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ABSTRACTS

English
This article explores the socio- behavioral phenomenon of
“trans vest ig a tions” in social media discourses. This phenomenon is most
often char ac ter ized by users refer ring – erro neously – to apparent
physiolo gical cues of one's assigned sex at birth, which motivate their
inter pret a tion of one's trans gender status, partic u larly among those who do
not identify as trans gender and focus primarily on cisgender celebrities. It
is diffi cult to know whether these beha viors and inter ac tions are
symp to matic of an authentic “gender crit ical” ideo logy or inau thentic
prac tices that only fan the flames of antag onism in an ongoing social
struggle. In this paper, I explain how trans vest ig a tions are primarily based
on trans phobic “gender crit ical” discourses and are funda ment ally
under pinned by a conspiracy of trans gender ubiquity. I also explain how
trans gender users and their allies troll trans vest ig ators by mocking the
same discourses and assump tions. To do so, I analyze social media data
using methods from cultural polit ical economy and social- cognitive
discourse studies. I argue that the possib il ities and uses of social media for
misin form a tion, conspiracy, and mimetic antag onism facil itate a discursive
land scape in which authentic "gender- critical" discourses are
indis tin guish able from poten tially inau thentic conspir at orial discourses. By
high lighting how social media and its users (re)construct a world without
distinc tion between authen ti city and inau thenti city, this article raises
ques tions about the im/possib il ities of change in contexts of ongoing and
ever- increasing antagonisms.

Français
Cet article explore le phéno mène socio com por te mental des
« trans ves ti ga tions » dans les discours des médias sociaux. Ce phéno mène
se carac té rise le plus souvent par le fait que les utili sa teurs se réfèrent – à
tort – à des indices physio lo giques appa rents du sexe assigné à la nais sance,
qui motivent leur inter pré ta tion du statut trans genre d'une personne, en
parti cu lier parmi les personnes ne s'iden ti fiant pas comme trans genres,
avec une atten tion prin ci pa le ment portée sur les célé brités cisgenres. Il est
diffi cile de savoir si ces compor te ments et inter ac tions sont
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symp to ma tiques d'une idéo logie authen tique de « critique du genre » ou de
pratiques inau then tiques qui ne font qu'at tiser les anta go nismes dans une
lutte sociale perma nente. Dans cet article, j'ex plique comment les enquêtes
sur les personnes trans genres s'ap puient prin ci pa le ment sur des discours
trans phobes de « critique du genre » et sont fonda men ta le ment sous- 
tendues par une conspi ra tion de l'om ni pré sence des personnes trans genres.
J'ex plique égale ment comment les utili sa teurs trans genres et leurs alliés
trollent les trans ves ti ga teurs en se moquant des mêmes discours et
hypo thèses. Pour ce faire, j'ana lyse les données des médias sociaux à l'aide
de méthodes inspi rées de l'éco nomie poli tique cultu relle et de l'étude du
discours socio cog nitif. Je soutiens que les possi bi lités et les utili sa tions des
médias sociaux pour la désin for ma tion, la conspi ra tion et l'an ta go nisme
mimé tique faci litent un paysage discursif dans lequel les discours
authen tiques « critiques à l'égard du genre » sont impos sibles à distin guer
des discours conspi ra tion nistes poten tiel le ment inau then tiques. En
souli gnant comment les médias sociaux et leurs utili sa teurs (re)construisent
un monde sans distinc tion entre authen ti cité et inau then ti cité, cet article
pose des ques tions sur les im/possi bi lités de chan ge ment dans des
contextes d'an ta go nismes continus et toujours croissants.
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TEXT

Introduction
The term transvestigation is a relat ively new coinage refer ring to a
specific socio- discursive phenomenon as it is plat formed on various
social media. Trans vest ig a tions are char ac ter ized by users refer ring
to a person’s physiolo gical features and beha viours as indic ative of
their trans gender status. These primarily erro neous assig na tions of a
person’s secret trans gender status are often directed at celebrities
and politi cians, though they are also directed at fictional – including
anim ated – char ac ters from popular media and people in the
trans vest ig ator’s offline life. By focusing on rudi mentary assump tions
of sexed physiolo gical differ ence and hege monic expect a tions of
gendered beha viours, trans vest ig ators deploy cis- norm ative
ideo lo gical framing and appeal to pseudo- scientific expertise to
legit imize trans phobia and conspir at orial thinking.

