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To every woman, past and present, who stood up and spoke out,
even when her voice was shaking and her heart breaking.
To every girl across the world – may you grow up to be strong,
independent women, whose voice is always heard.
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Introduction


wheesht (Scots) (wi:ʃt): a plea or demand for silence (exclamation); to silence (a person, etc.) or to be silent (verb)*



This book captures an important moment in contemporary political history: the five years that preceded the downfall of Scotland’s first woman first minister who, at the height of her powers, with an iron grip on her party, unexpectedly resigned, weakened in part by an unprecedented campaign by an army of Scottish women, determined to stop what they saw as a profound assault on their human rights.

Written by many of the women whose views were once dismissed by Nicola Sturgeon as ‘not valid’, it tells the story of a grassroots movement that took on the Scottish political establishment and its supporters in civil society, breaking down barriers between political opponents, and uniting novice campaigners, experienced activists and professional politicians in new ways. It is the story of women who were willing to risk jobs, reputations, friendships, to make their voices heard.

The opening section provides some context for the personal accounts that follow. We hope the overview of these five years in Chapter 5 and the timeline at the end will help readers less familiar with events in Scotland to put the pieces together.

As a first draft of history, most of the accounts here are from women whose experiences hit the headlines, but the battle was fought on the ground and online by women with no public profile. There is a much bigger women’s history to write than this one book can contain.

If self-declaration of gender had become law in one part of the UK, women’s sex-based rights and the very definition of female in language, policy and law would have been diminished across the country. Much of the detail is unique to Scotland, but it is a story which will resonate across the UK and in other countries where women face the same pressures to see themselves redefined.

The story told here is an age-old one, albeit in a contemporary setting. Above all, it is the story of the women who would not be silenced, of the women who wouldn’t wheesht.




Foreword

A hashtag is born


WitchCrit

@Dis_Critic
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Thank you for this. I’m still in shock the country in which I live has seen fit to redefine Woman for the purposes of any damn thing. This has been allowed to happen precisely because Women never have been seen as equals. But they have a fight on their hands: Women Won’t Wheesht.

1:03 PM • Jul 31, 2020



‘It’s a girl.’ The forty-five minutes that followed were the ‘before’. Before grief. Before my mind lurched into a vision of a future I’d never have chosen for my daughter. Before the cold, grey knot of worry formed in my gut.

Three women came to break the news – two midwives and the doctor who had delivered my baby. This show of sisterhood, this rallying of female strength and compassion, still moves me. These women knew their words would change another woman’s life. They set out to ensure those words would steady me as my world shifted. Being told my child had a severe learning disability was being told I had a responsibility that extended beyond my own lifetime. There was a helplessness that followed – knowing one day you’ll leave your vulnerable child in a world that is too often cruel and dangerous is a harrowing, almost unbearable, realisation.

As I came to know my beautiful, funny, hard-working daughter, the pain eased, but the worry didn’t. The worry could only be managed. Believing I lived in a country where safeguarding principles sat at the heart of its care system offered me some reassurance.

But that was the ‘before’. Before becoming aware of how politicians in Scotland were attempting to broaden the definition of woman to include men. Before knowing there was a push to blur the line between the sexes. Before discovering my daughter’s need for same-sex intimate care would be reframed as bigotry.

I became aware, in 2019, of the plans for self-ID (self-identification) to be introduced in Scotland. I found it hard to believe my country was on the verge of allowing men to self-declare their sex. It was also baffling that this proposed legislation, certain to impact the sex-based protections of women and girls, wasn’t being discussed in every news broadcast and in every household. I had only found out about the plans from social media posts written by brave and knowledgeable women who had already suffered the grim consequences of daring to speak up for women and girls.

I began to speak up, convinced when I explained the very real worries I had regarding my daughter’s right to same-sex intimate care, politicians would be sympathetic. For who would be callous enough to say a grown man’s feelings were more important than a disabled girl’s dignity and safety? Surely no one.

But that was the ‘before’. Before politicians deemed my concerns for my daughter’s dignity and safety not inclusive enough of adult men. Before trans activists accused me of being a pearl-clutching transphobe. Before I was told to ‘wheesht’ and put my concerns aside until all other issues in Scotland were put to rights.

For there were those, politicians included, who viewed a female’s refusal to have a man identifying as a woman deliver her ‘same-sex’ intimate care as akin to racism.

There were others who believed attaining an independent Scotland was to be the only priority. Women’s sex-based protections were merely a side issue, a distraction. ‘Wheesht for Indy’ was to be the strategy, and once an independent Scotland emerged, we might restore women’s rights. Or then again, we might not.

