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Introduction
Following the emergence of high profile “transgender women” [Caitlin Jenner, Kelly Maloney, Munroe Bergdorf...], dis-
cussions about transgenderism have become a regular topic for mainstream news outlets.
This has coincided with the proposed reform of the Gender Recognition Act 2004. The government’s consultation about 
proposed changes to the G.R.A. which ended a few months ago was proposing to introduce what has been called 
“sex self-id.” (for sex self-identification), aiming to simplify the process for transgender people to “legally change their 
gender”, potentially enabling anyone to self-identify as the gender of their choice by simply ticking a box, with no profes-
sional assessment of gender dysphoria, no social transition, medical
transition or surgery being requested from the applicant. 

Feminists have questioned publicly whether trans politics poses any concerns for women and girls highlighting the 
clash of rights existing between women and “transwomen” (Fairplay For Women, 2019, Woman’s Place UK, 2019). If 
men who transition can legally become women, it becomes impossible to maintain women’s rights of access to sex-
segregated spaces and services exclusively for females (Equality Act 2010).

The same is also true for lesbians. 
As social media such as Twitter is a crucial tool for spreading ideas, such public discussion has led transactivists to 
share the view that they are discriminated against because some lesbians refuse to date them, propagating the idea 
that lesbianism is “transphobic” (Dennis, 2017).

The latter statement invites the question: 

What is the experience of lesbians when confronted with those ideas?
 
This work aims to investigate this under researched phenomenon, highlighting the impact of transactivism and trans 
ideology on lesbians. It has a second, crucial aim of ensuring lesbians’ voices and experiences are heard.
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As a lesbian I have heard many lesbians privately discuss being targeted by transactivists for being lesbians. 
Those stories were hushed in confidence, suppressed, women justifiably fearing retaliation from perpetrators. 
This silencing means that there are very few public stories of lesbians on the “cotton ceiling”, a point often ad-
vanced by transactivists to dismiss lesbians’ dissent. The aim of this study was to give silenced lesbians an op-
portunity to speak anonymously about their experience when faced with men who identify as transwomen, while
formally gathering the missing evidence.
The survey aimed to find whether there is a form of social pressure on lesbians to accept trans ideology within 
the LGBT community, and what form this may take. How does this affect their ability to meet other lesbians? 
Are lesbian dating sites safe for lesbians? Is this social pressure influencing lesbians’ life and their sexual life? If 
lesbians are pressured online, could they also be pressured offline? Are lesbians experiencing any form of sexual 
violence from men who call themselves lesbians? If yes what form does this sexual violence take?

Aims

Research Outline

The research was initially planned to be a series of interviews conducted with women who would be preselected 
after taking part in the questionnaire. After careful consideration a questionnaire was deemed more suitable in 
order to map an under-researched issue. A questionnaire enables the researcher to ask respondents a wider 
variety of questions in a short space of time (Sarantokos, 2012) and gives respondents the chance to complete 
the questionnaire in their own time (Curtis and Curtis, 2011).

The survey comprised of 30 questions about lesbians’ experience. It had sections relating to the following sub-
jects: respondent identity, their experiences in LGBT groups and on lesbian dating sites, their experiences inter-
acting with men who identify as transwomen as potential sexual partners. For the purpose of the survey, I used 
the queer terminology “transwomen” as advised by the Ethics Committee. The Ethics Committee believed that 
the survey should be “objective” but did not consider that the term “transwomen” is not an objective term and is far
less widely accepted than they claimed, a point noted by a respondent who complained that the term was incor-
rect and misleading as “transwomen” are biologically male, therefore “not a subset of women”.

The survey was sent to women-only and lesbian-only groups on social media, as well as to individual lesbians in 
my own networks. As such the sample does not claim to be a representative sample of the lesbian community. 
However, the research was to capture the points of view and stories of many, until now, silenced lesbians.

Research tools and method
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9 United States, Germany, Canada, Ireland, France, Australia, New Zealand. Only 3 women did not specify the country they 
lived in. 

