
Is  screening  “Adult  Human
Female”  an  opportunity  for
respectful  debate  and
discussion?
By a trans member of staff at the University of Edinburgh who
has chosen to remain anonymous

 

In  December  2022  the  University  of  Edinburgh  cancelled  a
planned screening of “Adult Human Female”, a film that has
received  criticism  for  its  one-sided  and  inflammatory
depiction of trans people, after protests that the event would
“contribute  to  an  unsafe  and  unwelcoming  environment  on
campus” for the trans community lead to a judgement by the
University that “safety could no longer be guaranteed for all
present”. This decision was met with calls of censorship by
the filmmakers and their allies, and the University has now

agreed to reschedule the screening for the 26th April, to be
followed by a panel discussion. The University has argued that
this film should be screened in the interests of academic
freedom,  freedom  of  expression  and  “facilitating  an
environment where staff and students feel that they are able
to discuss challenging topics”. However, I argue that this
film is not of sufficient academic standard to merit a showing
on  University  campus,  nor  would  a  screening  encourage
“respectful debate and discussion”. If the University goes
ahead with this event as planned, it would implicitly endorse
unacademic and biased perspectives, thereby failing to uphold
its own legal obligations “to ensure the health, safety and
welfare  of  all  employees  whilst  at  work”,  and  failing  to
properly  apply  law  and  the  University’s  own  Dignity  and
Respect Policy.
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In order to explore this topic with nuance we must first
examine the relevant context. There has been a 400% increase
in  journalistic  coverage  of  transgender  issues  in  recent
years, with noticeable trends of oversimplification of the
facts and concepts underpinning the debate, and inaccurate
reporting around statistics and the law. A critical discourse
study of representation of trans people in the British press
carried out in 2019 by Paul Baker, Professor of Linguistics
and English Language at Lancaster University, concluded that:

[While] on the surface there appear to have been improvements
[…] there are large swathes of the press which write about
these topics in order to be critical of trans people and many
articles  which  consequently  paint  trans  people  as
unreasonable and aggressive. The picture suggests that the
conservative press and most of the tabloids have shifted from
an  openly  hostile  and  ridiculing  stance  on  trans  people
towards a carefully worded but still very negative stance.

 

Such “carefully worded” negative coverage exemplifies tacit
(or “dog whistle”) transphobia, defined as “actions designed
to harm or take away trans people’s human rights […] even when
not expressed in explicitly transphobic language”.

 

Moreover, further critical discourse studies have corroborated
Baker’s  findings,  adding  that  their  research  had  revealed
linguistic  patterns  among  journalistic  coverage  of  trans
issues which undermine point eight of the National Union of
Journalists code of conduct, that a journalist should produce
“no material likely to lead to hatred or discrimination on the
grounds of a person’s age, gender, race, colour, creed, legal
status, disability, marital status, or sexual orientation”,
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noting  that  “negative  representations  of  transgender
identities are offered to the readers, which contribute to the
reinforcement  of  hate  and  transphobia”  and  linking  the
evolution of this coverage to rising rates of transphobic hate
crimes  (a  500%  increase  in  Scotland  between  2011/12  and
2021/2).

 

This anti-trans movement has been led by well-funded lobby
groups  who  use  recognised  techniques  of  cognitive
radicalisation  to  push  its  agenda  under  the  cover  of
“reasonable concerns” and “free speech”. The main arguments of
this movement, often self-titled “gender critical”, hinge on
rejecting the concept of gender as a whole, asserting that
biological sex is binary and immutable, positing trans people
and their allies as delusional, and that any education on the
topics of gender is ideological dogma. These assertions reject
a wealth of academic research and oversimplify complex topics
such as biological sex (biologists have been arguing that
biological sex is not binary since the 1960s, and there is
already a plethora of academic writing on how sex is a social
construct).  They  also  rely  on  outdated  notions  that
transgender identities are a mental illness. Much has already
been said about the flaws in trans-exclusionary logic. Suffice
it to say the basic cognitive dissonance at the root of this
movement renders debate extremely difficult; by rejecting the
concept  of  gender  identity,  the  entire  academic  field  of
gender studies is also rejected along with upwards of 60 years
of research and analysis. The movement has received criticism
for citing sources which have been roundly debunked for their
methodological flaws and bias. It relies heavily on anecdotal
evidence and lived experience, while rejecting the same from
trans individuals and allies. For these reasons it is nigh
impossible to have a productive conversation in good faith
with  “gender  critical”  activists,  as  has  been  documented
myriad times.
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Now that the stage has been set, let us turn out attention to
“Adult  Human  Female”.  The  film’s  main  thesis,  that  trans
rights threaten women’s rights, relies on the same assertions
mentioned above: that gender does not exist, that biological
sex is binary and unchangeable, and that at best trans people
are deluded, at worst they are using trans identity to act
with criminal intent. The film bases its entire argument on
the idea that the trans rights movement is eroding women’s
rights, right down to the definition of the word “woman”,
hence  the  film’s  title.  Ignoring  the  fact  that  the
philosophical  thesis  of  “Adult  Human  Female”  as  the  only
definition  of  “woman”  has  itself  already  been  thoroughly
dissected and disproven, the name of the film itself is a
well-known dog whistle, (a seemingly innocuous phrase designed
to communicate hidden meanings to those “in the know” and to
stoke  outrage  when  criticised  by  those  aware  of  its  true
significance): it directly references a publicity campaign by
prominent  anti-trans  activist  Kellie-Jay  Keen-Minshull,  AKA
Posie Parker which was roundly condemned as transphobic. Keen-
Minshull has spoken openly about how she believes transition
is  “preposterous”  and  that  single-sex  toilets  should  be
policed  by  “men  with  guns.”  She  has  engaged  in  public
harassment  of  trans  women,  and  has  been  linked  to  alt-
right/neo-Nazi groups.

