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ABSTRACT
This study explores ways trans and gender-nonconforming athletes
navigate a sense of relational (un)belonging in sport contexts. Our
research reveals dialectic movements between feelings of inclusio-
n/exclusion juxtaposed with the structural being of inclusion/exclu-
sion. More specifically, the feeling of inclusion/exclusion gestures to
individual sensed experiences of (un)belonging, while the being of
inclusion/exclusion anchors a participant’s individual affective experi-
ence navigating binarism vis-�a-vis administrative constraints. Taken
together, two dialectics—feeling included $ being excluded and its
dialectic reversal feeling excluded $ being included—communica-
tively constitute what we theorize as “trans relational ambivalences,”
which mediate a sense of relational (un)belonging in sport contexts.
Our findings implicate settler modes of relating across gender differ-
ence, revealing a problem of modernity. Specifically, we reveal a
problem in which settler coloniality’s ontological foreclosure on mul-
tiplicities produce the communicative effect of individuation. In this
regard, our analysis holds inclusion in dialectic tension with exclusion
such that the affective experience of one cannot be understood
without the structural enactment of the other.
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This study explores ways trans and gender-expansive (TGE) athletes navigate a sense of
relational (un)belonging across sport contexts. As a matter of political principle, this
study maintains that TGE persons are who they say they are (Bettcher, 2013). While we
use “TGE” as a broad signifier to affirm gender multiplicity, our study does not purport
a particularized way to “be” TGE. Rather, we use TGE in queer political terms that ges-
ture to a disparate collective shaped by a resonant form of oppression (Cohen, 1997).
For our study, binarism serves as the resonant and oppressive force materializing differ-
entially across intersections of difference. Given this, our study argues the binaristic
ground out of which modern sport organizing emerges shapes TGE (un)belonging
across sport contexts rendering a sense of belonging constituted in ambivalence.
Sport contexts provide a social backdrop for public performances of gender as well as

the assertion and reproduction of particularly valued gender tropes (e.g., the masculine
athlete; the optimal human). Travers (2008) theorizes the “sport nexus” as the
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hegemonic structure undergirding modern sport. The sport nexus reveals how structures
within modern sport (a) privilege hegemonic masculinity, (b) reify binarism as natural
rather than ideological, and (c) segregate bodies based on arbitrary standards of differ-
ence. Offering historical nuance, Pronger (1990) characterizes the early institutionaliza-
tion of modern sport as an “apprenticeship in masculinity,” a patriarchal response to
the perceived feminization of boys during the nineteenth century as agrarian and then
slave economies gave way to industrialized and then mechanized capitalist economies
(pp. 16–17). The story goes: The once-farmer now worked in factories, away from
home, leaving young boys without a so-called father figure.
At the same time, because teachers were largely women, the understanding was that

young boys had limited access to masculine figures. Sport provided an institutionalized
response seeking to make proper men out of young boys in nationalist terms. Because
schooling and school funding were largely exclusive to white bourgeois youth in the
nineteenth-century United States, the fear of the perceived feminization of boys revealed
the white supremacist panic undergirding the sport nexus: A “proper” man was white,
masculine, bourgeois, athletic. Said differently, the fear of the so-called feminization of
boys was/is constituted in racialized terms such that the masculine athlete is communi-
catively constituted as white and man in the (U.S. white) settler imaginary and instanti-
ated through scientific racisms designed to advance U.S. empire; others simply fail
standards designed to exclude and are, as a result, racialized as inhuman failures
(Fischer & McClearen, 2020; Meissner & Whyte, 2017).
The sport nexus has shaped the racialized gender disparities that persist in modern

sport. These inequities can be understood in cultural (e.g., recognition) and material
(e.g., redistribution) terms with men athletes garnering far greater recognition and mon-
etary compensation and support compared to women athletes (Travers, 2008). Further,
the sport nexus exacerbates intersectional disparities such that TGE athletes are often
rendered unintelligible if not a threat to modern sport organizing (Nyong’o, 2010).
Given the monetary and social value ascribed to athletes, and the gender disparities that
constitute modern sport organizing, Title IX was intended to rectify gender discrimin-
ation and resource disparities within institutionalized sport. However, Title IX conse-
quently reified the sport nexus through what Mar�ıa Lugones (2011) terms the
“coloniality of gender,” such that athletes must claim and consistently fit into either the
“male” or “female” category (p. 72; see also Lugones, 2020). The terms that attempt to
distinguish “males” from “females,” including the segregating gendered terms that fol-
low (“man” or “woman”), are often left uninterrogated if not rendered through the
exclusion of intersectional differences.
Our study takes five turns to substantiate our complex argument. First, we interrogate

the historical roots organizing modern sport in the context of U.S. settler empire. Like
Banet-Weiser (2013), we insist on history as a critical frame to “see patterns of individ-
ual autonomy and subjugation, of institutional building and rebuilding, of contradic-
tions within capitalism” (p. 232; Shome & Hegde, 2002). Second, we explore queer and
trans modes of relating in and against binarism. Third, we describe the methods that
organize our study. Fourth, we narrate our findings while proffering a critical discussion
on TGE (un)belonging in sport contexts in what we theorize as “trans relational
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ambivalences.” And fifth, we close our study by proffering recommendations and
prompts to facilitate organizing toward social justice.

From colonial technology to settler refrain: A critical history of binarism
and sport

While sport has long facilitated social relations across cultures (Poliakoff, 1984), our
contemporary story implicates the communicative role sport played in the settler colon-
ization of Turtle Island (Tardif, 2021). Sport historians have long interrogated the role
sport plays in empire making (Dyreson, 2011; Zhouxiang & Hong, 2010). In the context
of U.S. settler empire making, sport played an important function in the construction of
a distinctly elite settler subject in relationally derived terms (Gems, 2006). While many
sports historians point to nineteenth-century industrialization and capitalist develop-
ment as the origin of modern sport (e.g., Collins, 2013), Szymanski (2008) locates its
origins in eighteenth-century associativity.
In particular, an Anglo model of associativity emerged in Britain that “depended on

the existence of basic bourgeois freedoms—not just of association but also of free speech
and freedom of the press, so that independent organizers of clubs could advertise their
activities and build membership” (Szymanski, 2008, p. 23). Concurrently, the land on
which sport clubs in the colonies were organized was stolen, beckoning us to consider
the specifically settler colonial modes of relating that melded with eighteenth-century
associativity and its presumption of bourgeois freedoms to possibilize “modern sport”
(Norman, Hart, & Petherick, 2019; Phillips, Field, O’Bonsawin, & Forsyth, 2019). To be
clear, enslaved African labor enabled settler colonizers to develop stolen land (dispos-
sessed of Indigenous people), to accumulate wealth, and to imagine a capacity for leis-
ure, including the autonomous associativity that enabled modern sport to emerge. In
this regard, the capacity to associate privately is predicated on settler means of relating
to and with material culture.
For perspective, Struna (1986) proffers a useful historical analysis that traces the

