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How has transphobia entered mainstream discourse and media? And can the detection of 
mainstreamed transphobic content be automated? We argue that transphobia on social 
media platforms has undergone a process of “mainstreaming” that actively transformed 
historically fringe and extreme narratives so that content no longer appears taboo or in-
appropriate. Consequently, the mainstreaming of hate speech presents unique challenges 
for its detection and removal from social media platforms. This paper introduces a content 
classifier designed to identify transphobic content online and categorize the emergent 
mainstreamed narratives that currently typify transphobic content. To test the classifier, we 
utilize an original dataset of over 49,000 comments from five YouTube channels known to 
post transphobic content and identify nine mainstreamed transphobic narratives that fall 
below content moderation policies. 
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At the 2024 Paris Olympics, two cisgender women athletes—Imane Khalif from Al-
geria and Lin Yu-ting from Taiwan—were subject to a disinformation campaign ac-
cusing both of being transgender (BBC News 2024; Beacham 2024; Dunbar 2024; Li, 
Burke, and Abdelkader 2024). Both athletes had failed an unspecified “gender test” ad-
ministered by the International Boxing Association at the World Championships the 
previous year, an organization that has since lost its recognition by the International 
Olympic Committee. Transphobic narratives of fairness and safety in women’s sport 
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quickly spread among competitors, media, and online despite neither of these wom-
en being trans. The media storm followed the concerning pattern of the year-on-year 
increase in recorded transphobia globally (ADL 2023; Higgins 2023; McLean 2021; Reid 
2021; Squirrell and Davey 2023). The incidents in Paris also exemplified the intersec-
tional dimensions of transphobic hate by targeting athletes of color. Transphobia dis-
proportionately affects individuals with multiple marginalized identities along axes 
of race, gender, and socio-economic status (Colliver 2022; Gill-Peterson 2018; Koyama 
2020; Upadhyay 2021). As the events in Paris highlighted, once the purview of extrem-
ist, fringe communities, transphobia has spread into mainstream media and conver-
sation globally.

This article investigates how transphobia has entered the mainstream—in me-
dia, legislation, and wider society—by examining how transphobic narratives are 
framed online. The mainstream is defined by Brown, Mondon, and Winter (2023, 166) 
as “a normative, hegemonic concept that imbues a particular ideological configuration 
or system with authority to operate as a given or naturalize itself as the best or even 
only option, essential to govern or regulate society, politics and the economy.” Main-
streaming, then, is the process where movements on the margins attempt to move 
their ideologies from the fringes to the mainstream that results in content no longer 
being considered taboo or inappropriate as a means of “making their views more pal-
atable to a wider audience” (Gallaher 2021, 224). Transphobia has become the focus 
of public discourse (Ashley 2020; Gambino 2023; Kesslen 2022; Peterson 2021; Trinko 
2019), legislation (ACLU 2024; The Trevor Project, n.d.; Trans Legislation Tracker 2024; 
Track Trans Legislation 2023) and increased targeting of trans people offline, includ-
ing physical violence and murder (see, for example, Cardwell 2023; Compton 2019; Jo-
seph 2022; Kelly and Rachwani 2023; Sasani 2024; Wareham 2023). While the LGBTQI+ 
community have always been a target of extremist hate and violence, there are rela-
tively few studies that focus exclusively on the targeting of the trans community or 
how transphobic narratives are constructed and disseminated. Instead, transphobia 
is often noted as an element of gendered violent extremist rhetoric (Blee 2020; Hack-
worth 2018; Miller-Idriss 2020; True and Eddyono 2021) or a category of hate against 
minorities including misogyny, racism, homophobia, and antisemitism (Ryynänen, 
Kosonen, and Ylönen 2022). 

To address this gap, this paper builds a content classifier using a Large Language 
Model (LLM) trained to identify transphobic content and measure the prominence of 
mainstreamed narratives. As transphobia often intersects with other forms of hate, 
we included other forms of targeted hate in our labels to capture this intersectional-
ity, including Racism, Religion, Gender, Homophobia, and Xenophobia across a range 
of issue areas. As one of the main perpetrators of transphobic hate online are “right 
wing media commentators” (Squirrell and Davey 2023), we select five of these com-
mentators known to post transphobic content on their YouTube channels. Prominent 
online right-wing figures are central in propagating anti-trans narratives, often fram-
ing trans people as a threat to societal values, under the guise of protecting societal 
norms, such as women’s rights and children’s safety (Ging 2019; Lewis 2018; Marwick 
and Lewis 2017; Mondon and Winter 2020). The selection of multiple influencers also 
highlights the transnational flow of ideas contributing to a global discourse on trans-
phobia (Fielitz and Marcks 2019; O’Callaghan et al. 2013). 
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We utilized the language model DistilBERT to classify 49,0005 comments. The 
content classifier identified 7,965 of the comments in our original dataset as likely 
containing transphobic content. We then conducted an analysis of these comments, 
identifying nine mainstreamed transphobic narratives: children, definitions, wom-
en’s rights, mental health, misgendering and critiquing pronouns, transphobic terms, 
religion, detransitioning, and conspiracy. We find that the most common narrative 
within our dataset were related to children across three themes: child abuse, medical 
abuse, and education. The second most prominent narrative was defining the term 
“woman.” The comments focused mostly on trans women and excluding them from 
being identified as women. We also conducted a comparative analysis of transpho-
bic discourse being employed between comments and videos and network analysis 
of users in our dataset across channel to identify transphobic user communities and 
their online behavior identifying distinct differences between posting behaviors. In 
line with mainstreaming, comments rarely contained explicit hate speech or the use 
of derogatory terms. Instead, transphobic narratives were framed around concerns 
for women and children safety. The movement from explicit hate to threat-based nar-
ratives is a deliberate strategy by right-wing commentators to increase their appeal to 
a wider audience (Colliver, Coyle, and Silvestri 2019). Consequently, as seen in the case 
of the Paris Olympics, these narratives have crept into mainstream conversations, re-
porting and legislation and have become normalized in the public domain. 

There are many practical applications of this project. First, this classifier con-
tributes evidence of the scale of online transphobia and highlights the need to devel-
op content moderation policies that are more nuanced than the current category of 
hate speech. Second, this classifier and dataset can help track and monitor transpho-
bic narratives and identify how they are changing over time. Monitoring and decon-
structing mainstreamed narratives are essential to curbing their impact, requiring 
both automated detection tools and public education to address the fear-based tactics 
employed (Squirrell and Davey 2023). Finally, this classifier may be a valuable tool to 
help researchers process large datasets that contain hate speech and other forms of 
extremism and reduce potential harm by reducing the amount of content researchers 
are exposed to. 

