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This article provides a critical appraisal of the Cass Review from a heritage position through
the lenses of archaeology, heresiology, myth, and literature. The paper introduces the
framework of gender ahistoricism, and the authors highlight instances of gender ahistoric
revisionism within the Cass Review’s final report. Further, they challenge these historical
claims of gender through several case studies demonstrating a broader gender multiplicity
than allowed for by the final report. This article, as well as furthering criticism of the Cass
Review from these new heritage perspectives, also highlights the impact of gendered pasts
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more broadly on the material conditions of contemporary trans lives. It underpins and fur-
thers the efforts that must be taken to ensure heritage practices and frameworks become
tools of use, rather than oppression, for trans communities.
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In 2020 NHS England commissioned an independent review into the care provided
for trans children and adolescent trans people considering a perceived significant in-
crease in referrals to their Gender Identity Development Service (GIDS), especially by
those assigned female at birth (Cass 2024, 26).2 Headed by Dr Hillary Cass, the “Cass
Review” set out to make findings and provide recommendations in relation to 11 key
areas. These notably included the prescription of puberty blockers by the NHS, and
the reasons behind an apparent “increase [which] has disproportionately been of natal
females” referring to GIDS (Cass 2024, Appendix 1). The Cass Review, which includ-
ed seven systematic reviews conducted by authors affiliated to the University of York,
published an interim report in 2022 before releasing the final report in April 2024.

Concerns about the Review’s rigour were first raised following the 2022 inter-
im report. The interim report, published without peer-review, argued throughout that
there was insufficient evidence about the benefits of puberty blocker prescriptions,
instead presenting a narrative of their mental health benefits being solely “short-term”
(Cass 2022,10) and their use “controversial” in relation to the supposed “risk” of puber-
ty blockers leading to “irreversible treatments” (Cass 2022, 28). This was criticised by
Pang and colleagues (2022), who argued that the interim report failed to engage with
any of the studies that demonstrated long-term mental health benefits when gender
affirmative care was given to trans youth. Similar criticism about cherry-picking was
again levelled at the interim report in March 2024 by Horton (2024), alongside voicing
concern that the authors of the commissioned University of York systematic reviews
lacked expertise in transgender related healthcare.

In April 2024 the final report was published. This echoed the interim report,
arguing that there was insufficient evidence to demonstrate the benefits of puberty
blocker prescriptions to out-weigh what it saw as the harm of providing them, recom-
mending instead that puberty blockers should only be made available through a clini-
cal trial designed to bridge the supposed evidence gap (Cass 2024). Since publication,
the final report has been cited as the exclusive justification for stopping puberty block-
er prescriptions in the UK, both on the NHS and privately (Campbell 2024a; Kennedy
2025). As a direct result of the Cass Review and its recommendations, the UK subse-
quently introduced a permanent ban on the medication in December 2024 (Campbell
2024b; McCool 2024; Thomas 2024).

1 This supposed significant rise has been proven to be an incorrect reading of the referral data
by both McNamara and colleagues (2024) and Crijseels (2026).
2 The names of all those involved have not been disclosed by the Review and references to the

Review will therefore appear as (Cass 2024).
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Moreover, the Review has had an impact beyond UK healthcare. The Cass Re-
view was cited as evidence in favour of puberty blocker bans for trans youth during re-
cent court cases in New Zealand (Nga Koti o Aotearoa Courts of New Zealand 2026) as
well as the United States v Skrmetti case in the state of Tennessee (Supreme Court of the
United States 2025a). Despite becoming the go-to document for proponents of puberty
blocker bans, and having so immediately impacted services in the UK, the Cass Review
has been highly criticised by experts in transgender and adolescent health. Numer-
ous academic reviews have been published, pre-papers shared, and rapid responses
to the British Medical Journal sent. These collectively declared the Cass Review guilty of
cherry-picking studies, manipulating key data, misusing participant quotes, inappro-
priate analytical methods, double standards, prejudice, failing to prove its own claims,
having a high degree of bias, departing from scientific best practice, and being of poor
scientific rigour throughout (Berner 2024; Grijseels 2026; Horton 2024; Horton and
Pearce, 2024; Kohn, 2024; McNamara et al, 2024; Noone et al., 2024). Resultantly, the
British Medical Association (BMA) passed a motion in July 2024 to “publically critique”
the Review, calling for the implementation of its recommendations to be paused, and
puberty blocker prescriptions reinstated, during its evaluation (BMA 2024). This has
been subsequently ignored by the UK government.

Whilst reading the final report, it was noted by the authors of this article that
alongside the concerns raised by healthcare professionals, the report was also reliant
on a distortion of trans history at several key places in its foundational logic. Our criti-
cism of the final report accompanies those from a healthcare perspective by critiquing
the Review’s factual legitimacy from an archaeological, historical, and literary per-
spective, areas of the final report yet to face detailed scrutiny. Our paper will introduce
and develop the concept of gender ahistoricism, using it to demonstrate why the Cass
Review needed to fabricate an ahistoric account of trans history as part of the founda-
tional logic for its analysis. Our article critiques the Review as a highly consequential
example of the impact the ever growing (ab)use of heritage has against the material
conditions of contemporary trans lives and equalities.