1

Despite the new nomen clature, these prac tices are not at all new on
social media and in popular media cultures, more gener ally. Reality
shows like There’s Some thing About Miriam (2004) and the infamous
‘Female or Shemale’ segment aired on RuPaul’s Drag Race (2009 –
2023) have relied on the same tropes of trans gender women’s trickery
and miso gynist exam in a tions of women’s bodies. Indeed, even before
the term transvestigation was coined, conspir acies surrounding some
– primarily celebrity or other wise publicly known – women’s secret
trans gender status have been plat formed in various quar ters. For
example, Michelle Obama has long been victim of body- shaming for
her purportedly mascu line features – like the shape of her arms and
shoulders – and unfounded alleg a tions of her husband’s sexual
activity with other men. 1 These long- standing trans vest ig a tion
discourses, albeit known by other names, high light the inter sec tional
nature of the hate and victim iz a tion on which they are built.
Trans phobia, homo phobia, miso gyny, and racism are enmeshed –
albeit in various and vari able permuta tions – in order to enter tain
others and/or direct the critique of other’s bodies as evid ence of a
social deception.

2
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What is specific to social media trans vest ig a tions, as opposed to
similar prac tices histor ic ally plat formed in popular media, is the
conspir at orial framing that under pins them. The conspir at orial basis
of trans vest ig a tion discourses is threefold: 1) trans gender ubiquity, 2)
the threat of social conta gion, and 3) the framing of trans gender
people as belonging to some elite cabal seeking to enslave the world’s
cisgender popu la tion at large. Again, these conspir acies build on
long- standing fascist ideo lo gies. That is, anti semitic and homo phobic
conspir acies of the 20  century were predic ated on similar premises
(see Kerl, 2022). That these have found a public resur gence among
the rising neo- fascism plat formed on today’s social medias cape is
unsur prising. Indeed, that they are now deployed against a new
target is indic ative of a shift in the locus of atten tion for reac tionary
politics and its asso ci ated socio- legal discourses in recent years.

3

th

This paper exam ines the mani fest a tion of trans vest ig a tions on social
media – focusing on posts from X (formerly known as Twitter) and
Instagram – and their rela tion ship with contem porary polit ical and
techno- discursive form a tions. First, I argue that trans vest ig a tions
contract some mutu ality with offline polit ical discourses in the
United Kingdom (UK) and United States (USA), which simil arly rely on
pre- occupations with sexed bodies and work to reify conspir acies of
social conta gion. Second, I argue that the techno- discursive
prop er ties of social media inter ac tion and its mimetic antag onism
render the distinc tion between trans phobia and (potentially anti- 
transphobic) trolling a near impossible task. This paper there fore
critiques: (1) how social media and its users discurs ively (re)construct
a world without distinc tion between authen ti city and inauthenticity 2,
and (2) the mutu ally constitutive rela tion ship this inde term in ably
(in)authentic medias cape contracts with real- world politics. In doing
so, I seek to high light the infeas ib ility of social reform in these
contex tual condi tions. In an age of signi ficant and ever- increasing
soci etal trans phobia, this paper there fore seeks to provoke crit ical
conver sa tions about media literacy and the role of social media in
repro du cing, rein for cing, and resisting move ments to
hege monize hate.

4
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1. An ABC of medi at ‐
ized transphobia
In this paper, I focus on three core elements of trans phobia as it is
currently medi at ized: antag onism, bigotry, and conspiracy. I argue
that this ABC of trans phobia repres ents the building blocks of the so- 
called ‘gender- critical’ narrat ives that are embedded in some of the
neo- fascist ideo lo gies increas ingly plat formed on social media and
that are reflected in reac tionary politico- legal shifts in the West.

5

Gender- critical ideo lo gies are largely predic ated on an antag on istic
posi tioning between sex, gender, and sexu ality (Webster, 2023).
Primarily, this antag onism is constructed vis- à-vis the inter sec tional
exper i ence of woman hood, wherein the exper i ence, safety, and rights
of cisgender women – and, often, specific ally cisgender lesbians – are
posi tioned as conflicting with those of trans gender women (see
Webster, 2022). Whilst there has been evid ence in the past to suggest
that the majority of cisgender women – including those identi fying as
lesbian or other wise sexu ally and/or romantic ally attracted to other
women (Curtice et al. 2019) – are supportive of trans gender
recog ni tion, vocal minor ities in various medi ated spaces have sought
to perpetuate this ideo lo gical and exper i en tial antag onism. On social
media, X (the plat form formerly known as Twitter) is perhaps the
plat form most readily asso ci ated with the medi at iz a tion of these
gender- critical voices and narrat ives. Given that antag onism is
argu ably a long- standing commu nic ative norm on social
media (Farkas et al., 2018), and X/Twitter, in partic ular (cf. Evolvi
2019; Jane 2017), its use in the artic u la tion of trans phobic antag onism
is no real surprise. However, since 2019, trans phobia on Twitter – and
other social media plat forms – has gained signi ficant visib ility and
trac tion. Celebrities and politi cians past and present have espoused
their own brands of trans phobia, whether by posting their own
content or supporting the content of indi viduals and organ isa tions
that seek to falsely pit cisgender and trans gender women against one
another (see Gwen f frewi 2022; Ryan 2022). Moreover, the plat form
chose to remove protec tions for trans gender people from its hateful
conduct policy (Yang 2023). It is there fore also, perhaps, unsur prising
that positive atti tudes towards trans gender people have signi fic antly

