Several prominent women, including former Olympic
athletes, used their significant public and online platforms to amplify their
transphobic views.

There is growing evidence that these are becoming global trends. In February
2022, an Australian politician attempted to ban trans girls and women from
competing in women’s sport in the guise of a ‘Save Women’s Sport’ bill. At the
same time, the country’s conservative government was proposing a ‘Religious
Discrimination Bill’ that would remove anti-discrimination protections for
lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans students in religious schools. Pointing to the fact
that there was no evidence to support the proposed sport ban and no consultation
with sports organizations, advocates of trans inclusion aptly described it as ‘a
legislative solution to a non-existent problem’ (McLennan, 2022).

Intersectional Analysis

More than 20 years ago, Japanese-American activist Emi Koyama published an
article titled “Whose feminism is it anyway? The unspoken racism of the trans
inclusion debate’ (Koyama, 2012, reprinted, 2002, 2020). Her experiences of
transphobic attitudes and practices within predominantly white middle-class
feminist communities led her to conclude that many white lesbian-feminists had
‘not learned anything from the vast contributions of women of colour, working
class women, women with disabilities, etc’. In the context of 1990s debates about
trans women’s exclusion from the Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival, Koyama
pointed out that using trans women’s former experiences of male privilege as
grounds for their exclusion assumes that ‘all other [non-trans] women’s experi-
ences are the same, and this is a racist assumption. ... [since] not all women are
equally privileged or oppressed’ (Koyama, 2012, p. 8). In conclusion, she iden-
tified the ‘lack of feminist compassion, conscience and principle’ that keeps
oppression operating.
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A similar campaign to ‘protect’ (cis)women-only space took place in Sydney,
Australia in 2021, when the management committee of a women-only coastal
pool introduced a policy banning trans women who had not had gender reas-
signment surgery. Community backlash soon forced the committee to retract the
policy and to adhere to the New South Wales anti-discrimination board’s defi-
nition of trans women, which did not include surgery. Regardless, some ciswomen
continued to question the trans-inclusion regulations, while apparently having no
difficulty with a long-standing policy that allowed boys up to the age of 13 to
enter a pool where bare-breasted women were the norm. From another
perspective, the popularity of the pool among young Muslim women was often
invoked as evidence of its inclusive atmosphere (Spender, 2021).

In 2011, American law professor and trans activist Dean Spade wrote a
ground-breaking book titled Normal Life: Administrative Violence, Critical Trans
Politics, and the Limits of the Law (Spade, 2011; revised edition 2015). Basing his
approach on critical race theory, including Kimberlé¢ Crenshaw’s work on inter-
sectionality, Spade extended those analyses to develop the concept of critical trans
politics. In doing so, he identified the shortcomings of legal models such as
anti-discrimination law and hate crime law. For example, by creating rules that
govern gender classification, sex-segregation of institutions, and access to
gender-confirming healthcare for trans people, legal equality goals ‘threaten to
provide no more than the window dressing of neo-liberal violence’ that further
marginalizes vulnerable trans people (Spade, 2011, p. 11). Spade went on to
explain how neo-liberal approaches threatened the power of ‘cross-race,
cross-class, and cross-ability alliances’ within trans politics, just as these
approaches had created divisions within lesbian and gay politics. By 2021, these
rifts and others were fully fledged and toxic, as the following discussion will
demonstrate.

Although Spade did not include sport in the institutions that he examined, his
critique of neo-liberalism can equally be applied. For example, in 2015 the
International Olympic Committee (IOC) removed surgery from its requirements
for trans athletes’ eligibility, citing the fact that the requirement was at odds with
some jurisdictions’ human rights policy. This rare example of the IOC’s
acknowledgement of human rights legislation did nothing to address the problem
faced by trans athletes who had already had surgery and now relied on hormone
therapy to maintain even basic health and functioning, for example, Canadian
athlete Kristen Worley (see Lenskyj, 2018, pp. 133-136).

