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In this talk, I demonstrate and problematise the continued dominance of binary, essentialist ideology 

on western conceptualisations of gender, focusing specifically on transgender identities. Through an 

initial account of how trans people are represented in the press, debated about in politics, and 

medicalised by the state, I lay out a culturally dominant construct of ‘legitimate’ trans identity and 

experience. I then move on to analyse two differing sets of data: the gender transition diaries of young 

trans YouTubers, and moments of interaction between members of a trans youth support group. 

Through discourse analysis which draws on sociocultural, linguistic theory and queer linguistics, I 

show that the identity construction taking place in both datasets reveals the dominance of 

heteronormative, cisnormative ideologies regarding transgender identity. I argue that these 

ideologies, which shape what is ‘legitimate’, are ultimately restrictive and potentially damaging for 

young people exploring their gender identity. 

Trans youth are often a particularly vulnerable group in society, requiring compassion and 

specialist support in understanding their gender identity, yet they often don’t have access to the help 

they need. Young people often turn to YouTube, as a result, to learn from the experiences of other 

trans and/or non-binary people who log their transitions in video diaries. These ‘vlogs’ therefore play 

a potentially significant role in the production of salient discourses surrounding transgender identity 

and practice. In the first dataset in this talk, I analyse identity constructions in the gender transition 

diaries of two such vloggers, both young Americans. I show how the vloggers use their videos to 

construct a coherent ‘expert’ persona, one that is achieved, in part, by authenticating their own 

experiences and positioning them as typical. Specifically, I argue that they reproduce essentialist 

assumptions of binary gender and heteronormative sexuality, reinforcing archetypal, medicalised 

ideas of authentic trans experience. 

In the second dataset, I show how members of a British support group for trans young people also 

construct legitimate identities. I analyse interactions between four young people who work 

collaboratively to construct a mutual identity as members of a community of practice, despite 

differences between them in terms of their gender, age, and experience. Like the vloggers, their 

identity construction is also achieved through the foregrounding of their relative expertise in, and 

experience of, transgender issues. In this case, however, this positionality enables them to challenge 

and resist the ignorance and transphobia of those in their lives who ‘other’ them via essentialist, 

cisnormative discourse. The young people thus mutually construct an active, resistant identity – which 

they frame as legitimate – rather than a victimised or submissive one.  

Via these analyses, I highlight the continued salience of constraining gender ideologies, while also 

demonstrating how young trans people may push back against dominant ideas of trans legitimacy. 

The data also reveal the enormously important role played by support groups and other agencies in 

helping young people to construct a positive sense of self in the face of heteronormative, cisgender 

society. 
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