The paper begins with a discussion by Hurcum of gender ahistoricism. Our paper
then continues with a series of interconnected segments wherein each co-author evalu-
ates the Cass Review against our framework of gender ahistoricism in relation to their
area of specialty. Newbury addresses the impact of gender histories on gender minori-
ty stress through the case study of The Public Universal Friend. Girling highlights the
hallmarks of historical discussions of heresy apparent in the Review. Richardson-Read
then discusses the Review as a gender myth and explores alternative stories of gender
from Norse mythology. Lastly, Davison discusses burial evidence from two Anglo-Saxon
graves which again run counter to the Review’s ahistorical assertions.

These applications together serve to clearly demonstrate the Cass Review’s use
of gender ahistoricism to underpin its consequential assertions on contemporary
trans healthcare, furthering the pre-existing critical scholarship of the Review from
new disciplines. Moreover, each may individually serve as a possible trans inclusive
approach that can be taken when studying the archaeological, historical, mythological,
and literary record. These diverse approaches are then brought together in a conclu-
sion written equally amongst all the authors that highlights the impact of trans exclu-
sionary historical narratives on the material conditions of contemporary trans lives.
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DEFINING GENDER AHISTORICISM AND ITS FOUNDATIONAL USE
WITHIN THE CASS REVIEW (HURCUM)

As Maude and Perisanidi (2024, 225) succinctly put it: “Trans history enjoys the luxury
of disbelief.” This statement distils a sentiment which has long been echoed by oth-
ers within trans history and archaeology (e.g., Everhart 2022; Hollimon 2009; Power
2020), where the claiming of the long dead as cisgendered is considered a fact a priori,
whilst to suggest the possibility of trans people in the historical/archaeological record
requires exceptional evidence. More than this, as Weismantel (2013, 320) contended,
this assumption of cisness and denial of trans possibilities acts as “a form of structural
violence perpetuated against people, past and present, who do not conform to contem-
porary norms of gender.” I have elsewhere argued further, asserting that this violence
is the raison d’etre for the obfuscation of trans history by means of exceptionalism or flat
denialism, through what I termed “cis-supremacist pasts” (Hurcum 2025).

In this section, I shall begin by defining the through-line which holds our indi-
vidual analyses in this paper together: the framework we have termed gender ahistori-
cism. It was felt during our examination of the final report that pre-existing analytical
frameworks didn't fully fit the type of historical revisionism the Review espoused when
mentioning trans history. Cisnormative histories require the disregarding of trans
possibilities through assumptions of a universal historic “cisness,” or by requiring ex-
ceptional evidence to deviate from such an attribution (Walley 2021; Weismantel 2013).
Cis-supremacist pasts are more calculated, wherein individuals or organisations de-
liberately erase “trans identities from sanctioned historical narratives” for the explicit
purpose of politically dominating contemporary trans people (Hurcum 2025, 177). The
Cass Review was more subtle than flat denialism or wholesale erasure when it came to
trans history. Namely, it didn't completely deny, erase, or obstruct the entirety of trans
history when such history was briefly mentioned. However, on the two occasions trans
history was consequentially cited by Cass (2024, 26, 118), the final report brazenly re-
wrote trans history on a massive scale. Therefore, as we will show throughout this pa-
per, whilst the revisionism may have leaned into cisnormative histories, erased identi-
ties, and had the same calculated goal as cis-supremacist pasts, the revisionism itself
was conducted differently—through what we consider acts of “gender ahistoricism.”

We came to the term gender ahistoricism as a simple descriptor for the claim
repeated on pages 26 and 118 of the final report. Immediately after declaring that re-
ferrals to GIDS have switched to be predominantly those assigned female at birth, the
Review argues that “[t]he current profile of transgender presentations is unlike that in
any prior historical period” (Cass 2024, 118). At no point does the final report discuss
historic periods or the demographics of trans people throughout history, nor does it
cite academic literature on this topic. Its own data set of referrals only goes back to
2009—hardly all historic periods. Nonetheless, the uncited and somewhat nebulous
comment is stated as a foundational fact to keep in mind when understanding the Re-
view’s arguments. This is a clear example of gender ahistoricism, not least because it
goes uncited, but primarily for rewriting trans history to declare that gender has uni-
versally been a strict binary, that it is those assigned male at birth who predominated
the trans community, and that even at less than 1% of the population we are now more
populous than in any prior period. The immediate question now becomes why? Why
rewrite trans history in this way?
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The answer to this question is explored by each contributing author in relation
to their specialism during their sections. I, myself, contend that the why relates to the
Cass Review being an example of “transgender trend” scholarship.

“Transgender trend” ideology supposes that people transition because of a social
contagion pathologized under the name of Rapid Onset Gender Dysphoria (ROGD; see
Littman 2018). This pathology claims exposure to any trans people will cause children,
in particular young girls, to “become trans.” The concept of ROGD as a real pathology
has been heavily refuted by the trans community and peer-reviewed publications alike.
Indeed, the only academic paper proposing ROGD, Littman (2018), was heavily criti-
cised for its methodology and described as fundamentally flawed from the outset (e.g.,
Restar 2020). Moreover, ROGD has been further condemned as being nothing more
than “a barren empirical wasteland... attempt[ing] to mobilise scientific language to
circumvent mounting evidence in favour of gender affirmation” (Ashley 2020, 792).