The article proceeds as follows. First, we provide an overview of the concept of 
mainstreaming and its application in this project. Second, we outline the research 
design including case selection, data collection and labelling, and analysis. Third, we 
present the core findings of our analysis. Finally, we conclude with a discussion of our 
findings, their implications, and potential for future research. It is important to note 
that the purpose of this paper is to identify mainstreamed transphobic narratives and 
their dissemination online. While we do not draw on direct quotes from comment-
ers throughout, this paper does contain terms and summaries of narratives that are 
transphobic in nature. This content may be distressing for readers. 

MAINSTREAMING EXTREMIST NARRATIVES 
As content previously considered extreme increasingly moves from the fringe to ev-
eryday discourse, the concept of the mainstream and the subsequent process of main-
streaming have been the topic of growing academic research. In particular, the terms 
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are applied to the increasing presence of far-right actors and ideas in public discourse 
and elections (for example, see Acha Ugarte 2018; Bleakley 2023; Brown, Mondon, and 
Winter 2023; Cammaerts 2018; Cornell 2018; Ekman 2022; Hainsworth 2016; Klinger 
et al. 2023; Stern 2022). Despite the increasing usage of both concepts, there is limited 
conceptualization (Brown, Mondon, and Winter 2023; Kallis 2015). Instead, the terms 
have an assumptive quality that the mainstream is the center, and that mainstreaming 
is simply moving concepts from the extreme or fringe to the political middle. How-
ever, the mainstream is not the binary opposite of the extreme (Kallis 2015). Instead, 
the mainstream is “constructed, contingent and fluid” and not inherently good or bad 
(Brown, Mondon, and Winter 2023, 166). Brown Mondon, and Winter (2023, 166) define 
the mainstream as: ““a normative, hegemonic concept that imbues a particular ideo-
logical configuration or system with authority to operate as a given or naturalize itself 
as the best or even only option, essential to govern or regulate society, politics and the 
economy.” Mainstreaming, then, is the process where actors on the margins attempt 
to move their ideologies from the fringes to the mainstream as a means of expanding 
their appeal and “making their views more palatable to a wider audience” (Gallaher 
2021, 224). Mainstreamed extremist narratives can generate exclusionary public policy 
(Marwick and Lewis 2017; Mondon and Winter 2020) and increase violence and hate 
crimes (Baele, Brace, and Coan 2023; Perry 2012; Zuboff 2023), while making it hard-
er to challenge or regulate discriminatory content in public discourse content (Klein 
2012; Sunstein and Vermeule 2009).

While mainstreaming can be an unintentional consequence of societal change 
(Rothut et al. 2024), scholarship focuses on the intentional mainstreaming of dis-
course by far right and extremist actors by “silently shift[ing]… the public discourse to-
wards more radical positions without being perceived as doing so” (Hohner et al. 2022, 
310). For example, mainstreaming can dissociate discourse from radical or extremist 
ideologies to make it appear more innocuous or respectable (Gerstenfeld, Grant, and 
Chiang 2003; Graham 2016). Selepak and Sutherland (2012) demonstrate how the Ku 
Klux Klan have softened their language and symbolism to align their ideology with 
“white, religious and political conservatives.” Klinger et al. (2023) found that the fringe 
political party, Alternative for Germany (AfD), used intermediary networks to adopt 
the language of extreme identitarian movements without affiliating themselves with 
these actors. The process of mainstreaming can also lead to what is called normaliza-
tion: what was previously borderline, or unacceptable discourse loses its taboo status 
and becomes common sense, a legitimate view or politically appropriate (Krzyżanows-
ki 2020). The majority of this work has focused on anti-immigration discourse that 
has become more common as a result of Brexit, the immigration crisis in 2015, and the 
election of anti-immigrant populist political leaders particularly in Europe and North 
America (Bleakley 2023; Ekman 2022; Gallaher 2021; Graham 2016; Klinger et al. 2023). 
Anti-immigration sentiment, rather than at the fringes of discourse in liberal democ-
racies, is now a core tenant of policy for populist political parties and actors and found 
in mainstream media and discourse, as well as increasing violence against migrant 
housing facilities (Bleakley 2023; Cammaerts 2018; Cornell 2018; Graham 2016; Kallis 
2015; Klinger et al. 2023; Krzyżanowski 2020). 

Far less is known about the mainstreaming of extremist discourse against oth-
er marginalized groups. While literature often notes the targeting of the trans com-
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munity, there is limited research that explores the dynamics of this targeting sepa-
rate from other minority identities including women, Black people, immigrants, and 
the LGBTQI+ community more broadly (Colliver 2023, 412; Ryynänen, Kosonen, and 
Ylönen 2022; Tsirbas and Zirganou-Kazolea 2025). However, with the rise of social 
media, there has been a consistent increase in research examining homophobia and 
transphobia on online platforms (Sánchez-Sánchez, Ruiz-Muñoz, and Sánchez-Sán-
chez 2024). Research on the impact of online targeting of the LGBTQI+ community 
include the experience of cyber-violence and cyberbullying (Colliver 2023; Garaigor-
dobil and Larrain 2020; Mkhize, Nunlall, and Gopal 2020; Pescitelli 2018; Rivers, Daly, 
and Stevenson 2023) and the toll of exposure of homophobic and transphobic speech 
and acts on the wellbeing of the LGBTQI+ community (for example, see Billard 2024; 
Colliver 2022; Goldblum et al. 2012; Grant et al. 2011; Marzetti, McDaid, and O’Connor 
2022; Mizock and Mueser 2014).

One more recent focus is on the quantitative measurement, or automated detec-
tion, of online hate speech towards the LGBTQI+ community across platforms. There 
are several projects that specifically seek to automate the detection of explicit trans-
phobia online (Chakravarthi 2024; Lu and Jurgens 2022; Sharma, Gupta, and Singh 
2023; Valerio 2022). While the automated models are assessed for accuracy, they often 
lack qualitative analysis of the themes and narratives or theoretical models for un-
derstanding how this content has become more prevalent. By focusing exclusively on 
identifying transphobic content, these models can also miss identifying the intersec-
tional nature of online transphobia. For example, in 2018, Michelle Obama was often 
the target of a conspiracy that she was trans, intersecting race, conspiracy theories and 
transphobia (Brandwatch & Ditch the Label 2020; Lokmanoglu et al. 2023). To be most 
effective, LLMs need to include other forms of intersectional hate in the modelling and 
be capable of identifying coded language. 

On the other hand, there is a more qualitative approach that looks at the nature 
of transphobic narratives online. Anti-trans ideologies frame trans people as a source 
infiltration, corruption and intimate danger to generate what is often referred to as a 
“moral panic” (Higgins 2023; Owen 2022; Slothouber 2020; Walker 2023). Moral panics 
can be understood as social anxiety or intensified concern towards an outgroup “that 
is disproportionate to the threat that it poses and is amplified further by the media” 
(Walker 2023, 995). Overall, these transphobic narratives are grounded in particular 
ideas about sex and gender that justifies trans exclusion (see, for example, Bassi and 
LaFleur 2022; Billard 2023; Dickey 2023; Earles 2019; Shaw 2019). While scholars have 
categorized the themes of transphobia in several ways, they are embedded in a narra-
tive of harm. First, trans people are portrayed as a threat to women and children’s safe-
ty. Trans people, especially trans women, are portrayed as predatory, actively seeking 
access to women’s spaces to do harm (Colliver 2021; Colliver, Coyle, and Silvestri 2019; 
Conway 2023; Dickey 2023; 2022; Jones and Slater 2020; McLean 2021; Squirrell and 
Davey 2023; Thompson, 2022), a threat to fairness of women’s participation in sport 
(Billings et al. 2024; Fischer 2023; Lucas and Newhall 2019; Pape 2022), and a physi-
cal harm through the provision of medical care to trans people, especially trans youth 
(Ashley 2020; Billard 2024; Slothouber 2020). 

