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I. Introduction 

 
Thank you for the opportunity to submit testimony about USA Fencing’s efforts to include all 

women and girls in sports, and to ensure safety and opportunity for all women and girl fencers—

including women and girls who are transgender (“trans”). 

I have devoted my career to advancing opportunities for all women and girls, and to eliminating 

systemic barriers that prevent us from achieving gender justice for all. These goals drive all the 

dedicated professionals at the National Women’s Law Center (“NWLC”), where I am honored to serve as 

President and CEO. 

NWLC was founded in 1972, the year Title IX was enacted. We have worked for over 50 years to 

advance gender justice in the courts, in public policy, and in our society. NWLC is committed to strong 

enforcement of civil rights laws and eradicating all forms of sex discrimination, including sex 

harassment, discrimination against LGBTQI+ women and girls, and intersectional discrimination based 

on both sex and other protected characteristics, such as discrimination against women and girls of color 

and women and girls with disabilities. NWLC has long advocated to protect women and girls’ athletic 

opportunities, including through litigation, Title IX administrative enforcement, and policy advocacy. In 

our more than five decades of gender justice advocacy, NWLC has worked to expand opportunities for 

women and girls in all areas of life, including athletic opportunities, while rejecting efforts to distract 

and undermine that work through false narratives and fearmongering. 

NWLC’s longstanding work for reproductive freedom and its work for trans liberation flow from 

the belief each person must be free to control her own body and future. If we accept policies that police 

and exclude trans women, all women and girls suffer greater risks of body policing, especially Black and 

brown women. NWLC’s longstanding work to uplift women who are trans, women who are intersex, and 

women who are cisgender (“cis”) is a single fight for gender justice. 

This hearing and my testimony address the obligations of USA Fencing and other national sport 

governing bodies to ensure all women and girls, including trans women and girls, can participate fairly 

and safely in federation-sanctioned competitions. More specifically, my testimony addresses efforts of 

anti-trans extremists to manufacture panic about a class of women and girls who have historically 
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suffered violence and persecution, under the guise of “protecting women and girls.” This assault against 

trans people is now led by our government, which has taken historic and disturbing steps to exclude 

trans and intersex1 women and girls from key aspects of public life, from education to the voting booth.2  

As someone who has dedicated her career to fighting gender-based inequities, I want to say this 

quite clearly: it is disgraceful that our government is targeting a young trans fencer. Let me also be clear: 

this hearing does nothing to protect the wellbeing of women and girls, and efforts to misuse women and 

the gender justice movement to legitimize a media circus launched to attack a single trans woman is 

part of a larger agenda of denying the humanity of trans people.  

This hearing is also an opportunity to correct misconceptions that White House executive orders 

are law—which they are not—and that they require national sports governing bodies to “comply” with 

their demands—they do not.3 

For over 100 days, the Trump administration has relentlessly targeted women and girls across 

the U.S.: from defunding critical scientific women’s health research and gender-based violence 

prevention programs, to weaponizing civil rights laws against gender equity and inclusion, to attacking 

the programs that are critical to the well-being of women and families, from Medicaid to Head Start. It 

has completely ignored the real issues threatening safety and opportunity for girls and women, including 

in the area of sports. I detail herein pressing opportunities for this Congress and the administration to 

address disparities in resources and opportunities provided to women athletes when compared to men 

athletes.  

Trans women, who are women, bear zero fault for these longstanding disparities. We say this in 

unison with dozens of coalition groups committed to gender justice.4 It is not too late for the leaders in 

this Congress and this subcommittee to abandon their anti-LGBTQI+ fearmongering and their efforts to 

bully a teenager, and instead advance these urgent priorities.  

II. Attacking a young trans fencer has nothing to do with gender equity in sports and is in fact 
part of a larger scheme to attack young trans people. 
 
