Trans Talks — Tuesday 30" September 2025

Trans Representation in the Media

Hi everyone, and welcome to this month’s Trans Talks.
Our topic today is Trans Representation in the Media: how transgender people are
shown, spoken about, and included in TV, film, news, and online spaces.

For many of us, the first time we saw someone like us was on a screen or in a story, so
we know how much representation matters. It can be life-changing to see a future for
ourselves, to realise we’re not alone, and to see our identities treated as normal and
valid. But representation can also be damaging when those first images are full of
stereotypes, violence, or mockery. Media heavily shapes society and influences how the
world sees us, how we are treated, and sometimes even how we feel about ourselves,
so it matters that representation is positive and correct.

Film & TV
For a long time, trans people were either invisible or misrepresented in mainstream
media. When we did appear, it was often in harmful ways.

1. Trans people have often appeared as punchlines: like the many "man in a dress"
jokes, producing comedy that dehumanizes or downplays the trans experience
of trans women in particular. This has run throughout all history and all forms of
media. These jokes might seem harmless to some audiences, but they normalize
ridicule and make trans women’s existence seem illegitimate or laughable. They
also send a message that trans women can never be taken seriously — which
bleeds into how people are treated in real life.

2. Trans people have also often appeared as villains: often as the “deceptive trans
person”, think of crime dramas where a trans character was a “twist” shock to
disturb or disgust viewers, such as in Ace Ventura where the villain is revealed to
be a trans woman, and the entire scene turns into a joke about how “disgusting”
thatis. It ends with the character being publicly humiliated, and the audience is
meant to laugh. Another example is Silence of the Lambs where the main villain
is “Buffalo Bill,” a serial killer who kidnaps women and skins them to make a
“woman suit.” The film shows him cross-dressing, putting on makeup, and
tucking his genitals in front of a mirror, which is one of the most famous scenes
in the film. The movie includes a line where Hannibal Lecter says that Buffalo Bill
is “not a real transsexual,” but what most audiences saw and remembered was a
cross-dressing “man” who wanted to be a woman and killed people.



3. Trans people are also represented often as tragedies: where trans identity is
reduced to suffering, rejection, or death, such as many police themed
programmes where trans individuals are shown as victims of violent crimes, or
again as deceitful suspects. In Law & Order / CSl/ Criminal Minds trans women
are often shown as victims of hypersexualized violence, with their identity
treated as a twist or curiosity. In the medical drama Nip/Tuck there were multiple
trans characters which were introduced only to be murdered or made to suffer.
AHS Murder House (created by the same person as Nip/Tuck) also features a
trans character who is murdered early on. There is rarely shown a happy ending,
which can make trans lives seem doomed from the start.

This history of trans depictions in film have left deep marks on societies consciousness.
When the world only sees us as jokes, monsters, or victims, it becomes harder to
imagine us as teachers, friends, partners, or leaders.

Thankfully, representation in Film & TV is changing. We now have shows, movies, and
books featuring more accurate depictions of trans characters which hold more depth, in
addition to trans actors actually playing trans roles.

Some examples include:

¢ Documentaries like Disclosure, which explore the history of trans representation
itself.

e Laverne Cox’s role in Orange Is the New Black, which brought a trans actress to
mainstream TV.

e Pose, a groundbreaking show about trans women and queer culture in the
ballroom scene, which starred the largest cast of trans actors in scripted TV
history.

¢ Euphoria which has a nuanced trans teen character, Jules, who has a full
storyline as opposed to being just “the trans character”; she is also played by a
trans actress.

¢ And Sex Education who has Cal, a nonbinary character, who explores issues like
gender dysphoria, school policies, and relationships, showing that trans and
nonbinary teens are just as complex as anyone else.

These portrayals matter because they show us as fully human, with love lives, jobs,
dreams, humour, and flaws, just like everyone else. This kind of representation helps to
break down harmful ideas about trans people, shows us living full lives, and allowing
cisgender people to see us as whole human beings.