emergence of the gentry elite across the Chesapeake colonies through the systematic
“use and expansion” of material culture including “land and labor” as well as “housing,
clothing, and sport,” all of which “underlay the reformation and redefinition of the rela-
tionships that transformed the Chesapeake from a relatively open society to a hierarch-
ical, biracial one” (p. 213). By stealing Indigenous land and developing that land with
enslaved labor on which to pursue sporting ventures, settler colonizers were enabled to
develop and extend relations “among themselves, with British gentlemen, and with other
colonials that helped to secure their status” (p. 213). Struna’s analysis illustrates the
early workings of U.S. settler empire’s triadic system—stolen land dispossessed of
Indigenous people, enslaved African labor, and white settlers—that secured new modes
of relating (Glen, 2015, p. 67).
Thus, parallel to the rise of nineteenth-century capitalism was the rise of U.S. settler

empire as a colonial power distinct from Britain and Europe. One way U.S. settler colo-
nizers attempted to distinguish themselves from their European colonial heirs was
through the rejection of aristocratic expressions of wealth. In what Fl€ugel (1930) fam-
ously described as the “great masculine renunciation,” late-eighteenth-century French
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revolutionaries and U.S. settler men “abandoned [their] claim to be considered beauti-
ful. [Men] henceforth aimed at only being useful” (p. 111). Under these social conven-
tions, settler colonizer Benjamin Franklin famously wore a fur cap—as opposed to the
waning powdered wig, a performative enactment of settler subjectivity in which the set-
tler subject has become “indigenous” to Turtle Island (via appropriation of Indigenous
signs and symbols) while Indigenous folks are excluded from political participation—on
his late eighteenth-century mission to secure French support for U.S. independence as
an empire distinct from Britain. That is, U.S. settler colonizers expressed leadership
through grit over fancy effectively constructing a racialized, classed, and gendered sub-
ject distinct from that favored under monarchic rule (Glen, 2015). Sport played a vital
role in facilitating these shifting relational norms (Norman et al., 2019).
Struna (1991) punctuates the point by arguing that sport “clarified male-female rela-

tions in particular ways” during the nineteenth century and adds “men and women
negotiated both the content and the meanings of recreations. The consequences were
gendered practices that eventually enabled men and women to sharpen, and even
redefine, their social roles and to clarify their differences” (p. 11). Indeed, the U.S. set-
tler subject was distinct—man and woman alike—in its insistent capacity to manipulate
and control material culture (e.g., land and labor). In this context, settlers understood
women to be “more capable, stronger, healthier—and even wiser—than they were cus-
tomarily pictured to be” (Park, 2007, p. 1531). Tellingly, upper-class settlers were rele-
gated to separate spheres, with men expected to traverse publics (e.g., established
through gendered logics of imperial expansionism) and women expected to nourish the
home (e.g., established through gendered logics of permanent settlement). Although
patriarchy, private property, and Christianity organized the European colonies generally,
“family-based colonization,” including an “emphasis on settlement of families and
communities,” is what distinguished British colonizers as settlers (Glen, 2015, pp. 55–
56). The effect was a gendered distinction in which the “code of the sports-man and the
cult of domesticity emerged as opposing categories of experiences in a world of
‘separate spheres,’” working in concert to settle and grow the U.S. settler empire
(Struna, 1991, p. 30).
By 1800, the U.S. settler empire was in its first two decades of formalized existence

and constituted by centuries of gross material manipulation. To grow and secure itself
as an independent empire, U.S. settler colonizers focused material energies toward
imperial expansion, effectively revealing the rise of capitalism to be coconstitutive of the
U.S. settler empire. U.S. imperial expansion took many forms, including the vast annex-
ation of Indigenous lands and the concomitant displacement and attempted genocide of
Indigenous peoples. It also included funding scientific innovations in military might,
agricultural sciences, and the rise of scientific racisms that sought to “explain” that
which deviates from a white settler ontoepisteme. The gender binary with which we toil
today can be traced to this nineteenth-century era. Broadly, binarism is a colonial tech-
nology that forecloses ontoepistemologies of multiplicity, ambiguity, and uncertainty.
The presumption undergirding binarism is a belief in purity, in other words, that either
side of a binary defines the other in its necessary absence.
Lugones (2003) argues coloniality breaks ambiguity down into “pure elements … for

the purposes of control. Control over creativity” (p. 123). Under the rubric of imperial
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expansionism, scientific racisms were used to instantiate Anglophilic notions of the so-
called gender binary distinguishing so-called men from so-called women based on white
supremacist fantasies of/for “manhood” and “womanhood.” Thus, ambiguity threatens
the purity of white supremacy’s binary ontology. As such, class and racial mixing serve
to threaten the purity of the predominant patriarchal binary coconstituting man/-
woman, revealing it to be a distinctly racialized sphere of bodily knowing/being/becom-
ing. Park (1991) explains of the era: “Their ‘gendered’ world was deeply influenced by
socially-constructed conceptions of the human body; and these conceptions, in turn,
were incorporated into attitudes regarding exercise, physical education, and sport. The
body—quite literally—was used to forcefully and unremittingly demarcate and reinforce
the categories ‘woman’ and ‘man’” (p. 35). In short, “gender” emerged in this era as a
communicative means to discern humanness on the basis of racialized difference
(Snorton, 2017). Sport provided a cultural scene in which to amplify desires for social
control and racial domination, particularly in the postbellum South, as sport was used
to mediate political relations between U.S. settler empire and its southern detractors
(Miller, 1997).
Nineteenth-century scientific advances in gender understanding ushered in a white

supremacist vision for organized sport and recreation made especially prominent
throughout the twentieth century and well into the twenty-first century already. Hardy
(2009) clarifies, “[T]he structure of sport was transformed from one of local control,
local rules, and limited specialization to one of more distant, bureaucratic control, and
increased specialization” that sought to manage and improve athleticism based on met-
rics of bodily capacity, shape, and size (p. 338; see also Vertinsky, 2008). The resulting
exclusionary metrics are rooted in scientific racisms that initially set out to justify white
settler superiority while dehumanizing athletes of color as anomalies to whiteness’s
compulsory core. Dyreson (2001) sums up the point in his historical analysis: “From
the late 1800s to the 1930s, as evolutionary models of human genetics and racial differ-
ence flourished, many in the scientific community subscribed to a racial theory that
asserted that peoples of European descent were the most advanced products of natural
selection—athletically as well as intellectually” (p. 175; see also Dyreson, 1989;
Sammons, 1994). Modern sport, as a distinctly organized structure, can be said to be
constituted through the scientific racisms used to secure and advance U.S. imperial
expansion.
As a result, Black, Indigenous, and other people of color have been historically