Some background on Red Sullivan and Stephanie Turner’s match is necessary. Pursuant to the 

eligibility requirements set by USA Fencing’s trans-inclusive participation policy,5 Red Sullivan, a 

nineteen-year-old fencer, entered the Cherry Blossom Tournament USA Fencing Tournament held at 

University of Maryland on March 30, 2025.6 She was rostered to compete against Stephanie Turner, a 

31-year-old fencer with 12 years of experience on Sullivan.7 As their match was set to begin, Turner 

knelt, removed her helmet and said she would not fence Sullivan, parroting the anti-trans dog whistle 

that Sullivan was not “really a woman.”8 Turner filmed this interaction and posted it on social media.9 

Turner made it clear she knew in advance of the tournament she would be competing against Sullivan, 

and instead of withdrawing from the tournament or informing the organizers ahead of time she did not 

want to fence against Sullivan, she chose to turn the interaction into a spectacle—in Turner’s words, “I 

saw that I was going to be in a pool with [Sullivan] and from there I said, ‘OK, let’s do it. I’m going to take 

the knee.10 

Since this interaction, Turner has continued to parrot anti-trans rhetoric, proclaiming that 

Sullivan is not really a woman and thus she should not have been expected to fence against her.11 

However, fencing is traditionally a mixed-gender sport, and it is common for fencers to train and 
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compete in co-ed settings.12 In fact, in the weeks leading up to the Cherry Blossom Tournament, Turner 

entered a mixed-gender fencing tournament, the Swarthmore College Phoenix Cup,13 where she 

competed against and defeated four cis men opponents.14  

In the weeks following the Cherry Blossom Tournament, Turner speculated that refusing to 

fence Sullivan would “destroy [her] life.”15 However, the single consequence Turner faced was being 

disqualified from the Cherry Blossom Tournament because she broke USA Fencing’s code of conduct by 

refusing to compete against an eligible fencer; USA Fencing confirmed this would not impact her 

eligibility for future events.16 Since then, Turner received positive media attention and accolades from 

anti-trans groups, as well as a $5,000 cash bounty for refusing to fence Sullivan from Jennfer Sey,17 an 

anti-trans multi-millionaire who founded an athletic clothing company devoted to attacking trans 

athletes and reinforcing so-called “biological purity” in sports.18 Meanwhile, Sullivan has since been 

kicked off of her college team19 and is the target of a hateful media storm: she’s been the subject of 

numerous articles and social media posts that have deadnamed her, claimed she is not really a 

woman,20 and offensively suggested that she “switched to her college’s women’s team” seeking a so-

called advantage in her (again, primarily co-ed) sport.21 

The national spectacle Turner made of her refusal to fence Sullivan is part of a larger effort by 

anti-trans extremists to increase scrutiny and surveillance of trans people, and particularly trans young 

people, in lockstep with the Trump administration’s relentless attacks. Sullivan is a teenager. The hostile 

media attention she is now facing—which, in her words, made her “entire life . . . political”22—is an 

example of the well-funded campaign to shine a distorting spotlight on the lives of young trans people in 

order to stoke bias and hatred against them. The DOGE Subcommittee’s purported interest in a regional 

tournament that most fencers enter “just for fun”23 is part of a multiprong campaign spearheaded by 

the Trump administration against trans youth. These attacks range from executive orders dismantling 

safe and inclusive educational spaces for trans youth24 to politicized investigations into those school 

districts that aim to protect the privacy, safety, and equal athletic opportunities of trans students, for 

purported violations of federal privacy25 and civil rights laws.26  

III. Anti-trans extremists’ justifications for banning trans women and girls from sports are based 
in sexist stereotypes about all women and girls. 
 
Anti-trans extremists who claim trans women and girls have an overwhelming advantage in 

women’s sports, or must be banned from sports to protect cis women from injury, are regurgitating 

tired, sexist tropes. These tropes, which underly much sex discrimination throughout society, posit that    

certain traits are innate and natural to all men and all women based on their assigned sex at birth. 