 

This film repeats Keen-Minshull’s (provably false) rhetoric
that trans people are a threat to women and children, equating
transfeminine people to male predators masquerading as women
to get access to women’s spaces, and trans-inclusive education
as “grooming”, a refrain recycled from Anita Bryant’s 1977
campaign to stoke moral panic against homosexuality in the
name of protecting children and the family.
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“Adult  Human  Female”  focuses  in  particular  on  the  prison
system, competitive sports and public toilets. It paints trans
women being placed in women’s prisons as a threat to the other
inmates, with no acknowledgement of the extreme threat, both
of psychological harm and physical violence, that trans people
face if placed in a prison that does not correspond to their
gender. Furthermore, the film does not acknowledge the abuse
already inherent in prison systems, as perpetrated by both
inmates and staff regardless of gender, nor does it seek to
address  this  issue  in  any  way  beyond  scapegoating  trans
inmates, who themselves are disproportionately the victims of
sexual violence in prisons, as reported by Just Detention
International:

One study of California prisoners found that 59 percent of
transgender women housed in men’s prisons had been sexually
abused while incarcerated, as compared to 4 percent of non-
transgender inmates in men’s prisons. […] Once targeted for
abuse, the majority of transgender survivors are subjected to
repeated sexual assaults.

 

Turning  its  attention  to  competitive  sports,  “Adult  Human
Female” once again uses selective sources, this time to make
the  outdated  and  biologically  inaccurate  argument  that
“biological  men”  are  innately  stronger  and  faster  than
“biological  women”,  thus  positioning  trans  women  at  an
advantage  if  allowed  to  compete  in  women’s  sports.  This
assertion  not  only  perpetuates  the  misogynistic  stereotype
that women are biologically weak and need to be protected, it
is also based on oversimplified and inadequate science:

Currently,  there  is  no  direct  or  consistent  research
suggesting  transgender  female  individuals  (or  male
individuals) have an athletic advantage at any stage of their
transition  (e.g.  cross-sex  hormones,  gender-confirming
surgery) and, therefore, competitive sport policies that place
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restrictions on transgender people need to be considered and
potentially revised.

 

Policies that are based on similar pseudo-scientific theories
have been shown to perpetuate racism as well as transphobia,
finding  that  “testosterone  regulations  disproportionately
affect women of colour from the global south.” According to Dr
Vanessa Heggie, Historian of Science & Medicine, “the problem
with sex testing for sports is that none of the ‘kinds’ of sex
correlate perfectly with sporting ability, so any test will
exclude competitors with no physical advantage.” Many factors
besides  biological  sex  can  give  athletes  an  “unfair
advantage”, from socio-economic background to height, but we
do  not  currently  separate  most  sports  by  either  of  these
categories. Indeed “Adult Human Female” altogether ignores the
very real possibility that women’s sports exist as a separate
category in part to prevent women from competing against men
in order to protect the fragile male ego from the risk of
female victory. The film promotes the idea that trans athletes
are  trying  to  “cheat  the  system”,  perpetuating  the
transmisogynstic idea that trans women are simply men trying
to use the guise of womanhood to get an unfair advantage. Such
demonising ideology not only adds to the hostile discourse
surrounding trans people, but in this case contributes to an
atmosphere of stigma, discrimination, and even gender-based
violence keeping trans people out of sport, access to which is
considered  a  human  right  by  the  International  Olympic
Committee among other organisations. It also contributes to
misogyny  more  widely:  “‘Gender  critical’  feminists  are
constructing  and  mobilising  very  particular,  contested
versions of biological ‘facts’ that are also lending support
to the politics of anti-feminist organisations.”

 

The  film  once  again  turns  to  recycled  bigotry  and
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fearmongering in its assertions about the threat of allowing
trans people access to the public bathrooms or changing rooms
that align with their gender. Transfeminine are now painted
with the same demonising brush once used for lesbians and
bisexual  women,  implying  that  their  presence  in  women’s
bathrooms or changing rooms is inherently predatory. Not only
has  this  been  disproven,  it  also  contradicts  evidence
suggesting that queer people of all genders and sexualities
are often targeted with harassment or assault in these spaces
based  not  on  their  biological  sex,  but  entirely  on  their
queerness. Queerphobic attacks like this are motivated by the
very rhetoric of fear and disgust this film espouses against
trans  people.  Furthermore,  this  rhetoric  also  negatively
affects anyone who does not conform to rigid ideas of gender,
and threatens freedom of expression for all. After all, the
only ways to ensure that people are using the “right” bathroom
are  either  by  policing  the  way  people  dress  and  present
themselves  to  more  rigidly  adhere  to  binaristic  ideas  of
gender, or by performing invasive and degrading checks. Once
again, the film plays into the misogynistic trope of women as
weak and needing to be protected, an idea that has fuelled
systemic  violence  for  centuries  and  contributed  to  the
oppression and victimisation of the black, gay, and now trans
communities. It fosters a culture that puts trans people in
danger  not  only  of  attack,  but  of  the  psychological  and
physical  health  consequences  of  avoiding  using  public
bathrooms when needed for fear of reprisal. Myriad research by
academics,  healthcare  professionals  and  sexual  assault  and
domestic violence organisations has shown that best practice
with regard to public bathrooms and changing rooms is to be
trans-inclusive, or even to de-gender these spaces altogether
and provide private cubicles. All of this research is absent
from the film, the better to maintain its transphobic agenda.

