


About Kaleidoscope Trust

Kaleidoscope Trust is a UK-based interna-
tional charity fighting for a future where 
LGBTI+ people everywhere can live free, 
safe, and equal lives. We are building a 
global movement to create this world for 
LGBTI+ people everywhere. 

We work with political leaders in the UK 
and beyond to ensure global LGBTI+ 
issues are a priority. We ensure that activ-
ists have the resources, skills, and training 
they need to learn from one another in 
order to create an enabling environment 
and change hearts and minds. We bring 
together grassroots organisations with 
those in power to create that change. 

Kaleidoscope Trust is a founding member 
of The Commonwealth Equality Network 

(TCEN) and provides the operational and 
financial base for the network’s Secretariat 
as its host. We have engaged in Com-
monwealth processes and with Common-
wealth institutions, as a priority, for over 
a decade in support of our shared objec-
tives with TCEN’s other members. 

We also host the Secretariat to the UK 
All-Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) on 
Global LGBT+ Rights, which emerged 
from the Parliamentary Friends of Kaleido-
scope Trust, established in 2013. Kaleido-
scope Trust was also a civil society co-
chair of the Equal Rights Coalition from 
2019-2022 and is a founding member 
and former co-chair of the UK Alliance for 
Global Equality.

About the Global LGBTI+  
Rights Commission

The Global LGBTI+ Rights Commission 
is a time-limited, international initiative 
designed by Kaleidoscope Trust to con-
front the alarming global rollback of 
LGBTI+ rights we now face. This inde-
pendent commission will bring together 
experts, activists, and community voices 
from around the world to analyse current 
threats, understand root causes, and chart 
a path forward by: 

•	 Bringing together diverse voices to en-
sure our findings are informed by lived 
experience as well as thematic expert 
insight. 

•	 Influencing policy by producing wor-
king papers and a final report pre-
senting a strategic global roadmap to 
inform the policy priorities of govern-



ments and international institutions. 
This work will seek to defend and 
advance global human rights.

•	 Amplifying stories and voices from 
across the community who are not in a 
position to speak out freely and safely. 
Through storytelling, testimony, and 
engagement, the Commission is not 
just about policy – it’s about support-
ing a global movement. 

The Commission will produce working 
papers on key issues. These will be shared 

for public consultation through a green/ 
white paper model. A green paper is an 
initial discussion document inviting feed-
back and debate, while a white paper 
presents a more developed set of propos-
als based on that feedback. This process 
allows individuals and organisations to re-
spond directly to the papers or to submit 
their own evidence and insights – all of 
which will be acknowledged and credited. 
This combination of research, consulta-
tion, and storytelling will ensure the Com-
mission’s work is inclusive, transparent, 
and grounded in real-world voices.

Learn more on our website.

https://kaleidoscopetrust.com/our-work/the-global-lgbti-rights-commission/


C
ON

TE
NT

9
Executive Summary

10
Purpose of this Consultation

How responses will be used
How to respond

List of consultation questions

14
A Note on Methodology

15
Glossary

18
Introduction

Theoretical Framework

28
Section 1: Early Conceptions of Gender

The Enlightenment Period
The Victorian Era

41
Section 2: An Introduction to Transness through Spectacle

Carnival
Science Fiction

54
Section 3: WW2 Era Eugenics

63
Section 4: Cold War Paranoia

75
Section 5: The 90s’ Cultural Redistribution of Moral Panic

82
Section 6: Reclaiming the Narrative and the Emergence of 

Reactive Trans-weaponisation

94
Section 7: A Case Study of the Modern Populist Weaponisation 

of Transgender Identities

114
Section 8: Conclusion

118
Works Cited



09

Executive Summary

of spectacle in the early twentieth century, 
including performance culture and popu-
lar media, where limited visibility was per-
mitted without recognition or rights. We 
then examine the escalation of trans-wea-
ponisation during the World War II era, 
when eugenic ideologies reframed gen-
der variance as a biological and political 
danger, enabling systematic persecution 
and the destruction of early trans knowl-
edge.

Our analysis continues through the Cold 
War, a period in which trans and gen-
der-nonconforming people were increas-
ingly associated with political subversion, 
moral corruption, and national insecu-
rity. Finally, we examine present-day 
trans-weaponisation, demonstrating how 
historical narratives are re-activated and 
adapted within modern legal systems, 
media ecosystems, and digital platforms. 

Trans-weaponisation should not be under-
stood solely as a dispute over identity or 
culture, but as a structural strategy that re-
flects deeper crises in social and political 
orders. The accompanying consultation 
period of this working paper invites evi-
dence, perspectives, and lived experience 
– particularly beyond Western contexts. 
Contributions will be used to test the find-
ings presented here and inform the next 
phase of the Global LGBTI+ Rights Com-
mission’s work.

Across the world, transgender people are 
being positioned at the centre of political, 
legal, and cultural conflict. In many cases, 
debates about trans rights are framed as 
questions of public safety, morality, or 
social stability, obscuring the broader po-
litical functions these narratives serve and 
the human rights being undermined. This 
working paper examines the phenome-
non of trans-weaponisation: the strategic 
use of trans identities and issues to ad-
vance ideological agendas and consoli-
date power.

Drawing on historical analysis, critical 
discourse theory, and an extensive review 
of existing literature, this paper traces 
how trans-weaponisation has developed 
across distinct historical periods. Rather 
than understanding contemporary back-
lash as a sudden or isolated response, the 
work demonstrates that trans identities 
have long been mobilised as symbolic 
sites through which societies negotiate 
anxieties about gender, reproduction, 
race, and societal authority. This is nei-
ther accidental nor inevitable but rather 
shaped by identifiable political and cul-
tural processes.

This paper begins by situating gender 
diversity within a broad global history. We 
then trace how modern Western trans-
phobia emerged through the Enlighten-
ment and Victorian eras, when scientific 
rationalism, colonial governance, and 
legal codification hardened binary under-
standings of sex and gender. Subsequent 
sections explore how gender nonconfor-
mity was displaced into controlled spaces 



10 11

Purpose of this Consultation
the key takeaways to the modern day in 
order to understand the current tactics of 
trans-weaponisation. By opening up this 
consultation, we aim to: 

•	 Test the findings of the report against 
the lived experiences of those most 
affected;

•	 Identify additional, modern examples 
and evidence not captured by the 
desk research;

•	 Gather perspectives on how future ad-
vocacy strategies can be strengthened 
at national, regional, and international 
levels. 

We particularly welcome responses from:

•	 LGBTI+ rights activists and organisa-
tions;

•	 Civil society groups working on human 
rights, democracy, and equality;

•	 Academics and researchers in law, pol-
itics, and social sciences;

•	 International organisations, donor 
states, and development agencies;

•	 Individuals with lived experience of 
trans-weaponisation.

How responses will be used
The evidence and perspectives gath-
ered through the consultation period will 
inform and refine the next iteration of the 

This paper traces the history of trans-wea-
ponisation, outlining each era as a distinct 
strand – or tactic – through which trans 
identities have been strategically framed 
in order to protect existing social and 
political institutions. In doing so, we will 
examine not only the defining features of 
each period but also how these eras over-
lap, interact, and build upon one another. 
Our aim is to uncover the conditions that 
give rise to each new form of weaponi-
sation and to understand the broader 
functions these tactics serve within their 
respective socio-political contexts.

It is important to acknowledge, however, 
that the history presented here will be 
predominantly shaped by Western per-
spectives. This focus stems largely from 
the availability of data. Accessible knowl-
edge is heavily skewed toward the West, 
creating an almost unavoidable depen-
dence on those sources. This imbalance is 
rooted in a long-standing data gap in the 
Global South, where colonisation, limited 
research investment, and uneven archi-
val preservation have restricted both the 
production and global visibility of local 
knowledge. Therefore, based on the infor-
mation we have available to us and on our 
expertise and as a Global North organisa-
tion, we will assume a Western perspec-
tive for the purposes of this paper. 

However, the purpose of the consulta-
tion period is to bridge this gap with 
evidence submissions from individuals 
on the ground and/or organisations with 
perspectives we have not explored. Addi-
tionally, the consultation will aim to apply 

report and contribute to the development 
of future advocacy strategies by the Com-
mission’s Advisory Council. In the interest 
of transparency, a summary of respons-
es will be published, setting out the key 
themes raised. Where permission is given, 
case studies and direct testimonies may 
be incorporated into future publications.

How to respond
Respondents are encouraged to answer 
the consultation questions set out under 
each report section on our website. You 
do not need to answer every question; 
partial responses are welcome. Submis-
sions may be made individually or on 
behalf of an organisation.

List of consultation questions
Section 1 Questions: Early Conceptions 
of Gender (Pre-Enlightenment to Victo-
rian Era)

•	 Does this section accurately reflect 
how gender diversity was understood 
or integrated in historical contexts rel-
evant to your region?

•	 Are there examples of pre-colonial 
or non-Western gender systems that 
challenge or complicate the narrative 
presented here?

•	 Are there historical periods, regions, 
or communities where trans-weaponi-
sation has taken different forms than 
those described here?

•	 How did colonial governance affect 
indigenous understandings of gender 
in your context?

•	 Are there historical figures, move-
ments, or sources that provide alter-
native perspectives on gender during 
this period?

•	 Do you see continuities between early 
scientific justifications of gender hi-
erarchy and modern arguments used 
against trans rights?

Section 2 Questions: Transness Through 
Spectacle

•	 Do you see lasting impacts from early 
cultural portrayals on contemporary 
stereotypes or myths?

•	 How have marginalised communities 
navigated visibility when recognition 
and rights were denied?

•	 Are there examples where cultural 
representation led to greater social 
acceptance or protection?

•	 How have class, race, or economic ex-
clusion shaped who was pushed into 
spectacle-based visibility?

•	 Are there important cultural forms or 
traditions missing from this analysis?

Section 3 Questions: WW2 Era Eugenics

•	 Does this section reflect how eugenic 
thinking influenced policy or social 
attitudes in your national context?

•	 Are there documented cases of trans 
or gender-nonconforming people be-
ing targeted under eugenic or “degen-
eracy” frameworks?

•	 How did medical or psychiatric classi-
fication affect the safety or legal status 
of gender-nonconforming people?

•	 How has the destruction or absence of 
historical records affected trans advo-
cacy today?
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•	 What lessons (if any) from this period 
are most relevant to current human 
rights protections?

Section 4 Questions: Cold War Moral 
Panic and Political Subversion

•	 Are there examples of trans or gen-
der-nonconforming people being 
linked to political disloyalty or subver-
sion in your historical cultural context?

•	 How did surveillance, policing, or intel-
ligence agencies contribute to gen-
der-based repression?

•	 Are these narratives still present in 
contemporary political rhetoric?

Section 5 Questions: The 90s’ Cultural 
Redistribution of Moral Panic

•	 Have historical moral panics shaped 
perceptions of trans and gender-di-
verse communities in your country? 
What lessons could be applied inter-
nationally?

•	 How do media campaigns and moral 
panics create fear of hidden threats 
against LGBTI+ people, and how can 
organisations respond effectively?

•	 In what ways has institutional censor-
ship contributed to the development 
of negative stereotypes of queer and 
gender-nonconforming people across 
different contexts?

•	 How have repeated media narratives 
around gender nonconformity influ-
enced laws, social attitudes, and cul-
tural norms globally? Which interven-
tions have proven effective?

•	 How have artists and creators in re-
strictive environments used both direct 
and coded methods to express queer 
identity safely, and what can this teach 
us?

•	 How have LGBTI+ audiences histori-
cally reclaimed or subverted negative 
portrayals, and how can these strate-
gies strengthen community empower-
ment across diverse settings?

Section 6 Questions: Reclaiming the 
Narrative and the Emergence of Reac-
tive Trans-weaponisation

•	 How has the long history of trans resis-
tance in your context shaped current 
strategies for asserting narrative and 
political authority?

•	 In what ways do contemporary forms 
of backlash or “reactive trans-weap-
onisation” manifest in your country or 
region?

•	 What lessons can be drawn from early 
trans-led organising, digital activism, 
and community knowledge-sharing for 
strengthening global trans movements 
today?

•	 In what ways do media representa-
tions of trans people as “excessively 
visible” or “disruptive” influence public 
attitudes and policy decisions in your 
context?

•	 What strategies have proved effective 
in challenging the framing of trans 
rights as “special treatment” or coer-
cive, and how can these be adapted 
internationally?

•	 How do narratives of care, protec-
tion, or vulnerability function to justify 
restrictions on trans rights, and how 
can organisations expose and counter 
these strategies?

•	 What are the most significant ongo-
ing threats to trans communities that 
emerge when gains in visibility, recog-
nition, or rights provoke backlash?

Section 7 Questions: Modern Populist 
Weaponisation of Transgender Identi-
ties

•	 How have anti-trans narratives in your 
context been constructed through 
rhetoric, myth, or symbolic framing?

•	 In what ways do political actors use 
language to mobilise public opinion 
against trans and gender-diverse com-
munities?

•	 Are there examples of “transvestiga-
tion” or similar conspiratorial narra-
tives in your context, and what social 
or political functions do they serve?

•	 What flashpoints (elections, policy 
debates, public campaigns) have trig-
gered intensified anti-trans rhetoric, 
and what were the consequences?

•	 How do economic, social, or cultural 
anxieties intersect with anti-trans mo-
bilisation in your local context?

•	 How can civil society organisations 
track early warning signs of emerging 
backlash against trans and gender-di-
verse people? 

•	 What strategies have proven effective 
in countering populist anti-trans narra-
tives, symbolic threats, or moral panic 
in your local context?

Section 8 Questions: Conclusion

•	 How do patterns of trans-weaponi-
sation observed in Western contexts 
resonate (if at all) with experiences in 
your country or region?

•	 What historical or contemporary mech-
anisms of social control against trans 
and gender-diverse people are most 
visible in your region?

•	 Are there examples of local trans activ-
ism that have successfully anticipated 
or countered cycles of weaponisation?

•	 How cycles of fear, surveillance, or 
moral panic shape the ability of trans 
and gender-diverse people to occupy 
public space or leadership roles?

•	 What support, collaboration, or re-
sources are most needed to anticipate 
and counter anti-trans strategies while 
advancing LGBTI+ rights globally?
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A Note on Methodology Glossary

gies are socially embedded through both 
written and spoken texts. Through this 
lens, each historical stage of trans-wea-
ponisation will be analysed as a specific, 
discursive tactic that produces particular 
ideas about sex and gender to defend 
specific social and/or political structures.

Ultimately, this framework will allow us to 
see trans-weaponisation not as a series 
of reactions to trans people per se but as 
a symptom of deeper crises in the social 
order. 

It is important to state, from the outset, 
that there is a significant historical data 
gap of trans people and communities. 
Therefore, while our literature review has 
been extensive, it is limited by the infor-
mation available. A certain amount of 
gaps in the story we are about to tell are 
inevitable. This data gap – and thus the 
validity of this paper’s methodology – will 
be improved through the accompanying 
global consultation.

Biphobia: Biphobia is the aversion, fear, 
or discrimination against bisexual individ-
uals, which can manifest through negative 
attitudes, stereotypes, and prejudices 
towards those who are attracted to both 
men and women. 

Bisexual: A term used to describe a ro-
mantic and/or sexual orientation towards 
more than one gender. Bisexual people 
may describe themselves using one or 
more of a wide variety of terms, including, 
but not limited to, bisexual, pansexual, 
queer, and many others. 

Civil society: Refers to the space for 
collective action around shared interests, 
purposes, and values, generally dis-
tinct from government and commercial 
for-profit actors. This can include charities, 
nongovernmental organisations, commu-
nity groups, women’s organisations, faith-
based organisations, trade unions, social 
movements, coalitions, and advocacy 
groups. 

Cisgender: Someone whose sense of 
gender identity is the same as the sex 
assigned at their birth. 

Gay: Refers to a man who has a romantic 
and/ or sexual orientation towards men. 
Also, a generic term for lesbian and gay 
sexuality – some women define them-
selves as gay rather than lesbian. Some 
non-binary people may also identify with 
this term. 

Gender expression: How a person choos-
es to outwardly express their gender with-
in the context of societal expectations of 

gender. A person who does not conform 
to societal expectations of gender may 
not, however, identify as transgender. 

Gender identity: A person’s innate sense 
of their own gender, whether male, fe-
male or something else, which may or 
may not correspond to their sex assigned 
at birth. 

Homophobia: The aversion, fear, or dis-
crimination against homosexual individu-
als, which can manifest through negative 
attitudes, stereotypes, and prejudices 
towards those who are attracted to peo-
ple of the same sex. This can result in 
social exclusion, harassment, and violence 
against lesbian, gay, and other non-het-
erosexual people. 

Homosexual: A person attracted to the 
same sex. 

ICCPR: International Covenant on Civil 
and Political Rights. 

Intersex: A term used to describe a per-
son who may have the biological attri-
butes of both sexes or whose biological 
attributes do not fit with societal assump-
tions about what constitutes male or 
female. Intersex people may identify as 
male, female or non-binary.

Intersectionality: A theoretical framework 
for understanding how aspects of one’s 
social and political identities (gender, 
race, class, sexuality, ability, etc.) might 
combine to create unique modes of dis-
crimination. 

This paper maps the tactics of trans-wea-
ponisation, tracing its development from 
the Enlightenment era through to con-
temporary forms of transphobia. By ex-
amining each historical period, we aim to 
show how strategies for marginalising and 
controlling trans bodies and identities 
have evolved, adapted, and accumulat-
ed over time. This analysis is grounded 
in a careful review of relevant literature, 
drawing on historical records, sociolog-
ical studies, and critical theory to inform 
our understanding of these processes. 
Through this approach, we not only iden-
tify recurring patterns and methods of 
trans-weaponisation but also situate them 
within the broader social, political, and 
cultural contexts that shaped their emer-
gence and persistence.

Specifically, through an in-depth literature 
review, this paper employs Critical Dis-
course Analysis (CDA), which examines 
how language both reflects and reproduc-
es social inequalities, tracing how ideolo-
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erosexual, homosexual, or bisexual; a 
person’s sexual attraction to other people, 
or lack thereof. 

Trans/Transgender: An umbrella term to 
describe people whose gender is not the 
same as, or does not conform to, the sex 
they were assigned at birth. Transgender 
may also include people who belong to a 
third gender, or else conceptualise trans-
gender people as a third gender. 

Transphobia: The aversion, fear, or dis-
crimination against transgender indi-
viduals, who have a gender identity or 
expression that differs from the sex they 
were assigned at birth. This can manifest 
through negative attitudes, stereotypes, 
social exclusion, harassment, and violence 
against transgender people. 

UDHR: The Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights is an international document 
adopted by the United Nations General 
Assembly that enshrines the rights and 
freedoms of all human beings.

Intersexphobia: The aversion, fear, or dis-
crimination against intersex individuals, 
who are born with physical sex character-
istics that do not fit typical definitions of 
male or female. 

Lesbian: Refers to a woman who has a ro-
mantic and/or sexual orientation towards 
women. Some non-binary people may 
also identify with this term. 

LGBTI+: Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, and 
Intersex. 

NGO: Non-governmental organisation. 

Sex characteristics: A person’s physical 
characteristics relating to sex, including 
genitalia and other reproductive anatomy, 
chromosomes and hormones, as well as 
secondary physical characteristics emerg-
ing from puberty. 

Sexual orientation: A person’s sexual 
identity in relation to the gender to which 
they are attracted; the fact of being het-
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Introduction

namely, the strategic use of transgender 
identities and issues to advance ideolog-
ical agendas – has deep historical roots.2 

3 From early nineteenth-century anxieties 
about modernity and civilisation to twen-
ty-first-century culture wars, trans people 
have repeatedly been used as a canvas 
upon which broader social, cultural, and 
socio-economic fears about gender, sexu-
ality, and race are projected.4

This paper traces the historical develop-
ment of trans-weaponisation, arguing 
that the politicisation of trans identities 
has long functioned as a mechanism for 
sustaining dominant social orders under 
the guise of moral or cultural protection.5 
Understanding this history is essential not 
only to contextualise current debates but 
also to expose the enduring mechanisms 
through which gender nonconformity has 
been transformed into a political tool that 
hurts both trans individuals and broader 
society.6

This paper traces the historical trajectory 
of trans-weaponisation through seven key 
stages: beginning with the early eigh-
teenth-century introduction of the gen-
der binary; the Victorian codification of 
separate spheres; the twentiethth-century 
cultural emergence of trans visibility in 
carnival and science fiction; the eugenic 
persecution of gender nonconformity 
during World War II; the Cold War’s con-
flation of queerness with political subver-
sion; the 90s rise of moral panic through 
pulp fiction and Satanic Panic; the back-
lash of the trans rights movement in the 
late twentieth century; and culminating 
in the reactionary populism that we see 
today.

It is important, once again, to recognise 
that the history outlined here will largely 
reflect Western perspectives. This is pri-
marily due to the availability of sources, 
which are heavily concentrated in the 
West, thus creating an almost inevitable 

reliance on them. This imbalance reflects 
a long-standing data gap in the Global 
South, where colonial legacies, limited 
research investment, and uneven archival 
preservation have constrained both the 
production and global visibility of local 
knowledge. Consequently, based on the 
information accessible to us and on our 
expertise as members of a Global North 
organisation, this paper adopts a Western 
lens.

The consultation period, however, is de-
signed to help address this imbalance by 
inviting evidence submissions from indi-
viduals, institutions, or organisations on 
the ground whose experiences we rely on 
to complete this paper. 

Theoretical Framework
This paper draws upon post-structuralist 
and critical discourse theories to explore 
how trans-weaponisation has operated 
historically as a mechanism of power. 
Central to this framework is the argu-
ment that power functions not merely 
through explicit repression or coercion 
but through the production of knowledge 
and norms that shape how society under-
stands what is real, natural, and legitimate. 
To analyse trans-weaponisation historical-
ly, this paper explores not only the actions 
being taken against trans people but the 
surrounding discourses through which 
societal structures are being threatened, 
destabilised, or defended.

In contemporary politics, few issues have 
become as controversial and emotionally 
charged as transgender rights. Across the 
globe, in legislatures, media outlets, and 
online platforms, trans people’s existence 
and rights are being debated as a ques-
tion of morality, safety, and even national 
identity.1 Yet, we must remember that this 
politicisation did not emerge in a vacuum. 
The weaponisation of trans identities – 

5   Gill-Peterson, J. (2024). A Short History of Trans Misogyny. Journal of Women and Culture. Available at: https://samples.
overdrive.com/?crid=f3692073-4020-4575-9db0-b2d43ed7c4b4&.epub-sample.overdrive.com

6   Ward et. Al. (2025). Moral Panic and the Legislativ Attack on Transgender Rights: state-level pathways to anti-trans law mak-
ing in the U.S. Social Problems. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1093/socpro/spaf076
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It may feel counterintuitive to devote time 
to theory when the threats and dangers 
facing trans people today are so immedi-
ate and concrete. However, theory offers a 
crucial lens for understanding how these 
harms are constructed, justified, and re-
produced. By understanding the theory, 
we can begin to understand the method-
ology of the other side. We can under-
stand how they shape their narratives, 
how they manufacture fear, and ultimately 
how they strategically – and successfully 
– weaponise lives. In this sense, theory is 
the key. Theory, if used as a practical tool, 
allows us to decode the mechanisms be-
hind each tactic of trans-weaponisation, 
allowing us to anticipate, challenge, and 
ultimately dismantle them.