excluded from organized sport contexts, with contemporary debates continuing to inter-
rogate the long historical politics of inclusion/exclusion constituting modern sport. To
be certain, Black, Indigenous, and other athletes of color did/do create, compete, and
play in sport organizations (Captain, 1991). However, the historic criminalization of
racialized poverty that organizes U.S. settler empire has created a surveillance structure
resulting in the panoptic regulation of sport participation, including the capacity to play
in (white supremacist) publics at all. The point is that white settler elitism has long
mediated access to sport. So, while the twentieth century saw the institutionalization of
sport, notably in education contexts, for example, sport was used not in service
of communal ends but in terms of shaping human capacity toward imperial if not capit-
alist ends (Dyreson, 1999; O’Hanlon, 1982; Tardif, 2021). As a telling exemplar,
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Norman et al. (2019) find in their analysis of sport’s role in the settler colonization of
Canada: “Competitive sport was used as a means to garner civic support for residential
schools through highlighting the ‘positive’ and ‘civilizing’ influences the schools were
having on students” (p. 117). Indigenous youth were made to play competitive sports as
means of leveraging greater settler support for continued colonization efforts.
Ontoepistemologies used to binarize gender are thus colonial technologies turned set-

tler refrains that racialize gender multiplicity into two arbitrary categories for the pur-
pose of containment and control (Meissner & Whyte, 2017; Sullivan, 2011). For this
study, we are interested in TGE athletes who play sports regardless of exclusionary
expectancies otherwise.
While scant past research indicates that TGE athletes thrive within sport contexts

(Travers, 2013; Zanin, Hoelscher, & Kramer, 2016) even if the form that thriving takes
is ambivalent amid an exclusionary backdrop (Cunningham & Pickett, 2018; Elling &
d’Escury, 2017). The purpose of this study is to understand and explain how TGE ath-
letes navigate relational (un)belonging in sport contexts and against this critical sport
history. To help develop our theoretical understanding of relating, we turn to queer and
trans relationalities.

Queer and trans relationality in/against binarism

In this section, we explore a queer and trans (QT) sense of relational (un)belonging.
Our goal is to highlight the ways QT folks relationally survive—if not thrive—regardless
of structural demands for their demise otherwise. In his important disciplinary interven-
tion, Yep (2003) dared to imagine ways communication scholarship might facilitate
healing from the violence of heteronormativity, which Yep theorized as including sym-
bolic, discursive, psychological, and material violences constitutive of minoritized sex-
ualities with the impacts intensified at the intersections of difference including for TGE
folks. Further, Yep theorized the violence of heteronormativity takes internal, external,
discursive, and institutional forms revealing its intersectionally hegemonic grasp.
Finally, Yep theorized healing from the violence of heteronormativity requires under-
standing, critiquing, and demystifying “heteronormativity’s invisible power” (p. 26). The
effect, Yep argues, is queer worldmaking: “The opening and creation of spaces without
a map, the invention and proliferation of ideas without an unchanging and predeter-
mined goal” (p. 35). Communication scholarship that dares to imagine queer worlds
otherwise boldly shapes our disciplinary capacity toward liberatory if not emancipatory
futurities (Alexander, 2017; Johnson & LeMaster, 2020; Yep, 2017; Gutierrez-Perez,
2021; Gutierrez-Perez & Andrade, 2018; LeMaster, Shultz, McNeill, Bower, & Rust,
2019; Moreman & Briones, 2018; Self & Hall, 2021; The Cacophiliacs, 2021).
Developing Yep’s (2003) theorizing, LeMaster (2017) nuances trans relationality: “the

materialization of queer worldmaking that is comprised of queer bonds that explore
individual–institutional dialectic tensions” (p. 87; see also LeMaster & Mapes, 2019).
Trans scholars have implicated and revealed many ways TGE folks are constituted
through administrative processes that render them/us as, in Spade’s (2015) words,
“impossible”: “impossible people who cannot exist, cannot be seen, cannot be classified,
and cannot fit anywhere” (p. 19). Still, TGE folks thrive in the space of impossibility if
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not misrecognition (West, 2013). Where queer relationalities honor the synergistic
forces animating queer worldmaking outside of normative expectancies for relational
comportment, trans relationalities center relationalities that are the incommensurable
effect of administrative and institutional exclusion and anti-trans oppression. As a nor-
mative structure, cisheteronormativity interpellates subjects as immutable vessels ori-
ented toward cisheterosexual reproductive futurity; those who fail to meet this
compulsory standard are rendered broken, immoral, and/or as failures (Meissner &
Whyte, 2017). In the context of the U.S. settler empire, cisheteronormativity thus but-
tresses nation stability through reproductive futurities that enshrine generational accu-
mulation (vis-�a-vis inheritance rituals) as it violently excludes those who cannot or
refuse to compete (West, 2013). As a result, the U.S. settler empire has long regulated
sexuality and has, in turn, criminalized sexual formations that work against securing the
hegemony of nation stability in binary terms (Rubin, 2011).
At the same time, the U.S. settler empire has long regulated and criminalized genders

that trouble the cisheteronormative gaze. Indeed, the nineteenth century saw a wave of
anti-cross-dressing laws that were passed across the U.S. settler empire and buttressed
by the scientific racisms previously described. However, it is important to note that
similar laws have long constituted U.S. settler colonization (Stryker, 2009). While such
laws differently impact different TGE folks, their administrative goal is the mediation of
access to cultural power (Currah, 2022). The earliest such laws, for example, were put
into place to secure nation stability such that white women might not assume man’s
god-given station and that Black and Indigenous folks, in particular, might be denied
access to whiteness regardless of gender. That is, the historic regulation of gender in
binary terms has served white supremacist ends in service of securing and advancing
the purity of the U.S. settler empire. As such, anti-trans and anti-queer animus, includ-
ing the compulsory instantiation of binarism, works to shape culture toward white
supremacist ends (Cole & Cate, 2008; Johnson & LeMaster, 2020). Regardless, QT folks
have long thrived and facilitated joy in queer and trans relational terms both in and
against the racialized gender binary (Malatino, 2022).
Developments in QT relational thought reveal queer worlds—and their constitu-

tive relationalities—to be communicative effects of intersecting ambivalences con-
straining while possibilizing QT being and becoming (Huang & Brouwer, 2018).
Bauman (1990) situates ambivalence as one of modernity’s many relational effects.
Specifically, Bauman theorizes internal/external tensions as constitutive of the emer-
gence of the modern nation-state such that one is either/or with us or against us. In
turn, the “stranger” emerges, indiscernible to either/or nation-state, a visitor who is
both potential friend and/or potential foe. Bauman writes, “The opposition, born of
the horror of ambiguity, becomes the main source of ambivalence” (p. 151). He goes
on to clarify that the modern nation-state is “designed primarily to deal with the
problem of strangers, not enemies” (p. 153). However, Ahmed (2000) reminds us,
the figural image of the stranger is not unknown as such but is rather constitutive of
one’s own knowing: “[I]t is the recognition of others that is central to the constitu-
tion of the subject. The very act through which the subject differentiates between
others is the moment that the subject comes to inhabit or dwell in the world. The
subject is not, then, simply differentiated from the (its) other, but comes into being
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by learning how to differentiate between others. This recognition operates as a visual
economy: it involves ways of seeing the difference between familiar and strange
others as they are (re)presented to the subject” (p. 24; see also Antwi, Brophy, &
Strauss, 2013). The stranger-ness of transness is thus predicated on a universalized
presumption of gender normativity and binarism, a key organizing mechanism used
to secure and advance colonialism broadly (Shome & Hegde, 2002) and U.S. settler
colonialism specifically (Arvin, Tuck, & Morrill, 2013; De Vos & Willman, 2021;
Glen, 2015; Meissner & Whyte, 2017; Morgensen, 2012).
The communicative effect includes a sense of relational ambivalence that is “produced