10 Also calling themselves “dykes”(35%), “butch” (16%) or “femme”(10%), Gay woman (18%)

NOTES

Within a few days, 80 women had responded to the survey, far more than originally planned. This rapid engage-
ment demonstrates a keen interest by women who are affected by such issues and the recognition that there is a 
lack of work and visibility in this area. Several women left private notes, thanking me for the opportunity to speak 
up. Lesbians were eager to share their stories. The intention was to record lesbians’ experiences from the UK 
(48%), however the survey was also answered by women across the world9, highlighting that the questions raised 
concerns for lesbians in different parts of the western world. All age groups were represented. Due to the imposed 
time constraints of the research, I had to limit the number of questions relating to demographic information and 
also relating to the location e.g. rural/city provenance. Future research that will attempt to understand these views 
in more depth and detail will take more factors into considerations.

Findings

98.8% of respondents primarily defined themselves as “lesbians”10, while only two identified as “bisexual” includ-
ing one as “queer”. This choice of word represents a political standpoint (Blair & Obinawnne, 2018). Every woman 
apart from the “queer” respondent defined lesbianism as “women exclusively attracted to women”. The “queer” 
respondent was dating females, non-binary and trans people, and she alone defined lesbianism in terms of “a 
self-identified woman attracted to self-identified women”.

Overview of respondents

The majority answered “no” to the following questions: 

Most respondents considered “transwomen”, based on their biological sex, to be men. The pronouns used by 
respondents to refer to “transwomen” ranged between “he”, “she” and “they”. I will use the terminology used 
by respondents when quoting them to report their word accurately despite it going against the principle laid out 
above. I will use the term “transwomen” in quotation marks for that reason.

The view on “transwomen”

“Do you believe transwoman are women?” [ NO 87.5% ),

 “Do you believe transwoman can be lesbians” (NO 95% ) 

“Would you yourself consider a transwoman as a potential sexual partner” (NO 98.8% )

LGBT groups

The following sections will discuss findings in relation to their engagement with LGBT groups, dating sites, lesbi-
ans’ experiences of sexual pressure and sexual violence by transwomen.

The majority of respondents reported being part of lesbian, queer or LGBT groups online (11%), offline (37%) or 
both (48%). 72% reported being part of strictly women-only groups (excluding “transwomen”). Women were also 
part of groups which are mixed – including men and women (20%), inclusive of all gender (21%), women-only but 
including self-identifying women (20%) and welcoming of “transwomen” (26%).

Women who were in groups that were not “women-only” reported “feeling silenced”, “intimidated”, “unable 
to speak freely”, “uncomfortable” with the group policy and wishing the group was for women only but “dare 
not say it”. Several reported how “transwomen derail” and monopolise the discussion to be solely about 
their issues while shutting down discussion about women’s or lesbians’ issues by calling it “transphobic”. Group 
dynamics are described as “toxic”. Several women explain how “transwomen are behaving just like men”. 
Lesbians constantly report being told their sexuality is “wrong” if they openly state they are solely at-
tracted to women. 
Women reported “threats”, “intimidations” and “abuse”, by “transwomen” and allies. 

Several respondents explained they understand and respect the need for “transwomen” to meet exclusively 
amongst themselves but cannot understand the lack of reciprocity accorded to women and lesbians by the trans 
community.

50% of women reported being excluded from their LGBT group(s).
 
The reason for their removal was made clear: questioning any aspect of the queer doctrine results in women be-
ing labelled “transphobic”, resulting in a ban. Respondents were banned for sharing articles from feminists that 
their group disapproved of, or for stating biological facts about sex and anatomy such as: “just females have 
periods”. 

Several respondents have left groups themselves due to intimidation or before being pushed out. 	
Women who are still in LGBT groups have not been excluded because they report “not being open with their 
views”.

Many lesbians reported being excluded if they mentioned for example: 

“lesbians don’t like penises or have sex with 
people who have or had penises”.

Lesbians at Ground Zero
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66%		       of respondents reported being intimidated or receiving 
		         threats in their LGBT group(s). 

For questioning the trans doctrine or just stating they were lesbians, respondents reported experiences including: 

verbal abuse, death and rape threats, pressure to commit suicide, threats of 
physical or sexual violence, threats to kill family members, receiving “trans-
woman nudes”, threats of “doxing”, actual online “doxing” (including exposure 
of their name, picture and home address), threats of exposure to employers.
 