6
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decreased year- on-year since earlier polls (Billson 2023). And these
shifts have had great impact in real- world politics. In the USA,
legis lative and policy changes have vari ably been called for – and, in
several instances, passed – that reify the antag onism between
cisgender and trans gender women in the domains of educa tion,
health care, and sports (Funakoshi & Raychaudhuri 2023). In the UK,
this antag on istic posi tioning has been deployed in policy changes on
pris oner place ment and in debates over over arching equality
legis la tion (Webster 2023). As such, though under pinned by a gender- 
critical ideo lo gical fiction, the antag onism between gender, sex, and
sexu ality is a key feature of current artic u la tions of
medi at ized transphobia.

The bigotry of present- day trans phobia is grounded in a cis- hetero-
patriarchal hege mony, comprising sex essen tialism, compulsory
hetero sexu ality, and male supremacy. As Erspamer (1997� 153) astutely
notes: ‘[bigots] must oppose all those who contra dict their “single
Supreme”, their prin ciple of unitary conscious ness’. Indeed,
Erspamer’s equa tion of overt anti semitic bigotry and the more covert
bigotry of liberal toler ance is directly analogous to the current
medi at iz a tion of trans phobic bigotry. For example, overt trans phobia
can be found in the recent slogan eering around trans gender women’s
inher ently pred atory nature, including their victim iz a tion of women
and chil dren. Whilst entirely unfounded, these claims have also been
deployed in the legit im iz a tion of the politico- legal changes discussed
above. Despite ongoing discourses of trans phobia from other far- 
right LGB groups (e.g. LGB Alliance, Gays Against Groomers), these
narrat ives often coin cide with parallel narrat ives that conflate trans
iden tities with drag perform ance and which also refer to other
gender, romantic, and sexual minor ities as paedo philes or other wise
as sexual pred ators. Much of this is also plat formed on social media,
by groups like Libs of TikTok, leading to multiple plat forms banning
the use of the term groomers to refer to LGBTQ+ people (Drennen
2022). More covert trans phobia – or, at least, that which is perceived
as less extreme – can also be found in similar quar ters. For example,
the very notion that gender- critical and trans- affirming views have
equal moral and intel lec tual worth based solely on an unwavering –
and flawed – commit ment to the ideo lo gical bounds of demo cracy (cf.
Webster 2023) is evoc ative of Erspamer’s critique of toler ance. In the

7
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UK, this has been repeatedly evid enced in the domain of politics and
educa tion, including in the passing of the Higher Educa tion (Freedom
of Speech) Act 2023, which saw 8 of 26 public evid ence submis sions
vari ably refer ence this equi val ence, including gender- critical beliefs
(Ahmed, 2021; Stock, 2021), ‘trans gender ideo logy’ (Biggar 2021),
‘trans gender Ortho doxy’ (Kaufmann 2021), or ‘trans phobia row’
(Durham Students’ Union 2021), in their justi fic a tion for the bill to be
passed. Similar are calls for the creation of a ‘third space’ in service
provi sion (e.g. Lamb Tod 2018) and guid ance that encour ages
educators to misgender pupils and out them to their parents (Hunte
2023), which are legit im ized as a solu tion that protects cisgender
women and chil dren from perceived threats whilst also recog nizing
trans gender iden tities. Such posi tions evoke Erspamer’s (1997� 152)
narrative of compel ling the outsider to ‘restrict them selves to
“offi cially” sanc tioned discursive form a tions’. As such, whilst there are
contex tual nuances unique to today’s trans phobic bigotry, such
medi at ized discourses bear stark simil ar ities to histor ical fascist
bigo tries, partic u larly with regards homo phobia and racism.

Iden tity with histor ical – and ongoing – anti semitism and
homo phobia is as prevalent in the conspir at orial under pin ning of
trans phobia as with the mani fest a tions of its bigotry. The paral lels
between trans phobia and homo phobia are perhaps most easily
iden ti fied. For example, the legit im iz a tion of new bills and guid ance
surrounding the teaching of trans gender iden tities – and teaching by
trans gender educators – in both the USA and the UK are an exact
replica of the ideo logy under pin ning ‘Section 28’ (Local Govern ment
Act [1988]) in 1980s Britain. This conspiracy of social contagion via
educa tion in histor ical homo phobic discourse directly correl ates with
contem porary anxi eties surrounding viral conta gion of HIV/AIDS
(Haydon and Scraton 2002). This same conflu ence of medical
discourse and a social conta gion threat ening chil dren can be seen in
conspir acies of ‘rapid onset gender dysphoria (ROGD)’, which
trans phobes claim is a symptom of trans gender visib ility (see Ashley
2022). Iron ic ally, such trans phobic discourses are argu ably reliant on
a mani fest a tion of the earlier described covert liberal trans phobia,
with proponents of banning gender- affirming care for trans gender
chil dren and young people citing a preven tion of gay and lesbian
erasure. That is, gender- affirming care for trans gender chil dren and