Another key element of the transgender trend myth relates to who it proposes
as the predominant “victims”—these being primarily young girls (e.g., Shrier 2020).
Whilst the Cass Review never directly identifies itself as being “transgender trend”
scholarship, its contents betray this intent. It declares throughout that there has been
an “exponential” increase in young people, specifically people assigned female at birth,
seeking gender transition services. Notably, however, this is a complete misrepresen-
tation of its own data, which instead shows a steady increase in referrals between 2010
and 2018 where they then plateau (Grijseels 2026, 279; McNamara et al. 2024, 17). How-
ever, even running with the myth that referrals have exponentially increased, the final
report again makes a further questionable statement about its data: said referrals ex-
ceed what one would expect from the “normal evolution of acceptance for a minority
group” (Cass 2024, 26). What such a “normal evolution” is, and how the Review would
expect one to present in its data, is left undefined. The purpose of these statements in
the final report is not to be ones of concrete fact, clearly, but to suggest to the read-
er that acceptance could not have caused referrals to increase—despite this being the
view of experts in the field (McNamara et al. 2024).

The final report’s gender ahistoricism serves the same purpose. By claiming his-
toric trans people were always a certain way (predominantly male at birth), but that
contemporary trans people are now a different way (predominantly female at birth),
Cass evokes what Van Leeuwen (2007) calls the “authority of tradition.” In effect, the
Review uses gender ahistoricism in conjunction with its questionable data to differ-
entiate us from trans history and declare us something altogether different. The trans
community is no longer what it has always been, therefore some new “transgender trend” must
be responsible for that change. This then lays the groundwork for the Review to postulate
on any number of “other reasons” behind people being trans today and even permits it
to offer “solutions” to a “change from normality,” which the final report does plenty, as
seen with the following example:

Peer influence during this stage of life is very powerful. As well as
influence of social media, the Review has heard accounts of female
students forming intense friendships with other gender-questioning
or transgender students at school, and then identifying as trans them-
selves. (Cass 2024, 122).
It is no coincidence that this claim, and others like it, appear within only four
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pages of a gender ahistorical claim. That some people, including young people, are
simply just trans, and coming out following greater social acceptance amongst their
peers, is ignored. Afterall, as the Review’s gender ahistoricism set out to claim, trans-
ness today should be seen as wholly novel and divorced from any trans demographics
in the past. Therefore we, along with somewhat increased levels of acceptance, must be
atrend. This paper finds that the Review is self-evidently “transgender trend” scholar-
ship par excellence.

TRANS HISTORIES AND CONTEMPORARY WELLBEING (NEWBURY)

It has been tentatively estimated that there are between 200,000 and 500,000 trans-
gender people in the UK (Sharfman and Cobb 2022), and although queer identities
have been entering into societal consciousness, there are many issues relating to gen-
der identity today. These issues, such as inequality and discrimination, perpetuated by
sources like the Cass Review, are often amplified by the reliance on binaries in contem-
porary society (Hyde et al. 2019; Ridgeway 2011) and the erasure of queer histories. This
erasure refers to the systematic omission, marginalisation, and distortion of LGBTQ+
histories and narratives in historical records, education, and other cultural represen-
tations (Salter 2021). As discussed above, the final report’s gender ahistoricism distorts
trans history through extreme revisionism. In this section, I explore how this act of
gender ahistoricism negatively impacts contemporary trans people by exacerbating
gender minority stress.

It has been well documented how by erasing, or distorting, transgender and
nonbinary contributions and experiences throughout history, society loses valuable
aspects of history and heritage, weakening community bonds and collective identity
within these queer communities (Namaste 2000; Weismantel 2013). Gender minority
stress (GMS) is a framework to understand the elevated risks of mental health disor-
ders within the trans community as not inherent to “being trans,” but a consequence
of an anti-trans society (Hendricks and Testa 2012; see also Fish 2020; Sadowski and
Gaffney 1998). GMS scholarship therefore prioritises deconstructing and challenging
these external stressors, highlighting every instance where anti-trans society may
contribute towards stress within the trans community.

The study of sex and gender identities within archaeology is useful in enhancing
the understanding of the past, however it also plays a role in the present by opening-up
discussions and providing historical evidence of diversity. Such evidence can be used
to directly challenge and counteract marginalisation and discrimination faced as a re-
sult of the erasure of queer history and can confront our contemporary biases (Scho-
field 2010). Case studies, such as those discussed in this article, that demonstrate the
history and complexity of gender and identity can also provide marginalised individ-
uals a voice in constructing their own past (Dowson 2000, 165). This challenges where
GMS arises from historical erasure and may improve attitudes towards transgender
and nonbinary individuals by promoting awareness and acceptance.

Along with the erasure of queer history by society in general, transgender and
nonbinary people are often born into a heteronormative, gender conforming family,
which may result in them feeling a lack of trans history and heritage through queer
isolation (Abraham 2019, 135). This is equally a GMS stressor. Using archaeological ev-
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idence to show trans history and heritage is important for individuals within this dy-
namic, for knowing gender diverse individuals have always existed challenges myths
of presentism and restores a community that is otherwise missing (Bauer et al. 2009;
Morris 2019).

The Cass Review does not support transgender and nonbinary individuals (Hor-
ton and Pearce 2024) and will lead to discrimination. The use of historical sources to
promote awareness and acceptance can make gender diverse individuals safer in the
knowledge that positive representation and information is being used to challenge
contemporary biases and negative attitudes, such as those in the final report. This
support and recognition can result in individuals feeling accepted and understood, as
well as reducing the stigma and discrimination prevalent in society (McDonald 2018).
Below is a case study that demonstrates the complexity of identity that can be used to
open-up discussions around gender and provide a sense of history and heritage for
individuals today. Moreover, it is an example of gender history to directly challenge the
final report’s gender ahistoricism.