While most of this intimidation happened online, many women also reported offline threats: 
•	 Two respondents were threatened at their place of work and one lost her job. 
•	 A woman’s employer was repeatedly contacted with attempts to have her dismissed, 
•	 Two respondents were subjected to intimidating behaviour from “transwomen” at lesbian events, 
•	 A seventy-year-old woman reported being “physically threatened and forced out” of a group by a 

physically intimidating “transwoman”.

A respondent observed that “the very presence of transwomen in a woman-only event is enough to silence us for 
fear of retaliation. There is no need to have a physical threat; their presence serves as a warning”.

Several women have felt the pressure to accept transwomen as women intensifying: 

This pressure to shift from silent passive acceptance to actively vocal embracing of trans politics may explain why 
some reported being pressured by other women within their groups (see chapter on “sexual pressure”).

“It is not enough that you simply censor  
   and stay silent, you must actively 
      pledge allegiance through the 
        naming of  pronouns etc...” 

Underground Women-only spaces

“Lesbians are such an underrepresented group.
I was sorely disappointed to attend ONE space that 
was meant for us to openly talk about our experienc-
es of sex, love, discrimination, sexism, homophobia 
and other very private things specific to being a fe-
male homosexual, and for there to be a man present.”

Because of these experiences, women who wanted to gather exclusively with other women have had to create 
underground women-only groups and have to maintain a constant high level of vigilance and scrutiny to ensure 
the sex-segregated policy is upheld. 

This is true online as well as offline: women-only gatherings still happen but must be planned in secret and are 
rarely advertised publicly. Women who are part of women-only groups or attend women-only gatherings reported 
feeling “safer to speak”, “more comfortable”, and not needing to censor themselves. They “enjoy being with 
like minded women” and “value the women centeredness of the group”. 

The lack of women-only spaces is highlighted by many lesbians who report how much more difficult it has be-
come for them to meet lesbians, because “trans women” are now included in most “women-only spaces”.

“Every other group in my city is either “queer” or for 
lesbians, bi women and trans. I don’t think there is 
one group exclusively for lesbians in my city of 
1 million people”

Lesbians at Ground Zero
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Dating sites

Indirect sexual pressure
Much of this pressure happens online. Lesbians are routinely 
harassed for stating that their sexuality excludes males regard-
less of their “gender identity”. Most respondents reported being 
subjected to such rhetoric directly or indirectly, and have expe-
rienced it as a form of “psychological coercion” with the gen-
eral feeling that it is “online everywhere” and “relentless”. 

48% of respondents reported visiting lesbian dating sites. Of those, 31% have been approached by “transwomen”. 
12.5% have been on dates with “transwomen”, 6% of whom unknowingly. Four respondents report having had a
sexual relationship with a “transwoman”: three with a “pre-op transwoman”, one with a “pre-op transwoman” and 
also with a “post-op transwoman”.

Two respondents were not aware that the person they were about to have a sexual relationship with 
was a biological male. If those “transwomen” were pre-op, we can argue that these constitute cases 
of rape by deception. 

A respondent explained that on dating sites, half of the matches she received were from “transwomen”. 

of the respondents 
reported being 
pressured or coerced 
to accept a transwoman 
as a sexual partner. 

56% 

“There are so many men that appear 
as “women” on dating sites. It makes 
me paranoid that someone I match 
with could be a man”.

“None were making an effort 
to pass, one had a beard, 
another stated they were 
pre-op and had no intention 
to change this”. 

A woman described feeling violated when she realised 
the person she had shared intimate messages with on-
line was “a man”. Another respondent reported that 90% 
of the messages she receives come from “transwomen”. 
Although she stated that she has never felt coerced or 
intimidated, many women experience the very presence 
of “transwomen” as a violation.

Direct sexual pressure and harassment

“I was told that homosexuality doesn’t 
exist and I owed it to my trans sisters’ 
to unlearn my ‘genital confusion’ so 
I can enjoy letting them penetrate me”.

Often this pressure comes from members of lesbians’ social circles. Two respondents reported the pressure they 
have come under from former girlfriends to “include transwoman in their dating pool”. 

A respondent was targeted by a woman in an online group:

Lesbians report being told they are “worse than rapists if they don’t date transwomen”, that not dating    
“transwomen” is akin to “racism”. 