Silencing the women who opposed self-ID was a recurring theme. If we weren’t to be quiet for the purposes of independence, we were to be quiet because we were bigots whose boundaries were outdated and hateful. It was horrifying to me that politicians and organisations would think it appropriate for my daughter’s dignity to be compromised to ensure a man’s was not. The material reality of a man is not changed by how he perceives himself, and telling vulnerable women and girls to ignore their own discomfort to accommodate a man’s perception of himself is gaslighting.

However, gaslighting and vilification would not prompt submission, it would prompt defiance. It was this defiance I hoped to articulate when I coined the slogan, ‘Women Won’t Wheesht’. Those three words were my message to anyone who found my speaking up for my daughter’s dignity distracting or unkind. I would not shut up. I would not stand aside.

It turned out that there was a growing number of women who felt the same. The slogan seemed to capture the mood of women all over Scotland. ‘Women Won’t Wheesht’ became our battle cry.

I hoped if the strength of women’s resistance was reflected in the slogan, a slogan that would be chanted by hundreds of women outside Holyrood and written in sand on beaches across the world, it might alert more women to the changes in law that were unfolding.

It was this thought that gave me the idea of displaying ribbons in the green, white and purple of the suffragettes anywhere women might see them. In December 2020, I began tying ribbons round lampposts, pillar boxes, trees (temporarily) and anything else that stood still. I posted photographs of these displays on Twitter with the hashtag #WomenWontWheesht.

What followed was amazing. An army of women began tying their own ribbons in their own towns and cities around the world. From Orkney to Australia, from Caithness to Canada, and in so many places in between, ribbons in the suffragette colours began to appear. In a culture of no debate, the ribbons offered an opportunity for women’s voices to be seen in a world that was making it almost impossible for them to be heard.

Every time I wrote the slogan ‘Women Won’t Wheesht’, and every time I tied a ribbon, it was with this in mind: I am a mother, and I will allow no man to use my disabled daughter as his shield.

I won’t lie. I won’t say a man is any type of woman. I won’t be forced to say women’s bodies don’t matter – aren’t matter. I won’t say woman is merely a fragile, flimsy feeling, or the wisp of a limitless thought that can be stretched as thin as a veil any man can slip on and off.

I won’t pretend woman is the sum total of the traits a man can emulate. To say this would be to say a man can stand in a woman’s place. And that place could be administering what should be same-sex intimate care to my vulnerable, disabled daughter.

This woman will never wheesht.




SECTION 1

Setting the Scene




Chapter 1

In the beginning there was Scotland …

Susan Dalgety and Lucy Hunter Blackburn

The chief executive of Stonewall could not have been more contrite. On 16 February 2015, when announcing that the world-famous campaign group for lesbian and gay rights was now going to focus on trans equality, Ruth Hunt made a heartfelt apology.

In the foreword to Trans People and Stonewall, Hunt acknowledged that the organisation, established in 1989, had, until now, always maintained a strict distinction between sexual orientation and gender identity.

‘Historically, we thought it was the right thing to do,’ she said, adding that she had now changed her mind. And she apologised on behalf of Stonewall: ‘We recognise the impact of mistakes we have made in the past. We are aware that we have missed opportunities to open up this conversation far sooner. We apologise to trans people for the harm that we have caused.’

Four hundred miles away, in the Equality Network’s office in central Edinburgh, it’s not hard to imagine its director, Dr Tim Hopkins, smiling at the news of Stonewell’s late transition to the gender identity cause.

Thanks in no small part to Hopkins, an understated computer scientist, Scotland had been at the forefront of the global campaign for trans rights for two decades. Central to Scotland’s campaign was a demand for self-declaration (self-ID) – the right for anyone over sixteen years old to obtain legal recognition as a member of the opposite sex, or as being neither sex, by a simple administration process.

By the time Stonewall had announced its new focus, Hopkins, the Equality Network, and a host of other organisations such as the Scottish Trans Alliance (STA), LGBT Youth Scotland (LGBTYS), and Stonewall Scotland, had every reason to believe that their decades-long mission was about to succeed. Scotland’s civil service was sympathetic to their cause, with the leadership of the Scottish Prison Service (SPS) and NHS (the National Health Service) Scotland already strong allies. Scotland’s tight-knit political class was on board. Even the national feminist organisation Engender was an ally, citing intersectional feminism as proof that ‘trans women are women’. And crucially, Nicola Sturgeon, Alex Salmond’s deputy, had just been appointed first minister. She seemed determined to emerge from under the shadow of her former boss by proving her progressive credentials at home, and on the world stage.

