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Abstract 

Since Renée Richards became the first known trans woman to compete in a sport event (tennis) 

in 1976, trans women’s inclusion has been a contentious issue in sport. This dissertation project 

pieces together a (not the) history of debates over trans women’s inclusion in sport, with a focus 

on the activism of trans athletes in Canada. The project has been influenced by Foucault’s 

archeological and genealogical forms of historical analysis, transfeminist theories, and trans 

studies scholarship. As evidence, I draw on a wide range of primary sources, produced between 

1976 and 2022, related to trans athletes in sport including print and online English Canadian 

newspaper and magazine articles, autobiographies, blog posts, documentaries, interviews, 

podcasts, written court decisions, and policies, guidelines from sport organizations. This research 

demonstrates that arguments against the inclusion of trans women athletes are shaped by sexist, 

transmisogynist, and racist myths and by discourses through which understandings of sex, 

gender, transness are created. In particular, I focus on scientific and popular discourses about 

testosterone and athletic performance. Grounded by transfeminist theories and methodologies, 

this dissertation aims to shift the themes of analysis and the interpretations of trans inclusion in 

the sport studies literature. My analysis does not centre on trans women’s embodiment or forms 

of gender expression. Trans women athletes do not appear in this study as tropes who reinforce 

female inferiority or the gender binary in sport or elsewhere. I argue that trans athletes have been 

active agents of resistance and change, confronting their critics, engaging in activism, and 

producing discursive (e.g., policies, guidelines) and material (e.g., access to fields, rinks, tracks, 

coaches, equipment) changes for trans people in sport. Their resistance and activism have been 

key to making possible the increasingly trans inclusive and gender expansive sporting 

environments that we see today in Canada.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction: Histories of Trans Women’s Inclusion and of Activism by 

Canadian Trans Athletes 

Michelle Dumaresq, 

the first known trans athlete to earn a spot on a national [cycling] team (2004) 

Kristen Worley,  

the first transitioned woman athlete in the world to request a therapeutic use exemption 

for testosterone as a necessity for basic health (2006) 

Jesse Thompson,  

the first person to lodge a human rights complaint in Canada on the basis of gender 

identity in sport [minor hockey league] (2014) 

Kinnon MacKinnon,  

gold medallist trans man weightlifter at the Gay Games in Cleveland (2014) 

Savannah Burton, 

the first trans woman on the Canadian women’s national dodgeball team (2015) 

Harrison Browne, 

the first trans man to compete in the Canadian Women’s Hockey League (2016) 

Katalina Murrie, 

the first trans woman paddler to compete in a national championship (2017) 

Amanda Froese, 

the first trans woman to compete at the Canadian Ultimate Championships (2018) 

Jessica Platt, 

the first trans woman to compete in the Canadian Women's Hockey League (2018) 

Veronica Ivy, 

the first trans woman to win gold at the Union Cycliste Internationale Masters Track 

Cycling Championship (2018) 

Quinn,  

the first trans, non-binary athlete (soccer) to win an Olympic medal (2021) 

  I start off my dissertation with the names of some Canadian trans and non-binary athletes 

to pay tribute to their tenacity and often-unseen advocacy and activism that have contributed to 
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making sport safer and more inclusive for trans and gender diverse people in Canada. This list of 

athletes is of my own making. I limited it to publicly visible athletes in elite sport in Canada.1 

There are other trans athletes in elite sport as well whose participation and activism in sport have 

not been visible to the public or in the media (e.g., Herrick et al., 2020; Leahy, 2020; Michon, 

2020). Numerous Canadian trans athletes have engaged in activist endeavours for trans inclusion 

in university sport and K-12 school athletics. Jacob Roy and Alex Hahn, for instance, pushed for 

change in university sports (Burgos, 2017). Cory Oskam has worked for change in K-12 school 

athletics programs (Travers, 2018a).  

 When I began this project, I was familiar with some of these athletes owing to news 

stories and comments about them in the sport studies literature. However, I have come to learn 

about the growing extent of trans athlete activism during my research. My awareness of athletes’ 

resistance to trans exclusionary discourses and practices and their relentless activism for trans 

inclusion in sport has grown exponentially, especially as I have looked beyond popular narratives 

about trans athletes in the media. For example, I was familiar with the story of cyclist Kristen 

Worley because I had read about her in newspapers, but I was not aware of her decades-long 

activism for trans and cis women’s rights in sport at national and international levels. Her 

activism, which I will discuss in Chapters 7 and 8, changed the course of trans inclusion in 

Canadian sport, yet it has not been covered by the media. Worley’s work has also had very little 

attention in the academic sport literature. Her activism has remained outside of public 

knowledges that are increasingly saturated with ‘controversies’ about trans women athletes.  

 
1 To remain contextually specific and keep my research scope manageable, I leave out trans athletes outside of 

Canada whose activism has been pivotal for trans inclusion in sport, such as Andraya Yearwood, Chris Mosier, 

Fallon Fox, Keelin Godsey, Mack Beggs, Mianne Bagger, Schuyler Bailar, Terry Miller and others. 
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 Another reason behind my decision to open this chapter with a list of names is to point to 

some positive changes for trans inclusion in Canadian sport, especially in the past decade. Since 

the mid 2010s, more Canadian trans women, trans men, and non-binary athletes than ever before 

have come out publicly and competed in various elite sports at national and international levels. 

For instance, soccer player Quinn came out publicly as non-binary on September 8, 2020, via 

Instagram (Davidson, 2020). Despite some negative reactions, Quinn has received support from 

their teammates and the broader soccer community. The Fédération Internationale de Football 

Association (FIFA) also released a supportive statement: “FIFA congratulates [Quinn] for being 

out and proud, and we wish them continued success in their career and for the future” (Davidson, 

2020). A year later, at the 2020 Tokyo Games (held in 2021), Quinn was among the first three 

publicly out trans Olympians, along with weightlifter Laurel Hubbard from New Zealand and 

non-binary skateboarder Alana Smith from the United States. BMX rider Chelsea Wolfe was 

also at the Games as a reserve for the U.S. team (Outsports, 2021). Since the International 

Olympic Committee’s (IOC) first trans inclusion policy in 2004, there was not, until 2021, a 

single publicly-known trans athlete among more than 54,000 Olympians (Ivy, 2021). With the 

Canadian soccer team’s gold medal win, Quinn made history by becoming the first non-binary 

athlete to win an Olympic medal. In addition to publicly out and known athletes, anecdotal 

evidence (e.g., Greey, 2019; Greey & Barker-Ruchti, 2019; Zeigler, 2020a) and research data 

(e.g., Herrick et al., 2020; Leahy, 2020; Michon, 2020; Teetzel & Weaving, 2018) indicate that 

the number of trans women and men and non-binary athletes in elite sport in Canada is growing. 

 Trans inclusion has been a contentious issue in sport since at least 1976 when tennis 

player Renée Richards was the first publicly out trans woman athlete known to compete at a 

professional sport event. Since then, discussions around trans inclusion in sport have centred 
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disproportionately on trans women’s inclusion in women’s events (Bianchi, 2017; Ivy, 2019c; 

Fischer & McClearen, 2020; Jones et al., 2017a; Teetzel, 2020; Travers, 2014). Modern sports at 

most levels are organized around rigid binary sex categories based on the dominant assumption 

that there are “naturally” only two sexes and they are fundamentally different from and opposite 

of each other (Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006; McDonagh & Pappano, 2008; Karkazis, 2019; Travers, 

2006, 2014). This binary organization and the assumption of inherent physical differences 

between the sexes perpetuates the idea that cis males are athletically superior to cis females, and 

thus fair play between the binary sexes is impossible (Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006; Sykes, 2006a; 

Travers 2006, 2014, 2018a). To provide a fair and equal playing field in which women can 

compete with each other, separated from men, sport governing bodies have generally required a 

participant to compete in the sex category to which they were assigned at birth.2 Given this logic, 

trans women athletes are often assumed to have physical advantages over cis women. They 

frequently face protests and are subject to discursive and material attacks (e.g., policies seeking 

to ban trans women competing in women’s sport) (Ivy, 2019c, 2021; Ivy & Conrad 2018; 

Griffin, 2012; Karkazis, 2019; Lucas & Krane, 2011; Teetzel, 2020; Travers, 2014, 2018b). By 

the same logic, many sport governing bodies, including the IOC, require that trans women 

athletes undergo hormone treatment to minimize their alleged physical advantages. By contrast, 

trans men are allowed to compete in men’s events without restriction as long as they are in 

compliance with doping regulations (Jones et al., 2017a; Love, 2017). As we will see below and 

in Chapter 8, present-day debates over trans inclusion in sport remain largely focused on trans 

girls and women. 

 
2 To navigate the terminology that I use throughout this dissertation, see CCES (2016, pp. 8-12), or Airton and 

Meyer (2018) for a more comprehensive glossary of terms.  
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 Since the time of Renée Richards, much has changed regarding trans inclusion in elite 

sport at national and international levels and with regard to trans rights more generally in North 

America (Anderson & Travers, 2017; Bianchi, 2017; Ivy, 2021; Patel, 2021). In Canada, for 

instance, many Canadian sport federations now have policies and guidelines for trans inclusion, 

the majority of which allow participants to compete in their self-identified gender category. In 

the broader context, as of June 2017, all provinces and territories in Canada have human rights 

codes that provide protection for gender identity, with most having separate gender expression 

grounds or the assumption that gender expression will be ‘read in’ to gender identity — three 

jurisdictions use the term ‘gender identity,’ while the other ten use ‘gender identity’ and ‘gender 

expression (Kirkup, 2018, p. 81). Research shows that a growing number of publicly out trans 

women, trans men, and non-binary athletes have been participating in elite sport in the United 

States (e.g., Buzuvis, 2021; Gilliam, 2018; Klein et al,., 2019), the United Kingdom (e.g., Barras, 

2021; Erikainen et al., 2020; Kavoura, et al., 2021), Australia (e.g., Riseman, 2021; Tagg, 2012), 

and Sweden (e.g., Linghede et al,., 2021). At the international level, many sport governing 

bodies now have trans inclusion policies in place (Braumüller et al., 2020; Jones et al., 2017a). 

Recently, on November 16, 2021, the IOC released a new set of guidelines for trans inclusion: 

Framework on fairness, inclusion and non-discrimination on the basis of gender identity and sex 

variation. The document advises that “no athlete should be precluded from competing or 

excluded from competition on the exclusive ground of an unverified, alleged or perceived unfair 

advantage due to their sex variations, physical appearance and/or transgender status” (5.1.) until 

evidence determines otherwise (5.2. p. 4). Policy changes and an increasing number of publicly 

out trans athletes in elite sport signal a trend toward inclusion and acceptance of trans people in 

sport.  
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 This trend, while great, I am afraid, tends to produce “progress” narratives suggesting 

that trans inclusion has come about because of the inevitability of progress in the realm of 

gender and sexual equality, or because of sport governing bodies’ benevolence. Yet scholars in 

many fields and trans activists themselves have demonstrated that decades-long trans activism 

and community organizing by trans and gender diverse people have played the leading role in 

generating social change in Canada (Airton, 2018; Irving & Raj, 2014; Manning et al., 2015; 

Namaste, 2005; Martino et al., 2019). This activism has produced legislative and social changes 

that trans athletes have relied on to push for inclusion in sport. Following in the footsteps of 

these scholars and activists, my dissertation research documents activism by Canadian trans 

athletes. I argue that there is a decades-long history of activism by trans athletes behind the 

discursive and material changes that have made possible the level of trans inclusion in elite sport 

that we see today in Canada. I demonstrate how sport governing bodies have been pushed to 

adopt policies around trans inclusion because of human rights legislation and organizational fear 

of human rights complaints and accusations of discrimination. The history of activism by trans 

athletes is not always visible or acknowledged by the media or in scholarly writing and overly 

simple progress narratives about trans rights in Canada further obscure it.  

 Progress narratives suggest that anti-trans prejudices, discourses and practices in sport are 

a thing of the past (Love, 2017; Travers, 2018a). In this dissertation I show that while there is 

growing support for trans girls and women at many levels, there is also a re/emerging backlash 

against their inclusion in sport in Canada. As we will see in Chapter 6, in the early 2000s, 

Canadian mountain biker Michelle Dumaresq faced considerable opposition because of her sport 

participation and success. After Dumaresq, news coverage and debates about trans issues in 

Canadian sport became more trans-positive in the 2010s. However, in the late 2010s, a wave of 
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anti-trans voices started becoming louder and more visible in some media outlets and in sport 

generally. For instance, a conservative newspaper, the Post Millennial, has mobilized extremely 

transphobic sentiments against trans women by intentionally categorizing them as ‘biological 

males’ and intruders and suggesting that trans women are destroying women’s sport and working 

to erase the concept of woman in general. In 2019, Meghan Murphy, a self-described feminist, 

released a podcast episode, Why sex-segregated sport matters on a website she started, called 

Feminist Current. In the episode, Murphy spoke about the necessity of sex-segregated sport with 

Linda Blade, who is a coach, a former heptathlete and president of Athletics Alberta. Blade 

opposes the inclusion of trans women in sport and harshly criticized two major sport 

organizations in Canada, U Sport and Canadian Women in Sport (formerly known as the 

Canadian Association for the Advancement of Women in Sport or CAAWS), both of which 

support trans inclusion. Also in 2019, Athletics Alberta published a new policy requiring 

participants to compete “on the basis of biological sex classification” to protect “the female sex 

category” (Athletics Alberta, 2019, p.7). In 2021, Linda Blade and Post Millennial columnist 

Barbara Kay, who has penned dozens of anti-trans articles (e.g., Kay, 2019, 2021), released a 

book, Unsporting: How trans activism and science denial are destroying sport, in which they 

claim to show “the harm inflicted on [cis] female athletes” by trans activism and trans women. 

This is the first book written specifically against trans women athletes in sport.  

 One of my goals in this dissertation is to get a better understanding of the broader context 

out of which anti-trans arguments in elite sport have been developing at national and 

international levels. Anti-trans sentiments are not new in Canada (Baur & Scheim, 2015; Elliot, 

2004; Irving & Raj, 2014; Namaste, 2005; Pyne et al., 2015; Taylor & Peter, 2011). However, 

they are growing in some contexts in reaction to legal (e.g., Bill C-16) and social gains for trans 
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people (Airton, 2018; DeGagne, 2021; Kirkup, 2017; Manning, 2017; Martino et al., 2019). As 

some activists and scholars pointed out in a CBC News article published in November 2021, 

there are “concerning signs that transphobic ideology is worsening in Canada,” with critics 

promoting harmful ideas about trans and gender-diverse people (Bellemare et al., 2021, para. 1). 

American public policy and history scholar Elizabeth Sharrow (2020, 2021) argues that in the 

late 2010s, sport has become a particular battleground for conservatives to push against trans 

rights in the United States. Barras (2021) and Pearce and colleagues (2020) document a similar 

movement taking place in the United Kingdom. In this dissertation, I discuss anti-trans and 

discriminatory discourses, myths and practices used by critics of trans women’s inclusion in 

sport, but more importantly I look carefully at how trans athletes and their proponents have 

challenged those anti-trans arguments and practices and how sport governing bodies have 

responded. Today, sport is more inclusive than it was previously, but re/emerging anti-trans 

debates relating to trans women’s inclusion in women’s sport at national and international levels 

remind us that those hard-won gains need to be better understood and protected. 

 At the international level of elite sport, anti-trans voices have become louder over the 

past few years (Barras, 2021; Ivy, 2021; Ivy & Conrad, 2018; Pearce et al., 2020; Sharrow, 2020, 

2021). For instance, prior to and during the 2021 Tokyo Games, the selection of trans 

weightlifter Laurel Hubbard to New Zealand’s Olympic team ignited debates over fairness, 

creating a backlash against Hubbard (DiManno, 2021; “New Zealand’s Laurel,” 2021; Petty, 

2021). Similarly, in 2018, Canadian cyclist Veronica Ivy won the Master’s Track Cycling World 

Championships, becoming the first trans woman champion (Ivy, 2018b). Ivy faced severe 

backlash and transphobia from critics who accused her of cheating and having an unfair 

advantage over cis women (Antony, 2018; Casole-Gouveia, 2018; Donato, 2019; Ivy, 2018; 



 

9 

 

Stewart, 2019a). Retired tennis player Martina Navratilova’s public opposition to Ivy created a 

cultural moment in which other anti-trans voices felt comfortable coming forward. Soon, other 

retired cis women athletes (e.g., Paula Radcliffe, Sharron Davies) were expressing their own 

strong opposition to trans women in sport (e.g., Ingle, 2019; Petter, 2019; Savage, 2019b). 

Former UK swimmer Sharron Davies suggested that trans women’s inclusion in women’s sport 

events “has the potential to ruin women’s sport” (Petter, 2019, para. 1), a comment that made her 

a public face of anti-trans sentiment. A year later, writing in The Guardian, Sean Ingle reported 

on a study in which eleven of fifteen cis-women British Olympians agreed that “it can never be 

fair for transgender athletes who have been through male puberty to compete in female sport” 

(Ingle, 2019, para. 2).  

 Apart from attacks against specific trans women, a number of anti-trans coalitions have 

been organized over the past few years: in 2018, Fair Play for Women in the United Kingdom 

(Barras, 2021; Pearce et al., 2020); in 2019, Save Women's Sports, and in 2020 Women’s Sports 

Policy Working Group in the United States (Ivy, 2021; Sharrow, 2020, 2021); and in 2020, Save 

Women’s Sport Australasia. To my knowledge there is not yet a specifically anti-trans sport 

organization in Canada. In their campaigns to “protect” cis women’s sport, these coalitions 

regularly promote the exclusion of trans women through social media and other digital platforms 

(Barras, 2021; Pearce et al., 2020; Sharrow, 2020, 2021). As we will see in Chapter 8, Save 

Women’s Sport launched a dozen petitions asking sport governing bodies to bar trans girls and 

women from competing with cis girls and women. For instance, in 2020, the group asked the 

NCAA to preserve a “fair and level playing field” for cis women and girls, submitting a letter 

signed by more than 300 cis women athletes and coaches (Ennis, 2020b). The Women’s Sports 

Policy Working Group claims to seek, as it claims, “a middle way.” As their mission states: “We 
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reject both the effort to exclude trans girls and trans women from girls’ and women’s sport and 

the effort to disadvantage females by forcing them to compete against some trans athletes with 

male sex-linked physical advantages” (WSPWG, 2021). This group, since its inception, has 

produced petitions and mobilized scientific knowledge about sex, gender, and athletic 

performance that without doubt promotes the exclusion of trans girls and women from women’s 

sport. In 2021, with a 37-page public statement, the group asked the US congress and the Biden 

administration to safeguard [cis] girls’ and women’s sport (WSPWG, 2021).  

 The WSPWG does not include any trans people among its founding members, but it is 

supported, to varying extents, by some trans women athletes, including Renée Richards, Joanna 

Harper (former amateur runner, now a doctoral student in exercise physiology studying trans 

athletes), and cross-country runner Juniper Eastwood (https://womenssportspolicy.org/about-

us/). Richards has long been a critic of trans inclusion policies that allow trans girls and women 

to compete without surgery and hormone treatment (Pieper, 2012, 2019; Teetzel, 2006). In 2021, 

she expressed her disapproval for policies allowing trans girls to compete on girls’ team without 

undergoing surgery and hormone treatment (Schultz, 2021b). Harper supports the group’s 

primary goal, which is to safeguard women’s sport, but she remains critical of WSPWG’s stance 

on banning trans girls and women (Webb, 2021). Eastwood is not in favor of bans on trans girls 

and women, but she suggests that trans women would have physical advantages over cis women 

unless they were to undergo testosterone suppression (Welsch, 2021). While neither Harper nor 

Eastwood is fully supportive of the WSPWG, their involvement in the organization gives an 

impression that the group is advocating for trans girls and women.  

 The WSPWG’s stance on trans inclusion is hypocritical. The group appears to reject a 

blanket ban on trans girls and women’s inclusion in sport; but its resolution for trans inclusion 
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remains problematic, transphobic, and far from inclusive. The group continues to use the terms 

like biological males and females while referring to trans women and men; they compare trans 

girls and women to cis men; they speculate that trans women will dominate and finally end 

women’s sport; and they recommend separate categories for trans girls to safeguard cis girls’ and 

women’s chances of winning (Ennis, 2021; Hobson, 2021; de la Cretaz, 2021; Schultz, 2021b; 

Sosin, 2021; Webb, 2021). In 2020, three of its four founders (Martina Navratilova, Donna De 

Varona, Tracy Sundlun) signed the petition to the NCAA, which I mentioned above, which 

argues against trans athletes. In 2021, while one group member testified to overturn the South 

Carolina state legislation that seeks to ban trans athletes, as Chris Mosier pointed out, some of its 

members were cited in “Arkansas’s bill to ban trans kids from sport in law” (Schultz, 2021b). 

Then in April 2021, Navratilova, who has been outspoken against trans women, co-wrote with 

Juniper Eastwood and the group’s co-founder Doriane Coleman an op-ed for The News & 

Observer, a regional newspaper in North Carolina, against the bill in North Carolina seeking to 

ban trans athletes (Schultz, 2021b). Regarding this group’s actions, Chris Mosier asks: “If a 

working group on transgender athletes doesn't actually include a transgender person, isn't that 

just a bunch of cis people trying to make themselves look and sound inclusive?” (Schultz, 

2021b). Eastwood, Richards, and Harpers are not part of the working group. They are among the 

listed supporters of the group. 

 As I have tried to show, present day debates over trans women’s inclusion in women’s 

sport are contradictory and contingent. In reaction to a growing number of trans athletes and 

trans inclusive sport policies at all levels, efforts against trans inclusion seem to be increasing. 

As we will see in Chapters 4 and 8, a strand of emerging research across fields like biology, 

pediatrics, and endocrinology focuses on the effects of testosterone suppression on athletic 
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performance in trans women (e.g., Roberts et al., 2021; Wiik et al., 2020). This has also been a 

topic of systematic reviews (e.g., Harper et al., 2021; Hilton & Lundberg, 2021; Sports Councils 

Equality Group, 2020; Transgender references, 2020). Some of the research and the reviews are 

being used to push for restrictions on trans women competing in women’s sport. For example, in 

September 2021, the Sports Councils’ Equality Group (SCEG), which is made up of the officers 

from all the Sport Councils across the United Kingdom, released a literature review on research 

related to trans inclusion in sport. The group concluded that “fairness, inclusion and safety 

cannot be balanced” with the inclusion of trans women in women’s events in gender affected3 

activities (SCEG, 2021b).  

 Anti-trans voices and research on trans athletes have already had ramifications on trans 

women’s inclusion in sport. In 2019, USA Powerlifting instituted a blanket ban on trans 

powerlifters. The organization based its decision on myths and problematic scientific evidence 

about testosterone and athletic performance (See Jones, 2021). In 2020, World Rugby drew on 

scientific research about “transgender biology and performance” (Transgender references, 2020) 

to ban trans women from women’s competitions on the grounds of fairness and safety. Between 

2020 and 2021, Sharrow (2021) writes, “one hundred and ten bills in state legislatures across the 

United States suggested banning the participation of transgender athletes on sports teams for 

girls and women” (p. 1). While these debates, studies, decisions, and bills against trans women 

are happening outside Canada, they carry potential theoretical and practical ramifications for the 

future climate of trans inclusion in Canadian sport as well. International sport governing bodies, 

like World Rugby, override national ones. And discourses against trans women cross national 

 
3 “Gender affected” activity refers to “a sport, game or other activity of a competitive nature in circumstances in 

which the physical strength, stamina or physique of average persons of one sex would put them at a disadvantage 

compared with average persons of the other sex as competitors in events involving the activity” (Equality Act, 2010, 

s.195.3). 
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boundaries. Recent studies on public attitudes to trans women’s inclusion in sport conducted in 

Canada, the United States and the United Kingdom suggest that there is resistance (e.g., Cleland, 

et al., 2021; Flores et al., 2020). As Canadian scholar and activist Travers told CBC News in 

November 2021: “The climate for trans people has improved in the last decade very 

considerably, but we're definitely starting to feel some of those waves of anti-trans activism that 

have really taken hold in the United Kingdom and in the United States in recent years” 

(Bellemare et al., 2021, para. 3). The growing presence and visibility of anti-trans discourses in 

the sports world can lend support to discrimination against trans people in general. 

 Over the years, sport studies scholars have produced valuable works on the issue of trans 

inclusion in sport, most often addressing the most famous trans athletes, such as tennis player 

Renée Richards from the United States (Birrell & Cole, 1990; Pieper, 2012, 2017, 2019), 

mountain biker Michelle Dumaresq from Canada (Andersen & Loland, 2015; Bavington, 2007; 

Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006; Teetzel, 2006; Travers, 2006), golfer Mianne Bagger from Australia, 

(e.g., Love, 2017; Love, et al., 2009; Riseman, 2021), mixed-martial arts fighter Fallon Fox (e.g., 

Fischer & McClearen, 2020; McClearen, 2015), and cyclist Kristen Worley from Canada (e.g., 

Lenskyj, 2018; Schultz 2021a). In my research, I draw from, converse with, and sometimes 

contradict this body of scholarship; I also aim to contribute to it. My research focuses on efforts 

to promote trans inclusion in sport in Canadian and international contexts, presents a historical 

analysis of key debates over trans inclusion, and historicizes the activism of particular trans 

athletes since the 1970s. 
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Research Questions 

 Over the past five decades debates, discourses, counter-discourses, and practices related 

to trans inclusion in sport have proliferated as has trans athletes’ resistance and their activism. In 

my dissertation, my goal is to piece together a partial history of trans athlete activism and 

debates over trans women’s inclusion in sport through a Canadian lens. My research and analysis 

have been designed to answer three research questions that are informed by my goals and 

theoretical orientations: 

1. What have been the debates over trans women’s inclusion in elite sport between 1970 and 

2022? 

• How have debates over trans inclusion in elite sport changed over time? 

2. What are the histories of activism by Canadian trans athletes in elite sport since 2000s? 

• What has trans resistance in elite sport in Canada looked like? 

• How has trans athlete activism contributed to present day trans inclusive policies 

in elite sport in Canada and at the international level?  

3. What can histories of debates over trans women’s inclusion and of trans athlete activism 

over the past five decades tell us about the “history of the present” of trans inclusion in 

elite sport in Canada? 

 Examining five decades of debates over trans inclusion in sport shows us how these 

debates have changed over time. Examining histories of trans athlete activism in sport shows us 

how trans athletes have resisted anti-trans discourses and practices in sport and highlights their 

significant contributions to the discursive and material changes towards trans inclusion that we 

see today. Considering that media coverage tends to focus on “controversies” and protests 
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against trans women athletes (Ivy, 2019c; Lucas & Newhall, 2019; Matthews, 2016), I have 

worked to shift common narratives about trans women athletes, from representations of them as 

targets of attacks to representations of them as agents of change. Looking at the history I piece 

together here can guide us to rethink present-day and future possibilities for trans inclusion in 

sport.  

 

Mapping the Dissertation 

 In my dissertation, I piece together a partial history of debates about trans inclusion in 

sport and of Canadian trans athlete activism from the mid 1970s to the present day in 2022. I 

have organized my dissertation as follows. Chapters 2 and 3 outline the theoretical and 

methodological orientations that inform my research and analysis of data. In Chapter 2, I 

describe my use of Michel Foucault’s archeological and genealogical forms of analysis, his 

theoretical concepts like discourse, statements, power, discontinuity, transformation, and history 

of the present. I also discuss transfeminist theories, which have shaped my approach to trans 

issues and politics in sport. In Chapter 3, I outline the key methodological tools that guide my 

approach to research. I discuss both McDonald and Birrell’s method of “reading sport critically” 

(McDonald & Birrell, 1999, Birrell & McDonald, 2000) and transfeminist methodologies (Hale, 

1997; Johnson, 2015; Koyama, 2001/2003; Serano, 2007, 2013; Stone, 1991; Stryker, 2006). I 

also reflect on my social position as a cis researcher who writes on trans issues in sport. I 

conclude Chapter 3 by explaining the research design, identifying my primary and secondary 

data sources, data collection techniques, and approach to analyzing my data. 

 In Chapter 4, I present a thematic review of literature on issues relating to trans inclusion 

in sport, primarily in sport studies, but also in other disciplines like media, law, and ethics. The 
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purpose of this chapter is not necessarily to identify gaps in the literature, but instead to offer an 

overall picture of the scholarly discussions about trans inclusion in sport with which I engage. I 

situate my research within on-going discussions about trans athletes and within literature in 

feminist cultural studies of sport and trans studies that I hope to contribute to. First, I present an 

overview of key themes — an archive of arguments and counterarguments (discourses), relating 

to trans athletes’ inclusion in sport. Second, I develop the theme of Trans Athlete Activism, one 

of the unique contributions of this dissertation, providing a review of scholarly works that talk 

about advocacy, activism, and resistance by trans athletes. 

 Chapter 5 launches into the first analysis chapter of the dissertation. It traces debates over 

trans inclusion in sport in the late 1970s via the case of Renée Richards, the first trans athlete 

known to have competed at a professional sport event. After providing a brief review of some 

scholarly works on Richards, I explain how my research differs from existing studies on 

Richards theoretically and methodologically. In the first part of the chapter, I analyze the 

concerns and fears over Richards’s inclusion in tennis in the late 1970s by situating them within 

the broader context of women’s professional tennis and general moral prejudices towards 

transness in the United States in the late 1970s. In the second part of the chapter, I offer a 

transfeminist reading of Richards’s intentional visibility and activism in sport and the media in 

the late 1970s in relation to discursive and representational possibilities for transness in sport and 

the broader context of Canada at the time. While Richards’s story unfolded in the United States, 

wide international reporting on her brought trans people into public conversations in new ways, 

including in Canada.  

 Chapter 6 focuses on debates over trans inclusion in sport in the 2000s. After Richards’s 

retirement in 1982, there was little to no discussion about trans athletes in Canadian media until 
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the case of Michelle Dumaresq, a Canadian trans woman mountain biker, in 2002. Dumaresq 

competed at national and international mountain biking tournaments from 2002 to 2006, 

becoming the first known trans athlete to earn a spot on a national team in Canada. In the early 

2000s, I argue, discourses of testosterone — common and scientific ideas relating to whether and 

how testosterone impacts athletic performance — became the basis of debates and policies on 

trans inclusion in sport. By tracking the media storm over Michelle Dumaresq in the Canadian 

press between 2002 and 2006, I show the growing role of discourses of testosterone as a basis for 

arguing either against or for trans women’s inclusion in sport. I demonstrate that although 

arguments against trans women’s inclusion in sport in the 2000s seem to be informed by 

scientific discourses of testosterone, they were rooted in prejudices and myths about transness in 

sport and in general. I show how critics’ claims about fairness in sport and who counts as a 

woman evolved to continually reject trans women’s involvement in women’s sport (as well as 

their identities as women), even in the face of policy and legislative changes that granted trans 

women access to sport in 2000s.  

 Chapters 7 and 8 delve into histories of trans athlete activism in Canadian sport in the 

twenty-first century. In Chapter 7, I track the emergence of trans athlete activism in Canadian 

sport in the 2000s — a period of activism that helped to create the conditions of possibility for 

the increasingly trans inclusive environments in Canadian sport that we see today in 2022. I also 

demonstrate how a few out and visible trans women athletes, like Michelle Dumaresq and, 

especially, Kristen Worley, engaged in prolonged activism to carve out spaces for themselves 

and other trans athletes. I historicize Worley’s relentless but often-obscured activism that has 

been key to opening up conversations and initiatives about trans and gender inclusive 

environments in Canadian sport at all levels.  
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 In Chapter 8, I focus on trans athlete activism in Canadian sport in the 2010s. I 

demonstrate how the ‘human rights framework’ became an unavoidable factor for national and 

international sport governing bodies when addressing trans issues in sport. First, I examine two 

examples of human rights complaints, made by hockey player Jesse Thompson and cyclist 

Kristen Worley, in 2014 and 2015 respectively, against their governing bodies. I show how these 

two athletes and their supporters utilized the human rights framework to compel sport governing 

bodies to formulate policies, guidelines, and practices, such as mandatory trainings for sport 

staff, for making sport safer and more inclusive for trans and gender diverse people. Second, I 

trace other examples of trans athlete activism and the workings of the human rights framework in 

terms of motivating changes in Canadian sport. Then, I show how trans athlete activism has 

grown due to a larger number of out trans athletes and their easy access to social media tools like 

Twitter and Instagram. After touching on (re)emerging anti-trans voices and the increasing 

amount of ‘scientific’ research on trans athletes that has appeared in the past few years, I 

conclude Chapter 8 by arguing that the human rights framework stands as an insufficient but 

strategically useful ground to fend off re/emerging anti-trans voices and to further trans inclusion 

in elite sport at national and international levels.  

 Chapter 9 brings the dissertation to its conclusion with a brief discussion of the 

contributions of this project and suggestions on how this research might prove useful to trans 

athletes and those who advocate for them.  
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Chapter 2 

Theoretical Underpinnings  

 My dissertation borrows, mixes, and works with theoretical tools (King, 2005) from the 

various intellectual disciplines within which I situate my research such as feminist cultural 

studies of sport, queer studies, media studies and trans studies. I have been influenced by the 

theoretical frameworks of Michel Foucault and transfeminist theories. My dissertation is 

primarily grounded by the works of Michel Foucault (1972;1978; 1970/1981) and utilizes his 

theoretical concepts of discourse (statements), power, discontinuity, transformation, and history 

of the present. Foucault’s theoretical frameworks have been used by scholars in sport studies to 

tackle various issues in sport, such as gender, embodiment, power, subjectivity, nationalism, and 

surveillance (e.g., Andrews, 1993; Barnes, 2018, Birrell & McDonald, 2000; Duncan, 1994; 

King, 1993; Mackay, 2012; Markula & Pringle, 2007; McDonald & Birrell, 1999; Peers, 2012; 

Ventresca, 2016). Considering the critiques of feminist and trans studies scholars of some 

aspects of Foucault’s theoretical framework — for instance, androcentrism, dismissal of agency 

and resistance, etc., — my dissertation also draws upon feminist scholars (e.g., Adams, 1997; 

Bordo, 1989; Mills, 2003; Smith, 1990) and scholars in trans studies who have reworked 

Foucault’s theoretical concepts (e.g., Halberstam, 2018; Martino et al., 2019; Meyerowitz, 2002; 

Pyne, 2015; Stryker, 2006; 2007; Stryker & Bettcher, 2016; Stryker & Currah, 2014; Westbrook, 

2010). 

 

Michel Foucault’s Archeology, Genealogy, and History of the Present. 

 Foucault’s archeological and genealogical forms of analysis lay the ground for my 

dissertation research. With his method of archaeology, Foucault tackles “systems of thought” 
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(discourses) and the conditions for their existence (Downing, 2008; Flynn, 2003; Garland, 2014; 

Mills, 2003). By tracing the discourses in a particular epoch, he tries to make visible links 

between discourse and “perceiving, conceiving, saying, and doing” (Flynn, 2003, p. 33), and to 

“show structural order, structural differences and the discontinuities that mark off the present 

from its past” (Garland, 2014, p. 371). By following Foucault’s archeological form of analysis, I 

attempt to describe the historical conditions necessary for particular discourses about trans 

athletes to emerge and become a way of thinking and talking about them in elite sport at national 

and international levels during a given period. Over the past fifty years, the issue of trans 

inclusion in sport has sporadically been a topic of heated debate for national and international 

sport organizations, producing sport policies, protests, and trans activism in sport. I read debates 

about trans athletes in the historical context within which they took place and try to “uncover the 

tacit rules governing the organization of knowledge [about trans athletes] at a given historical 

moment” (Downing, 2008, p. 9). 

 Genealogy, Mills (2003) writes, is “a development of archaeological analysis which is 

more concerned with the workings of power and with describing the ‘history of the present’” (p. 

25). According to Foucault, present-day discourses, practices, and institutions have emerged out 

of struggles and power relations rather than historical progression, natural law or progress of 

human consciousness (Foucault, 1966; Garland, 2014; Kendall & Wickham, 1999; Mills, 2003). 

With genealogical analysis, Foucault aims to track “how contemporary practices and institutions 

emerged out of specific struggles, conflicts, alliances, and exercises of power, many of which are 

nowadays forgotten” and to “show the historical conditions of existence upon which present-day 

practices depend” (Garland, 2014, pp. 372-373). By engaging with Foucault’s notion of 

genealogy, I track the power relations and struggles that have led to the emergence and 
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transformations of knowledges and practices about trans athletes over time, all of which together 

work to shape the present-day conditions of possibility for trans inclusion in Canadian sport. For 

instance, Chapters 7 and 8 trace and describe the challenges and interruptions to sport 

organizations by trans athletes in the 2000s and 2010s that have produced the present-day 

discourses and practices concerning trans inclusion in sport in Canada and in international 

arenas. In this sense, my dissertation writes the “histories of the present” of trans inclusion in 

elite sport in Canada and in some international arenas.  

 My understanding of history is informed by Foucault. It is marked by discontinuity, non-

linearity, and power imbalances (Foucault, 1972; Kendall & Wickham, 1999). I see history as 

discontinuous, non-linear, incomplete, socially, and historically constructed, and imbued with 

power relations (Foucault, 1972, 1978). Drawing on Foucault’s archeological and genealogical 

forms of analysis, I aim to write a partial history of the debates over trans inclusion, and the 

prolonged, yet often-obscured, activism by Canadian trans athletes in elite sport in Canada. 

Although Foucault’s archeology and genealogy might seem to have distinct approaches to 

history, I see these two approaches as complementing each other in research that aims to describe 

certain systems of thought in a given time and context (Dean, 1994; Downing, 2008; Flynn, 

2003; Foucault, 1981; Garland, 2014; Kendall & Wickham, 1999; Mills, 2003). For instance, 

while I use the archeological form of analysis to trace and identify discourses, discontinuities, 

and conditions (i.e., external structures) that demarcate the present from the past, I use genealogy 

to show the power relations and the contingent processes that have shaped the present of trans 

inclusion in elite sport in Canada and in international sport (Dean, 1994; Garland, 2014; Kendall 

& Wickham 1999).  
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 To trace the frameworks of knowledge or ways of thinking and talking about trans 

athletes in a particular time and context, I use Foucault’s concepts of discourse and the statement 

as he detailed in The archeology of knowledge (1972). Discourse refers to “the general domain of 

all statements, sometimes as an individualizable group of statements, and sometimes as a 

regulated practice that accounts for a number of statements” (Foucault, 1972, p. 90) about a 

phenomenon, a thing, or a subject of inquiry, such as discourses of unfair advantage and 

testosterone. Discourse, however, does not refer to the sum of a group of statements. Discourse 

structures and produces statements and utterances —what is sayable, thinkable, and considered 

to be true at a time and context (Foucault, 1972, p. 32). For instance, unfair advantage discourse, 

which suggest the impossibility of fair play between binary sexes, structures our understanding 

of what is fair in sport and produces practices, such as sex-based categories, and statements 

about fairness. 

 Foucault (1972) writes, “a statement belongs to a discursive formation [discourse] as a 

sentence belongs to a text, and a proposition to a deductive whole” (p. 130). In this sense, I 

understand the statement as the “constituent element” or “the atom” of discourse (Foucault, 1972 

p. 90). To understand what was enunciable, what it was possible to say about trans people in 

sport at a given time, I track the statements relating to trans athletes and trans inclusion in sport 

by looking, for the most part, at news stories in Canadian newspapers about trans athletes, 

national and international sport policies, and regulations about trans inclusion in sport. I chart the 

links between statements about trans athletes and the discourses that structure those statements, 

including discourses of sex, gender, transness, fairness in sport, and human rights. For instance, 

prior to the 2000s, statements about the hormone testosterone were rare in debates over trans 

inclusion in sport. Given the scientific knowledge of, say, the 1980s and 1990s, testosterone was 
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not a ground on which to argue for or against trans women’s inclusion in women’s sport. In 

Chapters 6 and 7, I track the emergence and proliferation of medical discourses of testosterone in 

debates about trans inclusion in the early 2000s and demonstrate how discourses of testosterone 

started to take a prominent role in shaping statements, counter-statements, and policies about 

trans inclusion in sport. 

 As opposed to an emphasis on unity of discourses, Foucault turns the focus onto the 

discontinuities (cracks, ruptures, interruptions) in discourses (1972, 1978). He writes 

(1970/1981) that “discourses must be treated as discontinuous practices, which cross each other, 

are sometimes juxtaposed with one another, but can just as well exclude or be unaware of each 

other” (p. 67). So must be the statements because as Foucault (1972) notes, statements are not 

“something said once and for all” (p. 118). They are subject to constant modifications through 

acts of enunciation, repetition, and articulation with other discourses, all of which can lead to the 

maintenance, transformation, or effacement of once established statements, while also making 

possible the emergence of new ones (Foucault, 1972). Over fifty years, an archive of statements 

— “the general system of the formation and transformation of statements” (Foucault, 1972, p. 

146) about trans athletes formed in sport and the broader context as a means of arguing for and 

against trans inclusion in sport. For example, the question of whether trans women would have 

an unfair advantage competing against cis women has been in the centre of debates over trans 

inclusion in sport since the late 1970s. But there have also been discontinuities and interruptions 

in these debates. In my research, I trace out discontinuities and transformations in discourses and 

the statements relating to ‘fairness’ in debates about trans women’s inclusion in sport. For 

instance, in Chapter 6, I show how statements about ‘fairness’ in sport have undergone modest 

transformations over time from a focus on the physical characteristics of trans women (e.g., 
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height and weight) to a focus on trans women’s exposure to testosterone. In Chapters 7 and 8, I 

pay attention to discontinuities in ways of thinking about testosterone and trans inclusions in 

sport while showing how human rights discourses have come to negate discourse of unfair 

advantage that have been used to argue against trans women. Discontinuities help us see that the 

present is not inevitable, social systems are not monoliths, and there are fractures in which to 

start to work for change. Thinking through discontinuities and interruptions in discourses relating 

to trans inclusion can help us rethink and re-evaluate the present-day concerns and practices 

relating to trans inclusion in sport that we take for granted (Garland, 2014; Kendall & Wickham 

1999; Mills, 2003).  

 Statements are closely connected to the relations of power because a statement “emerges 

in its materiality, appears with a status, enters various networks and various fields of use” and 

“serves or resists various interests, participates in challenge and struggle, and becomes a theme 

of appropriation or rivalry” (Foucault, 1972, p.118). A statement enunciated and written by an 

institution or a speaking subject in a position of power can be more persuasive and legitimate and 

have more currency than a statement coming from a position of less power and authority in 

making ‘truth’ claims about things at a specific context (Foucault, 1972; 1981). Foucault (1972) 

writes: 

Medical statements cannot come from anybody; their value, efficacy, even their 

therapeutic powers, and, generally speaking, their existence as medical statements 

cannot be dissociated from the statutorily defined person who has the right to make 

them, and to claim for them the power to overcome suffering and death.” (p. 56) 

By means of being inscribed in as books, regulations and policies, particular statements gain 

legitimacy, are repeated, and kept in circulation while some statements are discredited, excluded, 

and kept out of circulation (Foucault, 1972; 1981). To describe the historically and contextually 

specific ‘truth’ claims used against and for trans inclusion in sport, I try to identify and describe 
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the operation of power in the formation and circulation of statements in the debates over 

inclusion. In North America, medical authorities have had a strong ‘say’ over issues pertaining to 

transness from definitions of transness (and sex and gender) to setting the standards for 

procedures (Beemyn, 2014; Meyerowitz, 2002; Stryker, 2008, 2017). In Chapter 5, I discuss 

statements made by medical experts about transsexuality in the 1970s that emerged in the court 

decision granting Renée Richards access women’s tennis in 1977. In the last section of Chapter 

8, I briefly touch on the increasing number of research projects, funded by international sport 

governing bodies like World Rugby and IAAF, on testosterone and athletic performance of trans 

women athletes in the early 2020s. These funded projects produce ‘scientific knowledges’ in 

support of emerging guidelines and policies that ban and advise exclusion of trans women from 

women’s sport. 

Once again, following Foucault, I understand power not merely as repressive but as 

productive (Foucault, 1972, 1978, 1980). As Foucault (1980) states, power “does not only weigh 

on us as a force that says no, but traverses and produces things, it induces pleasure, forms 

knowledge, produces discourse. It needs to be considered as a productive network which runs 

through the whole social body, much more than as a negative instance whose function is 

repression” (p. 119). For Foucault, power does not operate only through domination and 

repression (Flynn, 2003, Garland, 2014). As Foucault details in The History of Sexuality (1978), 

for example, institutional and religious concerns about sex(uality), followed by constant attempts 

to regulate and censor the utterances and practices concerning sex in the eighteenth century did 

not lead to a lessening of talk about sex. Instead, it made the issue of sex a public matter, 

produced a new set of knowledges about it, led to the proliferation of discourses, and designated 

some people as qualified speakers to talk about sex (pp. 29, 73). It also made possible the 
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emergence of a set of material practices in relation to sex and sexuality, such as books, medical 

and educational institutions, and laws and juridical systems (Foucault, 1978). 

In the light of this important way of thinking about power, I am as interested in the 

productive aspects of power as I am with repressive ones. For instance, in Chapter 5, I discuss 

how protests against Renée Richards and news stories in the press about her created possibilities 

for trans visibility in sport and society in the 1970s, while also making it necessary for some 

major tennis institutions to address trans inclusion as early the mid 1970s. One of the key 

productive aspects of power is the creation of possibilities for the formation of counter-

knowledges, counter-discourses, and resistance. For Foucault, Hook (2001) writes, ‘counter-

knowledges’ are an important part of genealogical analyses wherein lies resistance, critiques, and 

contestations against forms of knowledge (discourse) in dominant positions. In my dissertation, I 

trace the ways trans athletes have produced counter-knowledges (counter-statements) and have 

strategically used those counter-knowledges to challenge dominant narratives about trans athletes 

and to foster change for trans inclusion in elite sport at national and international levels. 

While Foucault’s theoretical approach has played a key role in critical literature on sex, 

gender and sexuality, it has also been subject to criticism by feminist scholars for its 

androcentrism, gender-blindness, dismissal of agency, and resistance, and limited attention to the 

possibility of social change (Mills, 2003; Sawicki, 2003). Feminist scholars, however, have 

reworked Foucault’s theoretical concepts such as discourse, biopower, technologies of self, and 

power, to address a range of issues that concern feminist politics such as agency, resistance, 

sexuality, and gender regime (e.g., Adams, 1997; Bordo, 1989; Markula, 2003, 2009, 2011; 

Mills, 2003). Similarly, trans studies scholars have used Foucault’s theoretical concepts to 

demonstrate trans agency, resistance, and activism for social change (e.g., Halberstam, 2018; 
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Pyne, 2015; Spade, 2011; Stryker, 2006, 2007, 2008). In her introduction to the Transgender 

Studies Reader (Stryker & Whittle, 2006), Susan Stryker characterizes “Foucault’s vast 

philosophical-historical research project” as a useful theoretical and methodological tool for 

transgender studies to excavate, de-subjugate and re-narrate the ‘subjugated knowledges’ and 

histories of trans and gender diverse people (p. 13). Following feminist and trans studies 

scholars, I appropriate Foucault’s theoretical concepts in a way to accentuate trans agency, 

resistance, and activism in elite sport in Canada. For instance, in Chapter 7, I bring together and 

recontextualize a range of historical data about trans athletes in the 2000s that are scattered 

across place and time and piece together a partial history of trans athlete activism in elite sport in 

Canada in the 2000s.  

 

Transfeminist Theories 

In focusing on trans agency and activism by trans athletes in elite sport in Canada, I also 

largely draw from transfeminist theories4 developed by trans scholars who produce knowledge 

and politics at the intersection of feminist and transgender thinking, scholarship, and activism 

(e.g., Bettcher, 2007, 2014, 2017; Connell, 2012; Halberstam, 2018; Hines, 2019; Jones, 2021; 

Koyama, 2001/2003, 2006; MacDonald, 1998; Namaste, 2005; Noble, 2004; Pyne, 2015; Raha, 

2017; Salamon, 2010; Scott-Dixon, 2006; Serano, 2007, 2012; Stone, 1991; Stryker, 2007, 2008; 

Stryker & Bettcher, 2016). Transfeminist theories acknowledge and build on key tenets of 

feminism and advance the effectiveness of feminism for gender justice by working to resolve the 

vexed relationships and disconnections among feminists, trans communities, and transfeminists 

 
4 Transfeminisms inform my methodological approach in this dissertation to trans issues in sport. In Chapter 3, I 

explain the key tenets of transfeminist methodologies and how they guide my research. 
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(Bettcher, 2017; Enke, 2012; Halberstam, 2018; Koyama, 2001/2003; Stryker, 2007; Stryker & 

Bettcher, 2016). For instance, transfeminism stands in opposition to feminist theorizing that: 

theorizes womanhood on the basis of presumed biological sex; lacks an intersectional approach 

to understanding the category woman; and uses trans people and experiences as theoretical 

figures and tropes to explain social construction of gender and sex while ignoring the embodied 

and lived aspect of sex and gender (Bettcher, 2017; Enke, 2012; Ivy, 2014; MacDonald, 1998; 

Stryker, 2007; Stryker & Bettcher, 2016). 

 Since the 1990s, a body of work by trans and cis scholars has emerged under the banner 

of ‘transfeminism’ (Bettcher, 2017; Halberstam, 2018; Stryker & Bettcher, 2016). In their 

introductory text in Trans Studies Quarterly in 2016, trans scholars Susan Stryker and Talia M. 

Bettcher briefly chart a history of transfeminist theorizing, arguing that “transfeminist 

perspectives have a decades-long history within intersectional feminisms and were crucial to 

early formulations of transgender studies” (p. 9). They note that while transfeminist theorizing 

dates back to the 1950s with a growth from the 1970s onwards, transfeminist theorizing became 

“fully activate[d]” in the 1990s with Sandy Stone’s 1991 essay “Posttranssexual Manifesto.” In 

the 2000s, transfeminist theorizing has come into wider usage in the academy through critical 

works by trans scholars and activists like Emi Koyama (2001/2003), Krista Scott-Dixon (2006) 

and Julia Serano (2007) (Bettcher, 2017). In The Transfeminist Manifesto, Koyama (2001/2003) 

lays out some of the primary principles of transfeminism, stating: 

Transfeminism is primarily a movement by and for trans women who view their 

liberation to be intrinsically linked to the liberation of all women and beyond. It is also 

open to other queers, intersex people, trans men, non–trans women, non–trans men, and 

others who are sympathetic to the needs of trans women and consider their alliance with 

trans women to be essential for their own liberation… Transfeminism is not about 

taking over existing feminist institutions. Instead, it extends and advances feminism as a 

whole through our own liberation and coalition work with all others.” (p. 245) 
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 The influence of works by transfeminist scholars on my own thinking and understanding 

of trans issues and politics in sport is vast. First and foremost, transfeminist theories have helped 

me assess and reflect on my ciscentric approach to trans issues in sport (discussed in the next 

chapter). I use transfeminist theories to identify and overcome the shortcomings of existing 

literature on trans athletes, which are predominantly informed by feminist and queer theories. In 

sport literature, there has been a disproportionate focus on, and tendency to critique the gendered 

embodiment and expressions of trans women athletes when trans women’s gender expressions 

align with conventional, stereotypical ideals of femininity (e.g., Birrell & Cole, 1990; Pieper, 

2010, 2012, 2017, 2019; Riseman, 2021). In Chapter 5, I draw on the works of transfeminist 

scholars to critique a recurring theme of analysis in the sport literature that focuses tightly on 

Renée Richards’s femininity and holds her responsible for reinforcing the idea of female 

inferiority in sport and for upholding the gender binary. Throughout this dissertation, I 

consciously try to avoid generating analyses or discussions relating to the production and 

reproduction of gender and gender binaries and trans women athletes’ gendered embodiment and 

expression. Instead, by drawing on transfeminist theories, I aim to do a transfeminist reading of 

the issues relevant to trans athletes with a focus on trans activism, agency, and resistance in 

sports. For instance, in Chapters 7 and 8 particularly, I detail a history of activism by trans 

athletes that lies behind some of the discursive and institutional changes for trans- and gender-

inclusive environments and practices in elite sport at national and international levels that we see 

today, in 2022. 

 In sport studies literature, research that explicitly employs a transfeminist framework is 

recent (e.g., Barras, 2021; Caudwell, 2020; Jones, 2021; Klein, 2016; Klein, et al., 2019; Krane 

et al., 2019; Query & Krane, 2017). In these studies, conducted with qualitative methods, 
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scholars resist discursive and material practices that medicalize and pathologize trans people, 

centre the voices and lived experiences of trans people in their studies, and use research to point 

to structures that create barriers for the inclusion of trans people in sport. For instance, Barras’s 

dissertation (2021) research draws on transfeminist theories to highlight the lived experiences of 

trans people in sport in the United Kingdom while problematizing practices in sport, such as 

testosterone regulations, that decentre trans women’s agency and their lived experiences by 

requiring them to adjust testosterone concentration in their bodies for inclusion.  

 In a 2021 article, “Unfair advantage discourse in USA powerlifting: Toward a 

transfeminist sports studies,” published in Transgender Studies Quarterly, feminist studies 

scholar CJ Jones (2021) examines a presentation about testosterone and trans women athletes, by 

Dr. Kristopher Hunt, the chair of the USA powerlifting Therapeutic Use Exemption (TUE) 

Committee. Hunt was speaking at a national governing board meeting where members were 

voting on whether to uphold the organization’s 2019 policy that bans trans women. Jones writes 

that, Hunt, together with an analysis of powerlifting data on cis men and women competitors, 

used myths and discourses of testosterone and a paternalistic rhetoric of protection of women’s 

sports to ensure the exclusion of trans athletes from USA Powerlifting. In this article, Jones 

(2021) makes a call for “transfeminist sport studies,” which advocates for a closer collaboration 

“between the intellectual traditions of trans studies and feminist and queer sports studies” (p. 71). 