For this reason, understanding the histor-
ical and contemporary weaponisation of 
trans identities requires more than tracing 
moments of distinct political backlash or 
cultural panic. Rather it demands a deep-
er examination of the discursive and cul-
tural forces through which gender itself 
becomes a site of power that can be con-
structed, policed, and strategically manip-
ulated. This section, therefore, draws on 
a series of interconnected theorists such 
as Michel Foucault, Judith Butler, Octavia 
Butler, Jacques Derrida, Jean Baudrillard, 
and Roland Barthes. 

Each thinker allows us to see a different 
layer of the problem resulting in a multi-

dimensional framework for analysing how 
transness is made politically legible and 
available for weaponisation.

Foucault: 

Before Foucault, power was largely con-
ceptualised as top-down and repressive 
– a tool wielded by sovereigns, states, or 
institutions to silence or punish.7 Foucault 
radically reconceptualised this view of 
power by framing it as productive rather 
than solely restrictive. In Discipline and 
Punish, he wrote that, “Power produces; it 
produces reality; it produces domains of 
objects and rituals of truth.”8 Therefore, in 
this sense, power generates knowledge, 
norms, and categories of identity.

Foucault’s reconceptualisation is partic-
ularly relevant to this topic of discussion. 
In The History of Sexuality, Foucault chal-
lenges the idea that sexuality was re-
pressed during the Victorian era. Instead, 
he argues that it was incessantly spoken 
about, classified, and managed through 
medicine, psychology, education, and 
religion.9 These discourses did not silence 
sex; rather, they constructed it and as a 
result produced new norms that defined 
what counted as ‘normal’ or ‘perverse.’ 
Similarly, discourses around gender and 
transness do not simply describe reality; 
they produce it, establishing what is legiti-
mate as ‘man,’ ‘woman,’ or ‘other.’10 

Thus, through this lens, trans-weaponi-
sation can be understood as a discursive 
tactic through which power defends 
threatened norms of sex and gender. 
Power operates not only by punishing 
trans people but by producing and rein-
forcing socialised norms that frame trans 
existence as pathological, deceptive, dan-
gerous, and/or destabilising.11

Foucault also emphasises that power 
produces the very categories it appears to 
defend. In Discipline and Punish and The 
History of Sexuality, he shows how iden-
tities such as the “homosexual,” the “per-
vert,” or the “hysterical woman” emerge 
not from nature but from dense networks 
of scientific, legal, medical, and religious 
discourse.12 These categories are effects 
of power, not its preconditions.

Foucault’s later concepts of “biopower” 
and “governmentality” deepen this con-
nection. Biopower describes how states 
manage populations through norms 
about reproduction, family, and health. 
Transness becomes weaponised precise-
ly at the intersection of these anxieties 
where threats to birth rates and threats to 
the ‘natural family,’ destabilise the gender 
categories that biopolitical governance 
depends upon.13 Meanwhile, governmen-
tality – the ensemble of institutions, pro-
cedures, and techniques used by modern 
states to manage populations and shape 

citizen conduct – helps explain how or-
dinary people internalise these norms 
and participate in policing trans bodies 
through bathrooms, schools, medical 
institutions, or the media. The weaponi-
sation of transness is both top-down and 
diffused; it is embedded in the fabric of 
everyday life.

Foucault, thus, gives us the first layer: 
Power does not simply react to trans iden-
tities; it actively constructs the meanings 
through which ‘trans’ becomes legible 
as ‘pathology,’ ‘deviance,’ ‘deception,’ or 
‘danger.’ As a result, trans-weaponisation 
is a discursive project that constructs 
transness as a problem requiring manage-
ment, containment, or elimination.

Judith Butler:

Building upon Foucault’s analysis of dis-
course, Judith Butler centres gender as 
a performative and regulatory structure 
through which norms are created.14 In 
Gender Trouble and Bodies That Mat-
ter, she argues that gender is produced 
through repeated acts that create the illu-
sion of stability.15 The categories of ‘man’ 
and ‘woman’ appear natural only because 
they are reiterated so consistently and so 
forcefully. Even ‘biological sex’ is not a 
pre-discursive fact but is itself shaped by 
the same cultural and discursive systems 
that define gender.16 In this understand-
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ing, gender can be redefined through 
changes in – or the policing of – social 
performance. 

Trans identities intervene directly into this 
process. They expose the artificiality of 
the binary. They reveal that gender is not 
innate but a set of norms that must be 
constantly reenacted. This revelation often 
generates fear, anxiety, and ultimately 
backlash. 

The source of this fear is explained in 
Butler’s analysis of “intelligibility” where 
she outlines how bodies that fail to re-
peat normative gender scripts threaten 
the coherence of the binary system.17 As 
a result, they are rendered unintelligible, 
monstrous, or deceptive, which justifies 
disciplinary interventions.

Here, we can see that Butler adds the 
second layer that outlines how trans-wea-
ponisation is a policing of gender perfor-
mance through which threatened norms 
attempt to reassert themselves.

Octavia Butler: 

In extending Judith Butler’s framework, it 
is also essential to acknowledge scholars 
such as Octavia Butler who expose how 

the politics of embodiment and identity 
are inseparable from histories of raciali-
sation and colonial control.18 This insight 
reminds us that the weaponisation of 
transness rarely operates in isolation; it 
is entangled with broader structures of 
racial, sexual, and colonial governance. 

Octavia Butler’s work exposes how re-
gimes of control operate not only through 
discourse but through the governance 
of bodies deemed deviant, excessive, or 
incompatible with dominant visions of 
social order.19 Writing at the intersection 
of speculative fiction, political theory, and 
Black feminist thought, Octavia Butler 
repeatedly interrogates how difference is 
managed through narratives of survival, 
progress, and civilisation.20

Across works such as Lilith’s Brood and 
the Patternist series, Octavia Butler ex-
plores systems in which bodily autonomy 
is subordinated to external logics that 
are framed as necessary for collective 
survival.21 Bodies are altered, regulated, 
or disciplined not through overt cruelty 
but through claims of benevolence, inev-
itability, or improvement. Crucially, these 
regimes present themselves as rational re-
sponses to crises, obscuring the violence 
they enact in the name of adaptation or 

continuity.22 This dynamic mirrors the log-
ic through which trans bodies are weap-
onised – not always as explicit threats but 
as problems to be managed, corrected, or 
contained for the sake of social stability.23

Additionally, Butler’s work is particularly 
instructive in revealing how bodily gov-
ernance is inseparable from histories of 
race, colonialism, and reproduction. Her 
narratives consistently foreground whose 
bodies are permitted to persist into the 
future, whose are conditionally tolerated, 
and whose are framed as expendable 
or obstructive to collective survival.24 In 
this sense, Butler allows us to understand 
trans-weaponisation as part of a broader 
colonial and racialised logic in which gen-
der nonconformity becomes entangled 
with anxieties about degeneration, demo-
graphic decline, and the maintenance of 
civilisation itself.25

Importantly, Butler theorises power from 
the perspective of those subjected to it 
rather than those who wield it. Where 
Foucault maps the productive operations 
of power and Judith Butler destabilises 
the ontological status of gender norms, 
Octavia Butler examines how these forc-
es are lived in bodies already marked by 

structural vulnerability. Her work high-
lights how appeals to the future function 
as a form of coercion in the present, legit-
imising the regulation of bodies deemed 
incompatible with dominant imaginaries 
of continuity, purity, or progress.26

Octavia Butler, therefore, adds a crucial 
dimension where trans-weaponisation is 
never solely about gender; it is bound 
to race, conceptions of civilisation, and 
the politics of bodily autonomy within a 
broader context of colonial power and 
legacy. It is embedded within broader 
systems that determine whose bodies are 
allowed to exist freely, whose must justify 
their presence, and whose are rendered 
threats to the future itself.

Jacques Derrida: 

Jacques Derrida’s theory of deconstruc-
tion deepens this inquiry by demonstrat-
ing that language – the medium through 
which power operates – is inherently 
unstable.27 For Derrida, meaning is never 
fixed but endlessly deferred through the 
relationships between signs.28 When com-
bined with Foucault’s claim that discourse 
is a vehicle of power, this suggests that 
power itself is unstable. 
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This instability is masked by the illusion 
that categories are natural, self-evident, 
or biologically anchored.29 However, trans 
identities expose this instability with un-
usual clarity. They illuminate the flexibility 
of ideological boundaries that society 
desperately wants to present as natural. 
This is precisely what makes them politi-
cally potent and dangerous to entrenched 
power.

Returning to Judith Butler, her theory of 
gender performativity can be read as a 
deconstructive intervention into the gen-
der binary itself.30 By demonstrating that 
‘man’ and ‘woman’ are not stable onto-
logical categories but effects of repeated 
social acts, Butler exposes gender as a 
system that requires continuous reen-
actment to maintain its authority. In this 
sense, Butler does not merely describe 
how gender norms operate; she decon-
structs the binary by showing that its ap-
parent coherence relies on the exclusion 
of bodies and performances that fail to 
conform.31 Trans identities do not sit out-
side the binary; they reveal the instability 
already at its core.

Derrida’s framework helps explain why 
this exposure provokes such intense po-
litical backlash. Because meaning is nev-
er secure, categories such as ‘male’ and 
‘female’ must be actively defended.32

From a deconstructive perspective, 
trans-weaponisation can be understood 
as a reaction where the more fragile a cat-
egory becomes, the more aggressively it 
is policed.33 However, these efforts do not 
necessarily restore stability; they merely 
conceal instability beneath increasing-
ly-rigid frameworks.

Derrida, therefore, adds how trans-wea-
ponisation arises from efforts to stabilise 
categories that are inherently unstable, 
revealing the deep dependency of power 
on the illusion of fixed meaning.

Jean Baudrillard: 

Where Derrida highlights the instability 
of meaning, Jean Baudrillard reveals what 
happens when meaning is overtaken by 
media and simulation. He argues that 
modern life is dominated by simulacra – 
signs and images that no longer refer to 

any stable reality but instead construct 
their own.34 These simulacra provide the 
symbolic structures through which social 
life is rendered legible.35

This gives rise to “hyperreality,” a con-
dition in which the distinction between 
reality and its representations collapses. 
Curated social media feeds, sensation-
alised news, political messaging, and 
algorithmic amplification all produce hy-
perreal environments in which simulations 
feel more real than lived experience.36

The weaponisation of transness flourishes 
in this hyperreal terrain.

Most people do not meet trans people 
in person; they encounter simulations or 
portrayals of transness produced by me-
dia, political rhetoric, and online outrage 
machines. These are not representations 
of trans lives; they are hyperreal construc-
tions designed to evoke fear, anger, or 
moral panic regardless of their relation-
ship to empirical reality.

As Baudrillard argues, we've moved from 
an age of representation – where a sign 
refers to a reality – to simulation – where 
the sign has no relation to any reality. 
The image or model of an event, person, 

or place dictates our understanding of it 
before we have any ‘real’ experience.37 
When we apply this concept to the weap-
onisation of transness, we can see that it 
depends not on lived bodies but on sim-
ulacra and hypereality. Lived experiences 
are increasingly replaced by commodified 
images. Consequently, power and media 
combine to produce a symbolic ‘trans 
threat’ that becomes more politically po-
tent than the reality of trans existence.

Baudrillard’s work adds a vital new lay-
er to our analysis and explains that 
trans-weaponisation operates not only 
through discourse and norms, but 
through the curation of hyperreal simu-
lations in which the image of transness 
eclipses trans people themselves.

Roland Barthes: 

Finally, Roland Barthes helps explain how 
discourses about trans people circulate 
culturally and acquire symbolic power. His 
concept of ‘myth’ describes how complex 
ideas become simplified into ideological 
icons through media repetition. Myths do 
not describe the world, they naturalise 
political interpretations of it.38 Contem-
porary narratives about trans people such 
as ‘the bathroom predator,’ ‘the indoctri-
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nated child,’ or the ‘gender cult’ are not 
neutral descriptions. They are myths that 
convert political and social anxieties into 
seemingly self-evident truths.

Importantly, Barthes reminds us that 
meaning is not fully controlled by the 
speaker. Once a discourse circulates, it is 
interpreted, repeated, and reshaped by 
audiences, institutions, and cultural sys-
tems. The significance of a text or dis-
course emerges through the act of inter-
pretation rather than its origin.39 

Following Barthes’ line of thinking helps 
us understand how weaponisation is am-
plified through media, where trans bodies 
become empty vessels onto which cul-
tural anxieties are projected.40 His  notion 
of the “death of the author” also disrupts 
the idea that politicians or pundits gen-
erate meaning; rather, meaning emerges 
through circulation. Weaponisation of 
trans people and identities can, therefore, 
be understood as a social process not just 
a singular act.41

Politics is not upstream from culture. It is, 
in fact, actively shaped by it.

The purpose of outlining this theoretical 
framework is to highlight that the discrim-
ination that trans and gender-noncon-

forming people have historically faced is 
not just felt through legislation; it is expe-
rienced culturally. Taken together, these 
theorists reveal that trans-weaponisation 
is not merely a political backlash or moral 
panic. It is a deeply embedded mecha-
nism of power that is productive, embod-
ied and discursively unstable.

As a result, this framework fundamentally 
shows us how not all power is loud and 
overt; sometimes it's quiet, even passive. 
This duality of power – its ability to be 
both all consuming and subversive – is 
what embeds social norms so deeply. 
In its essence, power is not merely im-
posed; it is something that is embodied 
and enacted in ordinary life. Establishing 
this conceptual grounding at the outset is 
crucial, particularly because the examples 
that follow may not align with the tradi-
tional or overt forms of transphobia that 
we have come to recognise in the modern 
day. Nonetheless, these unfamiliar and at 
times farfetched forms of marginalisation 
accumulate and interact throughout dif-
ferent historical periods, ultimately shap-
ing the contemporary landscape of trans-
phobia in profound and consequential 
ways. These theories provide the concep-
tual grounding for the historical analysis 
we cover in following sections and can be 
used to illuminate how seemingly dispa-

rate or farfetched forms of trans marginal-
isation accumulate and interact.

While reading this paper, elements of 
this theoretical framework will emerge 
throughout, which is why they are out-
lined here at the outset. However, these 
connections will not be explicitly high-

lighted in the chapters that follow, as 
theory is not the primary focus of those 
sections. Instead, the analysis will take the 
form of a primarily historical account. The 
final chapter will then bring everything 
together, offering a case study through 
which we can explore the theories intro-
duced here from a practical perspective. 
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Despite the influx of contemporary de-
bates and media discourse about trans-
gender people, the long and complex 
history of trans and gender-diverse lives 
remains far less known. In reality, trans-
gender and gender-diverse people are 
not a modern phenomenon. Not only 
have prehistoric graves – approximately 
5000 years old – been found to contain 
biologically male skeletons with women’s 
clothing, but the oldest extant writings 
on Earth from ancient Mesopotamia – 
approximately 4000 years old – contain 
frequent references to people who were 
neither male nor female. Among them are 
men living as women, eunuchs, intersex 

people, and more.42 Even the medicalisa-
tion of gender variance has ancient roots 
– albeit in forms distinct from modern 
medicine – with the religious leaders of 
Ancient Scythian, known as Enarei, who 
were born male but lived as women and 
drank “feminising potions” made from 
licorice root extract and mare’s urine that 
acted as testosterone blockers.43 

Furthermore, because the rigid gender 
binary and associated transphobia famil-
iar in modern Western societies did not 
exist in most ancient civilisations, attitudes 
toward gender-nonconforming individu-
als varied, with many cultures integrating 

gender diversity into their social and spir-
itual life. In other words, there are many 
ancient contexts in which gender-noncon-
forming people not only existed but were 
largely accepted.44

Examples of this acceptance are abun-
dant. Among various First Nations peo-
ples, understandings of gender were far 
from homogenous, and what determined 
a person's acceptance was based on their 
contributions to the community rather 
than their identity.45 Similarly, the Ugan-
dan Mudoko Dako people – effeminate 
males – were treated as women and could 
have their marriage to men uniformly 
recognised.46 Additionally, across Africa 
some societies even revered transgender 
people as connections to the spirit world. 
For example, the Lugbara people were 
thought to be better equipped to carry 
out communications with spirits due to 
the duality of their gendered existence.47 

Here, we can see that the centuries old 
history of transgender existence is not 

merely anecdotal but a consistent pattern 
that spans the globe. As we continue to 
explore the histories from one context to 
another, the pattern deepens rather than 
diverges. 

Across South Asia, we find the hijras, the 
third gender community of modern day 
India, who occupied recognised social 
and spiritual roles for centuries, partici-
pating in rituals of blessing and kinship 
that predate modern nation-states.48 In 
the lands now recognised as Mexico, the 
Zapotec muxe tradition shows a similarly 
enduring presence, with muxe individuals 
integrated into communal life through 
craft, ceremony, and kin work.49 In Polyne-
sia, Māhū people held respected cultural 
and spiritual responsibilities, embodying 
forms of knowledge and relational care-
taking that Western gender categories 
cannot neatly capture.50 Among the La-
kota, winkte individuals took on roles tied 
to ceremony and craft, often regarded as 
people who carried unique insight.51
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Furthermore, indigenous groups in what 
is now Indonesia, such as the Bugis, rec-
ognised a five-gender system including 
the bissu, whose ritual authority was tied 
to their gendered liminality.52 In the an-
cient Sumerian cults of Inanna, gala clergy 
– assigned male at birth – performed roles 
entwined with lamentation, ritual, and 
gender variance.53 Even in early medieval 
Europe there are records of ‘female hus-
bands,' eunuch servants, and monastic 
communities that carved out unexpected 
spaces for gender nonconformity.54

These are just a few examples from a far 
broader map. But taken together, these 
examples form a vast historical landscape 
of transgender history where we can see 
the presence of gender diversity across 
communities, borders, and even millen-
nia. 

However, the history most widely rec-
ognised today, disregards the cultural 
roots of trans people and tells an over-
whelmingly Western-centric story that 
diverges sharply from the experiences of 
the Global South. Yet, it is often presented 
as universal. In reality, much of the sys-
tematic persecution of gender diversity 
emerged primarily in Christianised Eu-
rope during the Enlightenment and Vic-
torian eras and spread globally through 
colonialism.55

To understand how we arrived at the 
current state of transphobia, we must 
examine these historical roots and trace 
the origins of the arguments that per-
sist today. This exploration will assume 
a primarily Western perspective due to 
the data available and the expertise we 
have to tell this story. This may seem like 
a willfully ignorant perspective to assume 
given the explanation we have present-
ed of the innately global nature of trans 
history and identity; however, there is full 
intention after consultation to expand this 
analysis into a true global understanding. 
We will be able to bridge the data gap we 
have outlined above and tell untold sto-
ries through evidence submissions from 
individuals and organisations operating 
on the ground in diverse cultural and 
political contexts. These evidence submis-
sions will enable a more comprehensive, 
nuanced, and representative account of 
trans histories and experiences world-
wide, bridging the limitations inherent in 
a Western-centered starting point.

The Enlightenment Period
To begin, the Enlightenment period laid 
much of the groundwork for modern 
transphobia by redefining the scientif-
ic and philosophical understandings of 
gender. Yet, it is important to recognise 
that the worldview it replaced was not 

neutral either. Before the Enlightenment, 
sex was viewed as dualistic, “Males and 
females were viewed as different forms 
of the same sex…the vagina was under-
stood as an interior penis, the womb as 
a scrotum, and the ovaries as testicles.”56 
This framework did not imply equality but 
rather it positioned the male body as the 
fully realised form and the female body as 
a lesser, incomplete echo of it. 

This hierarchical understanding was rein-
forced by dominant theological narratives 
of the time. For instance, the story of Eve 
being created from Adam’s rib circulated 
as cultural proof that women were deriv-
ative beings, secondary in both creation 
and purpose.57 Within medieval and early 
modern Europe, this idea was stitched 
into legal, religious, and moral discourses, 
presenting female existence as contin-
gent upon and subordinate to male au-
thority.58 The ‘one-sex’ model, therefore, 
naturalised misogyny by suggesting that 
women were quite literally men rendered 

imperfect, a worldview that justified re-
stricting women’s autonomy while keep-
ing their social and intellectual potential 
under perpetual suspicion.59

With the Enlightenment came the rise 
of scientific thought, which, rather than 
challenging pre-existing hierarchies, 
often provided a new arena to justify and 
reinforce them.60 During this period, the 
first anatomical drawing of a distinctively 
female skeleton was published between 
1730 and 1790.61 Natural scientists began 
to produce detailed taxonomies of be-
havioural and psychological differences 
between the sexes, based on evidence 
ranging from relative brain size to cellular 
physiology.62 As a result, men and women 
began to be viewed as two dichotomous 
and distinct sexes, with differing brains, 
skeletons and nervous systems.63 These 
anatomical studies ultimately argued that 
women had a smaller brain size in com-
parison to men which “demonstrated their 
unfitness for intellectual pursuits.”64 Addi-
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tionally, women were deemed to be more 
emotionally intuitive and morally superior, 
due to their ability to bear children. This, 
in turn, made them fit for child-rearing.65 
Even these seemingly-positive qualities 
were weaponised, as women’s emotional 
intuition and moral attentiveness became 
a justification for confining them to care-
giving roles and limiting their participa-
tion in public, political, or intellectual life.

Therefore, what had previously been 
framed as a difference in degree was 
recast as a difference. The newly-framed 
‘natural’ division became the foundation 
for justifying claims about gender roles. 

Not all thinkers accepted this rigid dichot-
omy. Early feminists, such as Mary Woll-
stonecraft and – later, during the Victorian 
era – Charlotte Perkins Gilman, actively 
challenged these assumptions. Wollstone-
craft critiqued the idea that women were 
naturally inferior, arguing instead that 
perceived deficiencies were the result of 
limited education and social oppression.66 
Similarly, Gilman rejected biological 

determinism and emphasised the role of 
societal structures in shaping women’s 
intellectual and creative capacities.67 Their 
writings highlighted that the Enlighten-
ment’s understandings of gender were 
deeply selective, effectively codifying 
inequality under the guise of science and 
rationality.