But how did Scotland become home to such a powerful trans movement? One which put redefining ‘woman’ at the heart of its campaigning, with the enthusiastic support of civic Scotland, and so on a collision course with women’s sex-based rights.

It started in Inverness, the capital of the Highlands, with trans activist Julia Gordon, who, from 1995, had incorporated a transgender support group within Reach Out Highland, an LGB charity. As James Morton, writing as head of the Scottish Trans Alliance, pointed out in Trans Britain, Gordon was ‘ideally placed to recognise the benefits of collaborative LGBT activism and was able to convey this to other trans people across Scotland’.

When the embryonic Equality Network held its first community conference in 1997 in Edinburgh City Chambers, ‘transgender people’ got equal billing with lesbian, gay and bisexual people. Julia Gordon ran a ‘Transgender Issues’ workshop, which concluded:


While the overall goal for equal treatment and recognition for transgendered people is felt to be a long way off; it is tempting to draw comparisons with the struggle for ‘gay’ rights and how prejudices have been challenged and social attitudes changed in a relatively short time … it must surely follow for the transgender community in Scotland to build closer ties with the Equality Network.



Despite concerns from some lesbian and gay activists about closer involvement, as well as from some transvestites and transsexuals, the Equality Network decided to incorporate the trans community in its work. From its inception in 1997 it was Scotland’s national LGBT campaign – eighteen years before Stonewall embraced gender identity ideology.

Edinburgh University, where Tim Hopkins had taught from the 1980s, was the academic cradle for Scotland’s drive towards self-ID. In 1996, the university’s Lesbian and Gay Society (BLOGS) added a new right of ‘self-definition’ to its constitution:


The Society accepts its members and others attending meetings as being the gender, sexuality and sexual orientation which they choose to define themselves, regardless of birth certificate, physical appearance, usual gender role or sexual or other behaviour. They will be accepted thus for the purposes of attending regular and special meetings, and in how they are addressed and treated in the group.



Two years later and the first elections of the Scottish Parliament gave Tim Hopkins and the Equality Network a unique opportunity to press for legal change. The devolved administration was established by the 1997 Labour government to give Scotland, which had always had a distinct legal system from England and Wales, direct power over a wide range of policy areas, including education, health, justice, rural affairs, housing, environment, transport, and crucially some aspects of equalities policy.

The newly elected members of the Scottish Parliament (MSPs) would prove keen to flex their political and legislative muscle from the outset, and the Equality Network was only too eager to help them.

In April 1999, a few weeks before the Scottish Parliament elections on 6 May, it published its manifesto, Equality at Holyrood, which set out policy aspirations for ‘lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people’. As well as calling for the immediate repeal of ‘Section 28’ (2A in Scotland), the 1988 law that prohibited local authorities from ‘promoting homosexuality by teaching or by publishing material’ and for civil marriage to be available to couples ‘regardless of gender’, the manifesto demanded that the ‘gender identity of transgender and transsexual people be recognised in law’ and that all public bodies should adopt ‘equal opportunities policies and practices which include sexual orientation and gender identity’.

The ill-defined term ‘gender identity’ had fully entered Scottish public space.

The 1999 manifesto was to provide the framework for a determined campaign by the Equality Network, its offshoot, the Scottish Trans Alliance, and other groups such as Stonewall Scotland and LGBT Youth Scotland to secure self-ID, and to embed gender identity in all aspects of public policy, from equality guidance for schools to the collection of vital data. As Lucy Hunter Blackburn told the Herald in December 2023:


We had a group of people who were very convinced that what you felt yourself to be was more important than anything else. They were active in politics for decades … the Equality Network … was set up from the very start on gender identity. It’s not an add-on, unlike Stonewall, which changed course.



Young people were a key demographic for the trans lobby. Stonewall set up an LGB youth project in Edinburgh in 1989, which by 2003 had evolved into the national organisation, LGBT Youth Scotland, and included a group for trans-identified youth. Its first chief executive was James Rennie.

LGBTYS’s influence in schools and education policy grew apace. Even the conviction of Rennie in 2009, found guilty of raping a three-month-old baby and sentenced to life imprisonment for his central role in one of Scotland’s worst-ever paedophile rings, did not affect the clout it had with senior politicians and civil servants or, crucially, its government funding. Nor did the quality of its work seem to matter. In 2017, it drew up transgender guidance for schools. However, the document was heavily criticised for its misunderstanding of equality law, so much so that the Scottish Government was forced to commit to replacing it. Despite this failure, LGBTYS helped shape the Scottish Government’s new guidance Supporting Transgender Pupils in Schools, published in 2021, and almost 60 per cent of Scotland’s secondary schools now participate in its Charter Award scheme which places emphasis on social transition as a response to children experiencing confusion over their sex.