By following Susan Stryker and Paisley Currah’s (2014, p. 4) description of transgender studies, 

Jones writes: 

transfeminist sports studies does not simply take athletic transness as the object of 

analysis but, rather, ‘treats as its archive and object of study the very practices of 

power/knowledge over gender-variant bodies that construct transgender people as 

deviant’ in sports, athletic practices, and physical culture. Indeed, a transfeminist sports 

studies makes strange—queers—the very practices, systems, and structures, recreational 

to professional, that pathologize transness in sports (p. 60-61) 
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 My dissertation research fits CJ Jones’s call. In my research, I approach debates about 

particular trans athletes and trans inclusion in general that have taken place over the past fifty 

years as an archive through which I examine anti-trans myths, discourses and practices that have 

produced prejudices and anti-trans logics in sport and in general. By grounding my research in 

transfeminist theories and engaging with trans studies scholarship, I tried to bring transfeminist 

theorizing and perspectives into the sport studies literature on trans issues.  

 Although “trans feminism explicitly proceeds from the recognition of the intersections of 

sexist and transphobic oppressions” and it “would appear to centralize trans women” (Bettcher 

2017, p. 2), Bettcher (2014, 2017) and other trans and transfeminist studies scholars, whom I 

have mentioned above, underline that trans feminisms (and trans studies) situate intersectionality 

(Crenshaw, 1991; Collins, 1998) at the centre of their epistemologies, politics and activism. 

Transfeminisms as an intersectional analysis promotes an intersectional model of thinking in 

approaching issues related to trans people and communities in order to: disrupt a universal and 

singular conceptualization of gender categories; understand the multiplicity of trans subjectivities 

within and across categories and trans communities; and address the axes of oppressive 

structures, including but not limited to racism, xenophobia, transphobia, transmisogny, ableism, 

femmephobia, neoliberalism, that impacts trans communities (Bettcher, 2014, 2017; Connell, 

2012; Elliot & Roen, 1998; Green & Bay, 2017; Nagoshi & Brzuzy, 2010; Noble, 2004; Raha, 

2017; Salamon, 2010; Simpkins, 2016; Stryker, 2006). 

 In sport studies literature, there is a growing body of critical work that draws on 

intersectionality to address issues related to trans inclusion in sport (e.g., Carter & Balisko, 2017, 

Elling-Machartzki, 2017; Fischer & McClearen, 2020; Greey, 2019; Ivy, 2019c; Jones, 2021; 

Karacam, 2018; McClearen, 2015; Stewart, 2019b; Sykes, 2011; Travers, 2016, 2018a, 2018b). 
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For instance, Travers (2016, 2018a, 2018b) strongly advocates for an intersectional model of 

thinking in addressing and engaging in advocacy and activism related to participation of trans 

and gender diverse people in sport at all levels in order to avoid limiting inclusion and visibility 

to only those with overlapping privileges of race, class, gender expression, or parental advocacy. 

Similarly, Jones (2021) notes that “a regime of white liberalism” tends to provide access to 

“visibility, legibility, and authentication to a few trans athletes” while exposing other trans and 

gender-nonconforming folks, especially black trans women, to transphobia and transmisogyny 

(p.72). In my research, intersectional thinking helps me debunk critiques against trans women 

athletes that are rooted in conventional, ciscentric ideas about womanhood. As I discuss in 

Chapter 6, critics had opposed mountain biker Michelle Dumaresq’s inclusion in sport by 

insisting that she was not a ‘woman’ and that she had experienced ‘male privilege’ growing up. 

Drawing upon works by scholars like Serano (2007) and Bettcher (2017), such claims, I argue, 

reflect non-intersectional thinking, presuming the sameness of the experiences of cis people in 

sport regardless of race, class, sexuality, gender expression or other social forces. Sport scholars 

note that trans athlete visibility, access to sport, and activism is shaped by intersecting axes of 

race, class, cissexism, transmisogyny, and transnormativity (Fischer & McClearen, 2020; Jones, 

2021; Stewart, 2019b; Travers, 2018a, 2018b). This dissertation has attempted to examine the 

broader issue of trans women’s inclusion in sport at various axes of oppression, such as class, 

cissexism, transmisogyny. However, I acknowledge that intersectional analysis was challenged 

by the fact that the visible Canadian trans athletes, whose stories this dissertation draws on, are 

mostly white athletes with a certain degree of class privilege.  
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Conclusion 

This chapter outlined the two main theoretical underpinnings of this dissertation research: 

Foucault’s theoretical framework, and transfeminist theories. First, I explained my use of Michel 

Foucault’s archeological and genealogical forms of analysis and his theoretical concepts like 

discourse (statements), power, discontinuity, transformation, and history of the present. Then, I 

described transfeminist theorization and how it structures my approach to trans issues in this 

dissertation. In the next chapter, I outline the key methodological tools that guide this 

dissertation and my approach to research in general. 
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

  This chapter describes in detail the methods of inquiry that I employ in my research. I 

start by providing an overview of the key methodological tools that inform my approach to the 

research I am undertaking. After reflecting on my social position as a cisgender researcher who 

writes on trans issues in sport, I explain the research design — primary and secondary data 

sources, data collection techniques, and how I analyze data sources.  

 Arguing for “methodological contingency,” feminist cultural studies scholar Samantha 

King (2005) writes that “effective work in sport studies employs the methodological tools that 

will best enable the researcher to answer [their] research questions” (p. 21). In order to best 

address the research questions that I ask, I borrow and combine (King, 2005, 2018) two 

methodological approaches; reading sport critically (McDonald & Birrell, 1999), which comes 

from the field of feminist cultural sport studies; and transfeminist methodologies developed by 

trans studies scholars (Hale, 1997; Johnson, 2015; Koyama, 2001/2003; Serano, 2007, 2013; 

Stone, 1991; Stryker, 2006). 

 

Reading Sport Critically 

 Reading sport critically is a methodological perspective developed by Mary G. 

McDonald and Susan Birrell, both feminist cultural studies scholars, in their influential 1999 

article, Reading sport critically: A methodology for interrogating power, and later in their 2000 

anthology Reading sport: Critical essays on power and representation. By positioning 

intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991; Collins, 1998) as an essential part of their approach, 

McDonald and Birrell (1999, 2000) advocate “reading” sport, including sport events, incidents, 
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figures, as “cultural texts” and sites “for exploring the complex interrelated and fluid character of 

power relations as they are constituted along the axes of ability, class, gender, and nationality” 

(1999, p. 284) and sexuality and race. They also advocate “for uncovering, foregrounding, and 

producing counter-narratives, that is, alternative accounts of particular incidents and celebrities 

that have been decentred, obscured, and dismissed by hegemonic forces” (p. 295). 

 I find McDonald and Birrell’s (1999) approach useful for my research project because it 

closely aligns with the theoretical frameworks that underpin my dissertation — Foucault’s 

archeology and genealogy, and transfeminist theories, hence it serves the goals of my research. 

For instance, one of my primary goals is to draw attention to the often-obscured activism of trans 

athletes for the inclusion of trans and gender diverse people in Canadian sport. McDonald and 

Birrell recommend that researchers do alternative readings of particular sport events to uncover 

“counter-narratives” that have been previously obscured. I read sport events, incidents, and 

controversies around trans athletes as sites in which trans athletes have produced counter-

narratives about transness and challenged dominant discourses of sex, gender, trans athletes, and 

transness in sport and the larger society. By reading for the lines of trans resistance and activism 

in sport events and in the news, I try to offer counter-narratives against, for instance, dominant 

narratives that tend to portray trans athletes as passive victims facing backlash and 

discrimination, and try to show how they utilized media and their visibility to promote trans 

inclusion in sport and in the broader society.  

 In the field of feminist cultural studies of sport, scholars have successfully used the 

method of reading sport critically to investigate the cultural meanings of sport practices and 

power relations related to gender, race, sexuality, class, and other axes of power in sport and 

media (e.g., Cooky et al., 2010; Heywood & Dworkin, 2003; Jamieson, 2000; Spencer, 2009; 
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Travers, 2013; Travers & Shearman, 2017). Feminist sport studies scholar Cheryl Cooky (2018) 

points to the significant contributions of Birrell and McDonald’s approach to the study of gender, 

sport, and media. Cooky writes that the reading sport critically approach (a) brought 

intersectional analyses to the centre of sport studies and (b) promoted the study of sports as 

cultural texts (p. 143). For example, in a recent study, Travers and Mary Shearman employ this 

approach to examine media coverage of the Sochi Olympics in two North American LGBT 

media publications (the Advocate in the United States and Xtra in Canada). They read media 

coverage as a cultural text to show how the Advocate and Xtra helped produce narratives that 

idolize the United States and Canada “as progressive nonhomophobic/ transphobic havens” (p. 

62) while ignoring the ongoing struggles with racism, colonialism, social inequalities and state 

violence in these countries. In my approach to the evidence I have gathered, I attempt to read 

news articles about trans athletes and practices related to trans issues in sport as cultural texts. I 

analyze these texts as a way to explore trans inclusion and activism in sport, rather than simply 

documenting negative coverage of trans athletes and trans inclusion policies. 

  

Transfeminist Methodologies 

 Transfeminist methodologies are central to my dissertation research. I use the term 

“transfeminist methodologies” to refer to a set of methodological and ethical principles that are 

proposed and practiced by trans scholars (e.g., Hale, 1997; Johnson, 2015; Koyama, 2001/2003; 

Serano, 2007, 2013; Stone, 1991; Stryker, 2006, 2007), in particular their direction on how to 

avoid marginalizing and objectifying trans people while writing about trans issues. For instance, 

in The Transfeminist Manifesto, Koyama (2001/2003) critiques a common trope in research and 

media coverage that discusses trans women: 
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Women should not be accused of reinforcing gender stereotypes for making personal 

decisions, even if these decisions appear to comply with certain gender roles. Such a 

purity test is disempowering to women because it denies our agency, and it will only 

alienate a majority of women, trans or not, from taking part in the feminist movement. 

(p. 246) 

Throughout this dissertation, I consciously avoid generating analyses, interpretations and 

comments relating to trans women athletes’ gendered embodiment and gender expression. 

 In a 2015 work, Beyond inclusion: Thinking toward a transfeminist methodology, 

sociologist Austin Johnson, who is trans, builds on the methodological recommendations of trans 

scholars Jacob Hale (1997) and Julia Serano (2007, 2013) and proposes principles for a 

transfeminist methodology. By extending on some of key tenets of feminist methodologies — 

standpoint epistemology, acknowledgment of power dynamics, the importance of researcher 

positionality, reflexivity, and a troubling of objectivity — Johnson writes that research should: 

“be applicable in the pursuit of transgender equality”; “engag[e] earlier transgender scholarship”; 

“challeng[e] cissexist knowledge claims”; “undermin[e] cissexist power structures”; 

acknowledge “‘expert’ knowledge of transgender experiences in ways that actively resist 

cisgender privilege”; and present “the multiplicity of lived experiences of transgender people in 

order to offer a more accurate understanding that does not impose and reproduce cissexist 

authority over transgender experience” (p. 25). Writing to sociologists of gender, Johnson (2015) 

recommends that researchers use transfeminist methodologies to “work against transgender 

marginalization in sociological research” (p. 22). 

 In my dissertation research, I have tried to follow Johnson’s principles of transfeminist 

methodologies to avoid and work against research practices and analyses that marginalize trans 

athletes in sport and in the sport literature. For instance, I aim to produce historical knowledge 

that works to debunk myths and scientific and common-sense arguments used by critics against 
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trans inclusion in sport. I do not use trans athlete examples to make theoretical points about 

gender in sport. I engage with a rich body of trans studies scholarship to inform my analysis and 

interpretations of the news articles. While primarily addressing issues concerning trans women 

athletes, I constantly turn to the transfeminist perspectives of thinkers like Koyama (2001/2003), 

Serano (2007, 2013), Hale (1997) and Bettcher (2007) to avoid replicating analyses that do not 

centre the perspectives of trans athletes and that critique trans women’s embodiments and gender 

expressions. For instance, there are recurring themes of analyses in the sport literature, especially 

some of the earlier contributions, that position the trans woman athlete as a “trope” who 

reinforces female inferiority and the gender binary. While consciously avoiding such analyses in 

my own writing, I have tried to demonstrate their limitations where they have appeared in the 

literature. To reiterate, the focus of my dissertation is not to position trans athletes as figures 

through which we might tackle gender issues, show the performativity or plasticity of gender or 

challenge the binary gender system in sport or in general. It is to think about the ways that sport 

plays a role in producing and perpetuating prejudices and anti-trans ideas about trans athletes and 

transness. It is also to accentuate trans agency, resistance, and activism in sport. 

 Transfeminist methodologies, like feminist methodologies, ask researchers to interrogate 

and be reflexive regarding their own identities, their own speaking positions, and their 

motivations when doing research about issues related to trans people (Hale, 1997; Johnson, 

2015; Koyama, 2001/2003; Serano, 2007, 2013; Stone, 1991; Stryker, 2006). In the next section, 

I reflect on my positionality as a cis queer man who writes about trans issues in sport.  
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Researcher’s Positionality: Another Cis Man Writing about Trans Issues in Sport. 

(1) Approach your topic with a sense of humility: you are not the experts about 

transsexuals, transsexuality, transsexualism, or trans ____. Transsexuals are. 

(2) Interrogate your own subject position: the ways in which you have power that we 

don't (including powers of access, juridicial power, institutional power, material 

power, power of intelligible subjectivity), the ways in which this affects what you see 

and what you say, what your interests and stakes are in forming your initial interest, 

and what your interests and stakes are in what you see and say as you continue your 

work.  

Suggested rules for cis gender researchers writing about trans issues, 

as well as for trans folks writing across trans-trans differences. 

Jacob Hale (1997), philosopher, trans studies scholar.  

 I am writing this dissertation at the intersection of multiple identities as a queer cis man 

who was born in Turkey and has been residing in Canada since 2016 as an international student 

studying towards a doctoral degree. One may wonder, because I would, how someone in my 

position came to write a dissertation about the histories of debates over trans inclusion in sport 

and activism by trans athletes in Canadian sport. My interest in trans issues in sport developed 

during my Master’s degree, which was on gender issues in sport in the field of sociology of 

sport. I completed my MSc in Turkey, between 2011- 2015. The first year of Master’s coincided 

with the debates about Caster Semenya and sex testing by the IAAF. With the encouragement of 

my supervisor, Dr. Canan Koca, I worked with one of her doctoral students, Pinar Öztürk, who is 

now my close friend, to write a piece about sex testing for a national feminist magazine, Amargi 

(Karacam & Öztürk, 2012). In Turkey, feminists have not really taken up sport as a part of 

feminist agenda (Koca, 2006; Öztürk, 2018). At the time, there were no feminist voices in the 

Turkish media in support of Semenya against sex testing. After our piece in Amargi magazine, 

Öztürk and I started engaging in public sociology by writing news articles in Turkish with a 

feminist perspective about gender issues in sport, advocating against sex testing in sport (e.g., 
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Karacam & Öztürk, 2015, 2018; Öztürk & Karacam, 2015, 2017). In 2014, Öztürk, Koca and I 

were invited to a panel about LGBTQ issues in sport in Turkey. A member of the audience asked 

me: How are trans people addressed in sport and in particular, the Gay Games? This question, 

which I could not answer thoroughly, led me to begin reading scholarly articles and following 

the debates about trans inclusion in sport. I soon developed an interest in trans issues in sport, 

which later turned into a doctoral project idea when I started my doctoral degree in Canada. 

 My project idea was initially related to experiences of trans people in recreational sports 

in Kingston, Ontario. This idea has undergone significant and necessary methodological and 

theoretical alterations as I completed my doctoral comprehensive exams in 2019. My initial 

research idea was informed solely by my readings on trans issues in the sport literature. During 

the comprehensive exam meeting, one of my committee members, Dr. Lee Airton, asked me a 

question: “When you get to interview trans people in Kingston, do you think you might hear 

what you already know regarding barriers trans people face in participating in sport?” I was 

hardly able to respond to this question. Dr. Airton’s question was not to generalize the sporting 

experiences of trans people, nor to mean that I should not do research about them. Instead, it was 

to kindly direct me towards thinking about the structures that create barriers for trans people. Do 

I really need to talk with trans people to get a sense that, say, locker-rooms and other aspects of 

the sport environment or climate present barriers for trans people? At that moment, I did not 

fully understand the point, and it took me a while to understand the problems in my thinking and 

approach to research. I did not yet have a clear response as to how my research might, as 

Johnson (2015) writes, “be applicable in the pursuit of transgender equality” in sport. My 

engagement with earlier trans scholarship was minimal; thus, I was uninformed about how 

research, a colonial practice that has a long history of exploitation and pathologizing of people 
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outside gender binary, can be a burden for trans people, who have long been subject to damaging 

and erroneous research by cis scholars (Hale, 1997; Johnson, 2015; Stryker & Whittle, 2006). 

While I had previously read some works by trans scholars like Susan Stryker and Jack 

Halberstam, it was not until my comprehensive exams that I engaged in a significant way with 

trans scholarship, which has had a great influence on my thinking not only as a researcher but as 

a person.  

 Thanks to my exposure to trans studies literature, constant encouragement of my 

committee members Dr. Samantha King and Dr. Lee Airton and my supervisor Dr. Mary Louise 

Adams, who has pushed me to think ‘structurally,’ the aim of this research shifted from 

exploring the experiences of trans people in sport to examining the role of ‘sport’ as a discursive 

and material structure, that helps produce and perpetuate prejudices towards trans people in sport 

and elsewhere. My understanding has continued to evolve as I read more works by trans scholars 

and learn more about the long histories of trans activism in Canada, the United States, and other 

countries. For instance, when I did my first readings of the news articles about trans issues in the 

Canadian media, I disproportionately focused on sentiments against trans athletes. I remember 

my supervisor asking me questions like: “Is there only negative stuff about trans athletes in the 

news?” or “What are the possibilities of resistance of trans athletes against their critics?” My 

attention to negative sentiments about trans inclusion in sport was driven by the news articles 

and many existing scholarly works in the sport literature that led me to overlook the ‘agency’ of 

trans athletes. The more I read works by trans scholars and thinkers, the more I realized how I 

had failed to notice the agency, resistance, and activism of trans athletes. For instance, reading 

the book, Trans activism in Canada, edited by activists Dan Irving and Rubert Raj (2014), and 

Travers’s (2018a) book The trans generation led to a shift in my approach to my research and 
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data entirely. I started re-reading the research sources to explore the lines of agency and activism 

by trans athletes that are not necessarily the focus of the news. By doing so, as we will see in 

Chapters 7 and 8, I have been able to compile a rich set of examples of activism by Canadian 

trans athletes that are not necessarily visible or acknowledged in the media or in scholarly 

writing. 

 Engaging with trans studies scholarship and especially writings by transfeminist thinkers 

made me aware of ‘cissexist double standards’ that I was exercising when approaching debates 

about trans athletes. As I previously stated, there is a common theme in the sport literature that 

centres on trans women’s embodiments and expressions and that offers critiques of trans women 

for reinforcing the gender binary, especially the notion of female inferiority. Frankly, until I 

completed my comps and immersed myself in trans studies, I often had sided with such analyses. 

Today, I am critical of the analyses that I used to be fond of. To echo Julia Serano (2010), “If 

one more person tells me that ‘all gender is performance,’ I think I am going to strangle them” 

(para. 1). 

 I write this research from a subject position with intersecting privileges. As a queer, cis 

man, I am in a position of what sociologist Alison Rooke (2010) calls, “ontological security” (p. 

34); I identify with the sex and gender categories to which I was assigned at birth and do not 

need to navigate the ciscentric world around me in ways that most trans and gender diverse 

people do. As a doctoral student, I hold a certain degree of discursive and institutional power in 

knowledge production regarding trans issues in sport. And this trajectory, I hope, will culminate 

in a doctoral degree that rests on writing about trans athletes. As Johnson (2015) writes, these 

privileges do not mean that cis researchers should not write about issues related to trans people, 

but they require cis researchers pay due attention to address trans people “in their own right with 
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an analysis that is grounded within transgender communities and developed with a transgender 

perspective in mind” (p. 37). To do this, I tried to follow closely the principles of transfeminist 

methodologies when writing this dissertation. I focus on centring and amplifying the voices and 

perspectives of trans athletes. Beyond just a methodological consideration, I take it as an ethical 

imperative to hold myself and my analysis accountable to trans people whose stories and work I 

draw upon. Rather than using trans people’s experiences in sport to talk about gender, I write my 

dissertation with a goal of demonstrating the prejudices against trans people in sport, challenging 

anti-trans voices, showing the structures that make sport a difficult site for trans people, and 

piecing together a partial history of the decades-long history of resistance and activism by trans 

athletes. 

 

Research Design 

Primary and Secondary Data Sources 

 In my dissertation project, I trace debates about trans inclusion in sport over the past five 

decades, between the mid 1970s and the present day, 2022, and piece together a (but ‘not THE’) 

history of trans activism and trans inclusion in Canadian sport and, to some extent, international 

sport. For this purpose, I draw from a vast number of primary and secondary sources that are 

related to trans inclusion in sport. Primary sources include print and online newspaper and 

magazine articles, autobiographies, blogposts, documentaries, interviews, podcasts, written court 

decisions, and national and international sport policies. I draw secondary sources from a body of 

literature on trans athletes and trans issues in sport, mostly from sport studies but also from other 

disciplines like law and ethics.  
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 Given the large amount of news and magazine coverage of issues relating to trans athletes 

over the past fifty years, I limited my data search and analysis only to print and online news and 

magazine articles in English Canadian media, such as The Globe and Mail, The Toronto Star, 

and Xtra Magazine (a Toronto-based LGBTQ2-focused publication). However, I periodically 

turned to news articles published in different countries to clarify a particular historical event or a 

narrative concerning trans athletes. For example, in Chapter 5, while piecing together debates 

about Renée Richards in the 1970s, I found differences between the narratives presented in 

scholarly articles and those in two autobiographies by Richards regarding her outing at a 

tournament. In order to clarify “what happened” in the past and “how it was presented,” I turned 

to news articles published in the United States at the time. 

My primary sources also include sport policies, regulations, guidelines, and position 

statements concerning trans inclusion in sport that have been released by Canadian advocacy 

groups and sport organizations (e.g., Canadian Centre for Ethics in Sport, Canadian Association 

for the Advancement of Women and Sport and Physical Activity), Canadian sport federations 

(e.g., U Sport, Canadian Cycling Association), and international sport governing bodies (e.g., 

International Olympic Committee, International Amateur Athletic Federation). I use policy 

documents to better understand the historical trajectory of debates over trans inclusion in elite 

sport at national and international levels to allow me to put media stories about trans athletes into 

a broader sporting context. These documents also help me track transformations, cracks, and 

discontinuities in the official ways of speaking about trans athletes and transness in sport over 

time. I do not present an analysis of existing sport policies and guidelines about trans inclusion in 

sport; such analyses would exceed the scope of my dissertation research. There is also a rich 

body of sport literature by critical sport scholars that provides analyses of existing sport policies 



 

45 

 

about trans inclusion, demonstrating in detail the policies’ shortcomings and their potential (e.g., 

Carroll, 2014; Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006; Griffin, 2012; Ivy, 2019c; Jones et al., 2017a; Love, 

2014, 2017; Sykes, 2006a; Teetzel, 2006; Teetzel & Weaving, 2017; Travers, 2014, 2018). 

In the introduction to each analysis chapter, I briefly describe the primary and secondary 

sources that I used for the chapter because the types and number of sources for the chapters 

varied. For instance, in Chapter 5, where I track debates about trans inclusion in sport between 

the 1970s and the early 1980s, I mainly used news articles from The Globe and Mail and The 

Toronto Star as evidence because those newspapers provided extensive mainstream coverage. 

Over time, potential sources have become more varied and this is reflected in later analysis 

chapters that draw on an increasing number of mainstream and alternative print and online 

newspapers and magazines. Starting with the year 2000, I was able to draw from a wide range of 

print and online national newspapers and magazines, which include Canadian major dailies (e.g., 

The Montreal Gazette, The Ottawa Citizen, The Kingston Whig-Standard, The National Post) 

and a range of general and niche magazines like Maclean’s, Canadian Cycling Magazine, 

Canadian Running Magazine, and Xtra Magazine. The recent sources also include a growing 

number of published or recorded interviews, podcasts, autobiographies, and journal articles by 

trans athletes themselves. 

 

Data Collection Techniques 

 For the most part, I collected primary sources by conducting key term searches in several 

databases available through the Queen’s University Library, such as Factiva, Lexis Advance and 

the news archives for specific titles like The Globe and Mail and The Toronto Star, Canadian 

Newsstream database (also known as Canadian Major Dailies) and Maclean's. I conducted key 
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term searches in each database in the following order: The Globe and Mail, The Toronto Star, 

Canadian Major Dailies, Factiva, Lexis and Google. Canadian Newsstream is a national 

database that grants access to twenty-one Canadian newspapers in English, including The 

Calgary Herald, The Montreal Gazette and The Kingston Whig-Standard. Factiva is an 

international database that provides access to global news sources, including ninety-six Canadian 

publications including the newspapers I mentioned before. It also gives access to “television and 

radio transcripts, general business and industry magazines, company reports, and historical 

market data” (Queen’s University Library). Lexis Advance is a database that provides access to a 

wide range of documents from newspapers to court documents (U.S.). Factiva and Lexis 

Advance enable users to condense their searches based on various criteria such as location, 

origin of the publication, and date. While using these two databases, I limited my searches to 

Canada, and to materials in English. This is a methodological and conceptual limitation of my 

research. Activist scholar Vivian Namaste, who is a transsexual woman, (2005) points out that 

knowledge production relating to transsexual and trans people and activism by them in Canada, 

for the most part, is undertaken by Anglophone researchers, focuses on English-Speaking 

context, and therefore leaves out “the everyday realities and world views of francophone 

transsexual and transgendered people, as well as those who live in a language other than 

English” (p. 115) (also see Airton, 2018). As someone who speaks English as a second language 

and who does not speak French, I acknowledge that my research largely leaves out the stories 

about the struggles, challenges, and activism of francophone transsexual, trans and gender 

diverse people in sport in Canada.  

 In addition, I used the Google “Advanced Search” function, which also helped limit my 

searches to Canada. Starting in August 2020, I supplemented my Google database search by 
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creating Google Alerts for terms like “transgender athletes” and “trans athletes.” Google alerts 

kept me updated about news relating to trans athletes that appeared in Canadian media. I also 

used Google to expand my key term searches to Canadian print and online magazines that were 

not covered in the university databases, such as Canadian Cycling Magazine, Canadian Running 

Magazine, Xtra, and The Post Millennial. Although I knew some of these magazines prior to my 

database searches, I became aware of others, like Canadian Cycling Magazine and the Post 

Millennial as I was doing my data collection.  

To minimize the number of news articles about trans athletes that I might miss for any 

reason, I completed key term searches in each database in four steps by using different key terms 

related to trans inclusion in sport. Initially, I conducted searches for “trans athletes,” 

“transgender athletes,” “trans” and “athlete,” “transgender” and “athlete,” “trans” and “sport,” 

“transgender” and “sport.” Database searches with the term, for instance, “transgender athlete” 

provided the most results from the 2010s while a search only on the term “transgender” provided 

a large group of results from the mid 2000s to 2021. Trans historian Susan Stryker and trans 

legal scholar Stephen Whittle (2006) note that the term ‘transgender’ has come to widespread 

usage since the 1990s and some other terms like transsexual, transvestite and transgendered, that 

were previously used to refer to trans people have changed and/or fallen out of use for being 

anachronistic and/or offensive. To capture news that might have used these older terms, 

especially between 1970s and 2000s, I completed searches for “transgendered athletes,” 

“transsexual athletes,” and “transvestite athletes,” “transgendered” and “athlete,” “transsexual” 

and “athlete” “transvestite” and “athlete.” 

Searches with words such as “transgender athlete(s)” or “trans athletes” produced limited 

results. For instance, searches for “transgender athlete(s)” and “trans athlete(s)” in Factiva 
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provided me with 69 and 13 news articles respectively, excluding the duplicates. As a scholar 

who has been following the news about trans athletes for a number of years, I found these 

numbers to be low. So, I decided to run key term searches by using the words individually — 

“transgender,” “transgendered,” “transsexual,” and “transvestite” — to try to capture as many 

news stories about trans athletes as possible that appeared in Canadian media. Searches with 

single terms in multiple databases led to quite a large number of newspaper articles. For 

example, my searches in Factiva produced 2,982 results for “transgender,” 502 results for 

“transgendered,” 528 results for “transsexual,” and 805 results for “transvestite.” Most of these 

news articles were not necessarily related to sport or to trans athletes. But I skimmed through all 

of them to see whether they might be related to sport. 

Frankly, it was time consuming and onerous work to skim through all those articles and 

then keep a record in an excel sheet of those that might be useful for my research. However, this 

process significantly increased the number of sources, helping me gather a larger number of 

sources. I generally enjoyed reading news articles from past decades and it is through browsing 

those articles I have come to learn of stories that I previously did not know about trans athletes or 

other trans people who had participated in some kind of sport or physical activity in the past. For 

instance, a search on the word “transsexual” in the database of The Toronto Star and in the 

Canadian Newsstream database led me to the story of April Capwill, a transsexual woman who 

finished in second place in an amateur running competition in Ontario, in 1992. As I briefly 

mention in Chapter 6, Capwill’s second place win, followed by a written complaint asking the 

event organizer to disqualify her, seemed to have brought the issue of trans inclusion to the 

attention of Canadian sport organizations for the first time. It was also one of the cases that 

contributed to the IAAF’s growing concerns over trans athletes in the 1990s.  
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As the last step in my data collection, I searched using the names of trans athletes. I was 

familiar with the names of several trans athletes, like Renée Richards, Michelle Dumaresq, 

Mianne Bagger, Chris Mosier, and Harrison Brown. Since 2011, as a sport scholar, I have been 

following debates about trans inclusion as well as sex testing and hyperandrogenism policies) in 

sport, have written academic and news articles [in Turkish] to advocate for trans inclusion in 

sport, and presented a paper, “The project “identify”: A maneuver by the IOC to sustain its 

management over trans athletes in elite sport,” about the IOC’s online video project, Identify, 

about five trans athletes. Initially, I created a list of trans athletes who I already knew about and 

then I added names into the list as I read old and current news stories, and more scholarly 

articles. My list included trans athletes who are not Canadian but whose stories appeared in the 

Canadian media. Some of the athletes in the list I constructed are in chronological order: Renée 

Richards, April Capwill, Michelle Dumaresq, Kristen Worley, Mianne Bagger, Lana Lawless, 

Kye Allums, Jesse Thompson, Kinnon MacKinnon, Savannah Burton, Chris Mosier, Fallon Fox, 

Harrison Brown, Jessica Platt, Jacob Ray, Laurel Hubbard, Veronica Ivy, Mack Beggs, and 

Quinn. 

Conducting searches on the names of trans athletes was a crucial step for my research 

because it helped me delve into a facet of the debates about trans athletes that was not 

necessarily readily accessible through mainstream media: advocacy and activism by trans 

athletes themselves. For instance, I had read in scholarly articles about Kristen Worley, a 

Canadian trans woman cyclist (e.g., Buzuvis, 2011; Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006; Crincoli, 2011; 

Semerjian, 2019; Sullivan, 2011; Travers, 2006). However, I did not find many news stories 

about her because she was not that visible in Canadian media in the 2000s, mostly because she 

was not winning tournaments (Crincoli, 2011; Harper, 2019), and so her participation did not 
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draw much attention. However, Worley had been very active behind the scenes in sport. It was 

only after having searched her name in multiple databases, including Google, without limiting 

my searches to Canadian newspapers that I was able to find discussions of her activism. These 

searches led me to a written summary of a 2015 workshop, titled Transgendered and 

Transitioned Athletes in Our Sport System, presented to Sport Canada staff and other national 

sport leaders (Corbett, 2006), a conference presentation, podcasts, and interviews with her, and 

to her autobiography, which was published in 2019 (I talk about these sources in Chapters 7 and 

8). 

After having completed the first round of key term searches in each database, I repeated 

the same process one more time to see whether I might have missed anything. Since I was able to 

see whether I had previously clicked on a source in the results, and since I often could recall the 

title of the articles that I had previously read and recorded, I did not go through each article that 

appeared in the second round of key term searches. To keep track of the sources, I made Excel 

files on my computer and on an external hard drive. After skimming through the new articles, I 

downloaded pdfs of the ones that were related to my research. I named each pdf with the title of 

the news article and the newspaper in which it appeared (e.g., IOC clears way for transsexual 

athletes, The Toronto Star) and stored them in folders based on the year of publication (e.g., 

2003) on my computer and an external hard drive. I kept a detailed chronological record of news 

articles in an excel file with columns for date of publication, the newspaper in which they 

appeared, athletes of note in the article, title of the news article, and author of the article. In a 

separate column, I wrote down brief reminder notes regarding the content of the articles. At the 

end of this process, I had a total of 1511 newspaper articles, published between 1970 and 

September 2020, recorded in an excel sheet. 
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For material that appeared after September 2020, I limited my research. I only used the 

Google Advanced Search option for stories that appeared between September 2020 and 

September 2021. While I was writing my dissertation, the 2020 Summer Olympics took place in 

Tokyo, Japan in August 2021, a year later than its planned date, due to the Covid-19 pandemic. 

The Tokyo Games became the first Olympic Games to host publicly out trans women athletes 

(reserve BMX rider Chelsea Wolfe from the US and weightlifter Laurel Hubbard from New 

Zealand), and non-binary athletes (soccer player Quinn from Canada and skateboarder Alana 

Smith from the US) (Outsports, 2021). Prior to and during the games, debates about trans 

athletes focused mostly on Laurel Hubbard, whose participation in weightlifting has been a flash 

point for discussions about trans women’s inclusion in sport since late 2017 (e.g., McMorran, 

2017). In order to capture debates about trans athletes during the Tokyo Games, I relied on 

Google Alerts, which led me to around 80 news stories between August 2020 and November 

2021. While I have not conducted an in-depth analysis of these news articles, some of the news 

articles have contributed to my analyses of earlier times. They have also helped me understand 

the current context that has motivated my research project.  

As evidence, I had a large collection of sources. Initially, I skimmed through the sources 

(around 1500 news articles and dozens of policies) chronologically to get a general sense of 

events and debates that had prompted media coverage of trans inclusion in sport over the past 

five decades. While doing so, I also began eliminating news articles irrelevant to the research I 

am undertaking. A key criterion was whether the news articles were related to trans issues in 

sport context. For example, in 1994, Michelle Duff, a former motorcycle racer, came to the pages 

of several newspapers when she accepted her award as a trans woman while being inducted into 

the Canadian Motorsport Hall of Fame. Duff was the only Canadian to have won (in 1964) a 
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world motorcycle championship (Orr, 1994). I put aside the news about her; Duff was not 

competing in sport, and the news were about the ceremony. I filtered my news sources down to 

around 560 articles.  

This process also helped me answer the question of “How should I do present the data? 

Chronologically? Thematically? Conceptually?” I decided to present my data chronologically for 

several reasons: (a) To be able to weight in the historical and contextual specificity of the debates 

about trans inclusion in elite sport at national and international levels; (b) to demonstrate the 

non-linear processes of debates and practices regarding trans inclusion in sport; (c) to trace out a 

partial history of resistance and activism by trans athletes and people in sport; and (d) to be able 

to better present ‘‘histories of the present’’ of trans inclusion and trans athlete activism in 

Canadian sport. I wrote the analysis chapters in the order I present them in my dissertation. 

When working on a particular chapter, I did a close reading of the relevant data for the chapter 

by thinking through the theoretical and methodological lenses that guide my research. For 

example, a transfeminist reading of the data was key to my analyses. In the process of writing 

and doing revisions, I usually went back to my sources multiple times.  

Evidence for my research came primarily from written artifacts (e.g., news articles, 

policies, autobiographies) related to events and debates about trans athletes and trans inclusion 

that have taken place over the past five decades. I approached this set of historical data as a 

“corpus of statements” (Foucault, 1972, p. 30) through which I trace “systems of thought” 

(discourses) about trans athletes, transness, gender and sex, and fairness in sport. For example, 

while reading the news articles about Michelle Dumaresq, for example, I sought to identify what 

is sayable, thinkable, and considered to be true (Foucault, 1972) about trans woman athletes, 

transness, fairness in sport and testosterone at that time and context within which the news 
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articles about her were published. My analysis focused on the operation of power in the 

production of knowledge claims, statements, and practices about trans inclusion in sport. In my 

analysis, I did not seek hidden or coded meanings within the text, nor did I try to identify and 

show “how things were in the past” and “how they are now” in relation to trans inclusion in 

Canadian sport and media. Rather than focusing on ‘progress’ over time, I attempted to write a 

history of the present by tracing power relations, struggles, conflicts, and transformations that 

gave shape to present-day practices that are taken for granted yet continue to be precarious 

regarding trans inclusion in Canadian sport. When “reading” the data, I sought to identify and 

collect examples of counter-knowledges, counterstatements, challenges, interventions, and 

activism by Canadian trans athletes that have played a significant role in making change possible 

for safer and more inclusive sport environments for trans and gender diverse people. In sum, my 

attempt to piece together a partial history of trans athlete activism in Canadian sport comes from 

my attempt to read and treat the data with sensitivity and attention to counter and alternative 

voices, discourses, and actions. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter outlined the methods of inquiry that I employed in my dissertation research. 

I described two major methodological tools that informed my approach to the research I am 

undertaking: reading sport critically (Birrell & McDonald, 2000; McDonald & Birrell, 1999), 

and transfeminist methodologies developed by trans studies scholars (e.g., Hale, 1997; Johnson, 

2015; Koyama, 2001/2003; Serano, 2007; Stone, 1991; Stryker, 2006). Engaging with 

transfeminist methodologies, together with transfeminist theories, has significantly shifted my 

understanding of politics of research, my approach to trans issues in sport as well as my 
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‘readings’ of the existing literature on trans issues in sport in the field of sport studies, media 

studies and other disciplines like history and ethics. In the next chapter, I present a thematic 

review of literature on issues relating to trans inclusion in sport in various fields like sport 

studies, media, law, ethics, exercise physiology, pediatrics, and sport medicine. 
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Chapter 4                                                                                                             

Situating the Research: Literature Review 

 In this chapter, I present an overview of debates about trans women athletes’ inclusion 

over the years, discussing relevant works in various disciplines, primarily sport sociology, media 

studies, history, philosophy, law, and ethics. My goal here is two-fold: (a) to provide a synopsis 

of the main arguments for and against trans athletes’ inclusion in sport that my dissertation 

traces, draws from, challenges, converses with and contradicts; and (b) to position myself and 

my research in relation to prevailing debates within feminist cultural studies of sport and trans 

studies, two fields which I aim to contribute to. I organize this chapter under two main categories 

in accordance with the main themes of my dissertation: debates over trans inclusion in sport, and 

trans athlete activism in sport. My literature review also presents important background 

information that helps to contextualize my project. 

 

Debates over Trans Inclusion in Sport 

 A rich body of literature on trans athletes’ inclusion at elite levels of sport shows that 

concerns over trans inclusion centre primarily on trans women athletes and crystalize around the 

notions of fair play, unfair advantage, testosterone, safety, and human rights (e.g., Barras, 2021; 

Bianchi, 2017; Braumüller et al., 2020; Buzuvis, 2011; Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006; Erikainen et 

al., 2020; Griffin & Carroll, 2010; Ivy, 2019c; Ivy & Conrad, 2018; Jones et al., 2017a; Linghede 

et al., 2021; Love, 2017; Lucas-Carr & Krane, 2011; Lucas & Newhall, 2019; Sullivan, 2011; 

Sykes, 2006a; Teetzel, 2006, 2020; Travers, 2006, 2018b). I first present an overview of the 

main arguments against and for trans women’s inclusion in women’s sport. Then I provide a 

review of human rights-based arguments for trans athletes’ inclusion. After offering a brief 
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discussion of the small literature relating to inclusion of trans men and non-binary athletes in 

sport, I move onto the section about Trans Athlete Activism in Sport. 

 

Trans Women Athletes, Fair Play, Unfair Advantage, Testosterone, and Safety 

 Debates over trans women’s inclusion have resulted in an archive of arguments and 

counterarguments relating to whether, and if so how, to include trans women in women’s sport. 

Sport scholars who write on trans inclusion in sport demonstrate that an oft-cited argument 

against trans women’s inclusion is that it is not “fair” for trans women to compete against cis 

women because trans women possess and retain physical advantages over cis women (e.g., 

Bavington, 2007; Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006; Griffin, 2012; Griffin & Carroll, 2010; Ivy, 2019c, 

2021; Ivy & Conrad, 2018; Jones et al., 2017a; Love, 2017; Lucas & Krane, 2011; Lucas & 

Newhall, 2019; Semerjian, 2019; Teetzel, 2020; Travers, 2006, 2014, 2018b). Some researchers 

(e.g., Ospina Betancurt et al., 2018; Hilton & Lundberg, 2021; Pike, 2021; Sailors, 2020; 

Thibault et al., 2010; Tucker, 2019). from disciplines like biology, ethics, philosophy and 

exercise physiology argue that cis men athletes tend to outperform cis women athletes in sport 

due to innate physical differences between binary sexes, including but not limited to: height, 

bone density, total muscle mass, body fat percentage, strength, and testosterone. Drawing on 

empirical studies and biological discourses of sex, gender, and the body, these writers argue that 

trans women should not be competing in women’s events because of their alleged advantage 

over cis women. In an article published in the journal of Sport, Ethics and Philosophy, Pam R. 

Sailors (2020) contends that trans women (and intersex women) are likely to have advantages 

over cis women for ‘purely physical reasons’ including testosterone and, therefore, should not be 

included in women’s events. In this line of argument, Sailors automatically assumes that 
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testosterone levels are higher in trans (and intersex) women, and that testosterone determines 

athletic success. As we saw in Chapter 1, some cis women athletes, feminists, and some anti-

trans organizations rely on similar arguments to advocate against the inclusion of trans girls and 

women in women’s competitions (e.g., Save Women’s Sport; Women’s Sport Policy Working 

Group). 

 Against such arguments, those who support trans women’s inclusion argue that claims 

about trans women’s alleged physical advantages over cis women rely on the over-generalized 

assumption that there are naturally only two sexes that are fundamentally different from and 

opposite each other and that cis male athletic superiority over cis females in sport —what Sykes 

(2006a) calls the “advantage thesis” – is a given (Bianchi, 2017; Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006; Ivy, 

2019c; Sullivan, 2011; Travers 2006, 2014, 2018a). The advantage thesis equates being assigned 

male at birth and/or growing up male as automatically leading to athletic superiority 

(Cavanagh& Sykes, 2006; Griffin & Carroll, 2010; Ivy, 2021; Love, 2017, 2019; Lucas-Carr & 

Krane, 2011; Sullivan, 2011; Teetzel, 2006). Many sport studies scholars strongly argue that 

although cis men overall appear to outperform cis women in sport at professional levels, neither 

physical nor performance differences between cis men and women are categorical. For instance, 

they note that: physical differences between binary sexes are “far smaller than the differences 

within” the categories (Ivy, 2021); and, there are overlaps between cis male and female athletic 

performances (Buzuvis, 2011; Erikainen et al., 2020; Ivy, 2021; Kane, 1995; Love, 2017; 

Travers, 2008, 2018a, 2018b). As Erikainen and colleagues (2020) put it: “Some women are 

bigger, stronger, faster, and perform better in sport than some men, and women competing at top 

levels of sports perform better than most men” (p. 6). Scholars also argue that claims about trans 

women’s alleged physical advantages are grounded in racism, cissexism, transphobia and 
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transmisogyny, in that they are built on the Western notions of white cis middle class female 

frailty. This notion conceives of Western, white middle class cis women as weak and in need of 

protection (Cooky et al., 2013; Dworkin et al., 2013; Jordan-Young et al., 2014; Karkazis & 

Jordan-Young, 2013, 2018; Schultz, 2011), while trans women are, by contrast, assumed to be 

inherently strong and likely to stand six feet tall (Fischer & McClearen, 2020; Ivy, 2019c, 2021; 

McClearen, 2015; Travers, 2014, 2018b). 

 Discourses of testosterone —common and scientific ideas relating to whether and to what 

extent testosterone impacts athletic performance – play a key role in debates against and for trans 

women’s inclusion in women’s sport. A dominant discourse of testosterone that permeates public 

and academic discussions about sex, gender and sport performance is that testosterone is a sex 

hormone that is naturally found in cis male bodies in large dosages, determining binary sex 

differences, including the athletic superiority of cis men over cis women (Erikainen, 2020; 

Fausto-Sterling, 1992, 2000; Jones, 2021; Henne & Pape, 2018; Karkazis et al., 2012; Karkazis 

& Jordan-Young, 2018; McClearen, 2015; Pape, 2019; Schultz, 2021a; Jordan-Young & 

Karkazis, 2019). This discourse structures the basis of sex segregation as a foundational premise 

of most elite sports. It is also the basis of policies designed to permit the inclusion of trans 

women, like the IOC’s 2004 and 2016 policies (Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006; Ivy, 2021; Jones, 

2021; Jones et al., 2017a; Love, 2017; Sullivan, 2011; Sykes 2006a; Teetzel, 2006, 2020; 

Travers, 2016). For instance, most of the recent sport policies by governing bodies, like the 

Union Cycliste Internationale (2020), require trans women to undergo testosterone suppression 

treatment for a minimum of a calendar year to reduce and maintain the blood testosterone level 

in their bodies to below 5 nmol/L for a continuous period of time.  
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 This dominant discourse of testosterone structures two of the main arguments put forward 

by critics of trans women athletes. One is that trans women possess physical advantages due to 

the high levels of testosterone in their bodies and their (alleged) exposure to higher levels of 

testosterone prior to transition (Bavington, 2007; Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006; Ivy, 2019c; Ivy & 

Conrad, 2018; Griffin, 2012; Sullivan, 2011; Sykes, 2006a; Travers, 2006; Teetzel, 2020). In 

2004, the IOC invalidated this argument with its first trans inclusion policy, stating that two-

years of cross-sex hormone treatment would be enough to mitigate any physical advantages that 

trans women were assumed to have in sport competitions. Several months after the release of the 

2004 IOC policy, endocrinologists Louis Gooren and Mathijs Bunck published in the European 

Journal of Endocrinology the first research study exploring whether trans women and men who 

have undergone hormone treatment might fairly compete in sport. Gooren and Bunck (2004) 

measured pre- and post- cross-sex hormone treatment muscle mass and hormone levels in trans 

women. They concluded that trans women and men can compete without an athletic advantage 

following one year of cross-sex hormone treatment. This research was not conducted with 

athletes, but its results have played a significant role in debates since its publication. Specifically, 

the findings provided trans athletes and their proponents with scientific leverage to push for trans 

women’s inclusion, while laying the basis for trans inclusion policies that require trans women to 

undergo just one year of testosterone treatment (e.g., NCCA, 2011) rather than two or more years 

as required by the 2004 IOC policy. 

 In 2008, exercise physiologist Michaela C. Devries conducted the first literature review 

of available scientific research on athletic performance differences between cis women and men 

and the impact of cross-sex hormone treatment (testosterone and estrogen) on trans women and 

trans men. This review was a part of the Promising Practices Project by major Canadian sport 
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organizations, such as the Canadian Centre for Ethics in Sport (CCES), Sport Canada, and 

CAAWS. Devries (2008) concluded that despite their known effects on body composition and 

muscle mass, testosterone and estrogen do not necessarily dictate athletic performance and “to 

date, the data available does not appear to suggest that transitioned athletes would compete at an 

advantage or disadvantage as compared with physically born men and women” (pp. 15-16). In 

2017, in a review article published in Sports Medicine on the available physiological research on 

athletic performance and trans athletes, Jones and colleagues (2017a) supported Devries’s (2008) 

findings. They concluded that “there is a lack of direct and consistent physiological performance-

related data with transgender people, which is preventing a consensus from being made as to 

whether transgender people (especially transgender female individuals) do or do not have an 

athletic advantage” (p. 713). Since the 2004 IOC policy, most trans inclusion policies by national 

and international governing bodies have structured their policies based on research that suggests 

that trans women do not compete at an advantage after transition (Jones et al., 2017a).  

 As scholars demonstrate (e.g., Barras, 2021; Ivy, 2019c, 2021; Jones et al., 2017a; 

Fischer & McClearen, 2020; Love, 2017, 2019; McClearen, 2015; Schultz, 2021a; Teetzel, 

2020), the second testosterone-related argument against trans women is that they ‘retain’ 

physical advantages even if they undergo hormone treatment because their prior exposure to 

testosterone is irreversible. As I argue in Chapters 6 and 8, critics have grown to rely on this 

argument over the years especially in the face of the counterstatements about testosterone used 

by trans athletes to argue for inclusion, and a growing number of policies allowing trans women 

to compete in women’s sport. For instance, a number of trans women athletes, like Michelle 

Dumaresq, Mianne Bagger, Kristen Worley, and Veronica Ivy have denied claims that they have 

an advantage over cis women and have referred to their lowered levels of testosterone (e.g., 
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Bavington, 2007; Ivy, 2021; Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006; Love et al., 2009; Lucas & Krane, 2011; 

McClearen, 2015; Pilgrim et al., 2003; Riseman, 2021; Sykes, 2006a; Teetzel, 2006). In 2016, 

the IOC updated its policy allowing trans women athletes to compete in women’s events if they 

had declared their gender as female for at least four years and their blood testosterone levels had 

been below 10 nmol/L for at least 12 months prior to competition. This policy approach was 

adopted by many national and international sport federations, opening doors to trans women 

athletes wider than the 2004 IOC policy did (Braumüller et al., 2020; Jones et al., 2017a). 

 In the past few years, there has been a growing number of research studies (e.g., Roberts, 

et al., 2021; Wiik et al., 2020) and review articles (e.g., Harper et al., 2021; Hilton & Lundberg, 

2021) in disciplines like biology, pediatrics, endocrinology, and exercise physiology that focus 

on examining the effects of testosterone suppression on athletic performance in trans women. 

These papers suggest that trans women athletes retain residual advantage over cis women 

athletes, and their authors advise bans and stricter regulations on trans women competing in 

women’s events. For instance, in an observational study with untrained trans women and trans 

men, published in The Journal of Clinical Endocrinology & Metabolism, clinical physiologist 

Wiik and colleagues (2020) “explored the effects of gender-affirming treatment on muscle 

function, size, and composition during 12 months of therapy” (p. e805). Their research suggests 

that trans women tend to maintain their strength and muscle mass following twelve months of 

gender-affirming hormone treatment. In 2021, pediatricians Timothy A. Roberts, Joshua Smalley 

and Dale Ahrendt published in the British Journal of Sport Medicine a study examining “the 

effect of gender affirming hormones on athletic performance among transwomen and transmen” 

(p. 577) They retrospectively “reviewed fitness test results and medical records of 29 transmen 

and 46 transwomen who started gender affirming hormones while in the United States Air 
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Force” and compared their “pre- and post-hormone fitness test results” with “the average 

performance of all women and men under the age of 30 in the Air Force between 2004 and 

2014” (p. 577). They concluded that “more than 12 months of testosterone suppression may be 

needed to ensure that transgender women do not have an unfair competitive advantage when 

participating in elite level athletic competition” (p. 582). This conclusion contrasted with the 

IOC and the 2018 World Athletics policy that considered 12 months of testosterone suppression 

enough for trans women athletes. To note, both studies were conducted with non-athlete trans 

women; thus, their results do not directly apply to trans women athletes (Barras, 2021; Hamilton 

et al., 2021; Ivy, 2021). 

 A number of recent review articles also provide conclusions similar to the studies I have 

just mentioned. For instance, biologist Emma N. Hilton and exercise physiologist Tommy R. 

Lundberg (2021) published a review of “longitudinal studies examining the effects of 

testosterone suppression on muscle mass and strength in trans women” (p. 199) in Sport 

Medicine. They suggested that “the biological advantage, most notably in terms of muscle mass 

and strength, conferred by male puberty and thus enjoyed by most transgender women is only 

minimally reduced when testosterone is suppressed as per current sporting guidelines for 

transgender athletes” (p. 199). They suggest that “although 12 months of treatment is not 

sufficient to remove the male advantage” there is no evidence that extending the time frame 

“would diminish the male advantage to a tolerable degree” (p. 211). Therefore, they claim that 

trans women could compromise fairness and safety in women’s event. However, their review 

does not include sport-specific studies about trans athletes. It also remains problematic because it 

compares trans women athletes to cis male athletes, in an effort to suggest that trans women and 
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cis men are the same and ignoring the effects of gender-affirming treatments (Barras, 2021; 

Hamilton, et al., 2021). 

 In 2021, Harper and colleagues published a systematic literature review of the impacts of 

testosterone suppressing treatment on lean body mass (LBM), muscularity and muscular strength 

in trans women in the British Journal of Sport Medicine. Harper and colleagues (2021) 

concluded that trans women athletes “may retain strength advantages over cisgender women, 

even after 3 years of hormone therapy” (p. 8). Like Hilton and Lundeberg (2021), Harper and 

colleagues’ review also does not draw from sports-specific studies with trans athletes. They 

acknowledge this as a major limitation of their review, but they make recommendations 

regarding trans women athletes by noting that “sport-specific regulations for trans women in 

endurance versus strength sports may be needed” (p. 7). Their conclusion may have serious 

implications for trans women in sport because it provides sport organizations and policymakers a 

scientific basis for enforcing bans and stricter regulations on trans women in women’s events. 

 Following these studies above, in March 2021, Blair Hamilton and 77 other scholars from 

sport medicine and exercise physiology published in Sport Medicine a comprehensive review 

examining the literature on trans women, women with differences of sex development (DSD), 

testosterone and athletic performance. Through this review, the group announced the 

International Federation of Sports Medicine’s (FIMS) consensus on integrating women athletes 

with DSD and trans women athletes into women’s event in elite sport. Contrary to the findings of 

the previous reviews above, Hamilton and colleagues noted that “the use of testosterone 

concentration limits of 5 nmol/L in transwomen and DSD women athletes is a justifiable 

threshold based on the best available scientific evidence” (p. 1402). They concluded that: 

ultimately, even the most evidence-based policies will not eliminate differences in 

sporting performance between athletes in the elite category of female sports. However, 
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any advantage held by a person belonging to an athlete in this category could be 

considered part of the athlete’s unique individuality. Whatever the solution, there is an 

urgent need for a well-coordinated multidisciplinary international research program, 

backed by appropriate research grant funding and athlete participation, to generate the 

evidence to inform future objective policy decisions (pp. 1410 - 1411). 