8
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young people will force those who would other wise identify as either
gay or lesbian to trans ition in order to ‘fit in’ with a homo phobic
trans gender zeit geist. These conspir acies are even legit im ized in –
albeit signi fic antly meth od o lo gic ally flawed and evid ently aligned
with so- called ‘gender crit ical’ ideo logy – academic liter ature (see
Littman 2018). The logical conclu sion to this social contagion
conspiracy, then, is the ubiquity of trans gender iden tities and the
whole sale replace ment of other wise gender- nonconforming LGB
iden tities. This is, of course, patently untrue. But this conspir at orial
framing also taps into some kind of trans gender scheme to amend
the social order in one way or another. Indeed, although the
inter secting conspir acies of homo phobia and trans phobia are
seem ingly obvious, the re- appropriation of anti semitic conspir acies
in narrat ives of trans gender ubiquity is perhaps more subtle. For
example, a partic u larly common (neo-)fascist trope is the conspiracy
of a ‘slave- like new world order’ driven by a Jewish elite and their
other wise leftist co- conspirators (Lamy 1997� 106). I argue that it is
exactly this paral lelism with anti semitic conspiracy that is
simul tan eously the most dangerous and most ridicu lous found a tion
of trans vest ig a tions as plat formed online. It is the discursive
mani fest a tion of a trans gender ‘new world order’ conspiracy that
most expli citly calls into ques tion the authen ti city of
trans vest ig a tions as what one might call ‘authentic’ hate. Indeed, the
well- evidenced neo- fascist pre- occu pa tion with disin form a tion and
conspiracy, coupled with a consistent engage ment with social media
for propagating such narrat ives, relies on a re- deployment of
histor ical conspir acies to stoke fear and legit imize ‘authentic’ bigotry.
I argue that these very contex tual condi tions – of neo- fascist
propensities for disin form a tion and the afford ances of social media –
make it impossible to determine the authen ti city of these discursive
mani fest a tions of transphobia as neo- fascist conspiracy, as opposed
to a unique form of (potentially anti- fascist) trolling.

In the age of social media’s attention- industrial complex, the impact
of medi at ized trans phobia is far- reaching. That is, it the trans phobia
plat formed on social media does not occur in a digital vacuum.
Rather, it is evident that social media mani fest a tions of trans phobia
are largely inex tric able from the ‘real- world trans phobia’ evid enced in
recent social, polit ical, and legal changes in the UK and USA. This

9
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paper there fore exam ines trans vest ig a tions as a socio- discursive
phenomenon that exists in a mutu ally constitutive rela tion ship with
offline struc tures of increasing struc tural inequality.

2. Examining trans vest ig a tions as
a socio- discursive phenomenon
The plat forming of gender- critical ideo logy on social media is
nothing new. Renowned for their connec tion with trans phobia and
gender- critical discourses are X/Twitter and Mumsnet (Pearce et
al. 2020). Other trans phobic discourses have notably been plat formed
else where (see, for example, Thach et al., 2022). However, the
‘trans vest ig a tion’ phenomenon has surfaced on most major plat forms,
including X/Twitter, Reddit, YouTube, Instagram, and TikTok. I
analyse in this paper 26 instances of ‘trans vest ig a tion’ discourses as
plat formed on X/Twitter and Instagram. These data were selected
via platform- internal searches for the terms transvestigation and
transvestigations. Engage ment with these search results in turn led to
the iden ti fic a tion of new key terms and phrases within this
conspir at orial lexicon, including EGI (or, elite gender inversion), and
of responses to such posts in the form of both satire and
conspir at orial solid arity. I recog nize that the contex tual nuances of a
plat forms’ afford ances, its users’ engage ment, and its platform- 
internal condi tions directly influ ence how discourses are mani fested.
This paper focuses on the general struc tural condi tions of today’s
social medias cape, which prior it ises atten tion and antag onism, that
render the authen ti city of trans vest ig a tion discourses and their
conspir at orial under pin nings inde term in able. As such, I do not argue
for or seek to identify differ ences in the mani fest a tion of such
discourses across and between plat forms. Instead, I focus on the
unifying features of trans vest ig a tions as a socio- discursive
phenomenon that spans both trans phobia and trolling.