Another target was the NHS. Stonewall Scotland won funding in 2002 to manage a six-year-long LGBT health equality project, which included a ‘trans awareness training resource pack’ for NHS staff. A key element was a thirty-minute film, which was later used to train youth workers, teachers, council staff and the police, as well as NHS personnel. And the Scottish Transgender Alliance was instrumental in shaping NHS Scotland’s 2011 Gender Reassignment Protocol, ensuring that it included the most recent recommendations from an organisation called the World Professional Association for Transgender Health (WPATH). Scotland was later able to boast that it was the first country in the world to implement a protocol based on WPATH’s ‘best practice’. In 2013, NHS England announced it would adopt the Scottish guidance.

But perhaps the most illuminating example of the trans lobby’s entryism into public policy was its capture of the SPS, as James Morton explains in Trans Britain: ‘We strategised that by working intensively with the Scottish Prison Service to support them to include trans women as women on a self-declaration basis within very challenging circumstances, we would be able to ensure all other public services should be able to do the same.’

In 2014 SPS published its policy, giving the STA’s logo equal prominence to its own on the front cover, and with James Morton’s name in the document’s metadata.

Feminist organisations and women-only support services were also carefully targeted for their support. Engender, Scotland’s feminist membership organisation, was set up thirty years ago by second wave feminists to advocate for women’s equality. A new generation of activists and staff introduced ‘an intersectional lens’ to Engender’s work, encouraged by the Equality Network and trans activists like Jo Clifford who, according to James Morton, helpfully pointed out the ‘errors in some second wave feminist theories about trans people’.

And civil servants ‘warmly and cogently’ argued for support services like Scottish Women’s Aid and Rape Crisis Scotland to be ‘trans-inclusive’. Mridul Wadhwa, who transitioned in India before moving to Scotland, was held up as a poster child for the slogan ‘trans women are women’, controversially holding senior roles in a range of women’s support services from 2014. Today, all Scottish government-funded organisations that provide services for female victims of male violence and sexual assault must have a trans-inclusion plan as a condition of their government grant.

Tim Hopkins realised early on that to be successful in realising the Equality Network’s ambitious 1999 manifesto, particularly its pledges on gender identity, he would need to secure funding for staff and other resources. At a dinner he organised in 2005, he found civil servants more than willing to listen, as James Morton describes: ‘We used a combination of friendly charm together with emotive descriptions peppered through the dinner conversations to illustrate to the civil servants the need for trans-specific government equality funding.’

Little more than a year later, Hopkins had secured a one-year funding package for the Scottish Trans Alliance. The surprise election of a minority SNP (Scottish National Party) government in May 2007, under the leadership of Alex Salmond, with his protégée Nicola Sturgeon as his deputy, led to concerns that the funding would be short-lived, but the SNP was keen to be seen as a progressive government.

A commendation from the Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights – recognising Scotland as the first national government in Europe to fund a trans-equality project – was sufficient incentive for the new, ambitious administration. In early 2008, STA’s funding was extended to a three-year package.

More funding was to follow, first from the European Union to allow Scottish trans activists to meet regularly with fellow campaigners in the Netherlands, Germany and Ireland. Even Scotland’s tourism marketing agency was eager to help. In 2014 VisitScotland gave STA a six-figure sum for a weekendlong event, the ‘Trans and Intersex Conference of the Isles’, bringing together campaigners from the rest of the UK and Ireland. The Scottish Government and Edinburgh University also made a financial contribution to the event.

Armed with government cash, and with the ear of government ministers, leading opposition MSPs and senior civil servants, STA and its parent body, the Equality Network, was able to turn its attention to the big prize: legislative change.

It found an enthusiastic backer in the leader of the Scottish Greens, Patrick Harvie MSP who, in 2009, successfully introduced the Scottish Parliament’s first piece of hate crime legislation – the Offences (Aggravation by Prejudice) (Scotland) Act. This made being motivated by prejudice towards a person’s ‘actual or presumed sexual orientation, transgender identity or disability’ an ‘aggravator’ – increasing the seriousness of any crime. And lobbying by STA secured the first legal acknowledgement of ‘non-binary’ identities. Using insults such as, ‘Oi freak, are you Pete Burns’s love child’ as anecdotal evidence, civil servants were persuaded to accept the line, ‘any other gender identity that is not standard male or female gender identity’, in the bill.