This large group of researchers openly criticized the World Rugby’s 2020 trans policy, which 

bans trans women from competing with cis women on the grounds of fairness and safety in 

competition, as the policy “speaks to the ‘common sense’ view that transwomen athletes are 

larger and stronger than their cisgender peers, which mischaracterizes transwomen athletes as 

elite male athletes” (p. 1407). Coming from a group of sport medicine experts, their indictment is 

critical for working against stereotypes about trans women and anti-trans voices in sport.  

 Aside from highlighting the importance of respecting the freedom and rights of athletes, 

including their right to compete without any form of discrimination, this review by Hamilton and 

colleagues (2021) acknowledges the limitations of utilizing a sex binary to organize elite sports. 

The group briefly touches on the notion of “start over,” put forward by feminist science and 

technology studies, and legal scholar Maayan Sudai (2017) to call for a reimagining of 

classification systems in sport to focus on physiological parameters rather than binary sex 

categories. Hamilton and colleagues (2021) also address the history of unreliable and 

discriminatory sex testing methods used by sport organizations for women’s events (e.g., 

physical examination, chromosome-based tests). That said, the group did not show engagement 

with literature written by feminist scholars who had forwarded similar arguments decades prior. 

 Despite ongoing debates and contradictory literature reviews, recent studies that have 

suggested restrictions on trans women have started to have effects on debates and policy 

decisions about trans women athletes. For instance, World Rugby based its 2020 trans policy on 

available research on “transgender biology and performance” (Transgender references, 2020), 
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including research by Wiik and colleagues (2020) and Hilton and Lundberg (2021). World 

Rugby concluded that post-transition trans women retain significant physical advantages in 

relation to size, strength (head and neck forces), power and speed, and muscle mass even after 

they have reduced their endogenous testosterone level to below 5 nmol/L for 12 months as 

required by the IOC. In September 2021, the Sports Councils’ Equality Group (SCEG), a sport 

body comprised of officers from all Sport Councils across the United Kingdom, released a 

literature review on research related to trans inclusion in sport to guide approaches to trans 

inclusion in the UK (SCEG, 2021b). Focusing on research papers that challenge trans inclusion 

(e.g., Harper et al., 2021; Hilton & Lundberg, 2021; Roberts et al., 2021; Wiik et al., 2020) and 

on World Rugby’s decision, the SCEG report concluded that “parity in physical performance in 

relation to gender-affected sport cannot be achieved for transgender people in female sport 

through testosterone suppression. Theoretical estimation in contact and collision sport indicate 

injury risk is likely to be increased for female competitors” (p. 10). The term “gender affected 

sports” refers to “a sport, game or other activity of a competitive nature in circumstances in 

which the physical strength, stamina or physique of average persons of one sex would put them 

at a disadvantage compared with average persons of the other sex as competitors in events 

involving the activity” (Equality Act, 2010, s.195.3). The SCEG report did not include Hamilton 

and colleagues’ (2021) consensus supporting trans women’s inclusion in women’s sport based on 

allowable testosterone levels set by international sport governing bodies like World Athletics, 

World Rowing and UCI. Nor did it consider the consensus’s emphasis that there is no available 

scientific evidence to support the 2020 World Rugby policy.  

 While some scholars in biology, exercise physiology, pediatrics, and philosophy (e.g., 

Pike, 2021; Sailors, 2020) focus on testosterone — and athletic performance differences between 
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binary sexes — to argue against trans women’s inclusion in sport, other scholars in bioethics and 

sport medicine problematize discourses of testosterone that deem it “the miracle molecule of 

athleticism” (p. 161), as feminist bioethicists Rebecca Jordan-Young and Katrina Karkazis 

(2019) put it. Jordan-Young and Karkazis and others argue that there is no scientifically proven 

correlation between testosterone and athletic performance; testosterone is not a factor producing 

definitive differences in performance, and higher levels of testosterone should not be seen as the 

marker of athletic performance or success (e.g., Ivy, 2019c; Ivy & Conrad, 2018; Jones, 2021; 

Jordan-Young & Karkazis 2019; Karkazis & Jordan-Young 2013, 2015; Karkazis et al., 2012; 

Karkazis & Carpenter 2018; Pape, 2019; Sudai, 2017; Schultz, 2021a; Teetzel, 2020). Karkazis 

and Jordan-Young have written about gender policies in sport (Jordan-Young, et al., 2014; 

Karkazis & Carpenter, 2018; Karkazis & Jordan-Young, 2013, 2018). In 2014, Karzakis testified 

as an expert witness for Dutee Chand at the Court of Arbitration for Sport. Dutee Chand, a 200-

metre sprinter from India, was disqualified from the Commonwealth Games because of World 

Athletics’ hyperandrogenism regulations. 

 In 2019, Jordan-Young and Karkazis published a book called Testosterone: An 

unauthorized biography. Their book comprehensively analyzes the scientific literature and myths 

around testosterone and its relationship to six social issues: ovulation, violence, power, risk-

taking, parenting, and athleticism. In their chapter on athleticism, they analyze scientific 

literature on testosterone and athletic performance and argue that available research on 

testosterone and athletics performance relies on what they coined the notion of “opportunistic 

epistemology” — “reverse engineering that starts with a course of action, a policy, or a 

conclusion and searches for evidence to support it” (p. 194). To exemplify, they point to the 

IAAF’s research on testosterone and athletic performance among cis women athletes. Jordan-
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Young and Karkazis state that the IAAF crafted its research to substantiate “its foregone 

conclusion that women with naturally high T should not compete with other women” (p. 195).  

 Jordan-Young and Karkazis (2019) also indicate that Joanna Harper’s 2015 research on 

pre- and post-transition performance differences for trans women falls under studies with 

opportunistic epistemology. Harper’s 2015 research was based on her own experiences as a non-

competitive runner and self-reports of eight other non-competitive trans women runners about 

their running times. She concluded that trans women athletes possess no advantage over cis 

women after one year of testosterone treatment. As Harper (2015) noted, the research has 

limitations as it was based on random self-reported data from only eight participants including 

herself and did not include any competitive distance runners. For Harper’s research, Jordan-

Young and Karkazis (2019) wrote: “The data are extremely loose: no T[estosterone] measures; a 

small, online, convenience sample; and race times that were mostly unverified, achieved on 

different courses and under different conditions. It’s an error to conclude that T is the single most 

important factor if that’s the only factor you look at” (p.190). They add that: Harper’s research 

data “were gathered to answer whether it is “fair” for trans women to compete against other 

women runners” (p. 190), not whether there is any biological advantage. However, published in 

the Journal of Sporting Cultures and Identities, Harper’s research was the first study that looked 

at the pre- and post-transition performance differences in trans women athletes (Teetzel, 2017) 

and contributed to the IOC’s 2016 trans policy (IOC, 2016).  

 In their 2018 article published in Feminist Formations, Karkazis and Jordan-Young draw 

on intersectional and postcolonial analyses to show that hyperandrogenism regulations by the 

IAAF are shaped by racialized and colonial ideas about women and sex atypicality. They note 

that “T talk” deflects attention from the racial politics in women’s sport while naturalizing the 
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idea of sport as a masculine domain. In their book, Jordan-Young and Karkazis (2019) elaborate 

on their previous argumentation. They say that discourses and myths about testosterone are 

gendered, raced, and classed. They show that racist narratives about testosterone in science and 

public discussions produced ideas linking testosterone to greater levels of aggression and 

violence, higher crime rates, more risk-taking, and better athletics performance, especially 

among Black people. Their work has made significant contributions to debates among sport 

scholars who critique the gender and testosterone policies of the IAAF and the IOC for their 

sexist, racist, and neo-colonial foundations (e.g., Cooky & Dworkin, 2013; Cooky et al., 2013; 

Dworkin et al., 2013; Henne & Pape, 2018; Pape, 2019; Schultz, 2011).  

 Like Karkazis and Jordan-Young, a number of other scholars support trans women’s 

inclusion by pointing to the inconclusiveness of research on the effects of testosterone treatment 

on athletic performance by trans women (e.g., Buzuvis, 2011, 2021; Ivy, 2019c, 2021; Ivy & 

Conrad, 2018; Jones, 2021; Jones et al., 2017a; Hamilton et al., 2021; Pape, 2019; Schultz, 

2021a; Sudai, 2017; Symons & Storr, 2020; Teetzel, 2020). As per the International Federation 

of Sports Medicine (FIMS) consensus in 2021: “There is a distinct lack of sports performance 

data to inform and update sports policy” for trans women (Hamilton et al., 2021, p. 1402). By 

emphasizing that “there is no overall relationship between endogenous testosterone and sport 

performance,” Ivy (2019c, 2021) and Ivy and Conrad (2018) argue for full and equal inclusion of 

trans women (and cis and intersex women) without placing a limit on endogenous testosterone 

for women (whether cis, intersex or trans). Based on Devries’ (2008) literature review, which I 

mentioned above, the CCES has been recommending since 2016 that “trans athletes should be 

able to participate in the gender with which they identify, regardless of whether or not they have 

undergone hormone therapy” (p. 19). 
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  While testosterone plays a big part in debates, scholars shows that another key argument 

against trans women’s inclusion in women’s sport is said to stem from concerns over the ‘bodily 

safety’ of cis competitors (e.g., Barras, 2021; Buzuvis, 2011, 2021; Linghede et al., 2021; 

McClearen, 2015; Schultz, 2021a; Stewart et al., 2021; Teetzel, 2020). These arguments are not 

new in debates over trans women in sport (Buzuvis, 2011; Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006; Coggon et 

al., 2008; Love et al., 2009; Sykes, 2006a; Travers, 2006). For instance, as Cavanagh and Sykes 

(2006) note, UK sporting organizations requested an exemption from the 2004 Gender 

Recognition Bill, which granted legal status to people in their acquired gender, to ensure “the 

safety of [cis] competitors” in sport. Buzuvis (2016) and Stewart and colleagues (2021) also note 

that some sport organizations in the United States and Australia can seek exemptions to exclude 

trans girls and women if the safety of competitors is seen at risk. Recently, some critics (e.g., 

Harper et al., 2021; Hilton & Lundberg, 2021; Pike, 2021; Transgender references, 2020) have 

grown to rely on this argument to prevent or restrict trans women from women’s sport, especially 

in contact sports. For instance, in September 2021, the SCEG in the United Kingdom, which I 

introduced above, concluded that “fairness, inclusion and safety cannot be balanced” through the 

inclusion of trans women into the women’s category in ‘gender-affected’ sports, noting: “it is 

highly likely that for many sports, transgender inclusion, fairness and safety cannot co-exist in a 

single competition model” (SCEG, 2021b, p. 16). The group’s conclusion turned the issue of 

inclusion and safety into mutually exclusive categories. 

 Countering arguments around safety, scholars from sport studies, philosophy, and law 

argue that these concerns rely on biology-based discourses that frame cis women as biologically 

inferior and in need of protection (Buzuvis, 2011, 2021; Gleaves & Lehrbach, 2016; Ivy, 2021; 

McClearen, 2015). These scholars also note that ‘safety’ concerns around trans women are 
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rooted in racism, transphobia and transmisogyny (Barras, 2021; Fischer & McClearen, 2020; 

Jones, 2021; Ivy, 2019c, 2021; Ivy & Conrad, 2018; McClearen, 2015). As Coggon and 

colleagues (2008) write: “If height or aggression caused genuine safety issues, this would surely 

be true for tall or aggressive nontranssexuals, too” (p. 12). For instance, McClearen (2015) and 

Fischer and McClearen (2020) examine debates around Fallon Fox, a mix-raced martial arts 

(MMA) fighter who is trans, that happened in 2013. They note that while critics’ main argument 

against Fox centred on her assumed physical advantages that were said to pose a risk to fairness 

and the bodily safety of cis women, the accusations Fox faced in relation to her bone density and 

testosterone levels intersected with assumptions rooted in racism, (cis)sexism and transphobia. 

Due to racist assumptions that characterize black cis women and men as naturally athletically 

superior and having higher levels of testosterone compared to white cis women and men, critics 

framed Fox as physically superior to cis white women. They claimed she posed a risk to the 

safety cis white women because of her visible body and her allegedly higher level of 

testosterone. These racist assumptions about Black cis men and women were entangled with 

transphobic myths that characterize trans women, like Fox, as having physical advantages over 

cis women.  

 Although concerns over cis women’s safety may seem logical in sports like MMA and 

rugby where injuries to competitors are possible, scholars argue that such concerns serve as an 

excuse to exclude trans women from women’s sport (Barras, 2021; Buzuvis, 2021; Fischer & 

McClearen, 2020; Jones, 2021; Ivy, 2019c, 2021; Ivy & Conrad, 2018; McLearen, 2015). Barras 

(2021) suggests that World Rugby’s ban on trans women reflects “a hypothetical concern for 

safety” (p. 51). Barras writes: “In the UK there are 37,000 registered cis women playing rugby, 

and only two registered trans women (figures from England Rugby). There have been no 
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documented cases of cis players receiving injuries from trans players” (p. 47). Shultz (2021) 

draws attention to the selective use of the ‘safety’ argument against trans women. Schultz writes 

that the Australian Football League banned Hannah Mouncey, a trans woman footballer, from 

the 2018 women’s semi-professional draft due to ‘safety’ concerns but allowed Mouncey to play 

at the lower level. Schultz (2021a) adds: “If the safety of other women is a prime concern, this 

verdict does not make sense” (p. 619). I also suggest that debates over ‘safety’ in women’s sport 

are rooted in what Sharrow (2021) calls “‘cisgender supremacy,’ a logic that inheres in political 

assertions about normatively gendered bodies” (p. 2). Concerns for ‘safety’ ignore the well 

documented verbal and physical risks and violence facing trans women (and trans men and non-

binary people) who participate in sex-segregated sport and use mainstream sport facilities (e.g., 

Barras, 2021; Caudwell, 2020; Elling-Machartzki, 2017; Greey, 2019; Hargie et al., 2017; 

Herrick et al., 2020; Lewis & Johnson, 2011).  

 Some sport studies, bioethics, medical ethics, and legal scholars (e.g., Bianchi, 2017; 

Buzuvis, 2011, 2021; Coggon et al., 2008; Jones et al., 2017a; Knox et al., 2019; Wagman, 2009) 

and sport organizations (e.g., CCES, 2016, 2018) suggest that if sport governing bodies are 

concerned about safety, they should organize sport differently. For example, the CCES (2016) 

suggests that “any risk to safety based on size or strength should be controlled by establishment 

and adherence to weight or skill categories rather than by exclusion based on gender 

identification… In sports for which size, strength or weight do pose safety concerns, self-

regulation through competitive categories based on these variables (for example, boxing weight 

classes) is an option” (p. 17). Similarly, after reviewing U.S. law and public policies in relation 

to the rights of trans athletes to participate in sport, American legal scholar Erin Buzuvis (2021), 

who has written on national and international trans inclusion policies (e.g., Buzuvis, 2011, 2016), 
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notes that if sport organizations or states wish to promote and ensure the safety of cis girls and 

women in sport: 

that safety can be achieved by other means than a blanket exclusion of transgender 

athletes. Segregating athletes by size or skill, regardless of sex, would achieve the safety 

rationale without relying on the generalized assumption that transgender athletes – 

specifically, transgender girls – are always bigger and stronger than their cis-gender 

teammates and competitors. (p. 448) 

 In relation to ‘competition categories,’ some people have suggested introducing a 

separate ‘transgender’ category in addition to binary sex categories in sport (Duthie, 2004; Ivy, 

2019c, 2021; Ivy & Conrad, 2018; Teetzel, 2020). This suggestion has generally been made by 

critics to exclude trans women from women’s sport. For instance, in 2002, critics of Dumaresq 

asked the international governing body of cycling to create a “transgender” category for 

Dumaresq. In 2021, as I mentioned in Chapter 1, the Women’s Sports Policy Working Group 

made a similar recommendation for trans girls and women as part of its ‘resolution’ to safeguard 

cis girls’ and women’s chance of winning (Ennis, 2021; Hobson, 2021; de la Cretaz, 2021; 

Schultz, 2021b; Sosin, 2021; Webb, 2021). This suggestion is unintelligible, ciscentric and 

transphobic in that it suggests that trans women are not women (Serano, 2013; Ivy, 2019c, 2021). 

As Ivy (2021) says: “I am not merely self-identifying into the category of female, I am female. I 

wish this point didn’t bear repeating so often” (p. 18). 

 

Human Rights in Discussions about Trans Inclusion in Sport 

 Human rights have become a key topic in discussions relating to trans inclusion in sport. 

The earliest example of conversations around a trans athlete’s right to participate in a sex-

segregated sport in the athlete’s legally recognized sex category dates back to Renée Richards’s 

human rights complaint against the major tennis organizations in the United States in 1977 
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(Birrell & Cole, 1990; Buzuvis, 2011; DeMartini, 2014; Love, 2017; Pieper, 2012). Attention to 

human rights started becoming imperative for national and international sport governing bodies 

in the early 2000s due to growing human right protections for trans (and intersex) people in 

international and national law as a result of prolonged activism by trans, intersex, and non-binary 

people (Bavington, 2007; Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006; Ivy, 2019c; Lenskyj, 2018; Patel, 2021; 

Sykes, 2006a; Teetzel, 2006; Travers & Deri, 2011). For example, as Cavanagh and Sykes 

(2006) note, the IOC’s 2004 trans inclusion policy emerged as a necessity to respect the rights of 

trans athletes and to be consistent with legislative protections, like the European Human Rights 

Law, which prohibits discrimination on the basis of sex and gender.  

 As we will see in Chapter 8, in the 2010s, human rights became a driving force behind 

national and international sport governing bodies’ decisions to formulate or update their policies 

on trans inclusion (Buzuvis, 2021; Ivy, 2019c; Patel, 2021; Symons & Storr, 2020; Travers, 

2018a, 2018b). For instance, a necessity to comply with “developing legislation and notions of 

human rights” prompted the IOC to release its 2016 trans inclusion policy, which removed 

“surgical anatomical changes as a pre-condition” for trans women and men athletes’ eligibility 

(IOC, 2016). Regarding the IOC’s move, Ivy (2019c, 2021) and Ivy and Conrad (2018) write 

that trans women are legally recognized as women without gonadectomy (or any genital surgery) 

and without hormone replacement therapy in some countries like Canada, the United States, 

United Kingdom, Australia, and Germany, and thus the requirement of surgery for athletes to 

participate in sport breaches their right to bodily integrity and their right to participate in sport in 

their legally recognized gender. In 2017, the IOC updated its Host City Contract Principles 

(2017) in accordance with the United Nations’ Guiding Principles on Business and Human 

Rights (2011) and announced that “the new host city contracts will include explicit human rights 
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protection” (Symons & Storr, 2020). On 16 November 2021, the IOC reiterated its commitments 

to respecting human rights (as stated in Olympic Agenda 2020+5) with the release of its new 

guidelines for trans inclusion, Framework on fairness, inclusion and non-discrimination on the 

basis of gender identity and sex variation. The new IOC guidelines recognize and promote 

human rights as a fundamental principle for sport governing bodies to foster gender equity and 

inclusion.  

 By drawing on human rights discourses, trans athletes, scholars and advocates strongly 

argue that sport participation is a basic human right (e.g., Buzuvis, 2011, 2021; Griffin & 

Carroll, 2010; Ivy, 2019c; Ivy & Conrad, 2018; Patel, 2021; Symons & Storr, 2020; Travers, 

2016, 2018a). For instance, Ivy (2019c) argues that trans women’s and men’s participation in 

competitive sport is a basic human right based on the Fundamental Principles of Olympism 

enshrined within the IOC’s Olympic Charter, and under the United Nations Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights and the European Convention on Human Rights, both of which 

define sport as a human right. The UN and the EU both override the IOC as an international 

organization. In sport literature, scholars document how the human rights framework has been 

useful in producing policies and guidelines that help to improve trans women’s and men’s 

inclusion in sport (Buzuvis, 2021; Gilliam, 2018; Greey, 2019; Hutton, 2017; Patel, 2021; 

Riseman, 2021; Travers, 2016, 2018a). Riseman (2021) demonstrates that human rights 

commissions in Australia (the Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission and 

the Australian Human Rights Commission) have played an important role in promoting the 

inclusion of trans and gender diverse people in sport over the years. In the Canadian context, 

Travers (2016, 2018a) has shown that successful human rights complaints and out-of-court 

settlements have effectively changed policies in some school districts to ensure that trans kids 
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have legal rights to access, in accordance with their gender, sex-segregated sport activities and 

facilities such as changerooms. As I will address in Chapter 8, by drawing on these scholars, I 

approach the human rights framework as a useful tool both to further trans inclusion in sport at 

all levels and to confront the growing anti-trans voices that have targeted trans women athletes in 

the 2020s. 

 While trans athletes and their proponents have used human rights discourses to push for 

trans inclusion, critics have also drawn on human rights frameworks to exclude trans women 

from women’s sport. Critics suggest that inclusion of trans women jeopardizes cis girls’ and 

women’s rights to succeed in sport and not to be harmed (e.g., Navratilova, 2019; Pike, 2021; 

Sailors, 2020; WSPWG, 2021). This strand of argument has a history, dating back to debates 

about Renée Richards in the 1970s (Birrell & Cole, 1990; Pieper, 2012) and about Michelle 

Dumaresq in the 2000s (Bavington, 2007; Duthie, 2004). For instance, Birrell and Cole (1990) 

note that Richards’s inclusion meant displacement of some lower ranked professional women 

players from women’s tournaments. In a film documentary about mountain biker Michelle 

Dumaresq, 100% Woman (Duthie, 2004), we see one of the critics of Dumaresq saying, “I am a 

woman and I have rights too… my human rights are being violated as well.”  

 The pitting of trans women’s rights against cis women’s rights as a means of arguing for 

the exclusion of trans girls and women appears to be happening more frequently in the face of 

increasing protections for trans people in national and international law in the 2010s. For 

instance, in a 2020 graphic, the Women’s Sports Policy Working Group suggests that trans girl 

student athletes’ participation in women’s sport in Connecticut between 2017 and 2020 ‘caused’ 

a significant loss of athletic opportunities in participation, awards, medals, scholarships, and 

records for cis girls (WSPWG, 2021). In that same year, this argument made its way into a 
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federal court in the United States. In February 2020, the families of four cis girl high school 

runners filed a federal lawsuit against trans girls Terry Miller and Andraya Yearwood to block 

them and other trans girls in Connecticut from participating in girls’ sports. The families alleged 

that trans girls have “deprived [their kids] of track titles and scholarship opportunities” (Eaton-

Robb, 2020). On April 25, 2021, a federal judge in Connecticut dismissed this lawsuit (Ennis, 

2021).  

 In response to human-rights based arguments seeking to exclude trans girls and women 

from women’s sport, sport and legal scholars, whose arguments I embrace in this dissertation, 

note that such arguments are discriminatory, transphobic, and scientifically inaccurate (Barras, 

2021; Jones, 2021; Ivy, 2019c; 2021; Ivy & Conrad, 2018; Fischer & McClearen, 2020; Patel, 

2021; Teetzel, 2020; Travers, 2018a). Foremost, such arguments fail to recognize trans girls and 

women as women. They problematically characterize trans women as “physiologically 

indistinguishable from cis males” (Ivy, 2021, p. 12), implying that trans women are ‘men’ who 

are competing in women’s events. Human-rights based anti-trans arguments rely on assumptions 

suggesting that trans women have performance advantages over cis girls and women even if 

trans women undergo hormone treatment. As we saw above there is not a consensus in the 

scientific literature on whether trans women athletes compete with performance advantages after 

transition (Hamilton et al., 2021; Jones et al., 2017a). Ivy (2019c) strongly argues that:  

(Cis) women do not have a right to exclude women they don’t like or don’t feel 

comfortable with. Sport and society has a long history of excluding women of colour, 

often trading on these same claims of alleged competitive advantage or not 

feeling “safe.” But these are not rights. Thus, extending the right for (trans) women to 

compete in sport with other women is not in conflict with other rights. (p. 12) 

 As I will touch on in Chapter 8, scholars and activists who support trans athletes draw 

attention to the limitations of the human rights framework in the context of sport (e.g., Patel, 
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2021; Travers, 2016, 2018a, 2018b) and trans politics (e.g., Currah et al., 2006; Kirkup et al., 

2020; Namaste, 2005; Mandlis & Namaste, 2011; Spade, 2011, 2012). For instance, they note 

that human rights frameworks prioritize individualism, do not necessarily resolve transphobia 

faced by trans communities (Mandlis & Namaste, 2011), and often do not lead to material 

changes that would improve trans lives because they tend to uphold structures that create barriers 

for trans and gender diverse people (e.g., Currah et al., 2006; Kirkup et al., 2020; Namaste, 2005; 

Mandlis & Namaste, 2011; Spade, 2011; Travers, 2016, 2018a, 2018c). For instance, Travers 

writes that human rights victories have helped to make sure that trans and gender diverse people 

have access to sex-segregated sports and facilities at some K-12 schools in Canada, but they have 

not challenged the structures that create barriers for trans and gender diverse people, such as 

binary normativity and the notion of male athletic superiority (2016, 2018a, 2018c). Travers also 

notes that human rights-based activism tends to benefit disproportionately those trans children 

with overlapping privileges of race, class, or parental advocacy (2016, 2018a, 2018c). As I 

discuss in Chapter 8, I acknowledge the limitations of the human rights framework that scholars 

have pointed out, but I also focus on the productive aspect of the framework in generating policy 

and practices for inclusive and safe sport environments for trans and gender diverse participants 

in Canadian sport. I approach human rights-based activism as “not a sufficient political agenda” 

but “a necessary one” (Currah et al., p. xxii) for trans rights in sport. 

 

Trans Men and Non-Binary Athletes in Sport 

 Compared to a long history of heated debates and policing over trans women’s inclusion 

in women’s sport, there have been fewer discussions, controversies or regulations regarding trans 

men’s inclusion in sport (Barras, 2021; Fischer & McClearen, 2020; Ivy, 2019c; Klein et al., 
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2019; Love, 2017; Lucas & Krane, 2011; Lucas & Newhall, 2019; Symons & Storr, 2020; 

Teetzel, 2006). For instance, most national and international sport federations allow trans men to 

compete in the men’s category without restriction while regulating trans women’s inclusion 

through allowable testosterone levels (Braumüller et al., 2020; Jones et al., 2017a; Love, 2017). 

As Fischer and McClearen (2020) state, this decision “is presumably based on the cissexist 

assumption that trans men will never be “as good” as cisgender men” (p. 151).  

 There is also a lack of media coverage of trans men athletes (e.g., Ivy, 2019c; Lucas & 

Krane, 2011; Lucas & Newhall, 2019; MacKinnon, 2017; Matthews, 2016; Symons & Storr, 

2020). For instance, in their systematic review of news about trans athletes in the English sports 

media globally between 1993 and 2018, Lucas and Newhall (2019) demonstrate that trans men 

do not receive much coverage as compared to the hypervisibility of trans women athletes. When 

trans men athletes are mentioned in the media, Ivy (2019c) notes, they are “often celebrated” and 

applauded for their “bravery,” unlike trans women who are often accused of cheating. Ivy 

(2019c) and Barras (2021) also draw attention to a contrast between trans men athletes’ success 

and invisibility. They note that although, “the most commercially successful trans athletes have 

been trans men” (Ivy, 2019c, p. 10), for instance, triathlete Chris Mosier and pro boxer Patricio 

Manuel, their presence and success in sport remains somehow invisible in the media. According 

to Ivy (2019c), trans men “are vanished from the social imagination since they don’t serve the 

dominant narrative that only focuses on trans women in sport” (p. 10). I also suggest that trans 

men are ignored because their success disrupts generalized assumptions about cis male athletic 

superiority that sit in the centre of debates about trans women’s inclusion in sport.  

 Lack media coverage around trans men athletes does not mean they do not face barriers 

and prejudices in sport (Barras, 2021; Braumüller et al., 2020; Klein, 2016; MacKinnon, 2017). 
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Studies demonstrate that trans men face barriers gaining access to sport (Caudwell, 2014; Elling-

Machartzki, 2017; Jones et al., 2017b; Klein et al., 2019; Tagg, 2012) and, once in, that they are 

sometimes forced to use sex-segregated facilities like locker rooms (Greey, 2019; Hargie et al., 

2017; Klein et al., 2019; Semerjian & Cohen, 2006; Sykes, 2011). They also experience 

prejudices and hostility in sport (e.g., incorrect pronouns) (Elling & d’Escury, 2017; Lucas & 

Krane, 2011; Phipps, 2021; Travers & Deri, 2011). For instance, Klein and colleagues (2019) 

focus on the case of one trans man’s experiences in college sports during his social, hormonal, 

and athletic transitions. They note that while he found support from teammates, coaches, staff, 

and administrators during his transition, he experienced barriers and discomforting times due to 

the binary structure of sport teams and facilities, the masculine and sexist characteristics of sport 

culture, and cisnormative cultures that required him to come out to multiple groups of people 

multiple times.  

 Non-binary athletes also have been largely left out of conversations about inclusion, 

policy development and human rights in sport (Barras, 2021; Erikainen et al., 2020; Ivy, 2019c; 

Klein et al, 2019; Patel, 2021; Stewart, 2019b; Symons & Storr, 2020). Competitive sports are 

organized around the notion of binary sexes, and so they require non-binary athletes to identify 

as either male or female. Non-binary athletes are expected to fit into normative sex categories 

and follow regulations accordingly (Erikainen et al., 2020; Ivy, 2019c; Phipps, 2021). For 

example, soccer player Quinn (Canada) and skateboarder Alana Smith (USA), the first known 

non-binary athletes in elite sport, both participated in the 2020 Tokyo Olympics in women’s 

events. A growing number of research studies shows that the sex-segregated structure of most 

sports creates barriers and challenges for non-binary people, such as binary infrastructures, 

gendered language, and gendered dress codes or rules (e.g., Barras, 2021; Caudwell, 2014, 2020; 
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Erikainen et al., 2020; Greey, 2019; Phipps, 2021; Stewart, 2019b; Travers, 2016, 2018a). For 

example, Phipps (2021) and Stewart (2019b) note that mixed-gender teams and sports, which are 

presumed to be less rigid regarding the binary organization of competitions, can pose barriers for 

non-binary people by requiring them to identify with binary gender categories in order to ensure, 

for example, that there are ‘equal numbers of men and women’ in play. Despite barriers, studies 

demonstrate that many non-binary people remain involved in sports by navigating challenges and 

crafting spaces for themselves while advocating for non-binary inclusive practices (Barras, 2021; 

Caudwell, 2020; Erikainen et al., 2020; Greey, 2019; Travers, 2016, 2018a, 2018c).  

 

Trans Athlete Activism in Sport 

 Trans athlete activism in sport is a major theme of this dissertation. Influenced by 

transfeminism and trans studies scholars, I try to historicize the activist works by Canadian trans 

athletes for making sport inclusive and safe for trans and gender diverse people in sport. 

Dominant narratives tend to position trans men and especially trans women athletes as passive 

agents facing prejudices and backlash from critics, but I argue throughout this dissertation that 

trans athletes have been active agents of resistance and change, confronting their critics, 

engaging in activism, and producing discursive and material changes for trans inclusion in sport. 

In this section, I present a body of work that explicitly and implicitly documents and emphasizes 

trans agency, efficacy, and activism in sport at various levels. Even if scholars do not necessarily 

refer to trans athletes’ opposition to anti-trans discourses and practices as an act of agency or 

activism, I here conceptualize them in that way. A number of sport scholars touched on trans 

athlete agency and resistance. One of the contributions of this dissertation project rests in its 

effort to explicitly address trans athletes not as passive victims of discrimination but as people 
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who have been actively working to change sport. My research primarily focuses on trans athlete 

activism at elite sport in Canada and internationally, but I will also discuss examples of activism 

by trans athletes at different levels of sport and in different contexts to show the range of ways 

trans people have worked to make sport more inclusive. 

 Several scholars in sport studies have explicitly drawn attention to resistance and 

activism by trans athletes (e.g., Lenskyj, 2018; Love et al., 2009; MacKinnon, 2017; Riseman, 

2021; Travers, 2014, 2018a). For instance, Love and colleagues (2009) and Riseman (2021) 

document activism by Mianne Bagger for trans women’s inclusion in golf in Australia and 

internationally. They demonstrate how Bagger successfully used media, the 2004 IOC policy, 

and scientific knowledge relating to the effect of hormone treatment on trans women to push 

some national and international golf organizations to remove their ‘female at birth’ requirements 

from their constitutions (e.g., the Australian Ladies Professional Golf; The Ladies European 

Tour, The Ladies Golf Union —in Britain). Riseman (2021) writes that Bagger has always been 

outspoken and has worked to debunk anti-trans sentiments like “the ridiculous arguments around 

men masquerading as women” and the myth of unfair advantage (p.11). Love and colleagues 

(2009), Riseman (2021) and MacKinnon (2017) highlight how Bagger turned the media 

controversy around her public outing in 1999 into an opportunity to educate the Australian public 

and media about trans issues in sport and in general. They also note that Bagger continued her 

activism through her website where she “share(s) information about the effects of hormones and 

gender affirmation surgery” (Riseman, 2021, p.11). Other scholars have also touched on 

Bagger’s outspokenness against hostile policies and practices against trans women in sport (e.g., 

Bavington, 2007; Buzuvis, 2011; Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006; Crincoli, 2011; Harper, 2019; Lucas 

& Newhall, 2019; Sykes, 2006a; Teetzel, 2006; Teetzel & Weaving, 2017; Travers, 2006, 2014). 
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 In a book chapter, Kinnon MacKinnon (2017) documents his own stories and activism, as 

an out trans man weightlifter, alongside those of five other exceptional trans athletes. These 

athletes include: Jaiyah Saelua, who is a fa’afafine footballer from American Samoa; Fallon Fox, 

American mixed-martial arts fighter; Andreas Krieger, shot-putter from Germany; Erik 

Schinegger, skier from Austria; and Lana Lawless, golfer from the United States. MacKinnon 

demonstrates how each athlete has engaged in activism for “equity, justice, and human rights in 

sport” (p. 45) at different times. For instance, MacKinnon highlights Lawless’s activism towards 

the American media and in the courtroom to remove the Ladies Professional Golf Association’s 

(LPGA) “female at birth” policy. After Lawless won the title of the 2008 women’s world long-

drive golf champion, the Association adopted the LGPA’s “female at birth” policy to prevent her 

from entering future tournaments. MacKinnon notes that thanks to Lawless’s lawsuit against the 

golf organizations, which alleged that the “female at birth” policy was a civil rights violation, the 

LPGA dropped the policy in 2010. Through the stories of five trans athletes, MacKinnon (2017) 

highlights their agency and activism and the ways they have challenged dominant narratives 

about trans athletes. 

 Lenskyj (2018) focuses on Kristen Worley’s 2015 human rights complaint with the 

Human Rights Tribunal of Ontario against the anti-doping codes, gender verification process and 

therapeutic use exemption (TUE) policies related to testosterone that are generated by World 

Anti-Doping Agency (WADA) and the IOC and enforced by the Union Cycliste Internationale, 

the Ontario Cycling Association and Cycling Canada. In 2017, Worley won her case, reaching a 

settlement with national and international cycling organizations. Her settlement required the 

cycling bodies to “support and advocate for XY athletes and their human rights,” and to review 

their policies for trans athletes. Lenskyj states that Worley’s settlement carries the potential to 
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“change gender-related policies and practices in sport,” and that it would “challeng[e] the power 

of [international federations] and the IOC” (p. 136). Worley applied to a provincial tribunal 

rather than the tribunal of the Court of Arbitration for Sport (CAS), sanctioned by the IOC. 

Lenskyj (2018) argues that Worley’s dismissal of the CAS posed a serious challenge to CAS’s 

authority over sport related disputes. Worley’s human rights complaint and her activist works for 

trans inclusion have been addressed by a number of scholars (e.g., Harper, 2019; Patel, 2021; 

Schultz, 2021a; Semerjian, 2019; Symons, & Storr, 2020). For example, Patel (2021) states that 

Worley’s settlement that urged the Canadian and international cycling organizations to commit 

“to use objective independent scientific research in the establishment of standards and guidelines 

for XY female athletes,” stands as “a pivotal victory for athletes’ rights and their autonomy to 

pursue a legal claim” (p. 270). In Chapters 7 and 8, I draw on Lenskyj’s (2018) and other 

scholars’ work to historize Worley’s activism. 

 A small number of well-known trans athletes have been discussed by scholars because of 

the fights they have waged against restrictive sport policies and their advocacy for trans inclusion 

in elite sport. These athletes include: Renée Richards (e.g., Pieper, 2012, 2019; Teetzel, 2006; 

Travers, 2006, 2014); Michelle Dumaresq (e.g., Bavington, 2007; Teetzel, 2006); Mianne 

Bagger (e.g., Anderson & Travers, 2017; Crincoli, 2011; Teetzel, 2006); and Fallon Fox (e.g., 

Fischer & McClearen, 2020; McClearen, 2015). For instance, Fischer and McClearen (2020) 

highlight Fox’s advocacy for trans rights in sport through her visibility and resistance against the 

transphobia and transmisogyny she faced from the MMA community. They quote Fox saying: “I 

think I will be [an advocate] until the day I die… I have no choice in that. I will always stand up 

for transgender rights, of course” (p. 163).  
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 While some scholars have addressed the activist works by well-known trans athletes, 

others have documented the activist work of trans athletes who are not publicly out or visible in 

the media (e.g., Gilliam, 2018; Greey, 2019; Klein, 2016; Klein et al., 2019; Lucas, 2009; Lucas-

Carr & Krane, 2012). In their research exploring the experiences of three trans athletes, Lucas-

Carr and Krane (2012) show how the three athletes engaged in constant activism, while they 

were competing at the high school, college, and recreational levels, to educate sports people 

about trans issues and promote trans inclusion. In a Master’s thesis, Michon (2020) conducts 

interviews with three Canadian out trans women athletes who competed at the national, 

international, and professional levels in three different sports. Michon notes that two of the three 

athletes played a leading role in their sports to educate others about trans issues. In their research 

conducted with a trans man who competed at the collegiate athlete in the United States, Klein 

(2016) and Klein and colleagues (2019) underline his activism for creating awareness about trans 

athletes and emphasize his tenacity in overcoming the difficulties he faced during and after 

transitioning, which he did while he was competing. 

 In a Master’s thesis using autoethnography, Gilliam (2018) details the “unplanned 

activism” that she undertook to challenge systematic transphobia and anti-trans sentiments and to 

help foster a safe and inclusive space for trans and ‘gender expansive’ participants in the 

Women’s Flat Track Derby Association (WFTDA) in the United States. Gilliam’s activism 

ranges from lodging official complaints against the association, meeting with the association’s 

executives, and forming a collective group to draft and help WFTDA enact a trans inclusion 

policy. For instance, Gilliam (2018), together with other trans and gender expansive players in 

the league, formed the Transgender, Intersex, Gender Expansive, Roller Derby Collective 

(TIGER) to advocate for trans and gender expansive people in the WFTDA. Gilliam and TIGER 
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played a leading role in drafting a policy on behalf of the organization to address systemic 

transphobia and promote the inclusion of trans women, intersex women, and gender expansive 

players within the league. The WFTDA instituted a generic version of the policy effective 

immediately in 2015. Their activism shows how trans and gender diverse people make sport 

organizations aware of trans issues and urge them to change their policy and practices for trans 

inclusion in sport.  

 While most of the literature on trans athletes focuses on elite athletes, a few scholars have 

discussed trans activism in the context of recreational sports and physical activity (e.g., 

Caudwell, 2020; Travers, 2006; Travers & Deri, 2011; Travers, 2014; 2018a, 2018c). Caudwell 

(2020) points to trans and non-binary activism for creating and improving access to outdoor and 

indoor recreational swimming spaces in the United Kingdom. Travers writes about trans activism 

in the context of recreational sport and physical education in Canada and the United States 

(Travers, 2006, 2014, 2018a, 2018c; Travers & Deri, 2011). Travers (2006) and Travers and Deri 

(2011) demonstrate the role of trans activism in shifting the structure and culture of some 

recreational lesbian softball leagues in North America away from a single-sex tradition based on 

sex binary logic to a less sex-binary-strict and more welcoming environment for trans 

participation. In their later works on trans and gender-diverse kids, Travers (2016, 2018a, 2018c) 

documents resistance and activism by trans and gender-diverse kids and their parents/legal 

guardians for social change to make physical activity and physical education environments safe, 

inclusive, and welcoming spaces in which trans and gender diverse kids not only participate but 

also thrive.  
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Concluding Thoughts: Where do I and my research stand in debates over trans inclusion in 

sport? 

 In this chapter, I presented an overview of discussions about trans inclusion in sport over 

five decades in disciplines of feminist sport studies, feminist media studies, philosophy, and law. 

In the following analysis chapters, I build on this intellectual and theoretical work while 

addressing prejudices against trans women athletes and arguing for trans inclusion in sport.  

 The debates about trans inclusion reviewed in this chapter have developed out of 

different socio-political contexts over time. Scholars from various disciplines have addressed the 

issue of trans inclusion in sport through the individual cases of famous trans athletes at different 

times. However, to date, there has not been research tracing debates and events over a significant 

number of years. This dissertation project is my attempt to piece together a history of five-

decades long debates over trans inclusion in sport through a Canadian lens. As illustrated in the 

second part of this chapter, various scholars have touched on how some trans athletes spoke out 

against their critics and worked for trans inclusion at various levels of sport while addressing 

trans issues in sport. This dissertation deliberately centres on trans agency, resistance, and 

activism by Canadian trans athletes in elite sport and conceptualizes what I call ‘trans athlete 

activism.’ I seek to present a reading inspired by transfeminism of debates about trans inclusion 

in sport to bring trans agency and activism into prominence and to highlight the leading role of 

trans athlete activism in positive changes for trans inclusion that we see today. 

 This chapter also offered an insight into some recent scientific research and literature 

reviews that are undertaken in biology, exercise physiology, pediatric, endocrinology, bioethics, 

and sport medicine, on the effects of testosterone therapy on body composition and athletic 

performance in trans women. This ever-growing literature continues to produce competing 
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knowledge claims as to whether trans women athletes have an advantage, making present-day 

debates more intricate and contingent than ever. This dissertation project joins these debates by 

drawing on a body of feminist and trans studies scholarship that problematizes discourses and 

myths that focus on testosterone as the key determinant of athletic success on physical 

differences between binary sexes as if they are all-determining.  

 In the following four analysis chapters, I put the scholars whom I cited in this chapter in 

conversation with each other and my sources while drawing on transfeminist theorizing and trans 

studies scholarship to piece together a narrative that might usefully extend existing 

conversations. 
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Chapter 5                                                                                                           

Early Debates on Trans Women’s Inclusion in Elite Sport, and Discursive and 

Representational Possibilities for Transness, 1976-1982 

CONTROVERSY: Renée Richards, formerly Richard Raskin before sex-change 

operation, is causing headaches for U.S. Open tennis organizers. She wants to play.  

— Enough of a lady to play with girls? Toronto Star, 12 August 1976. 

 In this chapter, I trace early debates on trans inclusion in sport in the mid 1970s. To do 

so, I focus on the story of Renée Richards. Richards is the first trans athlete known to have 

competed at a professional sport event. With her entry, the issue of trans inclusion in sport had 

its start. From 1976 to 1982, when she ended her professional tennis career, Richards was a 

catalyst for heated debates about trans inclusion in sport. Debates about her inclusion in 

women’s tennis set the ground for discussions about trans inclusion in sport in future years. In 

the overall project of my dissertation, this chapter provides historical context regarding the 

concerns and fears around trans women’s inclusion in sport to help us better understand current 

debates on this issue in the 2020s. This chapter also contributes to one of the main goals of my 

dissertation by mapping the first widely known examples of trans activism and resistance in 

sport.  

 In July 1976, Renée Richards became the first trans woman known to have competed at a 

professional sport event when she was outed by a reporter following her win at the La Jolla 

Tennis Tournament in California. A month later, Richards was accepted to the Tennis Week 

Open Tournament in South Orange, N.J. Upon her acceptance, the Women's Tennis Association 

(WTA) announced its decision to withdraw its sanction for this tournament. Twenty-four cis 
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women tennis players withdrew from the tournament in support of the WTA’s decision. Richards 

played in the tournament, losing in the second round (“Controversial tennis player,” 1976). 

 That same month, Richards filed an entry submission to the 1976 U.S. Open. It was the 

first time in the history of sport that a trans woman had openly filed an entry to compete at an 

international professional sport tournament. In response to Richards’s application, the United 

States Tennis Association (USTA) introduced sex testing to professional tennis (Richards v. 

United States Tennis Ass'n, 93, 1977). By 1976, sex testing had already been used by the 

International Association of Athletics Federations (IAAF) and the International Olympic 

Committee (IOC). But it had not yet been used in tennis (Richards v. United States Tennis Ass'n, 

93, 1977). Richards refused to be tested and withdrew her application, stating that she would sue 

the USTA for its decision (“Tennis player plans,” 1976). Later, in 1977, she agreed to undergo a 

Barr body test (also known as the chromatin test) twice at the Institute of Sports Medicine and 

Athletic Trauma at Lenox Hill Hospital. When Richards was asked to undergo “a Barr body 

retest or for the more definitive or elaborate Karyotype test” due to her ambiguous test results, 

she refused, pointing to “the institute's failure to follow the standardized procedure” (Richards v. 

United States Tennis Ass'n, 1977). On August 16, 1977, Richards filed a suit against the USTA 

and the USOC, alleging that their refusal to allow her to qualify and/or participate in the U.S. 

Open as a woman was a violation of her civil rights. She also claimed that the organization’s 

decision to require a Barr body test to determine her eligibility was discriminatory. Later that 

month, the New York Supreme Court ruled in favour of Richards. She played at the 1977 U.S. 

Open at Forest Hill New York, losing to Virginia Wade in the first round, 6-1, 6-4. (“Virginia 

Wade batters,” 1977). 
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 Between 1978 and 1982, Richards continued to compete with limited success, winning a 

few tournaments in singles and doubles (“Billie Jean,” 1977; Richards v. United States Tennis 

Ass'n, 1977; “Roundup,” 1981a, 1981b; “Sports Roundup,” 1976) and often losing in the first or 

second round of her matches. For instance, she lost to Virginia Wade of Great Britain – 6-0, 6-3 

– in 38 minutes in the first round of a Virginia Slims Tour tournament in Washington in 1978 

(“Richards didn’t,” 1978). She eventually retired from tennis in 1982. But Richards’s name has 

not disappeared from Canadian media or the sport world. Rather, she has remained a key figure 

in debates relating to trans issues in sport and in general. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, her 

name and story appeared in various mainstream Canadian newspapers such as The Toronto Star, 

The Globe and Mail, The Montreal Gazette, The Vancouver Province. Richards’s name appeared 

in general stories relating to transsexuality. She later received media attention for her 

autobiography, Second Serve, and the television movie adaptation of it. Richards’s visibility in 

the media, particularly from the late 1970s to 1990s, was key to bringing trans people and trans 

issues to public knowledge. 

 Richards continues to be a key and ‘controversial’ figure in debates over trans women’s 

inclusion in sport. I say ‘controversial’ because Richards has occasionally commented on other 

trans women athletes, like Michelle Dumaresq, Mianne Bagger, and on sport policies in ways 

that work against trans women’s inclusion in sport (Semerjian, 2019; Pieper, 2017, 2019; 

Teetzel, 2006). For instance, Richards called the IOC’s 2004 policy, the first international policy 

that addressed trans inclusion in sport “a wrong judgment” (Christie, 2004) and later “a 

particularly stupid decision” (Dimanno, 2009), suggesting that trans women possess competitive 

advantages over cis women due to their physiology (Pieper, 2017, 2019; Teetzel, 2006). She 

publicly condemned the IOC’s 2016 trans inclusion policy because of its removal of surgery as 
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an eligibility requirement (Millan, 2019; Pieper, 2019). Recently, she has continued her 

opposition to trans girls’ and women’s inclusion in women’s sport (Schultz, 2021b). As I 

mentioned in Chapter 1, she lends support to the Women’s Sports Policy Working Group that 

promotes the exclusion of trans girls and women to safeguard cis women’s sport and rights.  

 I have organized this chapter in two parts. In the first part I trace arguments against 

Richards’s inclusion in women’s pro tennis. I argue that while debates over Richards in the late 

1970s primarily revolved around the question of whether she had an unfair advantage over cis 

women, a more general moral prejudice towards trans women played a significant role in 

opposition to her inclusion. Critics also feared and speculated that her inclusion in sport would 

encourage others to transition and “masquerade” as women in order to achieve sport victories 

and, ultimately, harm hard-won gains for women in sport. In the second part of the chapter, I turn 

my focus to ruptures in these discourses and to counter-statements about trans athletes (and sex 

and gender). I track comments and interventions made by Richards. I contend that Richards 

made significant interventions, engaging in the first widely-known activism for trans inclusion in 

sport and opening up discursive and representational possibilities for transness in sport and in the 

broader culture in the 1970s. 

 To support my argument, I draw from primary and secondary sources. Primary sources 

include: 97 news stories about Richards that appeared in two major Canadian newspapers, The 

Toronto Star and The Globe and Mail, between 1976 and 1982; the transcript of Richards’s 1977 

legal suit against the USTA (Richards v. United States Tennis Ass'n, 1977); and Richards’s two 

autobiographies, Second serve (1983) and No way Renée: The second half of my notorious life 

(2007). I draw most heavily on news articles published in 1976 (22) and 1977 (28) because they 

best capture debates about Richards. While the total number of 50 articles between 1976 and 
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1977 that I use in this chapter might seem small, they are enough to gain insight into the nature 

of discussions about Richards and trans people in sport in the late 1970s. In the 1970s, there were 

generally not many media stories about trans(sexual) people; the term transsexual was not 

necessarily well received in Canada (Irving & Raj, 2014). In 2016, Katie Daubs reported in a 

Toronto Star article that there appeared 83 news stories which mentioned the word ‘transsexual’ 

in The Toronto Star between 1970 and 1979 (Daubs, 2016). Based on my records, 21 of those 83 

were related to Richards.  

 For secondary sources, I use literature on the story of Renée Richards. As the first out 

trans woman athlete, Richards’s story is usually mentioned by scholars in sport studies when 

addressing trans inclusion issues in sport (e.g., Anderson & Travers, 2017; Bianchi, 2017; 

Carroll, 2016; Griffin, 2012; Love, 2014; Semerjian, 2019; Teetzel, 2006; Teetzel & Weaving, 

2017; Travers, 2006, 2014). It is also discussed by legal scholars, who analyze Richards’s suit 

against the USTA from legal and rights-based perspectives (e.g., Buzuvis, 2011; DeMartini, 

2014; Katz & Luckinbill, 2017; Pilgrim, et al., 2003; Taylor, et al., 2018; Ziegler & Huntley, 

2013). Trans studies scholars take up Richards’s story while historicizing the legal, cultural, and 

social circumstances of the late 1970s in relation to trans visibility and rights, especially in the 

United States (e.g., Beemyn, 2014; Haefele-Thomas, 2019; Meyerowitz, 2002; Stryker, 2008). In 

the sport studies literature, Susan Birrell and Cheryl L. Cole (1990) and Lindsay Parks Pieper 

(2010, 2012, 2017, 2019) have explicitly looked at Renée Richards through different feminist 

and queer theoretical orientations. In the next section, I review this scholarship. After explaining 

how my research differs from existing work on Richards, both methodologically and 

theoretically, I present my analysis. 
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A Review of Scholarly Work about Renée Richards in Sport Literature 

 Birrell and Cole’s (1990) article is, to my knowledge, the first scholarly work in sport 

sociology to focus on trans issues in sport. Through Richards’s case, Birrell and Cole examine 

discourses that construct and control ideas about transsexualism, binary sex and gender, and 

sexuality in the United States in the late 1970s and early 1980s. They examined news stories 

about Richards, from 1976 to 1982, in three reputable American newspapers (The New York 

Times, The Washington Post, and the Los Angeles Times) and popular magazines such as Sports 

Illustrated, Ms., Time, and Newsweek. They also examined Richards’s legal case and her 

autobiography, Second Serve (1983), and the television movie adaptation of the autobiography 

(1985), Birrell and Cole argue that the story of Richards and professional sport helped the 

American press to reproduce the assumption that there are “two and only two, obviously 

universal, natural, bipolar, mutually exclusive sexes that necessarily correspond to stable gender 

identity and gendered behaviour” (p. 3). While covering Richards’s case, American journalists 

had focused on two questions: “Is it fair to allow Renée Richards to play women's professional 

tennis?” and “Is Renée Richards a man or a woman?” (p. 7). For the most part, and perhaps 

surprisingly, news stories show support for Richards in her fight against the USTA by 

positioning her “as a symbol of human rights” (p. 12). Birrell and Cole argue that although the 

liberal notion of human rights worked in Richards’s favour, it obscured the concerns of [cis] 

women players and the broader social and historical context within which women athletes 

played: “sport in North America has developed as an activity that privileges males” (p. 7). They 

state that the American press generally silenced Richards’s critics, including feminists like 

Gloria Steinem and Marcia Seligson, by not giving them much coverage (pp. 11, 21). Based on 
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my research and the scholarship by Pieper, and Erikainen (2020), I suggest otherwise: that 

Richards’s critics found much coverage in the media.  