 

The film obsesses over the imagined intrinsically predatory
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nature of transfeminine people to the point where it somehow
ignores  the  existence  of  transmasculine  people  altogether.
Unless, that is, it can set these people up as yet more
victims  of  a  “gender  ideology”  which  indoctrinates  young
“girls” and persuades them to make irreversible changes to
their bodies that they will undoubtedly come to regret. This
not  only  further  emphasises  the  film’s  fundamentally
misogynistic theme of innate female victimhood, removing all
agency from these people in the name of “protecting” them, it
also misrepresents the process of transition and statistics on
detransition.  Puberty  blockers,  a  temporary  and  reversible
medical intervention postponing puberty allowing adolescents
more time to discover their gender, are associated with vastly
reduced rates of suicidality among trans people. The referral
period for gender affirmation surgery for trans people is at
least 5 years in the UK, contradicting the sensationalist
notion  that  children  are  being  rushed  into  irreversible
medical intervention. Rates of regret among those who have had
gender affirmation surgery is incredibly low, lower than the
average  rate  of  regret  following  commonplace  but  serious
surgeries  unrelated  to  gender  affirmation,  despite  the
former’s much higher level of scrutiny. Detransition rates
commonly cited by anti-trans activists come from studies that
have  since  been  debunked  for  their  serious  methodological
flaws. Furthermore, studies show that the majority of those
few  who  do  detransition  cite  external  factors,  such  as
societal discrimination and unsupportive family, and that:

A  care  environment  that  welcomes  and  normalizes  authentic
expression of gender identity, affirms surgical goals without
judgement, and de-stigmatizes the role of mental health in the
surgical process are foundational to mitigating the occurrence
of any form of regret.

 

Contrary to scientific findings, “Adult Human Female” asserts
that  gender  diverse  education  and  gender  affirmation
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brainwashes  children  into  making  serious  and  irreversible
medical  decisions.  This  editorial  decision  at  best
infantalises  transmasculine  people  of  any  age,  at  worst
repeats the tired and offensive rhetoric of gender diversity
as mental illness, thus contributing to the kind of hostile
environment that contributes to the very transition regret
they claim to deplore.

 

As evidenced by these points alone, “Adult Human Female” was
made with no academic rigour and no respect for the trans
community, and a screening will not result in a “respectful
debate and discussion”. It advocates for the banning of trans
people from single-sex spaces, in direct opposition to current
anti-discrimination  law,  and  disregards  the  advice  of  the
World Health Organization by proclaiming the prejudiced view
that trans people are mentally ill.

 

And  then  we  have  the  panel  members.  All  of  them  are
contributors to the film and represent the same opinions I
have  debunked  above.  The  panel  will  be  comprised  of  the
filmmakers, Dr Deirdre O’Neill and Professor Mike Wayne, a
self-identified “gender critical” member of staff, Dr Shereen
Benjamin,  Lisa  Mackenzie  from  the  “gender-critical”  policy
analysis  collective  Murray  Blackburn  Mackenzie,  and  Susan
Smith, the co-director of For Women Scotland, an organisation
that has repeatedly spread fearmongering misinformation about
transgender identities and related legislation. For example,
For Women Scotland stated with no supporting evidence that
“every country” with self-ID laws have had these laws abused
by  “predatory  males  and  other  criminals  and  fraudsters”
(although  no  evidence  of  such  abuse  appears  to  exist,
according  to  Victor  Madrigal-Borloz,  the  U.N.  independent
expert on sexual orientation and gender identity). It also
claimed that the GRC reform will provide trans people with
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additional protections in conflict with the Equalities Act
(2010), where in reality it will only make the process of
obtaining a GRC easier and less demeaning for trans people,
and will not affect their protections which are already in
place under the Equalities Act (2010). This biased nature of
the panel undermines the claim that there will be space for
respectful debate at this event.

 

It seems clear to me that the purpose of this film and this
event is to promote misinformation and discrimination against
trans  identities,  encouraging  transphobic  hatred  in  a
concerted effort to undermine and overthrow the human rights
of trans people, as set out in the European Convention on
Human Rights, the Human Rights Act 1998 and the Equality Act
2010. The anti-trans lobby would have us believe that the
refusal to platform their baseless fearmongering constitutes
censorship, and that trans rights activists are some kind of
internationally organised elite cabal. If that sounds like
familiar rhetoric it’s because the ostensibly liberal “gender
critical” movement has attracted the attention of alt-right
fascist groups who are now influencing the movement in turn.
The fear of an imaginary well-organised, well-funded global
movement for trans rights is ironic, considering that between
2009 and 2018 Europe received USD$707.2 million in “anti-
gender  funding”  with  money  coming  in  large  part  from
fundamentalist  religious  organisations  from  Europe  and  the
United States and “influence factories” and “laundromats” run
by Russian Orthodox oligarchs. The sinister undercurrent of
dark  money,  right  wing  organisations,  radical  figures  and
extreme ideology within the anti-trans movement is explored
more in this award-winning limited series podcast.