However, there remain challenges within Film & TV:

Often there is only one trans character in a show, making them carry the weight of

representing all trans experiences, some productions still cast cisgender actors to play
trans roles, and there is a lack of diversity where the most visible trans characters tend
to be young and conventionally attractive. Older trans people, trans men, disabled trans

people, and trans people of colour are stilluncommonly represented.

Social Media

Whilst representation in Film & TV is getting better, it could be argued that social media

and online spaces now hold more of an influence over societies perspective of trans
identities. Unlike traditional media, social media should give trans people control over
our own voices, but this is not always the case.

On the positive side:

Platforms like TikTok, Instagram, and YouTube have allowed many trans people to
tell their own stories directly, and have allowed for trans visibility, activism,
education, and community building on a global scale. Many trans people first
discover language for their identity through trans creators online.

Online creators also serve to educate by breaking down myths, explaining
concepts like pronouns or gender dysphoria, and help cis viewers to understand
our realities.

Social media also gives us space to celebrate and show the joyful, creative,
funny sides of real trans realities, which traditional media cannot grasp or show.

But there are negatives too:

There is an algorithmic bias by which platforms sometimes flag or remove trans-
related content unfairly, and trans creators tend to get increasingly
shadowbanned, making it harder for positive representation to spread.

There can be pressure to perform, where some trans people can feel like they
have to present a perfect image, happy, “passing,” or inspirational, which can
damage self-esteem, and create unrealistic expectations. There also appears to
be aesthetic pressure and curated gender expressions by which social media
trends may shape or limit how people feel they should look or behave as a trans
person, which | feel is extremely damaging to not only how we feel as trans
people but how we are seen by cis people.



¢ And most of all there is a lot of harassment. Online hate campaigns can be
intense and constant, particularly targeting visible trans women. I’ve noticed
how this content circulates and goes viral easily, and how it can radicalize young
people, drawing them into communities built entirely around hostility toward
trans people. Some of these online spaces seem almost obsessed with trans
people, devoting an alarming amount of energy to spreading misinformation,
mockery, and outright hate. It is concerning because once a person engages
slightly with something like this, the algorithm keeps showing the person more
and more to feed their anger.

I’m unsure which influenced which first, but alongside representation in social media,
being trans has also somehow become a highly political topic which leads to negative
trans representation in news media. | don’t watch the news much, but the news now
appears to play a powerful role in shaping public opinion about us trans people. Unlike
TV or film, which can be fictional and creative, news is presented as “truth”, so how we
are represented has direct real-world consequences, which can feel overwhelming.

For some reason, trans representation in the news seems to always be framed as a
debate, with headlines often suggesting that our existence or rights are something to
argue about, using language like “controversial” or “sparks outrage’, which has a
massively detrimental impact on societies view of us. The nhews mainly focuses on
controversy with clickbait coverage around bathrooms, schools, and trans people in
sports which makes everybody feel as though they must put forward their opinions,
which creates and fuels majorly uneducated debates. Some TV news shows actually
invite anti-trans commentators to “argue” against our existence. This happens
especially in America, but somehow their news now seems to be our news because of
social media, and that appears to have a hugely negative impact. Essentially, the news
centres cisgender fears and ignorance rather than trans realities.

Violence against trans people also often receives little attention or is reported without
respect for the victim’s identity, and trans people are sometimes deadnamed and
misgendered. News representation doesn’t matter just because the news is seen by
many as factual, but it matters because most cisgender people’s only exposure to trans
issues comes through the news too, so it can easily fuel misunderstanding, prejudice,
and hate. Importantly, politicians also reference media when making decisions about
trans rights, so it can also impact real-world outcomes.

Hopefully with the increase of smaller independent news sources writing about trans
successes, hiring trans reporters, and advocating against other news sources, we will
be able to combat propaganda with education and truth. By pushing for better
representation, we create a world where trans people are not reduced to stereotypes or



debates, but are recognised and respected as whole, complex, and valuable members
of society.