The idea that the scientific codification 
of gender had political motivations 
gains further merit when we consider 
the broader philosophical developments 
occurring at the same time. Thinkers such 
as John Locke, Thomas Paine, and Jean-
Jacques Rousseau were grappling with 
questions about natural rights such as uni-
versal liberty, political representation, and 
individual autonomy.68 However, when 
confronted with the question of women’s 
inclusion, many of these theorists resist-
ed extending these principles beyond 
men.69 If equality was as universal as they 
reasoned, then women, too, should have 
access to political representation, educa-
tion, and property rights.70 However, pre-
vailing social, legal, and religious norms 
made such inclusion unthinkable.71

Therefore, the challenges being posed by 
feminist thinkers were seen as a radical 
threat.72 For male-dominated institutions, 
the revolutionary idea of women’s equal-
ity risked destabilising long-standing 
hierarchies in politics, education, religion, 
and the family.73 In response, Enlighten-
ment thinkers, as well as emerging sci-
entists, embarked on a concerted effort 
to demonstrate that men and women 
were fundamentally different – both in-
tellectually and morally – and that these 
differences justified women’s exclusion 
from the public sphere.74 In other words, 
the Enlightenment did not erase prior 
hierarchical thinking about sex and gen-
der through scientific discovery; it trans-
formed it and reinforced it with new argu-
ments.75

Historian Thomas Lacquer further sup-
ports this idea by noting that, ‘‘No one 
was much interested in looking for evi-
dence of two distinct sexes … until such 
differences became politically import-
ant.”76 Every discourse – scientific, phil-
osophical, literary, and legal – began 

to function as a tool to enforce gender 
norms and safeguard hierarchies of pow-
er.77 Gender was not just a description of 
bodies; it became a governing principle, 
shaping who could speak, work, vote, own 
property, or participate in civic life.

Ultimately, the Enlightenment did not 
mark a rupture from earlier forms of gen-
der hierarchy; rather, it recast and codi-
fied them through the lens of emerging 
scientific and philosophical frameworks. 
By framing differences between men and 
women as ‘natural’ and immutable, En-
lightenment thinkers and scientists made 
inequality appear to be scientifically 
inevitable rather than socially constructed, 
a legacy that continues to shape debates 
about sex, gender, and power today.78

The Victorian Era
Charles Darwin furthered the scientific un-
derstandings of the previous era with his 
theory of evolution by natural selection; it 
reshaped how society understood biolo-
gy, heredity, and the natural world.79 Dar-
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win’s writings often echoed the prevailing 
assumptions of Enlightenment thinkers, 
including the belief in men’s intellectual 
and physical superiority over women.80 He 
argued that the intellectual, sensory, and 
physical capacities of females were gener-
ally inferior to those of males, interpreting 
such traits as natural counterbalances to 
masculine characteristics. In The Descent 
of Man, he depicted men as ambitious, 
assertive, and suited for leadership, while 
women were characterised as nurturing, 
delicate, and morally attuned.81

However, Darwin’s views were not uncon-
tested. Some naturalists, philosophers, 
and emerging feminist scientists chal-
lenged claims of inherent female inferior-
ity. Figures like Francis Galton and Her-
bert Spencer debated whether observed 
differences were innate or socially condi-
tioned.82 Early feminist scholars and writ-
ers, such as Harriet Martineau, highlighted 
environmental and educational influenc-
es on intellectual development, arguing 
that disparities between men and women 
were not fixed but socially constructed.83 
Despite these critiques, Darwin’s evolu-
tionary framework gained widespread 

traction, in part because it offered a uni-
fying, empirically-grounded theory that 
explained human behavior, biology, and 
variation in one sweeping model.84 Im-
portantly, it also did not disrupt precon-
ceived ideas upon which powerful social 
institutions rested. Therefore, Darwin's 
understanding and descriptions, while 
clearly scientifically groundbreaking, also 
reinforced existing social hierarchies and 
pushed scientific justifications during a 
new era: the Victorian era.85 

The Victorian era came to consider gen-
der to be biologically based and deter-
minative of almost every aspect of an 
individual’s potential and character.86 This 
division was not simply cultural but rather 
it was presented as natural and inevitable, 
rooted in both biological and moral dif-
ferences. The Victorian era moved beyond 
de facto regulation of these ideals and 
hardened the categories of ‘male’ and 
‘female’ through codification by introduc-
ing the norm of ‘separate spheres.’87 This 
principle argued that men and women oc-
cupied distinct, complementary domains 
where men were naturally suited to the 
public sphere of work, politics, and intel-

lectual life, while women were relegated 
to the private sphere of home, family, and 
moral guidance.88

As a result, what it meant to be a woman 
or a man had strict guidelines during this 
time. For many women it meant a change 
to the historical dynamic in which it had 
been usual for women to work along-
side their husbands, brothers, and/or 
fathers in family businesses, farms, and 
workshops.89 Many families had a shop 
or office underneath their living quarters, 
making it easy for women to contribute 
to the daily work while also attending 
to their domestic duties. This work was 
not only practical but economically vital, 
particularly for working-class families, 
where women’s labor contributed directly 
to household survival.90 The new ideolo-
gy, however, redefined women’s labor as 
moral rather than productive, confining 
them to domestic duties and removing 
them from profit-generating activities.91 
This discourse was not merely prescrip-
tive; it also functioned as an aspirational 
model, presenting domesticity and moral 
stewardship as the pinnacle of woman-
hood to which all women were encour-
aged to conform.

From an economic perspective, this re-
definition served multiple purposes. For 
the bourgeoisie and emerging middle 
classes, restricting women to the domes-
tic sphere reinforced the social distinction 
between men and women, whereby men 
became the sole earners, consolidating 
wealth, control, and status within the 
household.92 The ideological separation 
of home and work also created a moral ra-
tionale for regulating working-class wom-
en’s labor, casting wage-earning women 
as morally suspect while positioning mid-
dle and upper-class women as paragons 
of domestic virtue.93 By relegating women 
to unpaid domestic work, households re-
lied on their labor to sustain middle-class 
lifestyles without remunerating them, 
further consolidating wealth and class 
privilege through gender lines.94

The social enforcement of these spheres 
extended far beyond household expecta-
tions. Education, literature, religion, and 
law all reinforced these roles, according-
ly shaping individual identity and social 
behavior from a young age.95 Girls were 
taught domestic skills designed to pre-
pare them for marriage, while boys were 
trained in leadership, critical thought, and 
professional skills, often through formal 
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schooling or apprenticeships in trades 
and civic life.96 Religious institutions rein-
forced these divisions by framing wom-
en’s roles as morally tied to piety and 
obedience, while men were portrayed 
as rational, authoritative, and public ac-
tors.97 Legal systems restricted women’s 
property rights, curtailed their ability to 
participate in civic life, and criminalised 
behaviors that challenged gender norms, 
such as unmarried cohabitation, female 
assertiveness, or same-sex relationships.98 
Literature and popular culture further 
embedded these expectations. Conduct 
manuals like The Ladies’ Book of Etiquette 
outlined the ‘proper’ behavior of women, 
while novels often depicted ambitious or 
independent female characters as cau-
tionary figures whose defiance of societal 
norms led to personal ruin.99 Similarly, 
theatrical productions, newspapers, and 
visual media reinforced the dangers of 
deviation from prescribed roles, portray-
ing men who failed to embody masculin-
ity as weak or unworthy.100 Through this 

multifaceted reinforcement, conformity 
was internalised as a social requirement.

For men, the new definitions of British 
masculinity during the Victorian era val-
ued the noble, brave, and adventurous 
spirit of the loyal, male, imperial sub-
ject.101 These values were communicated 
through virtually every aspect of British 
society, from religion to popular culture. If 
individuals did not consume messages of 
the new masculinity in a church pew, they 
consumed it in literature. “Penny dread-
fuls” and works by British authors like Sir 
H. Rider Haggard infused swashbuckling 
adventure stories with indoctrination 
meant to perpetuate new ideals of mas-
culinity at a time when rapid industrialisa-
tion and urbanisation were transforming 
society.102 The shift from rural, agrarian 
life to industrial labor – coupled with new 
patterns of urban living – disrupted tra-
ditional male roles, creating uncertainty 
about what it meant to be a man.103 Men 
who had once derived status and identity 

from physical labor on family farms or in 
craft-based trades now faced regimented 
factory work, lower autonomy, and the 
anonymity of urban life.104 These social 
and economic pressures produced anxi-
ety and the fear that men might become 
“feminised” or morally degenerate.105

At its core, the codification of gender 
difference became a mechanism of gov-
ernance, extending the Enlightenment 
era practice of rationalising inequality into 
everyday life.106 Every norm, expectation, 
and requirement functioned as a tool to 
regulate behaviour and shape society ac-
cording to the principles of male authority 
and female domesticity.107

Underlying this codification of gender 
was the belief that gender differences 
were essential to social stability.108 If men 
and women transgressed their assigned 
spheres, men could become feminised 
and weak, and women could become 
overly ambitious or immoral.109 As a result, 
families – the foundational units of soci-

ety – would suffer, and society itself would 
unravel.

This discourse came from multiple com-
munities, including religious, legal, and 
the emerging modern medical/scientific 
profession. Many scientists believed that 
strict adherence to these guidelines was 
essential and that, if the distinction be-
tween the public and private spheres was 
blurred, men would become feminised, 
and this would lead to an evolutionary 
regression back to primitivism.110 At this 
time, scientists and medical professionals 
were emerging as a new branch of elite 
authority and their influence extended 
beyond their professional expertise, with 
their pronouncements carrying both 
social and moral weight.111 Unlike more 
established elites, such as aristocrats or 
clergy, Victorian scientists and doctors 
claimed – and were widely perceived by 
society to have – specialised knowledge 
that allowed them to define social norms 
as empirically grounded, morally legiti-
mate, and universally applicable.112 
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It’s worth underlining that this concep-
tualisation not only created ideological 
divisions between what is  ‘man’ and 
‘woman’ but was also used to justify racial 
hierarchy during a time in which colonisa-
tion was at its peak.113 Enlightenment era 
scientists argued that the degree of dif-
ferentiation between males and females 
within a race determined that race’s level 
of ‘civilisation.’114 White people were be-
lieved to have the greatest sexual differ-
entiation and, therefore, occupied the top 
of the racial hierarchy, while other races, 
whose males and females were perceived 
as less differentiated, were deemed prim-
itive or inferior.115 Such pseudoscientific 
reasoning positioned binary gender roles 
as both a marker and mechanism of prog-
ress. For instance, White colonisers de-
scribed the genitalia of Black women as 
animalistic and hypermasculine, interpret-
ing this as evidence of savagery.116 They 
concluded that non-White societies could 
only ‘evolve’ by adopting the rigid gender 
binaries of the West.117 Thus, the cultiva-

tion of hypermasculinity through milita-
rism and conquest was seen as essential 
to maintaining civilisation and served as a 
key justification for imperial expansion.118

The colonies served as a playground to 
exhibit this new masculine identity.119 
Colonisation effectively globalised under-
standings of the gender binary by forcibly 
reshaping education and religious insti-
tutions and introducing laws regarding  
marriage, land ownership, inheritance or 
sexuality that reinforced the ideas of sep-
arate spheres.120

The history of India, for example, high-
lights this process of gendered colonial-
ism. The British Raj – the power of the 
British Crown that ruled present-day India 
and Pakistan from 1858 to 1947 – out-
lawed customs of gender and sexuality 
that had long been accepted through-
out India in Section 377.121 As part of the 
Indian Penal Code in 1860, the British 
criminalised sodomy. The British also 

outlawed ‘eunuchs,’ India’s transgender 
people, also known as hijras, calling them 
a “criminal tribe.”122 Hijras were once 
thought to bless fertility and would live 
with husbands and adopted children. 
However, under British rule, if a hijra was 
spotted in public, they could face up to 
two years in jail.123 Hijras were also often 
associated with sodomy, a fact that further 
aggravated their prosecution rates. More-
over, British rulers considered hijras “un-
governable,” painting them in connection 
to “filth, disease, contagion, and contam-
ination,” creating stigmas amongst Indi-
an communities and subjecting hijras to 
violence and harassment.124 They were no 
longer allowed to present themselves as 
they pleased – usually in feminine cloth-
ing – nor could they grow their hair.125 If 
they did not submit to these rules, police 
forces would publicly strip them and cut 
their hair, subjecting them to humiliation 
and degradation.126 Men who dressed 
as women to perform in theaters or who 
took on feminine gender roles were also 
policed by the British in an effort to stamp 
out any gender-nonconforming people.127 
Together, these policies reveal how British 
colonial rule systematically reshaped In-
dia’s gender and sexual landscape, leav-
ing lasting legacies of stigma and created 
a foundation of transphobia.128 

These policies, however, did not remain 
confined to India. They served as a blue-
print for similar laws across the British 
Empire, exporting the legal mechanisms 
of gender and sexual control to colonies 
in Africa, the Caribbean, and Southeast 
Asia, thereby entrenching transphobia 
and heteronormativity on a global scale.

By asserting that strict gender differen-
tiation was both biologically natural and 
socially necessary, Enlightenment science 
and Victorian codification created a dual 
mechanism of control: one that disci-
plined bodies within the West, and anoth-
er that justified the imposition of imperial 
authority abroad. In this way, gender, 
race, and science became intertwined 
tools of governance, morality, and hierar-
chy, thus shaping the social and political 
order at home and across the Empire.

While these legal, social, and scientific 
frameworks affected the entire LGBTI+ 
community, transgender people – par-
ticularly trans women – were often the 
primary targets. Their visibility and the 
ways they embodied challenges to rigid 
gender norms made them focal points for 
policing, persecution, and social stigma. 
In this sense, trans bodies were not only 
sites of individual identity but also battle-
grounds where broader anxieties about 
morality, order, and power were projected 
and enforced.



40

129   Hughes, K. Gender roles in the 19th century. British Library. Available at: https://www.britishlibrary.cn/en/articles/gender-
roles-in-the-19th-century/

130   Stephens, E. (2010). The Queer Space of the Freak Show. Academia Cultural Studies. Available at: https://www.academia.
edu/1429499/_The_Queer_Space_of_the_Freak_Show_ 

131   Ibid. 

41

Section 1: Key Findings

•	 Gender diversity has existed across cultures and historical periods, often inte-
grated into social, spiritual, and economic life.

•	 Modern transphobia is not ahistorical but emerged through specific political, 
scientific, and colonial processes.

•	 The Enlightenment transformed earlier hierarchical models of sex into a rigid 
binary framed as biologically natural and immutable.

•	 Victorian science and social policy codified gender roles as essential to social 
stability, embedding them into law, medicine, and education.

•	 Colonial expansion exported these gender norms globally, displacing indige-
nous gender systems and criminalising gender diversity.

Section 1 Questions: Early Conceptions of Gender  
(Pre-Enlightenment to Victorian Era)

•	 Does this section accurately reflect how gender diversity was understood or 
integrated in historical contexts relevant to your region?

•	 Are there examples of pre-colonial or non-Western gender systems that chal-
lenge or complicate the narrative presented here?

•	 Are there historical periods, regions, or communities where trans-weaponisa-
tion has taken different forms than those described here?

•	 How did colonial governance affect indigenous understandings of gender in 
your context?

•	 Are there historical figures, movements, or sources that provide alternative per-
spectives on gender during this period?

•	 Do you see continuities between early scientific justifications of gender hierar-
chy and modern arguments used against trans rights?

Despite the Victorian era’s efforts to im-
plement strict societal adherence to the 
gender binary, gender nonconformity 
persisted.129 However, if the Enlighten-
ment approached gender through the 
metaphysical and the Victorian period 
through science and classification, the 
turn of the twentieth century marked a 
new phase in which trans people were 
absorbed into the emerging discours-
es surrounding entertainment and mass 
commodification.130 Gender-nonconform-

ing bodies became material for spectacle, 
staged curiosity, and commercial fascina-
tion within a broader context of growing 
exhibition capitalism.131 This transition set 
the stage for the paradoxes that defined 
the early twentieth century, where visibili-
ty expanded not through recognition but 
through sensationalised cultural displays.

This shift occurred within the broader 
context of the Industrial Revolution, which 
transformed not only the material world 

Section 2: An Introduction to  
Transness through Spectacle
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but the organisation of time and social 
life.132 Society itself became a machine 
within which each individual had a role 
to play. Each person became a cog in 
the much bigger machine of both labour 
and social order. Gender-nonconforming 
individuals, however, did not easily fit the 
shape of the standardised social cogs.133 
Their lives and identities were often po-
liced, constrained, or outright barred from 
conventional forms of employment, edu-
cation, and public participation. This was, 
admittedly, a continuation of past histor-
ical eras.134 Social discrimination, legal 
restrictions, and pervasive stigma limited 
their access to the standardised routines 
of work and productivity that defined the 
industrial machine. 

Moreover, societal expectations around 
appearance, behavior, and domestic roles 
continued to be tightly codified; anyone 
who deviated risked exclusion, harass-
ment, or dismissal. As a result, rather than 
integrate them, society repurposed these 
‘misfit’ cogs as objects of fascination; their 

difference became a source of entertain-
ment, spectacle, and commodification.135 
These cogs were placed within the new 
context of “leisure time”: a radical reor-
ganisation of life that allowed people to 
consume culture in ways that were previ-
ously impossible.136 It was within this new-
ly found leisure time that exhibition cap-
italism rose and gender-nonconforming 
people were given their purpose within 
the industrial machine.137 

It was here that trans people were intro-
duced to broader society through a filter 
of spectacle and entertainment mediums 
such as carnival and science fiction, which 
both emerged at a greater scale during 
this time.138 Through these mediums, 
cultural fascination with bodily difference 
and scientific possibility facilitated new-
found visibility for trans people, despite 
persisting social norms around gender 
outside of these arenas.139 

While carnival performance and science 
fiction emerged in very different cultural 

spheres, they developed in parallel as 
imaginative spaces where gender vari-
ance could surface and be explored. Each 
offered its own carefully-bound space 
for experimenting with gender noncon-
formity. Yet, very rarely did they do so in 
the spirit of genuine inclusion.140 carnival 
relied on bodily display and theatrical 
exaggeration, while science fiction of-
ten explored gender variance as a plot 
device. Despite these differences, both 
situated transness within registers of 
spectacle, deception, alienness, or scien-
tific anomaly, shaping public fascination 
from a distance rather than fostering true 
recognition.141 

Carnival
Carnival culture in the 1920s offered rare 
– but temporary and often exploitative – 
permission for gender nonconformity.142 
Unfolding against the backdrop of the 
Great Depression and the economic insta-
bility it brought; for many gender-noncon-
forming people, carnival was not merely a 
space of self-expression, it was often one 
of the few spaces where they could earn 

a living.143 Discrimination in mainstream 
employment, legal vulnerability, and 
social ostracism meant that opportunities 
outside of carnival circuits were scarce or 
nonexistent, which in turn fed the exploit-
ative nature of these entertainment ven-
ues.144 

145

Many carnivals and vaudeville shows 
featured “female impersonators” or “male 
impersonators” as marquee attractions.146 
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Audiences were 
fascinated by “gen-
der illusionists,” 
who could con-
vincingly present 
as another gender. 
Some were billed 
as “mystery acts” 
where the perform-
er’s “true” sex was 
only revealed at 
the end, a gimmick 
that reinforced 
the novelty for 
spectators.147 A 
famous example 
is Julian Eltinge, a 
cis man who rose 
to superstardom 
as a female imper-
sonator. His pro-
to-drag persona 
was so popular and 
accepted into the 
mainstream that he 
ran his own ladies’ 
magazine, sold cold cream to female 
fans, and counted royals and celebrities 
as superfans.148 Similarly, traveling side-
shows sometimes exploited trans and 
intersex people, marketing them as “Half 
Man - Half Woman” acts or “The Bearded 
Lady.”149

150

These performances created spaces that 
were simultaneously havens of represen-
tation and prisons of spectacle. On one 
hand, carnival offered moments of respite 
for gender-nonconforming people from 

the constraints of everyday life where they 
were able to explore their identities and 
form community.151 Yet, on the other hand, 
this freedom was profoundly limited. Gen-
der variance was permitted only as part of 
the atmosphere of spectacle. Outside of 
these designated spaces, the same be-
haviors could provoke legal punishment, 
police harassment or social ostracism 
through press mockery.152 Carnival’s per-
missiveness, thus, reinforced the idea that 
gender variance belonged to the realm 
of performance, not legitimate identity. 
In other words, the acceptance was con-
ditional and tied to entertainment value 
and exoticism. Some have referred to it as 
a “theater of cruelty” that could not have 
existed without the willing – even if at 
times horrified and pitiful – participation 
of the audience.153 Carnival was a way for 
people to indulge in cultural and social 
violations – such as gender nonconformity 
– while simultaneously reinforcing social 
norms by showcasing it as abnormal.

Taken together, carnival functioned not 
merely as a site of spectacle but as a 
marginal labour economy structured by 
exclusion.154 For many gender-noncon-

forming people, participation in carnival 
circuits was not an expression of artistic 
freedom but a survival strategy in a so-
ciety that denied them access to stable 
employment, housing, and legal recog-
nition.155 Industrial capitalism demanded 
legible, disciplined bodies that could be 
easily integrated into its systems of labour 
and social order; those whose gender 
presentation disrupted these expectations 
were routinely pushed out. Carnival prof-
ited from this displacement, transforming 
social illegibility into economic value and 
rendering marginalisation itself produc-
tive.156

Yet, this incorporation was deeply exploit-
ative. Carnival labour remained precari-
ous and tightly controlled, with promot-
ers and managers dictating how gender 
variance would be framed.157 Visibility 
was granted only insofar as it could be 
rendered intelligible as illusion, novelty, 
or anomaly. Performers’ livelihoods often 
depended on reproducing the very ste-
reotypes that rendered them illegitimate 
outside the carnival space, reinforcing a 
cycle in which acceptance was conditional 
and revocable.158 In this context, visibil-
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ity did not translate into recognition or 
security but functioned as a mechanism 
through which difference was extracted 
and managed.159

Carnival’s economic logic overlapped 
closely with other informal economies, 
most notably sex work, revealing a shared 
reliance on the commodification of de-
sire, difference, and social taboo. Many 
performers and participants in carnival 
– especially those whose bodies or gen-
der expressions placed them outside 
normative labour markets – supplemented 
their income through sex work, blurring 
the boundaries between performance 
and survival.160 In both spheres, bodily 
difference became a form of currency, as 
the same transgressive energy that made 
gender-nonconforming bodies desirable 
on the parade route was mobilised in 
private or semi-public transactions, where 
desire was bought and sold.161 Yet, this 
visibility rarely translated into social legiti-
macy or protection; instead, it entrenched 
systems in which these bodies were con-
sumable yet ultimately disposable.162 
Carnival – like sex work – crystallised a 

representational logic in which gender 
variance was tolerated only as spectacle 
and labour.  This logic would reverber-
ate across other cultural forms as gender 
nonconformity continued to be mediated 
through performance rather than social 
recognition.163

Science Fiction
Emerging alongside these developments, 
science fiction engaged with gender 
variance in parallel to carnival, albeit 
through narrative rather than bodily dis-
play.164 Whereas carnival staged the body, 
science fiction used gender variance as a 
plot device, exploring gender nonconfor-
mity through imaginative worlds, allegory, 
and speculative transformation.165 

In early to mid-1900s science fiction, trans 
people were not  truthfully represented, 
but themes of gender transformation, am-
biguous sex, and fluid identity appeared 
frequently. They were often filtered 
through the genre’s fixation on oddity, 
otherness, bodily change, and the ‘what 

if?’ of human evolution.166 This “other-
ness” often manifested as ‘alienness,’ not 
only in the literal sense of extraterrestrial 
beings but as a figurative device to mark 
gender variance as something outside the 
bounds of the conventional – and accept-
ed – human experience.167 

By framing transness as alien, science 
fiction could explore questions of iden-
tity without directly confronting societal 
norms. Trans characters were used as an 
imaginative tool to explore alien worlds, 
future societies, or scientific experimen-
tation.168 Through these stories, gender 
change could happen, but only in nar-
ratives so fantastical that they posed no 
challenge to contemporary norms.169 
Thus, similarly to carnival, science fiction 
became a distanced laboratory for ideas 
about otherness, often reinforcing the 
notion that non-normative bodies and 

identities belonged to worlds far removed 
from ordinary life.