The second overarching harm is perceived to be towards (Western) society. The 
existence and acceptance of the trans community is heralded as a sign of societal and 
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moral collapse which lead to acceptance of other unacceptable behaviors such as bes-
tiality, pedophilia and necrophilia (Colliver 2021; Conway 2023; Walker 2023) and is 
sometimes framed through a religious lens such as equating being trans with “Satan-
ism” and conceptions of degeneration (Dickey 2023; Shaw 2019; Squirrell and Davey 
2023). There is also threat framing that portrays perceived “trans ideology” as a conta-
gion that links back to the first harm of the safety of women and children (Ashley 2020; 
Thompson 2022; Walker 2023). As outlined by Bassi and LaFleur (2022, 312), regardless 
of the core arguments behind different movements” transphobia, they understand 
themselves as on one side of “a global battle of ideas” in defense of an “essentialist sto-
ry of womanhood.” However, the ever-increasing levels of transphobic content online 
globally present challenges for these in-depth and more qualitative approaches that 
rely on researchers manually reviewing data. 

In this paper, we propose bringing together these quantitative and qualitative 
approaches to be able to better manage the amount of data online research presents. 
We build on both approaches to analyze online transphobic content by building a LLM 
capable of identifying mainstreamed transphobic content. In turn, this allows us to 
systematically examine more transphobic content across social media channels and 
across issue areas. We also expand on existing models by taking an intersectional ap-
proach that interrogates how various forms of hate—such as racism, xenophobia, and 
homophobia—intersect with transphobic content. 

RESEARCH DESIGN 
This project built and tested a content classifier capable of automating the detection 
and identification of mainstreamed transphobic content on YouTube. This section be-
gins with an overview of the ethical approval for this project and the additional mea-
sures put in place to protect user identity. Second, we outline the choice of YouTube as 
a platform before outlining our selection of right-wing media commentators. Third, 
we outline our methodology including our labelling strategy and data analysis process 
using DistilBERT before introducing the analysis for our findings. 

Ethics 
This project received ethics approval from Swansea University (ethics approval num-
ber 1 2024 9331 8296). We have taken additional measures to ensure anonymity and re-
duction of the harm of transphobic content. We have chosen not to publish identifying 
characteristics of commenters including commenter ID or video IDs in our final data-
set. Further, while we identify shared narratives among commenters across videos, we 
do not directly quote from individuals. This decision is in part to protect the identities 
of users but also so not to direct people to hateful content. Instead, we only connect 
comments and themes to channels (Conway 2021). 

YouTube Importance for Right-Wing Media
We selected YouTube as a platform to analyze how transphobia has become main-
streamed. YouTube has emerged as a pivotal platform for right-wing commentators 
due to its vast reach, algorithmic amplification, and financial incentives. The plat-
form’s low barriers to entry allow right-wing media to bypass traditional gatekeepers 
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and directly engage with global audiences, enabling the dissemination of ideologies 
often marginalized or challenged in mainstream outlets (Klein, Clutton, and Polito 
2018; Lewis 2018; Marwick and Lewis 2017). Recommendation algorithms, which sug-
gest videos based on user viewing history, can lead users toward increasingly extreme 
viewpoints, contributing to ideological echo chambers and further amplifying right-
wing narratives (Ribeiro et al. 2020). Interactive features such as comments, likes, and 
shares foster highly engaged communities, reinforcing these messages and creating 
spaces where right-wing content is both consumed and propagated (Daniels 2018). 
Financially, YouTube monetization options—through advertising, sponsorships, and 
donations—allow right-wing content creators to sustain and expand their operations 
independently from traditional media funding (Tuters and Hagen 2020). This, com-
bined with YouTube’s international accessibility, enables transnational collaboration 
among right-wing groups, facilitating the global spread of ideologies (Klein, Clutton, 
and Polito 2018). 

YouTube also has a practical benefit for online research. First, YouTube has an 
API that allows researchers to scrape data directly from their platform. This differs 
from other online platforms such as X that have revoked free researcher access to their 
API (Gotfredsen 2023). Second, YouTube allows the analysis of two forms of content—
videos and comments—that allows researchers to examine the interaction of content 
creators and users (Google for Developers 2024). This allowed us to compare the con-
tent and nature of videos by our selected commentators and the comments left by us-
ers.

Commentator Selection 
We centered our case selection on right-wing media commentators known for dis-
seminating transphobic content. There are, of course, many channels that could be 
selected that feature transphobic content. However, as we outline below in the data 
collection section, there are important API and data management limitations that af-
fect the scope of this project. We selected cases based on two core factors. First, right-
wing commentators have been widely recognized as key sources of transphobic nar-
ratives and their dissemination (Oliver 2022; Squirrell and Davey 2023). Second, these 
commentators operate as alternative media. Schroeder defines alternative media as 
non-mainstream platforms that challenge dominant ideologies and bypass traditional 
gatekeepers (Schroeder 2018). Alternative media, particularly in digital spaces, cater to 
marginalized or counter-hegemonic groups and can range from moderate to extreme 
positions. Right-wing commentators embody this alternative media role by position-
ing themselves as anti-elite, and as purveyors of “truth” and “reason” (Frischlich, Klap-
proth, and Brinkschulte 2020; Schroeder 2018). This framing allows them to legitimize 
their positions while disseminating transphobia and misinformation (Dowling, John-
son, and Ekdale 2022; Hameleers 2020). Consequently, these figures play a significant 
role in the global spread of disinformation and conspiracy theories, including those 
that target LGBTQI+ communities and promote transphobia (Devin 2023; DiMaggio 
2022; GLAAD 2021; Mayerhöffer 2021; Ramirez 2023).

We selected five YouTube channels for our dataset: Kelly-Jay Keen (formally 
known as Posie Parker), Matt Walsh, Ben Shapiro, Candace Owens, and Blaire White. 
We selected these channels due to their diversity in gender identity, racial and ethnic 
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background, as well as their relationship to the conservative media outlet, The Daily 
Wire summarized in Table 1. While four of the five commentators selected were based 
in the United States, we also chose to include Kelly Jane Keen based in the United King-
dom. First, as a so-called “trans exclusionary radical feminist” (TERF), Keen’s online 
footprint is entirely transphobic, and all their content is centered on trans exclusion. 
Second, Keen has an interesting interaction with the American commenters select-
ed, having either been interviewed by them on their channels, or their taglines, such 
as “adult human female” being cited on the other channels. Keen’s inclusion is an ac-
knowledgement of the overlap between the American far right and TERF ideologies 
and their intersecting claims on this issue (Dickey 2023). As right-wing commentators 
and transphobia are becoming increasingly networked and global, we were interested 
if content produced in the United Kingdom was using the same or distinct narratives 
then their US counterparts. 