 Birrell and Cole’s (1990) piece provides insights into terminology and views about trans 

people not only in the American press in the mid 1970s, but also in women’s studies and among 

some feminists in the United States in the early 1990s. For instance, their analysis is grounded in 

social constructivist feminist theories and aims to show sex and gender are constructed. They use 

the term “constructed-female transsexual” and refer to Richards as “s/he” so as to acknowledge 

her “bisexed lived experience,” her past and present positioning (p. 20). Birrell and Cole argue 

that Richards’s hyper-feminine expressions and her essentialist statements in the media and later 

in her autobiography helped reproduce the binary sex system and ideas that equate femininity 

with weakness, athletic inferiority, and submission. Richards (1983) herself plays on these ideas: 

[while playing tennis] “when I missed a ball, they [opponents] were quick to blame it on my 

being a woman. I didn't mind these jibes because they affirmed my womanliness” (p. 238). 

Birrell and Cole’s (1990) oft-cited article structured the basis of an early argument in the sport 

literature that Richards reproduced and reinforced the sex and gender binary. Birrell and Cole’s 

suggestion that Richards’s inclusion equated to the loss of opportunities for cis women in sport 

provides insight into concerns held by some feminists over trans women’s inclusion in sport in 

the 1990s and reflects the history of struggles to expand sporting opportunities for women in the 

late 1970s.  

 After Birrell and Cole’s oft-cited article appeared in the sport literature, scholars did not 

revisit Richards’s story for about two decades until Lindsay Parks Pieper writes about Richards 

in a Master’s thesis (2010), and then in an article (2012) and two book chapters (2017, 2019). 

Like Birrell and Cole, Pieper draws on evidence from Richards’s court case in 1977, her two 
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autobiographies, and news stories. Pieper (2012, 2019) also conducted an interview with 

Richards in 2009 for a 2011 documentary film, Renée by Eric Drath. Pieper shows that debates 

over Richards focused on whether Richards had an unfair advantage competing against cis 

women players. By situating Richards’s case in a broader historical context, Pieper states that 

Richards faced protests because her critics, including some feminists, saw her as a threat to the 

rising popularity of women’s tennis, and the achievements of women’s sport activists and the 

U.S. women’s liberation movement of the 1970s. For example, according to Gloria Steinem, a 

well-known second wave feminist, “Richards’s inclusion demeaned the achievements of 

women’s tennis” (Pieper, 2010, p. 63, 2017). Pieper notes that a handful of cis women tennis 

players and other advocates supported Richards on the tennis court, in the press and in the 

courtroom (2010, 2019). Pieper (2010, 2012, 2017, 2019) also discusses Richards’s own public 

opposition to the 2004 IOC trans inclusion policy and to some trans women athletes’ fights for 

inclusion. Pieper speculates that Richards’s opposition might stem from her beliefs in 

essentialized sex and gender differences, her internalisation of cultural norms of femininity and 

masculinity in the 1940s and 1950s, and “the inability of a sex change to solve her identity 

problems” (2010, p. 73; 2012, p. 686). I accept that Richards is not the most progressive trans 

woman in the public eye in the twenty-first century, but I am not concerned with where 

Richards’s opposition might originate from. Her opinions are hers. To echo some trans scholars 

(e.g., Bettcher, 2014; Ivy, 2021; Namaste, 2005; Koyama, 2006; Serano, 2007), being a trans 

woman does not prevent one from expressing rhetoric that is harmful to some trans women.  

 Like Birrell and Cole (1990), Pieper argues that although Richards’s appearance and fight 

for inclusion in women’s tennis appeared to challenge the binary conception of sex in sport and 

in the broader American society, her strict adherence to stereotypical expressions of femininity 
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and her legal victory helped reaffirm and maintain a rigid and dichotomous understanding of sex 

and gender in sport, in the press, and more generally. Pieper also contends that Richards publicly 

emphasized her femininity and downplayed her athleticism and skills in order to gain acceptance 

in women’s tennis and to prove her womanhood, which in turn helped reproduce and reinforce 

notions of female athletic inferiority and sex segregation in sport. As I discuss in Chapters 2 and 

3, I would challenge such arguments. As trans studies scholars have long argued, it is not just 

trans people who ‘reproduce’ ideas about sex and gender but everyone. It is also not the 

responsibility of trans people to challenge and demolish the gender binary system in sport or the 

larger society (e.g., Bettcher, 2007, 2014; Enke, 2012; Halberstam, 2018; Koyama, 2001/2003; 

Namaste, 2005; Serano, 2007, 2013; Stryker, 2007; Stryker & Bettcher, 2016). 

 Simple arguments about the reproduction of the sex and gender binary do not take into 

consideration the contextual specificities of the 1970s. In the 1970s, medical authorities, through 

a set of diagnostic criteria and treatment protocols for trans people, were strictly policing the 

gender binary as well as heterosexuality (Meyerowitz, 2002, Stryker, 2008). As Stryker (2008) 

writes, “access to transsexual medical services thus became entangled with a socially 

conservative attempt to maintain traditional gender, in which changing sex was grudgingly 

permitted for the few of those seeking to do so, to the extent that the practice did not trouble the 

gender binary for the many” (p. 105). Such policing was not just a concern before surgery: “the 

doctors rejected candidates who would not conform after surgery to the dominant conventions of 

gender and sexuality” (Meyerowitz 2002, p. 225; emphasis added). This does not mean that 

Richards did not have ‘agency,’ or that her gender expressions and embodiment were merely 

‘performances.’ Instead, it makes us think about the risks Richards and other trans women might 

have faced if they had not followed sex and gender roles in the 1970s. And third, arguments 
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suggesting that Richards performed ‘femininity’ and downplayed her athleticism to prove her 

womanhood and gain acceptance in women’s sport presents her femininity as a performative act, 

leaving no room for her to express her gender as she interpreted it. 

 In my research, I build on the earlier works by Birrell and Cole (1990) and Pieper (2010, 

2012, 2017, 2019). However, I write in a different historical context and ground my research in 

different theoretical orientations to bring different questions to my discussion of Richards. 

Earlier works on Richards reflect the concerns of queer and feminist scholarship. Birrell and 

Cole and Pieper focus on Richards in terms of the gender binary rather than what she meant in 

terms of the accessibility of sport to trans athletes. They look at Richards more for what she 

meant for cis women than what she meant to other trans people. My aim here is to consider what 

Richards’s visibility and interventions might have meant to the trans athletes who followed her 

and to demonstrate how her presence in sport was a key means of opening up trans visibility and 

putting discourses relating to transness into popular circulation in the 1970s. 

 I ground my research in transfeminist theories (e.g., Bettcher, 2007; Enke, 2012, 2018; 

Halberstam, 2018; Koyama, 2001/2003; Serano, 2007; Stryker, 2007; Stryker & Bettcher, 2016) 

and engage with trans studies scholarship (e.g., Irving & Raj, 2014; Serano, 2013; Stryker, 2008; 

Stryker & Whittle, 2006), much of which would not have been available to Birrell and Cole in 

1990. Over the past three decades, a rich and critical body of trans scholarship has emerged, 

offering strong critiques of feminist and queer theoretical approaches that use trans people as a 

‘trope’ to explain, problematize, and illustrate the construction and reproduction of gender binary 

categories (Elliot & Roen, 1998; Halberstam, 2018; Hines, 2006; Namaste, 2011; Noble, 2004; 

Salamon, 2010; Serano, 2013; Styker, 2006). Richards’s “embodiment of stereotypical 

femininity” was part of her gendered personhood that was shaped by dynamic interactions of 
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flesh, skin and psyche with cultural discourses and material practices (Prosser, 1998; Salamon, 

2010; Serano, 2007, 2013; Stryker, 2007). I intentionally avoid analyses and interpretations that 

focus on Richards’s gender and leave out the broader context in which it was constructed and 

expressed. 

 Another theoretical factor that makes my discussion here different from previous studies 

on Richards is its emphasis on discontinuities in discourses of transness, evident in the 

interventions made by Richards and in others’ efforts to support her in the 1970s. For example, I 

focus on the possible openings that Richards’s presence and visibility created for transness in 

sport and in the broader context in the 1970s. Previous studies have acknowledged the 

importance of her legal battle against the USTA and briefly touched on the support that Richards 

got from some fellow tennis players, some medical experts, and some journalists. In my research, 

I highlight this support and conceptualize Richards’s discursive struggles, her legal battle, and 

her intentional visibility in the media as early examples of trans activism in sport.  

 In undertaking this research, I have worked to adhere to ‘transfeminist methodologies’ 

(e.g., Hale, 1997; Johnson, 2015; Koyama, 2001/2003; Serano, 2007), which I discussed in 

Chapter 3. While earlier work on Richards has drawn from the most prominent US print media 

sources, I have looked beyond that market to see how Richards was represented outside the 

United States, conducting a systematic review of Canadian media sources. My research draws 

from news stories about Richards in Canadian media between 1976 and 2021, which I collected 

through keyword searches in several databases (see Chapter 3 for details). The sources that 

ground this chapter help me to bring new historical evidence to historical debates about Richards 

and support for her cause in the 1970s. Thanks to a collection of sources that cover several 

decades, I am able to benefit from hindsight to introduce evidence that contradicts a common 
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narrative in the sport sociology literature about Richards’s outing in the press and the role played 

in this outing by discussion of her ‘size.’ For instance, by drawing on news stories from 2021, I 

am able to argue that Richards’s body was less important to her being outed than a particular 

reporter’s misogyny, transmisogyny and prejudice.  

 Before moving onto the next section, I want to make clear that the critiques I bring to 

previous work in sport studies scholarship on Richards is not aimed at the scholars who 

previously wrote about Richards but at the shortcomings of the feminist and queer theoretical 

approaches that tend to be used in sport studies to write about trans athletes and trans issues in 

sport. My goal is to demonstrate the value and political implications of transfeminist readings of 

the story of Renée Richards and other trans athletes, especially trans women, who came after her. 

My analysis was made possible by: (a) a growing body of trans scholarship, including theoretical 

work written by trans people; (b) substantial theoretical and practical shifts, over time, in a lot of 

feminism from a narrow politics of sex and gender to intersectional frameworks that promote 

more positive attitudes towards transness; and (c) the growing presence and visibility of trans 

people who talk publicly and critique ciscentric approaches to trans people and trans issues. 

 

Anxieties over Richards’s Inclusion in Women’s Tennis. 

While the USTA is sensitive to and respects the rights of individuals to live as they may 

choose, it believes that the entry into women's events at the U.S. Open, the leading 

international tennis tournament, of persons not genetically female would introduce an 

element of inequality and unfairness into the championships. (“Catch-22,” 1976, para.2) 

— The United States Tennis Association, August 1976 

 As Richards (1983) wrote in her autobiography, her critics feared that, “just because she 

had once been a man, [she] could automatically beat women’s professionals or even competent 

amateurs” (p. 345). This fear was amplified by a more general moral prejudice towards trans 
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women and anxieties peculiar to women’s professional tennis and women’s sport in the United 

States in the 1970s. Richards’s appearance on tennis courts came four years after the release of 

Title IX. While sport in the U.S was experiencing a growth in opportunities for women and girls 

thanks to Title IX and ongoing feminist activism (Cahn, 1994), women’s professional tennis was 

also living an era of unprecedented popularity and economic growth (Cahn, 1994; Spencer, 

1997). Critics feared that Richards’s inclusion would set a bad precedent, motivating others to 

change sex or masquerade as women to benefit from opportunities in women’s tennis, such as 

prize money, and concurrently hurt the development and the image of the women’s professional 

game. I present the fears over Richards’s inclusion in sport under three headings: “The leggy, 6-

foot-2 Richards” to monopolize women’s tennis; Richards: A bad precedent for ‘others’; and 

Richards: Bad for the development and image of women’s professional tennis. 

 

“The leggy, 6-foot-2 Richards” to Monopolize Women’s Tennis 

 To suggest that Richards had physical advantages competing against cis women and thus 

that she would dominate women’s tennis, her critics often pointed to Richards’s physical 

characteristics, like her height, weight, muscularity, and chromosomes. One physical 

characteristic that critics frequently noted was Richards’s height. For instance, in August 1976, 

when Richards made known her intention to compete at the 1976 U.S Open, George W. Gowen, 

the USTA general counsel said: “It was ‘very likely’ they would require the leggy, 6-foot-2 

Richards to undergo a karotype test, which would show whether her chromosomes were male 

(xy) or female -(xx)” (“Enough of a lady,” 1976). In news stories in the Canadian media, her 

name was often followed by a statement about her height. She was “the tall eye surgeon” 

(“Tennis player,” 1976), “the six-foot, two-inch ex-male” (Lautens, 1976), “6 feet 2 inches tall” 
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Richards (Herman, 1976), or “very tall, over 6 feet” woman (Lavin, 1983). American journalists 

also pointed to Richards’s height (and weight) (Birrell & Cole, 1990; Erikainen, 2020; Pieper, 

2010; Pilgrim, et al., 2003). Statements about Richards’s height were not merely a mention of an 

athlete’s physical features. In the news stories that I reviewed, height was scarcely ever 

mentioned in relation to cis women tennis players. Richards’s height was meant to suggest that 

she had an advantage over cis women tennis players.  

 In conjunction with statements about Richards’s height, critics also pointed to her 

muscularity, strength, and speed to indicate her supposed advantage over cis women (Erikainen, 

2020). For instance, in response to Richards’s entry submission for the 1976 U.S Open, the 

USTA vice president W. E. Hester said, using transphobic and offensive language, that despite 

Richards’s transition, “he (she) still has a man's muscles and that's going to give him (her) a great 

advantage in quickness and how hard he (she) can hit the ball” (“Enough of a lady,” 1976, para. 

8). A few days later, Richards was accepted to the Tennis Week Open Tournament to be held in 

South Orange, New Jersey. Upon this news, the Women's Tennis Association (WTA) announced 

its decision to withdraw its sanction of this tournament, and twenty-four cis women tennis 

players withdrew from the tournament in support of the WTA’s decision (McCabe, 1976). 

Players stated that it was not fair for them to compete against Richards because despite her 

transition and “feminine appearance, Dr. Richards still retained the muscular advantages of a 

male and genetically remained a male” (Herman, 1976, para. 2). Richards competed at the South 

Orange tournament. Following her win in the first round, her opponent stated: “she’s just too 

strong and too tall to be a woman… And being that she was born a man and everything, still has 

that strength. You can’t get rid of that” (Pieper, 2010, p. 52). 
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 Richards’s ranking in tennis prior to transition also was brought up by critics to indicate 

that Richards was at an advantage against cis women players. For instance, the first Canadian 

news story about her in 1976 noted she was “ranked sixth nationally among junior veteran males 

before undergoing a sex-change operation” (“Enough of a lady,” 1976, para. 4). Richards was 

variously identified as a “ranked third in the East and 13th nationally in the men's 35-and-over 

division (Herman, 1976, para. 2; “WTA members,” 1976), “top-seeded” (Lautens, 1976), “highly 

ranked” (Birrell & Cole, 1990) or “accomplished” male player (Richards v. United States Tennis 

Ass'n, 1977). But Richards was not a ‘top-seeded’ or an ‘elite level’ tennis player prior to her 

transition. Her critics loosely used her ranking to support their claims about Richards’s 

advantage against cis women, even though her ranking was in the over-35 age category.  

 At the court hearing in 1977, critics tied up all the arguments previously used against 

Richards relating to her height, weight, muscularity, and her ranking prior to transition using it as 

evidence that Richards had physical advantages over cis women tennis players and hence the 

USTA was right to exclude her to ensure fairness for cis women players. Based on their 

experience, three cis women tennis players5 stated that they would compete at disadvantage 

against Richards because of Richards’s height: “The taller a player is the greater advantage the 

player has (Richards v. United States Tennis Ass'n, 1977). Dr. Daniel Federman, chair of the 

Department of Medicine, Stanford University, who spoke on behalf of the USTA and WTA, 

suggested that Richards, who had undergone transition after puberty, would have and retain 

physical advantages over cis women because transition would not affect, on average, her 

assumed greater height, muscle mass, skeletal structure, or strength. To indicate Richards’s 

potential advantage over cis women players, Vicki Berner, director of women's tennis for the 

 
5 Francoise Durr, Janet Newberry and Kristien K. Shaw. 
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USTA, pointed to Richards’s tennis history: “She has been unable to find a record of any woman 

player over age 40 who has had such a successful competitive record as plaintiff, a record 

unparalleled in the history of women's professional tennis” (Richards v. United States Tennis 

Ass'n, 1977). In contrast, Dr. Roberto Granato and famous gender researcher Dr. John Money, 

testifying for Richards, claimed that she would have “no unfair advantage” when competing 

against cis women players because “her muscle development, weight, height and physique fit 

within the female norm,” and therefore she “should be considered a woman, classified as a 

female and allowed to compete as such” (Richards v. United States Tennis Ass'n, 1977). The 

court ruled in favour of Richards, discrediting the claims that Richards had advantages 

competing against cis women due to her physical characteristics. 

 After the court decision, her opponents reiterated in protest that Richards had physical 

advantages over them, despite the hormone treatments that she had undergone (DeMartini, 2014; 

Pieper, 2017, 2019; Travers, 2008). In 1977 (Pieper, 2010; Pilgrim et al., 2003) and in 1978 her 

opponents walked off the court in the middle of their matches with her (“Renée going,” 1978; 

“Sports Roundup,” 1978a, 1978b), pointing to Richards’s “6-foot-1 build, supposed superior 

muscle composition and a general psychological advantage” (Pieper, 2010, p. 53). It became 

obvious that despite the court decision and Richards’s fairly average pro tennis career, her body 

would remain a base for critics to argue against her once she showed a slight bit of success on 

the tennis court.  

 As we saw, critics and news stories have often pointed to Richards’s height, weight, and 

muscles over the years to suggest that she has an advantage over cis women. I argue that critics’ 

continued focus on Richards’s body was, instead, largely predicated on prejudices and 

transmisogyny against trans women and the more general policing of women athletes’ bodies in 
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sport events. An oft-cited narrative in the sport literature suggests Richards was initially outed 

because of concerns over her body. For instance, Birrell and Cole (1990) and Piper (2010, 2012, 

2017, 2019) argued that a reporter, Dick Carlson, outed Richards in 1976 because he had become 

suspicious of Richards due to her physical size, the ease of her volleys and powerful serves, and 

her performance on the tennis court. Pieper (2012) writes: Carlson “watched with awe as the 

impressive six-foot-two-inch rookie Renée Clarke effortlessly defeated her opponents,” and he 

“was amazed by the ease of her volleys and the precision of her baseline shots” (p. 675). I want 

to interrupt this common narrative because it centres on (and polices) Richards’s body rather 

than the transmisogyny directed towards Richards at the time and the pervasive gender policing 

of women athletes’ bodies in sport. Carlson’s attention to Richards stemmed from his 

transmisogyny and prejudice against trans people. As Jen Chaney (2021) wrote in Vulture 

Magazine, Carlson made it his job to out trans woman in the 1970s. Prior to Richards, Carlson 

had outed Elizabeth Carmichael, an American trans woman, by “aggressively covering” her story 

in the American press. He has continued to be outspoken against trans people over the years. In a 

2021 documentary, The Lady and the Dale, about automotive entrepreneur Elizabeth Carmichael 

by Nick Cammilleri and Zackary Drucker, Carlson, who was interviewed for the documentary, 

misgenders Carmichael, contending that she “posed as a woman” in order to disguise herself and 

“garner publicity” (Chaney, 2021). Carlson is the father of Tucker Carlson, a contemporary 

American reactionary television host, who is known for his transphobic, racist, misogynistic, and 

other offensive sentiments. 

 Richards’s body drew attention from the media and sport people; however, it was not the 

main factor leading to her outing. Carlson’s attention to Richards was not based on Richards’s 

performance nor her powerful serves. A 1976 article in Newsweek Magazine writes that “a 
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suspicious spectator tipped off newscaster Dick Carlson of KFMB-TV in San Diego about the 

uncommonly strong woman player. Carlson then dug up” information, learning about her legal 

name change through her university records (Bonventre, 1976). In her autobiographies, however, 

Richards also writes that she was not outed at the tournament by Carlson. As Richards (2007) 

notes, it was a woman who started the rumor about her, but not because of her frame or powerful 

serves, but because 

[She] had heard a story about a prominent East Coast tennis player, a doctor, who had 

undergone a sex change operation and secretly moved to California. She went to the 

extent of checking in Newport and discovered that I [Richards] was a doctor and had 

lived there only a short time. (p. 46) 

After having “tracked down the woman who had started” the rumour, the journalist Dick Carlson 

learned about Richards’s story by checking her school records and California medical license 

(Richards, 1983, p. 318). I argue that the spectator’s suspicion of “the uncommonly strong 

woman player” was an example of the policing of women athletes’ bodies. Before and after 

Richards, many cis and intersex women athletes, especially women of colour, have been 

suspected of being 'uncommonly strong’ and ‘not being’ women because of how other people 

and sport officials see their bodies (Buzuvis, 2011; Carroll, 2014; Cooky et al., 2013; Karkazis et 

al., 2012; Karkazis & Carpenter, 2018; Pieper, 2013; Schultz, 2011, 2021a; Sullivan, 2011; 

Wagman, 2009a; Wells, 2020). In this case, the woman who was not meeting the definition of 

white, middle-class femininity happened to be a trans woman.  

 This focus on the body continues to appear in scholarly works about trans athletes in the 

2020s (e.g., Schiappa, 2022). It contributes to the idea that trans women are distinguishable from 

cis women because of their bodies, while ignoring transmisogyny and normalizing the gender 

policing of women athletes’ bodies, generally. I suggest that shifting the analysis of Richards’s 

outing from the issue of her body to the issue of anti-trans prejudice can help us work against the 
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‘standing-six-feet-tall’ stereotype. This stereotype has been used by critics to argue against trans 

women’s inclusion in sport and in women’s spaces in general. As we will see in Chapters 6 and 

8, after Richards, critics continue to rely on this stereotype to push against the inclusion of trans 

women athletes, like Michelle Dumaresq and Veronica Ivy. Especially in the second half of the 

2010s, when there was a growing number of trans inclusion policies and visible trans women 

athletes, critics drew on the tall trans women stereotype to justify policy and practices seeking to 

limit and ban trans girls and women from women’s sport on the grounds of ‘fairness’ and 

‘safety’ (e.g., USA Powerlifting, World Rugby, 2020). While it might seem like a small point, 

the shift that I point out allows us to see the overlap between debates about trans women athletes 

and the more general policing of the bodies of all athletes in women’s sport events.  

 

Richards: A Bad Precedent for ‘Others’ 

I had no strong feelings at all. But it does not sit quite right with me that she’s playing. 

There’s only a remote chance of it happening again, (a transexual playing in the 

women’s division), but it is a very bad precedent. (“Wade denies,” 1977, paras. 8-9) 

— Virginia Wade, in response to Richards’s acceptance to play at the 1977 U.S Open.  

 In arguing against Richards, critics often relied on transphobic cultural narratives about 

trans women, speculating that her inclusion would set a ‘bad precedent’ for not only for other 

trans women, but also for “young male players with transsexual tendencies” (Birrell & Cole, 

1990, p. 15) and those who would ‘change sex’ or ‘masquerade’ as women (male imposters) to 

benefit from opportunities in women’s tennis, such as prize money. In the 1970s, women’s 

professional tennis was in an era of unprecedented popularity and economic growth (Cahn, 1994; 

Spencer, 1997). As a result of considerable struggle and activism by some tennis players for 

equal prize money for women players, “the earnings potential of individual female players 
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skyrocketed” (Spencer, 1997, p. 369). In 1970, Billie Jean King “became the first professional 

woman tennis player to exceed the one-hundred-thousand-dollar mark in annual winnings” 

(Cahn, 1994, p. 251). By 1975, Chris Evert had earned more money than Arthur Ashe, the 

number one male player at the time (Spencer, 1997, pp. 369-370). Prize money had become so 

important that tournament names actually included the dollar amount of the award money (Cahn, 

1994; Spencer, 1997), for instance, the $100,000 Women's Professional Tennis Tournament. 

Within this context, critics speculated that Richards had transitioned —what Lucas and Krane 

(2011) call the myth of becoming transsexual (p. 537) — to gain access to the prize money 

(Erikainen, 2020; Pieper, 2017; Richards, 1983). For instance, after Richards’s second 

tournament in 1976, columnist Gary Lautens wrote in The Toronto Star while misgendering 

Richards: 

If Dr. Richards starts winning huge sums of money because of his advantage of size 

other male tennis players who cannot win a cup under normal circumstances will be 

rushing to the hospital to get their qualifications in order. Soon the tennis courts will be 

filled with people named Charlie and Alf copping all the women's prizes. (para. 9) 

Years later, in 1983, Richards addressed such comments in Second Serve: 

But suppose, as had been so often suggested about me, that someone did it for money. 

Some player who was not quite good enough in men's tennis might decide to change 

only in order to overpower the women players. Even if we forget about the arguments 

concerning loss of strength, this fear is also pretty much groundless. How hungry for 

tennis success must you be to have your penis chopped off in pursuit of it? How many 

men would do it for a million dollars? (Richards, 1983, p. 345). 

 Critics’ fears about a ‘bad precedent’ were in part grounded in a discourse of unfair 

advantage in sport. In Richards’s (1983) words: “Just because she had once been a man, [she] 

could automatically beat women professionals or even competent amateurs” (p. 345). Comments 

like those by columnist Gary Lautens were rooted in prejudices against trans people in the 1970s. 

Transsexuality was not well received or understood in North America in the 1970s; it was 
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heavily medicalized, classified as a category of psychopathology and considered a mental 

disorder within most medical circles (Beemyn, 2014; Lewis, 2017; Meyerowitz, 2002; Stryker, 

2008; Irving & Raj, 2014). Some feminists approached trans men and women with suspicion, 

framing trans women as male infiltrators of women’s spaces and trans men as lost sisters 

(Beemyn, 2014; Connell, 2012; Halberstam, 2018; Heyes, 2003; Meyerowitz, 2002; Noble, 

2004; Salamon, 2010; Stryker, 2008). Within this cultural context, critics considered the 

possibility of ‘becoming transsexual’ as something that Richards and other men might do in 

exchange for prize money (Erikainen, 2020; Pieper, 2010, 2017; Pilgrim et al., 2003; Richards, 

1983; Travers, 2006). 

 This myth has remained in the public imagination about trans women. For instance, in 

1990 Birrell and Cole indicated that “the U.S. obsession with sport makes it not at all unlikely 

that some man would willingly sacrifice his penis for victory; drug abuse, steroid use, blood 

doping, urine transplants, overtraining, and risking life-threatening or severe injuries are all a 

part of the modern sport scene” (p. 18). Beyond debates about Richards, as we will see in 

Chapters 6 and 8, this myth continued to produce suspicion towards trans women while being 

used by critics to oppose trans women’s inclusion in women’s sport. 

 At the court hearing in 1977, the USTA suggested that without sex testing, “male 

imposters” might try to sneak into women’s tennis to benefit from “the millions of dollars of 

prize money available to competitors” (Richards v. United States Tennis Ass'n, 1977). The myth 

of the “male imposter” in sport — the notion that cis men will masquerade as women to win 

medals in women’s competitions, has circulated in sport since the 1930s, operating as a rationale 

for the introduction of sex testing in sport in the early 1940s (Heggie, 2010, 2014). Although 

there has been no evidence of ‘male imposters’ in sport, this myth has helped sport organizations 
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uphold sex testing in sport for decades (Erikainen, 2020; Heggie, 2010; Pieper, 2012). In the 

1970s, this myth was functioning as a dominant narrative to justify sex testing in sport 

(Erikainen, 2020) and the USTA traded upon this myth to ensure the exclusion of Richards 

(Erikainen, 2020; DeMartini, 2014; Pieper, 2012, 2017, 2019). The court called the USTA’s 

concerns “unfounded fears and misconceptions,” dismissing the decades-long unfounded rumors 

in sport.  

 After Richards’s court win, critics continued to suggest that her inclusion would set a bad 

precedent for ‘other’ trans women who would then likely end up monopolizing women’s sport. 

In addition to Wade, whom I quoted above, some other top-seeded tennis players, like Chris 

Evert and Dianne Fromholtz publicly voiced similar concerns. Evert, the top ranked player at the 

time, said: “I know Renée… I like her. But I don't think she should be playing tournaments with 

us because I think it sets a bad precedent. It's opening doors for other cases” (“Renée a 

‘sideshow,’” 1977). For example, following Richards’s court win in 1977, the USTA president 

claimed: “We have been called by a number of transsexuals about wanting to play. . .. For 

instance, a 240-pound, 6-foot-8 transsexual called to ask permission to play in a country 

tournament” (“Dr. Richards,” 1977 cited in Erikainen, 2020, p. 85). A few weeks later, on 3 

September 1977, Dave Anderson reported on Richards in The Globe and Mail: “There's already 

a report of a 6-foot-4-inch, 280-pound transsexual tennis player down South” (Anderson, 1977). 

In her autobiography, Richards (1983) recalled: “If I was allowed to play, then the floodgates 

would be opened and through them would come tumbling an endless stream of made-over 

Neanderthals who would brutalize Chris Evert and Evonne Goolagong” (p. 345). Aside from 

resisting Richards’s inclusion in women’s sport, these anti-trans sentiments aimed to produce 
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fears about trans women in sport and in general, with the effect to forestall any possibility of 

trans women’s inclusion in women’ sport in the future. 

 

Richards: Bad for the Development and Image of Women’s Professional Tennis 

 Another concern voiced by her critics to argue against Richards’s inclusion was that her 

inclusion would hurt the development of women’s professional tennis in the United States. In the 

1970s, women’s tennis had been fighting hard and making gains for recognition and equal pay 

for women’s tennis players (Cahn, 1994; Spencer, 1977; Pieper, 2012, 2017). In 1973, Billie 

Jean King’s victory against former tennis star Bobby Riggs in the famous ‘Battle of the Sexes’ 

served as proof against the assumption of female athletic inferiority in sport (Cahn, 1994). 

Within this context, Pieper (2012, 2017, 2019) argues, critics feared that Richards, then in her 

mid-40s, could “spark questions of masculine biological superiority” (p. 679) and consequently 

“diminish the gains women’s tennis had only recently earned” (Pieper, 2017). Supporting 

Pieper’s analysis, I contend that tennis organizations and tour promoters feared that Richards’s 

inclusion would hinder the future development of women’s pro tennis. As Val Ziengenfuss, 

secretary of the WTA, said regarding the WTA’s decision to withdraw its sanction from the 1976 

South Orange Tournament to which Richards was accepted: 

The WTA board of directors feels playing against Dr. Richards would hurt women’s 

tennis. … We have a responsibility to our sponsors who pour millions of dollars into the 

sport. This situation now is a farce. … We just felt that competing against a man 

wouldn’t help our cause. We had nothing to gain, so why do it?” (“WTA members,” 

1976, paras, 10, 11, 15).  

 In addition to Pieper’s points, I argue that one of the reasons why Richards could be seen 

to hurt women’s tennis was related to the image of women’s professional tennis in the United 

States in the 1970s. Tennis historically has been a socially acceptable sport for white middle-
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class women in the United States because it is a “genteel leisure” sport and does not necessarily 

compromise the Western notion of cis, white, heterosexual, middle-to-upper class, fragile 

femininity (Cahn, 1994). This notion of femininity characterized the overall image of women’s 

tennis in the 1970s and played a significant role in its rising popularity (Cahn, 1994; Spencer, 

1997). Sport historian Nancy Spencer (1997) writes that the WTA and tour promoters 

strategically used players’ femininity, feminine style, glamor, and fashion to promote women’s 

tennis. For instance, the Virginia Slims-sponsored tour hired Ted Tinling, a noted British 

designer and tennis historian, to make cis women players look pretty, feminine and glamourous 

(p. 372), which I read as being in line with the Western notion of cis, white, middle-to-upper 

class, heterosexual fragile femininity. Richards’s critics feared that her presence would “tarnish 

the image” of women’s tennis and cis women tennis players (Herman, 1976). Despite her 

“feminine appearance” (Herman, 1976) and “embodiment of stereotypical femininity” (Birrell & 

Cole, 1990, Pieper, 2012, 2017), as the USTA vice president said, she “still has a man's muscles” 

(“Enough of a lady,” 1976). Richards was not in a position to represent the feminine glamour 

that tour organizers had been relying on to promote women’s tennis. 

 On the contrary, Richards’s presence could produce and add up to emerging public 

discomforts and panics about some cis women players’ gender expressions and sexuality (Cahn, 

1994, Hall, 2002; Spencer, 1997). At the time, King’s style of play, strength, athleticism, and 

clothing was regarded as masculine, and led to questions regarding her femininity and sexuality 

(Forman & Plymire, 2005; Spencer, 1997). The WTA feared that these discomforts would 

damage the appeal of women’s tennis to a heterosexual American public and tasked itself with 

easing the potential concerns about women athletes’ gender and sexuality by working hard to 

disassociate women’s tennis from a “stereotyped woman jock” image (Spencer, 1997). I argue 
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that while dealing with public attitudes cis women players’ femininity and sexuality, the WTA 

and some cis women tennis players saw Richards as a menace who would ignite and produce 

more discomfort among the public regarding women’s tennis and its ‘glamourous’ players. 

Besides her visible body, Richards was a transsexual woman, whose identity was questioned, 

suspected, and seen as a mental disorder (Beemyn, 2014; Meyerowitz, 2002; Stryker, 2008). 

Many people met Richards with suspicion, not seeing her as a woman. To some, the presence of 

Richards on the court was “turning the event into a circus: ‘Come see the freak show’" (Herman, 

1976). This situation did not change much after her court win in 1977. For instance, a few 

months later, two British cis women players, Lesley Charles and Glynis Coles, arrived at a 

tournament in Florida wearing shirts that read: “I Am a Real Woman” (Pieper, 2010; Pilgrim et 

al., 2003). After beating Richards, 6-1, 6-3, at the $75,000 Women's Tennis Classic in 1977, 

Dianne Fromholtz stated:  

Something like that is against human nature and takes away from our tour. It gives us a 

bad image with the general public. The people, the general public, are laughing at us. 

The way she [Renée Richards] walks on and acts like a female (“Renée a ‘sideshow,’” 

1977, paras. 4-5).  

While Fromholtz’s comment was meant to denounce Richards’s transsexuality and refute her 

identity as a woman, it also gave an insight into the concerns of some cis women tennis players 

regarding public perceptions of women’s pro tennis and its players. Regardless of the outcomes 

of Richards’s games, many of her opponents felt that she should not be on the court, competing 

with cis women. 

 As I have detailed so far, with Richards’s appearance, the issue of trans inclusion in sport 

had its start. So did trans athlete activism. Her appearance was accompanied by ruptures and 

counterstatements to discourses on sex, gender, and transsexuality in sport and in the broader 

context. Richards’s visibility was key to bringing trans people to public knowledge in the late 
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1970s. Next, I offer a transfeminist reading of the visibility of Richards and her court case in 

terms of trans activism and discursive and representational possibilities for transness in sport and 

in the broader culture of the 1970s. 

 

Discursive Ruptures about Sex, Gender, and Trans Women Athletes in the 1970s 

By the time I was in high school, Renée Richards, the trans woman who was a 

professional tennis player, was all over the news, and the ridicule and resistance she 

encountered let me know I’d been wise to stay silent about my own trans feelings. Still, 

I learned from all that sensationalistic coverage that Richards was the most notable 

transsexual since Christine Jorgensen in the 1950s, which was my first clue that folks 

like me had a history. (Stryker, 2019, p. 9) 

— Susan Stryker, historian and activist whose historical and theoretical works on trans 

history and rights in the United States have helped shape public and academic 

conversations about trans issues. 

 Before I start, I must make it clear that my intention here is neither to idolize Richards 

nor downplay the importance of her as a historical figure for trans visibility in sport and in 

general. As she has expressed over the years, she did not mean to be an ‘activist’ or ‘role model’ 

for trans issues (DeMartini, 2014; Pieper, 2019). Nor does she consider herself as a ‘pioneer’ for 

trans rights, as she reflected in a 2015 interview: “I was a reluctant pioneer, so I can’t take that 

much credit for it [laughs]. I was not an activist” (Hainey, 2015, para. 4). I do not attach such 

roles to Richards. Instead, my goal is to do an ‘alternative’ reading of the visibility of Richards 

and her legal victory against the USTA in sport and in the Canadian press within the particular 

cultural, political and historical context of the 1970s in North America regarding trans(sexual) 

rights in sport and generally.  

 Richards is a white, affluent, trans woman with a medical degree from Yale University. 

As a prominent ophthalmologist, she was able to make “more than $100,000 annually” 

(Anderson, 1977). However, it was this set of conditions within which Richards was situated that 
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made it possible for her access legal, medical, and cultural resources that would not have been 

easily accessible to other trans folks in the 1970s. For instance, in the 1970s, surgery and 

hormone treatment and necessary legal procedures, like changing documents, were out of reach 

for most trans people due to the cost (Meyerowitz, 2002; Stryker, 2008). Richards had the 

cultural and financial capacity to navigate such conditions. She traveled to France and met some 

famous trans women, leaving her “with the feeling that [surgery] was within reach, that it could 

be done if I wanted it badly enough” (Meyerowitz, 2002, p.188). She befriended world-famous 

gender psychologist John Money, who later testified in court in support of her. Due to her 

financial capacity, she was able to take a year off from work and travel across Europe and North 

America for tennis tournaments. Her whiteness, affluence, and feminine embodiment were 

arguably also preconditions for her ‘fame’ in the media in the 1970s, where the focus of media 

and magazines was predominantly on a handful of “‘stars’ generally white, middle- or upper-

class” trans women (Meyerowitz, 2002, p. 277). Richards, along with another trans woman, 

British author Jan Morris, was one of “the most touted transsexuals” in the 1970s, replacing 

Christine Jorgensen, the first trans woman who had gained widespread media attention in the 

United States in the 1950s (Meyerowitz, 2002, p. 1). As a very rare story in the 1970s, 

Richards’s presence on the tennis court and her visibility in the media were key to creating 

discursive and representational possibilities for transness in sport and broader community. 

 Richards’s presence on the tennis court and her fight for inclusion posed challenges to the 

dominant definitions of who counts as a proper woman in sport in the 1970s. By the time 

Richards appeared in sport, international sport organizations had been using chromosome-based, 

binary definitions of male (xy) and female (xx). Based on this definition, the USTA and WTA 

contended that Richards was not an ‘xx female’ (“Enough of a lady,” 1976) or “genetically 
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female” (“Catch-22,” 1976; Herman, 1976). The executive director of the WTA Jerry Diamond 

stated, they do not “allow a biologic or genetic male to enter a women's tennis tournament” 

(Herman, 1976). Richards publicly challenged these organizations’ definition of woman by 

drawing from legal and scientific discourses of sex in the 1970s. Richards argued that: 

bodily, psychologically, socially she is female. Under her new name and sex, she has 

been reissued official papers, such as a passport, certificate to practice medicine and 

other licenses. ‘In the eye of the law,’ she says, ‘I am female.’… Her phenotype - her 

primary and secondary physical sex characteristics is female. As a result of the sex 

change operation, she says her body characteristics are those of a female and she has a 

female blood hormone level (Herman, 1976, paras. 3,16). 

In challenging the USTA’s and WTA’s definitions of woman, Richards not only promoted her 

inclusion in sport but also publicized the possibility that trans people can seek to compete in 

sport in the sex category in congruence with the sex marker on their official papers. This was 

something that had not become an issue in sport until Richards’s challenge. As Buzuvis (2011) 

noted, Richards’s court case marks the only instance where a court held a sex discrimination 

statute to protect a trans athlete's right to participate in sex-segregated sports consistent with the 

athlete's gender identity (p. 32). 

  Whilst her critics “raised a furor over whether she was, in fact, a woman” (“Catch-22,” 

1976, para. 7), Richards was accepted to her second tournament, the South Orange Tournament. 

Her acceptance was dependent on myriad factors, such as the type of ‘sex test’ preferred by the 

tournament officials, personal friendships, and individual legal rights. For instance, unlike the 

USTA’s and WTA’s chromosome-based definition of woman, Eugene Scott, the tournament 

director, “went by a gynecological exam in deciding to let Richards compete” (“Catch-22,” 1976, 

para. 9) and accepted Richards as a woman based on her “physical appearance, including her 

anatomy, breast development and lack of facial hair” (Pieper, 2019, p. 435). Regarding his 

decision to accept Richards, Scott said:  
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I extended the invitation to Dr. Richards as a woman because as a tennis tournament 

chairman based on the information afforded to me, I recognize her as a woman. I 

rejected reliance solely on the Barr body test and instead chose to rely on the Phenotype 

test which concerns itself with the observation of primary and secondary sexual 

characteristics. (Richards v. United States Tennis Ass'n, 1977). 

 Here we see Richards’s social capital and class. Scott was a friend of Richards and later 

disclosed that “his personal friendship” with her prior to her transition was “the primary reason 

why Richards’s entry had been approved” (Herman, 1976). To support his decision, Scott 

pointed to Richards’s legal rights, stating: “Dr. Richards ‘legally is a woman,’ and therefore is 

entitled to play in any of the major women's tournaments. Denying her entry is an infringement 

of her legal and human rights” (Herman, 1976, Tennis is My Vehicle section, para. 9). 

Richards’s acceptance to the South Orange Tournament exposed the extent of arbitrariness in 

definitions of woman in sport in the 1970s, an unfixed definition that could vary, even depending 

on personal relationship and having friends in high positions. 

 As the statements by Richards and then Scott exemplify, legal and human rights 

discourses played a significant role in Richards’s fight for inclusion (Birrell & Cole, 1990; 

DeMartini, 2014; Meyerowitz, 2002; Pieper, 2012, 2017). For instance, Richards refused to take 

a sex test by arguing that “it is an infringement on her rights” (“Sex-change surgeon,” 1976, 

para. 13) and sued the USTA and the WTA, alleging that their refusal to allow her to play in 

women’s tennis and the requirement of the Barr body test constituted, in her words, “deprivation 

of my civil rights, the right to earn a livelihood and equal opportunity” (“Tennis player,” 1976, 

para. 2). New York Supreme Court Judge Alfred M. Ascione ruled in favor of Richards by 

finding the organizations’ actions in violation of Richards’s rights under the Human Rights Law 

of New York State (Richards v. United States Tennis Ass'n, 1977). In the 1970s, legal issues and 

rights-based claims had increasingly become a part of individual and collective trans activism in 
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the U.S. (Beemyn, 2014; Meyerowitz, 2002; Stryker, 2008). As Meyerowitz (2002) wrote, for 

instance, while “a few transsexuals began to push locally for changes in public policy” (p. 274), 

the Erickson Educational Foundation published a pamphlet, Some Legal Aspects of 

Transsexualism, to provide guidance for transsexuals on “crossdressing laws, changing names, 

and altering official records” (p. 248). While Richards, through her case and court win in 1977, 

was among a few publicly visible trans people who had gone to court, she also became the first 

successful example of human rights-based activism for trans inclusion in the context of sport, 

setting a precedent for future trans athletes and trans activism in sport (Teetzel, 2006; Travers, 

2014). 

 Richards’s legal case and victory in 1977 also ruptured the validity of chromosome-based 

tests for determining one’s sex in sport. In court, Richards and her lawyer, Roy Cohn, argued that 

a sex-chromatin test (the Barr body test) was “recognized to be insufficient, grossly unfair, 

inaccurate, faulty and inequitable by the medical community in the United States for purposes of 

excluding individuals from sports events on the basis of gender” (Richards v. United States 

Tennis Ass’n, 1977). Expert witnesses speaking in support of Richards concluded that the sex-

chromatin test is scientifically “inadequate to determine sex” and thus it was “unfair to use that 

test as the sole criterion for determining one's sex for purposes of participating in a sports event” 

(Richards v. United States Tennis Ass'n, 1977). The judge agreed with Richards’s arguments and 

ruled in favor of her. The judge declared that the test “is not and should not be the sole criterion” 

for determining sex, becoming an early example of denunciation of the chromatin test in sport. 

 As some scholars have noted, the court did not eliminate the Barr body test as a tool for 

determining sex in sport (e.g., Buzuvis, 2011; DeMartini, 2014; Love, 2014; Pieper, 2012, 2017), 

yet, I suggest, it was still a significant challenge to the validity of the Barr body test and sex 
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testing in sport. Until Richards’s legal victory in 1977, a chromosome-based sex test had neither 

been publicly and legally challenged in sport, nor had it been legally pronounced as 

‘discriminatory.’ On the contrary, cis women players and the WTA, which was fighting against 

sexism in sport, adhered to sext testing practice by planning to require all players to undergo sex 

tests, while arguing against Richards (e.g., “Women skip,” 1976; “WTA members,” 1976). The 

WTA president Chris Evert said: “She should have a sex test, but I think the other women should 

take the test, too. It would be unfair to single out Dr. Richards.” Prior to Richards’s case, a few 

medical professionals had advocated within medical circles for the termination of the IOC’s 

chromosome-based sex testing (Heggie, 2014; Pieper, 2013; Wells, 2020). For example, in 1972, 

five Danish doctors had written a memorandum critiquing the IOC’s sex testing practice, 

declaring it “irresponsible from medical point of view, and unethical,’ and calling for the IOC to 

abolish it. The IOC ignored their call (Pieper, 2013, p. 94, 2019). It was not until in 1985 that a 

cis woman athlete, Spanish hurdler Maria José Martínez-Patiño (2005) went public to openly 

challenge the validity and inconclusiveness of sex testing in sport. 

 Richards’s victory at the courtroom also officially refuted critics’ claims that Richards 

had physical advantages over cis women, interrupting the unfair advantage discourse. As I 

discussed in the previous section, the assumption of Richards’s unfair advantage against cis 

women players underlay many of the complaints and protests against her inclusion (Birrell & 

Cole, 1990; Erikainen, 2020; Meyerowitz, 2002; Pieper, 2012, 2019; Richards, 1983). In court, 

the USTA and WTA argued that “there is a competitive advantage for a male who has undergone 

“sex change” surgery as a result of physical training and development as a male” (Richards v. 

United States Tennis Ass'n, 1977). Richards and her supporters, like expert witnesses and Billie 

Jean King, the number one tennis player at the time, argued against this claim. Dr. Granato and 
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Dr. Money’s professional conclusion read that Richards would have “no unfair advantage when 

competing against other women” because as each argued: “her muscle development, weight, 

height and physique fit within the female norm” (Richards v. United States Tennis Ass'n, 1977). 

Interestingly, in the news stories I reviewed, I came across one example in The Globe and Mail 

where Richards explicitly challenged the notion that she had unfair advantage: “I do not feel that 

I have an unfair advantage over other women in athletic competition” (Herman, 1976 p. F11). 

Despite Richards’s statements in later years, suggesting that trans women do have physical 

advantages (Pieper, 2017, 2019; Semerjian, 2019; Schultz, 2021b; Teetzel, 2006), the judge in 

Richards’s case discounted the idea that Richards was at a physical advantage while competing 

against cis women, becoming the first example of official disapproval of the unfair advantage 

thesis, which has permeated the debates over trans women’s inclusion over the past five decades. 

 As I have mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, while acknowledging the 

importance of Richards’s case in sport, scholars also drew attention to the limits of her legal 

victory. For instance, scholars underlined the limited implications of the 1977 court decision, 

noting that the ruling did not “demolish” but instead upheld a binary understanding of sex, 

gender, and sex segregation in sport (Birrell & Cole, 1990; DeMartini, 2014; Pieper, 2012, 2017) 

and the presumption of cis male athletic superiority (Buzuvis, 2011). Nor did the ruling extend to 

all transsexuals or result in drastic changes; it was not a blanket decision on trans inclusion 

(Birrell & Cole, 1990; DeMartini, 2014; Katz & Luckinbill, 2017; Love, 2014; Pieper, 2012, 

2019). For instance, the USTA did not release a trans policy until 2017.  

 The implications of Richards’s win were not only limited to the sport context because her 

court win was one of a few successful and publicly visible court wins that ruled that 

chromosomes are not the sole defining factor of a person’s sex. Between the mid 1960s and the 
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late 1970s there was a surge of university-based research, scientists and doctors studying 

transsexuality (Beemyn, 2014; Meyerowitz, 2002; Stryker, 2008). Trans historian Susan Stryker 

(2008) calls the 1960s and 70s the “Big Science” period of transgender history (p. 104), in which 

some doctors who were working with trans clients started to come up with a complex definition 

of sex. Some doctors, for instance, started to distinguish biological sex from psychological sex 

(Beemyn, 2014, p. 12). In 1969, the Erickson Educational Foundation published a pamphlet for 

trans people by drawing on the writings of well-known psychologists and other clinicians who 

had been working with trans clients (e.g., John Money, Harry Benjamin). The pamphlet read: 

“Scientists now had ‘eight criteria for determining’ sex: ‘chromosomal, gonadal, internal sex 

organs, hormonal pattern, external genitals, habitus, sex of rearing, and gender role and 

orientation’” (Meyerowitz, 2002, p. 246). 

 This complex definition of sex made its way into court rooms in the 1960s, playing a role 

in court decisions, sometimes in favor of and often against petitioners who requested sex 

designation changes to their legal documents (Meyerowitz, 2002; Stryker, 2008). For example, in 

1960, endocrinologist Harry Benjamin provided his scientific definition of sex to support a client 

by testifying that “‘there are all kinds of interpretations of ‘sex’: the genetic sex, the anatomical 

one, the endocrine one, the psychological one, the social sex, and the assigned sex of rearing’” 

(Meyerowitz, 2002, p. 242). In 1968, a judge “rejected the immutable chromosomes as defining 

facts of legal sex, and relied instead on genitals, which could be altered, and gender identity” and 

granted a trans woman the right to change her legal name. Although this incident marked “a 

precedent for transsexual civil rights,” similar cases often failed in the courts as well 

(Meyerowitz, 2002, p. 208). With her court win in 1977 and her public visibility, Richards 
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showed the possibility that trans people could change their names and their sex on their official 

papers. 

 Returning to historian Susan Stryker, whom I quoted at the beginning of this section, 

Richards’s court win and visibility in the press was a key moment to some for making sense of 

their feelings, trans identities and identifications outside cisnormative identities. Stryker’s 

recollection was not the only example. As I was reading some scholarly works (e.g., Gill-

Peterson, 2018; Stryker, 2019), and the Canadian news articles that mention the name of 

Richards between 1976 and 2020, (e.g., Bethune, 2019; Legault, 1991; Mckeen, 2000; Shenher, 

2019; “CBC’s Transforming Gender,” 2015), I came across several instances where trans men 

and women recalled seeing or reading about Renée Richards as turning points in their lives. For 

instance, Canadian writer Lorimer Shenher notes that reading about Richards in the front-pages 

in 1976 “sparked his first realization that he was not alone in the world” (Bethune, 2019). In the 

1970s, Canadian media were not very hospitable towards trans people (Raj, 2014). For example, 

in 1971, Rubert Raj, Canadian trans activist, submitted an ad to The Ottawa Journal “seeking 

transsexuals and transvestites to form a support group,” and his request was rejected. As Raj 

recalled: “They found those words problematic; somehow they thought they were sexual 

recruitment because they didn’t understand the difference between gender identity and sexual 

orientation” (Daubs, 2016). In 1972, the CBC canceled the airing of an interview6 with Dianna 

Boileau, who is considered to be one of the first out Canadian trans women, along with other 

interviews on sexuality, abortion, pornography and feminism — finding it “too controversial for 

broadcast” at the time (“Dianna: Canada’s first” n.d.). Within this context, Richards was 

 
6 I thank Samantha King, one of my committee members, who shared this interview with me at the beginning of 

my dissertation research. 
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appearing in the pages of The Toronto Star and The Globe and Mail. Historian Joanna 

Meyerowitz (1998, 2002) argues that sensational stories about transsexual people in the 

American press in the 1930s and 1940s “opened possibilities for people who already had some 

sense of crossgender identification and who recognized themselves in the stories of sex change” 

(2002, p. 49). As Richards sporadically appeared in Canadian media in the 1970s, and even the 

1980s, her media visibility likely helped some to come to a sense of who they were and to 

envision transition as a possibility for themselves. 

 

Support for Richards on and off the Court 

 Although major tennis organizations, the USTA and WTA, tour organizers and most cis 

women players generally met Richards with suspicion and renunciation, rejecting and protesting 

her inclusion in women’s tennis, some supported Richards on and off the court (Buzuvis, 2011; 

DeMartini, 2014; Pieper, 2019; Pilgrim, et al., 2003; Richards, 1983). Her supporters included 

tournament officials, tennis players, audience members at some tournaments and some 

journalists. Even at her first tournament, the 1976 La Jolla Tennis Tournament in California, 

Richards found support from some people. When somebody figured out that Richards was a 

trans woman and rumors about her started to spread at the tournament, Richards decided to 

withdraw. An official who umpired her semi-final match called her and advised her to stay 

(Richards, 1983, p.324; 2007, p. 27). As Richards recalled in an interview with Michael Hainey, 

published in GQ magazine in 2015, Virginia Glass, whose son used to practice with Richards, 

told her: “Renée, you can’t withdraw. You have to stand up for who you are. You’ve got to 

finish it… I’m a Filipino woman, and I’m married to a black man, and our sons Luis and our 

other son are part Filipino and part black, and we are always the subject of bigotry and bias of all 
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kinds, and here you have the chance to stand up, and you are somebody of significance, and you 

just go out there, and you have to do it, and you go play.” And Richards did. As Richards (1983) 

wrote, she received “probably forty thousand letters” that “at least nine-tenths [of them were] 

positive and three-quarters of positive comments were from members of minorities” — “from 

blacks, convicts, Chicanos, hippies, homosexuals, people with physical handicaps and, of course, 

transsexuals” (p. 324). They asked Richards “to stand up for [her] rights and, in so doing, stand 

up for the rights of the world’s downtrodden” (p. 325). 

 Before her legal victory in August 1977, and amid protests against her, some women’s 

tournaments had accepted her as a competitor: the South Orange Tournament, New Jersey in 

August 1976; the Women's Open in Hawaii in December 1976; and the $20,000 Women’s Pro-

Tennis Tournament in Washington in April 1977. In January 1977, the Pennsylvania Keystones 

of World Team Tennis announced Richards as their number one draft (“Sports Roundup,” 1977). 