 

The University’s argument that hosting this screening promotes
“freedom of expression” not only undercuts its reputation for
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academic  rigour  and  impartiality,  it  also  fundamentally
misunderstands this right as it is laid out in Article 10:
Freedom  of  Expression  of  the  Equality  and  Human  Rights
Commission: “Article 10 protects your right to hold your own
opinions  and  to  express  them  freely  without  government
interference”. Nowhere in Article 10 is it stated that freedom
of expression includes the indiscriminate right to a platform,
nor the use of a University venue to disseminate one’s views.
Refusing to host a screening of this film would not constitute
“government interference”. It would not prevent the film’s
supporters from holding or discussing their views, nor would
it prevent anyone interested from seeing the film, which is
freely accessible on Vimeo and Youtube. Cancelling this event
would simply be the decision of an academic institution not to
endorse a blatantly unacademic film and a biased panel event.
As Article 10 also states:

Public authorities may restrict this right if they can show
that their action is lawful, necessary and proportionate in
order  to  […]  protect  the  rights  and  reputations  of  other
people.  […]  An  authority  may  be  allowed  to  restrict  your
freedom of expression if, for example, you express views that
encourage racial or religious hatred.

 

Evidence shows that anti-trans stigma “limits opportunities
and access to resources in a number of critical domains (e.g.,
employment, healthcare), persistently affecting the physical
and mental health of transgender people.” And there is already
legal  precedent  for  deplatforming  views  that  encourage
discrimination. Hosting, and thereby endorsing, a one-sided
event promoting anti-trans stigma constitutes a failure to
provide the University’s Public Sector Equality Duties as laid
out in section 149 of the Equality Act (2010):

A  public  authority  must,  in  the  exercise  of  its1.
functions, have due regard to the need to—

https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/human-rights-act/article-10-freedom-expression
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eliminate  discrimination,  harassment,1.
victimisation  and  any  other  conduct  that  is
prohibited  by  or  under  this  Act

 

Moreover  I  submit  that  this  film  and  panel  event  both
constitute harassment as per section 26 of the Equality Act
(2010):  “unwanted  conduct  related  to  a  relevant  protected
characteristic  [gender  reassignment]”  that  has  the  effect
of “violating [the] dignity” of and “creating an intimidating,
hostile,  degrading,  humiliating  or  offensive
environment” for trans staff and students. I also believe that
hosting a screening of this film would be in breach of the
University’s Dignity and Respect Policy:

Expectations of the University as an employer and provider of
education will be to ensure that:

It fosters a positive culture for working and studying
which permits freedom of thought and expression within a
framework of mutual respect.
It treats staff and students with openness, respect and
dignity at all times.
Complaints of harassment, bullying or discrimination are
treated seriously and with discretion.
Staff and students feel safe and are listened to when
raising concerns about behaviour.

 

The  only  way  the  University  could  provide  objective
justification for going ahead with this event would be if it
were  to  also  show  an  equivalent  film  showing  the
counterarguments  to  “Adult  Human  Female”  and  provide  an
unbiased panel. However even then we must consider the issue
of weighting. When equal platforms are offered to both sides
of a debate, especially by a respected academic institution,
these two sides are positioned as equally weighted, regardless

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/section/26
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/section/26
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of the result of the debate or the quality of scientific and
academic  evidence  supporting  either  side.  Political
commentator John Oliver has illustrated this issue with regard
to the climate change debate. The university has an important
gatekeeper role here. Offering “Adult Human Female” as one
side of an argument bestows upon it more academic merit than
it deserves, much as offering a platform for climate change
deniers skews the legitimacy of an otherwise valid debate.

 

In  platforming  the  views  of  people  who  seek  to  spread
misinformation and further persecute a marginalised group, the
University of Edinburgh is in dereliction of its duties to
prevent discrimination and the spread of misinformation, to
protect the trans community, and to provide a safe and healthy
environment  for  work  and  study  for  a  disadvantaged  and
underrepresented  community.  According  to  the  Equality  and
Human  Rights  Commission’s  guidance  on  gender  reassignment
discrimination: “Indirect discrimination […] happens when an
organisation has a particular policy or way of working that
puts  people  with  the  protected  characteristic  of  gender
reassignment  at  a  disadvantage.”  A  policy  of  “academic
freedom”  is  all  well  and  good  when  it  does  not  directly
disadvantage a protected group. Consider how it would look for
the University to host an event in the interests of “academic
freedom”  about  the  (non-existent)  dangers  that  homosexuals
pose to children, and you will better understand why this
event is discriminatory. I would argue that the University has
objective justification for cancelling the event in the form
of “taking positive action to remove discrimination” at the
University. Sharon Cowan and Sean Morris put it best in their
journal article “Should ‘Gender Critical’ Views about Trans
People Be Protected as Philosophical Beliefs in the Workplace?
Lessons for the Future from Forstater, Mackereth and Higgs”:

In advocating for freedom of speech, it might be tempting to
turn to the state as an entity which should remain neutral,
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ensuring  that  groups  with  opposing  beliefs  tolerate  one
another. But legislation such as the EqA [Equality Act (2010)]
does not adopt a neutral position, nor should it. The purpose
of  such  legislation  is  to  advance  equality  by  making
discrimination unlawful, protecting those vulnerable to less
favourable treatment because of a protected characteristic.