Building the Content Classifier and Dataset
The mainstreaming of transphobia has led to an increase in online transphobic con-
tent (Brandwatch & Ditch the Label 2020; Lokmanoglu et al. 2023). The sheer increase 
in the amount of data that can be analyzed poses significant challenges for research 
design. Large datasets, especially those sourced from platforms like YouTube, demand 
extensive storage, computational power, and timely analysis (Nguyen and Liaw 2020). 
The potential vastness of data—including thousands of videos and millions of com-
ments—can rapidly exhaust available resources, necessitating strategic data man-
agement (Bender and Friedman 2018; Menghani 2023; Zhou et al. 2017). Importantly, 
there are also daily limits on the amount of data that can be scraped using the YouTube 
API that need to be considered when determining the size of your dataset (Google for 
Developers 2024). In this methodology, we outline how we collected our data and de-
termined the size of our original dataset. 

DistilBERT
We developed a content classifier utilizing the Large Language Model (LLM) program 
DistilBERT (Sanh et al. 2020) for text preprocessing and a Support Vector Machine 

Table 1. Summary of Characteristics of Selected YouTube Channels as of May 2024
Gender 
Identity

Race and/or 
Ethnicity

Nationality The Daily Wire 
affiliation

Followers 
(May 2024)

Videos
(May 2024)

Posie Parker / 
Kellie Jay Keen 

cis woman white British N 120,000 580

Matt Walsh cis man white American Y 2.86 million 4,000+

Ben Shapiro cis man Jewish American Y 6.86 million 5,900+

Blaire White trans woman mixed race American N 1.42 million 349

Candace 
Owens 

cis woman Black American N (former)* 3.19 million 1,900+

Note. Owen’s joined Daily Wire in 2021 (Murray 2023) but confirmed her departure in March 2024 after 
clashes with Daily Wire’s co-founder, Ben Shapiro. The feud reportedly centered around Owens antisemi-
tism and opposition to US funding to Israel (Pengelly 2024).
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(SVM) for classification. A LLM is a machine learning model that can analyze and un-
derstand large amounts of text data, as well as generate new content. We used Distil-
BERT to conduct natural language processing (NLP) where we asked the model to label 
our comments according to content. We selected DistilBERT due to its efficiency and 
accuracy. It retains 97% of the previous language model BERT’s language understand-
ing while being faster and smaller, making it more effective at processing large data-
sets. DistilBERT also has a transformer-based architecture that enables it to capture 
subtle nuances within language, essential for detecting implicit transphobia (Salawu, 
Lumsden, and He 2021). Recent studies and work on multilingual and context-aware 
models highlight DistilBERT’s success in detecting both explicit and subtle hate 
speech (C. Li et al. 2024; Rajendran et al. 2022; Sofat, Gill, and Bansal 2022). Addition-
ally, benchmarks like HateXplain confirm its effectiveness in analyzing complex social 
media data, making it particularly suited to detecting nuanced transphobic narratives 
in this study (Mathew et al. 2022).

To improve the effectiveness of content classifiers, it is important to train them 
with labelled datasets. Fine-tuning classifiers with annotated data enhances model 
performance by enabling adaptation to specific tasks or domains, resulting in im-
proved efficacy compared to using standalone pre-trained models. Moreover, this 
approach facilitates task specificity, allowing models to be tailored to particular do-
mains or applications and accelerates convergence, expediting model adaptation to 
new tasks (Rajendran et al. 2022; Salawu, Lumsden, and He 2021). However, due to the 
intersectional nature of this project and the limited computational research on iden-
tifying hate speech, we built our own schema of labels and manually labeled training 
data. DistilBERT performs most effectively when the training data is relevant to the 
project. Our training data consisted of 5,450 comments from a wide range of YouTube 
channels with a focus on videos that were known to contain transphobic content.

Dataset Extraction 
To build our original dataset, we utilized YouTube API to scrape the top 1,000 com-
ments from the top ten videos across the five selected channels (Google for Developers 
2024). Where a video had less than 1,000 comments, all comments were scraped. This 
resulted in a dataset of 43,555 extracted via the YouTube API and 5,450 comments from 
our training data, resulting in a total of 49,0005 comments in total. By prioritizing 
the top comments and their replies, the study focused on content with high levels of 
engagement, which is often indicative of deeper audience involvement and greater 
ideological influence (Google for Developers 2024). This approach aligns with previous 
research on engagement dynamics and content dissemination, which underscores the 
importance of high-engagement content in fostering online communities and ampli-
fying extremist narratives (Mamié, Horta Ribeiro, and West 2021). 

Label Selection 
In line with our intersectional understanding of transphobic content, we designed our 
data labels to capture multiple categories of hate drawing on social media regulato-
ry guidelines, existing research, and expert guidance. First, a thorough examination 
of YouTube’s user guidelines was conducted to identify prevalent themes within the 
platform’s “violent or dangerous” content categories (YouTube, n.d.). This was followed 
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by a comprehensive literature review on hate speech and extremism, which helped 
refine the label selection (Colliver 2023, 412; Ryynänen, Kosonen, and Ylönen 2022; 
Tsirbas and Zirganou-Kazolea 2025). Expert consultation with scholars in extremism 
research further validated the label choices, ensuring they reflect current online hate 
speech trends. Experts highlighted covert hate, such as dog-whistle rhetoric, and the 
compounded discrimination faced by marginalized groups like trans women of col-
or (Haney-López 2014). This approach allowed the model to detect both explicit and 
subtle transphobia within broader discriminatory narratives (Collins and Bilge 2016; 
Frischlich et al. 2021; Lamble 2008; McCall 2005), enhancing its analysis of transpho-
bic discourse through an intersectional lens.

We did not employ any strict definition of transphobia or set of particular trans-
phobic terms but relied on the broader conception of transphobia as “any negative at-
titudes (hate, contempt, disapproval) directed toward trans people because of their 
being trans” (Bettcher 2014, 249). We included language and narratives that advocated 
for the removal of trans rights, misrepresentation and misgendering of trans people, 
abuse, violence, desired exclusion from social spaces, and other expressions of dis-
crimination (TransActual, n.d.). We organized our labels into three main categories: 
the nature, target and category concern. The labels are summarized in Table 2 and 
defined in depth in Appendix A. 