The Public Universal Friend (or simply “The Friend”) was an American preacher
born in Rhode Island in 1752 who, in 1776, after becoming unwell with a fever, claimed
to have died and been resurrected by the Spirit of the Lord as a genderless person,
neither male nor female, named the Public Universal Friend (Larson 2014). After 1776,
the Friend dressed in androgynous clothing, shunned both birth name and gendered
pronouns, and had an androgynous hairstyle for the time (Moyer 2015, 94). They began
to preach about their spiritual awakening and became part of the New-Light Baptist
movement.

Throughout history, the Friend has been misgendered and misrepresented, with
some historians suggesting that the clothing and rejection of gender identity by the
Friend is a sign of mental instability (Schmidt 2020). This narrative, a clear example of
the erasure of genderqueer history, feeds into issues with contemporary mental health
and wellbeing of individuals whose identity comes under criticism from others in the
same way that people question and criticise the identity of the Friend. By studying the
Friend and including their story in the history of gender diversity, we can see that non-
binary and genderfluid people are present in the past and led fulfilling lives. By using
this case study in discussions around gender identity today, we can provide evidence
of diversity in the past which can be used to support genderqueer individuals today,
counteract the transphobic argument that genderqueer identities are a “modern fad”
(Bellot 2021)—or indeed “unlike that in any prior historical period” (Cass 2024, 118)—
and provide people with a sense of history and heritage and a voice in constructing
their own past (Dowson 2000, 165). This, in turn, can help improve contemporary men-
tal health and wellbeing today by promoting awareness and acceptance of diversity.

As emphasised, transgender and nonbinary communities often face a higher
risk of developing mental health problems due to the issues faced within society as a
result of their identity (Fish 2020). It is imperative that society works towards improv-
ing the lives of transgender and nonbinary people in the social, political, and economic
climate in which we live, to reduce these societal issues. Case studies from history, such
as the Public Universal Friend, can be used to challenge biases and preconceptions and
can play a role in removing the stigma and discrimination that the transgender and
nonbinary communities face, and therefore contribute to improving contemporary
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mental health and wellbeing. Case studies that demonstrate the existence of diverse
identities throughout history can help normalise diverse sex and gender identities to-
day, by providing support and validation for the queer community.

THE CASS REVIEW IN THE CONTEXT OF HERESIOLOGY (GIRLING)
Multiple studies have criticised the accuracy of claims in the Review about its impar-
tiality (e.g., Grijseels 2026; Horton 2024; Noone et al. 2024). A further argument can be
made that there is a theme of “gender heresiology” in its partiality. The study of heresy,
or heresiology, can be understood as “the political claim of an exclusive ideology made
through the demonisation, exclusion and silencing of ‘the other” (Lyman 2008, 296).
Initially, the connection between heresiology, a genre of theological literature, and a
state-sanctioned medical review of trans healthcare may appear unusual in the secu-
lar context of the Cass Review. However, the deployment of a variety of heresiological
strategies interlocking “science” and “religion” has been identified as a symptomatic
reaction at times of rapid social and historical change (Flower and Ludlow 2020).

Understanding the heresiological functioning of the Review requires appreciat-
ing how it operates within a phenomenon of “cultural insecurity” (Eriksen 2019), which
often identifies diversity as ahistorical, and which then engenders works performing
heresiology. The Review’s final report emerges not as an individual work but as part of
a series of inter-propagating discussions by cultural forces identifying transness as a
kind of “gender heresy” (Morgan 2023). Concerning its influences, the foreword to the
final report (Cass 2024, 12) states: “The review has not been conducted in a vacuum.
There have been many moving parts and a significant often challenging public debate/”
One of these “moving parts” includes the scale of religious anti-trans financing (Mor-
gan 2023). Ciobanu (2021), for example, demonstrates that funding for “anti-gender”
groups totalled 700 million dollars from 2009 to 2018. In the context of this consider-
able cultural force, regardless of any personal religious associations, the final report
operates like any work of heresiology throughout history: it is prompted by, contrib-
utes to, and provides grounds for politico-religious opposition to diversity, in this case
to transness.

The perception of gender heresy, then, intersects two worlds of discourse sur-
rounding and concerning cultural (in)security: sociology and religion. The labelling of
transness as a kind of heresy is something that has even united previously disparate
groups with a common “enemy.” Morgan (2023, 32) has demonstrated the “unlikely alli-
ance” between so-called “gender-critical feminists and certain, traditionally anti-fem-
inist, evangelical Christian groups. This is founded on their “intersecting fundamental
opposition, on grounds of moral intuition rather than empirical principle, to dualistic
philosophies that separate the mind or soul or spirit from the body.”

