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We conceived of this collection at a different time.
As an editorial team, we were spurred to action in 2018. The catalyst for this was the 

rapidly growing number of publications which spread fear and misinformation about 
trans and non-binary people and the supposed danger that we pose to women, children, 
and the established moral order, especially that of the ‘West’. An untold number of these 
were published (and continue to be found) in the mainstream media, bringing ideas from 
the far-right and from trans-exclusionary branches of feminism alike to a mass audience. 
We were also concerned by the growing anti-trans sentiment within academia, dissemi-
nated primarily in conference proceedings, blog posts, and though predatory publishers, 
but also increasingly through ‘respectable’ academic outlets. We wanted to provide a 
thoughtful, well-evidenced response, which would address anti-trans arguments head-
on, while also moving the conversation forward.

Working in the fields of trans, feminist and intersex studies, the TERF wars have 
always been a frustrating distraction for us, rather than an interest as such. As research-
ers, we have sought to address inequalities and abuses of power in arenas such as health-
care, education and sports; as activists, we have fought for abortion rights, bodily 
autonomy and self-determination, fair pay, equal rights to sport participation and physi-
cal activity, wealth redistribution, open borders, and freedom from sexual violence. 
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Similarly, each of the contributors to this collection has made an impressive contribution 
to political struggles: not simply through their writing, but also through arts, culture and 
public protest. There has been much to struggle against in recent years, from the emerg-
ing climate crisis, to the resurgence of nationalist and neo-fascist movements, to the 
continued marketisation and commodification of work, education and leisure. All of this 
has been framed by the continued impact of the 2007–8 global economic crash, and the 
subsequent scapegoating of migrants, racialised minorities and the working classes.

Amidst the tumultuous chaos of the early 21st century, the TERF wars have remained 
ever-present, woven through endless threads on social media, a constant interference on 
the television and radio. Within trans and feminist communities, these incessant, fruitless 
debates sap our energy and interfere with our ability to focus on the tasks at hand. While 
the TERF wars have become far too convoluted and extensive to summarise (let alone 
analyse) within a single volume, we felt that at the very least this collection could serve 
as our reply to many trans-exclusionary arguments. Something to point to, so we can say, 
‘this is what we have to say about that’, and then all get on with more pressing matters.

We are putting the final touches to this collection in the spring of 2020, during a 
global pandemic the likes of which have not been seen for over a century. 2018 feels a 
world away; and yet, many of the most disturbing developments of recent months are of 
course a consequence of the events of the 2010s. At this juncture, it feels necessary to 
reflect on what has changed with the coming of the COVID-19 crisis – and what has not.

Marginalised social groups and individuals have been disproportionately affected by 
the pandemic. We can see this in the devastating increase in domestic abuse against 
women and children across the world (Dalton, 2020), the shock experienced within 
informal economies such as sex work (Hurst et al., 2020), and the horrifyingly dispropor-
tionate death rate for Black, Asian, and minority ethnic populations and low income 
communities in the Global North (e.g. Office for National Statistics [ONS], 2020; Yancy, 
2020). This unnecessary suffering is the consequence of long-term systemic inequalities, 
compounded in many countries by years of underinvestment, cuts and privatisation of 
public services. Trans and non-binary communities, too, are in an especially precarious 
situation. The impact will be most pronounced for individuals whose social positions sit 
at the intersection of multiple forms of marginalisation, including trans people of colour, 
disabled and elderly trans people, and trans people who are low income, immigrants, 
refugees, or homeless. As several major human rights organisations have observed, trans 
and non-binary people as a group are more at risk of exposure to the virus and of devel-
oping severe symptoms (e.g. Human Rights Campaign, 2020; Transgender Europe 
[TGEU], 2020; UN Human Rights, 2020). This is because they (we) are more likely to 
have existing health conditions and face barriers to healthcare access, such as a reluc-
tance to seek healthcare when needed due to fears and experiences of discrimination. 
Trans and non-binary people are also more likely to be disproportionately impacted by 
the socioeconomic effects of the crisis, being overrepresented in precarious and low 
income employment, as well as being disproportionately unemployed, and more likely to 
live in unstable housing conditions (Human Rights Campaign, 2020; TGEU, 2020).

