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Demonstrators gather outside the White House in 2017 to protest the Trump administration’s reversal of an Obama-era
policy that allowed transgender people to openly serve in the military. The Pentagon has since announced new polices to
protect trans service members. (Image: Ted Eytan)

ARTS, HUMANITIES, & SOCIAL SCIENCES

‘Game pieces in the culture wars’
With 117 bills proposed across 33 U.S. states, 2021 is a record-breaking year for anti-trans legislation.

M
ore than 250 bills (https://www.hrc.org/press-releases/2021-slated-to-become-worst-year-
for-lgbtq-state-legislative-attacks) aimed at reducing the rights of LGBTQ+ people are
currently working their way through state legislatures in the United States, or have already
been passed. Thirty-three states, including Pennsylvania, have introduced upwards of 100

bills (https://www.cnn.com/2021/04/15/politics/anti-transgender-legislation-2021/index.html) specifically
targeting transgender and gender non-conforming children and adults. As the country begins to emerge
from the pandemic’s shadow, 2021 is shaping up to be a banner year in many ways, including an
unprecedented amount of proposed anti-trans legislation.  

Meanwhile on a national level, the Education Department announced
(https://www.nytimes.com/2021/06/16/us/politics/title-ix-transgender-students.html) on June 16 that
discrimination against students on the basis of sexual orientation or gender identity is prohibited under
Title IX, a 1972 law that prohibits sex-based discrimination in federally funded schools. The change reverses
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one (https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/22/us/politics/devos-sessions-transgender-students-rights.html)
of numerous Trump-era policies curtailing transgender rights
(https://www.nytimes.com/2019/12/06/us/politics/trump-transgender-rights.html).

“We definitely are in the middle of a major cultural war, a major political war,” says Heather Love
(https://www.english.upenn.edu/people/heather-k-love), professor of English in the School of Arts &
Sciences (https://www.sas.upenn.edu/). “You can’t go through the Trump presidency and not think that
there is a kind of crisis around white male identity.” Many of the societal problems plaguing America—like
deindustrialization and affordable health care—are difficult to fix, she says, while policing bathrooms and
locker rooms is more manageable and easier to accomplish.

Philadelphians celebrate the outcome of 2020’s presidential election, waving the Progress Pride Flag while marching through
Center City. The U.S. saw the rollback of trans civil rights protections in health care, education, housing, employment, and
other areas under the Trump administration. (Image: Rashaad Jorden, also featured on homepage)

When there is pent-up tension within society, “gender and sexuality provide an easy outlet for persecution,”
Love says. “Trans youth are being attacked in that context, as a vulnerable population that is continually
served up, like game pieces in the culture wars.”

“I’m not sure if the intent is actually to cause trans death,” says Love, “but that will certainly be the effect.”
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‘A level playing field’

Of the 117 state bills focusing on gender identity that were introduced in 2021, 58 target gendered spaces
and activities such as bathrooms, locker rooms, and school sports. Twenty-nine aim to further restrict access
to gender-affirming medical care. 

The sports-related bills would require students to play on teams consistent with their birth-assigned sex,
framing it as a Title IX issue. This includes HB 972, Pennsylvania’s “Save Women’s Sports Act
(https://epgn.com/2021/04/06/pa-legislators-introduce-anti-trans-sports-bill/).”

Athletics is often portrayed as “a level playing field,” says Love, “cordoned off from all the inequalities and
power dynamics that we know to be true in society. You just put everybody on the field and they can work it
out in some kind of fair arena.” 

In reality, she says, sports are integrated into culture, and in the U.S. they can be tied to scholarships,
accolades, and even future earnings. Citing a 2020 Connecticut lawsuit (https://apnews.com/article/sports-
e881f5a74c82b931650142dee0e59fd3), detractors claim transgender girls would have an unfair
physiological advantage over cisgender teammates if allowed to play on girls’ teams. This, some lawmakers
have alleged (https://apnews.com/article/tennessee-judiciary-75aecf3b586e90f590944a54094d394a),
would deny young cisgender women athletic scholarships, despite the fact that no trans students have been
offered athletic scholarships since the NCAA approved a trans-inclusive policy
(http://ncaanewsarchive.s3.amazonaws.com/2011/september/transgender-policy-approved.html) in 2011.
Trans-identified people make up 0.6% of U.S. adults, according to a 2020 Gallup poll.
(https://news.gallup.com/poll/329708/lgbt-identification-rises-latest-estimate.aspx)

“Is there this huge group of trans women taking over athletics?” asks Erin Cross
(https://penntoday.upenn.edu/2015-01-22/interviews/staff-qa-erin-cross), director of the University’s
LGBT Center (https://lgbtc.vpul.upenn.edu/). “No. A lot of these bills are out of fear. The fear of not being
able to put people into boxes. 

