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Blind spotting
Transwomen in combat sports: 
Sacrificing Equity For Equality
[image: OFFICIAL MMA LOGO COLLECTION" Sticker for Sale by CultureShop | Redbubble]The suggestions and conclusion of this report are purely based on research. This report covers how allowing transgender women to compete in cisgender women’s combat sport sacrifices equity for equality. We will look at recent occurrences, do transgender women have a biological advantage? As well as how does it affect combat sports (When using the term combat sports, we’re referring to Mixed Martial Arts/MMA/Cage fighting).








For decades, sports that rely on physical traits to compete have been separate by sex; this is done by having male and female divisions. Furthermore to encourage equity, these two divisions are broken down in to weight classes.











(Example of sex divisions and weight classes from the UFC, the current largest combat sports organisation [1]).

When comparing scientific research such as the comparison of bone density, muscle mass, strength, cardiovascular conditioning etc, between male and female. The majority of the data would suggest that males have a physical advantage to females; which could also entail in transgender women being physically superior to cisgender women (heavily depending on when/if the transgender woman has taken hormone suppressors).
[image: figure 1]










(Graph that quantifies and measures the extent of male performance advantage, when comparing elite female and male achievements in sporting activities[2])

The challenge we are faced with
The main challenge with this subject is trying to find an equal playing field for both competitors (transgender women and cisgender women) in combat sports. Without evidence, simply stating it’s not fair on cisgender women could be classed as a bad take; this is because sports is not fair. However there is a fair amount of research on genetic/biological differences between male and female sexes. 
In all sports, competitors will have an advantage over their opponent; whether it’s muscle mass or height/reach, there will always be a genetic advantage for one if not both of the fighters. Here are some key facts on the athletic advantage men have over women:
Bone Density: Males have greater bone mass density at the distal tibia and hip, as well as greater tibial cortical thickness; which could grant male athletes greater skeletal integrity[3]. Due to there being more bone, there is a larger surface area which can help support muscle and muscle growth.
Muscle mass & strength: Scientific research has shown that women athletes that have been equally trained with men, have muscle strength in the range of 40 to 75% to their male counterpart [4].
Cardiovascular conditioning: Due to having greater lung capacity and larger hearts than women; men have a greater cardiovascular reserve [5]. In layman’s terms, with each heartbeat, a larger heart can pump more blood around the body; Greater lung capacity can also allow for more air  to be inhaled. These two factors have a major impact on an athletes endurance and performance of a sustained period of time.

The effects/consequences of transgender women competing in cisgender women’s combat sport
One of the largest controversies regarding this subject is an event organised by Capital City Cage Wars, that allowed a transgender woman, Fallon Fox to compete against cisgender woman, Tamikka Brents back in 2014 [6].
[image: Fallon Fox VS Tamikka Brents - YouTube]







	   
  


(Fallon Fox ‘left’ and Tamikka Brents ‘right’ at the weigh-ins [7])
Unfortunately for Tamikka Brents, Fallon fox won via technical knockout (punches), 2 minutes into the first round. To show the extent of how much Brents was overpowered by Fox, she received seven staples to her head, suffered a concussion and had fractured her orbital bone [8].
When news broke that a transgender woman had fractured a cisgender woman’s skull during an event, a tide of distasteful/transphobic comments plagued social media pages linked to combat sports. Elite athletes began to speak out on the event; for example Rhonda Rousey (at the time, was the UFC women’s bantamweight champion, and arguably the largest name in women’s combat sports) told TMZ; “I’ve tried to research it a lot. I feel like if you go through puberty as a ‘man’ it’s not something you can reverse… There’s no undo button on that.” [9]
	In light of this event, most people could argue that the fighters know what they’ve signed up for and that serious injuries can occur in a fight. However the counter argument to that, would be if one fighter is majorly genetically/biologically advanced that the other, then the fight could be classed as a mismatch.





Potential solutions
Tackling this issue can be difficult as we’re trying to find a level ground for transgender women and cisgender women by balancing the many factors that complicate the matter.
1. Do we keep transgender women in the male fighting divisions?
No, as this would be discriminatory against the fighters gender identity. As well as the transgender woman being at disadvantage from using hormone blockers.
2. Do we create a separate division for transgender fighters?
Due to the rise of transgender women in combat sports being a fairly new topic, there simply isn’t enough transgender fighters to create a separate division. Also this again could be seen as discriminatory by somewhat segregating transgender fighters.
3. Following the IOC (International Olympic Committee), do we create similar guidelines where transgender women are allowed to compete if their testosterone is held below 10nmol/L [10]?
This solution seems to be somewhat more in the right direction, however the testosterone levels of cisgender female athlete is only between 0.12 and 1.79 nmol/L [11]; which would be significantly lower than the testosterone limit and again put cisgender women at a disadvantage.
4. Do we abolish and replace divisions based on sex?
This could be an option that could perhaps be explored more in the future. As of now their currently isn’t enough research and tests conducted to find what the common ground is between cisgender males, cisgender females, transgender males and transgender females if these divisions were replaced.

Conclusion
Looking at the scientific research of the athletic advantage a male has over a female, we can see that in combat sports (and athletic sports) men have a clear genetic/biological advantage over women. Now when a male transitions into a transgender female, depending on their conversion therapy treatment, they too would have a clear genetic/biological advantage over cisgender women.
	Unfortunately when trying to find a level playing field, the fairness and equity of the sport can become easily unbalanced. Due to transgender women being introduced into cisgender women sports is still a fairly new concept, there simply isn’t enough research and evidence that supports transgender women competing in combat sports being fair and/or safe for cisgender women fighters.
	That being said, we should still be researching and looking at possible solutions via other avenues (other similar athletic sports), that can benefit and not segregate transgender women from combat sport. However at the same time we cannot simply sacrifice equity for equality as it could diminish women’s sports, as well as demotivate future female athletes from competing.
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Until a common ground is found, transgender women should not
be allowed to compete against cisgender women in combat sports.
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