within the rules of recognition of dominating discourses as they articulate the signs of
cultural difference and implicate them within the deferential relations of colonial power”
(Bhabha, 2004, p. 158). In other words, TGE folks embody an indiscernibility material-
ized in relational ambivalence such that one is always and already resisting—while reify-
ing—binarism (Shome & Hegde, 2002). Against this backdrop, we can understand sport
as an institutional media through which binarism is materially reified even as it holds
within it the potential for discursive transformation (Elling & d’Escury, 2017; Norman
et al., 2019; Semerjian & Cohen, 2006).
We offer a critical sport history and our conjoining QT relational theoretical back-

drop because our critical analysis seeks to “understand and explain,” in Mart�ınez
Guillem’s (2013) words, “the interrelations” coconstituting TGE relational belonging in
sport contexts in addition to “the contradictions that they generate, against the back-
drop of a set of normative assumptions, and incorporated into a given political project”
(p. 200). For our analysis, U.S. settler empire serves as the political project to which his-
torically sedimented binarism contributes. With our critical historical context set and a
review of QT modes of relating articulated, we thus propose the following research
question:

RQ1: In what ways do trans and gender-expansive athletes navigate relational
(un)belonging?

Method

When designing this study, the authors considered suitability, compatibility, feasibility,
and yield when making strategic choices about data collection (Tracy, 2020). First, suit-
ability was considered in terms of theoretical and practical value of collecting stories
from TGE athletes, particularly situated in the resurgence of anti-trans legislation advo-
cating for trans youth exclusion in sport (Keenan & Nicolazzo, 2021). Second, compati-
bility of research team members to the research topic (i.e., including present and former
athletes on the research team, including trans and nonbinary researchers on the team)
was essential not only in seeking an emic vantage point but also in gaining trust, build-
ing rapport, and collecting vivid, detailed narratives from participants. Third, given that
the data for this study were collected during a global pandemic and given budgetary
constraints, all interviews were conducted through Zoom and survey data were obtained
via an online survey link. These choices were made with study feasibility and data yield
considerations.
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Data collection

Participants were recruited through a purposive snowball sampling process. We invited
participants who were at least 18 years old and who identified as a “trans and/or gen-
der-nonconforming athlete.” To recruit participants with this specific inclusion criteria,
our four-person research team (i.e., two assistant professors and two graduate students)
posted an informational graphic to our social media accounts. After completing univer-
sity-approved institutional review board (IRB) consent forms and completing both an
interview and survey, participants were asked if they might recommend another poten-
tial participant to participate in the study as part of our snowball sampling method.

Participants

While our inclusion criteria were specific, the demographic information of our partici-
pants varied. Participants’ years of sport participation ranged from two years to 45 years
(M¼ 18.8, SD¼ 11.5). Almost all participants (n¼ 19) had participated or were cur-
rently participating in multiple sports, including cross country (n¼ 5), hockey (n¼ 5),
softball (n¼ 7), soccer (n¼ 7), and roller derby (n¼ 5). Basketball (n¼ 13) was the
most frequent sport reported. Participants used a variety of terms to articulate their
gender identities, including genderqueer (n¼ 3), gender nonconforming (n¼ 4), nonbi-
nary (n¼ 7), transgender (n¼ 3), genderfluid (n¼ 1), agender (n¼ 1), transmasculine
(n¼ 5), and trans femme (n¼ 3). Participants reported in their own words a variety of
racial and/or ethnic identities, including Jewish, Latinx, African American, Black, and
Slavic, with White as the most frequent racial identity (n¼ 16). Participants’ ages ranged
from 24 to 50 (M¼ 30.75, SD¼ 6.70). Participants’ level of education ranged from some
college to doctorate, with a four-year college degree being the most frequent response
(n¼ 9). Similarly, participants’ income ranged from less than $10,000 per year to more
than $150,000, with the most frequent income range reported being $20,000 to $29,999
(n¼ 5). The majority of participants resided in the United States during the time of
data collection, with a variety of states and regions represented, including New York,
Illinois, Texas, Virginia, Florida, Arizona, Pennsylvania, and California. We also had
one participant from Sweden included in the sample.

Interviews

In total, our four-person research team conducted (N¼ 20) primary semistructured
interviews with 20 unique TGE athletes. Interview protocol questions were drafted to
elicit stories from participants. Example questions included: Can you detail your journey
from when you first started in sport to now? Can you share a story that exemplifies
what it feels like to participate in your sport? Or on your team? Can you tell a story or
provide an example of belonging on your team? Can you share a story of when you felt
empowered in sport?
Interviews were conducted through Zoom video-conferencing software. Interview

length ranged from 42.75 to 132.57minutes (M¼ 71.26, SD¼ 20.88). All interviews
were recorded, and audio recordings were later transcribed by a professional transcrip-
tion service. Transcripts were reviewed for accuracy by the research team and
(de)identified.
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Data analysis

The critical analysis for this study was conducted through an iterative, data-driven pro-
cess. Taking Lawless and Chen’s (2019) lead, we worked to “examine the interrelation-
ships between interview discourses, social practices, power relations, and ideologies”
(p. 92). Lawless and Chen proffer a two-step coding process in what they term “critical
thematic analysis.” In the first step (i.e., open coding), we reviewed the interviews for
excerpts that detailed subjective experiences of (un)belonging. In particular, we coded
the interview discourse for sensed feelings of inclusion and exclusion (e.g., “I felt …”;
“I experienced …”; I was [feeling] …”) regardless of whether they were “included” by
institutional standards. Topics included past experiences as well as current and ongoing
experiences. Notably, participants often described overlap and tension among sensed
feelings of inclusion/exclusion; therefore, each experience is not mutually exclusive to
one coding category. In the second step (i.e., closed coding), we contrasted the coding
categories that emerged from open coding with “larger societal ideologies” (e.g., binar-
ism at the intersections of difference) to tease out the institutional constraints of being
included/excluded regardless of a sensed experience otherwise (p. 98). Although the
steps are sequentially numbered, our analysis was iterative, allowing us to refine the
coding categories as they emerged.