Academics call this ideology “biological determinism.”27 

Anti-trans extremists rely on biological determinism to justify banning trans women and girls 

from sports, claiming being assigned male at birth innately confers total superiority over athletes 

assigned female at birth, and increases one’s inclination towards sports participation and success. They 

use phrases like “biological males,” and refuse to recognize the very existence of trans women as a 

group, all while relying on stereotypes about men and women to support their belief that trans women 

and girls must be excluded. This approach is inaccurate, unhelpful, and only furthers discrimination 

against all girls.  
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First, bans on sports participation by trans women and girls are based on false assumptions that 

cis women are inherently inferior athletes. These bans use trans status as an inaccurate proxy for 

advantage. Yet body diversity is an inherent part of sports, and fencing demonstrates that point. In 

fencing, one major physiological advantage for any fencer is left-handedness—with up to 45% of 

championship fencers being left-handed28 compared to 10% of individuals being left-handed.29 Left-

handedness is a categorical advantage in fencing because it allows angles of attack that right-handed 

fencers are less accustomed to defending, and because left-handed fencers’ guard is the opposite of a 

right-handed fencer’s, they can parry and counterattack more easily.30 However, left-handed fencers are 

not segregated into a separate league despite the significant advantage their inborn trait confers.31  

Moreover, it is incorrect to assume trans women’s bodies and capabilities are the same as the 

bodies and capabilities of cis men simply because they have the same assigned sex at birth. The vast 

majority of the research anti-trans extremists cite compares cis men and cis women, not trans women 

and cis women—however, even looking only at cis athletes, these narrow sex-based assumptions about 

athletic performance do not hold true.32 

Our bodies are far more complicated than anti-trans extremists assert, and while they have 

sought to perpetuate the harmful myth that womanhood entails being weaker and less athletic, the 

relationship between one’s sex and “advantage” is not cut and dry. Again, we need only look at Turner’s 

own experience repeatedly defeating cis men in competition to see this.33For all these reasons, bans on 

sports participation by trans women and girls are based on false assumptions that cis women are 

inherently inferior athletes and use trans status as an inaccurate proxy for advantage. Put another way, 

if unfair advantage really is the issue, USA Fencing would have more justification for banning left-handed 

cis women from competition than trans women. 

Second, risk of injury is inherent in playing sports, but it is not true that trans women and girls’ 

bodies are consistently bigger, taller, and stronger than cis women and girls’ bodies. The reality is that 

differences in body size, strength, and mass are inherent in sport (including an incredibly wide range in 

body size, strength, and mass among cis women). There are many nondiscriminatory ways to prevent 

injury that do not ban an entire group of women and girls from play—and which should be prioritized 

for all athletes, cis or trans. These include ensuring coaches have access to adequate and effective 

resources, ensuring athletes are properly trained on best safety practices and compliance with rules in 

their sport,34 incorporating protective gear into uniforms, and consistent maintenance and inspection of 

equipment and facilities. 

IV. Banning trans women and girls from sports does nothing to address the serious issues of 
sexism and inequity women and girl athletes face.  

 
Today women and girls continue to lose out on opportunities to hone their athleticism—not 

because trans women and girls are being included in play, but because schools cannot be bothered to 

provide them with the same quality of equipment, facilities, safe areas to train in, or coaching they 

furnish to their men’s and boys’ teams. I invite those who profess their commitment to equal 

opportunity in sports to shift their focus from perpetuating attacks against a vulnerable group of women 

and girls and instead join NWLC in addressing the actual barriers women and girls in sports face to equal 

athletic opportunity. 
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Before Title IX was enacted 52 years ago, women and girls were explicitly—and as a matter of 

course—denied opportunities to play sports, denied equal training and support, and otherwise denied 

the opportunities to develop athleticism that were provided to men and boys, all based on the 

assumption men and boys were categorically athletically superior and naturally inclined towards 

physical activity and competition in a way that women and girls were not. At that time, opponents of 

gender equity in sports advanced the biological determinist argument that women and girls were 

naturally less athletic than men and boys to justify discriminatory inequities in opportunities and 

resources given to them as compared to men and boys. 