“This is a way to build up ideas around fear that the country is changing, and we need to hold on to our old
values,” continues Cross. “I think a lot of these folks have never met a transgender person. A trans person—
you’ll see—[is] just like anybody else.”

We’re talking about mental health issues, we’re talking about separation from
community and family. There are economic [and] educational repercussions

and consequences for not allowing folks to be who they are.
Causha Antoinette Spellman, a Ph.D. student in the School of Social Policy & Practice
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This includes Lia Thomas, co-chair of Penn Non-Cis (https://upennnoncis.wordpress.com/), a club that
aims to build community for trans and non-cis people. “One of my big concerns for trans people is feeling
alone,” she says. “Even if you don’t pay attention to the news … [about] states proposing and passing vicious
anti-trans legislation, it can feel very lonely and overwhelming.” 

For Thomas, relief has always been found in the water. Swimming is “a huge part of my life and who I am.
I’ve been a swimmer since I was five years old,” she says. “The process of coming out as being trans and
continuing to swim was a lot of uncertainty and unknown around an area that’s usually really solid.
Realizing I was trans threw that into question. Was I going to keep swimming? What did that look like?” 

Thomas took a year off during the pandemic and will swim for the Penn women’s team in her senior year.
“Being trans has not affected my ability to do this sport and being able to continue is very rewarding,” she
says.

‘Saving adolescents’

In April, 2021, under the “Save Adolescents from Experimentation (SAFE) Act,”
(https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/new-arkansas-law-and-similar-bills-endanger-transgender-
youth-research-shows/) Arkansas became the first state to ban doctors from administering hormones or
puberty blockers to minors. Puberty blockers
(https://www.plannedparenthood.org/learn/teens/puberty/what-are-puberty-blockers), which are also
administered to treat precocious puberty in cisgender children, are sometimes prescribed to trans children
experiencing gender dysphoria to delay the onset of secondary sex characteristics. Were a child to cease
taking these medications, by choice or by circumstance, puberty would resume its initial course. 

Studies have found that trans and gender non-conforming youth are at a greater risk of suicidality than the
general population, and that access to gender-affirming care (https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32273193/)
and social support (https://www.thetrevorproject.org/trvr_press/landmark-study-finds-39-percent-of-
lgbtq-youth-and-more-than-half-of-transgender-and-non-binary-youth-report-having-seriously-
considered-suicide-in-the-past-twelve-months/) significantly lowers that risk. Yet, Love says, language in
laws like the SAFE Act suggests that government inference is necessary to protect children from harm.
“There’s a kind of fantasy that, because they’re in the space of development, somehow trans life could be
stopped,” says Love. “If you stop youth from becoming trans then you solve the problem, whereas we know
that not to be the case. … Unfortunately, it’s a time when people are extremely vulnerable.”

Trans youth are being attacked …as a vulnerable population that is continually
served up, like game pieces in the culture wars.

Heather Love, professor of English in the School of Arts & Sciences
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People in Los Angeles protest in 2020 against police brutality. According to the HRC’s annual report, at least 44 transgender
and gender-nonconforming people, a disproportionate number of whom were Black trans women, were killed in the U.S. in
2020. (Image: Mike Von on Unsplash)

“The biggest misconception is that trans people are confused and you can change them,” says Causha
Antoinette Spellman (https://www.sp2.upenn.edu/people/view/causha-a-spellman-timmons/), a social
welfare Ph.D. student in the School of Social Policy & Practice (https://www.sp2.upenn.edu/). “We’ll look
back on this time and there will have been a concentration of suicides as a result of children and youth not
being able to be who they are.” 

“We have a big fear response to anything that deviates from ‘normality,’” says Spellman. Western society,
they say, claims that its citizens need to operate from within binaries or the system won’t work, but what
that really means is that the system will no longer uphold patriarchal privilege. Spellman says, “We know
that a system that works for trans people works for everyone.” 