Science fiction not only created a dis-
cursive distance from trans identities but 
also distorted the lived realities of trans 
people in ways that shaped public per-
ceptions. For instance, a recurring trope in 
science fiction involved characters chang-
ing sex through scientific or supernatural 
mechanisms.170 These transformations 
were typically involuntary and framed as 
temporary states to be corrected, echoing 
medical and psychiatric ideas of transness 
as pathology.171 Stories such as Virginia 
Woolf’s Orlando used gender transforma-
tion to interrogate social roles in surreal 
and playful terms, while Ray Cummings’ 
The Girl in the Golden Atom linked fantas-
tical gender shifts to broader explorations 
of scale and reality.172 
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Orlando - Virginia Woolf (1928)

In Orlando, Woolf follows a nobleman who becomes a woman over several centu-
ries, navigating shifting social norms and expectations, blending historical realism 
with surreal fantasy. This narrative uses gender transformation to interrogate so-
cial roles and to highlight the fluidity of identity, allowing readers to engage with 
non-normative gender while avoiding a direct confrontation with contemporary 
social rigidity.

sire, and social roles.175 In this sense, even 
as the narratives maintained distance 
from real-world trans experiences, they 
could simultaneously act as subtle acts of 
transgression and reclamation, allowing 
authors to push against societal limita-
tions while remaining within the bounds 
of mainstream publication.176

Similarly, echoing the same ‘freak-show’ 
discourses that shaped carnival culture, 
science fiction frequently portrayed “her-
maphroditic” or androgynous characters 
as uncanny, deceptive, or morally ambig-
uous.177 Intersex bodies were framed as 

speculative anomalies, reinforcing a view 
of bodily diversity as inherently strange. 
One of the most striking early examples 
is Robert A. Heinlein’s short story, “All 
You Zombies” (1959), in which the pro-
tagonist’s intersex condition is revealed 
through a time‑travel paradox and be-
comes the central plot twist and a source 
of bewilderment for the reader rather 
than a lived identity with emotional nu-
ance.178 The narrative treats this biological 
ambiguity almost as a puzzle to be solved, 
underscoring the alienness of intersex 
embodiment rather than exploring it as an 
authentic experience.179 

The Girl in the Golden Atom - Ray Cummings (1922)

In Ray Cummings’ The Girl in the Golden Atom, a scientist discovers a microscopic 
world where scale and perspective are radically altered, and characters experi-
ence fantastical gender shifts. By situating gender variance within this speculative 
and imaginative context, Cummings frames it as part of a broader exploration of 
wonder and novelty rather than as a reflection of lived social realities. The story 
illustrates how early science fiction distanced gender-nonconforming identities, 
transforming them into elements of spectacle and narrative curiosity instead of 
integrating them into everyday human experiences.

In both stories, these transformations 
functioned less as expressions of identity 
and more as sources of novelty or narra-
tive tension. By not centering real human 
experience, science fiction stories were 
able to further reinforce distance rather 
than recognition of true transness.173 

However, it is important to note that some 
feminist authors used such plot devices 
strategically to explore constraints im-
posed by gender.174 For many writers who 
are now understood to have been queer 
or lesbian, speculative gender transfor-
mation offered one of the few socially-ac-
ceptable avenues to examine identity, de-

“All You Zombies” - Robert A. Heinlein (1959)
In Robert A. Heinlein’s short story “All You Zombies,” the protagonist is revealed 
to be intersex, and the narrative unfolds through a complex time-travel paradox 
in which the character is simultaneously their own mother and father. This intri-
cate plot foregrounds bodily ambiguity and gender transformation primarily as 
a puzzle or narrative twist rather than as a lived identity with emotional depth. By 
framing intersex embodiment as a temporal and logical curiosity, Heinlein’s sto-
ry exemplifies how science fiction of the era often rendered gender variance as 
alien, anomalous, or sensational rather than integrating it into social reality. The 
story illustrates the same distancing logic seen in earlier carnival and speculative 
fiction, where gender nonconformity is visible and fascinating, but only within a 
controlled framework of spectacle and narrative abstraction, leaving recognition 
and social legitimacy largely absent.
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Therefore, in some ways, this distortion 
was not entirely negative. By situating 
gender variance in fantastical or specu-
lative contexts, science fiction offered a 
space where writers could engage with 
ideas of transformation, fluidity, and 
non-normative identity without risking 
social censure.180 For some readers and 
authors, these stories represented a rare 
opportunity to think through gender in 
ways that would have been unacceptable 
or even taboo in more realistic narrative 
mediums.181 Furthermore, for some early 
readers, these speculative representations 
could spark curiosity, empathy, or imag-
inative identification with non-normative 
gender, planting seeds for later recogni-
tion of trans experiences.182 Additionally, 
for some queer readers, these speculative 
narratives provided one of the first spaces 
where they could encounter artistic works 
that reflected aspects of their own experi-
ences or desires, even if filtered through 
fantasy or allegory.183 In this sense, sci-
ence fiction served simultaneously as a 
distancing lens for the general public and 
a quietly affirming space for many margin-
alised readers seeking representation.

However, it is important to remember that 
these tropes did not exist within a vacuum 
and that they served as many people’s 
first introduction to gender variance: 
not through the reality of trans life but 
through exaggerated depictions tied to 
horror, comedy, or the unreal. What some 

may consider to be isolated stories, all 
culminate into a foundation of trans un-
derstanding in broader society. For some, 
these stories distorted understanding, 
linking transness to mutation, monstrosity, 
or alien deviation from the human norm, 
but this was not a universal experience. 
For others, early encounters with gender 
variance in science fiction provoked a 
sense of curiosity or imaginative engage-
ment with identities that were otherwise 
socially invisible. What is crucial, however, 
is that even when these portrayals did 
not explicitly instill transphobic ideas, 
they ideologically primed a generation to 
perceive gender-nonconforming people 
as inherently ‘other,’ as outside the norma-
tive human experience. In this sense, sci-
ence fiction both opened a space for the 
exploration of non-normative identities 
while simultaneously laying the ground-
work for cultural attitudes that could dis-
tance and reject those same identities.

By the 1950s and 1960s, as medical and 
scientific advancements brought greater 
visibility and understanding of gender 
transition, science fiction faced a subtle 
shift in which the boundaries between 
the fantastical and the real became 
blurred, forcing authors to negotiate the 
depiction of gender variance in ways 
that could no longer rely solely on imag-
inative abstraction. Public attention to 
figures like Christine Jorgensen – one of 
the first women to publicly undergo sex 

reassignment surgery – and emerging 
research in sexology prompted writers to 
approach gender transition with greater, 
albeit cautious, seriousness. Works such 
as Theodore Sturgeon’s Venus Plus X and 
Bertram Chandler’s “The Cage” explored 
social roles, identity, and bodily transfor-
mation beyond purely sensationalist or 
allegorical purposes. Even so, these nar-
ratives often framed gender variance as 
exceptional or experimental, reflecting a 
lingering tension where authors wanted 
to engage with trans and gender-noncon-
forming experiences, but cultural norms 
constrained how directly these stories 
could depict authentic lives. In this sense, 
the genre was evolving by moving from 
purely fantastical alienness toward ten-
tative recognition. Yet, it continued to 
inherit many of the discursive frameworks 
that had previously distanced trans iden-
tities.184 As a result, despite these efforts, 
science fiction maintained a strong reli-
ance on sensationalism, scientific novelty, 
and allegory, illustrating the genre’s em-
bedded tropes and transphobic assump-
tions inherited from earlier decades.185

Here, we can see that, although carnival 
performance and science fiction be-
longed to different cultural spheres, they 
participated in similar representational 
logics. Both framed gender variance as 
spectacle, as something to be looked 
at, questioned, or marveled over from a 
safe distance. Carnival accomplished this 
through bodily display and the aesthet-
ics of performance, while science fiction 
achieved it through narrative abstraction 
and metaphor. In each case, transness was 
not approached as an identity but as a 
narrative device, an illusion, an oddity, or 
an imaginative provocation.186 This shared 
framing affirmed the idea that non-norma-
tive gender exists outside ordinary human 
experience and, therefore, belongs to the 
realm of spectacle.187 

These portrayals reinforced ideas in which 
being cisgender was regarded as ‘the 
norm,’ while nonconforming bodies rep-
resented deviance.188 However, this logic 
did not arise in isolation. Revisiting the 
Enlightenment and Victorian eras reveals 
that the framing of cisgender bodies as 
the norm and nonconforming bodies as 
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deviant is part of a larger, ongoing cy-
cle.189 During the Enlightenment, scientific 
and philosophical discourses codified 
rigid hierarchies between men and wom-
en, presenting binary gender as natural, 
immutable, and morally justified.190 Victo-
rian science and social thought reinforced 
these divisions, linking biology, morality, 
and social authority, as well as regulating 
bodies through ideologies such as the 
‘separate spheres.’191

In this broader historical context, early 
science fiction and carnival can be inter-
preted as cultural extensions of the same 
logic. This imaginative experimentation 
with gender can be seen as a direct evolu-
tion from the Victorian fascination with the 
scientific study of sex and gender. Just 
as nineteenth-century researchers cata-
logued bodily differences, questioned 
the boundaries of male and female, and 
speculated about sexual inversion, carni-

val and science fiction authors continued 
this curiosity, transposing its narrative into 
broader entertainment realms. In each 
instance – scientific inquiry, Victorian cod-
ification, carnival, or science fiction – the 
cisgender experience was established as 
the baseline of humanity, and any vari-
ation was labelled as ‘other,’ ‘exotic,’ or 
‘threatening.’

Revisiting these eras underscores how 
early cultural encounters with gender 
variance, even when playful, fantastical, 
or allegorical, inherited and perpetuated 
long-standing epistemological frame-
works. By situating non-normative bodies 
as spectacle or anomaly, these portrayals 
maintained a cycle of othering that began 
in Enlightenment and Victorian thought 
and carried it forward into the cultural 
imagination, shaping how audiences 
perceive and respond to trans and gen-
der-nonconforming people across time.

Section 2 Key Findings:

•	 As rigid gender norms intensified, gender nonconformity was not eliminated 
but displaced into controlled spaces of spectacle.

•	 Carnival and performance cultures permitted limited visibility while reinforcing 
gender variance as illusion, novelty, or deception while early science fiction ex-
plored gender transformation through fantasy and allegory, distancing it from 
lived reality.

•	 These cultural forms shaped public understanding of transness as exceptional, 
unreal, or inherently ‘other’.

•	 These representations laid the cultural groundwork for later moral panics and 
political backlash.

189   Cheadle, T. Science and the gender binary. Future Learn. Available at: https://www.futurelearn.com/info/courses/a-global-
history-of-sex-and-gender/0/steps/171025

190   Ibid.

191   Ibid.
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Section 2 Questions: Transness Through Spectacle

•	 Do you see lasting impacts from early cultural portrayals on contemporary ste-
reotypes or myths?

•	 How have marginalised communities navigated visibility when recognition and 
rights were denied?

•	 Are there examples where cultural representation led to greater social accep-
tance or protection?

•	 How have class, race, or economic exclusion shaped who was pushed into 
spectacle-based visibility?

•	 Are there important cultural forms or traditions missing from this analysis?
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The World War II era marked a turning 
point in the history of trans-weaponisation 
by institutionalising methods of perse-
cution at a time of massive geopolitical 
upheaval. During this period, we saw full 
mobilisation against gender variance not 
just as a problem to be managed but one 
to be eradicated. The fear and mandate 
to control driving these actions did not 
come strictly from the perceived threat of 
gender variance; rather it came from what 
gender variance meant within a rapidly 
evolving society. 

In the years before the Nazi regime’s 
rise to power, transgender people ex-
isted within a relatively-tolerant social 
climate.192 Early 1900s Germany was 
remarkably progressive for its time, stand-
ing out as a relative haven for trans and 
gender-nonconforming people amid a 
wider geopolitical landscape that was far 
less accepting.193 This was particularly true 
of Weimar Berlin, which was home to the 
world’s first transgender clinic, a flour-
ishing queer print culture, and even gov-
ernmental structures such as “transvestite 

certificates” that granted legal permission 
to dress according to one’s gender iden-
tity.194 

Yet, the ascent of Nazism transformed this 
landscape. Through the lens of eugenics, 
transgender and gender-nonconforming 
people came to be seen not only as devi-
ant but as biological threats to the nation, 
justifying their surveillance, sterilisation, 
and physical eradication.195

This period emerged within a deeper 
crisis of modernity itself. If the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries were 
defined by the question of what it meant 
to be a man in an age of machines, indus-
trial discipline, and imperial expansion, 
the interwar years confronted a far more 
destabilising challenge as society strug-
gled to understand how to move forward 
after the ‘war to end all wars’ had failed, 
economies had collapsed, and the image 
of the post-war utopia had been shat-
tered.196

Within this volatile terrain, facism – and 
the following Nazism – arose and offered 
an explicitly nihilistic response to this cri-
sis.197 Rather than preserving and restor-
ing humanity, facism sought to burn down 
existing social orders and rebuild them 
according to a violently-purified vision of 
the human race.198 This vision was ground-
ed in eugenics, racial hierarchy, and rigid 
gender norms that treated deviation not 
as difference but as existential sabotage. 
Within this framework, gender variance 
was reinforced as a fundamentally-threat-
ening phenomenon.199

These ideas were not revolutionary for 
the time and, in fact, were a culmination 
of a long historical incubation of ideas 
that began in the Victorian era and that, 
by the late nineteenth century, had taken 
root across Europe and the United States 
as a global scientific movement aimed 
at improving the human race.200 By the 
early 1900s, eugenics had expanded to 
encompass sexual and gender minorities, 

Section 3: WW2 Era Eugenics
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not simply as a matter of moral condem-
nation, but as a perceived threat to the 
biological and social continuity of the 
nation.201 Central to this logic were three 
interlocking assumptions. 

First, heredity was deterministic and traits 
that were deemed undesirable – whether 
criminality, ‘sexual deviance,’ or gender 
nonconformity – were understood as in-
heritable.202 Second, productivity and re-
productive potential were conflated with 
social worth; individuals who did not or 
could not participate in heteronormative 
reproduction were considered biological-
ly and socially deficient.203 Third, deviation 
was understood as contagious or socially 
corrupting, which meant gender-noncon-
forming individuals were thought to be 
capable of influencing others, destabi-
lising family structures, and weakening 
broader national cohesion.204 

Consequently, sexual inverts, homosex-
uals, and eventually those classified as 
“transvestites,” as well as individuals who 
were heterosexual but failed to conform 
to strict gender norms, were framed as 
unfit, degenerate, and dangerous to the 
future of the race.205 

Eugenics, in this sense, functioned as 
both a predictive and preventative so-
cial technology, seeking to identify and 
ultimately eliminate the propagation of 
perceived biological and social threats.206 
Sterilisation, confinement, and other coer-
cive interventions were, therefore, justi-
fied as measures to protect the future of 
the nation and preserve the productivity 
of society by preventing the accumula-
tion of what eugenicists saw as hereditary 
defects.207 While these methods often 
targeted sexual and gender minorities, it 
was part of a broader initiative that also 
affected ethnic communities, the poor, 
and people with disabilities; it reflected 
an intersectional logic in which several 
social hierarchies were being mutually re-
inforced. Within this system, transgender 
and gender-nonconforming individuals 
faced compounded vulnerabilities; they 
were targeted not only for deviating from 
gender norms but also for their position 
within broader structures of oppression, 
where factors such as class, race, or dis-
ability further intensified their marginali-
sation.208

By the twentieth century, across liber-
al democracies as well as authoritarian 

regimes, eugenicists began to advocate 
for sterilisation, confinement, and elimi-
nation as necessary tools to protect the 
purity and productivity of society.209 We 
saw this with regards to leading figures in 
Britain, such as Karl Pearson, arguing that 
national strength required the sterilisation 
of all “degenerates,” explicitly including 
sexual minorities. The institutionalisation 
of these beliefs started in the US. In 1907 
California passed the first law permitting 
compulsory sterilisation of those consid-
ered sexually perverse.210 211 What had 
once emerged in the late nineteenth cen-
tury had now rapidly gained institutional 
legitimacy across Europe and the United 
States. 

These ideas coincided with sexology’s 
attempts to name and codify gender 
variance. Magnus Hirschfeld coined the 
term “transvestite” in 1910, insisting that 
gender expression should be understood 
as distinct from sexual orientation.212 But 
medical classification also made gender 

variance legible to police, courts, and 
public institutions, giving eugenics an 
avenue through which they could for-
mally mobilise against those who they 
deemed degenerate based on gender 
variance.213 The attempt to protect or un-
derstand gender-nonconforming people, 
thus, existed in tension with the demands 
of scientific rigor and the expansion of 
administrative power, in which scientific 
knowledge became legible and legibility 
made vulnerability inevitable.214 In short, 
medicalisation produced both a toolkit 
for potential protection and a system that 
could be – and ultimately was – weap-
onised against those it sought to under-
stand.215

The Nazi regime was ultimately respon-
sible for intensifying this weaponisation, 
transforming already institutionalised 
eugenic ideas into a centrally-coordinated 
system of state policy implemented on a 
massive scale.216
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217

The Nazis were drawn to 
eugenics because it offered 
both a scientific and bureau-
cratic framework for achiev-
ing their vision of racial purity 
and social order.218 Eugenics 
translated ideological goals 
into measurable, administra-
ble criteria and effectively 
provided tools to not only 
define who was ‘fit’ to repro-
duce but also to rationalise 
coercive interventions such 
as sterilisation, confinement, 
and ultimately extermina-
tion.219 In this sense, eugenics 
was not an abstract theory 

but a methodology 
that allowed the Nazi 
regime to pursue its 
broader purpose of re-
shaping the population 
along lines of racial and 
political loyalty, and 
transforming human bi-
ology into a mechanism 
for consolidating pow-
er.220 It served simulta-
neously as evidence, 
method, and justifica-
tion.

221 

The Problem of Transvestism

As one author of a 1938 treatise on the “problem of transvestitism” wrote, before 
Hitler’s rise “not much could be done” about transgender people; now, under the 
Nazi state, they could be imprisoned in concentration camps or forcibly castrat-
ed. Such individuals, he argued, possessed an “asocial mindset” and engaged in 
“criminal activity,” justifying “draconian measures by the state.”222

concentration camps on the grounds of 
gender noncompliance.225

For individuals assigned female at birth, 
the situation was more ambiguous but still 
dangerous; although it may have spared 
them some immediate danger, the un-
equal targeting of male and female trans 
people was itself profoundly misogynis-
tic, reflecting a broader belief that wom-
en were inherently less threatening and 
politically marginal.226 Yet, the regime’s 
obsession with racial purity and the ideal 
of the eugenically-superior mother meant 
that masculinity in “Aryan” women was 
perceived as a racial threat.227 Gestapo 
cases from 1939-1943 reveal that accusa-

Though transgender people were not 
the primary target of the Nazi regime 
nor of the Holocaust, this did not mean 
they were safe. Trans magazines were 
shut down, “transvestite certificates” 
were revoked, and police increasingly 
equated trans women with homosexual-
ity, which was already a criminalised and 
persecuted category.223 Gender noncon-
formity was not only deemed to be an 
undesirable trait but became evidence 
of political unreliability, and transgender 
people came to be conflated with spies, 
saboteurs, and swindlers who, sexologists 
claimed, used cross-dressing to evade 
identification.224 Thousands of individuals 
were arrested, interrogated, or sent to 
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tions of sabotage or disloyalty were often 
accompanied by references to women’s 
“masculine” appearance or suspected 
lesbianism.228 Gender nonconformity was 
treated not merely as moral failure but as 
evidence of racial degeneration and polit-
ical subversion. 

One of the most enduring legacies of 
Nazi persecution was the destruction of 
transgender knowledge itself. The burn-
ing of the Institute for Sexology in 1933 
erased decades of progressive research, 
medical records, and community histo-
ries.229 With those texts destroyed, the 
literature that survived was predominantly 
written by hostile authors such as crimi-
nologists, police officials, and eugenicists 
who framed trans people as mentally ill, 
criminal, or socially dangerous.230 This 
epistemic violence had long-term conse-
quences and left postwar scholars, doc-
tors, and the public with a biased archive 
in which transphobic frameworks domi-
nated. 

The burning of this knowledge was an 
intentional assault on the intellectual in-
frastructure that challenged Nazi assump-

tions about sex, gender, and normalcy. By 
erasing these archives, the Nazis sought 
to obliterate rival frameworks for under-
standing human diversity and to assert 
control over what counted as legitimate 
scientific knowledge.231 The Institute’s 
holdings included not only pioneering 
research but also records of early gen-
der‑affirming care, social networks, and 
community histories that could have pro-
vided future generations with alternative 
narratives and evidence‑based medical 
insight.232 Destroying them silenced voic-
es, severed connections to community, 
and prevented the empirical study of 
gender variance from developing outside 
of approved narratives.233 

Decades later, researchers and activists 
still search for remnants of these materials 
in libraries around the world, underscor-
ing how profound this erasure was and 
how challenging it has been to recon-
struct what was lost.234 

We can see the extent and impact of 
the legacy of erasure when we consider 
that Germany did not formally recognise 
transgender victims of the Holocaust until 

2023.235 Trans people were both written 
out of Holocaust history and portrayed as 
individuals who could not have been vic-
tims at all. Unlike Jewish, Roma, disabled, 
Jehovah’s Witness, and other communi-
ties – whose suffering was systematically 
and rightfully documented – transgender 
and gender-nonconforming victims were 
frequently omitted from survivor testimo-
nies, official records, and memorial proj-
ects.236 This erasure was reinforced by the 
rigid frameworks of both Nazi authorities 
and postwar historians; within records, 

many trans victims were misgendered, re-
corded under their assigned sex at birth, 
or subsumed under broad categories 
such as “homosexuals” or “asocials.”237 In 
addition, the stigma and criminalisation of 
gender variance during and after the war 
silenced survivors, leaving historians with 
few personal accounts to preserve.238 The 
resulting invisibility is a powerful remind-
er that historical memory is not neutral; 
rather, it is the selective preservation of 
what is remembered.