This reductive narrative harms all women and girls. It invites harassment of any woman, cis or 

trans, who excels at her sport and does not conform to narrow stereotypes of femininity. For example, 

journalists exposed a Utah commission secretly investigating whether a cis girl was “a real girl” based on 

complaints that she didn’t look “feminine enough” and was performing well in her sport, as they sought 

to enforce the state’s anti-trans sports ban.35 In a separate incident in 2024, a Utah state school board 

member posted a picture of a cis girl on a high school basketball team on social media and suggested 

she was trans, leading to intense cyber bullying of the girl and threats against her family—to the point at 

which she required police protection.36 A nine-year-old cis girl with short hair was brought to tears 

during a track meet in 2023 when an adult disrupted the event to question whether she was “truly” a 

girl.37  

Black and brown women and girls, whose bodies have historically been subject to excessive 

scrutiny for nonconformity with white-centric ideals of femininity, are especially likely to face such 

scrutiny. For example, throughout her career, Serena Williams has endured racist and sexist scrutiny of 

her body, including comments alleging that “[s]he is built like a man” or that “[she] was born a guy” 

because of “[her] arms, or because [she’s] strong.”38 Another Black woman, Caster Semenya, was forced 

to submit to a battery of invasive medical tests because of her speed and success as an Olympic track 

athlete, for the purpose of determining whether she was “feminine enough” to continue competing 

with women.39 When Dutee Chand, an Indian woman sprinter, faced scrutiny from fellow athletes for 

her “stride and musculature” being too “masculine,” she was ordered by an international sporting body 

to undergo invasive, traumatizing medical examinations.40 At the 2024 Olympics, the global anti-trans 

extremist movement leaned into its calls for sex testing and body policing against brown women by 

targeting Olympic boxers Imane Khelif and Lin Yu-Ting (both cis women) for mass harassment and 

scrutiny.41 

Biological determinism is also the driver of the longstanding, chronic refusal to invest in 

women’s and girls’ sports programs. This includes: 

• Fewer opportunities overall: Despite significant progress in addressing sexist disparities in 
providing chances to play, women and girls continue to have fewer opportunities to participate 
in sports.42 

o In 2019, high school girls were offered fewer high school team spots than existed for 
boys in 1972, the year Title IX was enacted.43  

o Girls of color have fewer opportunities to participate in school sports than are available 
for either boys of color or white girls.44  

o Most intercollegiate athletic departments are not meeting any of the standards Title IX 
sets for schools to demonstrate equity in sports opportunities.45  
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o NCAA institutions would need to provide women an additional 148,030 sports 
opportunities to provide women the same ratio of opportunities that are offered to 
men.46  

• Denial of resources: When girls and women do have a chance to play sports, they are frequently 
provided worse facilities, uniforms, and equipment; receive worse coaching; suffer less support 
and publicity; and experience a host of other inequities—all this sends a corrosive message to 
girls and women that they are “less than” men and boy athletes.47  

o In the world of professional sport, women consistently report gender bias in pay and 
being passed over for promotions in favor of men in their field.48 

o Women and girl athletes face an egregious gap in compensation compared to men and 
boys, which Name, Image, and Likeness (NIL) deals threaten to worsen,49 yet, just a 
week after his unlawful executive order seeking to ban trans women and girls from 
sports, purportedly undertaken to “protect” female athletes,50 President Trump 
rescinded51 the Biden administration’s Title IX guidance on NIL compensation, which 
was designed to close this gap. 

o Because the Trump administration has made significant cuts to reduce the capacity of 
the Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights (OCR), women and girls are being 
forced to weather the inequities in resources and opportunities to play given to them as 
compared to men and boys without the ability to vindicate their rights. By firing over 
half of the people who investigate Title IX complaints and shuttering seven of the twelve 
OCR regional offices despite 12,000 pending complaints (with over 6,800 of those 
complaints being investigated by the shuttered offices), the Trump administration has 
hamstrung OCR from holding schools accountable for civil rights violations, including 
violations of Title IX for not providing women and girls equal athletic opportunity.52 

• Endemic abuse: Sexual abuse of athletes remains a rampant and persistent issue, harming 
athletes of all ages and at levels of play—federal agency research estimates up to 48% of 
athletes experience a form of sexual harm, often inflicted by teammates, coaches, or team 
doctors.53 (It is perhaps worth noting that there is every indication that the overwhelming 
majority of this abuse is perpetrated by cis people.) 