10

Whilst I rely on a broadly inter dis cip linary approach to crit ical media
studies, I primarily draw from socio- cognitive discourse studies (e.g.
van Dijk 2009) as a meth od o lo gical approach and theor et ical
frame work. In so doing, I rely on a tripartite theor et ical and analyt ical
struc ture. At the theor et ical macro- level, there are the largely
unchan ging struc tural condi tions that vari ably enable and constrain

11
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the ways in which we can go on in the world. These are analys able at
varying scales, including the political-  economic condi tions of the
offline world (within which the online world is embedded), the
prevailing condi tions of social media commu nic a tion in an age
wherein it is inex tric able from our daily lives, or the local condi tions
of a specific plat form and its internal techno-  social ecosystem. At
the micro- level, there are the discursive mani fest a tions of our
exper i ences, ideas, values, and beliefs. On social media, these are
vari ably analys able as the text, images, audio- visual content, and
meta- communicative func tions (e.g. likes, shares, follower/friend
connec tions) that are produced, distrib uted, and consumed in social
media inter ac tions. It is at the meso- level of cogni tion – of
inter pret a tion and construal – that I argue the trouble with
trans vest ig a tions occurs. Cogni tion is theor ized as a medi atory
process bridging macro- level struc tures and micro- level discourse.
However, because the prevailing struc tures of today’s attention- 
industrial complex broadly encom passes norms of disin form a tion,
the radic al iz a tion of polit ical ideo logy, and extreme antag onism, it
calls into ques tion how users’ discursive inter ac tions interact with
those struc tures. That is, do discourses authen tic ally reflect the
social struc tures most directly asso ci ated with their linguistic content
(i.e. an increasing soci etal trans phobia)? Or, do they represent an
inter pret a tion of the context’s commu nic ative function (i.e.
disin genuous commu nic a tion, disin form a tion, and antag onism)?
Indeed, given that the rela tion ship between discourse and society is
mutu ally constitutive and there fore bi- directional, (how far) do
transvestigationdiscourses reify soci etal trans phobia and/or the
inde term in able authen ti city of social media commu nic a tion? In this
paper, I primarily argue for the inde term inacy of trans vest ig a tions as
an authentic discursive mani fest a tion of trans phobia. I also argue,
then, that the inter play between trans vest ig a tion discourses, users’
responses to them, and authentic examples of trans phobia in both
online and offline spheres, renders this inde term inacy of its status
as an authentically trans phobic discourse a moot point. Rather, I
contend that it is exactly the mutual rein force ment of online and
offline commu nic ative practices as inde term in ably authentic in
contexts of hate that should provoke us – as scholars, activ ists, and
global citizens alike – to reas sess the role social media play in
repro du cing, resisting, and rein for cing socio- structural inequalities.
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3. Discursive codes and online- 
offline mutuality
A basic textual analysis unveils discursive codes that are both
commonly shared among trans vest ig a tion posts and shared with
offline politicking around trans gender iden tities in the USA and the
UK. I focus here on the pre- occupation with sexed physiology –
including muscu lo skeletal features and external sex char ac ter istics –
and false appeals to scientific expertise as a legit im iz a tion strategy.
From these features, I argue that trans vest ig a tion discourses online
share features with offline polit ical discourses in their discursive
mani fest a tions of trans phobia. I also discuss some coin ages specific
to trans vest ig a tion discourses that high light their conspir at orial
under pin ning and inde term in able authenticity.

12

There is a signi ficant focus on the size, shape, and spati ality of a
person’s muscu lo skeletal features in trans vest ig a tion discourses.
Tran vestig ators often refer ence the skull and the place ment or shape
of facial features as a purportedly fool- proof and consistent means of
identi fying an indi vidual’s sex as assigned at birth (examples 1-2).
Other examples also focus on the size and shape of specific body
parts (examples 3-4). Some of these examples appro priate
rudi mentary means of identi fying the sex of skulls and/or skel etons,
which rely on aver aged meas ure ments and do not consist ently
account for what bodies would look like with muscle, flesh, hair, and
clothing (cf. Univer sity of Shef field 2023).
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Again, other examples deviate from this and make use of completely
arbit rary meas ure ments for sex distinc tion that are remin is cent of
chil dren’s tall tales and nonsense ‘folk’ know ledge, such as the
number of heads that should fit within a person’s shoulder span or
the relative length of their index and middle finger (example 5). The
logical fallacy – argu mentum ab auctoritate, or argu ment from
authority – of uncrit ic ally appealing to science and folk know ledge is
a means of legit im izing the assig na tion of (secretive) trans gender
status to the person under analysis, posi tioning the user posting the
content as an expert. Indeed, this is rein forced in those posts that
seek to instruct others on how to engage in trans vest ig a tions
(examples 5-6). Despite the ridicu lous ness of these claims, they are
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Example 1. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

by no means harm less. Aside from the trans phobia (and, most often,
miso gyny) inherent in pejoratively ques tioning a person’s sex assigned
at birth with refer ence only to phys ical features, these discourses
bear more than a passing resemb lance to histor ical applic a tions of
pseudo- science to violent ends, which used physiolo gical features to
clas sify indi viduals as less than, other, or otherwise undesirable (e.g.
phren o logy; eugenics).
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Example 2. Retrieved from X/Twitter.
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Example 3. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