Transness is perceived by these groups as “a slightly different formulation” of
this dualism “that separate[s] biological sex from sociological gender” (Morgan 2023,
33). Dualistic philosophies are taken to imply a belief in the subservience of the body
to the mind, which has been historically received as heresy. The theorisations, impli-
cations, and manifestations of dualism are contentious, and their comparability with
trans experiences of embodiment are debatable. However, Morgan (2023, 38—39) iden-
tifies these comparisons in a foundational document of gender-critical feminism from
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1979, Janice Raymond’s The Transsexual Empire. It considers body/mind dualism to be a
cardinal problem of trans identity and key proof of trans illegitimacy under feminist
critical analysis, concluding that transness poses a threat to women (Morgan 2023, 42).
These comparisons equating transness with the heresy of dualism function as acts of
gender heresiology operating on a secular or cultural level.

The “exclusive ideology” that the Cass Review has been criticised for is cis-su-
premacism (Horton 2024). In their critique of the Review, Horton (2024, 4) demon-
strates how the final report supported non-affirmative therapies and “creating a
climate in which different therapeutic approaches can be discussed and developed
without fear of vilification, legal action or complaints being brought,” as evidence of
cis-supremacism operating within the Review. Perceiving the heresiological themes
that underpin the Review reveals the espoused “climate” to be trans-exclusionary
healthcare. Furthermore, if transness is equated with gender heresy, statements such
as those regarding the “therapeutic approaches” it wishes to pursue “without fear of
vilification” are reframed as a step towards allowing practices of transphobic conver-
sion therapy. In these ways the Review presents gender-critical scepticism of trans
existence as neutrality. Although its argument here for more radically exclusionary
implementations to be pursued may be inadvertent, the Review itself functions as a
justification for subsequent works of gender heresiology to further the creation of that
“climate.”

This ideology is rationalised by Butler’s (2024) concept of a psychosocial phe-
nomenon called the “phantasm of gender.” It can be understood as a formation of
another of Lyman’s heresiological strategies: the demonisation of “the other.” The in-
flated, “phantasmatic” conceptualisation of so-called gender is underpinned by as-
sociative logic, which helps to explain Morgan's “unlikely alliance.” Despite differing
values and concerns between anti-trans feminists and evangelicals, “the contradiction
itself is what works, in effect ‘emancipating people from the task of developing a ratio-
nal position, a pathway to fascism” (Butler 2024, 60). Butler continues:

When people are already living with fear, and they are told that there
is in fact more to fear, and that the source of their fear can be named,
then the name contains and neutralises the contradictions, serving
now as a “cause” of ongoing and ultimate destruction, one that must
be rooted out.

The fear on the part of healthcare professionals that is evidenced by Horton's
(2024) article is that of litigation. Recommending the removal, or indefinite delaying,
of the option of gender-affirming care specifically for trans people is how the final re-
port proposes to protect professionals from that insecurity. As no such recommenda-
tions are made for cis gender-affirming care, the recommendations for gender-affirm-
ing care going forward operate heresiologically as “hostile exclusion.” This contributes
to the growing phantasmatic conceptualisation of transness and its demonisation in
wider cultural discourse. In this way, discourses of gender heresiology can focus on
trans people at the same time as both perpetrators and victims, metaphorically, of a
societal “demon.”

The function of heresiology, in summary, is to evangelise with cherry-picking
evidence for the “hostile exclusion” and “silencing” of an “other.” Down to the subcon-
scious ways in which it has been conducted, the Review is influenced by, performs,
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and furthers a heresiological response to transness. Appreciating the role of gender
heresiology in the influences, and influence, of the Review allows insight into its wider
cultural impact: engendering further studies and policy changes for the suppression
of transness. This is demonstrated by how, as discussed in the introduction to this
article, the final report as an officially commissioned document has been cited as the
justification for the removal of trans healthcare globally. Even the UK Government has
persisted with its recommendations, despite the BMA's call to publicly critique and
pause their implementation.

The advantages of observing the heresiological function and functioning of the
Review, then, are limited. The intensifying psychosocial phantasms of “gender,” like
“transgender trend” ideology discussed earlier, are seemingly impervious to expert
criticisms as they continue to prevail. To critique and dispel the ideologically exclusive,
heresiologically motivated construction of gender ahistoricism, it is not sufficient to
only point out the flaws or history of gender being examined in such a way (Butler
2024, 9). Nonetheless, such critique may yet contribute towards the solution identified
by Butler (2024, 9-10): “defeating this phantasm is a matter of affirming how one loves,
how one lives in one’s body, the right to exist in the world without fear or violence or
discrimination.” Unearthing the evidence of transness from history that the Review
rewrites with gender ahistoricism and identifying this suppression as a symptom of
gender heresiology, helps to “affirm the rights and freedoms of embodied life that we
can, and should, protect” (Butler 2024, 10).

TRANS MYTHOLOGIES VERSUS THE MYTH OF GENDER AHISTORICISM
(RICHARDSON-READ)

The approach of the final report and cisheteronormative scholarship to trans lives, and
bodies, is not new; rather it is an established pathologizing perspective on those who
do not conform to cisheteronormative restrictions (Gazzoli 2024, 462). As outlined by
the prior contributions to this article, the Review fabricates trans history through gen-
der ahistoricism and related heresiology. In this section, I demonstrate how this fab-
rication acts as a form of mythmaking, and counter with older myths to challenge the
one built by the final report. I use examples sourced from medieval literature around
Old Norse myth highlighting the inherent gender ambiguity that has been present for
longer than the final report admits to, an approach that avoids pathologizing or cate-
gorising genders but supports the open interpretation of identities.