The Pink Triangle 

The pink triangle was originally used by the Nazi regime to identify and stigmatise 
homosexual men in concentration camps, marking them as ‘asocial’ and subject-
ing them to brutal treatment, including forced labor, medical experiments, and 
execution. Though primarily associated with gay men, it also symbolically encom-
passed transgender and gender-nonconforming individuals who were conflated 
with homosexuality under Nazi definitions.239
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In the decades following the Holocaust, 
the pink triangle was largely absent from 
mainstream memory, reflecting the con-
tinued erasure of LGBTI+ victims. From 
the 1970s onward, activists and scholars 
reclaimed it as a symbol of resistance, re-

membrance, and queer pride, transform-
ing it from a marker of oppression into 
an emblem of solidarity and resilience. 
Today, it serves as both a memorial to vic-
tims and a reminder of the ongoing strug-
gle against homophobia and transphobia 
worldwide.

While Nazi persecution was devastating 
for trans and gender-nonconforming 
communities within Germany and Eastern 
Europe more broadly, World War II simul-
taneously catalysed the global growth of 
queer and trans subcultures on a global 
scale during the subsequent post-war 
rebuilding efforts. Millions of men and 
women left rural, restrictive environments 
for the first time, encountering anonym-
ity, mobility, and new social worlds in 
urban centers.240 Port cities, in particular, 

became hubs of exchange where sailors, 
military personnel, migrants, and enter-
tainers circulated, bringing with them 
networks of social experimentation.241

This newfound freedom was amplified by 
the emotional and physical aftermath of 
the war. Trauma, grief, and the fracturing 
of pre-existing familial and community 
networks drove many to seek intimacy, 
companionship, and belonging outside 
of their traditional networks.242 The desire 

Section 3 Key Findings:

•	 Eugenic ideologies reframed gender nonconformity as a biological and social 
threat requiring eradication. Nazi persecution intensified existing European 
and American eugenic frameworks rather than inventing new ones.

•	 Medical classification made trans people legible to the state, enabling surveil-
lance, sterilisation, imprisonment, and violence.

•	 The destruction of early trans research created a long-term epistemic gap that 
continues to shape policy and public discourse.

•	 This period institutionalised the idea that gender variance undermines national 
strength, reproduction, and social order.

Section 3 Questions: WW2 Era Eugenics

•	 Does this section reflect how eugenic thinking influenced policy or social atti-
tudes in your national context?

•	 Are there documented cases of trans or gender-nonconforming people being 
targeted under eugenic or “degeneracy” frameworks?

•	 How did medical or psychiatric classification affect the safety or legal status of 
gender-nonconforming people?

•	 How has the destruction or absence of historical records affected trans advoca-
cy today?

•	 What lessons (if any) from this period are most relevant to current human rights 
protections?

Section 4: Cold War Paranoia 
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for connection and recognition intensified 
the social experimentation made possible 
by displacement, as individuals explored 
the boundaries of identity and social 
norms in ways that had been impossible 
in pre-war rural or small-town settings.243

Much like the Industrial Revolution, the 
growing urbanisation of cities provided 
the environment for these explorations.244 
Housing shortages, boarding houses, 
and single-room occupancies enabled 
non-nuclear living arrangements, while 
entertainment districts such as cabarets, 
theaters, and dance halls flourished and 
created environments in which non-nor-
mative socialisation could flourish.245 

In this way, wartime displacement, emo-
tional upheaval, and urbanisation inter-
sected to produce a social environment 
in which social boundaries could be 
explored. It was in this environment that 
new forms of visibility, community, and 
mobility arose and allowed for more open 
displays of homosexuality and gender 
variance.246 

At the same time, dominant cultural nar-
ratives began shifting, so that status and 
power were increasingly moving away 
from class and towards social mobili-
ty.247 The Industrial Revolution’s logic of 
self-made opportunity extended into the 
post-war era, positioning the male head 
of household – the “king of his own home” 
– as a new marker of social prestige.248 
This emphasis on mobility and domestic 
authority reshaped the stakes of social 
experimentation, as individuals navigated 
both newfound freedoms and emerging 
hierarchies.249

As a result of this growing environment 
of experimentation, after 1945, the public 
became increasingly aware of homosex-
uality; yet, this visibility coincided with 
a growing societal panic.250 The war had 
dramatically destabilised gender norms 
not only socially and culturally – through 
increasing exposure to diverse and 
non-traditional social networks – but also 
structurally – through the organisation 
of work within society. With men serving 
overseas, women were required to fill the 
labour gap and entered industrial labor 

in unprecedented numbers, producing 
a period of temporary gender flexibili-
ty.251 After 1945, many women continued 
to work, and young people remained in 
cities, intensifying a sense that traditional 
gender roles were eroding permanent-
ly.252

These wartime changes created a sense 
of both political and moral panic. Social 
scientists of the 1940s and 1950s re-
sponded with what scholars describe as 
a “domestic containment” ideology, ar-
guing that family instability could weaken 
the nation – especially within the context 
of a growing communist threat.253 Popular 
magazines, advice literature, and policy-
makers all reinforced the idea that any de-
viation from traditional gender roles was 
socially dangerous, thus continuing the 
cultural trend that had taken place during 
the Victorian era.254 Just as the nineteenth 
century used cultural saturation to social-
ise and enforce the ideology of separate 
spheres, the post-war era used the same 
tactics to reinforce the importance of tra-
ditional gender roles. 

Within this framework, trans and gen-
der-nonconforming people came to 
symbolise a broader cultural instability. If 
women working outside the home sig-
naled the erosion of gender hierarchy, 
trans people’s very existence challenged 
the idea that gender was natural and 
fixed.255 This challenge was interpreted 
not just as a moral threat but as an eco-
nomic one as well. The economic logics 
that underpinned Cold War ideologies 
about gender roles argued that capitalist 
labour systems relied on the continuous 
reproduction of workers both daily and 
across generations.256 

In other words, the family is not merely 
a private institution but a crucial mecha-
nism through which capitalism maintains 
a stable workforce.257 Within the family 
unit, women reproduce labour power by 
bearing and raising children – who will 
ultimately enter the workforce – and by 
providing unwaged domestic labour that 
sustains existing workers.258 The ideal-
ised nuclear family model of the male 
breadwinner and female homemaker that 
emerged most visibly in the mid-twentieth 
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century was deeply intertwined with these 
economic logics, as it stabilised labour 
markets by promoting a predictable 
system in which the next generation of 
workers was raised.259 This dynamic helps 
explain why deviations from normative 
gender and family roles were perceived 
as threats not just to morality but to eco-
nomic order. Capitalist labour systems 
relied on the reproduction of stable – nu-
clear and heteronormative – families who 
raised the next generation of workers. 
From this perspective, if gender roles 
were fluid, then the economic order built 
atop those roles would be equally precar-
ious.260

This entanglement of gender norms with 
economic stability set the stage for a 
political logic in which deviations from 
prescribed roles were not only socially 
disruptive but also ideologically suspect, 
allowing fears of gender nonconformity 
to be cast in explicitly-political terms as 
evidence of communist sympathies and 

subversive intent during the early Cold 
War.261 

By the late 1940s, many politicians had 
explicitly linked ideological deviance with 
gender deviance, drawing a clear, per-
ceivable connection between communism 
and the broader LGBTI+ community, par-
ticularly the trans community.262 Commen-
tators argued that communists and gen-
der-nonconforming people shared traits 
such as moral weakness, psychological 
disturbance, godlessness, a tendency to 
recruit others, and existence within secre-
tive subcultures.263 The constant pairing of 
“communists and queers” in congressio-
nal reports and popular discourse crys-
tallised this logic.264 It rendered gender 
nonconformity inherently suspicious and 
an indicator of political unreliability and 
moral degeneracy.265 Within this ideolog-
ical climate, trans people were portrayed 
as especially threatening due to their 
perceived ability to ‘disguise’ themselves. 
If communists were enemies who lacked 

visible markers, trans individu-
als were imagined as even more 
deceptive and were characterised 
as people who embodied disguise 
itself.266 The leap from “gender 
deviation” to “potential spy” re-
lied on Cold War anxieties about 
infiltration, secrecy, and hidden 
danger.267 These parallels helped 
justify state surveillance of anyone 
who challenged normative gender 
roles.268

There is a deeply ironic twist in this 
rhetoric, if we consider how queer 
culture was also used as a rhetor-
ical weapon by Moscow. Soviet 
political discourse and legal codes 
in the Stalin era criminalised male 
homosexuality and framed it as a 
form of bourgeois decadence and 
moral corruption – the very things 
Soviet propagandists associated 
with fascism and Western capital-
ism.269 Stalinist policy labelled ho-
mosexuality as a mental disorder 
and a “decadent bourgeois mo-
rality,” justifying repression in the 
name of social order.270 Whether in 
Pravda or in criminal statutes – like 
Article 121 of the 1934 criminal
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code – homosexuality was constructed as 
symptomatic of a corrupt social order that 
the socialist state claimed to 
oppose.

What this comparison reveals 
is that the focus was never 
truly on trans people them-
selves, but on the panic they 
could be made to symbolise. 
The same rhetoric was de-
ployed in completely op-
posite geopolitical contexts 
because the threat being 
invoked was abstract, not 
concrete. In both Washington 
and Moscow, trans – and LGB-
TI+ existence more broadly 
– functioned as a convenient 
vessel for anxiety.272 LGBTI+ 
people served as a visible 
signifier of invisible dangers 
and as a scapegoat for socie-
tal fears. The tactic of linking 
gender nonconformity to 
subversion worked regardless 
of the local context because 
what mattered was not the 
individuals themselves, but 
the power of fear to justify 
control, repression, and sur-
veillance. In this sense, trans 
people were less the target 
than the symbol – a malleable  

figure through which states could project 
and manage collective panic.

273

As the Cold War intensified, so did the 
panic surrounding trans people; the con-
flation of LGBTI+ people and communists 
hit its peak with the Lav-
ender Scare. While the 
well-known Red Scare 
dominates historical nar-
ratives, the less promi-
nent Lavender Scare led 
to thousands of federal 
workers being purged 
from government posi-
tions despite having no 
communist links.274 

Although much of the 
scrutiny stemming from 
the Lavender Scare 
was targeted at sexual 
orientation, it also rein-
forced broader gender 
policing.275 Anyone who 
deviated from expected 
gender norms risked 
suspicion, partly be-
cause official definitions 
of risk were so porous.276 Congressional 
investigations in the early 1950s – such as 
the report “Employment of Homosexuals 
and Other Sex Perverts in Government” – 
labelled both same-sex attraction and a 
broad array of non-normative behaviours 
as disqualifying for federal employ-
ment.277 

Federal agencies systematically scanned 
personnel records and interrogated em-
ployees about alleged immoral conduct; 

278

unmarried status, nonconforming dress, 
or other deviations from heteronormative 
gender presentation could be used to 
infer ideological unreliability.279 Investiga-
tors reportedly scrutinised voice, manner-
isms, and dress as markers of homosex-
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uality or ‘perversion,’ effectively policing 
gender expression as well as sexuality.280 
Because homosexuality and other non-
normative behaviours – often associated 
with gender variance – were classified as 

a ‘security risk,’ government employees 
were questioned about their private lives, 
sometimes without legal counsel. Many 
individuals were forced to resign rather 
than face public outing.281

tion with broader anxieties about nonnor-
mative identities.283 The public arrests of 
government workers in Atlanta in 1953 for 
alleged sodomy further highlight these 
anxieties and reinforced a culture in which 
any departure from expected gender 
norms could trigger punitive action.284

The government justified these purges by 
arguing that queer and gender-noncon-
forming people were especially vulnera-
ble to blackmail due to social stigma.285 
Additionally, federal agencies assumed 
that anyone who could conceal aspects of 
their identity might also conceal political 
loyalties.286 Trans people were, therefore, 
conceptualised as uniquely threatening 
due to conflated ideas that, if one could 
‘pass’ as a specific gender, one might also 
‘pass’ as loyal while harboring subversive 
intentions.287

The Lavender Scare unfolded within the 
broader climate of McCarthyism: a period 
defined by pervasive suspicion, loyalty 
tests, and the aggressive policing of ideo-

logical conformity.288 While the Lavender 
Scare focused on queer and gender-non-
conforming federal employees, the Red 
Scare targeted alleged communists more 
broadly.289 Senator Joseph McCarthy and 
his allies, most notably his Chief Counsel 
Roy Cohn, cultivated a culture in which 
alleged communists were publicly de-
nounced, investigated, and purged from 
positions of influence.290 The Lavender 
Scare and McCarthyism used the same 
investigative techniques – such as loyalty 
tests and public denunciations – under-
scoring the methodological similarities 
between the two campaigns.291 

However, it is important to note that 
the Lavender Scare was not a separate 
campaign but a logical extension of Mc-
Carthyist ideology whereby the state’s 
obsession with identifying hidden threats 
made nonnormative sexuality and gender 
inherently suspect.292 Here, we can see 
that queer and trans individuals became 
targets not by chance but because socie-
tal norms had already cast them as moral-

The Curious Case of Roy Cohn

Roy Cohn, Chief Counsel to Senator Joseph McCarthy during the Red Scare and 
a key architect of the Lavender Scare, exemplifies the contradictions of Cold War 
moral panic. Although a closeted gay man, Cohn wielded state power to investi-
gate, publicly accuse, and purge federal employees suspected of homosexuality 
or communist sympathies. His personal concealment of his sexuality highlights 
the intense social pressures and dangers faced by queer individuals at the time, 
despite his enforcement of policies that targeted the very community he was a 
part of.

After leaving government service, Cohn became a high-profile lawyer and power 
broker in New York, known for his aggressive tactics, fearsome loyalty tests, and 
cultivation of influential clients. Among these clients was Donald Trump, who em-
ployed Cohn in the 1970s and 1980s as his personal attorney and political advi-
sor.

His legacy illustrates how the enforcement of gender and sexual norms intersect-
ed with political strategy, personal ambition, and the cultivation of influence in 
both government and private sectors.282

Cases such as that of civil servant Made-
leine Tress – an economist in the Depart-
ment of Commerce who was interrogated 

and lost her job in the late 1950s because 
of her perceived queerness – illustrate 
how these policies blurred sexual orienta-
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ly and politically suspect. In a culture that 
equated heteronormativity and gender 
variance with reliability, gender nonnor-
mativity was perceived as inherently risky 
and secretive. The Lavender Scare, there-
fore, functioned as a gendered extension 
of McCarthyism where it transformed 
existing prejudices into instruments of 
state control and turned already marginal-
ised individuals into convenient stand-ins 
for the nation’s broader fears of hidden 
enemies.293 In this way, the Lavender 
Scare acted as a gendered scapegoat for 
McCarthyism, as society’s fear of hidden 
enemies demanded visible targets.  Trans 
and queer individuals – who were already 
under social suspicion – were positioned 
as convenient proxies.294

Outside of government institutions, this 
growing convergence of anti-communist 
and anti-queer hysteria created a broader 
social climate where suspicion became 
a default stance. Under McCarthyism 
and the Lavender Scare, everyone was 
assumed to be hiding something, and 
appearances could no longer be trusted. 
Loyalty tests and investigations trained 
society to see potential threats in famil-
iar faces, fostering a pervasive paranoia 
where ‘evil’ could look just like anyone.295 
Such tests were not incidental but a fa-
vored tool of authoritarian governance, 
shifting the burden of proof onto indi-
viduals and compelling constant perfor-
mances of compliance as a condition of 
belonging. 

From Colonial Encounter to Domestic Panic

Layered onto these domestic anxieties was the persistent reality of imperial pow-
er and colonial encounter, which continued to structure how difference was seen, 
interpreted, and feared. US soldiers’ encounters with publicly visible gender-non-
conforming individuals overseas – particularly in Southeast Asia – contributed 
directly to domestic fears about trans people during the early Cold War. Soldiers 
frequently reported experiences with individuals now recognised as part of the 
modern kathoey, or ‘ladyboy,’ phenomenon in military publications, letters home, 
and popular media. These accounts often framed gender-nonconforming and 
trans people, as well as drag culture, as deceptive or ‘tricky,’ feeding anxieties 
that gender nonconformity could mask hidden intentions or threats. 

The circulation of these stories demonstrates that Cold War paranoia about 
loyalty, sexuality, and gender performance was not purely domestic. It was also 
shaped and amplified by international encounters, media representations, and 
global perceptions of gender variance. The fear that appearances could not be 
trusted became both a domestic and transnational lens through which trans peo-
ple were imagined as potential subversives or predators, linking moral panic at 
home to global experiences of nonnormative gender.296
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Section 4 Key Findings:

•	 During the Cold War, gender nonconformity became associated with political 
deviance and national insecurity. 

•	 Trans and gender-nonconforming people were framed as deceptive, infiltra-
tive, and morally corrupting.

•	 State surveillance and cultural paranoia linked gender variance to espionage, 
communism, and social decay.

•	 Legal and psychiatric systems reinforced these narratives through criminalisa-
tion and pathologisation.

•	 This era entrenched the association between transness and threat within state 
security discourse.

•	 Many contemporary political narratives echo Cold War logics of infiltration and 
moral collapse.

Section 4 Questions: Cold War Moral Panic and Political Subversion

•	 Are there examples of trans or gender-nonconforming people being linked to 
political disloyalty or subversion in your historical cultural context?

•	 How did surveillance, policing, or intelligence agencies contribute to gen-
der-based repression?

•	 Are these narratives still present in contemporary political rhetoric?

In the American context, this redirection 
took place through a renewed obsession 
with the protection of children, the home, 
and heterosexual family life. The subur-
ban household became both a symbol 
and a battleground. In many ways, this 
was an extension of 1950s Cold War logic, 
when loyalty and conformity were policed 
within the domestic sphere; now, this fear 
had a new texture, steeped in suburban 
angst where the threat could be lurking 
behind white picket fences, in the neigh-
bor next door, or even in one’s own living 
room. Cultural forms such as Satanic Panic 
narratives and pulp fiction functioned as 

As the Cold War drew to a close, the 
Communist enemy that had shaped Amer-
ican imagination for nearly half a century 
had disappeared. Yet, the aftermath did 
not usher in an age free of paranoia; in-
stead, the panic that had consumed soci-
ety for decades was redistributed toward 
domestic life, particularly the imagined 
sanctity of suburbia.297 Scholars of moral 
panic have long argued that such periods 
of geopolitical transition often produce 
heightened concern over internal threats, 
as societies seek new figures onto which 
unresolved fears can be projected.298

Section 5: The 90s’ Cultural  
Redistribution of Moral Panic
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vehicles through which Cold War para-
noia was rearticulated in moral terms 
rather than explicitly geopolitical.299 The 
enemy was no longer communist but still 
corrupting. No longer foreign but still 
hidden. This shift laid the groundwork for 
the intensified suspicion of gender non-
conformity that characterised the 1980s 
and 1990s.

This moral architecture did not emerge 
spontaneously. It was shaped by decades 
of institutionalised censorship and ideo-
logical alignment between cultural in-
stitutions such as Hollywood and the US 
state. We can see this clearly through the 
Hollywood Production Code – commonly 
known as the Hays Code – that governed 
American film from 1930 until its gradual 
decline in the 1960s.300 The Code prohib-
ited the depiction of what it termed as 
“sexual perversion,” a category that ex-
plicitly encompassed homosexuality and 
implicitly included gender nonconformi-
ty.301 As a result, filmmakers developed a 

visual and narrative shorthand to signify 
or imply deviance without naming it.302

This practice of queer coding relied on 
exaggerated mannerisms, aesthetic ex-
cess, vocal inflection, and ambiguous 
gender presentation.303 Importantly, such 
coding rarely appeared in neutral or pos-
itive contexts.304 Queer-coded characters 
were overwhelmingly villains, criminals, or 
otherwise morally-suspect figures.305 Film 
historians, such as Vito Russo and Richard 
Dyer, have documented how this associa-
tion functioned not merely as representa-
tion but as instruction, teaching audiences 
how to read queerness as danger.306

Hollywood’s role in disseminating these 
narratives cannot be separated from its 
geopolitical function. Culture can often 
be an extension of a state’s soft power. 
During and after World War II, the US 
military actively collaborated with film stu-
dios, offering funding, equipment, and ac-
cess in exchange for script approval and 

ideological alignment.307 Scholars, such 
as Tanner Mirrlees and Tony Shaw, have 
demonstrated that Hollywood functioned 
as a key instrument of American soft 
power, exporting narratives that aligned 
cultural norms with state interests.308 The 
portrayal of deviance as an internal threat 
dovetailed neatly with Cold War impera-
tives of vigilance and conformity.

However, queer coding cannot be under-
stood solely as a top-down imposition 
of repression. Paradoxically, Hollywood 
has long been a more accepting queer 
space than wider society. Many writers, 
directors, costume designers, and per-
formers working under the Hays Code 
were themselves LGBTI+ or gender-non-
conforming.309 For some, depictions of 
LGBTI+ individuals as villains offered the 
only available space for expression. Lean-
ing into excess, theatricality, and ambi-
guity allowed queer creators to smuggle 
elements of their experience into main-
stream culture, even if those elements 
were framed negatively.310 In later reinter-
pretations, many of these once-feared vil-
lains have been reclaimed by queer audi-
ences: transformed from moral warnings 
into icons of style, defiance, and camp. 

For some viewers, these characters now 
occupy a central place in the gay cultural 
canon, not despite their excess or trans-
gression but precisely because of it.

This ambivalence complicates any simplis-
tic reading of queer coding as uniformly 
transphobic. As scholars like Alexander 
Doty argue: Queer audiences often read 
these figures against the grain, finding 
recognition where heterosexual viewers 
saw menace.311 Yet, this subversive po-
tential existed alongside – and was often 
overwhelmed by – dominant readings that 
linked queerness to criminality and de-
ception. By repeatedly associating gender 
nonconformity with duplicity, Hollywood 
helped sediment a cultural logic in which 
trans and gender-nonconforming peo-
ple were imagined as threats precisely 
because they could not be easily catego-
rised.