Spellman, who studies Black and Indigenous queer and trans youth at the intersection of the child welfare,
mental health, and juvenile justice systems, came out as non-binary while in earning their masters in social
work at the University of Hawaii. There, Spellman was surrounded by “an entire population and community
of folks [for whom] the third gender, or māhū, was revered and were the holders of their culture,” they say.
“Learning about that level of Indigeneity in a gender that doesn’t exist on the binary gave me the freedom
that I didn’t find in Western culture.”

Gender expansion

When it comes to ideas about gender, Love says there is “a real groundswell of transformation in the U.S.,
particularly among young people,” and these bills are a direct response to try and stop that transformation.
“You can limit access to health care or punish people who are in schools at the moment, but these are violent
measures that can’t really stop the wave of what’s happening,” she says. 

“It’s collapsing,” agrees Amy Hillier (https://www.sp2.upenn.edu/people/view/amy-hillier/), associate
professor in the School of Social Policy & Practice (https://www.sp2.upenn.edu/). “The monster appears
biggest before it falls.”

“The idea that everybody fits neatly into this boy or girl category, this man and woman category, is
oppressive for anyone who wants to know themselves better,” Hillier says. “It’s imposed on us, it’s a form of
social control, and it doesn’t give us room to explore.” 
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While the American Academy of Pediatrics supports a gender-affirmative care model, proposed bills like Texas Senate
Bill 1646 seek to criminalize caregivers for providing minors with medical access. (Image: Ted Eytan)

Judith Butler (https://www.routledge.com/Gender-Trouble-Feminism-and-the-Subversion-of-
Identity/Butler/p/book/9780415389556) and other queer theorists argue that gender has been “made to
seem like the most central, biologically natural thing in the world,” says Love. “You know, people are just
men or women, get used to it. That’s a fact. But if it were actually so natural, if it were actually just the way
things are, why would you need such violent policing around it?” Love asks. “You have to force it to appear
natural.”

Ideas about sex and gender have shifted throughout history, says Spellman. An estimated 1-2% of the U.S.
population (https://www.plannedparenthood.org/learn/gender-identity/sex-gender-identity/whats-
intersex#:~:text=Being%2520intersex%2520is%2520also%2520more,ways%2520someone%2520can%252
0be%2520intersex.) is intersex, and gender roles have always varied by culture, era, and influence. “What
we now call transgender or gender expansive has existed in Indigenous cultures across the world since the
beginning, as long as people have existed,” they say. “There was a time when wigs and high heels were
reserved for men of high esteem, and high caliber, and money and power. Somewhere along the line, it
shifted to femininity and therefore weakness.”

Sexism and patriarchy are at the heart of these efforts, says Hillier. “The gender binary is about keeping
people in their place. It’s very threatening when folks start to question these categories. For some folks, it’s
the undoing of the moral order.”
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The ramifications of legislation

Trans and gender non-conforming individuals are disproportionately exposed to violence, discrimination,
and suicidal ideation, says Spellman. Losing access to gender-affirming care or being legislated out of
participating in public life amplifies all of these risks. This vulnerability worries Spellman. 

PFLAG members march in the 2012 Capital Pride parade. LGBTQ youth who report having at least one accepting adult in
their lives were 40% less likely to report a suicide attempt in the past year, according to the Trevor Project’s 2019 National
Survey on LGBTQ Youth Mental Health. (Image: Adam Fagen)
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“I’m scared. We’re talking about mental health issues, we’re talking about separation from community and
family,” they say. “There are economic [and] educational repercussions and consequences for not allowing
folks to be who they are.” 

Spellman is particularly concerned about the mental impact of the proposed and passed bills on trans youth,
especially as states reopen. School-age children have to navigate a return to physical classrooms and the
ensuing academic push from teachers and administration. “What they’re missing,” says Spellman, is that
students “won’t be on track academically” if they’re simultaneously navigating restrictions around gender
expression and bathroom usage.  

“Everyone is probably aware of a young person in crisis right now,” Love says. But for trans and gender non-
conforming youth in particular, the collision of this onslaught of anti-trans legislation with the emergence
from more than a year of isolation is a crisis moment, she says. From Love’s perspective, athletic
participation is not about getting a trophy, but about developing a basic sense of well-being: “To cut off
people’s access to this kind of affirmation and community, especially now, seems like an incredible act of
cruelty.”
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