The model exhibited an F1 score of 0.922, indicating excellent accuracy compa-
rable to other classification research (Nirbhik and Kumar 2023; Rajendran et al. 2022; 
Sofat, Gill, and Bansal 2022). The classifier identified 7,965 comments likely containing 
transphobic content. The following section categorizes the identified comments into 
the core mainstreamed narratives identified and measures their prominence in the 
dataset. To compare user comments against the content of videos, we also systemati-
cally reviewed each video. Of the fifty videos analyzed, thirty-three were identified as 
containing transphobic content, enhancing the accuracy of the broader findings. 

“JUST ASKING QUESTIONS”: MAINSTREAMED NARRATIVES OF  
TRANSPHOBIC CONTENT 
This section outlines the findings of our analysis. This section includes an overview 
of the transphobic narratives and language identified by our content classifier across 
our dataset. In the dataset of 49,005 comments, a total of 7,965 comments were iden-

Table 2. Summary of Data Labels According to Type
Nature Target Category of Concern
Cyberbullying Gendered Anti-establishment

Defamation Homophobic Conspiracy Theory

Harassment Racist Counter Narrative

Hate Group Promotion Religious Education

Hate Speech Transphobic Generic

Incitement of Violence Xenophobic Healthcare

Stereotyping Political 
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tified as transphobic. We manually reviewed the transphobic comments to identify 
key themes associated with them. These themes are not exhaustive, nor mutually ex-
clusive, as many comments encompassed multiple narratives. To determine the nar-
ratives prominence, we performed a simple count of the frequency of all identified 
terms (Appendix C) within our comments presented in Figure 1. Importantly, while the 
classifier was a useful tool, it was not flawless—some comments flagged as transpho-
bic were not, and others with clear transphobic content went undetected. However, 
overall, the classifier has important potential for automating the detection of nuanced 
hate speech in large datasets (Poletto et al. 2021; Vidgen and Derczynski 2020).

Critically, the fact that the transphobic content identified by the classifier pre-
dominantly related to trans women reflects the broader offline discourse around gen-
der (Marwick and Lewis 2017). This consistency between online and offline narratives 
suggests that online platforms, such as YouTube, play a crucial role in amplifying and 
normalizing transphobic discourse (Lewis 2018). A key observation was the lack of 
evidence used to substantiate claims in these comments, which mirrors well-docu-
mented patterns of prejudice where unfounded fears are used to marginalize groups 
(Mondon and Winter 2020). 

While comments employed language that denigrates and invalidates the existence 
and experiences of trans people, there was clear evidence of mainstreaming through the 
absence of particular types of speech. Most notably, there were minimal calls for violence 
and reference to hate groups. Instead, there was a pattern in the use of the language 
of concern and care, often framed as users asking legitimate questions about safety. As 
demonstrated below, much of this care was embedded in ideas of gender essentialism. 
Gender essentialism—claims that gender is a category that is fixed, natural and dis-
crete—requires an incorrect invocation of biology to claim that there are only two gen-
ders based on chromosomes and equating sex and gender (Atwood, Morgenroth, and 
Olson 2024). Gender essentialism is also grounded in stereotypes of gendered roles for 
men and women, including the need to protect perceived vulnerable groups. In the case 
of transphobic content, the perceived vulnerable groups are women and children. 

Figure 1. Summary of the number of transphobic narratives found in comments 
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Children 
As expected, narratives around children, especially child safety, form the bulk of the 
transphobic content (over 36%). Children, as outlined by Dickey (2023, 36), act “as a 
powerful, deracialised, medicalised symbol, contrasted with the particular deviance 
ascribed to transfeminine people of colour,” It is also here that mainstreaming of lan-
guage is most evident. While there is a section of comments that frame trans people 
as a threat to children and the provision of gender affirming care as akin to torture or 
mutilation, more common are comments that express opinions framed as concern—
rather than hate or disgust—around children’s safety. These commenters usually seek 
to position themselves as concerned parents—for example, utilizing identity markers 
such “as a mother”—to legitimize their comments and do not identify their position 
as transphobic. Instead, as with comments surrounding women’s rights, commenters 
presented themselves as targeted and labelled transphobic for expressing what they 
claim as legitimate concerns (Colliver 2021). By positioning themselves as protectors, 
commenters avoid accusations of transphobia while perpetuating moral panic around 
gender identity (Mondon and Winter 2020). We identified three main themes among 
transphobic content including children: child abuse, medical abuse, and education. 

Child Abuse
The most common narrative focused on children was child safety from abuse. There 
are two narratives centering on child abuse. First, is that trans people pose a threat to 
children’s safety. As has been well reported, transphobic language often claims trans 
people are predators and a threat to children (Locantore and Wasarhaley 2020; Stone 
2018; Williams 2020). Commenters drawing on these narrative deployed common 
tropes including grooming and fetishes. Second, was child abuse by parents. Com-
ments framed parents that were supportive of gender affirming care as attention 
seeking, including accusations of having the medical condition Munchausen by proxy. 
The comments implied that parents were either seeking attention for themselves or 
that they were homophobic, preferring a trans straight child to a gay or lesbian child. 
Commenters frequently noted that parents should be reported to protective services 
for child abuse and children removed from their care. 

These narratives reflect a strategic use of moral panic to frame trans individuals 
and supportive parents as societal threats. By invoking familiar tropes of child abuse, 
transphobic rhetoric taps into deep-seated fears about child safety, echoing historical 
patterns where marginalized groups are demonized (Cohen 2011). Accusations against 
parents of seeking attention or preferring a “straight” child exploit anxieties around 
parenting and medical authority, weaponizing these concerns to undermine the legit-
imacy of gender-affirming care (Hameleers 2020). 

Medical Abuse
Commentors conceptualized gender affirming medical care almost exclusively as sur-
gical procedures or the use puberty blockers. While not all commenters were specifi-
cally referring to children when discussing medical care, they were the vast majority. 
Comments called surgery medical torture and utilized the language of mutilation and 
sterilization. In addition to criticizing doctors and parents for the provision of medi-
cal care, commenters also framed gender affirming care as a conspiracy by “big phar-
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ma” for profits. Commenters reasoned that an increase in the number of children and 
adults accessing gender affirming care was a result of doctors wanting to profit from 
what was framed as lifelong medical care. Users described gender affirming care as an 
“industry”. Commenters also cited their opposition to puberty blockers and countered 
claims that the effects are reversible. There was no evidence to support these claims. 
Such disinformation not only delegitimizes gender-affirming treatments but also 
fuels real-world violence against medical facilities (Gzesh et al. 2024). Most recently, 
these mainstreamed narratives have resulted in the coordinated targeting of medical 
facilities that provide gender affirming care to children, including bomb threats (see, 
for example, Gupta et al. 2023; Gzesh et al. 2024; Yang 2022). 