These representational patterns had real 
consequences. Across decades of film 
and television, trans and gender-noncon-
forming characters were framed as impos-
tors, manipulators, or psychologically-un-
stable individuals. Cross-dressing was 
rarely depicted as identity; it was a ruse. 
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This trope reinforced a broader political 
narrative that trans people were danger-
ous because they could “pass,” hide, and 
infiltrate protected spaces.312

There are many cultural examples that 
demonstrate this. For instance in Psy-
cho (1960), Norman Bates’ cross-gender 
identification is framed as pathology and 
violence, a template that would echo for 
decades. Later films such as Sleepaway 
Camp (1983) and Dressed to Kill (1980) 
also explicitly linked gender nonconfor-
mity to murder, presenting revelation of 
gender variance as horror itself.313 These 
portrayals primed audiences to read 
trans bodies as sites of concealment and 
threat, a framing that would resurface with 
particular force during periods of moral 
panic.314

The Satanic Panic of the 1980s and early 
1990s represented the most explicit re-
activation of Cold War paranoia in a new 
domestic form.315 Centred on allegations 
that satanic cults were abusing children in 
daycare centres and suburban homes, the 

panic mobilised familiar themes of secret 
networks, ritual corruption, and infiltra-
tion of trusted institutions.316 Sociologists, 
such as Jeffrey Victor and Mary de Young, 
have shown that these claims were un-
supported by evidence; yet, they resulted 
in extensive investigations, sensational 
media coverage, and devastating miscar-
riages of justice.317

The McMartin Preschool trial remains the 
most infamous example. Beginning in 
1983, staff at the preschool were accused 
of physically and sexually abusing chil-
dren as part of elaborate, ritualistic cere-
monies, including claims of underground 
tunnels, animal sacrifices, and satanic 
rituals.318 Allegations spiralled into a sev-
en-year legal ordeal involving hundreds 
of charges, all of which were eventually 
dismissed. Despite the absence of corrob-
orating evidence, the case entrenched the 
idea that danger could lurk behind ordi-
nary facades and became emblematic of 
the Satanic Panic era, feeding widespread 
fears of hidden threats in everyday set-
tings.319

Although trans people were not the pri-
mary targets of these accusations, they 
were uniquely vulnerable within this 
climate. Conservative commentators 
and talk-show hosts frequently conflated 
gender nonconformity with predation, 
echoing older Cold War associations be-
tween deviation and subversion.320 Trans 
bodies – already culturally constructed as 
deceptive – fit seamlessly into narratives 
of hidden evil. Media coverage amplified 
these fears; for instance, Geraldo Rivera’s 
1988 special, Devil Worship: Exposing 
Satan’s Underground, warned of shadowy 
networks of abusers, reinforcing the idea 
that danger could be invisible and every-
where. Such portrayals helped cement a 
cultural logic in which anything perceived 
as nonnormative – whether in sexuality or 
gender – was framed as potentially threat-
ening.321 These fear-inducing portrayals 
affected all LGBTI+ people – even those 
who ‘passed’ –  because the notion that 
evil could look ‘normal’ meant that the 
paranoia it generated knew no bounds 
nor expiration.

This vulnerability was not incidental. By 
the 1980s, the ideological groundwork 

had been laid. Decades of cultural mes-
saging had linked gender nonconformity 
with secrecy, instability, and moral corrup-
tion. In a panic organised around the fear 
of hidden predators, trans people were 
easily cast as symbolic threats.322 As Su-
san Stryker and Joanne Meyerowitz note, 
trans identities were routinely framed not 
as expressions of selfhood but as dis-
guises, reinforcing the belief that those 
who crossed gender boundaries must be 
hiding deviant intent.323

The Satanic Panic, thus, functioned as a 
post-Cold War encore of contemporary 
trans-weaponisation. It reaffirmed the 
idea that protecting children required 
heightened surveillance of those who did 
not conform to normative gender roles, 
positioning trans people as objects of 
suspicion rather than citizens entitled to 
protection.324

These same anxieties played out vividly in 
the pulp thrillers and neo-noir films of the 
late 1980s and 1990s. With the decline of 
formal censorship, filmmakers no longer 
relied solely on implication.325 Instead, 
they increasingly depicted explicitly trans 
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or trans-coded characters through what 
media scholars describe as the “trans re-
veal” trope.326

In The Silence of the Lambs (1991), Buf-
falo Bill’s gender identity is framed as 
confusion and monstrosity even as the 
film attempts to distance itself rhetorically 
from transphobia. Dressed to Kill (1980) 
presents its killer’s trans identity as the 
root of violent compulsion. The Crying 
Game (1992), while more sympathetic, 
still treats the revelation of Dil’s transness 
as a shocking narrative rupture, position-
ing trans identity as destabilising knowl-
edge.327

Across these films, transness functions 
less as lived reality and more as narra-
tive weapon. It produces fear, surprise, 
and moral tension to purposefully keep 

the audience off balance. The repeti-
tion of these tropes reinforced cultural 
associations between gender variance 
and danger, extending Cold War fears 
of infiltration into a post-war cinematic 
language.328

Together, the Satanic Panic and the pulp 
thriller cycle of the 1990s demonstrate 
that Cold War anxieties did not fall with 
the Soviet Union. They were repurposed. 
Trans and gender-nonconforming people 
became symbolic stand-ins for the hidden 
enemy: figures onto whom unresolved 
fears about secrecy, contamination, and 
social collapse could be projected. Un-
derstanding this lineage is essential for 
recognising contemporary trans-weap-
onisation not as a new phenomenon, but 
as a revival of deeply-entrenched cultural 
scripts.

Section 5 Key Findings:

•	 The end of the Cold War shifted paranoia trends inward, focusing on domestic 
spaces and suburban life.

•	 Protection of children, the home, and heterosexual family structures echoed 
Cold War-era surveillance and conformity logic within the domestic sphere.

•	 Institutional censorship, including the Hollywood Production (Hays) Code, 
shaped portrayals of sexuality and gender, forbidding explicit depictions of 
homosexuality and implicitly suppressing gender nonconformity.

•	 Hollywood served US soft power while media frequently portrayed trans and 
gender-nonconforming people as impostors, manipulators, or psychologically 
unstable, reinforcing societal fears of concealed threats.

•	 Media coverage often conflated trans identities with predation, reinforcing 
fears of non-normative gender as a threat.

Section 5 Questions:  
The 90s’ Cultural Redistribution of Moral Panic

•	 Have historical moral panics shaped perceptions of trans and gender-diverse 
communities in your country? What lessons could be applied internationally?

•	 How do media campaigns and moral panics create fear of hidden threats 
against LGBTI+ people, and how can organisations respond effectively?

•	 In what ways has institutional censorship contributed to the development of 
negative stereotypes of queer and gender-nonconforming people across dif-
ferent contexts?

•	 How have repeated media narratives around gender nonconformity influenced 
laws, social attitudes, and cultural norms globally? Which interventions have 
proven effective?

•	 How have artists and creators in restrictive environments used both direct and 
coded methods to express queer identity safely, and what can this teach us?

•	 How have LGBTI+ audiences historically reclaimed or subverted negative 
portrayals, and how can these strategies strengthen community empowerment 
across diverse settings?
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1970s and the ball houses of the 1980s 
to the explosion of queer-led blogs and 
websites in the 1990s.329 Rather than rep-
resenting a break from earlier decades, 
the 2000s constitute a reconfiguration of 
long-standing dynamics of surveillance, 
suspicion, and resistance that had struc-
tured trans existence throughout the Cold 
War and its aftermath.330 What changed is 
not the presence of paranoia but its effec-
tiveness as a unilateral mode of control.331

Throughout the latter half of the twentieth 
century, trans people were positioned 
as objects of classification, containment, 
and speculation.332 They appeared inter-
mittently in media, medicine, and law as 
figures of deception, tragedy, or threat 
and rarely as agents of meaning.333 Yet, 
resistance existed well before the con-
solidation of a recognisable “trans rights 
movement.” Early confrontations with 
police at Cooper’s Donuts in Los Angeles 
in 1959 and at Compton’s Cafeteria in 
San Francisco in 1966 demonstrate that 
trans people – particularly trans women of 
colour – were already contesting the con-
ditions of their criminalisation decades 

before the contemporary rights frame-
work emerged.334 These acts of resistance 
were accompanied by efforts – however 
constrained by social and institutional lim-
its – to represent themselves on their own 
terms, asserting identities and experienc-
es that challenged prevailing narratives 
of deception, tragedy, or invisibility.335 
Alongside the Stonewall uprising of 1969, 
these moments are frequently absorbed 
into a generalised narrative of gay libera-
tion.336 However, their relevance lies not in 
their symbolic status but in the tactical lin-
eage of collective refusal, public disrup-
tion, and the rejection of imposed silence 
they establish.337

The emergence of a trans-led rights 
movement in the early 2000s is often 
narrated as a sudden cultural awaken-
ing, enabled by liberalisation, visibility, 
or generational change. Such accounts 
obscure the deeper conditions that made 
this moment possible. Even before the 
2000s, trans and queer communities were 
establishing a broader social presence in 
the mainstream: from drag culture in the 

Section 6: Reclaiming the  
Narrative and the Emergence of  
Reactive Trans-weaponisation 
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Trans Women of Colour at Stonewall

While the Stonewall uprising of 1969 is frequently remembered as the starting 
point of gay liberation, some historical and community accounts erase the contri-
butions of trans women of colour. Figures such as Marsha P. Johnson, Sylvia Rive-
ra, and Storme Delarverie all played critical roles in resisting police harassment 
and catalysing collective action. Yet they were frequently sidelined or excluded 
from mainstream LGBTI+ organising in the early years that followed. Trans wom-
en’s experience illuminates a persistent tension within the movement where the 
prioritisation of gay and lesbian visibility has often come at the expense of trans 
voices, particularly those at the intersections of race and class.338

Building on the groundwork of earlier resistance, the decades that followed the 
Stonewall uprising did not produce immediate institutional gains for trans people. 
Instead, they intensified forms of exposure that were rarely self-directed. The HIV/
AIDS crisis of the 1980s is a prime example where lesbian, gay, and trans commu-
nities were forced into unprecedented visibility, often under conditions of moral 
panic and state neglect.339  As a result, organisations such as ACT UP developed 
confrontational political strategies, media literacy, and legal advocacy techniques 
that would later inform trans activism directly.340 At the same time, trans-specific 
organising – including groups such as Transgender Nation – emerged to address 
the exclusions trans people faced within the broader queer movement.341 While 
these developments did not dismantle the persisting paranoia, they taught com-
munities how to operate within it by building a foundation of organisation, strate-
gy, and collective resilience.342

By the 1990s, trans visibility was increas-
ingly shown through accounts of violence 
perpetrated against trans people. The 
murders of trans people – dispropor-
tionately trans women of colour – were 
increasingly framed in media discourse 
as sensational aberrations or caution-
ary tales.343 However, the murder of Rita 
Hester in 1998 and the subsequent estab-
lishment of the Transgender Day of Re-
membrance also exemplify how collective 
memory began to be mobilised as a polit-
ical tool.344 Cultural representations of the 
era – including popular films of the 1990s 
such as The Crying Game and Boys Don’t 
Cry – familiarised mainstream audiences 
with trans characters primarily through 
narratives of secrecy, victimisation, and 
inevitable violence.345 While these stories 
marked an important step toward rec-
ognising trans lives, they often remained 
constrained by a narrow framing where 
the only trans stories told or communicat-
ed broadly were tragic. This meant that 
visibility remained reactive. Trans people 
were named, mourned, and discussed, 
but rarely recognised as narrators of their 
own social meaning.346

These conditions form the substrate of the 
2000s movement. The trans rights activ-
ism that follows is not born into neutrality; 

it emerges within an affective landscape 
shaped by secrecy, fear, and institutional 
distrust, but equipped with organisational 
knowledge, rhetorical skill, and a growing 
insistence on epistemic authority. This 
continuity of trans participation within the 
broader LGBTI+ rights movement under-
scores that trans people were never new-
comers or burdens within the movement 
but rather long-standing participants 
whose expertise and agency were central 
to shaping activism.

The defining shift of the early 2000s is not 
simply that trans people become more 
visible, but that they increasingly claim 
the authority to define themselves.347 This 
represents an epistemic reversal with 
significant political consequences. Where 
earlier representations of transness were 
mediated through medical experts, jour-
nalists, filmmakers, or legal institutions, 
trans activists in the 2000s began to chal-
lenge not only exclusion but interpretive 
control itself.

This shift is visible in the proliferation of 
trans-led organisations and advocacy 
groups that foreground lived experience 
as a source of knowledge. Unlike earlier 
models that relied on sympathetic inter-
mediaries, these organisations articu-
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lated demands directly, often rejecting 
frameworks that required pathologisation 
or exceptionalism.348 Language became 
a central terrain of struggle. Terms for 
identity, embodiment, and transition were 
debated, refined, and disseminated with-
in trans communities before being taken 
up elsewhere. This marked a departure 
from earlier periods in which naming 
functioned primarily as a regulatory act 
imposed from above.349

This insistence disrupted the emotional 
economy that sustained earlier tolerance; 
sympathy no longer suffices when trans 
people demand rights, resources, and 
institutional change. The shift from being 
pitied to being listened to marks a critical 
escalation, one that reconfigures the rela-
tionship between trans communities and 
power.350

During this time, the role of digital media 
cannot be understated in the conver-
sation of increased visibility. Just as the 
Victorian era printing press transformed 
who could produce knowledge, and the 
telegraph of the Industrial Revolution 
reshaped the speed and reach of informa-
tion, the early Internet introduced a new 
mode of authorship. For the first time, 

trans individuals were not merely subject 
of debate, but rather they could become 
authors presenting the reality of their ex-
periences. What the Internet enabled was 
a redistribution of narrative power. Blogs, 
forums, and early social media platforms 
allowed trans people to share informa-
tion, organise collectively, and produce 
archives of experience outside traditional 
institutional channels.351 These platforms 
created new relational geographies, con-
necting individuals across distances and 
enabling the formation of social networks 
that were previously impossible. This 
undermined longstanding gatekeeping 
structures that had controlled how trans 
lives were understood and discussed. 

Historically, access to trans knowledge 
was fragmented and closely monitored. 
Medical literature, psychiatric evaluations, 
and journalistic accounts functioned as 
the primary sources of information, each 
filtered through professional authority.352 
Digital spaces disrupted this monopo-
ly. Peer-to-peer knowledge production 
flourished, particularly around healthcare 
access, legal navigation, and identity 
formation.353 Trans histories that had been 
marginalised or erased could be docu-
mented and circulated within communi-
ties themselves on a broader scale.354

This shift dramatically increased repre-
sentation and visibility, but it also brought 
new pressures where individuals who had 
never previously been able to represent 
themselves were now expected to speak 
for a whole community. As a result, the 
inevitable flaws of one individual could be 
misinterpreted and magnified as a collec-
tive shortcoming.

This shift had direct implications for para-
noia as a governing logic. Up until this 
point, society had a relatively narrow, 
socially-reinforced understanding of trans 
people. The successful portrayals of trans 
people as deviant throughout previous 
eras depended on secrecy, asymmetrical 
information, and the presumption that 
hidden truths required expert interpreta-
tion.355 When trans people spoke openly, 
publicly, and collectively about their lives, 
the mystique that sustained suspicion 
began to erode. However, this did not 
eliminate anxiety. Instead, it relocated it. 
The perceived threat was no longer about 
what trans people were hiding, but what 
they were openly asserting.356

The explosion of digital representation 
created a kind of information chaos where 
a proliferation of voices and experiences 
resisted easy comprehension or categori-
sation. Traditional frameworks could no 
longer contain the complexity of lived 

trans realities, leading to both opportunity 
and anxiety for audiences and institutions 
accustomed to legible, simplified narra-
tives.

Digital space, thus, became a dou-
ble-edged terrain. It enabled unprece-
dented self-definition while simultaneous-
ly exposing trans activism to intensified 
scrutiny and reaction as well as creating 
new spaces for paranoia to hide and 
recruit new members.357 The collapse of 
interpretive gatekeeping did not dissolve 
power; it forced it to reorganise.

Contrary to narratives that frame back-
lash as a response to cultural change 
alone, the most intense opposition to 
trans rights in the 2000s emerged around 
moments of institutional recognition; an-
ti‑trans legislation campaigns and public 
policy debates – especially concerning 
healthcare access, anti‑discrimination pro-
tections, and definitions of legal gender 
– consistently intensified opposition be-
cause they translated symbolic inclusion 
into material consequences that reshape 
everyday life.358 Legal and policy gains 
function as flashpoints precisely because 
they translate symbolic inclusion into ma-
terial consequences.

In the United States, early victories in em-
ployment protections, identity documen-
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tation, and healthcare access signaled 
a worrying shift from informal tolerance 
to enforceable rights.359 These develop-
ments are often incremental and uneven, 
yet they provoke disproportionate re-
sponse. The objection is not merely to 
the presence of trans people but to the 
redistribution of authority that recognition 
entails.360 When institutions are required 
to acknowledge trans identities, the ques-
tion of who defines reality becomes un-
avoidable.

A brief comparative glance at the Unit-
ed Kingdom underscores the structural 
nature of this dynamic. Cases such as P 
v S and Cornwall County Council (1996) 
and Goodwin v United Kingdom (2002) 
establish protections against discrimina-
tion and affirm the legal recognition of 
trans people.361 While arising in a different 
legal context, these decisions generate 
similar anxieties about documentation, 
privacy, and social order.362 The resonance 
of these concerns across national bound-
aries suggests that backlash is not simply 
a product of local culture wars but of 
shared institutional pressures.363

Importantly, these legal developments 
are often framed by opponents as impo-
sitions rather than protections.364 Rights 
are recast as mandates and inclusion as 
coercion. This rhetorical shift lays the 
groundwork for a new mode of trans-wea-
ponisation, one that no longer relies on 
depicting trans people as marginal or 
deviant but as powerful and intrusive.

By the late 2000s and early 2010s, a 
distinct rhetorical pattern began to crys-
tallise. Trans people were increasingly 
portrayed not as vulnerable minorities 
but as agents of social disruption.365 This 
inversion represents a fundamental trans-
formation in how paranoia operates. This 
pattern is not accidental. Authoritarian 
factions have historically-targeted margin-
alised groups – whether ethnic, religious, 
or social minorities – casting them as 
hidden sources of power or social disrup-
tion precisely because they occupy lower 
social status, creating a formulaic scape-
goating dynamic that amplifies fear and 
consolidates authority.366

Earlier forms of trans-weaponisation re-
lied on suspicion, secrecy, and the polic-
ing of boundaries. The new configuration 
is reactive. It responds to trans agency 
by reframing it as overreach. Demands 
for recognition are characterised as au-
thoritarian, and protections are framed as 
special treatment. The language of rights 
is redeployed against those who seek 
them, often through appeals to freedom 
of speech, religious liberty, or the protec-
tion of children.367

This inversion is effective because it aligns 
with broader narratives of institutional 
distrust and perceived loss of control. As 
trans activists claim space within legal, 
educational, and medical systems, these 
institutions themselves become targets of 
increased anxiety.368 The trans figure func-
tions as a proxy through which fears about 
cultural change, demographic shifts, and 
declining authority are expressed.369

Crucially, this is not a return to earlier 
moral panics. It is a recalibration. Trans 
people are no longer framed primarily 
as pathological or deceptive but as ex-
cessively visible, excessively demanding, 
and excessively influential.370 The threat 

is no longer hidden. It is systemic. At the 
same time, older paternalistic tropes 
persist, framing trans people as incapa-
ble of self‑determination – ‘mentally ill,’ 
‘confused,’ or unable to make decisions 
for themselves – so that excessive visibility 
and systemic influence are simultaneously 
coupled with claims of vulnerability and 
incompetence.371

The persistence of this backlash cannot 
be explained through policy analysis 
alone. Its durability lies in effect. Fear, 
nostalgia, resentment, and moral anxiety 
circulate through media narratives, politi-
cal discourse, and everyday conversation, 
sustaining opposition even in the absence 
of empirical support.372

The concern is manipulated in two forms. 
First, there is an ostensible concern for 
the trans individual, framed as protection 
from harm, confusion, or irreversible deci-
sions. This form of concern presents itself 
as compassionate and cautious, position-
ing restriction as care and surveillance as 
safeguarding.373 Second, there is a man-
ufactured concern for women and girls, 
who are depicted as newly ‘threatened’ by 
the recognition of trans people’s rights. 
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In this framing, women and girls are cast 
as a vulnerable population whose safety 
and dignity must be defended, even if 
that defense requires the curtailment of 
another group’s rights.374 Yet, this rhetoric 
stands in stark contrast to the persistent 
neglect of other pressing women’s issues 
– such as gender-based violence, the pay 
gap, and access to reproductive rights – 
highlighting that the concern is less about 
women than about controlling social 
narratives. The more pertinent question 
then becomes: What is being distracted 
from or concealed by this performance of 
protection? Often, these campaigns redi-
rect attention from broader inequalities or 
institutional failure while simultaneously 
constructing trans rights as a convenient 
scapegoat to mobilise moral panic and 
reinforce hierarchical authority.

These effects are not accidental. They are 
cultivated through repetition and simpli-
fication. Complex social transformations 
are compressed into emotionally-charged 
symbols that can be easily circulated and 
readily understood. The trans figure, once 
again, becomes a focal point onto which 
anxieties about family, nation, sexuality, 
and social change are projected.375 How-

ever, this projection is particularly potent 
because it operates under the guise of 
concern rather than overt hostility. By 
weaponising the language of care, pro-
tection, and common sense, it disarms 
critique and obscures the underlying 
power dynamics at play.376 What appears 
as reasonable worry or moral responsibil-
ity functions instead as a mechanism for 
exclusion, allowing fear to masquerade 
as empathy and discrimination to present 
itself as prudence.377

Importantly, this discursive strategy allows 
backlash movements to position them-
selves as defensive. Opposition is framed 
as reluctance, scepticism, or moderation, 
even as it seeks to roll back existing pro-
tections. The language of balance and 
common sense masks a deeper invest-
ment in preserving interpretive control.378

The trans rights movement of the 2000s 
exposes a critical limitation of paranoia as 
a mode of governance. Paranoia depends 
on the stability of its object. When the 
object begins to speak, organise, and de-
fine itself, suspicion alone is insufficient; it 
must be supplemented by new strategies 
of containment.379 This instability, then, 

makes escalation predictable; as trans 
communities assert narrative and political 
authority, actors invested in preserving 
control respond by intensifying scrutiny, 
inventing new legal and rhetorical mech-
anisms, and amplifying moral and cultural 
anxieties. Opposition is, therefore, not 
a reactionary accident but a structural 
imperative where each gain in recognition 
or self-definition triggers a calibrated – 
often more expansive – response, ensur-
ing that backlash escalates, evolves, and 
persists over time.380

Trans activism in this period does not 
merely seek inclusion within existing 
frameworks. It challenges the assumption 
that legitimacy flows from institutional 
recognition downward. By asserting nar-
rative authority, trans people destabilise 
the epistemic hierarchies that sustained 
earlier forms of control.381 The resulting 
backlash is not an aberration. It is an ad-
aptation.

This adaptation marks the emergence of 
reactive trans-weaponisation as a distinct 
phenomenon. It is characterised by inver-
sion, mobilisation, and the strategic de-
ployment of grievance. It does not seek to 
erase trans existence entirely; it seeks to 
manage its consequences.382

The 2000s, thus, represent a hinge mo-
ment in the history of trans-weaponisa-
tion. They mark the transition from para-

noia as a preemptive tool of exclusion to 
paranoia as a reactive strategy of contain-
ment. Trans people move from being ob-
jects of speculation to subjects of political 
action, and power responds by reconfig-
uring the terms of the threat.

This shift has enduring implications. It 
explains why contemporary backlash is 
so intensely focused on language, institu-
tions, and authority. It clarifies why gains 
provoke reaction, and why visibility alone 
cannot secure safety. Most importantly, it 
situates current conflicts within a longer 
trajectory, revealing them not as unprece-
dented crises but as the latest iteration of 
a recurring strategy.