Example 4. Retrieved from Instagram.
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Example 5. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

As can be gleaned from the above examples, visual accom pani ments
range from the obvious to the outlandish. With refer ence to the
former, there is some pre- occupation with the (in)visib ility of genitals
or secondary sex char ac ter istics as an indic ator of a person’s sex
(examples 6-7). The latter, then, use bizarre image over lays and other
symbols to visu ally demon strate the sexed shapes and meas ure ments
described in the above para graph (examples 8-9). A pre- occu pa tion
with genitals is perhaps unsur prising, given that a common
trans phobic trope surrounds the concept of genital recon fig ur a tion –
or lack thereof – and that gender- critical discourse is often
under pinned by the threat of the ‘physiolo gic ally intact’ transwoman- 
as- pred ator. As such, whilst the examples appear ridicu lous and can
be easily explained by such concepts as lighting, dress, pose, and
inten tional editing, they do serve to rein force existing trans phobic
ideo lo gies. The more bizarre use of visual over lays (i.e. draw ings of
skulls, spines, and pelvises) and symbols indic ating spati ality in the
musculo- skeletal struc ture, then, simply serve to rein force the logical
fallacy of trans vest ig a tions’ appeal to authority. Again, this is
rein forced by pseudo- tutorials on how to apply such invest ig ative
tools (example 10), which further construct an expert posi tioning
among some users within trans vest ig a tion discourses.
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Example 6. Retrieved from Instagram.

Example 7. Retrieved from Instagram.
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Example 8. Retrieved from X/Twitter.
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Example 9. Retrieved from Instagram.
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Example 10. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

Whilst many of these posts merely allude to a conspiracy of
trans gender ubiquity, partic u larly among celebrities, others expli citly
name it. These range from the simplistic and explicit phrasing of
‘illu minati tran nies are every where’ and similar construc tions
(example 11) to more obscure refer ences invoking other conspir at orial
discourses (examples 12-20). Coin ages like ‘elite gender inver sion’ and
‘[the] wonky eye’ take the conspiracy of social conta gion implied in
other posts to greater lengths. Specific refer ence to ‘elites’ – in the
form of celebrities and politi cians – as somehow inverted and
other wise in a posi tion of power over others is evoc ative of
anti semitic conspir acies of a new world order (cf. Lamy 1997). A pre-
occu pa tion with eyes, as can be seen in other examples above, and a
focus on ‘[the] wonky eye’ argu ably also invoke similar conspir at orial
discourses. For example, the conspiracy of the ‘Illu minati’, which is
also oft- associated with anti semitism (see Garner et al. 2022), is
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Example 11. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

Example 12. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

heavily asso ci ated with eye imagery (see Stæhr 2014). Within
conspiracy models, the place ment of secret imagery is seen to be
indic ative of a secret code or clues as to the cabal’s exist ence (cf.
Dyrendal 2012). Again, these allu sions to conspiracy and anti semitic
tropes indicate a simil arity with other mani fest a tions of fascist
ideo logy, both past and present.
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Example 13. Retrieved from X/Twitter.
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Example 14. Retrieved from X/Twitter.
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Example 15. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

Of course, many of the examples cross the line from the laugh able to
the utterly ridicu lous. However, some of the features of
trans vest ig a tion discourses are not without their direct coun ter parts
in offline politicking against trans gender people in the UK and the
USA. Politi cians readily rely on the same tropes to legit imize their
ideo lo gical posi tions and justify politico- legislative changes. Whether
a pre- occupation with physiology in the form of genital
config ur a tions (Brooks 2023; Lavi etes 2023) and other
unsub stan ti ated refer ences to biology (Meighan 2023), or false
appeals to science to support conspiracy theories of social conta gion
in rela tion to both iden tity (Dodds 2023) and beha viour (Kessler
2023), there is evidently some mutu ality between trans vest ig a tions
discourses and politi cised trans phobia offline. Indeed, the more
(seem ingly) ridicu lous aspects of plat formed trans vest ig a tion
discourse aside, it is exactly this mutu ality between online and offline
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trans phobia that argu ably make the inde term inacy of
trans vest ig a tions’ authen ti city some what irrel evant. That is, many
elements of such discourses and ideo lo gies are granted legit imacy by
dint of their reific a tion in real- world prac tices that have signi ficant
and concrete impacts on – both trans gender and cisgender – people’s
capa city to safely and freely go on in the world.