Trans relational ambivalences

Our analysis reveals dialectic movements between feelings of inclusion/exclusion juxta-
posed with the structural being of inclusion/exclusion. More specifically, the feeling of
inclusion/exclusion gestures to individual sensed experiences of (un)belonging, while the
being of inclusion/exclusion anchors participants’ individual affective experiences in the
historic context of performatively sedimented binarism vis-�a-vis administrative con-
straints. Taken together, two dialectics (i.e., feeling included $ being excluded and its
dialectic reversal feeling excluded $ being included) communicatively constitute what
we theorize as trans relational ambivalences, which mediate a sense of relational (un)be-
longing across sport contexts.
Bauman (1990) reminds us that “[m]odern existence forces its culture into opposition

to itself. This disharmony is precisely the harmony modernity needs” (pp. 166–167).
Our findings implicate settler modes of relating across gender difference, revealing a
problem of modernity. Specifically, we reveal a problem in which settler coloniality’s
ontologic foreclosure on multiplicities produces the communicative effect of individu-
ation. In this regard, our analysis holds inclusion in dialectic tension with exclusion
such that the affective experience of one cannot be understood without the structural
enactment of the other.

Having fun, making do: Feeling included $ Being excluded

The feeling included $ being excluded dialectic oscillates between past traumas (as a
result of relational unbelonging) that affectively mediate current relational belonging. As
an example, Tatum (he/him), a transmasculine athlete, was “always queer as a kid,” and
softball was where his queerness manifested most evidently. Unfortunately, his

10 L. LEMASTER ET AL.



queerness—his masculinity—was assessed as “too much,” and he was kicked off his
team as a result. His binarized option was to play with the boys, but Tatum stated: “I
didn’t want to play with men. I guess I am one, but I never wanted to play with them.
And it really made me question where I fit into sports and where sports fit into my life,
and what the concept of the specific sport of softball looked like for me, and if I was
able to kind of change that and kind of shift it to something that I can still fit in.” In
this regard, past traumas are traumatic precisely because they affectively shape gender
in relational terms, leaving a residual imprint. Or in the words of Fin (they/them), a
gender-nonconforming athlete, “I don’t know that it’s influenced my identity so much
as choked it.”
Taylor (they/them), a genderfluid transmasculine athlete, offered the following

reflection: Despite being encouraged to play sports as a young person, “I was initially
put into ballet and figure skating, and I knew that wasn’t right for me. I didn’t like
that. I didn’t like being around all girls and stuff.” Through binarized negation,
Taylor came to know the gender expected of them. Fin likewise reflects on a signifi-
cant moment in their youth athletic experience: “I grew up in a pretty athletic family,
and I think the first sport I ever played was baseball, and then I had to learn how
to play softball.” The baseball-to-softball shift was reported by multiple nonbinary
and transmasculine participants who recognized the spatial-gender relations as struc-
tural attempts at binarizing gender multiplicity beginning in grade school. For
example, Riley (they/them), a nonbinary athlete, reported being “perceived as just a
male” in middle school and, as a result, was determined to be a boy accordingly
(Westbrook & Schilt, 2014). Still, Riley ambivalently reflects, “That was [shrugs], I
guess, all right and lovely.”
More than forced placement on sex-segregated teams, participants reported regulation

of aesthetic expression, including bodily comportment, beginning from a young age.
Ellis (he/him), a transmasculine athlete, remembers “all those times as a kid, right. Of
being in that baseball club when I was little, taking my shirt off to go run outside and
play with everybody, and the adults being like, ‘Stop.’” Charlie (he/they), also transmas-
culine, expressed a resonant experience: “I liked to dress like men… . And so, when I
did that, particularly wearing like undershirts, that became a big thing, because I wanted
to just be free underneath my jersey.” However, as our respondents show, it is hard “to
just be free” in the context of sport as a TGE athlete. Charlie expresses the intrapersonal
work that went into suppressing his transmasculinity as a result of these pressures: “If I
was just ultra-aggressive, I could bury this. If I just was ultra-aggressive, be it in sport,
be it in a classroom, if I could achieve enough stuff, I wouldn’t think about this. I could
probably bury it or move past it or kill it.” We can see the converse of Charlie’s auto-
suppression in Fin (they/them), also transmasculine, whose familial encouragement of
their athleticism through the image of the “tomboy,” led to a monstrous framing of
their gender difference through sport:

I was different, and then my presentation was different. I was more masculine, so that was
read as more aggressive, more competitive, even though I don’t know if I actually was
those things, but those were the messages being spoon-fed to me—that I was aggressive,
that I was competitive or more competitive than all of the people I was playing against,
which is something I am still unpacking to this day. It’s just a lot of really damaging
messages around being gross and disgusting because I was competitive.

WOMEN'S STUDIES IN COMMUNICATION 11



Across the board, our respondents expressed personal histories of traumatic gender
regulation and enforced gender binarism in the context of sport. Still, and juxtaposed
with this exclusionary backdrop, our respondents reported feeling included across pre-
sent sport contexts, which gestures to worldmaking potentialities.
The gender-binarized sport nexus is equally coconstituted in white supremacy

explaining TGE participants of color being forced to play in sex-segregated spaces that
were largely exclusive to white athletes, too. Charlie, a Black transmasculine participant,
reflects plainly: “For the majority of my playing career, I played with white people.” The
exception being Charlie’s coach, who was Indigenous, and his coach’s daughter, Kimi.
Together, Charlie and Kimi would “talk to each other about the racial dynamics on our
team and make jokes about the white people.” While many of the white TGE partici-
pants reported worldmaking potentialities through feeling included, Charlie and Kimi
reveal those affective potentialities to be animated through whiteness and racial exclu-
sion. Indeed, unlike their white peers, Carter (they/them), an Indigenous nonbinary ath-
lete, lived on their reservation over three hours away from the white settler hub where
organized sports were well funded and where the potential for class ascendancy through
sport was storied. As a result, Carter’s strongest sense of feeling included was located
less in organized sport (where they failed to fit in as either masculine or feminine) than
it was in practicing sport with their family of origin, off campus, near home, and three
hours away. Carter explains, “A lot of my training and intense sport was a lot of self-
practice and practicing with my—” They pause for a brief moment, reflecting on their
experiences before continuing. “Basically, my parents are my biggest support group
from living in a small town. They will train with me and wake up early with me and all
that stuff.” Still, white respondents cultivated queer worlds as they traversed white pub-
lics, both in and beyond the context of sport in their creation of communal bonds.
Tatum (he/him), a trans man, was in the unique opportunity of coaching an LGBT

softball league in light of a rather violent past in sport. Having recruited a number of
specifically TGE players, Tatum reflects: “We kind of navigated in a different way where
we’re just radically really loud and really queer and really trans, and that maybe our
insecurities are there, but as a power of the team, one shitty person is not going to get
us down.” Here, Tatum gestures to communal pride (“radically really loud and really
queer and really trans”) with shame (“maybe our insecurities are there”) and offers a
group response to individuated “shitty” people working to “get us down.” In this fram-
ing, feeling included is juxtaposed with both personal histories of exclusion and an indi-
vidualized conceptualization of power and oppression.
Mason (all pronouns, interchangeably), a nonbinary athlete, reflects on the communal