The Old Norse sources in question present complications, not unlike the Cass
Review, having been subject to cisheteronormative scholarship that is rooted in the
foundations of far right movements (Jefford Franks 2019). In the same way that the
final report misrepresents and ignores the evidence and the inherent harm of its posi-
tion, so too has the scholarship of medieval Scandinavia with Old Norse myth and his-
tory. However, despite previous misrepresentations, gender fluidity is present in these
medieval sources, and this directly refutes the final report’s assertion of the current
“presentations” being markedly increased now over any previous period in history. For
the purposes of this section, the term “gender fluid” will be used as defined by Holleb
(2019, 134) which indicates a “gender which is not static” and moves away from the
associations of what is ill-fitting or unsuitable found in definitions of incongruence.
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Myths are stories told as a society and culture, enabling understanding of the
world and environments. Myths are open to interpretation, allowing for individuals
and society to be reflected within. The Cass Review is part of a mythology of vilifying
trans people that is paraded across media, serving as propaganda. Here are presented
two opposing Old Norse myths that enable us to see ourselves reflected in a way that
encompasses many identities. These myths demonstrate gender fluidity, predating
the present day significantly, both highlighting the final report’s gender ahistoricism
and proving its “transgender trend” partiality.

The sources used here are from the Poetic and Prose Eddas, both dated to approx-
imately the thirteenth century. These sources represent the majority of what is known
regarding Old Norse myth. Written centuries after the Old Norse peoples existed,
there is often a drift in meaning and context that permits interpretation. Medieval
scholarship has struggled with what Lara Ghisleni and colleagues (2016) refer to as “bi-
nary binds.” This term describes where scholarship has historically ignored lives and
experiences outside of cisheteronormativity (Ghisleni et al. 2016). Within Old Norse
studies, the material and lived nature of myth has been carefully considered, and the
question asked: What do these myths mean to those who lived them? Connecting the
evidence of materiality and lived experience is difficult but there have been interdisci-
plinary efforts to do so in this field (Wikstrom af Edholm et al. 2019). Frog (2019, 270—
71) interrogates Old Norse text sources to determine how myth, and the symbols with-
in, provided a means of understanding the body in the Viking Age. Frog (2019, 270-71)
draws on the supernatural and shape-shifting berserkr as one example of how people
in the Viking Age understood bodies like and unlike their own and found a means of
contextualising those understandings in a way that was accepted within their mythol-
ogy. Bodily change and, more importantly, difference in bodies was understood as part
of Old Norse myth once again highlighting the history of these concepts which are
ignored in the final report. Presented below are two examples of Old Norse deities for
whom bodily change and identity were fluid, which reflect, and reinforce, possible Old
Norse beliefs in how identity could be understood through the Old Norse mythological
world.

Neil Price (2019, 267) offers an assessment of Loki’s role as a “trickster” which
lends itself to the themes of identity discussed here, where Loki enables “social-
ly sanctioned deviance” and this becomes gender fluidity. Loki’s ambiguity in the
sources, including descriptions of shape- and gender-changing, means that they
are separate from the cisheteronormative framing of the narrative that attempts to,
restrictively, define them. In this sense Loki as a character of myth refutes gender
ahistoricism with their presence in these narratives. Lar Romsdal’s (2018) novel in-
terrogation of Loki’s sexuality and gender presents a nuanced view, suggesting Lo-
ki’s ambiguity of body “performs a dual function of both subverting and enabling the
other god’s functions.” Loki’s “socially sanctioned deviance” is an essential function
of the pantheon and is only possible because of Loki’s shifting in gender and broad
sexuality (Romsdal 2018). Descriptions of gender fluidity are seen in Lokasenna in
the Poetic Edda. Here Loki enters the hall of the Asir uninvited and proceeds to de-
mand a place at their table by insulting each of the deities present who, in turn, re-
spond. Odinn then responds with what scholarship has interpreted as an accusation
of changing gender.
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yet eight winters you were, beneath the earth,
a milchow and a woman,
and there you bore children (Larrington 2014, 84)

Romsdal (2018) summarises this as by defying “binary constructions of gender
and sexuality, Loki gives permission for those in society to do the same.” Loki’s chang-
ing gender is essential in Old Norse myth; they present the possibility for the society
these myths reflect to hold the same understanding of gender fluidity. It is also worth
noting the additional example in Gylfaginning, where Loki transforms into a mare to
seduce a stallion and ultimately gives birth to Sleipnir, the famed eight-legged horse
later gifted to Oinn (Byock 2005). This nuanced identity is evidenced in sources that
pre-date the Cass Review by almost a millennia and, theoretically, reflects a society
of that period. To suggest gender is immutable, and to be determined by oppressive
societal structures, is itself a “new” idea, and newer myth, and is refuted even by the
examples of mythology discussed above.

brymskvida, in the Poetic Edda, is regarded in traditional scholarship as a come-
dy (Acker and Larrington 2001, 492-4). I have presented elsewhere an interpretation
highlighting trans narratives within, noting that this presents a tragic story of borr’s
exploration of gender which is ultimately rejected out of fear (Richardson-Read 2021).
The assumed comedy relies on viewing Porr, as a cross-dressing bride, as humorous
and, using Cass’s (2024) term, as “incongruent” (Bullough and Brundage 2000, 226-8).
This is simplistic and restrictive, and evidence of Ghisleni and colleagues’ (2016) “bi-
nary binds.” I draw parallels here between the approach of cisheteronormative schol-
arship to Old Norse sources and the approach of the Review to the lives of trans peo-
ple, neither is nuanced or exploratory of the subject in question. In Prymskvida Porr is
asked to present as a bride to convince the giant brym to return the hammer Mjélnir
(Larrington 2014, 93).