As healthcare systems become overloaded, trans-specific services are already being 
deprioritised or interrupted, negatively affecting mental health and suicide risk. In the 
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UK there has been a chaotic response from gender identity clinics: many individuals 
have found their appointments cancelled, surgeries delayed, and their hormone prescrip-
tions suddenly more difficult to access. For example, the Leeds and Aberdeen gender 
clinics suspended all services after staff were redeployed in response to the COVID-19 
crisis; notably, the Leeds clinic initially failed to inform most patients that their appoint-
ments had been postponed. Concurrently, trans people in general and trans youth in par-
ticular are at increased risk of domestic violence and abuse at home due to stay-at-home 
restrictions (UN Human Rights, 2020). There have also been reports of increasing 
transphobic rhetoric in some countries as well as police abuse of COVID-19 directives 
to target and attack LGBTIQ+ individuals and organisations (UN Human Rights, 2020). 
Some countries, such as Panama, Peru and Colombia, have implemented gender-segre-
gated quarantine rules, which mean that men and women are allowed in public on differ-
ent days, the effect of which has been that trans and non-binary people have been 
subjected to harassment, abuse, fines and police violence, especially when their identifi-
cation documents’ gender markers have not been consistent with their gender identity 
and presentation (Perez-Brumer & Silva-Santisteban, 2020). On a more mundane note, it 
is important to observe our increasing reliance on the Internet for work and leisure while 
many nations are in lockdown. In many online spaces, especially within the Anglophone 
world, unmoderated transphobic rhetoric and hate speech has been on the rise over the 
last few years (Brandwatch & Ditch The Label, 2019; Colliver et al., 2019). All of this 
makes it challenging for trans people to survive and live, let alone thrive enough to have 
the extra capacity required to debate and argue about conceptual questions around sex, 
gender and feminism, or to defend one’s right to an empowering and self-defined gen-
dered existence.

Yet, these debates have not only continued to rage in the mainstream press and on 
social media,1 but also within legislatures. In a couple of last-minute edits to the intro-
ductory essay for this collection, we noted the tabling of a new anti-trans law by the 
Hungarian government of Viktor Orbán, and a series of concerning pronouncements 
from UK Women and Equalities Minister Liz Truss. The similarities and differences in 
discourse within the two countries is important. In both cases, government figures appear 
to be taking advantage of the pandemic to push back on formal recognition of trans peo-
ple, through centring ‘biological’ sex as a determining factor of social and legal identity. 
In Hungary, this move is the latest in a highly public culture war. The increasingly 
authoritarian government has sought to uphold traditional ‘family values’ in opposition 
to ‘gender ideology’, for instance through banning gender studies programmes in univer-
sities. Feminist commentators such as Eileen Boris have observed that this is part of a 
wider essentialist agenda on the part of religious and social conservatives:

The Hungarian ban .  .  . belongs to a larger rollback against dissenting intellectuals and defense 
of traditional values, in which women’s place is having children for the nation. ‘When our girls 
give birth to our grandchildren, we want them to regard it as the defining moment of their self-
realization’, Hungarian Parliament President Laszlo Kover of the ruling party declared. ‘Gender 
madness’ can only lead to the decay of civilization as it is part and parcel with sexual deviancy. 
The government proclaims a form of gender essentialism, declaring that ‘people are born either 
men or women’. (Boris, 2019, p. 688)
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Many of these concepts – such as the idea that ‘people are born either men or women’, 
or the notion that women and girlhood are defined by reproductive capacity – will be 
familiar to those who have been following the TERF wars in the UK. The difference is 
that in the UK, appeals to religious and social conservative values have been less suc-
cessful in recent decades; we have therefore seen a laundering of anti-gender talking 
points through forms of ‘respectable’ middle-class feminism. A recent essay on UK 
transphobia in the time of pandemic from trans blog The right lube observes that:

We cannot talk about the presence of TERFs without talking about the English class system. 
The Karens of Mumsnet are a gender in themselves: a gender of whiteness, a gender of the 
absurd and rigid English class system. Transphobia is a sense-making process of gender for and 
by the upper middle classes. Transphobia, posing as feminism filtered through family values, is 
a perfect potion to split solidarity between the middle and working classes and push social 
conservatism. (The right lube, 2020)

An example of how the concept of ‘biological’ sex is mobilised by those campaigning to 
define womanhood on this basis in the UK can be seen in the quotation below from 
Suzanne Moore, writing for liberal newspaper The Guardian:

Female is a biological classification that applies to all living species. If you produce large 
immobile gametes, you are female. Even if you are a frog. This is not complicated, nor is there 
a spectrum .  .  . . Female oppression is innately connected to our ability to reproduce. Women 
have made progress through talking about biological menstruation, childbirth and menopause. 
We won’t now have our bodies or voices written out of the script. .  .  . You either defend 
women’s rights as sex-based or you don’t protect them at all. (Moore, 2019)

It is not a coincidence that this notion of ‘sex-based’ rights, along with Moore’s assertion 
that ‘shocking’ numbers of ‘teenage girls’ are transitioning, has been echoed in 
Conservative minister Liz Truss’s recent statements. These include support for ‘the pro-
tection of single-sex spaces’, ‘checks and balances’ for trans adults, and ‘making sure 
that the under 18s are protected from decisions that they could make’ (Truss, 2020). Nor 
is it a coincidence that any formal policy proposals that follow from these statements are 
likely to disproportionately affect cis women as well as trans and non-binary people, 
through tying legal definitions of womanhood to reproductive capacity and undermining 
adolescents’ right to consent to medical treatment (a move that will most likely also 
impact on teenagers’ current legal right to confidentially access contraception, abortions 
and domestic violence services). This, ironically, is the front through which the war on 
women is being fought in the UK, as well as the war on trans existence, including – espe-
cially – during the COVID-19 crisis.

The TERF wars, now more than ever, are a vexing diversion away from the more 
pressing priorities for most women as well as trans and non-binary people, including 
equitable access to basic needs like healthcare, housing, employment and education. 
Moreover, they are both a consequence of and a distraction from the dangerous growth 
of nationalist sentiments across the world, as represented by authoritarian rulers such as 
Orbán, and the concurrent resurgence of interest in pseudoscientific concepts such as 
eugenics and phrenology among white elites; a connection referenced in the cover art for 
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this collection.2 The contributions this collection brings together are therefore – and 
regrettably – just as timely and relevant today as they were in 2018 when the collection 
was first conceived.

In these frightening times, we find hope in the lessons of the past, the solidarities of 
the present, and the possibilities of the future. As Jay Bernard and Cristan Williams 
wisely observe in their respective contributions to this collection, trans and non-binary 
people are always already a part of our cultures, especially our feminist and LGBTIQ+ 
cultures. Across the world, trans and feminist activists are forging alliances on the basis 
of our shared interests, fighting back against oppressive patriarchal systems and organis-
ing amidst the pandemic. We can see this in the work of groups such as South African 
advocacy organisation Iranti, which has built a united lesbian, trans and intersex alliance 
against gender-based violence, and in the contributions of activists such as trans feminist 
student leader Emilia Schneider, an organiser in Chile’s 2019–20 protests against neolib-
eral governance. In the UK, transfeminist autonomous care organisation Queercare have 
helped to pioneer the grassroots mutual aid response to the COVID-19 crisis, with their 
resources cited prominently by National Health Service bodies and the national support 
network Covid-19 Mutual Aid UK.

In our future work, we will continue to take strength and inspiration from such exam-
ples. We will once again look beyond the TERF wars, focusing instead on the lessons we 
can learn from those who stand united against oppression on the basis of sex and gender. 
We encourage you to do the same.

Funding

This scholarship was supported in part by the Wellcome Trust (grant number 209519/Z/17/Z).

Notes

1.	 One particularly prominent example from the UK involved complaints about trans women 
delivering food as part of a queer mutual aid group.

2.	 Biometrics and the use of technologies such as facial recognition as means of profiling, clas-
sification and surveillance can be seen as part of the historical trajectory of fields like phre-
nology as well as physiognomy (Bueno, 2019). Alongside tools such as magnetic resonance 
imagining, such approaches to biologically mapping the body (and the brain) have been 
claimed to biologically locate social attributes and emotive states such as disgust (Schermer, 
2008). Echoes of phenological logics can also be seen in some ‘incel’ discourse online. 
Eugenic logics are arguably echoed within fields such as epigenetics (Gillies et al., 2016); 
although of course, the necropolitical devaluing of Black bodies (as evidenced for exam-
ple in heightened COVID-19 death rates) and continued state sterilisation of trans people in 
many contexts, indicates that eugenic thinking never really went away (Gill-Peterson, 2018; 
Honkasalo, 2020).
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