bonds he experienced in roller derby and juxtaposed with her violent past in sport: “I
[had] top surgery and my roller derby team [brought] me a card and a succulent kit”
expressing their love and support. In fact, Mason remarks of the importance of their
communal sport bonds: “If I wasn’t a part of this community, I probably wouldn’t have
had the opportunity to have my procedure done.” TGE athletes further report navigat-
ing sport contexts cultivating a strong sense of self regardless—or precisely because—of
exclusionary organizational design.
Arlo (they/them), a nonbinary athlete, uses humor to deflect and navigate mundane

policing of their bodily capacity in gym spaces: “When people are like, ‘Why don’t you
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lift heavier?’ I’d be like, ‘Well, first of all, that’s bullshit. Second of all, joke’s on you,
because I’m not a woman.’ Ha, ha, ha, ha, I win.” Here, Arlo refuses the misogynistic
undertone that discursively constructs women as inherently weaker than men. Arlo is
interpellated in concurrent opposition to misogyny and to the cissexist gaze, which pre-
sumes compulsory gender. Others experienced confidence across sport contexts when
given the opportunity to out-gender their allegedly binarized others.
Kate (she/her), a transgender woman, would “camouflage and hide” her gender dif-

ference through sport, which she described as a “place of refuge” growing up. She adds,
“Those same kids who were teasing you, those are the same kids you play at the peewee
football league on Saturday. And payback was a bitch, let me tell you.” In this excerpt,
Kate highlights the feeling included $ being excluded dialectic by describing how she
created her own inclusion through her athletic prowess on the field, even though her
teammates and opponents excluded her for being different outside of athletic contexts.
Likewise, Ellis (he/him), a transmasculine athlete, reflects on a middle school friend-

ship that was the effect of gender exclusion. Ellis recalls the two of them being “very
similar in the gender spectrum.” Like Ellis, the friend, Cary, “was very good” at basket-
ball and “we kind of connected on that level of we knew we had to be really, really
good if we wanted to play with the boys.” So, Ellis and Cary would team up:

We would hustle these guys on the court. And they would think that we would suck, and
then we kicked their asses. It was awesome. I remember the first time [Cary] and I did
that and all the guys on the court just being like, “Oh.” They were shocked that we had
skill and even the gall to want to play them and beat their butts at what they were doing.
So, I think that that was kind of an alpha move to establish our strength and our presence
in their realm.

Cultivated out of a common sense of gendered exclusion, Ellis and Cary found rela-
tional belonging together and against the exclusionary organizational design of the sport
nexus. Although Ellis and Cary “shocked” and challenged their male opponents’ gender
assumptions about bodies that are (mis)recognized as feminine, they were still not fully
accepted in “their [male opponents’] realm” of sport. While worldmaking potentialities
that facilitate feeling included occur in sport contexts, participants report significant
growth in their healing from personal historical trauma once they were able to transi-
tion away from compulsory sport contexts, cultivating space-time for reassessing their
relationship to sport, body, and mind.
Indeed, the entirety of our research participants reported intense bouts of discomfort

with their bodies as a result of their experiences navigating exclusionary organizational
design. In turn, cultivating a sense of feeling included is necessarily nuanced by the
complexity of being excluded and the relational trauma that emerges as a result.
Fin (they/them), a gender-nonconforming athlete, reflects on the lasting effects of

childhood trauma navigating sport contexts: “I don’t even trust my own memories,
really, in a lot of ways, so having those conversations with people as it was happening
and also now in retrospect to have those former teammates who are now dear friends
kind of talk through that with me has been really valuable.” For Fin, dissociation was a
common means of navigating the mundane violences of exclusionary organization
design, as was the case for many of our participants. Fin’s experience, however, is rare
in that they have access to childhood friends able to co-narrate past traumas and
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forgotten stories. Through communal memory work, Fin is equipped to story childhood
experiences with being forced into sex-segregated spaces that did not align with their
sense of self. Still, it was spatial-temporal distance that facilitated Fin’s sense of healing.
For Taylor (they/them), a transmasculine athlete, spatial-temporal distance enabled

them to come out of the closet despite having transitioned at an early age. Taylor
reflects on the steps necessary for their relational healing: “It took a lot of us getting
away from that college atmosphere and getting into our own communities of sport and
figuring out [how] to create our own sport community versus being forced by an estab-
lishment.” While Taylor was out as a gay man, they did not disclose their transness,
and it “was kind of a real shit show to be stealth on a team that’s so transphobic and
homophobic.”
In the end, TGE athletes navigate relational (un)belonging through a lens of ambiva-

lence such that feelings of inclusion are always constrained by the materiality of being
excluded. In this regard, relational belonging is a process. Tatum (he/him) punctuates
the point: “I think belonging for me is a journey, because I still recognize the moments
where I sit back and I watch.” Sitting back and watching is a dissociative state experi-
enced by many of our respondents navigating especially hostile sporting contexts par-
ticularly as youth. Having been kicked off multiple teams as a result of his gender
difference, Tatum continues to reflect as he traverses various teams as an adult: “And
this idea that teams exist in this way, like just trusting that these people, my team, want
me, is still an ongoing—[pause] belonging is still ongoing.” Our respondents reveal the
feeling included $ being excluded dialectic to be a discursive constraint that mediates
relational (un)belonging for TGE athletes. In the next section, we interrogate a dialect-
ical reversal—feeling excluded $ being included—that troubles liberal calls for inclusion
that fail to adequately address the materiality of TGE lived experiences.

Inclusion hurts: Feeling excluded $ Being included

The feeling excluded $ being included dialectic oscillates our analytic focus between
structural enactments of inclusion and affects that are the effects of relational exclusion
that fall on TGE athletes. The feeling excluded $ being included dialectic reveals rela-
tional (un)belonging to be a laborious endeavor. Charlie (he/they), a transmasculine
athlete, sums the point: “I felt a lot of pressure. I felt pressure coming from myself. I
felt pressure coming from my parents. I felt pressure coming from coaches and players.
And I felt like my identity as a Black and at-the-time woman who was working class in
comparison to these hyperrich white girls—I felt like I needed to prove that I belonged
not only on the team but at the school.” Charlie’s internal affects (feeling the need to
prove one’s worth) suture bodily capacity to cultural assessments of worth and set
against a cultural backdrop of racialized anti-trans animus. Indeed, Charlie “felt like I
needed to prove something, that I needed to prove my worth through being spectacular
in basketball in particular.” In this instance, “being spectacular in basketball in partic-
ular” highlights a discursive focus on athletic contribution over subjective difference
such that Charlie might be perceived as a valid member of the team, who happens to
be different in terms of race and gender expression.
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Fin (they/them), a gender-nonconforming athlete who as a youth fought to partici-
pate on boys’ teams, likewise reflects: “When I was playing with boys at that young age,
I felt like I had a lot to prove. I’m better than all of these boys, or just as good as them,
and I think it sowed a lot of seeds for me.” Both Charlie and Fin reveal the exclusionary
powers at play—powers that discursively frame difference in spatial-temporal terms that
hierarchically position TGE athletes both as behind (temporal) and below (spatial) their
peers despite being included.
Ellis (he/him), a transmasculine athlete, recalls in a somber tone that he was the “only