Then said [Porr], the vigorous god:
“The Asir will call me perverse,
if Ilet you tie a bridal head-dress on me” (Larrington 2014, 95)

Porr’s concern about a change in identity threatens bPorr’s sense of safety within
the community of the &sir. As I noted, Porr’s acceptance is dictated by the Asir and
any deviation is determined to be perverse (Richardson-Read 2021). However, there is
corroboration of Porr’s new identity from others. Firstly, in Loki’s offer to support borr
in this new expression.

Then said Loki, Laufey’s son:
“I'll go with you to be your maid,
we two shall drive to Giant-land.” (Larrington 2014, 96)
Second, it is brym who offers borr validation in desire for Porr.
Then said [Prym], lord of ogres:
“Bring in the hammer to sanctify the bride,
lay [Mj6lnir] on the girl's lap,
consecrate us together by the hand of Var!” (Larrington 2014, 97)

A queer reading of Prymskvida tells a different story of identity and desire as an
individual who is ambiguous in their gender albeit in the context of a society that may
reject difference and precariously support individuals outside cisheteronormativity.
Northcraft (2022) argues for a consideration of Prymskvida for its “trans innovations,”
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despite the possibility of viewing Porr comedically, in that this text still creates a space
for trans existences, and in how gender is constructed in reading. Despite the precar-
ity of Porr’s trans existence, Northcraft’s (2022) reading supports such an existence no
matter how Prymskvida is read and thus reveals the source as trans mythology.

In developing our understanding of myth and story, there is room to evolve
stories as our society does the same. This has been demonstrated with the previous-
ly discussed examples from Old Norse myth, typically known for its cisheteronorma-
tive framing. Gender fluidity is not a new “trend,” as the Review’s gender ahistoricism
would suggest but is, in fact, present throughout history.

BONES TO PICK: EARLY ANGLO-SAXON CHALLENGES TO SEX/GENDER
ESSENTIALISM (DAVISON)

As many of the artefacts found in burials from the early Anglo-Saxon period are con-
sidered expressions of gender in material culture, they are used by archaeologists and
historians to assign a gender to a burial. Broadly, weaponry and equestrian equip-
ment are considered to indicate a male burial; while dress ornaments, beads, amulets,
and spinning equipment indicate female burials. Brooches, buckles, and knives are
found in masculine and feminine assemblages so are considered neutral items, not ex-
pressive of gender (Evison 1987, 82; Marzinzik 2003). These expressions of gender are
assessed alongside skeletal features which are considered to be sexually dimorphic.
In most cases the gendering of the goods matches the bodily evidence of sex (Hirke
1992, Stoodley 1999). There are, however, burials which do not conform to this pattern.
Here, I focus on those dated between the fifth and the eighth centuries, the “early” and
“conversion” stages of the Anglo-Saxon period, in cemeteries across the early English
zones of influence in Britain (Hirke 1992; Kniisel and Ripley 2000; Lucy 1997, 2002,
2011; Stoodley 1999).

In a dataset containing 2,243 inhumation burials from 21 Anglo-Saxon period
cemeteries, 71 burials were identified where the sex estimated on the basis of skele-
tal features were in contrast to the gendering of their accompanying artefacts. Of the
estimations of skeletal sex, 94% were confident or probable, making it likely that this
contrast was deliberate, and it can be argued to harmonise with transness as it is un-
derstood in the twenty-first century. A closer examination of two examples explores
insights available into transness in this early medieval context, and tests how closely it
relates to modern transness.

The person buried in grave 50 in Buckland Cemetery in Dover, whom we will
refer to as “5s0,” died between 525 and 575 AD, and was buried in the second phase of
the cemetery’s use between the late fifth and seventh centuries, and before the estab-
lishment of Christianity. They were tall, at around five foot and nine inches, and were
classified as “adult or ?adult age unknown” (Evison 1987, 128). They were buried along-
side a Frankish spearhead inlaid with silver, a Frankish buckle, a knife, and an iron pin
with the top of the shaft curled into a spiral, in what is described as a “medium rich
male grave” (Evison 1987, 175).

While much of 50’s skull had been damaged, the mandible remained intact, as
did the pelvis. These are considered the most dimorphic bones, and their presence al-
lowed for 50’s skeleton to be sexed, in apparent contrast to the masculine assemblage,
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as “definitely female” (Cox and Mays 2000, 117-19; Evison 1987, 125). The alkaline na-
ture of the soil at Buckland has eroded the human remains in this cemetery to such
an extent that both dental enamel and post cranial skeletons were “too eroded to show
surface morphology” (Evison 1987, 197-98). This precludes observations of indicators
of stress and trauma which can offer details into an individual’s life and experiences.
All that we can reliably extrapolate from the available skeletal remains is that 5o had re-
liable access to sufficient nutrition to reach their full growth potential, which aligned
with the status suggested by their goods, and had skeletal features that are considered
sufficiently feminine to have been archaeologically estimated as female.