Many lesbians wrote about being questioned endlessly about their sexual preferences and whether they “would 
or wouldn’t potentially date a transwoman”. A young women reported being directly pressured to go on dates 
with a “transwoman” by her friends. She explained she cannot say no directly but has to keep making excuses for 
fear of being “blacklisted from (her) social groups”.

Women reported being sexually harassed directly by “transwomen”.
•	 Being constantly sexually pressured by “transwomen” friends and acquaintances despite repeatedly 

saying no. 
•	 Receiving intimidating and scary sexual pressure from “transwomen” in women’s toilets.
•	 Receiving pressure from a “transwoman” friend to allow him to expose his surgically constructed 

vagina while they are alone.

The responses show the wide variety of ways in which women have also been directly sexually pressured, rang-
ing from coercion, sexual harassment and sexual assault to rape by deception and rape with physical force.

Lesbians at Ground Zero
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Sexual assault

Domestic abuse
A woman describes her relationship with a male partner who was a transvestite. 

Online grooming
Several young women report being groomed online while 18 or younger by “older transwomen”. Two of those 
respondents were made to send nude pictures of themselves.

“He insisted he was a lesbian and that I define myself 
as a lesbian so that he could feel validated as a ‘woman’. 
This was before I came out as a lesbian (...) 
I felt that sexual intimacy was coerced from me 
under emotional blackmail”.

Many women reported unwanted sexual touching which fit the definition of sexual assault.

One recalled being pressured to kiss and touch a transwoman against her will in a club, another the violating 
experience of having a “transwoman slapping (her) ass” in the women’s toilet of a gay club. 

Sexual assault stories also happened in private settings, during sleep overs, in situations where women were vul-
nerable (drunk, asleep or unable to go home). In each case the “transwoman” was a friend who had taken advan-
tage of the situation, initiating non-consensual sexual contact, touching or masturbating in their presence.

Deception
Several respondents discussed their experiences of deception while being approached by “transwomen” they 
assumed to be women. They reported feeling “betrayed” and “violated”:

A respondent recalled being approached by an “androgynous looking” person for a date. After sex the person 
revealed being a “post-op transwoman”. Shocked, the respondent remained in the relationship until she realised 
that she was “in a relationship with a man who acted like a man”.

 “Only once I was going to do a 3 way and one of the women was trans but passed very well 
and I was initially fooled till her partner told me. Fortunately there was no genital sex and 
they were pre-op. I freaked out afterwards!” 

Queer coercion
Queer ideology combined with guilt-tripping were reported to be effective strategies to persuade 
women to sleep with “transwomen” against their will.

The woman above who had sex with a “post-op transwoman” stated she had “bought into the propaganda that 
sex doesn’t matter”. 

Women in the 18-24 years old age group appear particularly vulnerable to these strategies. 

Young women explained how they were pressurised to accept a “transwoman” as a sexual partner: 

“After I came out as a lesbian, I went on many dates/en-
tered relationships with transwoman because the cul-
ture I was in said if I didn’t do that I was evil and should 
be banished from everything. I knew I wasn’t attracted 
to them but internalised the idea that it was because 
of my “transmisogyny” and that if I dated them for long 
enough I could start to be attracted to them. It was DIY 
conversion therapy.”

“I thought I would be called a transphobe or that it would be 
wrong of me to turn down a transwoman who wanted to ex-
change nude pictures”; young women feel pressured to sleep 
with transwomen “to prove I am not a TERF”.

The strategy works as a form of conversion therapy for lesbians.

Lesbians at Ground Zero
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Rape
Many of the experiences above classify as rape although were not named as such. One of the respondents did 
name her experience as rape. Her story combines several problems highlighted above:

“The man I went on a date with, unknowingly, was mutual friends with 
people I knew, he threatened to out me as a terf and risk my job if I refused 
to sleep with him. I was too young to argue and had been brainwashed by 
queer theory so he was a “woman” even if every fibre of my being was 
screaming throughout so I agree to go home with him. He used physical 
force when changed my mind upon seeing his penis and raped me.”

Lesbians at Ground Zero
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Lesbians have been subjected to a wide variety of sexual violence by men who identify as trans-
women. 