In addition to showing the support among some tennis organizers for Richards’s inclusion in the 

late 1970s, these examples also suggest that trans women’s inclusion in sport may not have been 

seen as a concern by some officials.  

 Some cis women tennis players also publicly expressed their support for Richards, like 

Cathy Been, Florece Guedy (Pieper, 2010), Gladys Heldman (Birrell & Cole, 1990; Pieper, 

2019), and Billie Jean King (Richards, 1983). For instance, aside from having Richards play in a 

women's tour that she was promoting (Birrell & Cole, 1990), Gladys Heldman, founder of the 

Virginia Slims Tour, stated: “Renée Richards is a woman. She is a woman by law. She has a 

passport and a driver’s license. She is a woman. She is not a man masquerading as a woman” 

(Ryan 1976 cited in Pieper, 2019). Billie Jean King teamed up with Richards and won the 

doubles title at a $20,000 women’s pro-tennis tournament in Washington in April 1977 (“Billie 
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Jean,” 1977). A few months later, in August, King, “holder of hundreds of titles including 

Wimbledon and the United States Open,” testified for Richards’s right to compete in women’s 

tennis (Richards v. United States Tennis Ass'n, 1977). At some tournaments, Richards was 

welcomed by the audience. For instance, at the South Orange Tournament, to which she was 

accepted in the middle of boycotts and protests against her, “Richards received a standing 

ovation at the end of the match” when she lost at the semi-finals (“Controversial tennis player,” 

1976). At the 1977 U.S. Open, during her match with Virginia Wade, where she lost 6-1, 6-4, 

“Richards was greeted warmly by the near-capacity crowd, which seemed to cheer both players 

equally” (“Virginia Wade batters,” 1977, para. 10). In 1979, prominent Romanian player Ilie 

Nastase joined with Richards to play mixed doubles at the US Open. Considering the overall 

surge against Richards and how trans people were seen in the context of the 1970s in the United 

States, these instances of support for her were of particular importance, not only for trans 

inclusion in sport but also for the recognition of trans people. In the context of 1970s, where 

most considered transness illegitimate and trans women ‘fraudulent’ (Beemyn, 2014; 

Meyerowitz, 2002; Stryker, 2008; Irving & Raj, 2014), these various supporters accepted 

Richards as a woman. Their support showed that attitudes towards Richards and trans women 

were not monolithic.  

 Sport scholar Pieper (2010, 2019) suggests that cis women players supported Richards 

because to deny her would mean that “they inadvertently supported claims of men’s superiority 

in the sport,” and also “they sought to prove their talent by defeating her on the court” (2019, p. 

345). I am skeptical about such an interpretation because it paints cis women’s support for 

Richards as a “damned-if-they-do, damned-if-they-don’t” situation (Serano, 2013). If cis women 

supported Richards, it was because they wanted to win against a trans woman and prove wrong 
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the cultural assumption of cis male athletic superiority and cis women’s athletic inadequacy. If 

they did not, then it was because they did not see Richards as a woman, but as someone with 

physical advantages over cis women. This double-bind situation forecloses that possibility that 

some simply accepted Richards as a woman.   

 As I mentioned above, at Richards’s court hearing some medical experts spoke in support 

of Richards, for instance, her doctor, Robert Granato, her gynecologists, Donald Rubbell and Leo 

Wollman, and sexologist John Money. Their support for Richards made it publicly known that 

some select medical experts recognized and worked with trans people in the 1970s, when many 

psychiatrists and psychologists were not supportive, dismissing trans people as sick, psychotic, 

and fraudulent (Beemyn, 2014; Lewis, 2017; Meyerowitz, 2002; Stryker, 2008), For example, 

Wollman was a physician who had “treated over 1,700 transsexual patients” including Richards. 

Money was “a professor and practitioner at Johns Hopkins Medical School in Baltimore, 

Maryland” who had “written and edited extensively on the subject” (Richards v. United States 

Tennis Ass'n, 1977). Scholars writing on transgender history in the United States have pointed to 

the double-edged consequences of the growing medical authority on sex and gender in the 1960 

and 1970s for trans issues and rights (Beemyn, 2014; Meyerowitz, 2002; Stryker, 2008). The 

presence of medical experts in the court helped opening up possibilities for people to see 

transness as a viable category of personhood, but it also helped reinforce medical authority over 

trans people. 

 Lastly, despite negative press coverage of Richards in the Canadian press in the 1970s, 

there were a few voices openly supportive of her (e.g., Blatchford, 1976; Herman, 1976; Plaut, 

1976). For example, on 24 August 1976, Christie Blatchford, one of just a few woman sport 

columnists in the 1970s (Hall, 2002), critiqued “the television broadcasters who persist in 
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making bad-taste jokes,” like using "he-she-it" lines, about Richards, calling them “television's 

blockheads” for their attitudes (p. 30). In September 1976, in The Globe and Mail article, 

Change of sex no laughing matter, W. Gunther Plaut wrote: 

It is high time to take the case of Dr. Richards and the likes of her out of the realm of 

the funny and “unnatural" into the natural area where it belongs, and to recognize that 

here are human beings who have to struggle with a sense of identity not of their own 

making. Instead of worrying about what Dr. Richards “really is,” we should accept her 

for what she wants to be, and not to ballast the discussion with crude and silly notions or 

pseudo-scientific pretenses. (p. 43).  

These press articles, while few, were early examples demonstrating that there are those who are 

supportive of trans inclusion in sport and trans people in Canada.  

 

Concluding Remarks 

 In this chapter, I demonstrated that debates over Richards’s inclusion in women’s tennis 

in the late 1970s primarily revolved around the question of whether she had an unfair advantage 

over cis women. By pointing to mainly Richards’s height and weight, and her ranking in tennis 

prior to transition, her critics speculated that she would dominate women’s tennis. I showed that 

reactions and protest against Richards were, in large part, rooted in prejudices about trans people 

in the 1970s and amplified by gender concerns peculiar to women’s professional tennis in the 

United States in the 1970s. I also demonstrated that Richards, with support from medical experts, 

challenged the definition of woman and the validity of chromosome-based sext tests in defining 

one’s sex in sport. While Richards’s presence on the tennis court made trans inclusion in sport a 

conceivable thing, her visibility also created discursive and representational possibilities for 

some to come to a sense of who they are and to envision transition as a possibility for 

themselves. Lastly, despite all the protests, negative reactions and suspicions towards Richards 

and her inclusion in women’s tennis, some people did support Richards’s inclusion, on and off 
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the court. Debates about Richards in the late 1970s set the ground for future discussions about 

trans inclusion in sport. After Richards’s retirement in 1982, there was little discussion about 

trans athletes in the Canadian media and sport in the 1980s or 1990s. In 2002, Canadian woman 

mountain biker Michelle Dumaresq started to compete and the issue of trans inclusion in sport 

came to the forefront in her sport and media in Canada. In the next chapter, I turn my focus on 

the debates focusing on Dumaresq in the 2000s. 
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Chapter 6                                                                                                       

Debates over Trans Women’s Inclusion in Canadian Sport in the 2000s 

 In this chapter, I focus on debates about trans inclusion in sport in the 2000s. After Renée 

Richards’s retirement from tennis in 1982, there were a number of discussions about trans 

athletes in the 1980s and 1990s (Riseman, 2021; Semerjian, 2019). For instance, after Charlotte 

Ann Woods, a trans woman golfer, reached the semifinals at the U.S. Women's Mid-Amateur in 

1987, the United States Golf Association introduced its ‘female at birth’ clause for women’s 

events in 1989 (Bavington, 2007; Sykes, 2006a). In the early 1990s, several out trans women 

competed in sports in Australia, the United States and Canada. For instance, Australian sport 

governing bodies publicly addressed trans participation in elite sport for the first time in 1991 

due to rumors about an anonymous trans woman runner, who was later identified as Ricki 

Coughlan (Riseman, 2021). Despite Athletics Australia’s decision to allow her to compete, 

Coughlan faced strong backlash from most of her fellow competitors and from the Australian 

press (Riseman, 2021). Brief mentions about Coughlan (still anonymous) also appeared in 

several Canadian newspapers, including The Globe and Mail, The Toronto Star, The Ottawa 

Citizen, and The Record, and The Vancouver Sun, briefly reminding the Canadian public of the 

issue of trans athletes.  

 Also in 1991, April Capwill, an American trans woman, competed in an amateur road 

race in the United States. A year later, in March 1992, Capwill came second in a road running 

race in Hamilton, Ontario, Canada. When Capwill registered for the tournament, the race director 

already knew that Capwill was a trans woman because her story had featured in the Runner's 

World magazine. The race director accepted Capwill’s application by “hoping she'd run, not 

place, and it would be a non-issue” (Ulmer, 1992a). As sports journalist Mary Ormsby reported 
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in The Toronto Star in 1992, Capwill’s second place win, followed by a written complaint asking 

the event organizer to disqualify her, introduced the issue of trans athletes to Canadian sport 

governing bodies (Athletics Canada) for the first time. 

 Despite opposition and complaints from some of their competitors, the participation of 

these women did not lead to as much debate or controversy as Richards had in the sport world or 

in the Canadian press. However, their participation in sport, I argue, contributed to the IAAF’s 

growing concern over trans athletes, leading to the organization’s decision on the eligibility of 

trans women in 1992. In 1990 and 1992, the IAAF concerned itself with “the question of 

postpubertal transgendered athletes” in two symposia about sex testing, first in Monte Carlo and 

then in London (Ljungqvist & Genel, 2005). In 1990, the Monte Carlo working group “came up 

with eligibility criteria for transsexual women athletes,” but their work did not turn into a policy 

(Erikainen, 2020, p. 98). A year later, in 1991, Athletics Australia (Da Costa, 1991; Riseman, 

2021) and the Athletic Congress in the United States approached the IAAF to ask for a ruling 

regarding trans woman athletes’ eligibility (Ulmer, 1992a, 1992b). Athletics Canada made the 

same request in 1992 (Ulmer, 1992a). As Brian Roe, Athletics Australia board member, said, 

Coughlan’s case “has broken new ground, both in Australia and for the IAAF” (“Transsexual 

transformation,” 1991). The IAAF recommended that the three national sport federations make 

their own decision for the athletes because it did not have a particular policy about trans athletes 

or gender identification, since it had abandoned mandatory sex testing in 1991. For instance, it 

advised Athletics Canada to base their decision on the Athletic Congress’s decision in the United 

States, which had already allowed Capwill to compete in women’s events in 1991 (Ulmer, 

1992b). After the Athletics Canada’s request in April 1992 (Ormsby, 1992; Ulmer, 1992b), the 

IAAF released its decision concerning trans athletes in May. This decision was based on the 
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conclusions made at the 1990 and 1992 symposia. It read: “Individuals who had undergone 

prepubertal sex reassignment would be allowed to compete in women-only events. Decisions 

about post-pubertal transsexual cases would be made on an individual basis by the appropriate 

medical committee within the sport involved” (Elsas et al., 2000, p. 251).  

 In the mid 1990s, as scholar Noah Riseman (2021) writes, Women’s Golf Australia and 

Cricket Australia allowed trans women and men to compete on a case-by-case basis and 

Women’s Golf Australia was preparing a policy on trans inclusion in 1997. At the time, Mianne 

Bagger, Australian trans golfer, was playing at the amateur level in Australia and was accepted 

by other competitors (Love et al., 2009; Riseman, 2021). She garnered the attention of Australian 

press especially after winning the 1999 South Australian State Amateur Championship (Love et 

al., 2009; Riseman, 2021).  

 In Canadian sport, debates over trans women’s inclusion began with mountain biker 

Michelle Dumaresq in 2001. After she competed in several races in 2001, the British Columbia 

Cycling Association (BCCA) suspended Dumaresq’s license due to complaints from some of the 

other riders (Dumaresq, 2003). But, in April 2002, she received her license again to enter the 

professional women’s category (Dumaresq, 2003). Her win at the 2002 Canada Cup in Nova 

Scotia started a firestorm in the Canadian press. Within a couple of days, Dumaresq was being 

widely covered in Canadian newspapers (e.g., The National Post, Toronto Star, The Globe and 

Mail, The Star Phoenix; The Waterloo Region Record; The Prince George Citizen, The 

Vancouver Province). A few months later, in August, Dumaresq became the first known trans 

athlete to earn a spot on a national team, and she represented Canada in the Union Cycliste 

Internationale (ICU) Mountain Bike World Championships in Kaprun, Austria, where she 

finished 24th of 39. In the face of media attention and strong opposition from a large segment of 
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the biking community, Dumaresq continued to compete nationally and internationally, from 

2002 to her retirement in 2006, after she won the UCI Masters World Championship. During 

these years, Dumaresq’s participation and her wins operated as a catalyst for heated debates in 

sport and in the Canadian press over trans women’s inclusion in women’s events. 

 In this chapter, I use news stories about Michelle Dumaresq to track debates and 

discourses about trans inclusion in sport in the 2000s. I argue that discourses of testosterone — 

common and scientific ideas relating to whether and how endogenous testosterone impacts 

athletic performance — became central to debates and policies on trans inclusion in sport. I also 

argue that in response to federal policy and legislative changes that granted trans women access 

to sport, critics’ claims about fairness in sport and who counts as a woman underwent modest 

transformations, but continued to reject trans women’s inclusion in women’s sport and their 

identity as women. This chapter contributes to the broader project of my dissertation by: 

detailing how debates about trans women athletes actually worked in the 2000s; showing the 

growing role of testosterone as a basis for arguing either against or for trans women’s inclusion 

in sport; and tracing early examples of arguments against trans women athletes that we are still 

seeing today. 

 Primary sources for this chapter include news stories about Michelle Dumaresq in the 

Canadian media, a 2004 documentary about Dumaresq, 100% Woman (Duthie, 2004), and 

writings by Dumaresq on various websites (e.g., TransGriot.org). For secondary sources, I turn 

to sport studies literature on trans inclusion. Like Renée Richards, Dumaresq has been one of the 

most visible trans athletes, and her story has often been mentioned in the sport studies literature 

(e.g., Buzuvis, 2011; Crincoli, 2011; Harper, 2019; Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006; Greey, 2019; 

Lucas, 2009; Lucas & Newhall, 2019; Lucas-Carr & Krane, 2011; Matthews, 2016; Sullivan 
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2011; Sykes, 2006a; Teetzel, 2006; Teetzel & Weaving, 2017; Travers, 2006, 2014). Two 

scholarly works in particular focus on the case of Dumaresq. Andersen and Loland (2015) 

approach the case of Dumaresq from an ethical perspective to address the issue of solidarity in 

sport. They write that Dumaresq faced marginalization and a lack of solidarity from a group of 

cis women riders due to concerns over her alleged unfair physical advantages. They note that 

because of “ambivalence toward Dumaresq’s identity as a woman,” Dumaresq’s performance 

was not considered a “valid contribution to the [women’s] sport” (pp. 248, 252).  

 In a master’s thesis that is informed by critical feminist theories, Bavington (2007) draws 

upon the story of Dumaresq, along with those of other three trans athletes, Renée Richards, 

Mianne Bagger, and Keelin Godsey, who was an American track and field athlete. Bavington 

examines how the social status of testosterone as the “male-sex” hormone (testosterone 

discourses) helps to produce and uphold “sexual difference” and the notion of [cis] male athletic 

superiority and sex segregation in sport. Bavington writes that cis women riders denied 

Dumaresq’s identity as a woman because they did not see her a ‘female born rider,’ and they 

opposed her inclusion in women’s biking on the grounds of fairness. According to them, 

Dumaresq’s exposure to testosterone prior to transition gave her a physical edge over them. 

Although I build my research on Bavington’s (2007) work and support some of her findings, I 

take a different approach here. First, my goal is not to examine the reproduction of gender in 

sport or to comment on Dumaresq’s understanding of gender. Rather I use the story of Dumaresq 

to track the shifting of debates about trans women’s inclusion in sport in the 2000s. Second, 

theoretically, I ground my research in transfeminist theories and engage with trans studies 

scholarship. Third, methodologically, despite drawing on some primary sources that are used in 

Bavington’s work, my research relies on a wider collection of news stories about Dumaresq in 
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the Canadian press, which I collected through systematic key term searches in several databases 

(see details in Chapter 3). This greater quantity of evidence enables me to offer a more detailed 

picture of debates over Dumaresq in the 2000s. 

 

Floating Grounds of ‘Fairness’ in Sport: From Physical Appearance to Testosterone, and 

the Length of Exposure to Testosterone  

 When Dumaresq appeared in mountain biking, many people focused on her physical 

appearance to suggest that she had a physical edge over cis women riders. After her first major 

win at the 2002 B.C. Cup, Karen Duthie, director of the documentary 100% Woman, which is 

about Dumaresq, asked second place holder Cassandra Boon, a cis woman rider: “What kind of 

advantages does she [Dumaresq] have?” Boon responded: “Physical. Definitely. She weighs 

about 50 or 60 pounds more than any of us. And she is way stronger. Downhill is so much upper 

body strength, so much leg strength. It is just so physical” (Duthie, 2004). Around a month later, 

when Dumaresq won the 2002 Canada Cup in Nova Scotia, Joe O'Brien, the owner of the race 

site, commented on Dumaresq’s physical characteristics: “We’re talking about somebody who 

looks like (she's in) perfect physical shape for a downhill mountain biker.” He added: 

Dumaresq’s handshake was “quite something.” Like Boon, O’Brien was referring to Dumaresq’s 

physical characteristics to indicate that, as O’Brien said, Dumaresq had “easily won the ladies 

circuit” (“Transsexual biker,” 2002). The size and shape of her body was the evidence critics 

used to argue against her participation in women’s events. 

 Dumaresq’s physical characteristics were also the focal point in the Canadian press, used 

to suggest that Dumaresq was at an advantage competing against cis women riders. For instance, 

on 25 June 2002, a Canadian Press article, Canadian who used to be a man is now winning 
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women's competitions, reported: “The twenty-something Vancouver native, described as ‘well 

over 200 pounds, six feet tall, broad shoulders,’ beat her nearest competition by about 20 seconds 

in a three-minute race through the woods at Martock.” Over the next two days, several versions 

of this article circulated in various Canadian newspapers under different but generally offensive 

titles:  

Transsexual biker dominates in controversy: Six-feet tall, 200 pounds (The National 

Post) 

Ex-male cyclist winning — as a woman (The Star Phoenix of Saskatchewan) 

Top woman once a man, (The Record, Kitchener-Waterloo, Ontario)  

Post-op transexual winning women's races (The Prince George Citizen, B.C.) 

Man turned woman cruising on bike circuit (The Kamloops Daily News, B.C.) 

News titles about Dumaresq above relied on sentiments rooted in transphobia and transmisogyny 

and circulated the trope of ‘standing six feet tall’ about trans women. Trans women are 

stereotyped as six feet tall bodies in a transphobic public imagination. This stereotype that trans 

women are bigger than cis women is used by critics to promote transphobia, transmisogyny and 

the exclusion of trans women from women’s only spaces (Bettcher, 2007; Ivy, 2021; Koyama, 

2001/2003, 2006; Serano, 2007, 2013).  

 As we saw with Richards, arguments against trans women athletes have commonly 

referred to visible physical characteristics that are assumed to play a role in athletic performance. 

Richards’s critics pointed to her height (Pieper, 2017; Erikainen, 2020). Three cis women tennis 

players stated in the court room: “The taller a player is the greater advantage the player” 

(Richards v. United States Tennis Ass'n, 1977). Body shape is al scrutinized. In 1992, runner 

April Capwill was said to have an advantage over cis women due to her lower body fat content 

and narrower hip width: “Everything you read about running tells you about fat content and wide 
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hips; men are made more for running” (Ulmer, 1992a, para. 7). Dumaresq’s critics pointed 

specifically to physical characteristics related to mountain biking. They variously pointed to her 

height, weight, strength, endurance, bone and muscle density, and shoulder width (Bavington, 

2007). They even speculated about the size of her lungs and heart to allude she had an advantage 

over cis women (Duthie, 2004). These physical characteristics were, her critics suggested, “all 

useful attributes when you're careening down a muddy bike course at 60 km/h” (“Dump 

Dumaresq,” 2002).  

 Two top-ranked Canadian cis women bikers, Cassandra Boon and Sylvie Allen started a 

petition and collected signatures from all the pro women and some men riders to overturn 

Dumaresq’s win at the 2002 B.C. Cup and bar her from competing against cis women (Bricker, 

2002a, 2002d, 2002e; Dumaresq, 2003; Duthie, 2004). In their campaign letter, Allen noted: 

“Amongst those of us who have cycled with her, we are very impressed by her strength, 

endurance, speed, and skill — all quite good as a man, but too suspiciously impressive as a 

woman” (Bricker, 2002a, 2002b). Boon and Allen contended: 

Since Dumaresq grew up hormonally a male, she has a physical edge that adds up to an 

unfair advantage in a sport that demands competitors be some of the best built, most 

aggressive athletes in the world. A typical race involves hard slogging down several 

kilometres [sic] of steep dirt hills, often at speeds of more than 60 kilometres [sic] an 

hour, while navigating around obstacles and over cliffs that are often two metres [sic] 

high. (Bricker, 2002a, 2002b). 

 Despite this campaign letter and critics’ claims against Dumaresq, national and 

international cycling organizations did not ban Dumaresq in 2002. In 2001, the BCCA had 

suspended Dumaresq’s license due to complaints from some cis riders concerning Dumaresq’s 

alleged physical edge over cis women. In April 2002, a few months before the 2002 Canada Cup, 

the Canadian Cycling Association (CCA) had re-issued Dumaresq’s cycling licence after seeing 

a copy of her birth certificate (Bavington, 2007; Bricker, 2002a, 2002e). The Association did not 
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just happen to “agree” to reissue Dumaresq’s license. As I will detail in Chapter 7, Canadian 

cyclist Kristen Worley, who is trans but was not publicly out and competitive at the time, 

provided the organizations with a “comprehensive primer” that scientifically showed that 

Dumaresq would not possess a physical edge over cis women riders due to a lowered level of 

testosterone in her body (Worley & Schneller, 2019, p. 117). Following the furor over her win at 

the Canada Cup in July 2002, Dumaresq refuted her critics by arguing that she was not at an 

advantage because “she actually has less testosterone than most women, [as] the result of 

estrogen and progesterone therapy treatments she began several years ago” (Bricker, 2002a, para. 

22). Comments about testosterone by Worley, Dumaresq and critics signaled a shift in debates 

about trans women athletes, from a focus on physical appearances to a focus on testosterone. 

 

Testosterone is Moving to Centre of Debates about Trans Women Athletes 

 Until the debates over the participation of Dumaresq, discourses of testosterone in sport 

had played quite a small part in discussions about trans inclusion in sport. Richards’s critics 

mostly referred to her visible physical characteristics. Only medical experts in the court referred 

to testosterone — but then as androgen, as the male sex hormone — to argue against or for 

Richards’s inclusion in women’s tennis. The move of discourses of testosterone towards the 

centre in debates about Dumaresq marked a rupture in how people, including scientists, fellow 

athletes, the media and the public spoke about trans women athletes. 

 Since the late 1960s, sport organizations like the IAAF and the IOC had used androgenic 

hormones, as part of chromosome-based sex tests, as a marker of cis women competitors’ sex 

(Erikainen, 2020; Heggie, 2010; Karkazis et al., 2012; Pieper, 2012; Schultz, 2021a; Wells, 

2020). However, testosterone had not been singled out as a primary hormone to ‘decide’ whether 
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some cis women athletes might have an unfair athletic advantage until the mid 1980s. Feminist 

scientists Katrina Karkazis and Rebecca Jordan-Young (2018) contend that Spanish hurdler 

María José Martínez-Patiño’s challenge against the IOC and the IAAF’s chromosome-based sex 

test in 1985 shifted these two organizations’ focus to testosterone. The IOC disqualified 

Martínez-Patiño from competition by calling her “chromosomally male” (Heggie 2014; Karkazis 

& Jordan-Young, 2018; Martínez-Patiño, 2005). Martínez-Patiño has complete androgen 

insensitivity syndrome; she was born with 46 XY chromosomes, which leads to high levels of 

circulating testosterone (Martínez-Patiño 2005). Martínez-Patiño challenged the chromosome-

based sex test, proving that high level of androgens in her body did not give her an athletic edge 

because her body was unresponsive to testosterone. In 1988, the IAAF reinstated Martínez-

Patiño, dropped chromosome testing and reverted to visual examination for sex testing before 

abandoning all forms of systematic sex testing in 1992 (Heggie, 2014). 

 Sport scholar Sonja Erikainen (2020) argues that the IAAF’s 1992 decision on sex testing 

gave rise to anxieties among some women athletes relating to doping, ‘male imposters’ and the 

successful sport performance of Chinese women (p. 110). Erikainen notes that these concerns 

took shape in the broader geopolitical context of the 1990s, when information about the “large-

scale Cold War East German state-sponsored doping programme” began to surface and when 

athletes from China, which was the “new” other for the West, started to achieve sporting success 

at international tournaments (p. 111). Consequently, in 1994, 16 cis women athletes – the 

Heinonen 16 – led by Janet Heinonen, petitioned the IAAF to reintroduce sex testing for all 

women competitors (Bavington, 2016; Erikainen, 2020). The Heinonen 16 were asking for not 

chromosome screening or quick visual checks but “blood testing for total testosterone level” in 

cis women’s bodies to decide whether certain women had an ‘unfair advantage’ (Erikainen, 
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2020, p. 114). Despite not having led to a change in the IAAF’s regulations, Erikainen (2020) 

argues, their attempt “brought androgens explicitly into debates about gender verification” 

(p.114). With the case of Caster Semenya in 2009, Jordan-Young and Karkazis (2019) argue that 

testosterone became “the miracle molecule of athleticism” (p. 161), turning into the prominent 

factor in explaining the performance differences between cis men and women athletes (Karkazis 

& Carpenter, 2018; Karkazis et al., 2012; Karkazis & Jordan-Young, 2018; Sönksen et al., 

2018). In the twenty-first century, discourses of testosterone, which produce the idea that 

testosterone is as a key determinant of athletic success and of cis men’s athletic superiority over 

cis women in sport, came to establish the basis of the IAAF’s hyperandrogenism policies for 

women athletes (e.g., IAAF, 2006, 2011, 2018) (Bavington, 2016; Erikainen, 2020; Jones, 2021; 

Pape, 2019; Schultz, 2021a).  

 Discourses of testosterone also started to structure debates and policies relating to trans 

women athletes in the 2000s. Trans women athletes, their supporters and their critics all began 

referring to testosterone (Bavington, 2007; Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006; Duthie, 2004; Love et al., 

2009; Riseman, 2021; Sykes, 2006a; Teetzel, 2006). For instance, in response to her critics, 

Dumaresq pointed out to her low levels testosterone due to her hormone treatment, which 

resulted in losses in height, weight, strength, and muscularity (Bavington, 2007; Cavanagh & 

Sykes, 2006; Love et al., 2009; Lucas & Newhall, 2019; Pilgrim et al., 2003; Teetzel, 2006). 

Some available research on testosterone, body composition, muscle mass, fat cell size, and 

strength in average trans women and men before and after hormone treatment was also used to 

support the claims of Dumaresq, Mianne Bagger, and their supporters (Devries, 2008; Elbers et 

al., 1999a, 1999b; Pilgrim et al., 2003). Some cis women riders supported Dumaresq by noting 

that her testosterone level was not a concern (Duthie, 2004). For example, Missy Giove, an 
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American cyclist, supported Dumaresq by saying: “Bring it on, let's see what she's got. She's a 

woman now and that's that and she doesn't have testosterone (Duthie, 2004). Through debates 

about Dumaresq, discourses of testosterone started to become a part of common and popular 

discussions about trans women athletes. 

 Science confirmed that Dumaresq had relatively low levels of testosterone. As I 

mentioned above, a lowered level of testosterone in Dumaresq’s body, in conjunction with legal 

changes in her official documents, was among the factors that made it possible for the CCA and 

the International Cycling Union (ICU) to approve her cycling license in 2002. Dumaresq’s critics 

then shifted the terms of debate to focus on her exposure to testosterone prior to her transition. 

They argued that Dumaresq’s “male past” would give her a physical edge (Bricker, 2002a, 

2002c, 2002d, 2002e; Byers, 2002; “Canadian who used,” 2002). For instance, in the letter 

asking the ICU to ban Dumaresq from women’s competitions, Allen and Boon wrote:  

During her formative training phase of athletics, [Michelle Dumaresq] trained with 

ample natural testosterone on board — about 10 times the levels that are found in 

natural women. This training advantage will last long after he became a constructed 

female. Consider if a natural female was to self-inject testosterone in dose levels 

equivalent to a male’s testosterone levels, and did so from puberty to mid 20's ( ... ). If 

such a female was skilled and trained hard, she would be impressively powerful, and not 

in the least appear like an otherwise natural woman. (“Dump Dumaresq,” 2002, para. 4). 

According to the letter, despite Dumaresq’s transition —six years prior — her “feminine touches 

[were] a veneer… Dumaresq spent so many years as a man,” resulting in the development of 

certain physical characteristics that would give her an edge (Byers, 2002). At the 2002 World 

Cup in Mont-Ste-Anne, Quebec, Sylvie Allen stated: “You can’t diminish the number of muscle 

fibers you have to be fair with us, your bones, heart, lungs, everything” (Duthie, 2004). 

According to her critics, Dumaresq’s exposure to testosterone growing up as male was not 

reversible; therefore, she should not be allowed to compete against cis women.  
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 Debates over Dumaresq’s exposure to testosterone did not remain limited to the cycling 

community. In the press, medical experts made scientific statements concerning the relationship 

between testosterone and athletic performance. Dr. Pierre Assalian, director of the Human 

Sexuality Unit at the Montreal General Hospital, supported the claims made by Dumaresq’s 

critics. Assalian stated that “the Canadian athletes opposed to Dumaresq's inclusion likely have a 

good point” because [cis] “men who have sex change operations would retain much of the 

muscle mass they had [due to their exposure to testosterone] even after they become female” 

(Byers, 2002, para. 14; Starkman, 2002). In contrast, Dr. James Cantor, a psychologist at the 

Gender Identity Clinic at the Centre for Addiction and Mental Health at the University of 

Toronto, was not convinced that Dumaresq’s pre-transition hormone levels would give her an 

edge. Cantor explained: 

A [cis] man who has followed the [gender identity] clinic's medical regimen that 

includes a diagnosis of gender-identity disorder, along with undergoing radical surgery 

(including castration and vaginoplasty, creating a vagina) as well as continual use of 

female hormones (estrogen and progesterone) will only produce a small fraction of the 

testosterone that he once did. (Guly, 2002, para. 5). 

Cantor added that “hormone treatment does reduce, if not practically eliminate, the amount of 

testosterone in the blood, but it's unknown how this affects athletic performance. It just hasn't 

been studied” (Guly, 2002, para. 7). According to Cantor, “until we really have science to say 

one way or the other, it's anybody's guess… One can reasonably argue either position” 

(Starkman, 2002, para. 10).  

 As Cantor noted, by 2002, there was no conclusive scientific data showing whether trans 

women athletes who had undergone hormone treatment had an advantage over cis women 

(Devries, 2008; Teetzel, 2006). The first research known to have explored whether trans women 

and men who had undergone hormone treatment might fairly compete in sport was published in 
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2004 by endocrinologist Louis Gooren and Mathijs Bunck (Jones et al., 2017a). Based on 

measurements of pre- and post- cross-sex hormone treatment muscle mass and hormone levels in 

trans women and men, Gooren and Bunck (2004) concluded that trans women and men can 

compete without an athletic advantage following one year of cross-sex hormone treatment. Prior 

to publication of Gooren and Bunck’s work, Dr. Jerrilyn Prior, “a leading endocrinologist and 

researcher who pioneered the use of female-sex hormones in gender reassignment therapy” 

supported Dumaresq’s inclusion, refuting the idea that Dumaresq’s ‘male past’ would give her an 

advantage:  

I would think that any male advantage would go away after the assignment has been 

complete and the hormone therapy had been continued for several years. If the person 

started off of broad shoulders the skeleton isn't going to change the structure of the 

skeleton, but the musculature decreases so the heavy musculature, that is typical of 

testosterone in some men, will decrease (Duthie, 2004). 

 Testosterone officially moved further towards the centre of debates about trans athletes 

with the release of IOC’s first trans policy, the Stockholm Consensus, in May 2004. The IOC 

policy (hereafter) recommended that trans athletes would be eligible for competition if (a) they 

had undergone sex reassignment surgery (SRS), (b) their gender was legally recognized by 

appropriate official authorities, and (c) they had undergone hormonal therapy appropriate for the 

assigned sex for a sufficient length of time (at least 2 years) to minimise gender-related 

advantages in sport competitions (IOC, 2004). Testosterone became one of the primary criteria 

upon which to base inclusion of trans women athletes. 

 The IOC policy was primarily concerned with trans women and testosterone (Cavanagh 

& Sykes, 2006; Sullivan, 2011; Sykes, 2006a; Teetzel, 2006). It officially confirmed that “post-

operative transsexual women do not have a muscular advantage over genetic women” (Cavanagh 

& Sykes, 2006, p. 94), and negated critics’ claims that trans women’s “male past” gave them a 
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physical edge. For instance. Dr. Myron Genel, a Yale University School of Medicine professor 

and the IOC committee member who partook in the formation of the IOC policy, stated that he 

was “confident that making trans athletes wait two years after their gonadectomies will be more 

than enough time to mitigate any physical advantages they [trans women] might have due to 

muscle strength” (Hui, 2004). As Dumaresq said, “It [2004 IOC policy] kind of vindicates 

everything I've been saying and doing as far as being a professional athlete… This so-called 

advantage I'm supposed to have doesn't exist” (Baker, 2004a).  

 

An Impasse in Debates over Trans Women’s Inclusion in Sport 

 The 2004 IOC policy’s confirmation that trans women would not have a physical 

advantage over cis women after two years of hormone therapy did not end the discussions about 

the alleged advantage. On the contrary, it reignited them. Some did not agree with the IOC 

policy, especially regarding whether two-years of hormone treatment would ‘minimise assumed 

gender-related advantages’ of trans women. For example, as I mentioned in Chapter 5, even 

Renée Richards spoke out against the policy, calling it a “stupid decision” (Dimanno, 2009) and 

suggesting that trans women do retain competitive advantages over cis women (Pieper, 2017, 

2019; Teetzel, 2006). Richards’s comments gave a public voice to what would become a 

standing anti-trans argument then and in the future: trans women, even if they transitioned, 

would retain advantages over cis women because they had been exposed to testosterone growing 

up, and they grew up and were socialized as boys.   

 The 2004 IOC policy garnered wide media attention in various Canadian mainstream 

newspapers, including The Toronto Star, The Globe and Mail, and The Ottawa Citizen. A 17 

May 2004 Canadian Press article, IOC gives go-ahead for transsexuals to compete in Olympics, 
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was republished in 16 Canadian newspapers. These news stories were key to bringing the issue 

of trans athletes’ inclusion to the public eye. In some of these news articles, medical experts 

commented against the IOC policy. For instance, two medical experts made statements that stood 

in contrast to the decision of the IOC’s medical experts, and to what Dumaresq and some trans 

athletes had been arguing about testosterone. Dr. Lawrence Spriet, University of Guelph human 

biology professor and an expert in high performance athletes, stated: 

[cis] Males have more muscle mass and oxygen-carrying red blood, which translates 

into better performances than their female counterparts. Despite aggressive hormone 

therapy a male-turned-female athlete might have still maintained this advantage. 

(Willing, 2004, para. 11). 

Dr. John Bradford, a psychiatrist from the Royal Ottawa Hospital, who counsels trans patients, 

said that “there's no question there would be some advantage (to a [trans woman] competitor) by 

virtue of testosterone for 25 years” prior to transition. Even if they undergo hormone treatment, 

they will not lose “size” and “strength” and “this is not going to knock out their muscles” 

(Spears, 2004, para. 12). By alluding to an anti-trans fantasy, an ‘if’ situation that imagines an 

established cis male athlete ‘becoming’ a woman athlete (Ivy, 2019c; 2021), Bradford said: “A 

[cis] male athlete who spends years building his body with his own natural supply of testosterone 

will still have the size, strength and bigger heart when she becomes a woman” (Hugh, 2004, 

para. 13).  

 These comments by both medical experts were based on the assumption that all cis men 

are bigger, taller, stronger than all cis women and that all cis men outperform cis women 

(Bavington, 2007; Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006; Devries, 2008; Griffin & Carroll, 2010; Ivy, 2019c; 

Ivy & Conrad, 2018; Lucas & Newhall, 2019; Schultz, 2021a; Semerjian, 2019; Teetzel, 2006). 

Feminist scholars have argued that neither physical nor performance differences between binary 

genders are categorically accurate because physical differences between binary genders are far 
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smaller than the differences within gender and there are overlaps between cis male and female 

athletic performance (Buzuvis, 2011; Erikainen et al., 2020; Ivy, 2021; Ivy & Conrad, 2018; 

Kane, 1995; Love, 2017; Travers, 2008, 2018a). The medical experts above suggested 

endogenous testosterone as definitive in producing physical and athletic performance differences 

between binary sexes. Yet, feminist scholars argue that testosterone alone is not the basis of 

binary sex differences (Fausto-Sterling, 1992, 2000), and the relationship between endogenous 

testosterone and athletic performance is not correlational; higher levels of testosterone are not 

‘the’ key determinant of athletic performance or success (Ivy, 2019c; Ivy & Conrad, 2018; 

Jordan-Young & Karkazis 2019; Karkazis & Jordan-Young, 2013, 2018; Karkazis et al., 2012; 

Karkazis & Carpenter 2018; Pape, 2019; Schultz, 2021a; Sudai, 2017; Jordan-Young & 

Karkazis, 2019). 

 Amid unresolved debates in some medical circles and among her critics, Dumaresq 

continued to race, winning titles, and representing Canada at world championships in 2004 and 

2006. In 2006 when there was no legislative or policy ground on which to argue against 

Dumaresq, her critics relied on what trans scholars call the trope of male privilege to insist on her 

exclusion. The trope of male privilege refers to an overgeneralized assumption that trans women 

had benefited from ‘male privileges’ prior to transition because they were socialized and grew up 

as boys (Halberstam, 2018; Koyama, 2001/2003, 2006; Serano, 2007, 2012; Stryker, 2007). This 

trope has often been used by critics, including some feminists, to argue against trans women’s 

inclusion in women’s only spaces and to accuse trans men and trans masculine folks of betraying 

their ‘sisters’ and transitioning to gain male privilege (Halberstam, 2018; Koyama, 2001/2003, 

2006; Meyerowitz, 2002; Scott-Dixon, 2006; Serano, 2007, 2012). In 2006, when Dumaresq won 

the Canadian Championships, her critics argued that: “Dumaresq’s surgery couldn’t cut out 25 
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years of being a boy and a man and being taught a male’s attitude toward risk-taking, danger and 

being aggressive in sport — the very qualities required to be an intrepid downhiller” (Christie, 

2006, para. 18). 

 Similarly, Lisa Sher, a former U.S. downhill champion, who previously had won against 

Dumaresq, asked rhetorically: “Can you erase 25 years of being a boy?” And she added: “That's 

an aspect that is intangible, how can you measure that. She had those advantages all guys have 

had. The difference is she is trying to compete as a woman” (Morris, 2006, para. 25). The 

“intangible” aspects mentioned by Sher included qualities such as “[growing] up as [a] man, 

being encouraged to be aggressive in sport, to take chances” (Morris, 2006, para. 24), “risk-

taking” and “being aggressive” (Christie, 2006). These qualities are gendered attributes that are 

ascribed to those who are assigned male at birth and who grow up with masculine gender 

training (Connel, 1995; Dworking & Messner, 1999; Messner, 2011). They are also assumed to 

be closely associated with testosterone (Fausto-Sterling, 1992, 2000; Jordan-Young & Karkazis, 

2019; Karkazis et al., 2012; Karkazis & Jordan-Young, 2018). Dumaresq’s history as a young 

male and her assumed gender privilege was something that cis women riders had not 

experienced. According to this logic, not only Dumaresq but all trans women athletes are 

inevitably advantaged in relation to cis women regardless of whether they have transitioned or 

taken female hormones; hence there is no possibility for trans women’s inclusion in women’s 

sport.  

 The trope of male privilege might sound like a plausible argument in the context of 

modern sport, which has operated as a cultural practice in which cis boys and men are more 

encouraged than cis girls and women to participate and are encouraged to participate in different 

ways (Connell, 1995; Dworkin & Messner 1999; Griffin, 2012; Messner, 2002; Pronger, 1992; 



 

146 

 

Travers, 2014; Vertinsky et al., 2013). But not all trans girls and women, prior to transition, will 

have universally benefited from ‘privileges’ that are often granted to those who are assigned 

male at birth, including access to sport, or encouragement to do sport and be aggressive and 

assertive. However, by drawing on transfeminist scholars (Koyama, 2001/2003, 2006; Noble, 

2004; Serano, 2007, 2012), I argue that arguments about male privilege are grounded in a 

ciscentric understanding of sex and gender because they do not take into account that many trans 

girls and women were ‘never’ boys — even if they were raised as boys. It also lacks an 

intersectional frame because it assumes that the experiences of all cis men and women in sport 

are universally same regardless of race, class, sexuality, gender expression or other social forces. 

As trans scholars critically note, being assigned male at birth does not necessarily come with 

privileges; it might be “more of a burden than a privilege” for some trans women (Koyama, 

2001/2003, p. 247, 2006; Serano, 2007; Stryker, 2007). As Serano (2007) explains in detail:  

Male privileges, while very real, are little consolation when you feel like you have to 

hide your femaleness/femininity from your family and friends; when you’ve endured 

being the only female/feminine-inclined person in often-misogynistic male-only spaces 

such as men’s locker rooms; when you cannot safely share your femaleness/femininity 

with others, but instead must clandestinely explore it on your own in isolation; when 

you are unable to simply be female/feminine without having others accuse you of 

‘emulating’ women or of merely being ‘effeminate.’ (p. 310).  

I do not mean that trans women should be included in sport because they are likely at a 

“disadvantage” in comparison to cis women. Nor do I mean that, as Serano (2007) and Koyama 

(2001/2003, 2006) note, male privilege “does not exist” or “that MTF spectrum folks don’t 

experience it to some extent” (Serano, 2007, p. 307). I recognize that “childhood socialization 

can be restrictive and disempowering for cissexual female children and adolescents” in many 

ways (p. 309). My point is that the assumption of “male privilege” does not justify exclusion of 



 

147 

 

trans women from women’s sport and women only spaces in general. Moreover, there is no a 

‘privilege-based’ segregation in any sport. 

 

Critics: Dumaresq is “Legally Woman” but not a “100 Per Cent Pure Woman” 

[When] The UCI [Union Cycliste Internationale] ended up giving Michelle her license 

and for some reason when it became valid and okay by a governing body, all of a 

sudden, it became not ok for me… And then for Michelle to come in the picture, it felt 

like a male was coming into my territory and now I had to compete against a male, 

which I’d felt like I’ve been competing against my whole life. I had such a problem 

with it, I couldn’t even, you know, actually continue a friendship with Michelle.  

— Kelli Sherbinin, a cis woman rider, and Dumaresq’s friend (Duthie, 2004). 

 In this section, I trace critics’ ambivalence towards Dumaresq’s identity as a woman over 

the five years she was competing. I argue that critics’ opposition to Dumaresq was as much 

rooted in a denial of her identity as a woman as it was in the question of whether she might have 

a physical edge over cis women. Dumaresq’s critics refused to accept Dumaresq as a woman. As 

we saw, Dumaresq’s participation and success in sport produced a firestorm in the Canadian 

media; news about her provided a platform where ideas about sex, gender and transness in sport 

and in the broader Canadian culture were talked about, (re-)produced and challenged publicly. 

Therefore, anti-trans news, comments, and debates about Dumaresq in the Canadian press went 

beyond just attacking Dumaresq’s identity and right to compete as a woman; they were about 

questioning transness and trans women’s place in society generally. 

 After Dumaresq’s win at her first national tournament in July 2002, Dan Smith, a cross-

country cyclist who was present at the tournament, said “I think people couldn't care less if she 

was a woman who used to be a man or whatever. That's not an issue. It's the fact that she might 

have an advantage” over cis women riders (“Canadian who,” 2002, para. 14). But the quote 

above indicates otherwise; her critics had deeply ‘cared’ about Dumaresq’s presence in women’s 
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events. And they continued to challenge her identity as woman over the years (Andersen & 

Loland, 2015; Bavington, 2007; Buzuvis, 2011; Crincoli, 2011; Harper, 2019; Lucas & Newhall, 

2019; Teetzel & Weaving, 2017; Travers, 2006). For instance, when she won her first race in 

May 2001, critics questioned her identity as a woman. That is why she had to show the BCCA a 

copy of her birth certificate to prove that “she was, in fact, a woman” (Bricker, 2002a). A year 

later, by the time she won her first race with a pro licence granted by the CCA and the ICU, the 

2002 BC Cup, the petition letter against her was in circulation, calling on the CCA and the ICU 

to bar Dumaresq from competing as woman and to create a “transgendered” category for her to 

compete in (Bricker, 2002a, 2002c, 2002e; Duthie, 2004). As she later recalled: “the first year on 

the national team, none of the girls were talking to me. They feared what they didn’t understand” 

(Baker, 2004b, para. 19). 

 Critics’ claims that “she’s not a woman” did not stand much of a chance against 

definitions of ‘woman’ in the Canadian legal context. Wally James, chief official of the 2002 BC 

Cup, rejected the petition letter, as he said: “Because the rider was issued a license by Cycling 

B.C., by our parent body. And under those rules that I work with, riders who are issued a current 

license are entitled to race in the category the parent body has decided to race in” (Duthie, 2004). 

Three months later, in August, when Dumaresq was selected to represent Canada, the CCA had 

also refused to act on the petition letter. The CCA executive director Pierre Hutsebaut said: “I 

don't see on which grounds they can appeal. The Canadian government designated her as a 

female, therefore she's competing in the female category” (Morris, 2002, para. 21). Hutsebaut 

added: 

She is competing in the woman category, she met the selection criteria, then she got 

selected to represent Canada… We cannot discriminate. We are governed by law and 

we have to enforce the law and citizenship status. People have the right to express their 

feelings and their opinions. On the legal aspect, she passed all standards and she was 



 

149 

 

nominated to the team and she will compete at the world championships. (Morris, 2002, 

para. 3) 

 In response to Dumaresq’s full sanctioning by the national and international cycling 

bodies for women’s events, critics continued their refusal of Dumaresq’s identity as a woman 

and her inclusion in women’s sport by using various essentialist and anti-trans discourses about 

womanhood (Bavington, 2007; Lucas-Carr & Krane, 2011; Love et al., 2009; Semerjian & 

Cohen, 2006; Sykes, 2006a; Travers, 2006, 2011). For instance, Boon and Allen noted in their 

petition letter that although Dumaresq “is currently a legal female” she was not a natural woman; 

therefore, should not compete in a category reserved for “natural women” (Duthie, 2004). As we 

saw in Chapter 5, Richards’s critics in the late 1970s sometimes used terms like ‘genetically 

male’ and ‘biologically male’ while referring to Richards. With such terms, her critics meant that 

Richards did not belong to the category of woman or to women’s sport (“Catch-22,” 1976). In 

the case of Dumaresq in the 2000s, critics not only drew on a larger set of anti-trans terms 

(discourses) but also used them robustly to deny Dumaresq’s identity as woman: 

She was not born a female like the rest of us (Anonymous) 

You can’t change the fact of your chromosomes; you just can’t change that (Sylvie 

Allen). 

Once you're born and you're a man. (Marielle Saner) 

Unless they have gutted you and taken out everything that’s inside of you and put in 

female parts. And then changed your body to a female as well surgically, and like even 

then, how can people turn a man into a woman? (Cassandra Boon) (Duthie, 2004).  

I personally just don't believe that you can change the way that you were born and you 

completely can turn yourself into the other sex. (Cassandra Boon) (Murphy, 2002) 

 Terms like natural women, natural-born female or true woman have been generally used 

by critics to deny trans women’s identity and their inclusion in women-only spaces since the late 

1960s (Halberstam, 2018; Heyes, 2003; Hines, 2019; Noble, 2004; Salamon, 2010; Serano, 

2012; Stryker, 2007). In debates about Dumaresq, they were used by critics to promote the 
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exclusion of Dumaresq and other trans women from women’s sport because, as sport scholar 

Lisa Bavington (2007) notes, Dumaresq, with her wins, was “taking the top spots away from the 

rightful owners” (p. 37), who are “natural born females.” 

 Debates about Dumaresq served as a catalyst for anti-trans voices to mobilize their 

politics in sport and in general. In August 2002, the National Post published an editorial, titled 

Dump Dumaresq, in support of Boon and Dumaresq’s other critics. Editorial writers ridiculed 

and denied Dumaresq’s identity as a woman, writing that “legally, Ms. Dumaresq is a woman,” 

but she is not a “natural-born female.” They added: Despite her feminized appearance, “she is 

still, genetically, male” and thus cannot “become a true woman — as Ms. Dumaresq claims she 

is.” Like the title of the editorial, its content was utterly transphobic and transmisogynistic. I 

suggest that transphobia directed towards Dumaresq stemmed from an overall backlash against 

trans women in Canadian public and media in response to increased legal recognition and 

protections for trans people and a growing visibility of trans issues in the early 2000s. Around 

the same time as discussions about Dumaresq, heated debates over trans women’s access to 

women-only spaces were taking place among women-only organizations, feminists and trans 

activists and in the press due to the ongoing case of Kimberly Nixon, a trans woman, who had 

filed a human rights complaint against Vancouver Rape Relief in 1995 on the basis of sex 

discrimination for “denying her a service” or “refusing to employ her” (Boyle, 2004, p. 34; 2011; 

Elliot, 2004; findlay, 2003, 2014; Temmel, 2020). Dumaresq was one of many trans women 

whose public visibility and legal recognition were causing ‘panic’ among some feminists and the 

public in the 2000s’ Canada. 

 Compared to news stories about Richards in the 1970s, the Canadian media was more 

robustly transphobic towards Dumaresq. As we saw in Chapter 5, Richards was among a few 



 

151 

 

visible trans folks in the 1970s whose identities were rarely recognized socially and legally; thus, 

Richards was an exception, unlike Dumaresq. For sure, there were more Canadian newspaper 

stories in the 2000s as compared to the late 1970s, allowing more diverse voices to come into the 

spotlight and be noticeable, including anti-trans voices. Based on my review of news stories 

about trans athletes in the Canadian media between 1976 and 2022, the extent of explicit and 

robust transphobia towards Dumaresq remains unparalleled to this day. 

 After her most vocal opponents, Sylvia Allen and Cassandra Boon, retired from racing at 

the end of the 2002 season, the atmosphere seemed to be “friendlier” at the tournaments. But as 

Duthie (2004) states, “most of Michelle’s competitors still have mixed feelings” about her. I 

suggest that mountain biker Claire Buchar’s several comments on Dumaresq over the three years 

that we see in documentary 100% Woman can offer insight into mixed feelings and circulating 

discourses among cis women riders. For example, in 2003, after Dumaresq’s win at the Canada 

Cup, Buchar said: “I am going to be friends with her. She helps out. She shows your lines and 

stuff. I respect her in so many ways, but as far as results go, if she wins or loses, it does not 

matter to me. It is still unfair.” Sometime later in 2003, following Dumaresq’s win at the 

Canadian Championships in Whistler, British Columbia, Buchar, placed second, said: “In my 

mind, I think I won, and a lot of people had said that to me too. For example, today my friend 

comes up to me and goes congratulations. You won. You are the first female” (Duthie, 2004). 

She later resentfully added: “I could have been National Champ today. I could have been on the 

top of the podium, and I could have had my plane ticket paid for that I worked so hard for 

(Duthie, 2004). As Bavington (2007) writes, Buchar meant that “Dumaresq does not have to 

work hard for her results in the same way that she has had to, because she is not really female (p. 

37). In 2006, Buchar came in fourth place at the 2006 national event that Dumaresq won. Buchar 
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said: “Whether [Dumaresq] has an advantage or not is hard to say but bottom line, she was not 

born a natural woman” (Thompson, 2006). The changes in Buchar’s comments indicate that in a 

context where sport governing bodies allowed trans women to compete, critics’ opposition to 

Dumaresq began weighing more on the anti-trans sentiments about the category of women than 

the advantage thesis to insist on her exclusion. 

 In the formation of anti-trans attitudes, protests and complaints against Dumaresq, the 

myth of becoming transsexual and the myth of male imposters played a role. As we saw in 

Chapter 5, Richards’s critics looked to both of these myths in arguing against her (Erikainen, 

2020; Lucas & Krane, 2011; Lucas & Newhall, 2019). Dumaresq challenged them: “Sometimes 

guys think, I’ll just get my, ugh, unit cut off and go race as a woman” (Byers, 2002). These 

myths had become an orthodox way of speaking about trans athletes, structuring policies and 

practices relating to trans inclusion and women’s eligibility in sport (e.g., sex testing, ‘female at 

birth’ policy, the 2004 IOC policy) (Bavington, 2007, 2016; Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006; 

Erikainen, 2020; Heggie, 2010; Pieper, 2014). In 2004, some news stories about the IOC policy 

put back into circulation the story of Heinrich Ratjen,7 which I mentioned in Chapter 5, 

suggesting that ‘male imposters’ might try to compete in women’s event at the Olympics (e.g., 

Hart, 2004; Baker, 2004a, 2004b). On 27 February 2004, two months before the release of the 

IOC policy, journalist Geoff Baker of The Toronto Star exaggerated this unfounded fear: 

The reality of athletes born as men, but seeking out Olympic fame as women has been 

around nearly as long as the games themselves… Hermann Ratjen, the German who 

admitted in 1955 that he'd pretended to be a woman when he placed fourth in the high 

jump event in the 1936 Games in Berlin. (paras. 9, 11) 

 
7 In The Globe and Mail of 7 September 2007, journalist Anne McIlroy repeated this story in an article that is in 

support of trans inclusion: “The only man ever to admit to entering the Olympics as a woman is Hermann (Dora) 

Ratjen, a German who bound his genitals for the 1936 Berlin Games and placed fourth in the women's high jump. 