 

As a trans member of staff and a graduate of the University of
Edinburgh  I  have  borne  witness  to  the  changing  attitude
towards trans people within the University over the past few
years. Before the heightened profile of our community in the
news, there was ignorance, yes, but overall an atmosphere of
respect, safety and dignity for the trans community here. Now,
the University pays lip service to this community, even as
intolerant rhetoric is protected and sanctioned in the name of
freedom of thought and expression, despite the fact that such
rhetoric contributes to an increasingly hostile environment
for trans staff and students. I include below some examples of
this increasing hostility:

Gardner-Hall,  Daisy.  “The  Backlash  to  Pronoun  Badges
Shows Transphobia Is Alive and Well at Edinburgh.” The
Edinburgh Tab, 30 Aug. 2018. Accessed 6 Apr. 2023.
Fleming,  Amelia.  “Transphobic  stickers  found  on
Edinburgh campus, saying ‘women’s sex based rights are
not  for  penises’”  The  Edinburgh  Tab,  4  Oct.  2018.
Accessed 6 Apr. 2023.
Miller,  Sophia.  “More  transphobic  stickers  have  been
found outside the Edinburgh Uni library” The Edinburgh
Tab, 22 Oct. 2018. Accessed 6 Apr. 2023.
Edinburgh  University  Students’  Association.  “Take  a
Stand  against  Transphobia  on  Our  Campus  (November
2018).” Edinburgh University Students’ Association, Nov.
2018. Accessed 6 Apr. 2023.
Mitchell,  Hilary.  “Entire  Edinburgh  University  LGBT
committee quit in dramatic protest against ‘anti trans’
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Julie Bindel talk” Edinburgh Live, 6 Jun. 2019. Accessed
6 Apr. 2023.
Butcher, Sophie. “More transphobic stickers have been
found on Edinburgh Uni campus” The Edinburgh Tab, 27
Nov. 2020. Accessed 6 Apr. 2023.
Kucuk,  Ece.  “Transphobic  stickers  found  on  West
Nicholson Street before International Women’s Day” The
Student, 8 Mar. 2021. Accessed 6 Apr. 2023.
Meehan, Anna. “Transphobic stickers have been spotted
again on Edinburgh University campus” The Edinburgh Tab,
9 Mar. 2021. Accessed 6 Apr. 2023.
Butcher,  Sophie.  “EUSA  trustee  says  trans  women  are
‘lying’ and ‘delusional’ in set of ‘transphobic’ tweets”
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2022. Accessed 6 Apr. 2023.
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that  donates  to  anti-LGBT+  American  Republicans”  The
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Ring, Ellie. “Edinburgh LGBTQ+ officer claims university
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The University spends what little time it dedicates to trans
issues on virtue signalling. All actual work to make this
community feel supported and respected falls upon the Staff
Pride Network and PrideSoc, who do all they can within a
framework that protects bigotry couched in academic terms and
condemns proportionate upset from the objects of that bigotry
as aggression or delusion. My trans colleagues and I have
advocated  for  extensive  and  mandatory  trans-inclusive
sensitivity and unconscious bias training, but the University
will not make room in its budget for the appropriate resources
beyond optional training and toolkits that must be sought out
and a short “Diversity in the Workplace” training course which
was already out-of-date when I took it as a new member of
staff.

 

And now we are expected to engage in “respectful debate” about
our innate criminality and right to autonomy at an event that
spectacularly fails the University’s Public Sector Equality
Duties to “foster good relations between persons who share a
relevant protected characteristic and persons who do not share
it”  with  a  panel  made  up  exclusively  of  people  who
fundamentally  do  not  believe  in  our  existence,  our  lived
experience, our very sanity. These people made a film about us
without our input, and with absolutely no respect for our
dignity and rights, nor the science that supports affirmation,
nor our right to self-determination. They appear averse to
“respectful debate” on good faith terms, they will not have
their minds changed, and they simply seek to indoctrinate
others  with  their  pseudoscientific,  fear-based  vitriolic
hatred. Most people affected by the content of this film will
not feel safe in such an environment, meaning that the film’s
inaccuracies will likely go unchallenged, and transphobia will
gain yet another foothold on our campus. “Adult Human Female”
contributes to an environment of intolerance, hostility and
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violence and it would be an act of extreme negligence for the
University to host, and thereby legitimise, such a baseless,
fearmongering piece of propaganda. To quote philosopher Karl
Popper:

If  we  extend  unlimited  tolerance  even  to  those  who  are
intolerant,  if  we  are  not  prepared  to  defend  a  tolerant
society against the onslaught of the intolerant, then the
tolerant will be destroyed, and tolerance with them. […] We
should therefore claim, in the name of tolerance, the right
not  to  tolerate  the  intolerant.  We  should  claim  that  any
movement preaching intolerance places itself outside the law
and  we  should  consider  incitement  to  intolerance  and
persecution as criminal, in the same way as we should consider
incitement to murder, or to kidnapping, or to the revival of
the slave trade, as criminal.

 

I urge the University to spend some time reflecting on its
duties of academic rigour, bipartisanship, and the prevention
of discrimination, as well as its understanding of the right
to freedom of expression. I advise it to seek to find a more
sensible interpretation of Article 10, one which does not
apportion extra rights and protections to hate groups, nor
encourage and platform such rhetoric that would impinge upon
the rights to safety, autonomy and education of one of its
most vulnerable communities.
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Screening Adult Human Female
at  the  University  of
Edinburgh: A response
University of Edinburgh Staff Pride Network Committee 

This response also has the support of UCU Edinburgh branch and
University of Edinburgh Unison branch. 