How, then, should 50’s life be understood from this evidence? Conventional ex-
planations might be that 50 was a cisgender man who has been mis-sexed due to fem-
inine features, or perhaps instead a cisgender “warrior woman” who adopted mascu-
line modes of expression but remained female to herself and her community. This is
certainly how the now famous occupant of Birka chamber grave Bj.581 has been repre-
sented since the publication of their genomic data in 2017 revealed them to have been
“female” (Price et al. 2019). I argue that we must also consider the interpretation that
50 was comparable to what we understand as a transgender man or transmasculine
person, whose passage into manhood was signified by an association with weaponry
and masculine forms of objects worn by both men and women, and whose community
signalled their respect for his identity by dressing and equipping him appropriately in
death. Which of these interpretations is closest to the truth is impossible to know, but
unless we consider them all intimately, we are doing a disservice to those we study.

We will now turn to Grave 63 in the sixth- to seventh-century cemetery in Nor-
ton, one of the “highest-ranked female assemblages” in the cemetery (Sherlock and
Welch 1992, 91). Its occupant, “63,” died between the ages of 25 and 35, likely in the sixth
century. In the grave was found a rich array of grave furnishings. They had been buried
with beads in a garland across their chest, wearing a cruciform brooch either to fasten
a scarf, veil, or light cloak, over a tubular or peplos dress fixed at the shoulders by an
annular brooch—an outfit that could not be more typically of Anglian style at the time
(Sherlock and Welch 1992, 39, 163—64). The grave goods found give 63’s burial a Number
of Artefact Types (NAT) score of 8, impressive against the average of >5 for comparable
female burials from the same age range in the cemetery (Sherlock and Welch 1992, 19).
It is the number, variety, and quality of these goods that makes 63’s burial high-rank-
ing, and the associations of the items make it a thoroughly feminine burial.

Their skeleton was well preserved, with a complete skull and pelvis, and was es-
timated to be “definitely male” (Sherlock and Welch 1992, 163—64). This makes the only
convenient trans-exclusive explanation for this burial, that 63’s sex has been incorrect-
ly estimated and they were in fact a cis woman, unlikely. While the figure of the war-
rior woman is well known enough to be a convincing explanation for burials like 50’s,
which does not challenge some essential “femaleness,” there exists no counterpart,
no “domestic man,” which can hold burials like 63’s comfortably within cisnormativ-
ity. Again, I argue that we must also consider the possibility that 63 was comparable
to what we understand as a transgender woman or transfeminine person, who lived
into middle age and was buried by her community in fine clothes and jewellery rep-
resenting their life-long acceptance of her and her own high-status in life. The lack of
alternatives that can fit within cisnormativity for transfeminine burials is why trans-
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femininity appears to be more prevalent in our interpretations of history, which may
explain why the final report felt more secure in presenting an ahistoric gender history
with trans men written out.

This is not to suggest that every Anglo-Saxon burial like the examples discussed
above—the total number is uncalculated and perhaps incalculable—represents a life
that equates exactly to transness. The conclusion is rather that we cannot discount ev-
idence for a way of being in the early Anglo-Saxon period, particular to that cultural
context, which had meaningful resonances with transness. It is equally true that to be
aman or a woman in the same period is not directly comparable to the modern medi-
calised understanding of men and women today, but meaningful resonances between
the two conceptualisations exist. The broader array of explanations that exclude trans-
ness for 50, unlike 63, might also offer insight into the final report’s claims that there is
a recent upsurge in transgender boys and young transmasculine people presenting to
gender services. There are simply more ways to frame such people in history in a way
that does not challenge cisnormativity. If we strive to be rigorous in our historical and
archaeological practices, we must refuse to be satisfied and must strive to incorporate
more nuance and possibility into our practices when they are offered.

CONCLUSION

Since the publication of its final report, the Cass Review has drastically shifted the
landscape of trans healthcare in the United Kingdom and beyond. The Review is re-
sponsible for the UK’s puberty blocker ban, and global attempts to do likewise. We
have noted throughout our paper the outstanding criticism that the Review has faced
from experts in adolescent and trans healthcare. Further, our paper offers new criti-
cism against the final reporton the grounds of history, archaeology, myth, literature,
and heresy-making. The gender ahistoricism seen throughout the final report has
been done for a purpose. The erasure of gender multiplicity across deep time prop-
agates anti-trans myths of transgender presentism. This presentism is, in turn, used
as evidence for the transgender trend myth and “corrective” approaches to transition.

The final report’s revisionisms of trans perspectives through gender ahistor-
icism have been demonstrated as hallmarks of heresiology, contributing to cultural
discussions treating transness like a heresy. Moreover, the narrative of gender ahistor-
icism was further expounded by reading it as a work of mythopoesis, constructing an
anti-trans myth that runs counter to historic mythology and the archaeological record;
a construction that drives GMS. The sections in our paper demonstrate significant is-
sues with the consequential recommendations of the Review. However, as cautioned,
simply highlighting these facts won't break anti-trans ideology on its own, but we hope
by presenting them here they become building blocks to be used in the effort to dis-
mantle anti-trans bigotry writ large.

Furthermore, whilst the Review was the focus case study for this paper, our work
has highlighted how and why gender ahistoricism might present itself in any work
of gendered history that seeks to attack trans presents. Our paper challenges us to
think more critically of revisionisms of history in this area, which may not appear as
obvious as outwardly cis-supremacist historic exclusion, and to challenge anti-trans
assertions from every avenue at our disposal.
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