girl in the whole club, let alone my team.” Ellis explains: “Although I was the star player
on shortstop and did very well athletically, I was never included in all-stars or any of
the VIP things. I never got picked for any of those things.” Ellis’s inclusion was predi-
cated on his capacity to advance the boys’ team toward victories—victories from which
Ellis was excluded because he was culturally determined to be a girl. Fin highlights the
exploitative powers at play: “I provide you with a service which is being good at this
thing so that you can tell your friends that you won.” Fin plainly names the capitalist
logics at play, adding, “It’s hard to not feel used.” Taken together, we see the refrain
of a use-oriented subject in settler terms described earlier. To recall, we frame the use-
oriented subject as constitutive of settler colonial subjectivity such that corporeality—
capacity and flesh—is rendered in capitalist terms of value and worth. For TGE athletes,
this requires minimizing difference while highlighting athletic capacity so that
“inclusion” can be realized.
Arden (they/them), a genderqueer athlete, illustrates the point: “I was just trying to

be, like, what is the bare minimum I can do to be seen as a legible gender without actu-
ally having to embody anything.” The effects of affective exclusion, which are the result
of conditional inclusion, are clear: undue, intense, and prolonged bouts of emotional,
physical, and psychological labor placed on TGE athletes’ bodies-minds-spirits.
In the context of the sport nexus, gender binarism is a settler refrain that mediates

relational (un)belonging through a forced bifurcation of gender multiplicity in racialized
terms of coherence. Anderson and Travers (2017) remind us that while there is a mean
difference between the so-called sexes, the “overlap, depending upon the sport, is sig-
nificant and socially unrecognized” (p. 3). Cissexism—the structural means of privileg-
ing nontransness and the concomitant structural means of disadvantaging transness—
(re)produces sex and gender as static, binary, and compulsory categories that animate
(cishetero)sexual politics of/for relational comportment that depend upon segregated
spatial relations. Corporeal differences are thus exaggerated such that the effect of a bin-
ary is performatively constituted (Westbrook & Schilt, 2014). Said even more differently,
there is more variable difference within each of the bifurcated poles than between the
two bifurcated poles (Serano, 2007/2016). As a result, TGE athletes are often forced to
reduce their gender difference while differentiating themselves from a perceived gender
of another’s imaginary design.
For example, Arlo (they/them), an agender athlete, shares the position they are put in

when having to sign up in women’s competitive categories: “I have a hard time holding
it against people who assume that I’m a woman when I’m in that space, even though
obviously I prefer they didn’t.” The use of “obviously” gestures to Arlo’s apparently
nonfeminine body being pushed into women’s categories, an incongruence that can
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provoke ambivalence. Arlo then adds in a sarcastic tone, “So when they’re [fellow com-
petitors] like, ‘Go, empowerment! Women can lift weights!’ I’m just like [sarcastically],
‘Yay. Woohoo.’”
TGE athletes across our participant pool report affects of alienation and isolation by

virtue of organizational design, which communicatively constitute settler colonial means
of relating by offering one’s individuated body (of eclipsed difference) in service of
advancing empire. In this regard, TGE athletes’ means of relating are valenced through
the historical sedimentation of binarism such that particular bodies are anticipated to do
particular things in relation with particular bodies toward particular ends. Hillcoat-
Nall�etamby and Phillips (2011) theorize ambivalence in temporal terms and help to
nuance our understanding of the use-oriented subject (of eclipsed difference) navigating
the sport nexus. Historical ambivalence gestures to the sedimentation of “relational trans-
actions” over time such that means of relating are anchored by historical expectancies
of/for corporeal comportment (p. 206). Conversely, proscriptive ambivalence “captures
individuals’ concerns with trying to anticipate needs generated by … loss of autonomy,
but which remain latent realities, and as such cannot be addressed in the immediate, so
that ambivalence remains unresolved” (p. 207). The residual traumas that TGE athletes
carry with them, in their bodies, and across sport contexts, the long-term effects of social
exclusion despite institutional inclusion, and the impact of emotional labor placed on
TGE bodies across sport contexts from youth to adulthood can be understood as effects
of unresolved ambivalences in attempting to navigate relational (un)belonging.
For Fin (they/them), those unresolved ambivalences resulted in a monstrous framing

of their difference over time, gaining them “a reputation for being a nasty dirty player.”
They add, “I was assumed to be angry, assumed to be aggressive, just because of my
presentation and eventually after being called that for so many years, I started behaving
that way.” Conversely, when Taylor (they/them), a genderfluid athlete, played on
“masculine teams” (their main sports were water polo and rugby), they simply “did
not” relate: “I was a fly on the wall. Do not talk to me, do not say anything, because I
was in survival mode.” In both instances, the historical and prospective ambivalences
work in concert to animate the sport contexts in such a way as to materially reconfigure
the athletes’ bodies to be perceived as reserved and standoffish. Said differently, the
affects of isolation and alienation reported by TGE athletes who were/are included in
sport are effects of exclusionary organizational design that individuates through a bifur-
cation of bodily differences, which TGE athletes in turn internalize as a fault of their
own, making it difficult to address the problem at all.
Peyton (she/they), a gender-nonconforming trans femme athlete, shares, “I … have a

hard time making space … And so, I personally do try to avoid talking too much
about being a trans athlete or what my experience is like in it, because to a certain
extent I do feel as if I am making it about me.” To be certain, narratives expressing
one’s lived experience navigating exclusionary organizational design are the embodied
means by which to leverage nuanced cultural critique. The fact that Peyton feels their
gender-nonconforming trans femme experience will somehow detour from the largely
trans-exclusionary context of the sport nexus reveals Peyton’s rhetorical positioning of
her own lived experience as tangential to rather than constitutive of the sport contexts
in which she participates.
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In the context of the sport nexus, TGE athletes are relationally constituted as
“outsiders within,” which Collins (1999) theorizes as “situational identities that are
attached to specific histories of social injustice” across intersections of race, gender, and
class (p. 86). Rather than a distinct identity formation, theorizing TGE athletes as
“outsiders within” focuses our analytic attention to the structural ways in which TGE
athletes are constituted as out of place despite being included. As such, given the his-
toric backdrop of binarism, its role in advancing and securing settler empire, and sport’s
concomitant role in mediating the vacillation between the two (binarism and empire),
TGE athletes who remain in sport, be it by choice or by circumstance, suffer the long-
term consequences of mundane, routinized exclusionary organizational design despite
being included. Conversely, TGE athletes who claim to “quit” sport are more accurately
pushed out of sport as a result of resonant forces. At the same time, the resonance of
experience as outsiders within deviates in important ways to reveal the intersectional
underbelly exacerbating the pains of inclusion for TGE athletes. Anderson and Travers
(2017) highlight: “Assumptions of unfair male advantage, for example, lean heavily on a
Western image of white, middle and upper-class female frailty. The ways in which
women of color who compete in sport are read through this lens reveals the extent to
which the sex/gender binary is racialized at a fundamental level” (p. 3). The racialization
of binarism is key to understanding the complexity of TGE experiences navigating rela-
tional (un)belonging in sport contexts.
Morgan (they/them), a trans femme athlete, is a strength trainer who reports being

“conscientious” about how her body will be perceived across gym spaces, “particularly
over by the weights.” She adds:

Being in a space as a woman can be challenging, but then also being as a trans femme,
trans woman, can be doubly so, because you’re running that risk of being mistreated
because you’re a woman; but then also you might be mistreated because you’re trans. Or
you might be mistreated because you’re a woman, and then you’re seen as being trans—
and then it’s a whole other thing.