Education
As reflected in offline protests around drag story hours at libraries and the banning 
of books by school boards (Camiscoli et al. 2024; Coste 2024; Davis and Kettrey 2022; 
Ellis 2022; Squirrell and Davey 2023; Tylenda 2024), education was a consistent theme 
in transphobic comments including children. Comments centered on schools being a 
site of indoctrination and brainwashing, regardless of if there was any provision of ed-
ucation around gender or sexuality. Commenters accused schools of forcing teachers 
to accept children’s self-identification, often utilizing children’s playful self-identifi-
cation as animals as evidence of children’s inability to understand their own identity. 
For parents that did not support any kind of education that featured discussions of 
gender, commenters threatened to send their children to religious schools or homes-
chool their children. There were also comments that sought to prevent anyone who is 
trans from teaching, working at, or being proximate to schools. However, comments 
also used this narrative against anyone that they perceived as progressive or non-con-
forming, often noting that someone’s colored hair or tattoos made them inappropriate 
to work with children. 

Defining Sex and Gender
The second dominant theme in comments (over 33%) focused on defining the term 
“woman” as a tactic to exclude trans women. It was in these comments where gender 
essentialism was most clearly deployed with incorrect invocations of biology that there 
are only two genders based on chromosomes and equating sex and gender (Atwood, 
Morgenroth, and Olson 2024). Many also quoted the google definition of woman wea-
ponized by Keen—“Adult Human Female”—as means of exclusion. This focus on defi-
nitions was also likely heightened by the inclusion of comments from Matt Walsh’s 
channel as several of their top ten videos are excerpts from his documentary titled, 
“What is a Woman?” This narrative also focused on reproduction: users’ definition 
of women relies on the fact that women can fall pregnant. While many commenters 
claim that this does not exclude women who face fertility issues, they claim that it 
does exclude trans women. Comments also sought to make the distinction between cis 
people and trans people using terms such as “real men” or “real women” that reinforced 
narratives of exclusion. 

Gender essentialism also extends beyond beliefs about biology to the roles of 
gender within society. Discussions of defining women were inherently entangled with 
stereotypes of women as mothers and carers. While trans women and their exclusion 
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were the core target of these comments, they also excluded anyone that commenters 
perceived as falling outside of these gendered stereotypes. 

Women’s Rights and Safety 
Trans exclusionary radical feminist (TERF) discourse was prevalent in the dataset 
at almost 13% of labelled comments, particularly through narratives that positioned 
trans women as a threat to cis women’s rights. This reflects a broader strategy within 
TERF ideology, which frames trans inclusion as undermining the safety and rights of 
cis women (Hines 2018; Pearce 2018). The recurring use of Keen’s slogan “Let Women 
Speak” in comments underscores how TERF discourse utilizes language of victimhood 
to claim that cis women are being silenced. In these comments, we observe what Thur-
low describes as a “linguistic pivot from ‘anti-trans’ to ‘pro-woman’” (Thurlow 2024). 
This tactic capitalizes on historical feminist struggles for women’s spaces to justify ex-
clusion (Lamble 2008). The division of comments into women’s spaces, appropriation, 
and sports exemplifies how TERF rhetoric selectively focuses on areas where cis wom-
en’s safety and identity are portrayed as most vulnerable (Mason 2023). As seen in the 
comments about children, rather than expressed through vitriol or hatred, trans-ex-
clusion was made to appear more acceptable by justifying comments through the lan-
guage of safety and fairness. 

Women Only Spaces 
Transphobic comments frequently centered on the inclusion of trans women in wom-
en-only spaces, such as bathrooms, changing rooms, hospital wards, and prisons. 
These comments often portrayed trans women as predatory men attempting to infil-
trate these spaces to harm cis women, a narrative rooted in fear and moral panic rather 
than evidence (Gwenffrewi 2022; Quatrini 2022). Citing instances of trans women in 
prisons convicted of sexual offenses, commenters framed women-only spaces as hard-
fought protections that are now under threat from trans inclusion. This fear-based 
rhetoric, which has gained traction through prominent figures like J.K. Rowling, rein-
forces exclusionary ideologies (Pearce 2018). Such narratives, although disconnected 
from statistical reality, draw on misinformation or hypothetical scenarios to exacer-
bate the idea of an imagined threat. 

Appropriation
Another prominent narrative framed trans women as appropriating womanhood, 
with commenters arguing that trans women disrespected cis women’s experiences, 
particularly in relation to reproductive health, motherhood, and gender-based dis-
crimination. This narrative reinforced biological essentialism, the idea that woman-
hood is inherently tied to biology, by excluding trans women from the category of “real” 
women (Bettcher 2014; Hines 2018). Commenters also likened trans women to imper-
sonators, reducing their identities to “fancy dress” or performance. Additionally, resis-
tance to gender-inclusive terms like “menstruators” or “birthing people” illustrated a 
perception that expanding gender language diminishes cis women’s experiences (Ging 
2019). This rhetoric, which invalidates trans identities, fuels a zero-sum approach to 
gender rights, where any advancement for trans people is falsely seen as a threat to cis 
women.	
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Sport 
Unsurprisingly, the participation of trans women in sports is also a key narrative within 
our dataset. While some commenters noted that there could be a third category within 
sports to include trans women and maintain fairness, most saw trans women’s partici-
pation as an attempt for men to infiltrate women’s sports. Like the controversy around 
Khelif and Lin in the Paris Olympics, comments framed these discussions around is-
sues of equality and fairness. A core element of gender essentialism as applied to trans 
participation in sport is the concept of “fairness.” These arguments rely on perceived 
physical differences between cis men and women and the supposed “biological advan-
tage” of male athletes (Atwood, Morgenroth, and Olson 2024). The infiltration of these 
ideas into the mainstream is clear in reporting and legislation. For example, as of 2023, 
there were at least 60 bills across the United States dedicated to excluding trans people 
from participating in sports with a focus on banning trans women from competing in 
women’s sport (Atwood, Morgenroth, and Olson 2024). 

Mental Health and Disability 
A clear theme within the comments was equating of being trans with mental health and 
disabilities (over 5% of labelled data). Comments that link being trans to mental health 
and disability pathologizes trans identities, framing them as psychological disorders 
and comments claim to be motivated by care and concern (Frischlich et al. 2021). Com-
menters often used derogatory language such as “crazy” or “insane” to imply that being 
trans was the result of a mental health condition. There were also frequent references 
to trans young people as “needing help” or being narcissists and attention seekers. The 
frequency of this theme indicates that it needs further exploration. For example, one 
channel connected autism spectrum disorder and being trans in both the video and 
comments. However, many of these comments, without the context of the video will 
not be identified as transphobic by a classifier. 

Misgendering or Critiquing Pronouns 
Comments also deliberately misgendered trans people or mocked the use of pronouns. 
However, this was the most difficult form of transphobic language to label as it usually 
relies on the context of the video. Consequently, these comments only make up 3.5% of 
the data. When misgendering was explicit, it was usually the use of two pronouns as a 
single word—for example “heshe”—or the use of combination of pronouns to denote 
that the commenter disagrees with someone’s preferred pronouns—“he/she” or “his/
her.” Commenters also mocked the use of pronouns by self-identifying as objects or 
people and making up pronouns. For example, one commenter claimed they identi-
fied as an ambulance and used the pronouns woo/woo or Michael Jackson and hee/
haa. Misgendering serves as a direct and pervasive tool of transphobia, with the data 
reflecting the frequent use of incorrect or derogatory pronouns to dehumanize trans 
individuals (Lamble 2008).