Markers of Sex — A Continuum, Not a Binary

For decades, scientists have demonstrated the fallacy of binary thinking on issues
of sex and gender (Ainsworth, 2018; Brusman, 2019; Moore, 1968). Differences of
sexual development, to use the terminology adopted by the IOC, World Athletics
and their in-house medical researchers, occur in about one per cent of the
population.
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The following provides some evidence of the natural variations that occur in
humans:

¢ Sex chromosomes: XX, XY, XXY, XXX, XYY and X

e Hormones: estrogen, testosterone, androgens and estradiol

e Hormone receptors (some women with XY chromosomes have no androgen
receptors, therefore no testosterone effects)

e Internal and external genitalia

e Secondary sex characteristics

e Social gender, psychological gender

On the issue of female athletes with hyperandrogenism, formerly referred to as
‘hermaphrodite’ or ‘intersex’, these women, for example, South African runner
Caster Semenya, have naturally occurring levels of testosterone that are said to
give them (unfair) advantages over other female athletes. There is some overlap
between challenges faced by trans women and women with hyperandrogenism,
namely, that arguments against their eligibility to compete in the female category
are largely based on the so-called ‘testosterone advantage’, as reflected in regu-
lations enforced by World Athletics and the IOC (Lenskyj, 2018, Ch. 4, 2020, Ch.
8). By 2021, IOC officials were admitting that the 2015 regulations, based on
testosterone levels, were no longer backed by science, but by that time the harm
had been done, as a number of young women from the Global South had been
ruled ineligible to compete. Belatedly, in November 2021, it released IOC
Framework on Fairness, Inclusion and Non-Discrimination on the Basis of Gender
Identity and Sex Variations (10C, 2021), a document that, on the face of it,
appeared to prioritize inclusion and non-discrimination over fairness and ‘pre-
sumption of advantage’. However, it handed over responsibility for establishing
eligibility rules to international federations (IFs) and other high-level sports
organizations, a loophole that World Athletics and other IFs may exploit in order
to maintain existing policies. In fact, some have already done so (see Chapter 5).

Issues surrounding trans identities are both complex and simple, as these two
explanations demonstrate. In 2006, legal scholar Simon Whittle described a range
of trans experiences and expression, which have no doubt expanded since that
time:

... discomfort with role expectations, being queer, occasional or
more frequent cross-dressing, permanent cross-dressing and
cross-gender living, through to accessing major health
interventions such as hormonal therapy and surgical
reassignment procedures. It can take up as little of your life as
five minutes a week or as much as a life-long commitment to
reconfiguring the body to match the inner self.

(Whittle, 2006, xi)
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In societies with rigid gendered roles and expectations — that is, most western
societies — trans children and youth are particularly vulnerable. As recently as
2016, an online medical advice source asked, ‘How do parents know if they
should let their son carry a girls’ lunch box?” A more enlightened question would
be ‘How can parents challenge the thinking behind the concept of a girls’ lunch
box?” (Lenskyj, 2016). The same year, Jazz, a 10-year-old child who identifies as
female, explained: ‘Sex is what is between your legs, and gender is what you think
of yourself as a person’ (Ostroff, 2016).

Terminology

For the purpose of this book, the following terminology is used:

e Trans people are those whose gender is not consistent with their gender
assignment at birth.

* Non-binary people’s gender identity and/or gender expression exists outside the
categories of man and woman. They may define their gender as between,
beyond, or entirely separate from binary understandings of gender.

e Trans girlslwomen are girls/women who were assigned male at birth, and trans
boysimen are boys/men who were assigned female at birth.

e LGBTQ2S+ stands for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer or
Questioning, and Two-Spirit. The term Two-Spirit is used in Indigenous cul-
tures, and the + sign represents and acknowledges other identities not listed in
the acronym. Since the 1960s ‘gay liberation’ movements in western countries,
various acronyms have been adopted. At the time of writing (2022),
LGBTQ2S+ is widely used.

Introduction, Part Two — Ali Durham Greey

I would also like to share with you what led me to propose this edited volume.
The year I write this, 2021, has been a devastating year for the rights and
well-being of trans people. Across the United States, legislation — dispropor-
tionately targeting trans youth — has attempted to prohibit trans people from
accessing restrooms and locker rooms, withhold life-saving healthcare, ban
teaching LGBTQ2S+ topics in classrooms, and prohibit trans girls from
participating in sport (Krishnakumar, 2021). Of all these assaults on trans peo-
ple’s rights and dignity, the last one inspires for me, as a non-binary athlete and
scholar, the most anger.

When I was about four years old, I told my aunt that I would never become a
woman. Since I was assigned female at birth, she was somewhat astonished, and
proceeded to ask me if I would rather become a man. With reported conviction, I
shook my head, responding ‘I’ll be an athlete instead’. Sport functioned for me,
from a young age, as an escape from the gender binary. Sport offered me — it
seemed — a reprieve from expectations to conform to a gender that was not my
own. Sport was my sanctuary and my home. In sport, I was afforded a wider set
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