 

Free speech, academic freedom, freedom of expression. These
are all phrases applied tactically to justify questioning the
validity or the rights of people with marginalised identities.
Most  will  be  familiar  with  the  history  of  scaremongering
fostered by right-wing, often religious groups, designed to
fuel moral panic directed at the gay community during the AIDS
epidemic in the 80s and 90s which extended into legislation
(including Section 28 in the UK) which limited the rights of
gay people to live freely.  The arguments often centred around
the  need  to  ‘protect  children’,  typically  due  to  the
conflation  of  queer  identities  with  predatory  behaviour
towards minors. Today, we see the same tactics being levied at
the trans community and it is happening here at the University
of Edinburgh under the guise of academic freedom.  
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On the 26th of April 2023, the group Edinburgh Academics for
Academic  Freedom  plans  to  screen  the  film  ‘Adult  Human
Female’. Their event description begins with two provocative
questions: 

Is it really harmless when men identify into the female1.
sex?  
Is it progressive for doctors to modify the bodies of2.
young people in the name of changing their ‘gender’? 

These questions on the surface may appear like a reasonable
inquiry, when in fact they are a thinly veiled attempt to
undermine the lived reality of trans people’s lives. Permit me
to unpack this for you, and feel free to skip this section if
you’ve already figured it out. 

 

The first question, by inference, is implying that it might be
harmful for “men to identify into the female sex”. This sets
up the premise that the organisers believe that trans women,
who it appears they are referring to here when they say ‘men’,
are just men choosing to identify as women. It questions the
validity of their identities and implies it might be a choice
taken for potentially harmful reasons.  

 

The  second  question  is  written  in  a  manner  that  implies
doctors are modifying the bodies of young people to change
their gender. It centres the medical profession as the ones
potentially doing harm to a vulnerable group. “Think of the
children” – remember? Now, this could be the set-up for a
discussion about surgeries performed to enforce binary gender
on  intersex  children,  children  with  diversities  of  sexual
development, when they are too young to consent to the surgery
or haven’t had time to establish their own gender identity
before undergoing surgery. Unfortunately, if you are familiar
with the content of the film, this is not the case. What do



they mean by modifying? Are they referring to puberty blockers
which  are  reversible?  Do  they  refer  to  well-established
hormone therapies based on those used by cis people at many
stages of their lives? Do they mean trans affirming surgeries
for which the referral period is currently at least 5 years in
the UK? This “think of the children” style dog-whistle does
not instill much hope that the content of this event will
feature  real  stories  from  trans  people  who  experience
navigating  trans  affirming  healthcare.   

Then there’s the decision to put the word gender in quotes.
This implies they do not really believe gender is a real thing
(and if you read their blogs on the subject you’ll know this
to be true). It’s a consistent belief of those ascribing to
the  “gender-critical”  movement  that  biological  sex  is
immutable,  binary  and  factual  (erasing  chromosomal  and
hormonal variation, intersex lives, and multiple non-European
cultural worldviews) and that only gender is a construct.
There is an abject failure to appreciate that the way we
understand sex is also a human construct, something people
have created language around in order to understand and label
it. Furthermore, our understanding of both sex and gender,
like all scientific understanding, is subject to change when
given new evidence and information. 

 

Then let’s look at who is being represented on their panel.
First,  we  have  their  film-makers  whose  expertise  lies  in
journalism and film-making, so one might assume they will be
there to discuss production of the film itself? Then we have a
panel member who is staff at the University of Edinburgh that
has organised a number of anti-trans events and contributed to
AFAF blogs questioning trans rights, and another who is a
member of a policy analysis collective who regularly writes
about trans rights from a gender-critical position. Finally,
we  have  the  co-director  of  an  organisation  whose  primary
campaign function has been to prevent the reform of the Gender

https://murrayblackburnmackenzie.org/our-background/


Recognition Act. So, how exactly will these two questions be
treated by this panel? Every panelist appears to have the same
agenda.  

There is no evidence of trans people forming part of the
panel, so there will be no one to represent how trans
people might experience the questions posed.  
There is also no one from the medical community, or
anyone  with  academic  expertise  in  human  biology,
available  to  contribute  to  these  questions.   

We are left to assume that responsibility will lie with the
audience. In the face of a panel so clearly opposed to trans
rights and trans people existing on their own terms, it will
take a very brave person to challenge this ideology. It also
begs the question of whether it is even ethical to expect a
trans person to put themselves in the position of defending
their existence against people so clearly opposed to it. Then
there’s the question of the role of allies in this situation.
If  you  are  not  trans  and  you  understand  how  hateful  and
problematic  the  content  of  this  film  is,  what  is  to  be
achieved by arguing with the panel about it? Do you expect to
change their minds? Is this the right environment to attempt
to educate the rest of the audience about how problematic it
is, given you will likely only have a few minutes to ask one
question against the upwards of 90 minutes the film lasts plus
the time the panel will have to speak? It is our contention
that this is a fruitless task at best and deeply risky to
someone’s well-being to be forced into the position of trying
to challenge this event as part of the audience. This event
represents an echo-chamber of 1 specific viewpoint that is
very clearly a vilification of trans people, questioning their
right to exist, under the guise of academic freedom. That the
event is hosted at the University of Edinburgh only adds to
this  veneer  of  credibility  as  it  appears  our  esteemed
institution  endorses  these  hateful  views.  

 



We are putting efforts into supporting a peaceful protest
outside the venue that will be an opportunity to take a stand
against transphobia on our campus. This peaceful demonstration
will take place opposite the Gordon Aikman Lecture Theatre
from 5.30pm, allies welcome. Also on the 26th April, at 6.30pm
HCA are hosting a talk entitled Saving Lives and the Colonial
Project of Gender at the Centre for Global Indigenous Futures
by  Professor  Sandy  O’Sullivan,  a  transgender/non-binary
Wiradjuri (Aboriginal) person leading the Intimacies node of
the  Centre  for  Global  Indigenous  Futures  at  Macquarie
University.  This  talk  in  HCA  was  arranged  prior  to  the
announcement of the rescheduled screening.  