Unlike the previous sections – where each 
historical era could be analysed with the 
benefit of hindsight – this conclusion may 
feel less satisfying. It may seem as though 
we are just beginning to grapple with the 
core of this moment of backlash we are 
facing, and many questions remain unre-
solved. That is because this is an era that 
is still evolving. In terms of our historical 
understandings, we are often constrained 
by the canon we have to work with – the 
predetermined records, narratives, and 
frameworks. Up until now, we have been 
trying to interpret history with someone 
else’s tools. Now, it is up to us to build our 
own cannon, one that provides the am-
munition to write our own stories, assert 
our own authority, and shape both how 
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we understand our present and move 
towards our future. 

This is precisely why, following the pub-
lication of this paper, we are launching 
an open consultation where we will be 
able to hear directly from the movement 

and document the ongoing strategies, 
experiences, and knowledge of LGBTI+ 
individuals themselves. The story of reac-
tive trans-weaponisation is not finished, it 
is being written everyday by those on the 
frontlines. 

Section 6 Key findings:

•	 The 2000s trans rights movement built on decades of earlier resistance, visibili-
ty, and organising; it was a continuation, not a sudden awakening.

•	 Early trans activism, including uprisings and community organising, established 
tactics of refusal, disruption, and self-representation.

•	 Trans women of colour played central roles in early resistance but were fre-
quently sidelined within broader LGBTI+ organising, highlighting persistent 
intersectional exclusions.

•	 Digital platforms redistributed narrative authority, enabling trans communities 
to share knowledge, organise collectively, and assert self-definition.

•	 The HIV/AIDS crisis and subsequent organising (e.g., ACT UP, Transgender Na-
tion) taught communities strategies of political confrontation, media engage-
ment, and collective resilience.

•	 Contemporary backlash is part of a recurring structural pattern: gains in trans 
visibility and agency often provoke strategic opposition, highlighting the need 
for continued advocacy and protective strategies.

•	 Gains in recognition and institutional inclusion trigger predictable backlash; 
visibility alone does not guarantee safety or social acceptance.

Section 6 Questions: Reclaiming the Narrative and the Emergence 
of Reactive Trans-weaponisation 

•	 How has the long history of trans resistance in your context shaped current 
strategies for asserting narrative and political authority?

•	 In what ways do contemporary forms of backlash or “reactive trans-weaponisa-
tion” manifest in your country or region?

•	 What lessons can be drawn from early trans-led organising, digital activism, 
and community knowledge-sharing for strengthening global trans movements 
today?

•	 In what ways do media representations of trans people as “excessively visible” 
or “disruptive” influence public attitudes and policy decisions in your context?

•	 What strategies have proved effective in challenging the framing of trans rights 
as “special treatment” or coercive, and how can these be adapted internation-
ally?

•	 How do narratives of care, protection, or vulnerability function to justify re-
strictions on trans rights, and how can organisations expose and counter these 
strategies?

•	 What are the most significant ongoing threats to trans communities that 
emerge when gains in visibility, recognition, or rights provoke backlash?



94

383   Foucault, M. (2003). Society must be defended. Picador. Available at: https://cpb-us-e1.wpmucdn.com/sites.psu.edu/
dist/d/37602/files/2016/01/Foucault-Society-must-be-defended14032016.pdf 

384   Hall, S. et al. (1978). Policing the Crisis. Macmillan. Available at: https://sociologytwynham.com/wp-content/up-
loads/2014/10/policing-the-crisis.pdf 

385   Ibid. 

95

386   Akram, S. (2025). Populist and Transgender Rights: A Critical Analysis of Trump’s Rhetoric. International Journal of Social 
Sciences. Available at: https://ijssbulletin.com/index.php/IJSSB/article/view/1032 

387   Foucault, M. (2003). Society must be defended. Picador. Available at: https://cpb-us-e1.wpmucdn.com/sites.psu.edu/
dist/d/37602/files/2016/01/Foucault-Society-must-be-defended14032016.pdf 

388   Ward et. Al. (2025). Moral Panic and the Legislative Attack on Transgender Rights: state-level pathways to anti-trans law 
making in the U.S. Social Problems. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1093/socpro/spaf076

becomes formalised in law or embedded 
within culture.385 This section moves from 
theory to application, using the US as a 
case study to show how the dynamics out-
lined earlier – such as discourse, power, 
myth-making, and securitisation – operate 
in practice. 

Unlike the previous sections, which take 
a historical approach, this section will 
be putting the theories outlined in the 

introduction into action. By drawing on 
Foucault, Judith Butler, Octavia Butler, 
Derrida, Baudrillard, and Barthes, this 
section foregrounds the discursive and 
cultural processes that make gender a site 
of power – policed, contested, and mobil-
ised for political ends. The aim is not ab-
stract analysis but a concrete framework 
for decoding each tactic of trans-weap-
onisation, showing how rhetoric, myth, 
and media saturation operate together to 
produce social and political effects before 
policy even arrives. In this sense, theory 
is a practical tool that equips us with the 
tools needed to anticipate, challenge, and 
counter the strategies that target trans 
and gender-diverse communities today.

Specifically, this section will be looking 
at the 2016 and 2024 Trump campaigns. 
While these campaigns are neither the 
only nor the most consequential examples 
of anti-trans mobilisation, they are appro-
priate given this paper’s Western-cen-
tered scope. Additionally, these cases 
provide a highly-visible and widely-rec-
ognised illustration of the dynamics we 
wish to explore.386 While similar strategies 
occur internationally, this case is chosen 
for its accessibility, recognisability, and 
relevance to the Western political context 
examined here. Through consultation, 
we hope analysis of a more varied set of 
examples will come forward, and that this 

framework provides a starting point for 
that process.

Read through a Foucauldian lens, this 
rhetorical process is not merely persua-
sive but productive. Power, as Foucault 
argues, does not operate solely through 
repression or prohibition; it produces the 
categories, norms, and objects through 
which reality becomes intelligible.387 
Political rhetoric, in this sense, does not 
respond to pre-existing social threats. It 
actively constructs them. The emergence 
of transgender people as a political prob-
lem in the United States can, therefore, 
be understood not just as a reaction to 
social change but as a discursive project 
through which the much more broadly 
threatened norms of sex, gender, and 
social order are actively reasserted. The 
societal debate is massive, but the battle-
ground is chosen and purposefully nar-
rowed. 

Over the past decade, the rise of an-
ti-trans rhetoric offers a particularly clear 
illustration of this process. Long before 
legislative assaults on trans-inclusive 
healthcare or education accelerated, 
transgender people were first made visi-
ble as a problem to be solved. The cate-
gory of the “trans threat” did not predate 
this discourse; it emerged through it.388 
The ‘enemy,’ in other words, appeared 
first in language. 

In politics, rhetoric is rarely ornamental; 
it constructs the terrain upon which so-
cial and political reality emerges. Before 
laws are drafted, before budgets are cut, 
before violence spikes, language quietly 
redraws the map of who belongs and who 
threatens.383 384 Populist and authoritarian 
leaders understand this well. They don’t 
just argue for policies; they manufacture 
crises, create enemies, and rehearse 
exclusion in public speech long before it 

Section 7: A Case Study of the  
Modern Populist Weaponisation  

of Transgender Identities
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If we were to use Foucauldian terms, this 
discourse did not reveal danger; it pro-
duced it.389 Trans women, in particular, 
were constituted not as individuals but as 
a category of risk through repetition, con-
jecture, and moralised framing. Following 
Barthes work, the “bathroom predator,” 
therefore, functions as a political myth, 
condensing diffused anxieties about gen-
der, sexuality, and safety into a figure that 
appears self-evident and natural.390 Its 
utility is not simply discursive and, once 
established, this myth no longer requires 
empirical validation; it demands regula-
tion and extermination.

Through repetition, amplification, and 
emotional framing, a small and diverse 
population was transformed into a sym-
bolic threat, circulated through speeches, 
campaign slogans, and media ecosystems 
until it felt familiar, even commonsensical. 
Agenda-setting research demonstrates 
that repeated cues can elevate an issue 
regardless of its material prevalence.391 
Following Barthes, these repeated por-
trayals function as political myths; sim-
plified, ideological icons such as the 
‘bathroom predator’ that convert complex 
anxieties about gender and safety into 
seemingly self-evident truths. Important-

ly, meaning is not fully controlled by the 
speaker; the significance of these myths 
emerges through circulation and cultur-
al interpretation. However, read through 
a Baudrillardian lens, this process does 
more than elevate salience; it produces 
hyperreality. Mass media, here, functions 
not merely as a channel but as a mech-
anism of construction where the “mass 
message” creates the perception of threat 
even before any lived encounter.392

Despite transgender people constitut-
ing a small fraction of the population, 
repeated references in political speech 
and partisan media created a perception 
of ubiquity untethered from lived experi-
ence. Most audiences did not encounter 
trans people themselves but encountered 
endlessly repeated simulations of trans-
ness – stylised images of threat, disorder, 
or moral danger that no longer referred 
to any empirical reality.  Frequency, rather 
than factual relevance, became the driver 
of perceived importance. In Barthes’ and 
Baudrillard’s terms, the sign eclipsed the 
referent and the hyperreal “trans threat” 
emerged, more politically potent than 
the reality of trans lives themselves and 
sustained by circulation, repetition, and 
cultural interpretation rather than evi-
dence.393 394

This dynamic was amplified by the broad-
er socio-economic context of the time. 
In 2016, the United States was still re-
covering from the 2008 financial crisis, 
and economic anxiety dominated public 
concern.395 Anti-trans rhetoric, while not 
aligned with voters’ immediate material 
priorities, functioned as a symbolic tool 
to channel deeper cultural and emotional 
fears. By framing trans identities as threats 
to social order, safety, and traditional 
norms, campaigns mobilised affective 
responses that complemented broader 
insecurities, redirecting attention from 
economic grievances to perceived cul-
tural instability.396 Mass media, repetition, 
and moralised framing intensified this ef-
fect, producing a hyperreal perception of 
danger that felt urgent and widespread, 
despite the small size of the trans popu-
lation.397 In this way, the 2016 campaign 
illustrates how trans-weaponisation op-
erates by leveraging symbolic threats to 
shape perception and behaviour, even 
when the issues at hand are not materially 
salient.

This process also aligns closely with Fou-
cault’s concept of governmentality. By sat-
urating the public sphere with references 

to transgender people as a problem 
population, political actors shaped how 
citizens were invited to think, feel, and act 
in relation to gender variance.398 The ef-
fect was not coercion but internalisation. 
Transness became something to monitor, 
debate, and manage, even for individuals 
with no direct contact with trans people 
themselves.

The Trump campaigns of 2016 and 2024 
sit squarely within this dynamic. Across 
these cycles, rhetoric functioned less 
as persuasion than as early signalling. 
It shaped public imaginaries of danger 
and belonging well in advance of policy 
enactment, offering a preview of broad-
er weaponisation strategies to come.399 
Political communication research helps 
explain why this approach is so effective. 
Populist discourse consistently operates 
through sharp oppositions, such as “the 
people” versus “them,” safety versus 
threat, normality versus deviance. Lan-
guage does not merely describe these 
divisions; it produces them.400

Political linguists note that once a group is 
framed using the grammar of risk, rather 
than rights, policy trajectories shift ac-
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cordingly.401 Transgender people were 
increasingly discussed using securitising 
language, threat verbs, spatial metaphors 
of invasion, and protective frames centred 
on children. This linguistic shift marks the 
moment at which transness moves from a 
civil rights issue into the domain of securi-
ty governance. This transition is shown by 
the exponential increase in anti‑trans bills 
introduced across US legislatures follow-
ing heightened hostile rhetoric and by 
analyses revealing that proposed legisla-
tion embeds securitising threat language 
long before enactment.402 Read alongside 
Judith Butler’s account of gender as a 
regulatory fiction maintained through rep-
etition and policing, this shift also helps 
explain why appeals to protection and 
normalisation so often reappear precisely 
when gender norms are unsettled.403 The 
work of securitisation is done not only 
to justify intervention but to reassert the 
boundaries of intelligible gender itself.

Empirical studies of Trump’s speeches 
underscore this pattern. A UCLA analy-
sis of campaign rhetoric found a marked 
increase in terms that linguistically-con-
struct out-groups across election cycles, 

alongside intensified negative framing.404 
Sociolinguistically, such language posi-
tions certain populations not simply as 
different but as dangers to “you,” to “the 
people,” to the imagined moral centre of 
the nation.405 Emotionally-charged and 
adversarial speech becomes the engine 
of mobilisation, particularly in election 
contexts where fear travels faster than 
nuance.

Longitudinal analyses of state-level legis-
lation also show that the sharp increase in 
anti-trans bills after 2020 was preceded 
by several years of intensifying rhetorical 
hostility at the national level.406 This se-
quencing supports a Foucauldian reading 
of discourse as a precondition for gover-
nance rather than its byproduct. Rhetoric 
did not accompany legislative action; 
it prepared the conditions under which 
such action could proceed with minimal 
resistance.407 From a Barthesian perspec-
tive, once the story took root, it evolved 
beyond its original political context, 
shifting as it circulated and acquiring new 
layers of meaning.408 The rhetoric now 
pervades culture, shaping perceptions, 
anxieties, and social norms independently 

of elite intent. It is no longer simply a tool 
imposed from above; it has become a cir-
culating myth that structures how people 
interpret gender, authority, and belong-
ing.

Trump’s own rhetorical trajectory fur-
ther illustrates the instrumental nature 
of this weaponisation. In 2016, when 
asked about North Carolina’s proposed 
bathroom bill, Trump dismissed the is-
sue entirely, “There have been very few 
complaints… People go. They use the 
bathroom that they feel is appropriate.”409 
At this stage, transness had not yet been 
fully constituted as a usable symbolic 
threat within his populist repertoire. This 
highlights a key feature of populist weap-
onisation where, if a target does not serve 
the immediate goal of winning votes or 
consolidating support, it may remain 
dormant or ignored. The mobilisation of 
LGBTI+ people is often transactional, a 
means to an end rather than a primary 
objective.410 Weaponising their identities 
is deployed strategically to signal loyalty, 
stoke affective engagement, or distract 
from other issues; it is rarely the ultimate 
goal in itself.

Over time, however, trans identities were 
folded into a broader narrative of cul-
tural threat. During the 2016 campaign, 
Trump’s messaging focused heavily on 
immigration and economic grievances.411 

Over subsequent cycles, the scope wid-
ened. Gender nonconformity and cultural 
change entered the frame, not always 
explicitly, at first, but as part of an expand-
ing constellation of anxieties. Economic 
insecurity, shifting gender norms, and 
identity politics were collapsed into a 
single external menace.412 Transness, in 
this telling, became one more sign that 
the world had slipped out of recognisable 
order. This framing should feel familiar, 
as it echoes the Cold War-era rhetoric in 
which deviations from rigid social norms 
were cast as indicators of societal decay 
and moral corrosion. Then, the language 
of threat framed ‘sexual deviance’ as 
evidence of ideological weakness; now, 
transness occupies a similar symbolic po-
sition, recast as ‘woke’ excess – a harbin-
ger of cultural collapse as well as a sign 
that familiar hierarchies and certainties 
are dissolving. Across these periods, the 
underlying logic of making gender the 
canvas onto which broader societal fears 
are projected is the same.

Once in office and as the political utility of 
anti-trans discourse became clearer, this 
position reversed sharply. Within months, 
his administration rescinded Obama-era 
federal protections for transgender stu-
dents, and later advanced policies permit-
ting federally-funded agencies to exclude 
LGBTI+ parents. This shift is further exem-
plified by the 2017 ban on transgender 
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individuals serving in the military. Brought 
together, these decisions signalled a rap-
id pivot from rhetorical signaling to formal 
policy action. This shift illustrates a central 
Foucauldian insight that power does not 
defend fixed moral positions. It adapts 
discourses according to their capacity to 
produce order, loyalty, and governable 
subjects.413

This move aligns with a broader pattern 
observed by scholars of right-wing popu-
lism globally. Gender and sexual minori-
ties are frequently framed as destabilising 
forces precisely because they unsettle 
fixed ideas of identity, hierarchy, and be-
longing. In many contexts, this manifests 
through so-called “anti-gender” move-
ments that depict concepts like gender 
identity as existential threats to social co-
hesion.414 The language varies by country, 
but the structure is strikingly consistent. 
At a deeper level, this makes sense with-
in authoritarian logic where regimes that 
seek to consolidate power rely on reduc-
ing individuality and enforcing conformi-
ty. Those who visibly resist or destabilise 
norms – especially around bodies, gender, 
and identity – become primary targets.415 
Seen this way, it is unsurprising that trans 
and gender-diverse people were among 

the first populations to be singled out in 
these campaigns.

In the United States, this discourse often 
coalesces around the idea of “gender 
ideology.” Here, gender diversity is cast 
not as lived reality but as a moral haz-
ard, especially to children and families. 
This framing draws on classic dynamics 
of moral panic, a sociological process in 
which a group is constructed as dispro-
portionately dangerous relative to any 
empirical evidence.416 As we have seen, 
throughout history these dynamics re-
peatedly emerge whenever societal anx-
ieties are projected onto marginalised 
bodies – from the rigidly-policed separate 
spheres of the Victorian era to the eu-
genics campaigns of the Nazi period to 
the Satanic Panic and pulp horror of the 
1990s – demonstrating how fear, rather 
than evidence, often drives political and 
cultural action.

This is because, once panic takes hold, 
political mobilisation becomes easier.417 
Protection, tradition, and safety can be 
invoked to justify exclusion while present-
ing hostility as responsibility. Following 
Judith Butler, this panic can be read as 
a response to the exposure of gender’s 
performative instability. Bodies that fail to 

repeat normative scripts threaten the co-
herence of the binary itself and are, there-
fore, rendered deceptive, monstrous, or 
dangerous.418

Electoral research suggests that emo-
tionally-primed voters require less policy 
detail to remain mobilised. By establish-
ing transgender people as a moral and 
cultural threat early in the rhetorical cycle, 
campaigns reduce the need for coherent 
legislative platforms later.419 Fear be-

comes the infrastructure on which elector-
al loyalty is built.

Research on elections worldwide shows 
how effective this strategy can be. Pol-
iticians routinely deploy fears of ‘gen-
der ideology’ to position sexual and 
gender minorities as threats to national 
values, winning support from constituen-
cies already unsettled by rapid cultural 
change.420 The emotional work is done by 
the rhetoric long before voters encounter 
a specific policy proposal.

European Anti-Gender Movements and Their Influence on the US

Scholars of moral entrepreneurship observe that, once a narrative proves elec-
torally useful, it becomes portable across contexts. European anti-gender move-
ments, particularly in countries such as Poland, Hungary, and France, have long 
framed gender diversity as a threat to children, family, and national identity. These 
movements were among the first to deploy moral panic and symbolic enemies to 
generate public support for restrictive policies. These anti-gender frames – devel-
oped in European populist movements – were rapidly adapted to US political dis-
course once they proved to be electorally useful; this demonstrates how symbolic 
enemies can be imported, localised, and redeployed independent of domestic 
empirical conditions.421
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By the 2024 Trump campaign, this strate-
gy crystallised into a slogan that circulat-
ed widely across rallies, merchandise, and 
digital advertising. Trump and allied Re-
publican organisations spent an estimat-
ed $65 to $95 million on anti-transgender 
television advertising in the final months 
of the campaign alone.422 The scale of this 
messaging far exceeded any plausible 
relationship to the size or social impact of 
the trans population itself.

 One of the most prominent examples 
was the “Kamala is for they/them, Presi-
dent Trump is for you” television adver-
tisement commissioned by the Trump 
campaign and allied Republican groups. 
These ads took a 2019 interview clip in 
which Vice President Kamala Harris ex-
pressed support for gender‑affirming care 
for incarcerated transgender people and 
juxtaposed it with visuals designed to sig-
nal cultural excess and moral threat; the 
punchline slogan recast her perceived po-
sition as alien or hostile to “you,” the nor-
mative viewer.423 The campaign ran more 
than 30,000 times across battleground 
states and aired during widely-viewed 
broadcasts – such as NFL and college 
football games and NASCAR races – far 
exceeding the frequency of many other 

ads in the campaign cycle and illustrating 
a deliberate amplification strategy.424

Though deceptively simple, this phrase 
exemplifies a highly-efficient populist tac-
tic documented across electoral contexts. 
A political opponent is linguistically fused 
to a marginalised out-group, while the 
speaker claims exclusive alignment with a 
presumed normative majority.425

This ad is important not because it was 
the most persuasive on policy – studies 
indicate it had mixed or minimal effect on 
voting intention – but because of what its 
circulation tells us about the role of dis-
course in political rhetoric.426 Research on 
the campaign shows that, despite trans-
gender rights ranking low among voters’ 
self‑reported priorities, the sheer volume 
of anti‑trans messaging shifted the public 
narrative environment by attaching trans 
identities to threat frames and cultural 
anxiety, eroding support for trans people 
independently of direct policy debates.427

From a theoretical standpoint, this scale 
of messaging exemplifies how the media 
ecosystem functions as a producer of po-
litical reality rather than a passive reflector 
of it.428 The ad’s saturation did not follow a 

groundswell of public concern; it helped 
manufacture that concern by repeatedly 
inserting a constructed ‘trans threat’ into 
everyday cultural space. In other words, 
culture is upstream from politics and in-
tensive media flows shaped what counted 
as salient political information in advance 
of legislative or electoral decision‑mak-
ing.

Through a Baudrillardian lens, this rep-
resents the production of hyperreality.429 

Most voters did not encounter trans peo-
ple; they encountered endlessly repeated 
simulations of transness as threat, excess, 
and disorder. These images no longer 
referred to lived realities. They functioned 
as self-sustaining signs, politically potent 
precisely because they were detached 
from empirical experience. This discon-
nect from reality is proven when we con-
sider the fact that approximately 9.3% of 
the US identifies as LGBTI+, and less than 
1% identify as trans.430 

In-Groups and Out-Groups

Populist strategies often rely on dividing the world into in-groups (‘us’) and out-
groups (‘them’). The in-group is framed as virtuous, deserving, and protective of 
tradition, while the out-group is a moral, cultural, or political threat. Importantly, 
out-groups rarely pose concrete harm; their function is symbolic.  They mobilise 
emotional loyalty, simplify complex anxieties by providing a visible target, and 
define the boundaries of belonging through adherence to prescribed norms. In 
anti-trans populism, trans and gender-diverse people are cast as the out-group, 
depicted as threatening children, social order, and cultural values. This symbolic 
framing allows leaders to activate broad affective responses and shape percep-
tions of danger without engaging in detailed policy debate, turning identity itself 
into a mechanism of political control.431
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Linguistically, the slogan performs several 
operations simultaneously. It collapses 
gender diversity into a single pronoun 
pair, strips it of grammatical function, and 
reconstitutes it as a symbolic marker of 
cultural alienation. ‘They’ comes to signify 
trans people, but also elites, liberals, any-
one who is not ‘you’ or even the global 
cabal. A catch-all for perceived outsiders 
or threats. ‘You,’ by contrast, anchors the 
reader as the heteronormative majority, 
as America itself, and as the guardian of 
traditional values. At its core, the slogan 

operates by layering multiple anxieties. 
Gender acts as the topline fear, while 
political, cultural, and global anxieties are 
evoked simultaneously. This multi-level 
ambiguity allows it to resonate broadly, 
signal transphobia without naming targets 
explicitly, and generate affective loyalty 
grounded in belonging and moral po-
sitioning. ‘They/them’ ceases to denote 
people and instead comes to signify elite 
imposition, moral confusion, and loss of 
control. The phrase “for you” does not 
specify policy.432 It asserts ownership of 
belonging.