Hopkins and others now focused their energies on securing the self-identification of sex for anyone over sixteen years old, as set out in the Equality Network’s 1999 manifesto: ‘The Scottish Parliament should legislate to allow transgender and transsexual people to register their gender identity for legal purposes.’

The 2004 Gender Recognition Act, in force across the UK, did not go far enough for gender identity advocates. They argued that the medical diagnosis required for a Gender Recognition Certificate (GRC) was, among other things, ‘inhumane’. But first they successfully lobbied to use the 2014 Equal Marriage Bill to change the law for married people. An amendment, originally drafted by the Equality Network, which allowed a transgender person to obtain a GRC without the written consent of their spouse, was accepted by parliamentarians.

Tom French is the director of communications for the SNP group at Westminster. He worked for the Equality Network in 2014, when he wrote in Pink News, praising Scotland for being at the forefront of trans-inclusive laws and policies:


The significance of this amendment is not just that it is a key part of the package of measures that will secure genuine marriage equality for transgender and intersex people but also that it upholds the important principle that access to gender recognition is a human right, and a deeply personal matter of autonomy, that no one should be able to block …

It is precisely because we have a government and parliament that are committed to equality for LGBT people that Scotland has developed a proud reputation of being at the forefront of LGBT equality in Europe, leading the way in introducing trans-inclusive policies and laws.



Buoyed by this legislative success, the Equality Network and STA now turned their attention to securing self-ID in law. In November 2014, at the VisitScotland-funded conference, the Equality Network and STA unveiled its Equal Recognition campaign, calling for reform of the GRA to a process of self-ID. They were perfectly placed to win.

Their long-term strategy to embed gender identity and self-ID in Scotland’s political and civic space had succeeded beyond expectations. Civil servants were convinced, some evangelical. Civil society – including, crucially, government-funded women’s organisations such as Engender and Rape Crisis Scotland – were strong allies. Engender welcomed the Equal Recognition campaign, describing it at the time as being inspired by feminism: ‘Campaigning for the right to make your own decisions about your body and the right to make your own decisions about how to live your life will no doubt be very familiar to Engender members and indeed the Equal Recognition Campaign takes much inspiration from Feminism.’

Gender identity ideology had been seeded, and taken root, across a range of public services, and senior politicians and just enough backbench MSPs were clambering over each other to show their support for their ‘trans siblings’. The media, largely, were uninterested.

Even Westminster seemed on board. The 2015 Women and Equalities Committee inquiry into Transgender Equality offered Scottish gender identity ideology activists the opportunity to provide influential witness testimony, and held out the prospect of self-ID reform across the UK.

And Nicola Sturgeon, acclaimed as first minister on 22 November 2014, had reinvented herself as a social reformer, a liberal feminist in touch with contemporary society, eager to transform Scotland into a model nation, ready to take its rightful place in the pantheon of ‘progressive’ countries.

As the 2016 Scottish Parliament elections approached, the SNP, Scottish Greens and Liberal Democrats promised to bring the 2004 Gender Recognition Act into line with international best practice, while Scottish Labour made a pledge to remove the need for a medical diagnosis. Some politicians pointed to Ireland, where self-ID had been introduced in 2015 with little or no controversy, as proof of the policy’s popularity.

The SNP won the largest number of seats – but with 63 of the 129 available failed to secure an overall majority. But with more than double the number of seats of the opposition party – the Conservatives – and Scottish Labour beaten into third place, there was no doubt that Nicola Sturgeon would form a government. She was voted in for her second term as first minister of Scotland on 17 May 2016.

Five months later, on 5 October 2016, she published her 2016–17 Programme for Government. Action 13 was to reform gender recognition law, recognising it as a ‘complex area of policy’.

Unbeknown to Sturgeon, and unnoticed by a civil society that no longer challenged government but instead amplified its core messages, women across Scotland, connected by online forums and social media that brought in UK connections too, were beginning to take notice of a potential clash of rights.

Crucially, while the YES campaign to secure Scotland’s exit from the UK had not convinced enough Scottish voters in the 2014 referendum, it had spawned an energetic grassroots political movement that cut across party lines and encouraged thousands of previously unengaged women to get involved in campaigning. They were not yet ready to hang up their banners.

Nicola Sturgeon, who later self-identified as ‘feminist to her fingertips’ was about to find out just how complex self-ID was, not just for policy-makers but for her personally.


ops/images/13.jpg





ops/images/14.jpg
\






ops/images/logo.jpg
9

CONSTABLE





ops/images/3.jpg





ops/images/9781408720714.jpg





ops/images/4.jpg
AT
L

a
-~