4. Reclaiming hate, chal len ging
received wisdom, and the art
of trolling(?)
Other users’ responses to trans vest ig a tion posts also high light key
features that impact the inde term inacy of the wider trans vest ig a tion
discourse’s authen ti city. I categorise these responses into three main
themes. The first is what I call ‘reclaiming hate’, wherein users
respond to trans vest ig a tions – either directly to specific posts or
more gener ally to the wider discourse – with humour and satire in
order to mock the ridicu lous ness and ques tion their authen ti city. The
second category I dub ‘chal len ging received wisdom’, which
repres ents users who posi tion them selves as sympath etic to the
trans vest ig ator’s cause, or at least broadly to gender- critical
trans phobia, but chal lenge their conclu sions and methods. Finally,
and perhaps the most indic ative of trans vest ig a tions’ inde term in able
authen ti city is the category that I have delib er ately named with/as a
ques tion: “the art of trolling?”. In this discursive mani fest a tion,
trans vest ig a tions are directed at known trans phobes and gender- 
critical figures. As opposed to the ‘reclaiming hate’ category, a
satir ical inten tion in these posts is not evident and they are instead
indis tin guish able from other transvestigations.

18

By re- contextualising trans vest ig a tion discourses as an object of
humour, users deride their conspir at orial under pin ning and attempt
to negate their harmful inten tions. In doing so, users share favour ites
(examples 16-17), post satir ical re- appropriations (example 18), and
directly chal lenge their authen ti city (examples 19-20). Whilst users
often take care to ensure that these responses are expli citly satir ical
and that they do not enable trans vest ig ator’s to accu mu late atten tion
from such satire (e.g., by posting screen shots, rather than sharing
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Example 16. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

content via a plat form’s internal sharing mech anism), this re- 
appropriation of discursive strategies of one’s ‘ideo lo gical opponent’
is a direct example of the propensity for social media users to
engage in mimetic antagonism. This phenomenon refers to the ‘type
of [discursive] mirroring where combatants increas ingly come to
resemble each other’ (Jane 2017� 467).

Albeit an inten tional mirroring, in the atten tion economy of social
media, this kind of provoc ative satir isa tion poten tially repres ents a
direct attack on trans vest ig a tion discourses and its – assumedly –
gender- critical and trans phobic ideo lo gical bases. Indeed, this again
calls into ques tion the redund ancy of determ ining the authen ti city of
trans vest ig a tion discourses. For those users without the capa city or
inclin a tion to crit ic ally inter rogate the media they consume, these
prac tices of satir isa tion may also serve to rein force ongoing
antag onism and vitriol in more general gender- critical fora.
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Example 17. Retrieved from X/Twitter.
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Example 18. Retrieved from X/Twitter.
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Example 19. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

Example 20. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

The argu ment that trans vest ig a tions could well be indis tin guish able
from other forms of authentic plat formed trans phobia, even by
gender- critical indi viduals them selves, is rein forced in the way such
users chal lenge the received wisdom of trans vest ig a tion posts. Such
examples do not expli citly chal lenge the ridicu lous ness of
trans vest ig a tions, more gener ally, but seek primarily to chal lenge the
methods applied and conclu sions drawn (examples 21-22). These
chal lenges can also rely on personal exper i ences and anec dotes to
refute claims made about specific celebrities (examples 23-24). Whilst
these chal lenges evid ently call into ques tion the constitutive
elements of trans vest ig a tion posts, they do not expli citly chal lenge
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the authen ti city or appro pri ate ness of trans vest ig a tions as a
general socio- discursive practice.

Indeed, this lack of direct chal lenge to trans vest ig a tions, more
broadly, lend legit imacy to the argu ment that they are
indis tin guish able from other socio- discursive mani fest a tions of
trans phobia. The possib ility of all such challenges also being posted
by users pretending to be gender- critical notwith standing, this has
striking implic a tions for the online- offline mutu ality of trans phobic
discourses. That is, if ordinary citizens and organ isa tions are already
influ enced by transvestigation- esque discourses in the justi fic a tion
for poli cing gendered spaces (e.g. Billson 2022; O’Sullivan 2021), then
there is little in the way of preventing trans vest ig a tions from being
directly refer enced or other wise re- appropriated in offline polit ical
discourse in the same way as other features of trans phobia have
already. After all, I have explained above how such offline polit ical
discourses already show substantive iden tity with tropes of more
general trans phobic discourse, which are also evident
in transvestigations.
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Example 21. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

Example 22. Retrieved from X/Twitter.
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Example 23. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