Another common narrative was dismissing trans people’s identity based on 
their conformity to gendered stereotypes. For example, Blair White, a trans woman, 
often criticizes trans people for their appearance as either cheap or uncommitted to 
appearing like a “real woman,” or in the case of nonbinary people, not being trans. This 
view reflects contestations within certain parts of the trans community around who 
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counts as trans (Jacobsen, Devor, and Hodge 2022). There was also hyper fixation on 
body hair among comments, especially trans nonbinary people or trans women who 
choose to have facial hair. These comments were often mocking and aimed to discredit 
individuals gender identity. As outlined by Billard (2019, 464), this notion of “passing” 
presents a double-edged sword for the trans community: while “‘passing’ legitimates 
a transgender person’s claim to their gender identity... [it] also renders them more 
malicious in their deception.” 

Religion 
Religious-based transphobia often invokes theological justifications for rejecting trans 
identities (Campbell, Hinton, and Anderson 2019; Crenshaw 1989). There were two 
core themes around transphobia and religion within comments that featured in 3.45% 
of our frequency count. The first was the denial of the existence of trans people under 
the premise that God created people as man and woman. Commenters criticized those 
who “play god” or violate God’s plan by not identifying with the sex that they were as-
signed at birth. Narratives relied on the idea that God creates everyone perfectly and 
framed being trans as a violation of the bible. Most of these comments referenced a 
Christian God with only two references to Islam in the comments identified as trans-
phobic. Second was the use of religious language to denigrate the trans community. 
Narratives included references to the trans community as a cult, a creation of the devil, 
Luciferian, and demons. There were also a limited number of references to activists 
and trans individuals belonging in hell and calls to “cast them out.” As highlighted by 
Blyth and McRae, grounding transphobia in theological and biblical languages creates 
a “dangerous power to grant divine mandate to transphobia and trans-exclusionary 
practices” (Blyth and McRae 2018, 113).  

Transphobic Terms 
Comments also contained transphobia, however, these unexpectedly only appeared 
in around 150 comments (2.5%). There are, however, issues with using these terms to 
identify transphobic content. Many historically transphobic terms are used within the 
trans community as a form of reclamation in a way that is not necessarily derogatory 
(Edmondson 2021). The classification of these terms as transphobic risks restricting 
self-expression within the trans community. There are some terms—such as “trans-
trender” or “transgenderism”—that were more clearly indicate transphobic content. 
One of the strongest indications of the mainstreaming of transphobic content is the 
lack of explicit transphobic content—especially in contrast to the other narratives 
identified. 

Detransitioning 
Comments also discussed detransitioning (just under 2% of terms analyzed). These 
comments largely came from a video with Blaire White who interviewed someone who 
identified as having detransitioned. These comments were framed as concern for the 
safety and wellbeing of those who “make a mistake” in their decision to transition and 
that people—especially young people—will regret their decisions in the future. How-
ever, narratives were usually motivated by the perceived increase in people identify-
ing as trans being driven by a “trend” and not gender dysphoria. These comments do 
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not usually deny the existence of gender dysphoria—especially those commenting on 
Blaire White’s videos who openly discusses her own experiences of gender dyspho-
ria—but that most individuals are transitioning for social reasons including to fit in or 
because of social exclusion. One commenter compared being trans to goths: where so-
cial outcasts used to become goths, they were now choosing to be become trans. Those 
who detransition are often used by commentators as evidence of the illegitimacy of 
trans people and the inherent risks of gender affirming care. These narratives contra-
dict research on the experiences of individuals that receive gender affirming care that 
suggest an extremely low level of regret among trans patients after gender affirming 
surgery (Bustos et al. 2021), improved health outcomes for trans people (Swan et al. 
2023), and that those who do detransition often do not regret accessing gender affirm-
ing health care (MacKinnon et al. 2022). What was interesting is that these comments 
did not use the language of “Rapid Onset Gender Dysphoria” or ROGD made popular 
in the much-critiqued paper published by Littman and later the book by Abigail Shrier 
that galvanized the anti-trans movement (Ashley 2020; Littman 2018; Jordan B Peter-
son Clips 2021; Restar 2020). In line with mainstreaming, this debate has moved away 
from an original source, but the ideas continue to be reflected in discourse.  

Conspiracy 
Zuboff highlights that conspiracy theories serve to radicalize public discourse by link-
ing marginalized groups to broader fears of societal collapse or manipulation (Zuboff 
2019). Despite our labelled data containing a number of comments containing conspir-
acy theories including Joe Biden being the puppet of Obama, that China was respon-
sible for political discontent within America, and a collection of references to global 
control, including the Great Reset Theory, the World Economic Forum, and antise-
mitic references to media and Hollywood, the classifier performed poorly in identify-
ing comments that contained transphobia and conspiracy theories (falling under one 
percent in our count). Instead, the classifier identified comments that implied that 
being trans or the trans community was itself a conspiracy. The classifier identified 
comments containing terms such as “control”, “follow the money,” “wake up,” and “lie” 
as containing a conspiracy. There were a limited number of comments identified that 
contained references to actual conspiracy theories, including (but not limited to) refer-
ences to the increased visibility of trans people and rights being a tool of distraction by 
global elites—a global syndicate, the UN, antifa, government, the left—who are pur-
suing depopulation, a ploy by big pharma for profits, and promoting transhumanism. 
Comparative Analysis of Videos and Comments 

In addition to examining the comments of each video, we also reviewed the vid-
eo content itself to see if video content and comments deviated in content. What we 
found was a more strategic deployment of transphobic content and language within 
the videos. Videos often use moderated language, such as “predator,” avoiding more 
explicit terms like “pervert” or “pedophile” commonly seen in comments. The absence 
of slurs in videos highlights creators” efforts to evade deplatforming, while still en-
gaging fringe followers through coded language and allowing the comment section to 
carry more direct hate speech (Ging 2019; Nagle 2017). In contrast, the anonymity of 
comment sections enables more explicit transphobia, creating spaces for unfiltered 
expressions of hate. This dual strategy—sanitized narratives in videos and more overt 
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hate in comments—facilitates the mainstreaming of transphobia, normalizing dis-
criminatory discourse without immediate repercussions (Frischlich et al. 2021). This 
contributes to the broader embedding of transphobic ideologies into public discourse 
under a guise of legitimacy (Zuboff 2019).