o Congress created the U.S. Center for SafeSport to share findings on sex abuse of athletes 
with national sports governing bodies and the Olympic committees—and one of the 
Center’s first surveys found 93% of athletes who survived sexual abuse never reported 
their experience.54 Among athletes who did come forward and report sexual misconduct 
in their sport, 18% were punished or retaliated against.55 
 

These are real threats to women and girls who are athletes. Trans women and girls are 

responsible for zero of these problems. They are in fact harmed by them, just like cis women and girls. If 

this committee is genuinely interested in addressing and preventing sex discrimination in women’s 

sports, it would be far better served by focusing on these threats to safety and opportunity rather than 

misusing the language of gender justice to enact harm against women and girls who are trans.  

V. The leaders in Congress responsible for this hearing are distracting from the serious harms the 
Trump administration, including DOGE, is perpetrating against women and girls. 
 

There are a wide range of areas that the DOGE subcommittee could focus if the goal is to ensure the 

safety of women and their equal opportunities in sports and beyond. Since Trump took office, DOGE has 

launched attacks on essential programs like Medicare, Medicaid,56 and Social Security;57 threatened 
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public education;58 disrupted the functioning of Head Start and forced programs to close across the 

country;59 terminated staff responsible for enforcing federal protections against sex discrimination;60 

slashed funding of essential scientific research impacting women’s health;61 cut funding for services for 

survivors of domestic violence;62 and more. 

Now, to pay for more tax cuts for billionaires and wealthy corporations, Congress is seeking to 

codify and deepen many of these harms, taking up a budget reconciliation bill that threatens to make 

massive cuts to core programs that help women and families afford health care, groceries, child care 

and more, like Medicaid, the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), Temporary Assistance 

for Needy Families, and the Social Services Block Grant.63  

Women are not served by efforts to leverage the whole of government to bully and intimidate a 

nineteen-year-old because she qualified for and participated in a fencing tournament. We are served by 

fully funded schools, cancer research, caregiving supports, Social Security, and Medicaid. Women and 

girls deserve a Department of Education that takes its obligations to enforce civil rights law seriously—

not one that warehouses 12,000 student complaints, leaving students experiencing discrimination with 

half the number of staff ready to respond, all while threatening schools that fulfill their obligations 

under law to protect and include LGBTQI+ youth.64 

It is no accident that the Trump administration is devoting so much attention to harming 

LGBTQI+ people, and specifically to excluding trans people from public life. Spreading fear is a well-worn 

tactic to convince people to accept dangerous levels of surveillance, policing, and government control, 

while distracting them from a government’s failure to make their lives better. The wholly manufactured 

panic around trans girls and women has done nothing to make any of us safer, more prosperous, or 

more connected to one another. The women and girls, both cis and trans, who have been harmed and 

will be harmed by the unprecedented efforts to defund and break our institutions and our government 

are the ones whom I am thinking about today. 

VI. Conclusion 

 
I encourage Congress to pursue policies that meaningfully increase gender equity and promote 

fairness. For example, we could make it safer and easier for student athletes to report harassment and 

sexual misconduct. We could ensure schools offer women’s and girls’ sports resources equivalent to the 

resources they provide programs dedicated to men’s and boys’ sports. We could protect all women and 

girls’ access to healthcare, including reproductive health care and gender affirming health care.  

We could address gender inequity in pay and promotions, workplace harassment and bias, the 

failure to support women who both work and have caregiving responsibilities. We could ensure that all 

women and their families have access to the affordable, high-quality childcare, paid family and medical 

leave, and elder care that enable them to thrive. We could invest in public schools and in the programs 

that ensure women and families can meet their basic needs. Daily, my colleagues and I at NWLC work on 

these issues to advance opportunities and equity for all women and girls, and we invite all policymakers 

to focus on these urgent issues with us. 

Thank you again for the opportunity to testify on behalf of the strong consensus among the 

gender justice and survivor advocacy movements: our trans sisters belong, in sports and everywhere. 
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https://www.world.rugby/the-game/laws/law/9. 
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