Example 24. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

Another poten tial example of trans phobia ‘eating itself’ is found in the
final category of trans vest ig a tion responses, wherein there are
specific exam in a tions of and calls to trans vest igate known gender- 
critical figures. Whilst such calls have been used by trans gender
users and their allies in the past during explicit attempts to troll
trans phobic users, there are also examples that are not expli citly
satir ical (examples 25-26). Given that there is no explicit indic a tion of
satire, and that such posts also include many of the transvestigation- 
specific discursive codes iden ti fied earlier in this paper, these
examples represent the most direct chal lenge to the determ in ab ility
of trans vest ig a tions’ inau thenti city. Perhaps these are examples of
anti- transphobic trolling, which seek to high light exactly the
ridicu lous ness of trans vest ig a tions and their conspir at orial
under pin ning. Other wise, they may represent a signi ficant exten sion
of the conspir acies of trans gender ubiquity and the exist ence of an
elite trans gender cabal. That is, if taken as an authentic theory, the
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Example 25. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

conspiracy poten tially extends to the premise that an elite
trans gender cabal is so deeply engrained in society’s struc tures that
elite trans gender indi viduals are also embedded at the upper
echelons of their own ideo lo gical oppos i tion (i.e. within the ranks of
trans phobic and/or other wise ‘gender- critical’ ideo logues).
Regard less of whether this is partic u larly soph ist ic ated and ‘layered’
trolling or an over- extension of a trans phobic and anti semitic
conspiracy theory, these examples offer the most direct explan a tion
for why we must reas sess our crit ical engage ment with social media
as a vehicle for resisting, repro du cing, and hege mon izing hate.
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Example 26. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

Each of these categories of response argu ably contrib utes to and
repres ents examples of a social medias cape wherein authen ti city –
whether of hate, satire, or some other discursive func tion – is largely
inde term in able. Indeed, the antag on istic commu nic ative norms of
social media’s atten tion economy – wherein ideo lo gical polar iz a tion
is seem ingly predic ated on an ever- increasing radic al iz a tion of
narrative – mean that even users engaged in the antag onism over
trans gender recog ni tion (and on both sides) are evid ently unsure of
the (in)authen ti city of trans vest ig a tions as a form of plat formed
trans phobia. Again, this renders the authen ti city – or not – of such
discourses a moot point insofar as, regard less of their authen ti city,
trans vest ig a tions serve to rein force antag on istic commu nic a tion
between ideo lo gical oppon ents in the social medias cape. Moreover,
their indis tin guishab ility from other wise authentic gender- critical
narrat ives means that trans vest ig a tions also represent a signi ficant
poten tial threat similar to that of more mundane mani fest a tions of
trans phobia, which have already gained a foothold in offline polit ical
discourse. This is espe cially true in an offline politico- legal context

24

https://publications-prairial.fr/elad-silda/docannexe/image/1511/img-26.png


“We Are Detective”: Transvestigations, conspiracy and inauthenticity in ‘gender critical’ social media
discourses

that is, itself, increas ingly indis tin guish able from the attention- 
industrial complex of mass (social) mediatization.

Conclu sion: Inde term in able
authen ti city in the atten ‐
tion economy
This paper sought not only to explain the inde term in able authen ti city
of trans vest ig a tion discourses and their conspir at orial under pin ning,
but also to high light the implic a tions such inde term in able
authen ti city has on our crit ical engage ment with social media as a
vehicle for repro du cing, rein for cing, and resisting socio- structural
inequal ities. In so doing, I constructed two primary argu ments: (1)
trans vest ig a tions are partially reified in ongoing offline politico- legal
mani fest a tions of trans phobia and risk being increas ingly reified in
the future; and (2) the techno- social afford ances of social media
render the authen ti city of transvestigations as trans phobic discourse
a largely mean ing less concept.
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The inde term in able authen ti city of trans vest ig a tions and the existing
mutu ality between online and offline trans phobia argu ably serves to
shift the Overton window of what is palat able in Western polit ical
discourse. Trans phobia evid ently already has a foothold in ongoing
politico- legal move ments in the UK and the USA. Some features of
trans vest ig a tion discourses, including the pre- occupation with
genitals and falla cious appeals to scientific expertise, are already
mani fested in offline politics and (calls for) legis lative change. That
trans vest ig a tions are largely indis tin guish able from other forms of –
what we might call – authentic trans phobia means that it is not
unreal istic to presup pose that the further embed ding of the
found a tional prin ciples of trans vest ig a tion discourses is also a
poten tial threat to social harmony and the (continuing) equit able
socio- legal recog ni tion of trans gender iden tities and indi viduals.
Indeed, similar narrat ives are already used to justify citizen poli cing
of gender- segregated spaces, which has impacted both trans gender
and cisgender people. It is important to note that I am not, myself,
enga ging here in conspir at orial thinking. I do not think that
politi cians will intro duce bone- measuring prac tices in order to
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NOTES

1  See Farand (2017) and Stanley (2023) for examples of press coverage from
supposedly well- reputed outlets on various elements of these
unfounded allegations.

2  See also Sawyer (2018) on ‘social media as an appar atus that implodes the
concept of “truth”’.
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