International  Asexuality  Day
2023
Today is International Asexuality Day. To our asexual members
we wish you a Happy International Asexuality Day and to the
rest  of  our  members  today  is  a  day  to  learn,  to  share
knowledge, and to be the best allies you can be to our asexual
friends. Feel free to raise awareness with our asexual flag
Staff Pride Network logo design (credit to Gill Kidd, SPN
graphic design volunteer).

 

https://internationalasexualityday.org/en/

 

https://www.stonewall.org.uk/about-us/news/six-ways-be-ally-as
exual-people
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Allyship in Informatics
 by Jonathan MacBride (he/him)  IGS Administrative Assistant 

 

Today (Monday the 27th March 2023) the School of Informatics
emphasised their allyship of trans and non-binary people at
the University of Edinburgh. It’s not often as a cis gay man
that I see inclusion at a high level. Today I felt that little
bit more valued, motivated, inspired, more proud to work in
Informatics. Allyship is usually seen where individuals want
to make a difference in ways they can achieve. Today the
School  of  Informatics  quarterly  School  General  Meeting
featured  the  Director  of  People  &  Culture  Chris  Heunen
presenting the School Values, announcing a new family fund
grant and then giving time for a former Staff Pride Network
Trans & Non-Binary Rep to share insights about being a good
ally to LGBT+ people. Dr Gina Gwenffrewi shared some of her
personal story, comparing her life as an undergrad at Cardiff
University 20 years ago, unable to be her true self, unable to
achieve  her  full  potential,  to  now  at  the  University  of
Edinburgh where she has achieved her PhD, currently teaching
Introduction to Trans Studies to UoE undergrads. It’s quite a
turnaround which she puts down to being able to live and study
as  Gina,  focussing  only  on  what  she’s  here  for.  Gina
highlighted that if we can all show respect and care to trans
and non-binary colleagues and students that they will be more
successful in their research and work, happier, healthier,
more creative, instinctive.  

How do we do that? Baby steps are a start. A Rainbow Lanyard
shows others that you are a safe person to approach. Hang one
from your pocket or on your office wall if you don’t tend to

https://blogs.ed.ac.uk/staffpridenetwork/2023/03/30/allyship-in-informatics/


wear it round your neck. Ask someone which pronouns they use
and respect their answer. Add your own pronouns to your e-
signature. Many people aren’t familiar with gendered names of
cultures around the world so not only does it highlight your
understanding of inclusion, it helps others know who they’re
replying to. After all, here in Edinburgh a ‘Chris’ could use
he/him, she/her or they/them.  

A non-binary Informatics PhD student explains how the world
around them impacts their day-to-day life:  

“In  most  scenarios,  I  am  the  first  non-binary  person  my
colleagues will have encountered. Maybe English is not their
first  language,  and  they  have  never  learned  that  it  is
grammatically acceptable and correct to use “They/Them” for a
single person. Maybe English is their first language and they
have just never had to think in this way before. There is
nothing wrong with learning, and making mistakes. However,
there is a huge mental load on being everyone’s first learning
experience, that could be reduced by faculty members and staff
simply by showing support in their actions and using the right
etiquette. 

It takes a significant amount of energy (and quite honestly
courage) to persevere through conversations where someone is
knowingly and consistently using the wrong pronouns for me.
All anyone needs to do is ask if they forget, and correct
themselves and others when they make a mistake.” 

Persie Rolley-Parnell, RAS PhD 

What  do  I  hope  was  achieved  today?  Perhaps  a  few  people
hearing a trans woman speak in person for the first time,
personalising a message which they have only heard in the
media. Maybe a message they haven’t heard before, particular
to their role in the School, relating it to how they teach,
how they interact. A fellow trans and/or non-binary staff
member or student could have been sitting there feeling hope,

https://pronouns.org/
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that things in life will get better. Or simply that one person
tells another that a trans woman spoke at their School General
Meeting. Visibility makes a difference. Personalisation of an
issue. 

The  Informatics  Forum  reception  has  a  small  stock  of  the
latest  design  of  UoE  Rainbow  Lanyards,  featuring  a  more
inclusive Progress Pride flag. Anyone with a staff card can
also get them free from Card Services at the Main Library.
They are available to everyone from the Visitor Shop who sell
them with a card holder for £2. 
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World  AIDS  Day  2022:  Why
We’re  Wearing  Red  and
Fundraising for Waverley Care
 

The University of Edinburgh Staff Pride Network have had a
long-standing relationship with Waverley Care, Scotland’s HIV
and Hepatitis C charity. Cathy and Katie (members of the SPN
committee) attended an event for supporters in October to
learn more about the work of the charity to support those
living with HIV in Scotland. We heard from a great speaker who
had benefited from the support that Waverley Care offers, and
had since gone on to work for the charity so that he could
share what he has learned and gained from his experience with
others in need. 

Waverley Care inspired us to support their Wear Red for World
AIDS Day initiative, to create awareness of how the work of
Waverley Care has provided support for decades, and continues
to support, people living with HIV and AIDS.

World AIDS Day is marked every year on the 1st of
December, and aims to bring people together to
unite in the fight against HIV, raise awareness
and challenge the stigma that surrounds living
with the condition.
We  would  like  to  invite  all  staff  and  students  at  the
University of Edinburgh to join us in marking World AIDS Day
this year! Please take part by wearing red on World AIDS Day
(Thursday 1 December), and by donating at least £1 to our
fundraiser for Waverley Care.