Here, Morgan gestures to misogyny as a shared locus of oppression experienced dif-
ferently by different women. Similarly, Kate (she/her) a trans femme athlete of color,
reflects on being caught in “so many nets”:

All the policing there, and plus the transmisogyny, and the transmisogynoir that I deal
with because … I mean, it is a lot easier to deny the femininity of a woman who is Black
or Brown. It is easier to do that. So, I’m dealing with all these intersections and all these
different things at the same time, and dealing with being an athlete, and dealing with my
identity as an athlete and what that means to me. So, all those things together
compounded. That’s where a lot of that dysphoria comes from.

In addition to the intersectional misogyny that Morgan highlights, Kate addresses
intersections of transmisogyny (hatred of trans women and femmes) and transmisogy-
noir (hatred of Black trans women and femmes; see Bailey, 2021) that animate her par-
ticipation in sport.
In an unexpected rhetorical move, Kate shifts the focus, remarking that trans women

are “caught into same things that you [gesturing to the interviewer], as a cisgender
woman, have to deal with. We’re caught, we’re policed by those same systems of what a
woman is, what a woman’s supposed to be.” Kate’s rhetorical gesture sought connection
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with a nontrans woman, who, too, is an athlete. Pointing to threads of shared oppres-
sion, even as our specificities diverge, Kate shows us that “the choices and options, the
forms of power, consciousness, and agency that become available to us are circum-
scribed not only through our social locations, but also through our belongings” (Rowe,
2009, p. 27). Despite feeling excluded $ being included, there is hope in facilitating
enriched means of relating grounded in stated political commitments of solidarity. Such
coalitional labors are vital for refusing settler colonial modernity’s compulsory framing
of identity in individuated, binarized terms.

Organizing toward social justice

Whereas previous communication research on TGE athletes largely focused on repre-
sentation (e.g., see Buzzelli & Towery, 2021), the politics of sex testing and similar poli-
cies (e.g., see Blithe & Hanchey, 2015), and/or public perception of transgender athletes
(e.g., see Flores et al., 2020)—each of which is vital to our understanding of how gender
is lived and constrained by structural forces including sport (see also Semerjian &
Cohen, 2006)—our study narrows in and on TGE relational (un)belonging in sport con-
texts using primary data as evidence.
We theorize trans relational ambivalences as the communicative ground out of which

TGE folks navigate a sense of relational (un)belonging. We invite communication scholars
to join us in (1) continuing to historicize the materiality out of which communicative action
is made meaningful in settler contexts, (2) theorizing further nuances constituting trans
relational ambivalences across communicative contexts, and (3) daring to center TGE being
and becoming at the intersections of difference in our communication scholarship.
We end our study offering recommendations based on our findings; our recommen-

dations are coupled with pedagogical prompts to facilitate social justice, particularly as
it pertains to gender justice in sport contexts. While the pedagogical prompts can serve
as discussion points, we intend these prompts as invitations to engage in activism
beyond the classroom—for teachers, students, and scholars alike—and in community
with others working toward resonant political ends. In addition to advocating for rad-
ical inclusion of diverse bodies, we demand an end to exclusionary sport practices.
These are distinct yet coconstitutive movements. In the first, we advocate for the aboli-
tion of gender binarism generally and in sport contexts specifically.
Abolition of gender binarism in sport articulates a bid for inclusion otherwise—a bid

for inclusion on the basis of a radically resituated organizing structure in which inclu-
sion is no longer goal but base. We wonder: What might sport become without gender
binarism constraining its relational potential? Second, we demand an end to exclusion-
ary politics within and beyond sport contexts. Attendant to historically sedimented non-
equivalent power relations, we understand the compulsory exclusion of TGE athletes as
ideological performances that work to secure—conscious or not—U.S. settler empire’s
fascistic want for corporeal purity.
We understand these as necessary but meager demands: The radical inclusion of

diverse bodies requires nothing less than a radical restructuring of sport organizing. We
demand an end to exclusionary sport practices, mindful of historically sedimented
power differentials, and implicating the fascistic politics organizing not only sport but
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U.S. settler empire historically as well as currently. In sum, radical inclusion requires
organizational restructuring while ending exclusion requires reflexively implicating cul-
tural complicity in the coloniality of being (Wynter, 2003).

Recommendation 1

Allow athletes (recreational and competitive; all ages) to play/compete on team(s) that
align with their gender sense of self and identity, regardless of corporeal comportment.

Pedagogical prompts
� What local ordinances are put in place that attempt to regulate gender embodi-

ment in sport contexts? These ordinances can be those found in your city,
county, state, country, or even your campus.

� What groups are harmed by those ordinances given an intersectional under-
standing of power?

� Given your responses, what are the necessary steps that must be taken to change
the ordinances?

� What steps will you take toward changing unjust ordinances in your region?

Recommendation 2

Abolish toxic masculinities across sport contexts, including recreational sport, competi-
tive sport, individual sport, and in so-called gender-neutral spaces that have yet to inter-
rogate the ways misogyny, transmisogyny, and transmisogynoir serve as the
intersectionally constituted communicative grounds out of which sport contexts emerge.

Pedagogical prompts
� Partner with local political organizations that share your feminist, liberatory, and

just visions for sport futurities.
� What political organizing skills can you learn from this organization?
� What tangible skills can you provide to the organization in helping it achieve its

political ends toward social justice?
� What structural barriers need to be transformed for change to take root?
� What steps will you take toward changing unjust ordinances in your region?

Recommendation 3

Abolish the binary across sport contexts including recreational sport, competitive sport,
individual sport, and in so-called gender-neutral spaces that have yet to interrogate the
ways white supremacy and U.S. settler colonialism serve as the intersectionally consti-
tuted communicative grounds out of which sport contexts emerge.

Pedagogical prompts
� On whose Native land are you standing/sitting/reading this prompt?
� Partner with a local and Indigenous political organization.
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� What political organizing skills can you learn from this organization?
� What tangible skills can you provide to the organization in helping it achieve its

political ends toward Indigenous sovereignty?
� What structural barriers need to be transformed for change to take root?
� What steps will you take toward changing unjust ordinances in your region?
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