Two decades later, he said the Nazis made him do it.” 



 

153 

 

The same month, Simon Hart of The Ottawa Citizen played into the myth of becoming 

transsexual: “Male athletes aiming to win Olympic medals without resorting to banned drugs 

could soon have a new, legal way of gaining an advantage over their rivals — live as a woman 

for two years, and then compete as one” (para. 2). Hart’s piece was republished in the Edmonton 

Journal and the Kingston Whig Standard, the latter titled, Men living as women may be allowed 

to compete at Olympics. The next day, on the release of the IOC policy, Dr. John Bradford, a 

psychiatrist from the Royal Ottawa Hospital, who counseled trans patients, drew attention to 

“another danger” that might come with the policy. Bradford speculated that: 

Some athletes may be so obsessed with winning the Olympics that they could undergo a 

sex change even though, deep down, they ‘are not truly transgendered individuals.’ 

There are also surgeons and psychiatrists who would go along. ‘Would this then create 

almost a traffic in sexual assignment surgery, simply to get transgendered individuals 

into the Olympics when they're not truly transgendered at all?’ (Spears, 2004, para. 29). 

 As Cavanagh and Sykes (2006) noted, some people were worried that the IOC policy 

“would encourage genetic men to transition in order to pursue an Olympic medal” (p. 94). Such 

myths are grounded in a lack of understanding about transness and in transphobic cultural 

narratives about trans women (Bettcher, 2007, 2014; Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006; Ivy, 2021; 

Namaste, 2005; Serano, 2007). These myths present trans women as “deceivers/pretenders” 

(Bettcher, 2007, 2014) to promote and ‘excuse’ trans women’s exclusion from sport, as well as 

transphobia and transmisogyny in sport and in general. These journalists did not invent these 

‘myths’ about trans athletes and transness, but they brought to the surface some common ideas 

and prejudices among medical experts, policy makers, psychologists, athletes and sport officials. 

They put these myths that are harmful to trans women into circulation in mainstream high 

circulation Canadian newspapers, helping them to remain in public discourse. As we will see 

Chapter 8, three decades later, in 2019, retired tennis player Martina Navratilova relied on the 
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myth of becoming transsexual in her public outburst against Veronica Ivy, a Canadian woman 

cyclist who is trans, and trans women’s inclusion in women’s sport. 

 In 2006, critics’ denial of Dumaresq’s identity as a woman and her access to women’s 

tournaments reached a point that foreclosed any possibility for Dumaresq to compete in women’s 

category then or in the future. When Dumaresq won the 2006 Canadian Championships, the 

second-place finisher Danika Schroeter stood next to Dumaresq on the podium, wearing a shirt 

that read “100 Per Cent Pure Woman Champ” (Christie, 2006; Morris, 2006). At first glance, this 

slogan seems to ridicule the title of a 2004 documentary about Dumaresq, 100% Woman. But it 

was more than just ridicule. As I have discussed above, critics have over the years insisted that 

Dumaresq is not a ‘true woman.’ For instance, at the beginning of the documentary 100% 

Woman, a cis woman cyclist says: “I don’t think she is a hundred percent woman” (Duthie, 

2004). As Travers (2006) argues, Schroeter’s action “gave public voice to many women athletes’ 

opinions and concerns” (p. 433) who were against trans women’s participation in sport at the 

time. Although the protest was against Dumaresq, the logic of “100 Per Cent Pure Woman 

Champ” was meant to foreclose any possibility for trans women to compete in women’s category 

in the future. 

 Schroeter’s protest against Dumaresq was reminiscent of another protest that had taken 

place against Richards in 1977. Two months after her legal victory to compete in women’s 

tennis, two British cis women players, Lesley Charles and Glynis Coles, arrived at the tennis 

court at a tournament in Florida, wearing shirts that read “I Am a Real Woman” in protest 

(Pieper, 2010; Pilgrim et al., 2003, p. 532). What was different in the 2000s was that policy 

changes in sport, together with legislative changes in the broader context of Canada, provided 

trans athletes legal protections from discrimination, including potential verbal assault from sports 
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people. Following Danika Schroeter’s protest, Dumaresq filed a complaint, and the CCA 

suspended Schroeter for her action, calling it against “the image, the reputation or the interests of 

cycling” (“Cyclist suspended,” 2006; Kingston, 2006). Schroeter soon afterwards apologized to 

Dumaresq in person and publicly via online channels (Morris, 2006). Suspension of Schroeter 

was of symbolic importance. It did not end the debates over the category ‘woman’ in sport or 

lead to significant cultural change in everyday sports practice, but it made clear for critics that 

discriminatory attitudes towards trans athletes were not tolerated in sport within the legislative 

context of Canada. 

 Dumaresq retired from sport in 2006 soon after the day of the protest — what she later 

called “the day that I died” (Dumaresq, 2014). After her retirement, debates over trans women’s 

inclusion in sport sporadically continued in relation to a few other trans women athletes, like 

Kristen Worley and Lana Lawless. However, neither of these athletes found as much media 

coverage as Dumaresq did in the early 2000s. Worley was not winning tournaments (Crincoli, 

2011; Harper, 2019) and, as we will see in Chapter 7, she did not renew her licence and mostly 

engaged in activism at the institutional level, behind closed doors. Lana Lawless is American and 

she won the Women’s World Championship in long-drive golf in 2008. There was no media or 

“internal controversy” about her, except some complaints about the fairness of her win (Buzuvis, 

2011). 

 

Concluding Remarks 

 In this chapter, I showed that in the 2000s, discourses of testosterone have gradually 

become the basis of debates over trans inclusion in sport, structuring policies, and the arguments 

for and against trans women’s inclusion in women’s sport. Although arguments against trans 
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women’s inclusion in women’s sport seem to be drawing on scientific discourses of testosterone, 

they were also rooted in prejudices and the myths about trans women and transness in sport and 

in general. I also demonstrated that in the face of policy and legislative changes that granted 

trans women access to sport, some critics have adopted various anti-trans discourses of 

testosterone, sex and gender to (re-) assert their denial of Dumaresq’s inclusion in women’s sport 

and her identity as a woman. For instance, whilst trans women athletes and their supporters 

pointed to a lowered level of testosterone in trans women’s bodies to argue for trans inclusion, 

critics turned their focus to trans women’s exposure to testosterone and so-called ‘male 

privileges’ prior to transition in order to suggest that trans women are inevitably at an advantage 

against cis women regardless of whether they have transitioned or taken female hormones. 

Debates on testosterone and Dumaresq and other trans women athletes in the early 2000s 

structured the starting point of debates that are ongoing. I also showed that debates over 

Dumaresq were not just limited to the realm of Canadian sport. Anti-trans news about Dumaresq 

and speculative news about the 2004 IOC policy were key to bringing discussions about sex, 

gender and transness, generally, to the public. Despite the overall negative and anti-trans tone of 

the news, Dumaresq and her supporters used this news to counter critics’ anti-trans arguments 

and practices. In the next chapter, I turn my focus to trans athlete activism in Canadian sport and 

the media. 
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Chapter 7                                                                                                     

Emergence and Growth of Trans Athlete Activism in Elite Sport in Canada in 

the 2000s 

Hi Lynn 

My name is Michelle Dumaresq and I am a professional downhill mountain bike racer 

from Canada. ( … ) Well in may of 01 [sic] I raced my first race and much to my 

suprise [sic] I won (the course is still my favorite, Mission B.C.) I was in the beginner 

category [sic] but my time would have won the pro womens [sic] by 2 seconds. I was as 

suprised [sic] as anyone, I have always had great focus when it comes to sport but I 

didn't expect to do so well. I did 2 more races that season before my licence was 

suspended (to many complaints). Ironically the world cup of mountain biking came to 

Vancouver that week and if not for that it could have all turned out differently. Because 

the wc [World Cup] was here, so were the officials from the UCI (cycling's governing 

body) and they sat down and said ‘what are we going to do with Michelle.’ The UCI 

said tell her to go away. The local officials said ‘you don't know Michelle, she is not 

likely to just go away’ I have friends in the local cycling organization so I heard 

everything. (Dumaresq, 2003) 

— Michelle Dumaresq 

I quickly realized, however, that these men weren’t there to help me. They viewed me 

as a threat to sport. I was born in a male body, and their assumption was that an XY 

person will always, naturally and as a matter of course, outcompete an XX person. They 

had no scientific or empirical data to back up that belief. (Worley & Schneller, 2019 p. 

xiii). 

— Kristen Worley, regarding gender verification test she underwent in 2005 in Canada 

to get her cycling licence.  

 In this chapter, I turn my focus to trans athlete resistance and activism in the 2000s to 

piece together a partial history of trans athlete activism in Canadian sport. Two Canadian trans 

women athletes, Michelle Dumaresq and Kristen Worley, whose quotes I opened this chapter 

with, spearheaded trans athlete activism in the 2000s. Their activism had implications at national 

and international levels of sport. For instance, upon their request and activism, their national 

sport federations adjusted their policies to grant Dumaresq and Worley access to compete 

(Corbett, 2006). As Dumaresq (2003) wrote in the email I quoted above the officials from the 
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Union Cycliste Internationale (UCI) told Dumaresq to “go away.” Dumaresq did not go away. 

Instead, she requested a licence to race in the pro women’s category from the Canadian Cycling 

Association (CCA). Worley’s efforts forced the Canadian sport system to address the issues of 

trans inclusion at all levels of sport. In 2005, AthletesCAN, with the Canadian Centre for Ethics 

in Sport (CCES) and the Canadian Association for the Advancement of Women and Sport and 

Physical Activity (CAAWS), launched a research project, titled Promising practices: Working 

with transitioning/transitioned athletes in sport project (Promising Practices Project, hereafter) 

to address the participation of trans athletes in Canadian sport. This project was initiated by 

Kristen Worley (Corbett, 2006; Craig, 2008). As I will detail in this chapter, The Promising 

Practices Project has produced five literature reviews and discussion papers (e.g., Corbett, 2009; 

Devries, 2008; Wagman, 2009a; 2009b; Wamsley, 2008) that debunk anti-trans myths about 

trans athletes and stand in contrast to anti-trans voices in sport. They laid the foundation for key 

guidelines for the creation of gender and trans inclusive environments in Canadian sport in the 

2010s.  

 In this chapter, I focus on the activism of Kristen Worley. Worley has worked constantly, 

mostly out of the spotlight, for trans inclusion, for the rights of trans and cis women in sport, and 

against gender verification policies (Crincoli, 2011; Ewing, 2019; Findlay, 2012; Stinson, 2015; 

Worley, 2016, 2019a). Worley’s activism in sport is not often acknowledged in the media or the 

sport studies literature. I want to make visible Worley’s prolonged activism in the 2000s. I 

highlight how trans athletes used scientific discourses of testosterone to challenge their critics 

and to advocate for trans inclusion in sport. I show that despite backlash against trans women’s 

inclusion in women’s sport in the 2000s, a few out and visible trans women athletes, like 

Dumaresq and Worley, engaged in prolonged activism to carve out a space for themselves and 
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other trans athletes. This chapter contributes to the overall project of my dissertation by 

historicizing trans athlete resistance and activism, and the prominent role that trans athlete 

activism played in making change possible for trans inclusion in Canadian sport. By 

documenting often-unseen and -obscured activism, this chapter aims to contribute to scholarly 

and activist work that shows that trans inclusive initiatives occurred, not because of ‘progress’ 

and/or organizational benevolence, but because of tenacious activism by trans people in sport 

(Gilliam, 2018; Greey, 2019; Lenskyj, 2018; Love et al., 2009; MacKinnon, 2017; Travers, 

2016, 2018a).  

 In the early 2000s, trans athletes started becoming more visible as “speaking subjects” in 

the debates over trans inclusion. They not only appropriated discourses that were being used 

against them, for instance discourses of testosterone, but they actively produced and uttered 

counterstatements to challenge sport policies on trans inclusion, and prejudices in popular views 

about trans athletes. Trans athlete activism in the 2000s played a leading role in initiating 

deliberate conversations and initiatives about trans inclusion for major Canadian sport 

organizations and resulted in significant interventions in the Canadian sport system, including 

both material and discursive changes. Trans athlete activism in the 2000s structured the 

conditions of possibility for the more trans inclusive and gender expansive environments in 

Canadian sport that we see today in 2022. 

 In the next section, I draw on a wide range of textual, visual, and audio sources. Evidence 

includes news stories about Michelle Dumaresq, Kristen Worley, and Mianne Bagger in 

Canadian media, Dumaresq’s documentary, 100 % Woman, online posts by Dumaresq, and 

Worley’s autobiography, Woman enough: How a boy became a woman and changed the world 

of sport, penned with journalist Johanna Schneller. I found only a few news stories about Worley 
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in the 2000s. She was then not very visible in the Canadian press because she was not winning 

races (Crincoli, 2011; Harper, 2019). Her activism often took place behind closed doors. In 

detailing her work, I often turn to Worley’s autobiography, and a few visual and audio sources in 

which Worley chronicles her career. These sources include a podcast, Campaigning for equality 

and recognition of human rights in sport, with Worley by Sean Cottrell (2017), Worley’s 

presentation at the 2017 Play the Game conference (Worley, 2017b), and four television 

interviews with Worley (Worley, 2016, 2017a, 2019a, 2019c). As secondary sources, I draw on a 

body of sport literature that mentions the stories of Michelle Dumaresq, Kristen Worley, and 

Mianne Bagger (e.g., Buzuvis, 2011; Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006; Harper, 2019; Love et al., 2009; 

Lucas & Newhall, 2019; Riseman, 2021; Sykes, 2006a; Teetzel, 2006; Teetzel & Weaving, 

2017; Travers, 2006, 2014). Probably due to the lack of media coverage about Worley, she is 

rarely mentioned by scholars (e.g., Crincoli, 2011; Harper, 2019; Sullivan, 2011) although some 

researchers have addressed her 2016 human rights victory, which I will discuss in Chapter 8 

(e.g., Lenskyj, 2018; Schultz, 2021a; Semerjian, 2019; Symons, & Storr, 2020).  

 

Trans Athlete Activism: Interventions, and Positive Changes for Trans Athletes 

 As we saw in the previous chapter, Dumaresq’s participation in sport received a lot of 

media attention in the early 2000s, exposing her to explicit and robust transphobia. In the midst 

of anti-trans media coverage of her, Dumaresq managed to use the media to counter her critics’ 

verbal attacks, to refute their claims that she had a physical edge over cis women athletes, and to 

advocate for trans inclusion in sport. For instance, Dumaresq appropriated discourses of 

testosterone to advocate for herself (Bavington, 2007; Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006; Duthie, 2004; 
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Pilgrim et al., 2003; Teetzel, 2006). As early as July 2002, Dumaresq argued that she was not at 

any advantage competing against cis women. As Jon Bricker noted in the National Post: 

She actually has less testosterone than most women, the result of estrogen and 

progesterone therapy treatments she began several years ago. While she has kept a male 

bone structure and physical traits such as broad shoulders, she said she has also lost 

bone density and considerable strength, as well as about 4 inches and 30 lbs off the 6-

foot, 210-lb frame she had as a man. (Bricker, 2002a, para. 22). 

 Like Dumaresq, golfer Mianne Bagger also had repeatedly stated that “she did not have 

any advantages because of the effects of hormones and surgery” (Love et al., 2009; Riseman, 

2021, p. 11). When Bagger was set to play at the 2004 Women's Australian Open, making 

history as the first trans athlete to play at an international tournament, she said: 

Gender-reassignment is a long process. After surgery there's nothing left in our bodies 

that produces testosterone. Now I have less testosterone than the average levels for 

women in society and [because of that] I also have a decrease in muscle-mass and a loss 

of overall strength. (“Born a man,” 2004, para. 6) 

Dumaresq’s and Bagger’s arguments about testosterone were made prior to the release of the 

2004 IOC policy, which, as I mentioned previously, officially moved the discourses of 

testosterone towards the centre of debates over trans women. Dumaresq and Bagger had started 

to make use of scientific knowledge about hormone treatment along with their expertise over 

their own bodies before the IOC confirmed that trans women do not have a muscular advantage 

over cis women.  

 Aside from her intentional visibility in the media, Dumaresq, in collaboration with 

producer Diana Wilson and director Karen Duthie, released a documentary called 100% Woman, 

which chronicles her experiences at mountain biking tournaments between 2002 and 2004. The 

film brings together the voices of both her supporters and opponents. As Wilson said, unlike 

most films about trans folks at that time, they paid due attention to portray Dumaresq “with 

respect and dignity,” “as a human being with expertise” and to show her resistance at a time 
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where being out meant risking her personal safety (Hargrove, 2005). In this documentary, 

discussions about testosterone were prevalent among her critics and supporters. For instance, 

Dumaresq, together with Dr. Jerrilyn Prior, a leading endocrinologist who pioneered the use of 

female-sex hormones in gender reassignment therapy, put forward discourses of testosterone to 

support the claims of Dumaresq. The documentary did not garner as much media coverage8 as 

the protests against her, but it was shown at theatres and various film festivals in Canada, such as 

the 2004 World Film Festival in Montreal (Griffin, 2004; Hays, 2004), Vancouver’s Reel 2 Real 

International Film Festival for Youth in 2005 (Glen, 2005; Hargrove, 2005) and Toronto’s Inside 

Out 2SLGBTQ+ Film and Video Festival in 2005 (Inside Out, 2005). Through this documentary, 

Dumaresq shared her own story in her own words and disseminated trans-positive discourses to 

the wider public in Canada. 

 While Dumaresq and Bagger were in the media, talking about the science of testosterone 

and hormone therapy, Worley was engaging in activism at institutional level, working behind 

doors. She also used scientific knowledge about testosterone to convince the CCA to re-issue 

Dumaresq’s racing license in 2002. The British Columbia Cycling Association suspended 

Dumaresq’s license in July 2001 due to “many complaints” from some cis women riders. After 

having heard the news about Dumaresq’s suspension, Worley contacted Dr. Ross Outerbridge, 

an orthopedic surgeon, and the former head of the World Water Skiing Medical Commission, to 

see how she might help Dumaresq reverse the suspension. Outerbridge put Worley in contact 

with people from Sport Canada, the CCES, CAAWS, AthletesCAN, and Cycling Canada 

(Cottrell, 2017; Worley & Schneller, 2019). Afterwards, as Worley details in Woman Enough: “I 

 
8 In The Globe and Mail, Hay (2004) wrote a review: “Vancouver-based director Karen Duthie has crafted an 

intelligent and poignant film, helped by the sheer likeability of Dumaresq herself, a down-to-earth figure who just 

want to compete at the sport she clearly loves. But perhaps most beautiful are the moments when Duthie interviews 

Dumaresq’s parents, who are entirely supportive of their daughter and the life decision she made.” 
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put together a quick but comprehensive primer of what it means to be a transitioned individual in 

sport and emailed it to UCI. They reviewed it. Three weeks later, they quietly gave Dumaresq 

her licence back” (Worley & Schneller, 2019, p. 117).  

 Worley composed this “quick but comprehensive primer” by drawing on scientific 

evidence to support the case that Dumaresq was not competing at an advantage (Cottrell, 2017; 

Worley & Schneller, 2019). In neither her book nor her podcast interview does Worley mention 

whether the primer discussed scientific research relating to ‘testosterone,’ but when I consider 

the grounds of Dumaresq’s suspension and the protests against her, I can imagine that 

testosterone played a key role in Worley’s arguments that “being a transitioned athlete was 

giving her [Dumaresq] no advantage” (Worley & Schneller, 2019, p. 114). Behind the CCA’s 

reversal, there was trans athlete activism; Worley’s use of scientific knowledge helped the CCA 

to change its decision.  

 Some scholars have suggested that trans women athletes have pointed to their post-

transition weakened physicality in order to gain acceptance in women’s sport and to prove their 

womanhood (e.g., Bavington, 2007; Birrell & Cole, 1990; Lucas & Newhall, 2019; Pieper, 2012, 

2017, 2019; Riseman, 2021). As I mentioned in Chapter 5, Renée Richards took and continues to 

take the largest share of criticism for this sort of talk. Dumaresq and Bagger have also been 

criticized for this (e.g., Bavington, 2007; Lucas & Newhall, 2019). Critics fail to recognize that 

transition and hormone treatment can result in a range of physiological changes in trans women 

that can be classified as ‘weakening’ (e.g., Ballantyne et al., 2012; Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006; 

Devries, 2008; Gooren & Bunck, 2004; Harper, 2019; Pilgrim et al., 2003; Schultz, 2011; 

Teetzel, 2006). The idea that trans women point to their weakened/weakening bodies and 

‘femininity’ to prove their womanhood, I argue, relies on ciscentricity — an understanding of 
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social life from a cisgender perspective (Johnson, 2015). It suggests is that trans women’s gender 

is an act or performance, leaving no room for an acknowledgement that trans women behave the 

way they do because it is how they feel authentic and comfortable (Bettcher, 2014; Johnson, 

2015; Koyama, 2001/2003; Serano, 2007, 2012). Critics frame debates about trans women 

athletes within a “discursive paradox” (McClearen, 2015), in other words, a “damned-if-they-do, 

damned-if-they-don’t” situation (Serano, 2013). If trans women athletes win against cis women 

or gain a bit of athletic success, their critics accuse them of having and retaining a physical edge 

over cis women. If they do not win, some critics accuse them of downplaying their athleticism to 

gain access to sport and/or to prove their womanhood, ‘reinforcing’ the notion of female athletic 

inferiority and the binary gender system (e.g., Peiper, 2012, 2017; Riseman, 2021). This 

discursive paradox is a common theme of analysis in almost every scholarly work on Renée 

Richards (see Chapter 5).  

 When the IOC released its first policy for trans inclusion in 2004, it substantiated and 

gave ‘official status’ to the claims of Worley, Dumaresq and Bagger regarding testosterone. The 

IOC policy was welcomed by some trans athletes and their allies. For instance, Dumaresq 

(Baker, 2004b; Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006; Hui, 2004), Egale Canada and the CCES applauded 

the IOC’s policy (Willing, 2004). With the vindication that came with the IOC policy, trans 

athletes continued to refute critics’ claims over the years and to advocate for trans inclusion in 

sport. For instance, when backlash was sparked by Michelle Dumaresq’s win at the 2006 

Canadian National Downhill Championships in Whistler, Worley came out in support of 

Dumaresq (e.g., Morris, 2006). 

 As the first international sport policy designed to admit trans athletes into competitions 

(Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006; Sykes, 2006a), the 2004 IOC policy also produced material 
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possibilities for trans inclusion in sport. As Tami Starlight, co-chair of the trans-issues committee 

for Egale Canada, noted, it made it possible for some trans people to “actually be visible in a 

professional way” in sport (Willing, 2004). For instance, it enabled Worley to apply to the CCA 

for a biking license to try for the 2008 Beijing Olympics (Worley, 2017). In 2005, following a 

trans woman’s request, Boxing Canada quietly9 changed its policy to permit her, and other trans 

women to compete in the future (Scott-Dixon, 2006). Although I have not found any sources 

showing whether this policy change was in relation to the 2004 IOC policy, the timing would 

suggest it did play a role in Boxing Canada’s decision. Outside Canada, Mianne Bagger 

strategically used the 2004 IOC policy to advocate for trans inclusion and convince some 

national and international golf organizations to remove their ‘female at birth’ policy from their 

constitutions (e.g., the Australian Ladies Professional Golf; The Ladies European Tour, The 

Ladies Golf Union —in Britain) (Love, 2017; Love, et al., 2009; Riseman, 2021).  

 As sport scholars have noted over the years, the 2004 IOC policy lacked scientific 

evidence, was preoccupied with surgery, relied on a conservative and medicalized understanding 

of transness, and did not consider local, economic, cultural, and racial differences in trans 

people’s access to surgeries or hormone therapy (e.g., Carroll, 2014; Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006; 

Ivy & Conrad, 2018; Griffin, 2012; Jones et at., 2017a; Love, 2017; Lucas-Carr & Krane, 2011; 

Sykes, 2006a; Teetzel, 2006). Yet, the policy opened a crack for trans athletes and allies to carve 

out a space for trans inclusion in sport at national and international levels. As Worley put it very 

clearly: “As wrong-headed as the Stockholm Consensus was, it did open a door for me to 

compete” (Worley & Schneller, 2019, p. 127). As Worley’s quote exemplifies, neither Worley, 

 
9 I have not found any news about this policy change or the athlete in Canadian media. I learned about this by 

coincidence while reading a book chapter by Scott-Dixons (2006).  
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Dumaresq nor Bagger were unaware of the limitations of the policy at the time; I think they 

strategically made use of it to advocate for trans inclusion. As we will see in the next section, 

they started to voice their critiques of the policy soon after it was released (Cavanagh & Sykes, 

2006; Crincoli, 2011; Love et al., 2009). Worley went on to engage in prolonged activism 

against the 2004 IOC policy to foster change for better treatment of trans athletes by sport 

organizations. 

 

Worley’s Activism Against the 2004 IOC policy 

They came up with the Stockholm Consensus, but later we found out that they had no 

science or research associated to the actual policy that the IOC put out. (Cottrell, 2017) 

The IOC doesn’t want the world to see its ignorance, or to learn that its policies are 

based on prejudice, not science. But I knew the science, and I decided to use it. (Worley 

& Schneller, 2019, p. xv) 

— Kristen Worley  

 Worley started making critiques of the 2004 IOC policy soon after its release. The policy 

was accompanied by an appendix, Explanatory note to the recommendation on sex reassignment 

and sports, which included evidence that the policy writers had their own prejudices against 

trans athletes. For instance, the medical director of the IOC, Arne Ljungqvist wrote: “Although 

individuals who undergo sex reassignment usually have personal problems that make sports 

competition an unlikely activity for them, there are some for whom the participation in sport is 

important” (IOC, 2004, p. 2). In Woman Enough, Worley says: 

That sentence troubled me so much that the minute I read it, I wrote Ljungqvist an 

email, and cc’d Sport Canada, other Canadian sport overseers and the IOC. It read, “I’ve 

competed for my country in two sports. I’m a design engineer. Can you tell me what 

personal problems I have that would take away my opportunity to participate?” I added, 

“It’s people like you, who write things like this, that make my participation unlikely. It 

has nothing to do with me.” He never replied, nor did anyone from the IOC. Nor did 

anyone from Canada. (Worley & Schneller, 2019, p. 126) 
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 In 2005, Worley became involved in activism and lobbying against the 2004 IOC policy 

on two interrelated grounds: its lack of respect for the dignity and privacy of trans athletes, and 

its lack of scientific evidence. As I mentioned before, Worley had applied to the CCA for a 

biking license. In April 2005, she underwent an evaluation under the 2004 IOC policy to get her 

biking licence, becoming “the first athlete to be tested under this new policy, anywhere in the 

world” (Cottrell, 2017; Worley, 2017b; Worley & Schneller, 2019, p. x). The evaluation process 

was invasive and humiliating (Cottrell, 2017; McIlroy, 2007; Worley, 2017b; Worley & 

Schneller, 2019). As part of the process, she “had to be gender-tested and verified as a woman” 

by the cycling association in Ontario according to the rules outlined by the IOC (Worley & 

Schneller, 2019, p. 129). And she “had to submit her medical records and blood work to four 

separate panels: the two organizations that oversee cycling and water skiing in Canada and the 

two that govern international competitions in both sports” (McIlroy, 2007, Jumping with Girls 

section, para. 3). Worley details this invasive process as follows: 

I’d already endured a humiliating physical examination with an endocrinologist in 

Toronto, where I live. He asked me intimate questions about my vagina. He did a 

complete gynecological exam. He requested and received an affidavit from the surgeon 

who performed my transition surgery, and a copy of my birth certificate verifying my 

gender as female. He asked me about my sexuality — even though who I like to sleep 

with is irrelevant to my gender description —and included that in his multi-page report. 

He shared my full medical records — my most private information — with this panel, 

who eventually shared them with the IOC and the Union Cycliste Internationale (UCI), 

the international cycling organization I belong to; they also passed my records on to 

Sport Canada and to Canada’s anti-doping body, the Canadian Centre for Ethics in 

Sport (CCES), and literally anyone else who asked to read them. (Worley & Schneller, 

2019, p. xi) 

Through this process, Worley realized that the 2004 IOC policy was not informed by scientific 

research. Neither the IOC nor the CCA had a procedure for implementing the policy when a 

trans athlete requested a licence to compete (Cottrell, 2017; Worley, 2017b; Worley & Schneller, 

2019). Following her sex verification examination in April 2005, Worley started to criticize the 
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policy in relation to its implementation. Worley filed official complaints with Cycling Ontario, 

CCES, Sport Canada, the Canadian Olympic Committee, and World Anti-Doping Association. 

She held a phone conversation with the IOC president Jacques Rogge10 and the IOC medical and 

scientific director Patrick Schamasch. She also e-mailed the CEO of the Canadian Olympic 

Committee, Chris Rudge, from whom she did not get a response (Worley & Schneller, 2019, p. 

118-120). Worley’s actions were not only examples of trans resistance in sport but were all 

significant, deliberate interruptions to the newly developing policy and the practices of national 

and international sport organizations. 

 Worley’s determined resistance produced two tangible outcomes. First, she managed to 

set up a phone meeting with Schamasch to talk about the 2004 IOC policy (Cottrell, 2017; 

Worley, 2017b; Worley & Schneller, 2019). Second, following her official request, Sport Canada 

created an ad-hoc committee to examine issues related to trans athletes (Corbett, 2006; McIlroy, 

2007; Worley & Schneller, 2019). Works by this committee, as I will address later in this 

chapter, laid the ground in the 2010s for guidelines put out by the CCES intended to create and 

promote inclusive environments for trans and gender diverse people in Canadian sport. These 

were initial steps towards Worley’s goal to, in her words, “make sport better and safer for the 

athletes coming up after me” (Worley & Schneller, 2019, p. xii). 

 The phone meeting with Schamasch took place in September 2005. This meeting 

represents a critical moment in trans athlete activism not only in Canadian sport but also in 

international sport for various reasons. A trans woman athlete, Kristen Worley, was in charge of 

the meeting, from choosing participants to coordinating the time (Worley & Schneller, 2019). 

 
10 In her book Woman Enough, Worley notes that she “got a call from Michael Chambers, the vice-president of 

the COC, from his law offices in Ottawa” on May 6, 2005 and “implied that I had no business contacting Rogge or 

anyone else in Lausanne” (p. 89). 
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She initiated and also directly intervened in discussions concerning trans athletes. These 

discussions had previously taken place behind closed doors among cis male medical experts 

without the presence or input of any trans athletes or people who have expertise on issues related 

to transness (Sykes, 2006a). This time, Worley invited golfer Mianne Bagger, and Jameson 

Green, trans activist and scholar and head of the World Professional Association for Transgender 

Health, to join her at the meeting. According to Worley, she and Bagger did most of the talking 

(Worley & Schneller, 2019). 

 Critical sport scholars had also started to voice their concerns about the policy (e.g., 

Cavanagh & Sykes 2005; Meyer, 2004; Sykes, 2005 cited in Sykes 2006b; Cavanagh & Sykes, 

2006; Sykes, 2006a; Teetzel, 2006). What made Worley’s and Bagger’s critiques different was 

that they managed to communicate their concerns about the policy and its implementation 

directly to medical authorities. The meeting with Schamasch included: David McCrindle, the 

manager of Sport Canada’s Sport Participation Policy; Joseph de Pencier, the general legal 

counsel for the CCES; Tom Scrimger, director general of Sport Canada; and Chris Rudge from 

the Canadian Olympic Committee. Worley challenged Schamasch by asking: “What research did 

you use to develop your policy?” (Worley & Schneller, 2019, p. 134). By the end of the meeting, 

it had become obvious that neither the IOC nor the Canadian sport organizations had the 

scientific research to support the policy about trans athletes. As Worley noted in her book: “So it 

was official. I knew more than the IOC” (Worley & Schneller, 2019, p. 134; Worley, 2017b). As 

scholars would go on to point out, there was no ‘scientific evidence’ for why trans athletes 

should undergo hormone treatment for a minimum of two years or for determining the allowable 

level of testosterone in trans women athletes’ bodies (Carroll, 2014; Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006; 
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Ivy & Conrad, 2018; Jones et at., 2017a; Love, 2017; Sykes, 2006a; Teetzel, 2006). But such 

critiques were made first by trans athletes directly to the IOC. 

 One last point I would like to draw attention to regarding this meeting is the collaboration 

between Worley and Bagger. This is an example of emerging solidarity among trans athletes in 

the 2000s — an aspect of trans activism that the Internet made possible. In the 2000s, the few out 

and visible trans athletes spoke in support of each other and occasionally worked together to 

advocate for trans and gender diverse athletes. Worley was involved in Dumaresq’s case, 

convincing cycling organizations to re-issue her licence in 2002 (Cottrell, 2017). In 2004, Renée 

Richards spoke in support of Bagger’s inclusion in golf (Riseman, 2021). At the 2005 meeting 

with the IOC and other sport authorities, Worley and Bagger posed challenges to the IOC 

together. Later in December 2006, the two also spoke against the practice of sex testing in sport 

and advocated for Santhi Soundarajan in the media and with sport organizations. Soundarajan 

was an Indian athlete who was subject to the IAAF’s gender verification test in 2006. She was 

stripped of her silver medal and barred from future competitions by the organization. Worley and 

Bagger wrote letters to the IOC president in support of Soundarajan (e.g., Masand, 2007; 

McIltoy, 2007; Morris, 2007). The two have continued to work together for trans inclusion and 

against gender verification in sport. For example, in 2017, they attended Speak Out, an event in 

Sydney, Australia as guest speakers to talk about diversity and inclusion in sport. The alliance 

between Worley and Bagger set an example of solidarity among trans athletes for future trans 

athletes, who, as I will discuss in Chapter 8, would go on to show support for each other and 

work together in the 2010s onwards to advocate for trans inclusion in sport.  

 In the formation of a network among a few visible trans athletes in the 2000s, the 

availability of the Internet played an important part in helping trans athletes connect, share 
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information and resources and support each other. Trans scholars and activists like Susan Stryker 

(2008, 2017) and Rupert Raj (2014) write that the Internet since the 1990s has created 

unprecedented possibilities for the expansion of trans communities, trans organizing, 

networking, information-sharing and trans activism in North America (e.g., in Canada: Chow et 

al., 2014; Muldoon, 2014; MacDonnell & Fern, 2014; MacFarlane et al., 2014; Scheim, et al., 

2014). This was also the case for the few visible trans athletes. For instance, in 2003, Dumaresq 

connected with another trans woman cyclist through a website about trans women created by 

American trans activist Lynn Conway (Dumaresq, 2003). In 2005, Worley sent Bagger an e-mail 

introducing herself after having read an article on the Internet about Bagger. By the time they 

connected, Bagger had been organizing for trans inclusion in golf in Australia and Europe for 

almost a decade. She successfully used media and available policies and scientific discourses to 

argue for trans inclusion in golf in Australia (Love, et al., 2009; MacKinnon, 2017; Riseman, 

2021). She encouraged Worley to “pay attention to everything that was happening at the 

intersection of sport and gender, and to involve [herself] in it in any way [she] could be useful” 

(Worley & Schneller, 2019, p. 131).  

 Starting in mid 2006, Worley’s activism extended to a new realm of trans rights in sport. 

She started lobbying for trans women athletes to be able to take small amounts of testosterone — 

which is against the IOC’s anti-doping rules — for health reasons (Cottrell, 2017; Craig, 2008; 

Ewing, 2019; McIlroy, 2007; Lenskyj, 2017, 2018; Schultz, 2021a; Semerjian, 2019; Symons, & 

Storr, 2020; Worley & Schneller, 2019). Her cycling license had been approved by the UCI in 

January 2006. The panel’s verdict, which was supposed to take three weeks, took eight months 

after Worley went through the sex verification examination (Worley & Schneller, 2019, p. ix). 

Worley then started racing, but her transition had left her in a state of hormonal deprivation 
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(Craig, 2008; Doorey, 2019; Lenskyj, 2018; Schultz, 2021a, Worley, 2019a). Worley argued that 

the testosterone dosage approved by the national and international cycling bodies was not 

enough for her to retain her health, and that the low level of testosterone in her body was putting 

her health at extreme risk (Blackwell, 2016; Coletta, 2015; Cottrell, 2017; Ewing, 2019; Lenskyj, 

2017, 2018; Schultz, 2021a; Semerjian, 2019; Symons, & Storr, 2020; Worley & Schneller, 

2019).  

 Besides, the 2004 IOC policy was not designed in ways to help her maintain her health 

while participating in sport. She says: “through my transition […] we learned based on the 

policies of the IOC that my body started to fail me because I didn't have the hormonal capacity to 

manage them, that they metabolize my body to ensure the health of my body” (Worley, 2019a). 

Worley was experiencing what she calls ‘crash fatigue’ because her body lost “the ability to 

develop red blood cells, which carry oxygen on demand to muscle groups” (Craig, 2008, Barriers 

in Sport section, para. 3). “Without testes or ovaries, her testosterone dropped, her endurance 

flagged, she required extra time to recover from workouts, and her body began to break down” 

(Schultz, 2021a, p. 619). Worley says: 

In terms of cycling and endurance sports, my red cell blood count dropped horribly. My 

heart rate hit down the middle high forties, so my blood pressure was really really low. 

My blood cells count were really really low. My testosterone level was virtually 

nonexistent. So, recovery during the race, after I take my first pedal stroke of the line, I 

do not recover through the race. Ok. it takes me three days to recover afterwards. 

(Cottrell, 2017) 

 In July 2006, Worley applied for a therapeutic use exemption (TUE) to the CCES, the 

national anti-doping organization, becoming “the first transitioned athlete in the world to request 

a TUE for testosterone as a necessity for basic health” (Worley & Schneller, 2019, p. 148). 

Worley’s application introduced a new challenge to the national and international sport 
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organizations, while showing that the 2004 IOC policy, in practice, was not really helping trans 

athletes to participate in sport. 

 Worley’s effort to get a TUE demonstrated the lack of TUE guidelines by the IOC and 

WADA for trans athletes and the arbitrary treatment by national and international sport 

organizations towards trans athletes. For instance, at the time, neither the IOC nor WADA had 

TUE guidelines for trans women or men athletes. What would usually take two weeks for a TUE 

approval from WADA for a cis athlete took three years for Worley (Lenskyj, 2018; Schultz, 

2021a; Worley & Schneller, 2019). When she got her TUE in September 2009, the approved 

testosterone dosage of forty milligrams (Worley, 2019d; Worley & Schneller, 2019) was not 

enough for her androgen deficiency and overall health (Aalgaard, 2017; Blackwell, 2016; 

Coletta, 2015; Ewing, 2019; Lenskyj, 2017, 2018; Schultz, 2021a; Semerjian, 2019; Symons, & 

Storr, 2020; Worley, 2019d). Moreover, Worley says: 

The approved androgen level was still extremely low for my XY body. The TUE was 

only good for one year; after that, I’d have to reapply. By contrast, XX males are often 

granted ten-year TUEs. As well, I had to have my blood tested every other month. Most 

TUE recipients are tested once, at most twice, per year. (Worley & Schneller, 2019, p. 

150) 

After her first TUE approval in 2006, she repeatedly asked the national (e.g., the CCES) and 

international sport authorities (e.g., WADA) to “share the science behind their decision” for the 

approved TUE dosage for her. She did not get a response from either of them (Worley & 

Schneller, 2019, p. 150). This process suggested that the national (CCES) and international sport 

authorities (WADA) did not have any scientific evidence to back up their decision (Lenskyj, 

2018; Symons & Storr, 2020; Worley & Schneller, 2019).  

 In mid 2011, Worley decided to stop competing for health reasons (Cottrell, 2017; 

Lenskyj, 2018; Schultz, 2021a; Semerjian, 2019; Worley, 2019a). She continued to train while 
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experimenting with various levels of testosterone under the watch of Dr. Anthony Galea, a 

world-renowned sports medicine expert, to find her ideal level of testosterone (Worley & 

Schneller, 2019, p. 155). Between 2011 and 2014, she applied to the CCES for a TUE two times 

and to the OCA and ICU for a renewal of her cycling license with an exemption from the UCI’s 

anti-doping policies (Lenskyj, 2018; Worley & Schneller, 2019). None were granted. In 

December 2012, she organized a conference call with representatives11 from Sport Canada and 

CCES to explain the flaws of their organizations’ TUE procedures and gender verification 

policies (Worley & Schneller, 2019). As I will explore in Chapter 8, in 2015, Worley took her 

activism further and filed a human rights complaint with the Human Rights Tribunal of Ontario 

against the Ontario Cycling Association, Cycling Canada, UCI, the IOC and WADA for their 

policies on gender verification and anti-doping. 

 Worley’s persistent activism in sport, as I have detailed so far, has been taking place at 

both international and national levels of sport. Next, I will focus on her interventions particularly 

in the Canadian sport system. 

 

Worley’s Interventions in the Canadian Sport System  

 In 2005, Kristen Worley had started lobbying to draw the attention of Canadian sport 

organizations to the flaws of the 2004 IOC policy and other concerns of trans people in sport like 

the process of transition, and the impacts of transition on athletes (Corbett, 2006; McIlroy, 2007). 

For instance, in October 2005, she gave Sport Canada staff and other national sport leaders a 

presentation, Transgendered and Transitioned Athletes in Our Sport System. In her presentation, 

 
11 Martin Boileau, the director general of Sport Canada; Rosemary Pitfield, CCES communications director; and 

John Dalla Costa, CCES’s ethicist; Dan Smith, the president of Sport Canada; and Dave McCrindle, Sport Canada’s 

head of policy development (Worley & Schneller, 2019, p. 159) 
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she addressed a range of issues from language to gender dysphoria, transition, impacts of 

transition on athletes, the unfair advantage thesis, and the flaws of the 2004 IOC policy (Corbett, 

2006). This presentation initiated deliberate conversations about trans athletes in the Canadian 

sport system and helped give birth to a set of immediate and long-term material outcomes that 

have improved the conditions of trans inclusion in Canadian sport. For instance, it led to a 

workshop by AthletesCAN for sport leaders in January 2006 on the topic of Respecting 

Differences: Making Sport Inclusive (Corbett, 2006). The content of Worley’s presentation and 

the workshop was turned into a short official document, with the same title as Worley’s 

presentation, by the Gay and Lesbian International Sport Association (GLISA). With this 

document, a small group of leaders in the Canadian sport system recognized the flaws of the 

2004 IOC policy: 

There is an emerging concern that the Stockholm Consensus, in its entirety, is not only 

discriminatory towards individuals who undergo sex reassignment, it also places a 

significant burden on both the transitioned athlete and the sport organization. Further, 

the Consensus does not address the concerns of transitioned males, the majority of 

whom will not undergo anatomical surgery due to its expense and complexity. (Corbett, 

2006, p. 4)  

The GLISA document heavily criticized the 2004 IOC policy. By the time of its release, no 

national or international [sport] organization had openly critiqued the 2004 IOC policy. As then 

president of GLISA, Rachel Corbett, who penned the GLISA document, noted (2006), some 

sport leaders then started working to “develop strong, well-informed sport policy to ensure a 

balanced, educational and safe approach to integrating transitioned women and men into all 

levels of sport, nationally and internationally” (p. 4). The workshop and the GLISA document 

signaled that the Canadian sport system would not follow the 2004 IOC policy moving forward. 

 Around the time of the workshop in 2006, GLISA was working “with officials from the 

Canadian Olympic Committee and national team athletes to develop a policy on transgender 
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competition” for the 1st World Outgames to be held in Montreal in 2006 (“Transgender athletes,” 

2006). The GLISA document aimed to provide information relating to trans athletes “for mission 

staff, and in particular medical staff, supporting Canadian teams at upcoming international 

games” (Corbett, 2006, p. 1). Worley’s presentation, which laid the basis of the GLISA 

document also played a role in GLISA’s decision to make minor changes to the Games’ policy 

for trans participants in order to improve the inclusivity of the Outgames. The Outgames initially 

adopted the 2004 IOC policy (Sykes, 2006a) but then slightly revised it due to criticism of the 

IOC policy (Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006). The revised policy mimicked the language and the 

content of the 2006 GLISA document and took into consideration the flaws of the 2004 IOC 

policy. For instance, the revised Gender Identity Policy (2006) made a distinction between 

‘transitioned’ and ‘transgender athletes’ to make the Outgames more inclusive of transitioned, 

athletes, transitioning athletes, and athletes who self-identifies as transgender.  

 Worley’s presentation was informed by her own experiences in sport before, during and 

after transition, and by the available scientific knowledge relating to transition and athletic 

performance. She used both to contest the dominant assumption that trans women have 

advantages competing against cis women in sport. For instance, Worley put forward what I call 

the disadvantage discourse, which suggests that trans women athletes likely compete at “a 

decisive disadvantage” against cis women athletes because of low levels of testosterone in their 

bodies during and after transition as a result of hormone treatment (Corbett, 2006). As the 

GLISA document noted:  

Transitioned women will lose 30 to 40 percent of overall muscle mass and strength 

during transition and after transition will have zero testosterone levels. Due to such low 

levels, transitioned women lose the ability to develop new muscle and have tremendous 

difficulty sustaining existing muscle no matter the level of output or intensity of 

training. (Corbett, 2006, p. 3) 
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The GLISA document concluded that widely held assumptions, supported by the IOC Medical 

Commission, about trans women having advantages over cis women, were not based on science. 

As we saw previously in Chapter 6, in debates over Dumaresq and trans women athletes, critics’ 

opposition to trans women’s inclusion in women’s sport crystalized around the argument that 

trans women have advantages over cis women regardless of transition and hormone treatment. 

GLISA’s statement posed a rupture to anti-trans discourses relating to trans women athletes, 

testosterone, and athletic performance in sport. 

 Although the disadvantage discourse had not evolved into a dominant discourse in 

advocating for trans women’s inclusion (Sullivan, 2011), Worley did sometimes use it while 

advocating for trans women athletes like Michelle Dumaresq and herself (e.g., Craig, 2008; 

McIlroy, 2007; Morris, 2006). In 2006, to counter Dumaresq’s critics, Worley pointed to the 

disadvantages trans women experience: “We lose the ability to recover, we lose the ability to 

generate strength. We can't control our body weight” (Morris, 2006, para. 18). Disadvantage 

discourse also played a role in changing the view of some sport officials about trans women 

athletes. For instance, Joseph Quigg, the national cycling team's physician, became “a strong 

supporter” of Worley after “searching the scientific literature” where he found “very little about 

male athletes who had become women and whether they might enjoy a competitive edge.” Quigg 

came to share Worley’s view that she competes at a disadvantage: “Ms. Worley had a physical 

drawback because other women produce small amounts of natural testosterone in their ovaries 

and adrenal glands” (McIlroy, 2007, Jumping with Girls section, para. 7).  

 In addition to the immediate outcomes that we have seen, the long-term outcomes of 

Worley’s interventions and activism have unfolded over the years, extending in to the 2010s. For 

instance, Worley’s presentation in 2005, which led to the workshop by AthletesCAN in 2006, 
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played a primary role in the formation of a partnership among major Canadian sport 

organizations, like Sport Canada, AthletesCAN, CCES and CAAWS, the goal of which is to 

tackle issues relating to inclusion of trans and intersex athletes in Canadian sport. With this goal, 

an ad-hoc working group comprised of Sport Canada, AthletesCAN, GLISA, Canadian Olympic 

Committee, Canadian Academy of Sport Medicine, CCES, CAAWS, Water Ski and Wakeboard 

Canada, and the Centre for Sport and Law gathered in 2007 (CCES, 2012, p. 5). Soon after, a 

three-way partnership between AthletesCAN, the CCES and CAAWS launched a research 

project, Promising practices: Working with transitioning/transitioned athletes in sport 

(Promising Practices Project, hereafter) to “identify and help address barriers that inhibit 

participation of transitioning and transitioned athletes in sport” (Wagman, 2009a, p. 2). This 

project was promoted as “Canada’s first theoretical and practical inquiry” on the topic of trans 

inclusion in Canadian sport (CCES, 2012, 2016) and “the first of its kind in the world” (Craig, 

2008).  

 Through a total of five review and discussion papers in 2008-2009 (e.g., Corbett, 2009; 

Devries, 2008; Wagman, 2009a, 2009b; Wamsley, 2008), the Promising Practices Project 

produced historical and scientific knowledge that countered anti-trans myths and dominant 

discourses that had been used by critics against trans inclusion in sport. For instance, the social 

science review by Kevin Wamsley (2008) concluded that there is no evidence demonstrating that 

“men wish to masquerade as women in sport competition”; “that men or women want to have 

sex change operations, to transition, in order to better compete in sport”; and that “transitioning 

athletes use this complex, difficult personal journey to gain competitive advantages” (pp. 21-22). 

As we saw in Chapters 5 and 6, these anti-trans myths have permeated public debates over 

Richards, Dumaresq, and the 2004 IOC policy, reinforcing prejudices towards trans people in 
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general and underlying the policy and practices designed for trans athletes. By drawing from the 

works of scholars who have previously challenged anti-trans myths in sport (e.g., Cavanagh & 

Sykes, 2006; Sykes, 2006a; Pilgrim et al., 2003; Teetzel, 2006; Travers, 2006), this review paper 

helped push the Canadian sport system to officially declare the inaccuracy of anti-trans claims 

and make clear that Canadian sport systems will not be guided by anti-trans myths. 

 The biological science review by Michaela Devries (2008) was the first literature review 

of available scientific research on athletic performance differences between cis women and men 

and the impact of cross-sex hormone treatment (testosterone and estrogen) on trans women and 

trans men. Based on a review of biological science literature on sex differences in sport 

performance from an anthropometric (e.g., height, weight, lung capacity etc.) and metabolic 

(e.g., testosterone, estrogen) standpoint, Devries (2008) concluded that despite the known 

“effects of testosterone and estrogen administration on body composition and muscle mass,” 

“these factors themselves do not necessarily dictate performance” and “to date, the data available 

does not appear to suggest that transitioned athletes would compete at an advantage or 

disadvantage as compared with physically born men and women” (pp.15-16). In contrast to the 

2004 IOC policy that requires trans athletes to undergo hormone treatment for a minimum of two 

years, Devries (2008) suggested that “one year of cross-sex hormone supplementation may be 

sufficient to minimize the effects of prior hormone exposure on performance in transitioned men 

and women” (p. 15). The claims that this review put forward were crucial evidence for debates 

about the effects of testosterone on athletic performance and whether trans women have an 

advantage.  

 In two summary reports released in 2009, the Promising Practices Project made it clear 

that the 2004 IOC policy should not be taken as a model for any Canadian policy framework; it 
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was restrictive and onerous for trans athletes and lacked a scientific basis (Wagman, 2009a, 

2009b). In 2010, Vancouver was preparing to host the Winter Olympic and Paralympic Games, 

and the IOC made known that it would set up gender testing facilities at the games. In the light of 

knowledge acquired through the two reviews, the working group from AthletesCAN, the CCES 

and CAAWS drafted a letter objecting to gender testing practices and sent it to the IOC. 

Although the IOC did not stop its preparation, it was aware of the concerns of the working group 

and no athlete was subjected to the test (CCES, 2012, p.6). The working group was representing 

the Canadian sport system and its objections contributed to harsh criticisms against gender 

verification practices by the IOC and IAAF in the subsequent case of Caster Semenya. 

The Promising Practices Project, which came about through Worley’s efforts (Corbett, 

2006; Craig, 2008), laid the foundation for a set of guidelines released by the CCES to promote 

gender and trans inclusive environments in Canadian sport: Sport in transition: Making sport in 

Canada more responsible for gender inclusivity (2012); Creating inclusive environments for 

trans participants in Canadian sport: Guidance for sport organizations (2016); and Creating 

inclusive environments for trans participants in Canadian sport: Policy and practice template 

for sport organizations (2018). Released in July 2012, Sport in transition marked a discursive 

and practical shift in approach to sex and gender inclusivity in Canadian sport at all levels, “from 

the playground to the podium” (p. 16). By advocating for a recognition of “gender self-

identification as a basic right for athletes” across Canada, it recommended that “national and 

provincial bodies, associations, clubs and communities, as well as governance boards and 

operational executives across sport must begin (or continue) undertaking the important changes 

to better accommodate the diverse needs of participants in ways that give credit, and do justice, 

to sport” (pp. 16-17). Guidance for sport organizations (2016) introduced and promoted an 
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“inclusion-first philosophy” for all Canadian sport organizations. As I will discuss in detail in 

Chapter 8, these guidelines have been, and continue to be, key to creating and securing safe and 

full participation of trans and intersex people at all levels in Canadian sport.  

The Promising Practices Project also played a role in shaping the National Collegiate 

Athletics Association’s (NCAA) 2011 policy for trans student athletes in the United States 

(CCES, 2016). By drawing on Devries’s (2008) review, the 2011 NCAA policy recommended 

that one year of testosterone suppression therapy related to transition would be enough for trans 

women athletes to be eligible to compete on women’s teams at the college level (Griffin & 

Carroll, 2010). In addition to being less restrictive than the 2004 IOC policy, the 2011 NCAA 

policy, still in effect, was the most inclusive sport policy available at the time for trans athletes at 

elite levels (Carroll, 2014; Griffin, 2012; Love, 2014; Travers, 2014, 2018). It permits trans 

athletes to participate in their gender category without requiring surgery or legal recognition 

(Griffin & Carroll, 2010). The NCAA is the largest organization of intercollegiate athletics in the 

United States, governing more than 1200 member institutions (Carrol, 2014). The NCAA policy 

opened doors for many trans student athletes in the United States. It also helped sport 

associations in Canada. In 2012, the Canadian Collegiate Athletics Association (2012) (Travers, 

2018a) and the Ontario Soccer Association, which is Canada’s third largest sport organization 

(Corbett, 2012), adopted the one-year of hormone therapy protocol recommended by the NCAA. 