Donate now via our dedicated JustGiving page.
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If every member of staff at the University of
Edinburgh were able to donate just £1 each, that
could  generate  over  £15,000  in  donations  for
Waverley Care, a great charity doing incredible
work in our city.
 

We  are  also  delighted  to  be  collaborating  with  Edinburgh
College of Art in hosting an event on the Thursday 1 December
at 6pm in West Court (Edinburgh College of Art): The Farewell
Symphony, a talk by Sam Moore, is a musing on the AIDS crisis,
disappearance, and queer histories. We hope you can join us
for the event in your red regalia.

Register to attend The Farewell Symphony via EventBrite.

The event is free to attend, but if you have the means, we
suggest  that  each  attendee  make  a  donation  of  £2  to  our
fundraiser for Waverley Care.

Donate now via our JustGiving page.

Learn more about Waverley Care.

 

 

Update  on  Availability  of
Pride Lanyards
Due to a huge demand over the past few weeks for the new Pride
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Progress lanyard, we are already very low on supply. Another
order has been placed and we hope to have more stock available
from mid-October. Our merchandise request form is closed for
the time being.

 

If  you  have  submitted  a  request  for  a  lanyard  via  the
Microsoft form, you can expect to receive an email in the
coming days with an indication of when we expect to be able to
fulfill your request. Apologies for the delay and thanks for
bearing with us – we’re delighted to see so much interest in
supporting the Pride Progress message!

 

In the meantime, you can try contacting the User Services desk
at your nearest campus library, as these teams may have a
limited stock of lanyards available.

 

We will also have a small number of lanyards available at this
week’s upcoming evening social on Friday 7 October. Join us to
hang out and you just might get your hands on a highly sought-
after Pride Progress lanyard!

Celebrate  Drag  Queen  Story
Time  with  Edinburgh
International Book Festival
A  staff  member  was  asking  Jonathan  yesterday  about  the
controversy with ‘Drag Queen Story Time’ and telling him about
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their family’s positive experience, taking his daughter to
Celebrate Pride With Mama G! at the Edinburgh International
Book Festival. Jonathan asked him if he would put it in an
email for us to share with members and he has, below!

I just wanted to let you know that I thoroughly enjoyed a
recent trip to the Edinburgh Book Festival with my daughter
Tilly and some of her wee friends. On Saturday 27th Aug we
went to ‘Celebrate Pride with Mama G!’ which was a 2 hour
event on the main stage at the book festival with music and
stories all centred around LGBTQ+. Tilly really enjoyed the
hour or so we were there. Mama G was great with the kids
(Tilly was very enamoured with her outfit) and gave a nice,
interactive, history of Stonewall that Tilly enjoyed singing
along with , “Love is love is love is love”! . The two
stories we were able to listen to were great and it was nice
to hear stories (read by Juno Dawson and Jodie Lancet-Grant)
that were more inclusive than Tilly is usually exposed to,
mainly as that is what is generally available in mainstream
kids’ books.

Join  us  at  Edinburgh  Pride
2022
SPN at Pride Edinburgh

We invite members, allies and students to join us for the
Pride Edinburgh March on Saturday 25 June!
The SPN marching troupe will be meeting at 11:30 on the day at
Levels Café on Holyrood Road. Speeches start at 12:30 and the
march moves off at 13:00.
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If you can’t make it to Levels beforehand but still want to
join in, just look for our marching banner – it will be 3
metres wide and looks like the image above!

For a quiet space after marching:

Members are invited to meet at the Informatics Forum from
14:00 – 17:00. Join us for refreshments and a marching troupe
debrief!  Please  note  that  this  private  space  is  being
facilitated for University of Edinburgh staff and students
only. Entry will be via Robbie on the march, through the side
entrance  and  building  sign-in.  Call/TXT/iMessage/WhatsApp
(07905517428) or even teams message Robert (Robbie) Court to
access later in the afternoon.

Note: We will keep this post up to date throughout the day and
I’ll try and share our location during the march. 

Live updates:
Live location: https://maps.app.goo.gl/d8d45uCRVSKGdAi67

14:00  we’re  meeting  by  the  rino  head  /  gift  shop  by
informatics

https://maps.app.goo.gl/d8d45uCRVSKGdAi67


12:40 were by the traffic lights



10:20 myself and the banner are now in levels cafe having
breakfast so feel free if you want to be fashionably early.



8:44 Prepping for meeting at levels cafe. The refreshments are
all ready at the informatics forum at the end of the Parade
route.  The  banner  has  poles  this  year  so  wind  permitting



should be above the crowd. [fingers crossed].

Iona Community: Student Week
this September with Mx Ashwin
Africanus Thyssen
10 – 16 September: Students’ Week (title tbc) A week for
students  to  experience  life  in  the  community,  to  share
laughter and stories, to explore the island and to reflect on
current concerns.

This week is jointly led by Iona Community staff with staff
and students from Glasgow and Edinburgh Universities and the
Student Christian Movement. We are delighted that we’ll be
joined  by  Mx  Ashwin  Africanus  Thyssen  from  Stellenbosch
University for this week.

https://iona.org.uk/visit-and-stay/iona-abbey-centre/iona-abbe
y-programme-
bookings/?fbclid=IwAR2DhbgZdvhzn5GnSr1G8EA3XQfYKLbhqAXd5v12EIw
O7sCGzQWozghMZDU
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