While experiences of sexual violence were reported by women from every age group, the younger 18-24 age 
group seemed to be particularly targeted. The sexual violence experiences reported by respondents range from 
coercion, online grooming, sexual harassment and assault to rape by deception or with physical force.
Perpetrators have used queer theory mixed with guilt-tripping to pressure, justify or excuse sexual violence.

Consistent with a former study showing that men who transitioned “retain a male pattern regarding criminality” 
including violent crime and sexual offences, that men who did not transition,  (Dhejne et all, 2011 : 6) sexual 
violence was committed by men who identified as transwomen in a typical male pattern of aggression, whether 
in public spaces: clubs, women’s toilets, with unwanted sexual touching; in acquaintance rape scenario/private 
setting: either while lesbians were vulnerable (drunk, asleep or unable to leave), or during dates when the women 
withdrew consent and were then “persuaded” or forcibly raped. 

The findings are consistent with lesbian feminist thinkers who theorised that lesbians had nothing to gain by hav-
ing their experiences conflated with those of gay men in a misogynistic LGBT movement, and that transactivists’ 
invasion of lesbians’ spaces could lead to the erasure of lesbians and lesbianism.

•	 Indeed within the LGBT movement today, young lesbians are denied the right to experience lesbianism as 
they are pressured to accept male bodies as female bodies. 

•	 Older lesbians, who have led a lesbian life from a young age and experienced discrimination and violence as 
lesbians draw parallels between their past experiences and the way the trans ideology targets lesbians today.

•	 Lesbians who have had past heterosexual experiences recount how this is used against them to justify penis 
inclusion into their lives. 

Lesbians who responded to this survey perceive the sexual pressure they experience, both as a 
form of rape culture and as conversion therapy, where they are pressured to accept penises in their       
sexual lives. 
Heterosexuality is forced upon lesbians under the guise of queer progressiveness. 

Discussion & Conclusion
The evidence of this research suggests that there is huge pressure in online and offline LGBT, queer and lesbian 
groups to accept without question the queer ideology and mantra that “transwoman are women”. 

The act of defining lesbianism as “same-sex attraction at the exclusion of people who have or had 
penises” is considered a form of hate speech and violently punished.

Dissenting voices are aggressively attacked, followed by an immediate ban from the group that can sometimes 
have consequences for women’s lives and livelihoods. Lesbians are a small community of already marginalised 
individuals, and this exclusion sometimes means exclusion from the only social group women have. The threats 
on social media and offline groups act both as sexual pressure and silencing, leading to isolation and social exclu-
sion. There is a direct link between threats in online groups and lesbian participation in real life groups or events. 

Many lesbians who have been targeted have developed avoidance strategies towards LGBT in gen-
eral and complain of feeling unsafe and unwelcome in the LGBT community.

Women who dare to say they will not have sex with anyone but a woman, excluding men and men who 
identify as transwomen, are demonised and name-called. Terms like “terf”, “transphobe”, “bigot”, rap-
ist”, “racist” etc are routinely used against lesbians. Women who remain silent in groups are asked 
relentlessly to reveal whether or not they would date a “transwoman”. This constant pressure creates a 
culture of terror, leading to women policing each other in order to not appear to be a “terf” to the rest of 
the group. This trend is intensifying as anyone not actively embracing the trans ideology is suspected of 
silent “terfing”.

Many lesbians reveal leading a double life where their lesbianism is toned down. Many have no social life or meet 
underground and explain how difficult and dangerous it has become to meet other lesbians. Lesbian dating sites 
are infiltrated by men who pose as lesbians (whether they identify as transwoman or not and whether they “pass” 
as women or not), leading many lesbians to feel unsafe at the thought of unknowingly going on a date with a 
man. Both in groups and dating sites, the presence of men who identify as transwomen acts as a threat, leading 
to self-policing and silencing.

This constant pressure is a form of psychological coercion and leads to lesbians feeling pressurised 
to accept men who identify as transwomen as sexual partners. 

This is particularly true for younger lesbians, many of whom have only ever known queer/LGBT groups and ideol-
ogy since they first came out. This constant pressure means that when faced with individual men who identified 
as transwomen and who were pressuring them for sex, many lesbians felt that they couldn’t justify saying no to 
them, resulting in them having non-consensual sex under pressure. 

Lesbians at Ground Zero
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