From a Derridean perspective, the ag-
gression of this construction signals fra-
gility rather than certainty.433 The more 
unstable the category becomes, the more 
forcefully it is defended through exclu-
sion. Yet, the category remains funda-
mentally ambiguous. Who counts as ‘you’ 
– and what actions or beliefs are required 
to belong – is never fully defined. This 
ambiguity allows populist rhetoric to con-
tinually adjust the boundaries of inclusion 
and exclusion while maintaining the ap-
pearance of moral clarity.434 The binary is 
shored up by expelling ambiguity, even as 
ambiguity is inseparable from the catego-
ry itself.

Research on populist slogans shows that 
such constructions rely on recognition 
rather than persuasion. They function as 
affective shortcuts, activating pre-existing 
anxieties without requiring explanation.435 
In this formulation, voters are invited to 
feel rather than evaluate. Belonging is 
framed as zero-sum and protection as 
conditional.

Crucially, the slogan also allows transpho-
bic signalling without explicit hostility. By 
avoiding overt slurs or policy references, 

it maintains rhetorical deniability while 
still mobilising exclusionary sentiment. 
This ambiguity also provides a built-in 
shield against criticism. The lack of slurs 
means that, when challenged, proponents 
can dismiss concerns as oversensitivity or 
misunderstanding, framing opponents as 
“missing the point” rather than addressing 
the harm of the slogan.436 This ambigui-
ty is a defining feature of contemporary 
populist communication, enabling broad 
circulation across mainstream and extrem-
ist spaces alike.

Such othering is a recurring feature of 
right-wing populist rhetoric. Studies show 
that simplified identity markers – pro-
nouns, labels, or slogans – are frequently 
used to generate emotional resonance, 
especially among voters who feel their 
cultural position is under siege.437 This 
resonance can be particularly powerful 
among voters who, on average, have 
supported equality and human rights, 
yet feel unsettled by rapid social change, 
shifting norms, or generational shifts.438 
Populist messaging offers a simple emo-
tional framework in which complex anxiet-
ies about identity, belonging, or societal 
transformation can be expressed and 

They / Them 
(Out-group / Threat)

You 
(In-group / Anchor)

Trans people (gender nonconformity) Heteronormative self / listener

Liberals / ‘woke’ elites Traditional American identity

Anyone outside your moral/cultural circle ‘Normal’ values, morality, and lifestyle

Global cabal / shadowy controllers Nation, community, home, belonging

Cultural and social othering Safety, familiarity, legitimacy
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contained. It is not only a tactic of exclu-
sion; it is a psychological invitation to feel 
secure in a familiar moral order.

This rhetoric does not circulate in isola-
tion. It is reinforced by a broader ecosys-
tem of misinformation that amplifies fear 
and hostility toward trans people. False 
narratives portraying trans individuals 
as violent or predatory have proliferat-
ed in right-wing online spaces despite 
overwhelming empirical evidence to the 
contrary; trans people are often the vic-
tims of hate crimes, not the perpetrators. 
Among the most consequential of these is 
the “grooming” conspiracy theory, which 
falsely claims that LGBTI+ advocates 
are engaged in the sexualisation of chil-
dren.439 Crucially, this rhetoric selectively 
mobilises concern with the same level of 
public outrage or political intervention 
which is rarely directed towards child 
welfare in other contexts. This disparity 
demonstrates that the concern is not gen-
uinely about children or the protection of 
vulnerable people.

These stories do more than misinform, 
they recalibrate moral instincts and a 
cultural baseline. Roland Barthes’ theo-
ry of myth shows how these narratives 
turn political choices into ‘natural’ truths, 
making opposition to trans rights feel 
like an instinctive moral duty rather than 
a strategic stance. By framing opposition 
to trans rights as protection of children 
and tradition, political actors can recode 

their exclusion as virtue. Campaign strat-
egies increasingly draw on these emo-
tional triggers, reinforcing the idea that 
being anti-trans is synonymous with being 
pro-safety. 

One particularly revealing extension of 
this logic is the phenomenon known as 
‘transvestigation.’ This conspiracy dis-
course claims that public figures are 
secretly transgender, regardless of ev-
idence.440 While it may appear fringe, 
transvestigation intersects deeply with 
mainstream transphobic and misogynistic 
narratives. Notably, its targets are dis-
proportionately women; men are rarely 
– if ever – accused of being trans. This is 
because men already occupy the cultural-
ly-normative position of authority, power, 
and legitimacy.441 In other words, accusing 
a man of being trans would not threaten 
traditional gender hierarchies in the same 
way. 

Furthermore, the accused women are 
often those who occupy visible power – 
frequently due to their relationships to 
male figures of authority. Implicit in these 
accusations is the suggestion that these 
women are taking up too much space, 
performing authority in ways deemed 
incompatible with ‘true’ femininity; their 
power is read as evidence that they can-
not be women. It operates by taking 
ordinary images, bodies, or behaviours 
and reinterpreting them through a lens of 
suspicion, transforming gender variance 
into a hidden threat.

Read through Octavia Butler’s analysis 
of bodily governance and futurity, this 
phenomenon functions as a disciplinary 
mechanism that determines which bodies 
are permitted legitimacy, inheritance, and 
continuity. Casting prominent women as 
secretly transgender destabilises their 
symbolic authority, marking deviation 
from rigid gender norms as disqualify-
ing.442

Accusations that Michelle Obama and 
other prominent women are secretly 
transgender have circulated widely across 
online platforms despite having no factu-
al basis.443 These claims are best under-
stood not as isolated conspiracy theories 
but as extensions of a broader discursive 
environment in which gender variance is 
weaponised as a marker of deception and 
illegitimacy. The goal is not to assert a be-
lievable alternative identity but to desta-
bilise the target’s symbolic authority.

Transvestigation operates through in-
terpretive overreach. Ordinary bodily 
features, photographic angles, or ex-
pressions are subjected to hyper-scrutiny 
and reinterpreted through a transphobic 
lens.444 This practice mirrors earlier racial-
ised and misogynistic conspiracies, but 

with gender identity functioning as the 
primary site of suspicion.445 Trans identity 
is simultaneously invoked as scandal and 
denied legitimacy as lived reality.

Michelle Obama is a particularly potent 
target because she occupies multiple 
symbolic roles: a Black woman, a politi-
cal spouse, and a figure associated with 
institutional continuity.446 Casting her as 
secretly transgender serves several dis-
cursive functions at once. It undermines 
political lineage, destabilises gender 
norms, racialises suspicion, and reinforces 
the idea that deviation from rigid feminin-
ity signals deceit.

Importantly, transvestigation reinforces 
anti-trans rhetoric even as it erases ac-
tual transgender people. It constructs 
transness as an accusation rather than an 
identity – a form of symbolic contamina-
tion that can be applied to delegitimise 
anyone. In doing so, it strengthens the 
cultural logic that gender nonconformity 
is inherently untrustworthy, dangerous, or 
fraudulent.

Scholars of conspiracy culture note that 
such narratives flourish in environments 
where official institutions are already 
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framed as corrupt and deceptive.447 Gen-
der becomes a tool through which broad-
er anxieties about power, authority, and 
social change are expressed, allowing 
conspiratorial thinking to merge seam-
lessly with mainstream political hostility 
toward trans communities.448

These dynamics mirror the operating log-
ic of anti-rights movements more broad-
ly. Complex identities are flattened into 
symbols of ideological threat, mobilising 
supporters while diverting attention from 
structural inequalities and material condi-
tions.

The consequences of this rhetorical 
environment are not abstract. Studies 
examining the impact of the 2016 elec-
tion on transgender and gender-diverse 
communities found that rhetorical mar-
ginalisation alone, even in the absence 
of immediate policy change, significantly 
increased experiences of stigma, fear, and 
mental health harm.449 Language mat-
tered because it reshaped the social cli-
mate. When trans identities are repeated-
ly framed as dangerous or destabilising, 
discrimination becomes easier to justify 
and exclusion easier to normalise.

Empirical data further shows that spikes 
in anti-LGBTI+ rhetoric are often accom-
panied by increases in hate crimes and 
harassment.450 Media ecosystems ampli-
fy political frames, producing feedback 
loops of dehumanisation that can pre-
cede material exclusion, policy rollbacks, 
and the erosion of protections. Speech 
becomes scaffolding for harm.451

In the context of the Trump campaigns of 
2016 and 2024, anti-trans rhetoric operat-
ed as a discursive precursor to structural 
marginalisation. From campaign slogans 
to conspiratorial narratives, language 
functioned as an early warning system, 
signalling who would be targeted next 
and how that targeting would be justi-
fied.452 

Taken together, the theoretical frame-
works outlined in this paper allow us to 
understand moments like the 2016 and 
2024 US presidential campaigns not as 
aberrations but as flashpoints: moments 
where long-running discursive processes 
become briefly visible in their most con-
centrated form. Flashpoints are not sud-
den eruptions of hostility; they are con-
densations of meanings, anxieties, and 

(Out-group/Threat)
They / Them

Trans people 
(gender nonconformity)

Liberals / ‘woke’ elites

Anyone outside your 
moral/cultural circle

Global cabal / shadowy controllers

Cultural and social othering

(In-group/Anchor)
You

Heteronormative self / listener

Traditional American identity

‘Normal’ values, 
morality, and lifestyle

Nation, community, home, belonging

Safety, familiarity, legitimacy
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they are about who is imagined as be-
longing to the future. Flashpoints surface 
when certain bodies are cast as incompat-
ible with continuity, progress, or survival 
and, therefore, framed as problems to be 
managed or eliminated.

Seen through these combined lenses, 
the 2016 and 2024 US presidential cam-
paigns did not suddenly ‘turn’ on trans 
people. It activated a discursive infrastruc-
ture already in place. The campaign func-
tioned as a stress test for gender norms, 
revealing how quickly symbolic enemies 
can be mobilised when political incen-
tives align.

Understanding these dynamics matters 
because flashpoints are predictive. When 
rhetoric intensifies in familiar patterns 
– securitisation, myth-making, performa-
tive policing, and hyperreal saturation – it 
signals not only electoral strategy but the 
likely direction of policy, social hostility, 
and institutional withdrawal to follow. Lan-
guage becomes an early warning system.

The value of this theoretical framework, 
then, lies not only in explaining what 
happened but in recognising when it is 
about to happen again. Flashpoints mark 
the moment when discourse hardens into 
structure. If we know how to read them, 
we are no longer surprised by their out-
comes.

The analytical framework developed here 
offers a tool for identifying similar pat-
terns across populist contexts. By tracking 
emotional tone – the ‘us-versus-them’ 
constructions and the symbolic roles 
assigned to trans identities in political 
speech and media discourse – it becomes 
possible to anticipate where rhetoric is 

likely to harden into policy and social 
exclusion. The passage from speech to 
structure is not accidental. It is the cen-
tral mechanism through which gender 
is weaponised in contemporary populist 
politics.

This section has applied the theoretical 
frameworks outlined earlier to a concrete 
case study, showing how trans identities 
are weaponised through populist dis-
course, media amplification, and sym-
bolic threat. By tracing the trajectory of 
anti-trans rhetoric from campaign rhetoric 
to policy interventions, and examining 
phenomena such as transvestigation, 
grooming conspiracies, and hyperreal 
representations of threat, this section 
demonstrates how language, symbolism, 
and affective mobilisation produce re-
al-world harm. The case study also high-
lights how historical anxieties, economic 
context, and cultural narratives intersect 
to make gender a site of political lever-
age, revealing the mechanisms through 
which trans people have become targets. 

The purpose of this case study is not to 
suggest that the US is the only or most 
important site of anti-trans mobilisation 
but to provide a familiar, analytically-ac-
cessible example that illustrates how the 
dynamics of trans-weaponisation operate 
in practice. By examining one well-doc-
umented context in detail, this section 
shows how theory can be used as a 
practical tool to decode the methods by 
which populist actors manufacture fear, 
construct symbolic enemies, and translate 
rhetoric into policy and social exclusion.

Importantly, the framework developed 
here is transferable. Scholars, activists, 
and policymakers can apply these ana-
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power relations that have been patiently 
assembled over time.

Foucault helps us see that what surfaces 
during these moments is not simply prej-
udice but the productive work of power. 
Years of rhetorical repetition construct 
categories of threat that can be rapidly 
activated when political conditions de-
mand it.453 By the time a campaign openly 
centres trans identities as an object of 
fear or ridicule, the groundwork has al-
ready been laid. The category is available, 
intelligible, and governable.

Judith Butler’s theory of performativi-
ty clarifies why gender becomes such 
a potent site during these flashpoints. 
Trans identities expose the contingency of 
gender norms that must otherwise appear 
natural and inevitable. When political ac-
tors feel that social order is unstable, dis-
ciplining gender performance becomes 
a way of restoring coherence.454 Flash-
points, therefore, reveal moments when 
the illusion of stability requires especial-
ly-aggressive enforcement.

Derrida allows us to recognise the intensi-
ty of backlash as a symptom of instability 

rather than confidence.455 The more pre-
carious the categories of ‘man,’ ‘woman,’ 
and ‘normal’ become, the more urgently 
they must be defended. Flashpoints mark 
the point in which meaning itself feels 
threatened, prompting intensified efforts 
to fix what is, by nature, unfixed.

Baudrillard explains why these moments 
feel overwhelming. Flashpoints are am-
plified through hyperreal environments 
in which simulations of threat eclipse 
lived reality.456 Barthes adds that these 
circulating images and slogans operate 
as political myths where simplified, ideo-
logical icons naturalise anxieties about 
gender, safety, and social order, making 
them appear self-evident.457 The political 
potency of trans-weaponisation during 
campaigns does not depend on the pres-
ence of trans people in voters’ lives but 
on the saturation of images, slogans, and 
narratives that feel real precisely because 
they circulate everywhere.

Octavia Butler, finally, situates these flash-
points within longer histories of bodily 
governance, racialisation, and futurity.458 
Moments like the 2016 and 2024 cam-
paigns are not only about the present; 

453   Foucault, M. (2003). Society must be defended. Picador. Available at: https://cpb-us-e1.wpmucdn.com/sites.psu.edu/
dist/d/37602/files/2016/01/Foucault-Society-must-be-defended14032016.pdf 

454   Butler, J. (2004). Undoing Gender. Routledge. Available at: https://selforganizedseminar.wordpress.com/wp-content/up-
loads/2011/07/butler-undoing_gender.pdf 

455   Derrida, J. (2016). Of grammatology (G. C. Spivak, Trans.). Johns Hopkins University Press.

456   Shawlin, S. M. (2019). Critically analyze the theory of Jean Baudrillard. Academia. Available at: https://www.academia.
edu/40766258/Critically_analyze_the_theory_of_Jean_Baudrillard

457   Hammouri, S. (2020 June 12). Roland Barthes: Myth. Critical Legal Thinking. Available at: https://criticallegalthinking.
com/2020/06/12/roland-barthes-myth/

458   Butler, O. (2023) Collected Works. New York: Library of America.
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lytical tools to other contexts to antici-
pate emerging flashpoints, understand 
the mechanics of populist mobilisation, 
and develop strategies to counteract the 
weaponisation of gender. By combining 

discourse analysis, media scrutiny, and 
theoretical insight, this approach allows 
others to identify patterns of threat con-
struction before they crystallise into law, 
policy, or entrenched cultural norms. 

Section 7 Questions: Modern Populist Weaponisation of Transgender 
Identities

•	 How have anti-trans narratives in your context been constructed through rhetoric, 
myth, or symbolic framing?

•	 In what ways do political actors use language to mobilise public opinion against 
trans and gender-diverse communities?

•	 Are there examples of “transvestigation” or similar conspiratorial narratives in your 
context, and what social or political functions do they serve?

•	 What flashpoints (elections, policy debates, public campaigns) have triggered 
intensified anti-trans rhetoric, and what were the consequences?

•	 How do economic, social, or cultural anxieties intersect with anti-trans mobilisation 
in your local context?

•	 How can civil society organisations track early warning signs of emerging backlash 
against trans and gender-diverse people?

•	 What strategies have proven effective in countering populist anti-trans narratives, 
symbolic threats, or moral panic in your local context?

Section 7 Key Findings:

•	 Political campaigns actively produce trans identities as a category of risk.

•	 Media saturation, repetition, and digital platforms produce a hyperreal percep-
tion of trans people as ubiquitous threats, detaching public discourse from actual 
demographics or lived experiences.

•	 Anti-trans rhetoric leverages affective responses, framing trans and gender-di-
verse people as outsiders threatening children, family, or national values.

•	 The weaponisation of trans identities is often deployed strategically to signal 
alignment with in-groups, distract from other issues, or consolidate political pow-
er, rather than as an end in itself.

•	 Conspiratorial narratives alleging that prominent women are secretly trans func-
tion to destabilise authority, enforce gender norms, and extend anti-trans messag-
ing.

•	 Tracking rhetoric, symbolic framing, and affective cues allows civil society and 
policymakers to anticipate emerging threats, providing a tool to intervene before 
discourse hardens into law, policy, or entrenched cultural exclusion.
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We have now walked through centuries of 
trans-weaponisation, tracing each era as a 
distinct strand while observing how they 
intertwine, overlap, and build upon one 
another. Each period brings a different 
dimension of trans-weaponisation to the 
forefront. While this analysis focuses on 
trans experiences for clarity, these cycles 
of fear, control, and social policing have 
reverberated across the broader LGBTI+ 
community as well. The cycle repeats but 
with increasing complexity; the same anx-
ieties about gender and social order are 
refracted through new cultural, scientific, 
and political lenses, creating ever more 
sophisticated mechanisms of control. The 
same fears resurface, reinvented.

Across these cycles, one pattern is unmis-
takable: Trans women bear the brunt of 
these attacks. Why? Because the policing 

of gender has always been inseparable 
from the policing of women’s bodies, 
roles, and autonomy. Trans women be-
come the most visible locus through 
which societies enforce not only gender 
norms but also broader anxieties about 
femininity, authority, and social order. Yet, 
while trans women are hypervisible tar-
gets, trans men have also suffered – often 
through erasure and invisibility. Their 
experiences of marginalisation are less 
publicly dramatised but no less profound. 
Trans men have been ignored or denied 
recognition. This reinforces the same 
systems of control, constraining who can 
occupy power, public space, or social 
legitimacy. Gender as a whole is at stake; 
transphobia is inseparable from misogy-
ny, meaning women – cis and trans alike 
– remain vulnerable to the same systems 
of control. 

To reiterate, this exploration was conduct-
ed from a primarily-Western perspective, 
reflecting the data available and the 
expertise we have to tell this story. While 
this focus inevitably limited the scope, it 
was never intended to suggest that trans 
history and identity are confined to the 
West; on the contrary, they are inherent-
ly global. Following consultation, there 
remains a clear intention to expand this 
analysis through continued engagement 
with individuals and organisations oper-
ating across diverse cultural and political 
contexts. Incorporating these contribu-
tions would allow for a more compre-
hensive, nuanced, and representative 
account of trans histories and experiences 
worldwide, addressing the limitations of 
a Western-centered starting point and 
ensuring that untold stories continue to 
enter the record.

This process underscores a broader prin-
ciple and reminds us of how mediated 
our knowledge can be. Access to trans 
experiences has been filtered through 
medical literature, psychiatric evaluation, 
and journalistic accounts – each mediated 
by authority and bias. The lesser-known 
stories presented here remind us that 
the weaponisation of trans people did 
not happen suddenly; it was carefully 
constructed, targeted, and sustained. 
Understanding this continuity reveals a 
counterintuitive truth that the evolution 
of anti-trans tactics demonstrates the 
effectiveness of the movement they are 
fighting. They have adapted, refined, and 
amplified their strategies because, histor-
ically, this fight has been one they be-
lieved they could win. 

But history also offers guidance. If we step 
back and consider the patterns, lessons, 
and vulnerabilities exposed through these 
centuries, we can begin to anticipate and 
counter the strategies of trans-weaponi-
sation today. Recognition, solidarity, and 
strategic recalibration – not apology or 
defeat – are required. By understanding 
the enduring logic and layered complexi-
ty of transphobia, we can equip ourselves 
to confront it more effectively and to pro-
tect not only trans people but the broader 
project of gender justice that remains at 
the heart of these conflicts.

Ultimately, the work presented here is 
both a foundation and an invitation. While 
we have mapped centuries of trans-wea-
ponisation and traced the patterns that 
continue to shape vulnerability and re-
sistance, the story is far from complete. 
Future contributions – from those living 
and working in underrepresented con-
texts – will be essential to fully understand 
the global scope and complexity of these 
histories. We have now told the uniquely 
Western story, but the global history of 
trans-weaponisation is undeniably much 
greater. By engaging with these voices, 
we can create a richer, more representa-
tive record that not only honours past ex-
periences but also strengthens collective 
strategies for resisting transphobia and 
advancing gender justice worldwide.

These cycles are not our destiny. They are 
patterns to study, anticipate, and counter. 

Section 8: Conclusion



Section 8 Key Findings:

•	 Trans-weaponisation is not a new phenomenon; it has evolved over centuries, 
with recurring patterns of fear, surveillance, and social control adapting to new 
cultural, scientific, and political contexts.

•	 Trans women are primary targets because policing their bodies intersects with 
societal anxieties about femininity, authority, and women’s roles, affecting cis 
and trans women alike.

•	 Although less publicly targeted, trans men experience erasure and denial of 
recognition, which reinforces the same structural control and limits access to 
power, visibility, and social legitimacy.

•	 The persistence and adaptation of anti-trans strategies demonstrate their per-
ceived effectiveness and deliberate design.

•	 Engaging with the global community is essential to create a nuanced, compre-
hensive, and globally representative account of trans histories and experiences 
to inform the work of the Commission.

•	 Transphobia is inseparable from broader gendered power dynamics; protect-
ing trans communities advances gender justice for all whose identities chal-
lenge normative hierarchies.

Section 8 Questions: Conclusion

•	 How do patterns of trans-weaponisation observed in Western contexts reso-
nate (if at all) with experiences in your country or region?

•	 What historical or contemporary mechanisms of social control against trans 
and gender-diverse people are most visible in your region?

•	 Are there examples of local trans activism that have successfully anticipated or 
countered cycles of weaponisation?

•	 How cycles of fear, surveillance, or moral panic shape the ability of trans and 
gender-diverse people to occupy public space or leadership roles?

•	 What support, collaboration, or resources are most needed to anticipate and 
counter anti-trans strategies while advancing LGBTI+ rights globally?
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