This approach is likely motivated by a desire to broaden appeal and maintain 
monetization through sponsorships, given that overt hate speech risks demonetiza-
tion or removal (Lewis 2018; Marwick and Lewis 2017). In many cases, transphobic 
content was reduced to a single, subtle phrase embedded within longer videos, allow-
ing creators to convey their messages while minimizing the risk of censorship. Addi-
tionally, some creators pre-emptively limit the content they post on YouTube, opting 
to upload more explicit material to alternative platforms, framing this as a response to 
alleged censorship and suppression of free speech. This narrative of repression serves 
to galvanize their audience while maintaining plausible deniability on mainstream 
platforms (Frischlich et al. 2021). 

DISCUSSION 
As stated by Sadjadi, “Transgender people are a lightning rod for fearmongering” (Sad-
jadi 2020). The transphobic comments and narratives identified within our dataset con-
tain a spectrum of framing from care—that situate their concerns in the protection of 
other vulnerable groups—to explicit hate speech but almost all comments were based 
in mis- or disinformation. Most comments were framed in protective or care-centered 
language. Commenters claimed to just want to be able to ask questions and discuss the 
potential harm—even if based in disinformation—of the increased visibility of trans 
people. In line with mainstreaming, few comments were captured in our first category 
our labels—nature of speech—including cyberbullying, defamation, harassment, pro-
motion of hate groups, hate speech or incitement of violence. The only label in this cat-
egory that frequently applied was stereotyping. This stereotyping did not only apply to 
the trans community but also the role of women and men, femininity and masculinity. 

Figure 2. Frequency of transphobic narratives in selected videos
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This finding can be explained in one of two ways. First, YouTube is effectively moderat-
ing these types of speech or, second, commentors are actively self-censoring and using 
dog-whistles and coded language to avoid content moderation. 

While the narratives identified were not surprising—these reflect broader nar-
ratives found in mainstream media and reporting on transphobia—what was nota-
ble was the limited comments that were identified as both transphobic and racist or 
xenophobic. It is possible that racist and xenophobic comments are also employing 
the same strategies to avoid detection and appeal to a wider audience and the classifi-
er—being trained more prominently on identifying transphobia—struggled to iden-
tify more than one category of mainstreamed hate. As this data was collected in May 
2024, it would also be interesting to see how the prominence of racist and xenophobic 
narratives has changed in response to comments made during the 2024 US Presiden-
tial campaign. Trump’s claim that Vice President Harris “wants to do transgender op-
erations on illegal aliens that are in prison” along with other anti-trans rhetoric risks 
increasing transphobia further (PBS 2024).

What was also notable is that while our labels covered some of the narratives 
including healthcare and education that we identified as part of our narratives, they 
did not match our overarching narrative themes. The identification of these narratives 
provides an opportunity to further refine our labels for more accurate comment cate-
gorization in the future. 

CONCLUSION 
This paper makes important contributions to understanding the process of main-
streaming transphobia and understanding the spread of transphobic narratives in 
media, legislation and broader society. As aptly summarized by Aly, studies examining 
the impact and role of online terrorist and violent extremist content (TVEC) are “often 
based on the assumption that the violent extremist narrative works like a magic bul-
let to radicalize audiences” (Aly 2017, 62). What research on mainstreaming suggests 
is that extreme or fringe content in and of itself is not necessarily appealing to users 
but needs to be reframed to make it palatable to larger audiences. What is evident 
in our findings is that the narratives identified are not necessarily built around hate 
speech and incitement but the perceived threat of trans people, especially trans wom-
en, pose to emotive issues of another vulnerable group: women and children. It is ev-
ident throughout that the arguments and framing of this threat are not supported by 
evidence but have been socially constructed among commenters and framed to appear 
legitimate. 

We identify three core implications from this project. First, our content classifi-
er proved capable of automatically detecting transphobic content online. Social media 
companies and researchers can adapt this tool to improve content moderation poli-
cies, as well as to extract and examine transphobic content on a larger scale. The clas-
sifier was less accurate categorizing certain comments, namely, the over identification 
of any comment about trans people as transphobic and struggling to correctly identify 
conspiracy theories or deliberate misgendering. Interestingly, while the intersection 
of race and transphobia is well understood (Colliver 2022; Gill-Peterson 2018; Koyama 
2020; Upadhyay 2021), the content classifier did not identify many cases of this inter-
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action. The causes here may be two-fold. Racism online, like transphobia, has also un-
dergone a process of mainstreaming. Commentators and their followers understand 
that explicitly racist content is likely to be removed and have developed a range of dog 
whistles and cloaked language that allows them to avoid detention. As we trained our 
model to detect nuanced incidences of transphobia, not racism, it is possible the mod-
el was not given enough information to accurately detect both forms of mainstreamed 
hate speech. With further development the classifier could be improved to increase 
detection of transphobic content online and research using large datasets that can be 
used for improved content moderation strategies

Second, as transphobic narratives, under the forces of mainstreaming and ma-
jor political events, should be expected to change over time, this paper’s dataset and 
model present a unique opportunity to track transphobic narratives. The case selection 
of the top comments against the top videos across the same channels can be repli-
cated to identify how transphobia—and wider narratives of extremism—are evolving. 
Further, researchers can apply improved LLM models against the same data with the 
ability to compare effectiveness. This reduces challenges of online research where data 
is consistently changing, and the size of the potential data sources presents challenges 
for longitudinal and comparative analysis. 

Finally, there are implications for research effectiveness and safety. The auto-
mated detection of transphobic content—and other forms of hateful and harmful 
content—presents an interesting opportunity for research ethics and safety. There is 
increasing focus on the potential harm to researchers from exposure to content during 
online research into fringe and extremist communities (for example, see recent re-
search on the harm to researchers engaging in online research including Feuston et 
al. 2022; Gagnon and Mathieson 2023; Pearson et al. 2023;) We hope that the content 
classifier designed for this project can be expanded into an accessible tool that limits 
the exposure of researchers to hateful content as a part of their data collection. There 
is no way eliminate the harm of researching targeted hate—especially when the re-
searcher is a member of the targeted community—but for researchers that seek to do 
the meaningful work of online content analysis at a large scale, there are ways of min-
imizing the risks. 

There are however inherent flaws to pursuing queer and intersectional research 
using big dataset scrapped from social media. Feminist and queer scholars have not-
ed that the disembodied and placeless nature of big data disconnects users and re-
search from their language and context (Cooky, Linabary, and Corple 2018; Gieseking 
2018; Luka and Millette 2018; Leurs 2017). There will also always be a limit to the ability 
of content classifiers to capture the full reem of transphobic content. As experienced 
in the manual data labelling process, the researchers inherently knew some contents 
were transphobic due to context—intentionally misgendering people in the videos, re-
ferring to trans people as “crazy”—but could not be labelled as transphobic as without 
the context, there would be no way to know who the comment was directed towards. 
In this way, there will always be a need for in depth qualitative data analysis to comple-
ment big data projects. There is also a need to think carefully about how those mem-
bers of the trans community, and the LGBTQI+ community more broadly, experience 
and are impacted by hateful online content. Their expertise needs to be acknowledged 
and centered in the construction of future research projects. 
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