Worley has worked mostly out of the spotlight for trans inclusion in Canadian sport from 

the mid 2000s onwards. As she writes in her book Woman Enough, she worked on the final 

Promising Practices Project report (Wagman, 2009b) with AthleteCAN and on the Sport in 
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transition12 paper with the CCES (Worley & Schneller, 2019, pp. 152, 157). She also offered her 

recommendations to the NCAA in 2008 while the organization was developing its policy for 

trans student athletes (Worley & Schneller, 2019, p. 138). As part of her activism, Worley has 

also engaged in a long-standing activism against gender verification practice by the IAAF and 

IOC (e.g., Crincoli, 2011; Stinson, 2015; Worley, 2016, 2017a, 2019a) and has spoken out in 

support of several cis women athletes who have been subject to gender verification processes, 

like Caster Semenya and Santhi Soundarajan (Crincoli, 2011; Findlay, 2012; McIltoy, 2007; 

Stinson, 2015). In 2009, Worley worked with Semenya’s lawyer behind the scenes to get the 

IAAF to reinstate Semenya’s eligibility to compete (Ewing, 2019; Starkman, 2010). Since 2009, 

she has publicly defended Semenya’s right to compete multiple times (e.g., Doorey, 2019; 

Findlay, 2012; Spencer, 2019; Starkman, 2010; Stinson, 2015; Worley, 2016, 2019b). In 2010, 

Worley co-founded the Coalition of Athletes for Inclusion in Sport (Buzuvis, 2011; Play the 

Game, 2010; Starkman, 2010). This coalition released its position statement before the 2010 

Vancouver Winter Olympic and Paralympic Games,13 asking the organization committee of the 

Games to “prohibit random gender verification testing of female athletes at the Games, in the 

best interest of all international female athletes” (“Sport Leaders,” 2010 in Larson, 2011, p. 242). 

Worley’s activism was an early example of trans athlete activism that recognizes that debates 

and policies about trans women athletes were interlinked with the policing of cis women 

athletes’ bodies and performances in sport. 

 
12 Worley writes that although she took part in the formation of this document, “with a heavy heart, she asked 

Paul Melia to remove her name from it prior to its release in July 2012 because of her political stance (Worley & 

Scheneller, 2019, p. 157). The document was funded by the Minister for Sport of Canada. Then minister Bal Gosal 

had voted against Bill- C-279 — An act to amend the Canadian Human Rights Act and the Criminal Code to prevent 

discrimination based on gender identity.(https://www.ourcommons.ca/Members/en/bal-

gosal(35535)/votes?parlSession=41-1&billDocumentTypeId=4#).  
13 Sport Leaders Request that Random Gender Verification Testing of Female Athletes as the 2010 Winter 

Olympic Games in Vancouver Be Prohibited – No access.  

https://www.ourcommons.ca/Members/en/bal-gosal(35535)/votes?parlSession=41-1&billDocumentTypeId=4
https://www.ourcommons.ca/Members/en/bal-gosal(35535)/votes?parlSession=41-1&billDocumentTypeId=4
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 Because of her significant activism in sport, the CAAWS named Worley as one of the 

“Ones to Watch” in 2007, noting: “Kristen Worley worked tirelessly in engaging leaders of the 

sporting world, in addressing issues of gender variance, impact of gender testing, transitioned 

athletes and inter-sexed athletes in sport” (Editoress, 2008). In 2008, she was named one of 

Chatelaine Magazine's “Women to Watch” (Craig, 2008). These acknowledgements were 

significantly important for the recognition of the participation of trans people not only in sport 

but in broader society in Canada. As we saw in Chapter 6, public discussions and mainstream 

media coverage relating to Michelle Dumaresq and trans issues in sport were mostly negative 

and overtly transphobic in the early 2000s. The positions of CAAWS and Chatelaine were in 

direct contrast to dominant narratives and discussions about trans women athletes in the early 

2000s, signaling a positive shift towards acceptance of trans women in sport and in general. 

Concluding Remarks 

 In this chapter, I focused on Kristen Worley to historicize trans athlete resistance and 

activism against anti-trans voices and practices in sport in the 2000s. I discussed the prominent 

role that trans athlete activism played in making change possible for trans inclusion in Canadian 

sport. I demonstrated that despite backlash against trans women’s inclusion in women’s sport in 

the 2000s, a few out and visible trans women athletes, like Michelle Dumaresq and Kristen 

Worley, not only appropriated discourses used by their critics, for instance about testosterone, 

but they also actively produced and uttered counterstatements to challenge anti-trans myths, and 

policies about trans athletes. One of my goals in this chapter was to make visible the often-

unseen and -obscured activism of Kristen Worley. I showed how Worley’s activism has played a 

significant role in the initiation of deliberate conversations about trans athletes in the Canadian 

sport and the formation of a partnership among major Canadian sport organizations. This 
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partnership has produced reviews and discussion papers on the topic of trans inclusion in sport 

that have contested anti-trans myths and discourses in sport and have laid the foundation for a set 

of national guidelines released by the CCES in 2010s for creating inclusive sport environments 

for trans and gender diverse people at all levels in Canadian sport. Despite usually not being 

recognized in the media or by scholars, Worley’s activism has changed the trajectory of trans 

inclusion in Canadian sport. 

 Trans athlete activism in Canadian sport in the 2000s that I tried to historize in this 

chapter grew in the 2010s due to myriad factors such as growing numbers of out trans athletes, 

federal and provincial/territorial legislative changes prohibiting discrimination on the basis of 

gender identity and gender expression, and easy access to internet and social media tools like 

Twitter and Instagram. In the 2010s, human rights discourses also increasingly became 

intertwined with trans athlete activism in Canadian sport. In the next chapter, I focus on trans 

athlete activism in the 2010s onwards. 
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Chapter 8                                                                                                            

Trans Athlete Activism, Human Rights, and Changes in Elite Sport in Canada 

from 2010 to 2021 

 By the 2010s, decades of activism by trans people in Canada had resulted in significant 

provincial (e.g., Toby’s Act in Ontario in 2012; British Colombia in 2016) and federal (e.g., Bill 

C-16 in 2017) legislative changes that added “gender identity” and, and in most cases, “gender 

expression” as prohibited grounds of discrimination to human rights acts and codes. Since 2017, 

every province and territory in Canada provides “anti-discrimination protections for trans people 

– three jurisdictions use the term ‘gender identity,’ while the other ten use ‘gender identity’ and 

‘gender expression’” (Kirkup, 2018, p. 81). Federal and provincial human rights codes in Canada 

made it necessary for Canadian sport organizations to develop, adopt or amend their policies and 

guidelines for trans and gender diverse participants to avoid risks of human rights violations and 

accusations of discrimination towards their constituents (CCES, 2012, 2016). In its 2012 

guidelines, Sport in transition, the CCES recommended that sports organizations across Canada 

should commit to the principle of “gender self-identification as a basic right” (p. 24), while 

developing policy and practices for trans and gender diverse participants. The CCES’s 2016 

guidelines, Creating inclusive environments for trans participants in Canadian sport: Guidance 

for sport organization, recommended that Canadian sport organizations and agencies at all levels 

embrace an “inclusion-first philosophy” (p. 16) that is in line with human rights law. In 2018, 

CCES released its Policy and practice template for sport organizations designed to guide 

organizations in developing inclusive policies and practices that respects human rights. The 
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human rights framework has therefore become an unavoidable issue for national sport governing 

bodies when addressing trans issues in sport. 

 As I briefly discussed in Chapter 4, at the turn of the millennium, human rights also 

gradually became a driving force behind policy changes for trans inclusion at international levels 

of sport (Buzuvis, 2021; Ivy, 2019c; Patel, 2021; Symons & Storr, 2020; Travers, 2018a, 2018b). 

As Cavanagh and Sykes (2006) note, the 2004 IOC trans inclusion policy emerged to respect the 

rights of trans athletes consistent with legislative protections, like the European Human Rights 

Law, that prohibit discrimination based on sex and gender. In 2016, the IOC’s new policy 

removed “surgical anatomical changes as a pre-condition” for trans athletes’ participation in 

sport in order to comply with “developing legislation and notions of human rights” in national 

and international law (IOC, 2016, p. 2). By 2015, countries like Canada, the United States, the 

United Kingdom, and Australia, had already considered the requirement that trans people 

undergo surgery to be confirmed in their gender identity as a breach of person’s right to bodily 

integrity (Ivy, 2019c, 2021; Ivy & Conrad, 2018). In November 2021, with the release of its new 

set of guidelines called Framework on fairness, inclusion and non-discrimination on the basis of 

gender identity and sex variation, the IOC reiterated its commitments to respecting and 

promoting human rights (as stated in their strategic roadmap, Olympic Agenda 2020+5) as a 

fundamental principle in sport. 

 Human rights-based activism and politics is a contested topic among trans studies 

scholars, trans activists, and within trans communities. Trans activists and trans studies scholars 

acknowledge the ‘human rights framework’ as a useful tool for trans activism, but they also raise 

concerns about the framework. For instance, they note that a human rights framework reduces 

larger systematic social problems to individual problems, tends to help those with cultural and 
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financial resources, and leaves transphobia unresolved (Currah et al., 2006; Mandlis & Namaste, 

2011; Namaste, 2005; Spade, 2011; Travers, 2016, 2018a). With respect to sport contexts, 

Travers writes that human rights victories have been useful for making sure that trans and gender 

diverse people have access to sex-segregated sports and facilities in their gender in some 

provinces in Canada. But, Travers (2016, 2018a) notes, such victories did not resolve binary 

normativity or the notion of male athletic superiority that creates barriers for trans and gender 

diverse people in sport. 

 In this chapter, I look at how human rights discourses have been put to use by some trans 

athletes. My approach here is more on liberal approaches than on what Spade (2011) calls 

“critical trans politics” that demand “more than legal recognition and inclusion, seeking instead 

to transform current logics of state, civil society security, and social equality” (p. 1). Human 

rights-based activism is not a panacea in sport. Like Paisley Currah and colleagues (2006), I 

approach it as “not a sufficient political agenda” but “a necessary one” (p. xxii) for trans rights in 

sport. I draw on the works of scholars who have pointed to the usefulness of the human rights 

framework for trans inclusion in sport (Ivy, 2019c, 2021; Ivy & Conrad, 2018; Lenskyj, 2018; 

Patel, 2021; Symons, & Storr, 2020; Travers, 2016, 2018a). My goal is to chart how trans 

athletes, activists, and allies have successfully used the human rights framework to create safer 

and more inclusive environments for trans and gender diverse people in Canadian sport in the 

2010s.  

 In this chapter, I argue that trans inclusive policy changes in Canadian sport in the 2010s 

came into effect as a result of a combination of trans athlete activism and organizations’ 

motivation to avoid human rights complaints and accusations of discrimination, rather than 

because of organizational benevolence or because of the inevitability of “progress” or cultural 
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liberalization in the realm of gender and sexual equality in sport. While broader legislative 

changes in Canada created the conditions for trans inclusive practices in Canadian sport, it was 

trans athletes who put the human rights framework to work and propelled sport organizations to 

adopt trans inclusion policies. By drawing on debates relating to human rights in sport and in 

general, I also argue that the human rights framework has been key to upholding and advancing 

what trans athlete activism and allies have achieved for trans inclusion in sport, especially for 

trans women, in the face of anti-trans voices and an increasing number of ‘scientific’ studies 

advising a ban on trans women in women’s sport in the 2020s. 

 To support my argument, I draw on a variety of primary and secondary sources. Primary 

sources include English Canadian news stories about human rights complaints lodged by trans 

athletes Kristen Worley and Jesse Thompson, Worley’s autobiography, podcasts and interviews, 

and guidelines and policies on trans inclusion written by national and international sport 

organizations. As secondary sources, I use the sport studies literature on trans inclusion that 

focuses on human rights and the law (e.g., Ivy, 2019c, 2021; Ivy & Conrad, 2018; Lenskyj, 

2018; Patel, 2021; Symons, & Storr, 2020; Travers, 2016, 2018a, 2018b). Here I use a smaller 

number of secondary sources than I did in previous chapters because while a few studies touch 

on Worley’s human rights case (e.g., Lenskyj, 2018; Patel, 2021; Semerjian, 2019; Schultz, 

2021a; Symons, & Storr, 2020), I did not find any secondary sources regarding Jesse 

Thompson’s case. This chapter contributes to a body of work that highlights trans athlete 

activism for trans inclusion in sport (e.g., Ivy, 2021; Gilliam, 2018; Greey, 2019; Klein et al., 

2019; Lenskyj, 2018; Love et al., 2009; Lucas-Carr & Krane, 2011; MacKinnon, 2017; Riseman, 

2021; Symons, & Storr, 2020; Teetzel & Weaving, 2017; Teetzel, 2020; Travers, 2011, 2018a, 

2018c). As trans scholars and activists Dan Irving and Rubert Raj (2014) note in their edited 
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book Trans activism in Canada, there is a rich history of trans activism that has pushed and 

fostered change for trans rights in accessing: health care (e.g., Chow et al., 2014; Gapka & Raj, 

2003; MacFarlane et al., 2014); women’s shelters (e.g., Boyle, 2004; findlay, 2003, 2014; 

Namaste & Sitara, 2013); parental rights (e.g., Boyce & Boyce, 2014; Manning, 2017; Manning 

et al., 2015); and trans-inclusive education (e.g., Airton et al., 2018; Martino et al., 2019; Meyer 

& Pullen-Sansfaçon, 2018). This chapter also aims to contribute to this body of work by 

providing insights into how trans athlete activism has shaped and changed the debates and 

practices relating to trans inclusion in sport in Canada and in the international arena.  

 I divided this chapter into two sections. In the first section, I examine the human rights 

complaints lodged by Jesse Thompson and Kristen Worley to demonstrate how some trans 

athletes strategically used the human rights framework to push for trans inclusion in sport. In the 

second section, I focus on the role trans athletes have played in getting Canadian sport 

organizations to adopt ‘proactive’ policies. After addressing the ongoing and growing trans 

athlete activism on various platforms and in academia, I conclude this chapter by touching on the 

importance of the human rights framework in the 2020s in the face of (re)emerging anti-trans 

voices against trans women in sport. 

 

Human Rights Tribunals: Trans Athletes v. Sport Organizations, and Changes in 

Canadian Sport 

 Sport historian Ann Hall (2002) writes that human rights complaints on the basis of sex 

discrimination operated as a tool for cis girls and women to gain access to sport participation in 

Canada throughout the 1970s and 1980s. In the 1980s, human rights issues in sport became a 

major concern among feminists, including for organizations like the National Action Committee 
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on the Status of Women, the Canadian Advisory Committee on the Status of Women, and the 

Women’s Legal Education and Action Fund (Lenskyj, 2003). Hall (2002) notes that by the early 

1980s, there had been around 50 sport-related human rights complaints made to provincial 

human rights commissions against a number of sport governing bodies, such as: Rural Softball, 

Minor Hockey, Hockey Associations in Ontario; Minor Hockey Association in Nova Scotia; and 

Fédération Québécoise de Hockey in Québec (pp. 177- 181). These human rights cases mostly 

involved cis girls who were barred by sport organizations from playing on boys’ teams (Hall, 

1996, 2002; Lenskyj, 2003; Williams, 1995). For instance, in 1985, with support from CAAWS, 

and the Women’s Legal and Education Action Fund, the parents of 12-year-old Justine Blainey 

made a complaint to the Ontario Human Rights Commission against the Ontario Hockey 

Association (OHA) for denying Blainey the opportunity to play on a boys’ team (Adams & 

Stevens, 2007; Kidd, 2013; Williams, 1995). Blainey’s victory led to the elimination of a clause 

in the Ontario Human Rights Code that had exempted sport organizations from the Code’s sex-

equality provisions regarding membership and access to activities and facilities (Hall, 1996; 

Lenskyj, 2003; Williams, 1995). Similar human rights complaints were also made in the 1990s 

(Hall, 2002) and in the 2000s, especially in the context of school athletics (Findlay & Corbett, 

2012; Safai, 2013). For instance, in 2006, Amy and Jesse Pasternak won a human rights case 

against the Manitoba High School Athletic Association on the basis of gender discrimination 

after the organization refused to allow them to try out for a boys’ hockey team (Beaubier et al., 

2011; Martin, 2014). 

 In the 2000s, trans people began using human rights-based complaints as a tool for 

gaining access to sport activities in schools and at the recreational level. For example, trans 

women filed complaints with the Ontario Human Rights Tribunal in 2005 (Healey, 2005; 
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Volmers, 2005) and 2006 (“Fitness club owner,” 2009; Reinhart, 2009) on the basis of sex 

discrimination after they had been denied access to women-only gyms. In the 2010s, a number of 

trans people filed human rights complaints against school athletics programs for access to sex 

segregated sports activities and facilities (e.g., bathrooms, locker rooms) (CCES, 2016; Greey, 

2019; Hutton, 2017; Martin, 2014; Travers, 2016, 2018a). Travers writes (2018a) that successful 

human rights complaints and out-of-court settlements have effectively changed policies in some 

school districts to ensure that trans kids can exercise their legal right to access sport activities and 

facilities in line with their gender identity. Below, I discuss the efforts of hockey player Jesse 

Thompson in 2014 and of cyclist Kristen Worley in 2016 to show how their human rights 

complaints produced institutional changes that benefitted trans athletes. 

 

Jesse Thompson v. Hockey Canada et. al. 

This case involved a transgender boy, Jesse Thompson, who was denied access to the 

boys’ locker room the rest of his amateur hockey team used during the 2012-2013 

hockey season. Jesse alleged that this resulted in him being ‘outed’ as trans, excluded 

from important team interaction and bonding, and exposed to harassment and bullying. 

… With his mother acting as a litigation guardian, Jesse filed an application with the 

Human Rights Tribunal of Ontario alleging that he had been discriminated against in 

services based on his gender identity by Hockey Canada, the Ontario Minor Hockey 

Association and the Oshawa Church Hockey League. (J.T. v. Hockey Canada et. al. 

2014) 

 Thompson’s human rights complaint is the first case alleging a human rights violation on 

the basis of gender identity in competitive sport in Canada. Since the mid 2000s, groups like 

CAAWS and the CCES have pointed to a need for national sport organizations to do more than 

just formulate policies and guidelines in order to ensure safe and welcoming sport environments 

for trans and gender diverse athletes. For instance, the CCES’s 2012 guidelines recommended 

that Canadian sport organizations should consider issues such as safety and privacy protections, 
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confidentiality, dignity, education of coaches, athletes and the public about gender inclusivity in 

order to create a more inclusive sport environment in Canada. As the quote above indicates, 

Thompson was playing on a boys’ team; however, simply playing on a team that matched his 

gender did not translate into a safe sport environment for him. Nor did it preclude hostile 

attitudes towards him. Thompson’s complaint made it clear that national sport organizations 

need to be proactive to make sport a safe, respectful and welcoming space for trans athletes.  

 Thompson’s case posed a new challenge to Canadian sport organizations by propelling 

Hockey Canada to address the issue of access to dressing rooms14 for minor hockey leagues 

across Ontario. I say ‘new’ because when Thompson made his complaint, what Jack Halberstam 

(1998) calls the ‘bathroom problem’ had yet to be raised as a concern for Canadian sport 

organizations in relation to trans inclusion. Some scholars have pointed to dressing rooms as a 

barrier for trans inclusion in sport (e.g., Semerjian & Cohen, 2006; Lucas, 2009) and physical 

education (e.g., Caudwell, 2014; Cavanagh 2010; Fusco, 2006; Sykes, 2011). Some teachers and 

K-12 school organizations (e.g., Canadian Teachers’ Federation, 2012; Toronto District School 

Board, 2011) and some survey studies15 (e.g., Edkins et al., 2016; Scheim, Baur & Pyne, 2014; 

Taylor & Peter, 2011; Veale et at., 2015) have identified sex-segregated dressing rooms as a 

significant barrier for trans people’s participation in physical education and physical activity. In 

the United States, sport organizations have, since the late 2000s, sporadically pointed to a need 

for policies addressing trans student athletes’ access to dressing rooms (e.g., Griffin & Carroll, 

2010; NCAA, 2011; NCCA, 2007; Women’s Sport Foundation, 2008).  

 
14 This issue has been addressed under various terms such as change room, locker room, washroom. Here, I use 

the term ‘dressing room’ as it appears such in the court decision, and later in the policies by Hockey Canada.  
15 Surveys in some other countries like Australia (Symons et al., 2010), United Kingdom (Whittle et al., 2007) 

and United States (Greytak et a., 2009; Kosciw et al., 2012; Kosciw et al., 2016) also point to dressing rooms as a 

particular barrier for trans people’s participation in physical activity. 
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 As we saw in previous chapters, debates over trans inclusion in elite sport at the national 

and international levels have mostly revolved around whether trans women athletes have an 

unfair advantage and how to formulate policies to accommodate trans women athletes (CCES, 

2012; Hall, 2017; Travers, 2018b). In the early 2010s, the Canadian Collegiate Athletic 

Association (2012) and the Ontario Soccer Association (2012) adopted trans inclusion policies 

(Corbett, 2012). Both of these policies focused primarily on inclusion criteria for trans athletes 

and did not address the issue of access to dressing rooms. The CCES’s 2012 guidelines also did 

not address the issue of access to dressing rooms as part of its recommended principles and 

practices to ensure inclusion of trans (and intersex) athletes at all levels of sport. Thompson’s 

challenge to Hockey Canada in 2014 turned the issue of dressing rooms into a policy matter that 

Canadian sport organizations needed to henceforth address in working towards inclusive 

environments for trans players (CCES, 2016, 2018). 

 On September 11, 2014, Thompson’s human rights complaint was resolved in his favor 

with an out-of-court settlement agreement between the parties. The settlement required Hockey 

Canada to fulfill individual and public interest remedies by stating that: (a) “Amateur hockey 

players in Ontario will have access to a dressing room in accordance with their gender identity” 

and “Hockey Canada will amend its Ontario Co-Ed Dressing Room Policy” to protect young 

players in Ontario from discrimination and harassment based on gender identity; (b) “record 

keeping and registration procedures will be revised to protect” the confidentiality and privacy of 

trans players; and (c) “the Ontario hockey community will receive information and training 

about gender identity and the amended dressing room policy” (J. T. v. Hockey Canada et. al., 

2014).  
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 Thomson’s win was significant for trans rights in sport and in the broader context. For 

instance, while assuring Thompson’s right to use the same dressing room as the rest of his team, 

his settlement also guaranteed that same right for other trans and gender diverse players in minor 

hockey in Ontario. His settlement only applied to minor hockey associations across Ontario; yet, 

when Hockey Canada released its new dressing room policy in 2016, it provided guidance to 

leagues and teams across the country. Thomson’s settlement opened possibilities for other kids, 

as he said, to “go out there and be themselves on ice” (Nhabo, 2016, para. 2). Thomson’s victory 

came at the same time as the ‘pronoun controversy’ was being stoked in Ontario (Martino et al., 

2019) and while heated debates over trans people’s access to public bathrooms were taking place 

in Canada and the United States (DeGagne, 2021; Greey, 2019; Bauer & Scheim, 2015). Thus, 

the court decision countered anti-trans discourses and practices by sending a strong message of 

inclusiveness and legal protection for trans people’s rights.  

 As I mentioned before, scholars and activists have often rightly worried that human rights 

victories would only apply to individual cases and not necessarily lead to actual material changes 

for trans people more generally (e.g., Namaste, 2005; Spade, 2011; Travers, 2018a). In sport, for 

example, scholars noted that Renée Richards’s court win in 1977 applied only to Richards and 

did not guarantee opportunities for other trans athletes (e.g., DeMartini, 2014; Love, 2019; 

Pieper 2012, 2019). Thompson’s settlement, by contrast, came with legal provisions to benefit 

other trans and gender diverse players across Ontario. For instance, the settlement obliged 

Hockey Canada to carry out policy amendments, procedural changes, and training for staff in a 

timely manner and to “provide the OHRC with a description of the proposed changes for review 

and comment.” As part of the settlement, Hockey Canada issued three directives over the next 
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two years for hockey organizations across Ontario: Dressing room policy in 2016, Gender 

identity training e-module in 2017, and lastly Pre-season chats in 2018. 

 Hockey Canada released the dressing room policy via its three Ontario branches — 

Ontario Hockey Federation (OHF), Hockey Northwestern Ontario (HNO), and Hockey Eastern 

Ontario (HEO) — effective for the 2016-2017 hockey season (Edwards, 2016). The dressing 

room policy was also accompanied by The confidentiality statement and two Implementation 

guides to assist team officials with carrying out the requirements of the policy. With this policy, 

Hockey Canada officially mandated that: all minor hockey players across Ontario will have 

access to dressing rooms in congruence with their gender identity; be addressed by their self-

identified names and pronouns; and have privacy and confidentiality regarding their personal 

information, including their sex/assigned sex, gender identity and transition (OHF, 2016c). 

Although issues relating to pronouns, and to privacy and confidentiality had previously been 

addressed by the CCES (2012) and by some K-12 teacher unions, ministries of education and 

school authorities in Canada (e.g., Canadian Teachers’ Federation, 2012; Education Alberta, 

2016; The Nova Scotia Department of Education, 2014; Toronto District School Board, 2011), 

the Hockey Canada’s dressing room policy was the first to explicitly tackle these issues in 

competitive sport in Canada. It set a precedent for future policies written by other sport 

organizations.  

 In June 2017, the OHF, which oversees hundreds of clubs across the province, together 

with HNO and HEO, implemented the required training: Understanding discrimination based on 

gender identity and gender expression training, and a Guide to the dressing room policy and 

confidentiality statement e-modules (henceforth, Gender identity training e-module) for team 

officials (OHF, 2017). As OHF executive director Phillip McKee explained: 
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It provides information on gender itself, explaining what gender identity is and what 

makes up gender identity and expression… It provides information on how to provide 

an inclusive environment. There also an implementation guide that's been provided on 

our website as far as dressing room implementation and what you can do in that 

situation [if someone contacts you with a concern about dressing rooms]. (Spencer, 

2017, para. 9) 

With this e-module, a Canadian sport organization for the first time instituted mandatory training 

for team officials concerning trans issues in sport. Hockey Canada has had a mandatory course 

called Speak out in place since 1997 to help coaches prevent gender and sexual orientation 

related bullying, harassment, and abuse in sport. The gender identity training e-module is more 

comprehensive than Speak Out and is specifically focused on trans issues.  

 This e-module was a significant step forwards; education and training of sport people 

who work with trans and gender diverse athletes is a necessary first step for creating safe and 

inclusive sport environments (Birch-Jones, 2017; NCAA, 2007, 2010, CCES, 2012, 2016; 

Travers, 2018a, 2018b). As Travers (2018, 2018) notes, legal and policy changes alone are likely 

to remain insufficient unless those who are in positions to implement the policies are trained and 

made aware of issues relating to trans inclusion in sport. For instance, coaches are the primary 

contact persons for players who need help (e.g., CCES, 2012, 2016; Taylor & Peter, 2011; Veale, 

et al., 2015). The gender identity training e-module had the capacity to reach more than 30,000 

coaches and trainers (Edwards, 2016; Samson, 2017). By the end of September 2017, three 

months following its launch, McKee reported that, “about 21,500, more than 60 per cent [of the 

coaches in Ontario], had completed the modules” (Spencer, 2017, para. 16).  

 Based on my analysis of news stories about the initiative in the Canadian press, some 

coaches found the language of the instruction inaccessible (Scanlan, 2017), but most sport 

officials, including directors, presidents, and coaches who completed the e-module found it 

necessary and useful to foster inclusion for trans and gender diverse people in sport (e.g., 



 

197 

 

Doucet, 2017; Gignac, 2018; Samson, 2017; Scanlan, 2017). The HEO executive director Debbie 

Rambeau said: “The feedback has been positive. A lot of people have come back saying it was a 

great education for them” (Scanlan, 2017, para. 6). For instance, a SouthEnd Minor Hockey ‘A’ 

coach called it an “eye opener” for him, adding: “My takeaway was to ensure we work together 

to create an environment where all feel comfortable to discuss these issues and ensure the kids 

understand they will be taken seriously” (Scanlan, 2017, para. 8). Pierre Labrecque, the president 

of the Sudbury Minor Hockey Association, found the course a “very valuable” experience, and a 

good reminder to be more diligent on bullying, harassment, and discriminatory language 

(Samson, 2017). It is not possible for me to evaluate the impacts of this e-module on sport 

officials’ understanding of issues relating to trans inclusion or their commitment to making sport 

safer and more inclusive for trans players across Ontario. However, the mandatory e-module 

made thousands of coaches across Ontario cognizant of their players’ legal rights to privacy and 

access to dressing rooms appropriate to their gender identity. It also exposed them to issues that 

they may not have been familiar with such as terminology related to gender and sexuality. It also 

has the potential, as pointed out by a B team coach with years of coaching experience who has 

never knowingly encountered a trans player, to make coaches better prepared to support trans 

athletes (Scanlan, 2017). 

 In 2018, the third directive to come out of Thomson’s settlement went into effect: the 

required Pre-season chat with players specific to gender diversity (OHF, 2018b). The OHF 

(2018b) made it mandatory for team officials to carry out pre-season chats with their teams about 

the organization’s dressing room and anti-discrimination policies relating to gender identity and 

expression, players’ rights and responsibilities pertaining to these policies, and privacy and 

confidentiality issues. This initiative extended the responsibilities of hockey organizations across 
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Ontario for ensuring a safer and more inclusive sport environment for trans and gender diverse 

players. The OHF held coaches, assistant coaches, and training staff responsible for 

implementing pronoun check-ins as ‘routine practice’ for everyone on the team. To assist the 

staff in navigating the pre-season chats, the OHF provided two practical supports, Pre-season 

checklist (OHF, 2018b) and a Glossary of terms (OHF, 2018a), regarding the basic terminology 

and themes related to LGBTQ identities and experiences, which included gender pronouns such 

as they, ze, ey, or xe. The OHF (2018a) advised:  

By including pronoun check-ins during introductions as a routine practice, regardless of 

whether there are trans or gender diverse people on your team that you are aware of, 

you will proactively create an inclusive and affirming environment that positively 

acknowledges the possibility of gender diversity. (p. 1) 

 Prior to this directive, some advocacy groups (e.g., Birch-Jones, 2017; CCES, 2016; 

NCCA, 2010) recommended using pronouns as a key aspect of creating inclusive and respectful 

environments and preventing harm in sport. By 2018, some Canadian sport federations had 

adopted a policy template, outlined by the CCES (2016) and pledged to “refer to individuals by 

their preferred name and pronoun” (Article 4.d.) (e.g., Basketball, Canoe Kayak, Ringette, 

Ultimate, Sailing, Volleyball Alberta; Ontario Rural Softball Association). However, it was only 

the OHF that suggested the pronoun check-ins as a routine practice for all team members, setting 

an example to other sport organizations of how to be proactive about trans inclusion. 

 The pre-season chat directive was met with “mixed reactions” by some sport officials at 

the time (Strashin, 2018). They agreed with the aims of the directive, but because minor hockey 

coaches are volunteers, some officials were concerned that this mandatory directive could 

discourage some people from volunteering to coach. Others questioned whether it is within 

coaches’ responsibility and capacity to hold discussions about gender issues with players 

(“Barrie hockey coaches,” 2018; Roy, 2018; Strashin, 2018). Barrie Minor Hockey Association 
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president Murray Shanks gave insight into such concerns: “Coaches already undergo police 

checks, certification, and anti-harassment training. The association is still short on coaches for 

the upcoming season and this additional mandate may ultimately push some prospective 

volunteers away.” He also added: 

I would be comfortable talking to my children. But talking to somebody's child, that I 

don't even know, that would take me way out of my comfort zone. I'm sure it's going to 

take a lot of the other guys out as well. A majority of hockey parents don't want this 

message being delivered from a guy they (just) met. (“Barrie hockey coaches,” 2018, 

Para. 21) 

In response to such concerns, OHF executive director Phillip McKee said:  

We are not asking coaches to deliver sex education here. We are asking coaches to build 

an environment of inclusiveness and respect and provide information, an aspect of 

understanding. It's not your job to inform other players and parents that somebody is 

transgender. It's to provide confidentiality and accommodation (Strashin, 2018, Beyond 

Comfort Zones section, para. 2). 

 The directive also induced “online backlash from parents and conservative pundits who 

say it’s another political correctness run amok” (Teitel, 2018, para. 8). For instance, sport writer 

Jamie Strashin’s article on CBC Sport received 612 comments, most of which were negative — 

by far the highest number of comments for a news article related to trans inclusion in sport that I 

came across in my searches for online news. In a National Post article, journalist Christie 

Blatchford condemned the directive, suggesting it is an unnecessary move “tailored to 0.7 per 

cent of the population” (Blatchford, 2018). In contrast, some parents, coaches, and advocates 

(e.g., Gilbert Centre in Barrie, Ontario) welcomed the directive. A parent and a former coach 

said: “As a father, I want my kids to come out of any education or any time on a team sport being 

inclusive and kind and understanding of everyone in the community” (Roy, 2018, para. 11). 

Despite mixed reactions, the directive was put into effect for the 2017-2018 hockey season 

because the OHRC obliged the OHF to implement it. With a memo emailed to hockey 



 

200 

 

organizations in Ontario, McKee noted that the OHF “will undertake a random audit to ensure 

compliance with this requirement” (McKee, 2018). Shortly after its launch, the OHF started 

“working with about 60 cases where it is ensuring local clubs are properly accommodating 

players,” indicating that they will continue to “conduct random audits until at least 80 per cent of 

organizations under its umbrella have instituted the mandated chats” (Strashin, 2018, para. 6). At 

the time of writing this chapter in March 2022, the pre-season chat and the e-module trainings 

were still required (https://www.ohf.on.ca/coaches/gender-identity-training), standing as an 

example that shows that human rights victories can produce and secure some practical changes 

for trans inclusion.  

 Hockey Ontario’s policies were provincial. Although Thompson and proponents hoped 

that similar policies could be Canada-wide, Hockey Canada indicated in 2016 that policy 

implementation at a national level was not under discussion (Spencer, 2017). But as the CCES 

(2016) indicated, Thompson’s settlement was a landmark for trans inclusion in Canadian sport, 

setting a precedent for other organizations across Canada. All minor hockey associations across 

Ontario still requires all team officials to take the course.  

 Thompson’s case received significant media coverage that was mostly in support of trans 

inclusion in sport. Media coverage about him, despite being about a minor league player, 

remains as an important moment for the visibility and representation of trans men in sport. Trans 

men athletes have been generally absent in the media (Barras, 2021; Ivy, 2019c; Lucas & Krane, 

2011; Lucas & Newhall, 2019; MacKinnon, 2017; Matthews, 2016; Symons & Storr, 2020). 

Thompson’s visibility helped interrupt popular and media fixations on trans women athletes (Ivy, 

2019c; Lucas & Newhall, 2019; McClearen, 2015; Teetzel, 2020). Trans men athletes, unlike 

trans women athletes, have sometimes been celebrated for their bravery in the media (Barras, 

https://www.ohf.on.ca/coaches/gender-identity-training
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2021; Ivy, 2019c; Symons & Storr, 2020). Still, news about Thompson signaled a notable shift 

towards trans-positive coverage of trans issues in sport in the Canadian press. 

 The news about Thompson’s case reached Kristen Worley’s ears. When she heard 

Thompson’s lawyer Brenda Culbert talking about Thompson’s settlement and what it had 

accomplished, Worley writes: “his victory felt like hope. It made me think maybe I could change 

something, too. … As I listened to Culbert, a lightbulb turned on above my head. My issue 

wasn’t a sports issue. It was a human rights issue” (Worley & Schneller, 2019, p. 168). She soon 

contacted Culbert from the Human Rights Legal Support Centre (HRLSC) in Toronto — a centre 

that advocates for Ontario residents who have experienced discrimination on the protected 

grounds under the Ontario’s Human Rights Code. After having exchanged calls and emails for 

about a month, Worley filed her own human rights complaint against national and international 

cycling bodies and the IOC (Worley & Schneller, 2019, p. 108). In the next section, I look at 

Worley’s case and its implications. I also talk about the limitations of the human rights 

framework to ensure change for trans athletes who compete at provincial, national and 

international levels. 

 

Worley v. Ontario Cycling Organization 

In her Application, the applicant alleges that the respondents discriminated against her 

because of sex contrary to the Human Rights Code, R.S.O. 1990 c. H. 19, as amended 

(the “Code”). In particular, the applicant alleges that she is being discriminated against 

by the policies of the Ontario Cycling Association (“OCA”) and Cycling Canada 

Cyclisme (“CC”) on gender verification and anti-doping. These policies are based on 

the UCI’s policies which are in turn based on the IOC’s policies. (Worley v. Ontario 

Cycling Association, 2015 HRTO 1135) 

 As we saw in Chapter 7, Worley faced discriminatory and arbitrary treatment from 

national and international sport governing bodies following her request for a cycling license and 

then a therapeutic use exemption (TUE) for testosterone. In May 2015, Worley filed a human 
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rights complaint with the Human Rights Tribunal of Ontario (HRTO) against the OCA, CC, 

UCI, and the IOC for their gender verification and anti-doping policies. Given that she did not 

have a cycling license, which requires any licensed athletes to take their disputes to the Court of 

Arbitration for Sport (CAS), an international tribunal set up by the IOC in 1984, Worley was 

able to take her application to a provincial body.  

 Worley’s human rights complaint was a significant challenge exposing the 

discriminatory, inconsistent, and arbitrary nature of the gender verification practices of national 

and international sport governing bodies to determine the eligibility of trans women and men in 

elite sport. As we saw in Chapter 7, Worley was subject to gender verification testing in 2005 

under the 2004 IOC policy (Cottrell, 2017; Worley, 2017b; Worley & Schneller, 2019). The 

testing process was invasive, lacking respect for Worley’s dignity and privacy and lacking a 

coherent, scientific procedure to follow (Cottrell, 2017; McIlroy, 2007; Worley, 2017b; Worley 

& Schneller, 2019). The 2004 IOC policy had been heavily criticized by trans women athletes, 

scholars, activists, and some sport associations for its violation of trans athletes’ bodily 

autonomy (See: Buzuvis, 2011; Cavanagh & Sykes, 2006; CCES, 2012; Griffin, 2012; Love et 

al., 2009; Sykes, 2006a; Teetzel, 2006). Yet, it remained in effect until November 2015. Nobody 

is known to have legally challenged the 2004 IOC policy for human rights violations until 

Worley’s case. Worley opened a new territory for trans athletes to push against the IOC. 

 Worley turned the issue of trans women athletes’ access to therapeutic use exemptions 

(TUE) for testosterone into a human rights issue, showing the lack of consideration for trans 

women and men in anti-doping policies and TUE regulations generated by WADA. Worley was 

the first trans athlete to apply for a TUE (Worley & Schneller, 2019). At the time of her requests 

in 2006, 2011 and 2014, the 2004 IOC policy did not indicate an allowable total level of 
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testosterone for trans women and the organization’s anti-doping policy also did not have TUE 

guidelines for trans athletes until 2017 (WADA, 2017). Because exogenous testosterone is 

considered doping according to WADA’s prohibited substance list (Schultz, 2021a; Worley, 

2019d), Worley’s applications for TUE for testosterone were either rejected or impeded. She was 

granted permission only for a low dose of testosterone that was inadequate for her androgen 

deficiency. By arguing for the rights of trans athletes to access a TUE for testosterone for health 

reasons, Worley pushed the IOC and WADA to develop or amend anti-doping and TUE 

regulations to accommodate trans athletes as a matter of human rights. 

 The Human Rights Tribunal of Ontario dismissed Worley’s application against the IOC 

and denied her request to add WADA as a respondent in 2016 because the Tribunal had no 

jurisdiction over them (Worley v. Ontario Cycling Association, 2016). But, in May 2017, Worley 

entered a mediation process with the Ontario Cycling Association (OCA), Cycling Canada (CC) 

and Union Cycliste Internationale (UCI) through the HRTO. In July 2017, Worley reached an 

out-of-court settlement agreement, Minutes of Settlement, with the CC and OCA. Worley made 

sure that the settlement would be beyond a symbolic win; it would have “actions attached to it” 

(Worley & Schneller, 2019, p. 196). The parties agreed on a total of twenty-one articles that aim 

to: 

a) Review and revise internal policies to embrace human rights, 

b) Launch awareness and education related to diversity of participants, 

c) Advocate for the establishment of standards and guidelines related to XY female 

athletes based in objective scientific research, 

d) Advocate for individualized Therapeutic Use Exemptions (TUE) conducted by medical 

personnel with subject matter expertise, 

e) Solicit CCES, COC, Sport Canada, Commonwealth Games Federation and the 

Canadian Minister of Sport to advance this advocacy message to international bodies 

such as WADA and the IOC. (Human Rights Legal Support Centre, 2017). 
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Worley’s settlement is a significant victory for trans athletes. The OCA and CC accepted that 

they do not have guidelines for trans athletes based on scientific research. The settlement showed 

that a provincial tribunal agreed that the IOC’s gender verification examination for trans athletes 

constitutes a violation of human rights, and the anti-doping and TUE regulations used by 

national sport bodies, generated by the IOC and WADA, are lacking science, and discriminatory 

towards trans women athletes (Lenskyj, 2018; Symons & Storr, 2020; Worley, 2017a, 2017b; 

Worley & Schneller, 2019). Worley’s case became a pivotal example of athletes’ autonomy to 

pursue legal claims for their right to dignity, bodily integrity, and bodily autonomy against sport 

governing bodies (Patel, 2021). 

 Through her settlement, Worley was able to force changes in the policies and practices of 

Canadian cycling federations in favor of trans inclusion. The OCA and CC agreed to complete 

several obligations by December 1, 2017 (HRTO, 2017, 11), which they did, but only partially. 

In 2017, the OCA updated its Code of conduct and ethics (OCA, 2017) in August, and the CC 

revised its Equity and access policy (Cycling Canada, 2017) in November. In these revised 

documents, both organizations stated their responsibilities to respect and provide opportunities 

for participants regardless of their gender expression, gender identity or other status. 

Interestingly, both of these policies do not list “sex” as a prohibited ground of discrimination, 

which was the basis of Worley’s complaints against both organizations (see Airton et al., 2019; 

Namaste, 2005; Kirkup, 2018; Kirkup et al., 2020; for discussions regarding the omission of 

‘sex’ as the protected ground of discrimination from policy and human rights tribunal decisions 

in Canada) Whether it was because of the OCA’s or CC’s advocacy is unknown, but soon after 

Worley’s court win, the UCI revised its policy on trans athletes by adopting the 2016 IOC policy 

for trans athletes (Tremblay, 2018). 
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 However, it is not clear whether the OCA and CC enacted the other agreed upon items 

from the settlement. For instance, I could not find clear evidence or a statement showing if either 

of the two cycling organizations undertook “a program directed at education awareness of 

inclusion principles to Canadian cycling community, particularly coaches, officials and event 

organizers” (HRTO, 2017, Para. 8) or provided “training to its coaches, officials, staff, and make 

available training to its volunteers, and event organizers concerning its revised policies” (HRTO, 

2017, Para. 10). In 2018, the OCA released a half-page long Inclusion policy (OCA, 2018) on its 

website, but its language is vague and without a clear reference to trans athletes’ inclusion; it just 

states the organization’s commitment to promote and support inclusivity. As trans cyclist Zahava 

Barwin pointed out in an interview with Canadian Cycling Magazine in May 2021, the OCA and 

CC “do not have an online access guide or policy for transgender, non-binary, and intersex 

athletes to follow. The Equity and Access Policy is the closest one that I could find” (“I am a 

woman,” 2021). As of February 2022, the OCA and the CC still do not have publicly available 

policies for trans participants. These examples point to a critical detail regarding the 

enforceability aspect of human rights wins. If the human right decisions do not specify a due date 

for sport organizations’ commitments or mandate a sanction in case of organizations’ failure to 

carry out their commitments, sport governing bodies can depart from their commitments.  

 Worley’s human rights victory is another example of her unrelenting resistance and 

activism for trans inclusion in sport. Since her win, Worley continues to engage in activism for 

the rights of women, trans inclusion, and respect for gender diversity in sport at national and 

international levels. For instance, she took part in the formation of “first-ever human rights 

policy statement” released by the Commonwealth Games Federation in October 2017 (Schneller 

& Worley, 2019). In November 2017, she spoke at the Play the Game conference in the 
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Netherlands (Worley, 2017b) and the Sporting Chance Forum (2017) in Switzerland on issues 

related to trans athletes, gender testing and human rights in sport. As the Human Rights Legal 

Support Centre stated following Worley’s victory in 2017, “Worley has been a leader in her 

efforts to raise awareness and education in human rights in Canadian and international sport,” 

being a force for change in sport and the broader society.  

 We have so far seen how Jesse Thompson and Kristen Worley successfully used the 

human rights framework to push for trans inclusion in sport at national and international levels. 

Next, I trace some other examples of trans athlete activism and workings of the human rights 

framework for trans inclusion in Canadian sport in the 2010s.  

 

Proactive Policies and Trans Athlete Activism in Canadian Sport in the 2010s  

 As I addressed in Chapters 6 and 7, only a few Canadian sport organizations like cycling, 

water-ski, and boxing had adopted policies for trans inclusion prior to 2010. Those policies were 

reactionary policies; the organizations adopted them in response to a request by a trans athlete, 

and typically for fear of human rights complaints and accusations of discrimination by trans 

athletes (Corbett, 2009). And, as we saw in Chapter 7, trans athlete activism was a driving force 

behind policies and initiatives for trans inclusion in Canadian sport. This trend of reactionary 

policies continued in the early 2010s. For instance, the Ontario Soccer Association (OSA) 

adopted its policy for trans players in April 2012 after the cases of two trans girls were brought 

to the attention of the organization. One of the reasons for the OSA to adopt its policy was to 

avoid potential “legal actions or human rights cases being taken against OSA, District 

Associations, Leagues and Clubs” (OSA, 2012, p. 2). In 2014, Canadian dodgeball player 

Savanah Burton’s request to play competitively made trans inclusion an issue for the Canadian 

Dodgeball Association (CDA) and the World Dodgeball Federation (WDBF). The CDA voted 



 

207 

 

for trans inclusion and Burton was a player on the 2015 national dodgeball team (Costa, 2015). 

Similarly, in 2015, Volleyball Nova Scotia (2015) made a temporary ruling that allowed athletes 

to compete on a team that matches their gender identity, after a coach made a request on behalf 

of a young trans athlete (“Volleyball Nova Scotia,” 2015).  

 In 2016, a shift took place from ‘reactive’ to ‘proactive’ trans inclusion policies in 

Canadian sport with the release of the CCES’s Guidance for sport organizations document. The 

CCES strongly advised Canadian sport organizations and agencies at all levels to be ‘proactive’ 

in developing and implementing policies and practices for trans and gender diverse people. 

Recommendations encompassed proactive policies relating to locker rooms, hotel room 

assignments, dress codes, ethics, code of conduct and employment policies for coaches (CCES, 

2016, p. 14). Many national and provincial/territorial sport organizations in Canada have since 

adopted trans inclusion policies by using the CCES’s policy template verbatim. Some of these 

federations include: national organizations for Ultimate (2017), Canoe Kayak (2018), Basketball 

(2019) Wheelchair Basketball16 (2019), Sailing (2020) Softball (2019), and Powerlifting (n.d.); 

and provincial federations, such as Volleyball Alberta (2016), Ontario Rural Softball (2018), 

Softball Alberta (2018), Ringette Ontario (2019), and Basketball Nova Scotia (2020). Despite 

not using the CCES’s template verbatim, some other national and provincial/territorial sport 

federations also proactively adopted inclusion policies that are closely in line with the 2016 

CCES guidelines, allowing people to participate in sport in accord with their gender identity 

(e.g., BC Lacrosse, 2016; Ringette Canada, 2017; U Sport, 2018; Gymnastics Saskatchewan, 

2019; Skate Canada, 2019; Volleyball Canada, 2019). As U Sport noted in September 2018, its 

 
16 Prior to this 2019 policy, the organization used to require trans athletes to undergo ‘gender reassignment’ 

surgery and hormone therapy for eligibility. 
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Policy for transgender student athletes did not come out in response to a lawsuit or a request by 

any trans athletes. The CCES’s 2016 guidelines, as anticipated, managed to shift the onus from 

trans athletes onto sport organizations to ensure that sport organizations have trans inclusion 

policies in place.  

 Despite human rights legislation that obliges sport organizations to allow participants to 

compete in the gender they identify with and the CCES’s (2016) recommendations, some 

Canadian sport federations lagged in adopting or amending policies for trans inclusion. It was 

often activism by trans athletes and their allies that compelled these sport organizations to act 

upon emerging guidelines and regulations for trans inclusion. For instance, what urged the 

National Women’s Hockey League (NWHL) to formulate its first trans inclusion policy, in 

December 2016, was activism by trans man player Harrison Brown (e.g., Brait, 2017; Higgins, 

2016; Reddekopp, 2016; Wawrow, 2016; Whalen, 2017). As I noted above, Softball Alberta and 

Softball Canada adopted trans inclusion policies in 2018 and 2019 respectively. Their policy 

changes were initiated by the advocacy of an amateur U-16 softball league coach, Pete Howell, 

in Edmonton for a trans girl on his team. Softball Canada’s previous policy required trans players 

to provide medical proof of ‘gender reassignment’ status to play on a team that matches their 

gender. Howell’s complaints, followed by his resignation in protest, made the organization aware 

that its policy was outdated and illegal (Purdy, 2018) and led Softball Canada and the Edmonton 

Youth Softball Association to work on a new policy (Purdy, 2018; Zabjek & Harvey, 2018). In 

April 2018, Softball Alberta released a new policy, permitting players to participate in softball in 

their gender at both recreational and competitive levels (Softball Alberta, 2018).  

 It is often impossible to track the role of trans athletes in making policy changes happen 

because policies do not indicate whether they were motivated by activism. And, as we saw 
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regarding Worley’s activism, trans athlete activism sometimes takes place out of the spotlight. 

While doing my research, I noticed that some policy changes coincidentally took place in sports 

where a trans athlete competes or has previously competed. For example, by the time Ultimate 

Canada released its policy in the fall of 2017, Amanda Froese, who is trans, was competing in 

the league (Thompson, 2018). Similarly, Canoe Kayak Canada adopted its trans inclusion policy 

in March 2018. About seven months before the adoption of this policy, in August 2017, trans 

woman paddler Katalina Murrie had raced at the Canadian Canoe Kayak Whitewater 

Championships in Ottawa, becoming first trans paddler in the world to compete in a national 

championship (“Trans athletes should,” 2017; “Transgender paddler,” 2017). Murrie also served 

as one of the members of the Expert Working Group who contributed to the CCES’s 2018 Policy 

and practice template (p. 3). Although I have no evidence to demonstrate the links between 

specific athletes and polices in their sports, I suggest that these athletes, through their presence 

and activism, might well have prompted their federations to adopt trans inclusion policies.  

 As we saw in Chapter 7, some LGBTQ+ organizations, like GLISA, contributed to the 

formation of policies and guidelines for trans inclusion in Canadian sport. In the 2010s, a 

growing number of Canadian LGBTQ+ organizations started to play a central role in the 

initiation and development of policies and practices relating to trans and gender diverse people in 

Canadian sport (e.g., CAAWS’s LGBTQ Sport Inclusion Initiative, EGALE Canada, GLISA, 

2SLGBTQI Sports Inclusion Task Force; You Can Play Project; the 519; ViaSport). For 

example, all three directives and their accompanying guidelines put out by the OHF between 

2016 and 2018 were developed under the guidance of EGALE Canada, an organization for 

2SLGBTQI people and issues. The OHRC required Hockey Canada to work in consultation with 

EGALE, “an expert on gender identity issues approved by the OHRC.” The CAAWS, EGALE, 
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LGBTQI2S+ Sports Inclusion Task Force and the 519 made significant contributions to the 

CCES’s guidelines (2012, 2016, 2018). The LGBTQI2S+ Sports Inclusion Task Force is an 

“informal coalition to end LGBTQI2S+ bias in sport through education for and promotion of 

LGBTQI2S+ inclusion in Canadian sport” (https://sportinclusion.ca). To make sport more 

welcoming to sexual and gender-diverse people, the coalition initiated a pilot project with Skate 

Canada in 2017 (Skate Canada, 2017). The Task Force created a tool kit for sport organizations 

to self-evaluate their organizational knowledge and preparedness in relation to LGBTQ inclusion 

(Skate Canada, 2017) and helped Skate Canada to develop its Trans Inclusion Policy (2019). As 

these examples indicate, Canadian sport organizations not only have acknowledged the expertise 

of LGBTQ+ organizations on sport issues but also have benefitted from them in the process of 

developing policies and practices. As CCES (2018) suggests, their involvement was a necessary 

step to increasing the likelihood that final products have the intended impact on trans inclusion.  

 

Trans Athlete Activism in Canadian Sport from 2015 Onwards 

 In the second half of the 2010s, trans athlete activism has increased due to a larger 

number of out trans athletes who are outspoken for trans rights in sport. As I noted in Chapter 1, 

in the 2010s, more Canadian trans and non-binary athletes than ever before came out publicly, 

competed in various sports at national and international levels, making history by marking many 

‘firsts’ in terms of trans inclusion, and becoming more visible in the media. In addition, research 

(e.g., Greey & Barker-Ruchti, 2019; Herrick et al., 2020; Leahy, 2020; Michon, 2020; Teetzel & 

Weaving, 2017) and anecdotal evidence (e.g., Greey, 2019; Zeigler, 2020a) indicate that more 

trans athletes, even if not out or visible, are participating in sport at various levels in Canada.  

 As more trans athletes come out and engage in activism, the form of their activism varies. 

Some are active speaking at events, giving interviews to media, taking part in sport specific 

https://sportinclusion.ca/
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initiatives, producing contents on social media platforms, such as YouTube, Instagram, and 

Twitter, or writing news and academic articles to push for the inclusion of trans and gender 

diverse athletes in sport. For example, hockey player Harrison Browne served as the appointed 

Inclusion Leader for the NWHL’s Board of Advisors  and one of the ambassadors for NHL’s 

Hockey is for everyone initiative, which aims to promote diversity and inclusion in the league. 

Hockey News named him as one of hockey's 100 Top People of Power in 2016 (Browne, n.d.). 

He has also spoken at conferences and events at universities to advocate for trans rights in sport 

and in the broader society (Brait, 2017; Browne, n.d). In June 2019, Browne and Worley 

attended a panel discussion put on by the Canadian Olympic Committee about diversity and 

inclusion in sport (Palmer, 2019; Strong, 2019).  

 Like Kristen Worley, Michelle Dumaresq and Mianne Bagger and more recent trans 

athletes like Ivy, Browne, Platt and Quinn make good use of the visibility provided by social 

media. For instance, when Martina Navratilova publicly came out against trans women’s 

inclusion in sport by relying on the often repeated but unfounded fear of cis men masquerading 

as women to win victories and on the assumption that trans women have a physical edge over cis 

women, Ivy confronted Navratilova in the press (e.g., Crary, 2019; Donato, 2019; Savage, 

2019a; “Transgender world,” 2019). Calling Navratilova’s comments “disturbing, upsetting and 

deeply transphobic” (Savage, 2019a) and “centred on a fabrication, fantasy, and a fiction” 

(Crary, 2019), Ivy said:  

She imagines a nonexistent cisgender man who will pretend to be a trans woman, 

convince a psychologist and a physician to prescribe hormone therapy, undertake the 

process for legal [sic] recognition, then wait the minimum 12 months of testosterone 

suppression required by the current IOC rules, compete, and then change his mind and 

'go back to making babies'? No such thing will ever happen. This is an irrational fear of 

trans women. (Crary, 2019, para. 7) 
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In addition to a news article on the Outsport website written in response to Navratilova’s claims 

(Ivy, 2019b), Ivy has written news articles for the New York Times, the Washington Post, the 

Economist, and VICE to counter critics and promote trans and intersex athlete rights in sport 

(Ivy, 2021, p. 38).  

 In the second half of the 2010s, easy access to social media tools like Twitter and 

Instagram created more opportunities for trans athletes for self-representation, for telling their 

own narratives, and directly intervening in debates relating to trans issues in sport. For instance, 

Browne and Ivy have a curated YouTube channel on trans inclusion in sport. Since the advent of 

social media, trans athletes like Platt and Quinn have used their Instagram accounts to come out 

on their own terms (Brady, 2018; Cicerella, 2018; Davidson, 2020), unlike many of the earlier 

cases where trans athletes were outed by others. Scholars have shown that online spaces like 

YouTube (Vlogging), Tumblr, and Instagram are crucial platforms where trans people, especially 

youth, can share their coming out and transition experiences, exchange practical advice about 

everyday life, produce and distribute counternarratives, and challenge transnormativity (Austin et 

al., 2020; Cavalcante, 2016; Horak, 2014, Jenzen, 2017; Lehner, 2021; Miller, 2019; Raun, 2012, 

2015; Shapiro, 2004; Tortajada et al., 2021). Tobias Raun (2012) calls this ‘digital trans 

activism.’ Intentional and self-curated visibility and digital activism by trans athletes on social 

media act as a means of empowerment for trans athletes while serving as interventions into 

dominant discourses about trans athletes.17 

 As we saw in Chapter 7, trans women in different sports, like Kristen Worley and Mianne 

Bagger, had publicly supported each other and worked together to advocate for trans athletes 

 
17 American trans swimmer Schuyler Bailar’s Instagram page (@pinkmantaray) is a great example of curated 

content where Bailar debunks anti-trans myths and speculations about trans athletes and transness in general and 

facilitates support for trans inclusion in sport.  
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more generally. From the mid 2010s onwards, solidarity and collaborations among trans athletes 

proliferated. And social media operated as a facilitator in creating more networks among trans 

athletes. For instance, American triathlete and activist Chris Mosier, the first trans athlete to 

make a US National Team, contacted Harrison Brown to encourage and support him. As Browne 

said of Mosier: “He told me to be my authentic self, helped me open up and feel comfortable 

with it all. He gave me tips on how brush off any bad comments… trolling on the internet” 

(Friedman, 2016). Mosier later provided guidance for the NHWL’s trans inclusion policy. 

Jessica Platt, prior to her public coming out in 2018, contacted Mosier and Browne via social 

media, and Platt found support from both athletes (Brady, 2018; Bennet, 2018; Cicerella, 2018; 

Friedman, 2016). In 2019, Brown and Platt formed Team Trans, the first all-trans hockey 

team comprised of trans men, trans women and gender non-binary athletes from Canada and the 

United States; they connected via social media (Lesaux, 2019; Szklarski, 2019). Aside from 

creating a safe and fun space for gender diverse players, Team Trans —@teamtransicehockey —

promotes education, awareness, and acceptance of trans and gender non-conforming athletes in 

sport.  

 In the 2010s, some trans athletes who are also scholars created and circulated knowledge 

about issues related to trans athletes, such as testosterone, trans rights, and transphobia in sport 

(e.g., Ivy, 2019c, 2021; Ivy & Conrad, 2018; Gilliam, 2018; Harper, 2019; Harper et al., 2018, 

2021; Klein, 2016; Klein et al., 2019; MacKinnon, 2017). For instance, Ivy is an associate 

professor of philosophy and explores topics of knowledge, language, gender, trans inclusion and 

equity in sport. She produces counter-knowledge to promote trans and intersex athletes’ rights in 

sport by writing in academic journals (e.g., Feminist Philosophy Quarterly, Philosophical 

Topics, American Philosophical Association Newsletter on LGBTQ Issues in Philosophy). Her 
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work debunks anti-trans ‘myths’ about trans women and challenges knowledge claims that 

support the exclusion of trans women from women’s sport (e.g., Ivy, 2019c, 2021; Ivy & 

Conrad, 2018). For instance, in a 2021 article in Feminist Philosophy Quarterly, Ivy directly 

responds to anti-trans groups in sport (e.g., Fair Play for Women), and to critics who call for 

stricter regulations and bans on trans and intersex women athletes on the grounds of fairness and 

safeguarding cis women’s opportunities. 

 Joanna Harper is a doctoral student in exercise physiology in the School of Sport, 

Exercise and Health Sciences at Loughborough University in the United Kingdom. She has been 

primarily working on the impact of hormone (testosterone) treatment on trans women’s athletic 

performances, specifically by focusing on the question of ‘whether trans women athletes retain 

physical advantages after transition’ (e.g., Harper, 2015; Harper et al., 2018, 2021). Harper’s 

2015 research examining the pre- and post-transition performance differences among eight non-

competitive trans women athletes, including herself, was the first study about trans women 

athlete’s performance (Teetzel, 2017) and concluded that trans women athletes retain no 

advantage over cis women. As I discussed in Chapter 4, Harper’s research has significant 

limitations. Feminist scientists Rebecca Jordan-Young and Katrina Karkazis (2019) deemed her 

research to be based on “opportunistic epistemology” (p. 190). Yet, because of her research, 

Harper served as an adviser to the IOC for its 2016 trans policy, becoming the first trans person 

to be present at a policy decision about trans athletes (IOC, 2016). 

 Trans scholar Stephen Whittle (2006) notes that since the 1990s trans scholars and 

theorists have increasingly joined in knowledge production about trans issues, work that has 

previously been undertaken, mostly erroneously, by cis scholars, in fields like education, 

sociology, gender, legal, and trans studies. With their work, Whittle adds, trans scholars have 
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challenged psycho-medical theories, medicalized narratives, and stereotypes about transness. 

They have also created trans positive discourses and helped move trans people away from “the 

discredited status of being mentally disordered, towards having expert knowledge” of their 

bodies and agencies (p. xiii). In the 2010s, trans athletes began having a significant say, not only 

in debates about trans issues in sport but in the creation of policy and practices that will have 

direct consequences for their sport participation. 

 To note, trans athlete scholars’ contribution to knowledge production about trans athletes 

has not been singularly pro trans inclusion. It has not always produced or contributed to 

knowledge or discourses conducive to improving the conditions for either trans women or cis 

women athletes. For instance, in 2015, Harper served as an expert witness for the IAAF against 

Dutee Chand, an Indian sprinter who was banned from international track and field competitions 

due to a higher level of endogenous testosterone in her body than allowed by the IAAF’s 2011 

hyperandrogenism regulations. Harper suggested that testosterone is “without doubt, the single 

most important differentiating factor between male and female athletic achievement,” and it is 

necessary for the IAAF “to require all woman athletes to be hormonally similar” to achieve a 

level playing field for female athletes (CAS, 2015, p. 96-97). The 2011 IAAF policy has been 

heavily criticized by feminist and sport scholars and athletes for policing women athletes’ 

bodies, forcing women, especially women of color from the Global South, to undergo medically 

unnecessary surgeries to lower testosterone in their bodies to below 10 nmol/L (Jordan-Young, et 

al., 2014; Henne & Pape, 2018; Karkazis & Carpenter, 2018; Pape, 2019; Sönksen et al., 2015), 

and for its sexist, racist and neo-colonial foundations (Cooky et al., 2013; Dworkin et al., 2013; 

Jordan-Young et al., 2014; Karkazis & Jordan-Young, 2013, 2018; Pape, 2019; Schultz, 2011). 

Harper’s suggestion about the role of testosterone in athletic performance differences between 
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binary genders played a role in the court’s decision to give IAAF two years to bring new 

evidence to support its 2011 policy (Young & Karkazis, 2019). As Jordan-Young and Karkazis 

(2019) wrote: “Unfortunately, Harper took data that she gathered for making an argument about 

inclusivity and applied them to another case where they would weigh instead on the side of 

excluding women with naturally high T” (p. 191).  

 Later, Harper’s reliance on ‘testosterone’ as the definitive biological marker producing 

athletic abilities and performance differences between binary sexes played a role in supporting 

the IAAF’s highly contentious eligibility regulations for women athletes (Young & Karkazis, 

2019). In 2018, the IAAF came up with its new eligibility regulations for women athletes, 

dropping the allowable endogenous testosterone levels down to 5 n/mol (IAAF, 2018). In 

October 2019, a working group from multiple international sport governing bodies — IAAF 

(now World Athletics), IOC, International Paralympic Committee, and federations like cycling, 

tennis, golf, and rowing — met in Lausanne to discuss establishing rules for trans women 

athletes to enter women’s event in elite sport (World Athletics, 2019). Harper was one of the 

attendees, together with another trans athlete Schuyler Bailar. Based on the consensus at this 

meeting, the World Athletics released its new policy on November 1: Eligibility regulations for 

the female classification (World Athletics, 2019). This policy is still in effect. It forces women 

with naturally high testosterone levels to undergo hormone therapy before they will be permitted 

to compete in track events from 400 meters to one mile. Harper backed up this policy (Donato, 

2019; Francis, 2019; Waldie & York, 2019) by saying: 

One of the most important advances in the last 100 years in the lives of women has been 

the emergence of women’s sports. And if we want women to win things, like Olympic 

medals, if we want women to earn professional sports contracts, then we have to find an 

appropriate way of separating female athletes from male athletes. (York & Waldie, 

2019, para. 12) 
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Harper’s comments ignored decades of intersex activism and work by feminist scholars, whom I 

mentioned above, that criticized the policy and practices of World Athletics and the IOC for their 

sexist and racist foundations and for policing women’s bodies in sport. World Athletics’s 2019 

policy started to have effects on trans inclusion policies across sport organizations. For instance, 

on November 15, the UCI announced that it would change its regulations, which were then based 

on the IOC’s 2016 trans inclusion policy (Mckall, 2019). In February 2020, the UCI released its 

new trans policy, reducing the allowable level of testosterone in trans women athletes from 10 

nmol/L to 5 nmol/L (UCI, 2020).  

 The same year, in 2019, Harper served as an expert witness for World Athletics against 

Caster Semenya, in support of the organization’s 2019 policy. Aside from suggesting that “the 

numbers [of women athletes with Differences of Sex Development] are bigger than you might 

think,” Harper speculated in an interview: 

[If Semenya wins] There is no doubt that what will happen next is a trans athlete will 

sue in whatever sport she competes in, she will sue with the CAS for the right to 

compete in women sports without undergoing hormone therapy. … You're talking about 

a hundred-fold larger potential impact on women sports. (Waldie & York, 2019) 

Coming from a trans woman athlete with expertise on trans issues, Harper’s statements are in a 

position to contribute to setbacks for trans women and women with DSD in women’s sport. 

 Unlike Harper, trans athletes, like Worley, Veronica Ivy, Jessica Platt, and Quinn 

publicly came out in support of Caster Semenya against the World Athletics’s regulations. As we 

saw in Chapter 7, Worley and Mianne Bagger spoke against gender verification practice in sport, 

and Worley was involved in advocacy for Semenya’s right to compete without having to 

surgically lower her testosterone level. Worley continued her support for Semenya and women 

athletes in the late 2010s (e.g., Doorey, 2019; Worley, 2019a, 2019b, 2019c, 2019d). Ivy 

publicly supported Semenya with an opinion piece in Newsweek magazine. By pointing to the 
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sexist and racist basis of the 2018 World Athletics policy, Ivy stated: “Usain Bolt, Michael 

Phelps and a long list of other dominant male athletes are celebrated for their natural advantages 

and their dominance in their sports. But women, especially women of color, are viewed with 

suspicion for not being feminine enough, and for not being a ‘real woman’” (Ivy, 2019a). In 

2020, Quinn joined the critics of the World Athletics policy by stating: “We have such rigidity in 

terms of our gender and we’re excluding trans women, we’re excluding cis women, like in terms 

of Caster Semenya, because they don’t fulfil this white, colonial idea of what it is to be a 

woman” (Armstrong, 2020, para. 25). As these examples show, trans athlete activism has not 

remained solely focused on trans issues in sport but has also concerned itself with the rights of 

cis and intersex women in sport.  

 Throughout the 2010s, there was more publicly visible support for some trans athletes 

from national sport governing bodies, officials, athletes, and in the media. For instance, like his 

teammates, the NWHL welcomed Harrison Browne, using his correct name and pronouns, and 

developing a policy (Brait, 2017; Friedman, 2016; Higgins, 2016; 2017; Reddekopp, 2016; 

Wawrow, 2016; Whalen, 2017). When Jessica Platt publicly came out in 2018, her team, the 

Toronto Furies, welcomed her, and the CWHL released an official statement in support of her 

(Brady, 2018; Bennet, 2018; “Furies’ Jessica,” 2018; Morden, 2018; “Toronto Furies,” 2018). 

Support for trans athletes from sport governing bodies, officials and fellow athletes has been a 

powerful message showing that things are changing in a positive manner for trans inclusion in 

Canadian sport. But change is sometimes uneven. In September 2021, the National Women’s 

Hockey League (NWHL) changed its name to Premier Hockey Federation, dropping the gender 

label from its name (Brady, 2021). This change was a significant institutional step toward the 

recognition of trans and non-binary athletes in the league. However, the impact of this change 
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was tempered by the fact that Digit Murphy was hired as the General Manager of the league’s 

Toronto team. Murphy’s previous affiliation with the WSPG led to protests by trans activists, 

staff members, and fans, with some staff members resigning from the league. In May 2022, 

Murphy apologized to the trans community with a video message, stating her support for trans 

inclusion (Zeigler, 2022).   

 In the 2010s, there was also a notable shift in ways of talking and reporting about trans 

athletes in the Canadian press. Overall, the anti-trans tone of the earlier decade gave way to a 

more trans-positive tone in this decade. Aside from trans athletes themselves who wrote about 

trans issues in sport, journalists and newspaper outlets also produced media content supportive of 

trans inclusion in sport at all levels. Scholars have pointed to mainstream media as one of the 

platforms through which cis people learn about trans people (Stryker, 2008; Fischer, 2018). In 

2018, the Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation (GLAAD), an American non-

governmental media monitoring organization, reported that the majority of Americans learn 

about trans people from media (GLAAD, 2018). Therefore, the lessening of transphobic 

sentiments and myths about trans athletes in mainstream media presents a significant cultural 

change with the potentials to shift the ways trans athletes and people are talked about in general.  

 Of course, all these changes in sport and in the media do not mean that there was not also 

resentment over trans women’s inclusion in women’s sport, nor does it mean that transphobia 

and transmisogny has resolved in sport or in society. As scholars have pointed out, legislative 

changes and legal rights for trans people are not necessarily tantamount to cultural change in 

attitudes towards trans people (Currah et al., 2006; Mandlis & Namaste, 2011; Namaste, 2005; 

Spade, 2011; Travers, 2018a). I agree with that. Yet, I also see the changes in legislation, in 

policy and practices in sport, and in the media in Canada in the 2010s to be part of a larger 
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cultural change towards a trans positive future. Such changes mean that anti-trans sentiments and 

transphobia are less tolerated in sport, in the media, and in broader Canadian culture than they 

once were. But this story is on-going. In the final section of this chapter, I briefly touch on a 

series of events against trans women athletes in recent years and underline the contributions that 

the human rights framework can make in the face of anti-trans discourses and practices in 

women’s sport. 

 

Human Rights in the 2020s in the Face of (Re)Emerging Anti-Trans Voices in Sport  

So the scientific evidence is irrelevant. No competitive advantage that could ever be 

found to be attributed to trans women will be enough for an exclusionary policy to be 

both necessary and effective at promoting fairness in sport, given the massive 

competitive advantages we already permit in women’s sport. The human rights 

argument is the one that controls this ‘debate’ (Ivy, 2019c, p. 14). 

 I opened this section with a quote by Veronica Ivy because Ivy’s stance and writings help 

structure the argument I am making here regarding present-day debates over trans women’s 

inclusion in women’s sport. Ivy (2018, 2018b, 2019c, 2021) strongly argues that “the practice of 

sport is a human right (IOC Charter), sex is a matter of legal recognition (CAS) [rather than a 

biological certainty], and trans women can be legally recognized as female. Therefore, trans 

women have a human right to participate in competitive sport as women” (2019c, p. 13). As we 

saw in Chapters 1 and 4, an increasing number of scientific studies advise bans on trans women 

in women’s events. These studies support anti-trans organizing in sport and in general. Drawing 

on Ivy’s works, I suggest that the human rights framework offers an important tool to fend off 

these anti-trans voices and to uphold and further what trans athlete activism has achieved so far 

for the inclusion of trans girls and women in women’s events. 
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 My analysis of news about trans inclusion in sport in the Canadian media in the past five 

decades shows that since the mid 2010s, voices against trans women’s participation in women’s 

sport are gradually becoming more visible and louder than they were before in Canada. For 

instance, the Post Millennial newspaper has been mobilizing transphobic sentiments against trans 

women. It intentionally misgenders trans women, categorizes them as ‘biological males,’ 

presents them as intruders attempting to surpass women, and speculates that trans women are 

destroying women’s sport and altogether erasing the concept of woman. In 2019, Athletics 

Alberta, presided over by Linda Blade, who has publicly outspoken out against trans women in 

sport, released its Transgender guidelines. These guidelines require participants to compete “on 

the basis of biological sex classification” to “ensure that the female sex category is protected” 

(Athletics Alberta, 2019, p. 7). This policy is one of a kind in Canadian sport. Despite its 

violation of the provincial (Alberta Human Rights Act, updated 2018), the policy was still in 

effect as I completed my revisions to this chapter, in April 2022. In 2021, Blade and Barbara 

Kay, a columnist for the Post Millennial who has written dozens of anti-trans articles, released a 

book, Unsporting: How trans activism and science denial are destroying sport. In this book, they 

claim to “examine the dangers of gender ideology in sports” and demonstrate “the harm inflicted 

on [cis] female athletes” by trans activism and trans women. These anti-trans voices pose risks to 

creating and preserving inclusive and safe environments for trans people, particularly trans girls 

and women in Canadian sport. 

 Anti-trans ideology is fostered by a growing number of anti-trans groups in Canada and 

elsewhere. Anti-trans organizing is not new in Canada (Baur & Scheim, 2015; Elliot, 2004; 

Irving & Raj, 2014; Namaste, 2005; Pyne et al., 2015; Taylor & Peter, 2011), but scholars and 

activists indicate that there has been a backlash against legal (e.g., Bill C-16) and social gains for 
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trans rights in Canada since the mid 2010s (Airton, 2018; DeGagne, 2021; Kirkup, 2017; 

Manning, 2017; Martino et al., 2019). These anti-trans voices in sport and elsewhere are joining 

cause with each other. For instance, in 2018 and 2019, Meghan Murphy, who identifies as a 

feminist, was in the forefront of speaking out against trans people, defining trans activism and 

rights as damaging for cis girls and women (Casey, 2019; Winsa, 2019; Zwibel & Moriarity, 

2019). In 2019, Murphy used the issue of trans women athletes to push against legislative and 

social gains supportive of trans rights. In a podcast episode, Why sex-segregated sport matters, 

on her website Feminist Current, Murphy talked about the need for sex-segregated sport with 

Linda Blade (Murphy, 2019). The two criticized Canadian sport organizations, such as U Sport 

and Canadian Women and Sport (formerly CAAWS) for their support for trans women’s 

inclusion in sport. 

 In the 2020s, sport has been a key site for anti-trans activists and conservatives, more 

generally, to push against trans rights in the United States (Sharrow, 2020, 2021) and in the 

United Kingdom (Barras, 2021; Pearce et al., 2020). Concern about trans inclusion in sport has 

motivated the formation of coalitions in the United States (e.g., Save Women’s Sports, Women’s 

Sports Policy Working Group), Australia (e.g., Save Women’s Sport Australasia), and the United 

Kingdom (e.g., Fair Play for Women). These groups explicitly promote transphobia. For 

instance, Save Women's Sports, a coalition “that seeks to preserve biology-based eligibility 

standards for participation in female sports,” was founded in 2019 by Beth Stelzer, a cis woman 

amateur powerlifter (Stelzer, 2019). Joined by others who had previously uttered their opposition 

to trans women in sport, such as Linda Blade from Alberta and cyclist Jennifer Wagner-Assali, 

who lost to Veronica Ivy in 2018, this US-based coalition has launched a dozen petitions 

(https://savewomenssports.com/take-action#becaf39f-8c8e-4230-9fb8-b838d01a093d) asking 

https://savewomenssports.com/take-action#becaf39f-8c8e-4230-9fb8-b838d01a093d
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sport governing bodies to bar trans girls and women from competing with cis girls and women. 

In 2020, this group submitted a letter, signed by more than 300 cis women athletes and coaches, 

to the NCAA in a petition to preserve “fair and level playing field” for cis women and girls” 

(Ennis, 2020b). As Sharrow (2021) points out, this group forms alliances with conservative 

groups (e.g., The Heritage Foundation) in the United States to push its anti-trans agenda, hosting 

panels and running campaigns in that regard. 

 The Women’s Sports Policy Working Group (WSPWG), another US-based coalition, was 

founded sometime in 2020. This group was joined by some trans women athletes, like Renée 

Richards, Joanna Harper, and American trail and cross-country runner Juniper Eastwood, and 

former high-profile cis athletes, like Martina Navratilova, and long-time Title IX advocates 

Donna De Varona and Donna A Lopiano. Like Save Women’s Sports, the WSPWG creates 

petitions and mobilizes ‘scientific’ knowledge about sex, gender, athletic performance and trans 

women athletes to promote the exclusion of trans girls and women from women’s sport. For 

instance, a 2020 graphic by the WSPWG suggests that cis girls in school athletics in 

Connecticut, United States, were deprived of a significant number of athletic opportunities in 

participation (91), awards, medals, (133), records (11) and scholarship between 2017 and 2020 

because of trans girl student athletes’ participation in women’s sport (WSPWG, 2021, p. 27). 

This graph particularly targeted Terry Miller and Andraya Yearwood. The efforts by these two 

coalitions have failed at the legislative and policy level because of legal protections for trans 

people; the exclusion of trans girls and women from sport is an act of discrimination (Ivy, 2019c, 

2021; Patel, 2021).  
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 Figure 1 (WSPWG, 2021, p. 28) 

 As I touched on in Chapter 1, the WSPWG’s stance on trans girls’ and women’s 

inclusion in sport is hypocritical. It claims that the group does not support bans on trans 

inclusion. However, their statement and resolution to ‘safeguard’ women’s sport do require 

restrictions on trans girls and women in sport. In 2021, the group asked the US congress and the 

Biden administration to safeguard [cis] girls’ and women’s sport (WSPWG, 2021). In a public 

statement, the group coined the term, legacy advantage, to promote a ban on trans girls and 



 

225 

 

women in sport. Legacy advantage, they write, refers to “the permanent or long-lived physical 

effects of experiencing puberty in the male body” and “the considerable size and strength 

advantages that remain even after hormone treatments or surgical procedures” (p. 18). This term 

is synonymous with ‘male privilege,’ and reproduces old arguments that critics have used against 

trans women athletes. These groups produce anti-trans discourses that can be used by anti-trans 

groups noy only in the United but elsewhere including Canada in order to reverse trans rights in 

sport and in general. 

 Amidst ongoing debates and backlash against trans women athletes, the IOC released its 

much-anticipated policy framework for inclusion of trans and gender-diverse athletes in sport in 

November 2021. This framework is a significant welcome move forwards for gender inclusive 

sport for trans women and women with sex variations (Storr et al., 2021). Grounded by respect 

for internationally recognized human rights, the 2021 IOC framework states that “no athlete 

should be precluded from competing or excluded from competition on the exclusive ground of an 

unverified, alleged or perceived unfair advantage due to their sex variations, physical appearance 

and/or transgender status” (5.1.) until evidence determines otherwise (5.2. page 4). We have yet 

to see how this framework will play out in practice, but the IOC framework, through its Principle 

6.1, leaves the door open for future policies that seek to introduce stricter regulations and bans on 

trans women competing in women’s sport. Principle 6.1. states: “Any restriction arising from 

eligibility criteria should be based on robust and peer reviewed research that”: 

(a) Demonstrates a consistent, unfair, disproportionate competitive advantage in 

performance and/or unpreventable risk to the physical safety of other athletes; … 

(c) Demonstrates that such disproportionate competitive advantage and/or 

unpreventable risk exists for the specific sport, discipline and event that the eligibility 

criteria aim to regulate. (p.4) 
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 World Rugby’s 2020 trans policy banned trans women from women’s competitions on 

the ground of fairness and safety in competition. The organization justified its decision by citing 

scientific findings on “transgender biology and performance” (Transgender references, 2020) 

suggesting that post-transition trans women retain significant physical advantages compared to 

cis women in relation to size, strength (head and neck forces), power and speed, and muscle 

mass even after reducing their endogenous testosterone level to below 5 nmol/L for 12 months. 

As I discussed in Chapter 4, a strand of emerging studies (e.g., Hilton & Lundberg, 2021; 

Roberts et al., 2021) and reviews (e.g., Harper et al., 2021) examining the effects of testosterone 

suppression on athletics performance in trans women appear to produce ‘evidence’ necessary to 

ban and restrict trans women from women’s sport for fairness and safety reasons. These studies 

conclude that despite transition, trans women athletes retain residual advantage over cis women 

athletes and pose risks to the safety of cis women competitors. Aside from substantiating policies 

that restrict trans girls and women in sport, these studies and reports might have further 

implications by contributing to bans and stricter regulations on trans girls and women in sport in 

the future. 

 To counter arguments suggesting that trans women have an advantage over cis women, as 

we have seen throughout this dissertation, scholars have long noted that such arguments: equate 

being assigned male at birth and growing up male with being automatically athletically superior 

(Bavington, 2007; Cavanagh& Sykes, 2006; Erikainen, 2020; Griffin & Carroll, 2010; Ivy, 2021; 

Ivy & Conrad, 2018; Love, 2017, 2019; Lucas-Carr & Krane, 2011; Sullivan, 2011; Semerjian, 

2019 Teetzel, 2006); rely on a western notion of cis white female frailty (Anderson & Travers, 

2017; Griffin, 2012; McClearen, 2015; Travers, 2014, 2016); and build on transphobic and 

transmisogynist assumptions that portray every trans women as ‘standing six feet tall’ (Barras, 
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2021; Fischer & McClearen, 2020; Griffin, 2012; Ivy, 2019c; 2021; McClearen, 2015). There is 

also a lack of scientific consensus on claims about the relationship of endogenous testosterone to 

athletic performance (Karkazis & Carpenter 2018; Karkazis & Jordan-Young, 2015, 2018; Pape, 

2019; Schultz, 2021a; Sönksen et al., 2015; Teetzel, 2020; Jordan-Young & Karkazis, 2019). 

Feminist sport and legal scholars have also long noted that modern sport, as Travers (2014) puts 

it, has been “designed to emphasize sex difference, to socialize boys and men into orthodox 

masculinity, and to further the goal of white middle- and upper-class morality and leadership 

within Western imperialist projects” (p. 194) (see also Adams, 2007, 2011; Connell, 1998; 

Messner, 2011; Pronger, 1992; Travers, 2008, 2014, 2016, 2018a).  

 While continuing to argue for trans inclusion in sport by drawing upon all these 

arguments, we can also continue to utilize the human rights framework to push for the rights of 

trans girls and women to participate in sport in the face of emerging anti-trans voices and 

research in the 2020s (e.g., Buzuvis, 2021; Ivy, 2019c, 2021; Ivy & Conrad, 2018; Patel, 2021; 

Symons & Storr, 2020; Travers, 2016, 2018). As Ivy (2019c, 2021) notes, trans women and 

men’s participation in sport is a basic human right based on the Fundamental Principles of 

Olympism enshrined within the IOC’s Olympic Charter, and on the United Nations Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights and the European Convention on Human Rights, both of which 

define sport as a human right, and override the IOC as an international organization.  

 As I mentioned in Chapter 4, critics have recently also drawn on human rights rationales 

to argue against trans girls and women, alleging that their inclusion jeopardizes cis girls’ and 

women’s rights to succeed in sport and not to be harmed (e.g., Navratilova, 2019; Pike, 2021; 

Sailors, 2020; WSPWG, 2021). For instance, in 2020, the families of four cis high school runners 

filed a federal lawsuit against two trans girls, Terry Miller and Andraya Yearwood, seeking to 
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block them and other trans girl student-athlete in Connecticut from participating in girls’ sports 

(Eaton-Robb, 2020). The plaintiffs claimed that allowing trans girls to compete with cis girls 

infringes cis girls’ civil rights, depriving them of track titles and scholarship opportunities (Soule 

et. al., v CT Association of Schools et. al., 2020). To note, these arguments are the very same 

arguments produced and promoted by the anti-trans groups like Save Women’s Sport and the 

WSPWG. On April 25, 2021, district judge Robert N. Chatigny dismissed this lawsuit (Ennis, 

2021). In a time of heightened anti-trans organizing in the United States, the judge’s decision 

legally declared that, as Chris Mosier tweeted, “Trans athletes belong [in] sport.” 

 As sport and legal scholars argue, human rights complaints seeking to exclude trans 

athletes from sport lack a legitimate ground because trans women are women and trans men are 

men (Ivy, 2019c; 2021; Ivy & Conrad, 2018; Patel, 2021; Teetzel, 2020; Travers, 2018a). Ivy 

(2019c) strongly argues:  

(Cis) women do not have a right to exclude women they don’t like or don’t feel 

comfortable with. Sport and society has a long history of excluding women of colour, 

often trading on these same claims of alleged competitive advantage or not 

feeling “safe.” But these are not rights. Thus, extending the right for (trans) women to 

compete in sport with other women is not in conflict with other rights. (p. 12)  

Therefore, despite its inability to resolve transphobia and transmisogyny in sport or to change the 

sex-segregated structure of sport, the human rights framework does provide some ground, 

insufficient but strategically useful, to fend off re/emerging anti-trans voices against trans girls 

and women in sport and to further trans inclusion in sport at national and international levels. 

 

Concluding Remarks 

 This chapter focused on trans athlete activism in Canadian sport and the use of the human 

rights framework for fostering change for trans inclusion in Canadian sport in the 2010s. I argued 
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that the human rights framework became unavoidable for national and international sport 

governing bodies when addressing trans issues in sport. I showed how some trans athletes have 

successfully used the human rights framework to compel sport governing bodies not only to 

formulate policies and guidelines for trans inclusion but also to address issues such as pronouns, 

privacy, confidentiality, and the training of sport staff in order to create a safe, respectful and 

affirming inclusive sport environment for trans and gender diverse people. I also demonstrated 

that trans athlete activism, together with solidarity and collaborations among trans athletes, has 

grown and varied due to the increasing number of out trans athletes and easy access to social 

networking tools like Twitter and Instagram. Lastly, I concluded this chapter by suggesting that 

the human rights framework acts as a useful ancillary tool to preserve and foster the inclusion of 

trans girls and women in sport in the face of anti-trans voices and emerging ‘scientific’ studies 

advising a ban on trans women competing in women’s events.  

 In the next chapter, I conclude this dissertation with a brief discussion of the 

contributions of this project, and suggestions on how this research might prove useful to trans 

athletes and those who advocate for them. I also provide commentary on ongoing debates over 

the inclusion of trans girls and women in women’s sport. 
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Chapter 9                                                                                                   

Conclusion 

I think rules and regulations are always changing. We live in a society where there isn’t 

always protection for trans folks. Obviously in the United States right now, that’s a huge 

topic in politics. There’s always a fear that sports could be created to exclude me from 

that space, but I think understanding the current regulations and the system in place – I 

know that I have a place in sports.… 

I want to continue to advocate not only for making sports a more inclusive space, but 

also addressing the topics of transphobia in our current society.…  

Unfortunately, trans people in society aren’t presented in media very well. My 

understanding of trans folks growing up was that they were a punchline in movies. I 

really didn’t understand the future that I had in my life, and in sports as well. I didn’t 

see people in sports that were trans. I think it was really hard for me, and that’s why it’s 

so important to have visibility of trans folks in our society. Trans youth need to 

understand that there is a place for them and that we’re all working towards creating a 

more inclusive space.… 

I want to help move the needle forward on conversations about the inclusion of trans 

athletes. I’m privileged to be able to play my sport, but unfortunately trans women 

aren’t able to do that, and trans youth. 

 — Quinn, first non-binary athlete (soccer) to win an Olympic Medal. 

After their coming out with a message on Instagram. 

September 24, 2020. (Johnson, 2020) 
 

 I open this chapter — and close this dissertation — with a quote from Quinn because it 

captures most of the points I attempted to make in this dissertation: promising changes in sport, 

the role of trans athlete activism in these changes, the importance of media representation and 

visibility for trans folks, and the precariousness of trans girls and women in sport. Speaking in 

September 2020, Quinn also signals two disquieting issues that this dissertation tried to draw 

attention to: 1) the growing waves of anti-trans organizing against trans girls and women in sport 

and elsewhere, and 2) the utilization of sport by critics of trans rights in the promotion of 

transphobia and transmisogyny.  
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 I began this dissertation project with an aim to better understand the history of the present 

debates over trans women’s inclusion in elite sport from a Canadian lens. At the proposal stage 

of this dissertation in late 2018 and early 2019, I was disturbed by the transphobic media storm 

against Canadian cyclist Veronica Ivy following her win at the Master’s Track Cycling World 

Championships. Media storms and protests against trans women in sport were not novel. 

However, I found the transphobic discourses and protests against her more troubling and 

disconcerting than their antecedents because they were taking place in a socio-political context 

where there is a growing visibility, legal protection, and acceptance of trans people in sport and 

more generally at national and international levels. On the surface, after all, as TIME Magazine 

proclaimed in 2014, we were past “the transgender tipping point.” Therefore, at the outset of my 

research, I was largely preoccupied with anti-trans reactions against trans women athletes. My 

previous knowledge about the issue, which stemmed from the news media and scholarly articles 

in sport studies, also channeled me in this direction. But, my goal in this project began shifting as 

I immersed myself in intellectual work by trans(feminist) scholars, philosophers, and activists. I 

then aimed to write a transfeminist history of trans resistance and activism in sport, centred on 

what I call ‘trans athlete activism,’ over the past five decades. The literature I read made me 

realize that I had been overlooking trans agency, resistance, and activism in the stories about 

trans athletes and trans inclusion in sport. Aside from tracing anti-trans prejudices towards trans 

women in sport and the media, my interest in this dissertation has shifted toward tracing the 

resistance and activism of Canadian trans athletes in elite sport at the national and international 

levels. 

 While I am interested in resistance, I also attempt to illustrate that the histories of debates 

over trans women’s inclusion in women’s sport are histories of prejudice, particularly 
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transmisogyny, towards trans people. Transphobic myths about trans women athletes – that they 

are male imposters, that they become trans to profit from women’s sport, that they will take over 

women’s sport – have been used by critics to produce fear about trans women with the goal of 

excluding them from sport and from the broader society. These myths have also, at various 

times, played a role in shaping trans policies by sport governing bodies. While these myths are 

gradually becoming less prominent, they are still occasionally being used by critics today to 

cultivate ‘suspicion’ over trans girls and women participating in women’s sport. In particular, the 

myth that ‘trans women will dominate and end women’s sport’ remains in circulation today, 

promoted by anti-trans and far-right conservative movements against trans people. Such ideas 

also lay the basis of what cyclist Veronica Ivy (2021) calls ‘ifs’ that create hypothetical scenarios 

to promote trans exclusion in sport. While the consideration of ‘ifs’ seems like an ‘intellectual 

exercise’ and may not necessarily carry anti-trans motives, it can still cast suspicion over trans 

girls and women in sport. This dissertation suggests that shifting the focus of conversations about 

trans athletes to the anti-trans prejudices, transphobia and transmisogyny they face can help 

move those conversations beyond the question of ‘fairness’ for cis women in sport. 

 One of the points I make in this dissertation relates to discourses of testosterone in sport, 

especially ideas about whether and to what extent testosterone influences athletic performance. 

Feminist scholars Rebecca Jordan-Young and Katrina Karkazis (2019) call such discourses, ‘T 

talk.’ T talk has structured the basis of trans inclusion policies in elite sport since the IOC’s first 

trans policy came out in 2004. As the policies and debates in the past few years show, T talk is 

now one of the most common ways of talking about trans girls and women athletes. Despite 

contributing to trans policies that have allowed some trans women athletes to compete in elite 

sport over the years, discourses of testosterone have also become the basis of policies seeking to 
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exclude trans women. In this dissertation, I argue that while appearing to be based on scientific 

knowledge about testosterone and athletic performance, testosterone-based policies and practices 

are grounded by uncertain science and are rooted in anti-trans prejudices and the racialized myth 

of testosterone as “the miracle molecule of athleticism” (Jordan-Young & Karkazis, 2019, p. 

161). Similarly, the waves of anti-trans organizing that we see rising today against trans girls and 

women athletes rely on the myth of ‘testosterone’ to justify the exclusion of trans girls and 

women from women’s sport. By documenting the way discourses of testosterone work in 

conjunction with anti-trans prejudices, this dissertation can help challenge ‘scientific’ claims 

about testosterone that are used against trans girls and women in sport at all levels. 

 Myths about testosterone also have implications for cis, intersex and gender diverse 

women in sport because they support the gender policing of women through the measurement of 

testosterone levels. Since 2006, World Athletics (formerly known as IAAF) has been policing 

women participants’ endogenous testosterone levels through its ‘hyperandrogenism’ policies. 

World Athletics’s 2019 policy forces women athletes with ‘hyperandrogenism’ to lower their 

testosterone levels for to be eligible for races ranging from 400 meters to one mile. As feminist 

scholars and activists have demonstrated, the testosterone-based policies of World Athletics not 

only violate the bodily integrity of women by forcing them to undergo unnecessary medical 

interventions, but they have also particularly targeted women of color, especially from Global 

South countries (Karkazis & Jordan-Young, 2018; Pape, 2019; Sudai, 2017) whose bodies do not 

conform to white Western norms of femininity.  

 As I have discussed in this dissertation, there is a growing fixation among some 

physiological researchers to conduct research that aims to prove a direct relationship between 

testosterone and athletic performance. While this research may produce stricter regulations and 
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more screening for both cis and trans women athletes, it is also being used by critics to foreclose 

trans girls’ and women’s inclusion in women’s sport under any circumstances. The assumption is 

that the effects of exposure to testosterone during puberty are absolute and irreversible. The 

Women’s Sports Policy Working Group (2021) has called this “legacy advantage” (p. 18). This 

dissertation shows that ‘legacy advantage’ or what other anti-trans critics previously called ‘male 

privilege’ (see Chapter 6) is another anti-trans myth to justify anti-trans organizing and promote 

the exclusion of trans women from women’s sport and women’s spaces in general. 

 My primary goal in this dissertation was to historicize and emphasize trans resistance and 

activism in sport. To achieve this, I began with a transfeminist reading of the story of Renée 

Richards in the late 1970s. I attempted to re-conceptualize Richard’s media visibility and legal 

case against major sport organizations in the United States as the earliest known examples of 

trans resistance and activism in elite sport, which was a major methodological and theoretical 

departure from existing readings on Richards in the sport literature. Divorced from Richard’s 

recent public statements against trans girls’ and women’s inclusion in women’s sport, I 

demonstrated that Richards’s visibility, resistance, and activism in the media, in sport and in the 

courtroom, created discursive and representational possibilities for transness in sport and in the 

broader culture of the 1970s. There is a recurring theme of analysis in the sport literature that 

focuses on how trans women in sport help reinforce the idea of female athletic inferiority and the 

gender binary. Such analyses are shaped by “cissexist double standards” (Johnson, 2015; Serano, 

2013) and are not conducive to working against the marginalization and objectification of trans 

women. I suggest that a transfeminist reading of Richards’ story can help shift such themes of 

analyses and interpretations in the sport studies literature.  
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 Concerned with histories of trans resistance and activism in elite sport, I set out to write a 

partial history of trans athlete activism in elite sport in Canada since the early 2000s. By piecing 

together historical evidence scattered across space and time, I demonstrated that Canadian trans 

athletes have resisted anti-trans discourses and practices in elite sport and engaged in prolonged 

activism to carve out a space for themselves and other trans and gender diverse people in sport at 

all levels in Canada. Their resistance and activism have played a leading role in generating 

discursive and material changes that made possible the trans inclusion in elite sport that we see 

today in Canada. The histories that I attempted to piece together in this dissertation can help shift 

popular narratives that represent trans athletes as passive victims of discrimination and prejudice 

to showing trans athletes as active and persistent agents of change. They help us see that the state 

of trans inclusion that we see today in Canadian sport emerged from the struggles, interventions, 

and activism of trans athletes, rather than from some kind of inevitable historical progression or 

institutional benevolence. 

 The dissertation also helps to make visible the often-unseen and -obscured role of trans 

athlete activism in fostering positive changes for trans inclusion in Canadian sport. As I have 

shown, the positive contributions made by Canadian trans athletes are not generally 

acknowledged in the Canadian media or in the scholarly literature, with a few exceptions. ‘How 

come the decades-long activism of Kristen Worley remains out of sight?’ was a question running 

in my head as I learned about the activism she has undertaken for herself and for other women in 

sport. This dissertation attempted to problematize this invisibility as a means to work against the 

‘erasure’ of change-making trans athletes. The histories of trans athlete resistance and activism 

that this dissertation pieced together also contribute to ongoing academic, activist, and 

community initiatives working to restore trans histories in Canada from a sport context. As 
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Quinn’s quote (featured in the opening to this chapter) reminds us, trans visibility and 

representation remain key for trans people to imagine a future in sport. Bringing histories of trans 

athlete activism into prominence is a key step to showing and assuring trans people, especially 

youth, that trans athletes have endured in sport regardless of barriers, and that there is a place for 

them to participate and thrive in sport.  

 One of the themes of analysis of this dissertation was related to the operation of the 

human rights framework in elite sport. Since the turn of the millennium, national and 

international sport governing bodies became obliged to adopt and amend their policies in line 

with new human rights legislation and protections that prohibit discrimination based on sex and 

gender in the national and international arena. I tried to show that: first, a motivation to avoid 

human rights complaints and accusations of discrimination by trans athletes was a key factor for 

most sport governing bodies to adopt trans inclusive policies and practices; and second, it was 

generally trans athletes who propelled sport organizations to adopt policies and practices that 

benefit trans people in Canadian sport at all levels. Although this seems like a small detail 

regarding the workings of human rights frameworks in sport, I suggest otherwise. This view 

helps us further detail trans agency and activism behind trans-inclusive changes in Canadian 

sport in a context where these changes can seem to develop out of organizational benevolence 

and cultural progress in the realm of gender and sexual equality in sport and in general. It also 

acknowledges the leading role of trans people in generating cultural and institutional change in 

Canadian sport.  

 This dissertation demonstrates both the productive and the limiting aspects of a human 

rights framework in sport by drawing from scholars in trans studies, sport studies and law (e.g., 

Currah et al., 2006; Namaste, 2005; Mandlis & Namaste, 2011; Spade, 2011; Travers, 2018a, 
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2018c). Human rights-based activism in sport is perhaps not sufficient, but it remains a necessary 

strategic tool to make change happen and uphold hard-won rights for trans athletes in elite sport. 

It is not a panacea in sport by any means, but it is a significant factor in affirming that anti-trans 

discourses and practices are not tolerated in sport.  

 Despite inclusive policies and positive attitude changes towards trans athletes over the 

years, this dissertation underlines the precarity of trans girls’ and women’s inclusion in women’s 

sport. The past few years have witnessed a growing number of discursive and material attacks on 

trans athletes in women’s sport at national and international levels. Across the United States, 

more than a hundred anti-trans bills have been proposed to suggest a ban on the participation of 

trans athletes on teams for girls and women (Sharrow, 2021). A growing number of ‘scientific’ 

research projects have been conducted to study trans women’s athletic performance and a 

growing number of sport organizations have been using this research to advise a ban on trans 

women athletes on the grounds of fairness and safety. In the face of these recent anti-trans 

efforts, the human rights framework offers a foundation to help fend off anti-trans voices and to 

uphold what trans athlete activism and allies have achieved for trans inclusion in sport, 

especially for trans women.  

 I am writing this conclusion in a socio-political context where sport has increasingly 

come to operate as a battleground for anti-trans voices and conservatives. Debates over the 

inclusion of trans athletes are shaped by transphobia and transmisogyny and, as transfeminist 

scholar A. Finn Enke (2012) writes, are used to “‘prove’ that males and females are ‘really’ 

(materially and therefore truly, unquestionably, and consistently) different” (p. 12). Over the past 

several years, severe discursive and material political attacks on the rights of trans girls and 

women to participate in sport have skyrocketed in the United States and the United Kingdom. 
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Groups outside of sport make common cause with groups in sport to push an overall anti-trans 

political agenda (Sharrow, 2021). To an alarming extent, anti-trans groups have produced 

petitions, public statements, panels, and resolutions seeking to exclude trans girls and women 

from women’s sport, including in schools. These anti-trans initiatives can generate short- and 

long-term negative consequences for trans women and girls in sport and in general. As of my 

writing, dozens of anti-trans bills have been passed in the United States to prevent trans girls and 

women from competing in women’s events (Sharrow, 2021). 

 Compared to the United States and the United Kingdom, anti-trans voices are less loud 

and severe in Canada. However, they do exist, pushing against trans rights in sport. The waves of 

anti-trans organizing at the international level can have a ripple effect on anti-trans discourses 

and practices in Canada. Although the state of trans inclusion in Canadian sport is promising for 

some trans people, research in Canada shows that participation in sport and physical activity 

remains a challenge and is often unsafe for trans, non-binary and gender-diverse people, 

especially youth (Greey, 2019; Herrick et al., 2020; Michon & Demers, 2019; Scheim et al., 

2014; Travers, 2018a; Veale et at., 2015). Anti-trans organizing carries risks of endangering the 

trans inclusive sport environment that trans athletes, activists, and allies have persevered to 

create in Canada.  

 Today, the issue of trans girls’ and women’s participation in women’s sport is central to 

anti-trans organizing, and it is a main focus for conservatives who want to attack trans rights. As 

I work to finalize this chapter, on 17 March 2022, American swimmer Lia Thomas became the 

first known trans woman to win an NCAA title (Odum, 2022). Her win created controversy. 

Anti-trans voices were quick to use her win to put forward their anti-trans politics. They put 

forward all of the usual myths about trans women athletes, transness, testosterone, and physical 
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and athletic performance differences between cis men and women, all of which I have discussed 

in this dissertation. Critics of Thomas organized around the slogan, ‘save women's sports.’ 

Republican governor Ron DeSantis of Florida, who signed a bill prohibiting anyone assigned 

male at birth from competing in women’s sports in Florida in 2021, released a transphobic 

official statement, calling Thomas a ‘fraud’ and not the ‘rightful’ winner of the tournament. He 

suggested that trans girls and women are “robbing [cis] women and girls of achievement, awards, 

and scholarships” and destroying women’s sport (Mannie, 2022). His statement is one of the 

latest examples of how transphobia can be put into circulation under the pretense of protecting 

women’s rights and saving women’s sport. Caitlyn Jenner, a famous American trans woman 

celebrity, who is a former Olympic gold medallist, came out in support of the governor. As 

Canadian trans cyclist Veronica Ivy and American writer and activist Jen Richards, who is trans, 

have pointed out, putting the issue of trans girls and women in sport at the forefront of their 

politic is a means for right-wing groups to maintain their base and to raise funds in the United 

States. 

 The political climate in the United States reminds us that anti-trans and conservative 

movements continue to weaponize the issue of participation of trans girls and women in sport to 

attack trans people in the broader society. Public attitudes in the United States remains divided, 

leaning towards bans or strict regulations on girls and women for the integrity of women’s sport 

(Cleland, et al., 2021; Flores et al., 2020; Sharrow, 2021). The increasingly explicit anti-trans 

tone in the current North American cultural climate can fuel negative attitudes in public, helping 

shape the tone of public discourse and attitudes about trans people. While online comments on 

media sites are not necessarily representative, the readers’ comments on a news article about Lia 

Thomas in The Globe and Mail (“Florida Gov,” 2022) are discouraging. 
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 I do not wish to close this dissertation with the malevolence of transphobic people. My 

dissertation emphasizes that we must (first acknowledge and) remember that trans people and 

communities have always resisted anti-trans voices and practices. In the words of Canadian trans 

activists Dan Irving and Rubert Raj (2014), trans people have “transform[ed] oppression into 

opportunity for change” in Canada. The histories of trans athlete activism that I piece together in 

this dissertation show that trans athletes have persevered against anti-trans discursive and 

material attacks over the years — and they continue to do so. Trans rugby players, Shoshauna 

Gauvin (Canada) and Isabella Macbeth (the USA), Grace McKenzie (the USA) and Verity 

Smith (UK) fought back against the World Rugby’s 2020 trans policy (Zeigler, 2020b). 

Canadian cyclist Veronica Ivy, whom I have quoted many times in this dissertation, spoke out 

against legislative attacks in the United States, calling them “cruel, unfounded and harmful”: 

They will do nothing but harm innocent children by taking away their right to play with 

people of their gender. Trans girls are girls. They are females. When we're talking about 

children, sports and playing on teams is such an important part of their social and 

intellectual development. Taking that away from already marginalized kids is nothing 

but cruel. (Morris, 2021, Trans Girls are Girls section, paras. 2, 3) 

However, the onus to speak out against anti-trans voices or to make sport inclusive and safe for 

trans and gender diverse people should not rest on the shoulders of trans athletes and 

communities. Everyone has a responsibility in this endeavour. I hope this dissertation can serve 

as part of my efforts, which I want to continue, to support trans inclusion in sport. 

 As I have shown in this dissertation, trans women athletes have received varying degrees 

of support from their teammates, coaches, sport officials, families, friends, and other activists 

within and outside sport, even in the 1970s. The extent of support for trans girls and women 

seems to be growing, as evidence by increasing media visibility, more and better policies, and 

explicit institutional statements of support for a growing number of trans and non-binary athletes. 
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These changes make me hopeful despite the efforts of those who work against trans rights in 

sport. Following World Rugby’s ban on trans women, more than 84 scholars signed a letter 

critiquing the policy, asking the organization to let trans girls and women play (Webb, 2020). 

Canadian Women and Sport, and the Canadian Centre for Ethics in Sport (2020) penned a letter 

to Brett Gosper, CEO of World Rugby, to convey their strong opposition to rugby’s ban on trans 

women athletes and to urge World Rugby to repeal it. The International Federation of Sports 

Medicine (FIMS) group also disapproved of this policy, saying that it relies on common sense 

views that mischaracterize trans women rather than on science (Hamilton et al., 2021). National 

rugby federations of Canada, France, and the United States stood against World Rugby, 

announcing that they will not implement its policy (“French Rugby,” 2021; Hamilton et al., 

2021; Morris, 2021). Rugby Canada released a statement, saying: 

Rugby Canada believes that all individuals deserve respectful and inclusive 

environments for participation that value the individuals’ gender identity and gender 

expression. We want to ensure that all participants have access to programming and 

facilities in which they feel comfortable and safe, and will continue to take all steps 

necessary to do so. (Rugby Canada, 2020) 

 Against the bills seeking to ban trans girls and women, the National Women’s Law 

Center (2020) in the United States, the Women’s Sport Foundation (2021), and a number of elite 

level athletes have spoken out. Billie Jean King, who was one of the supporters of Renée 

Richards in the 1970s, has spoken out against recent anti-trans laws. Most recently, in response 

to the transphobic backlash against Lia Thomas, Erica Sullivan, 2020 Olympic silver medallist 

and one of Thomas’ competitors in the 500-yard freestyle, wrote an opinion piece supportive 

of Thomas in Newsweek, titled Why I'm proud to support trans athletes like Lia Thomas . 

Sullivan said: 

Many of those who oppose transgender athletes like Lia being able to participate in 

sports claim to be "protecting women's sports." As a woman in sports, I can tell you 
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that I know what the real threats to women's sports are: sexual abuse and 

harassment, unequal pay and resources and a lack of women in leadership. 

Transgender girls and women are nowhere on this list. Women's sports are stronger 

when all women—including trans women—are protected from discrimination, and 

free to be their true selves. (Sullivan, 2022, para. 6) 

These waves of support for trans girls and women, with the pioneering role of trans activism in 

sport and in general, promise a better future. 
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