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Intro

The 2020s have seen a dramatic rise in legal (Jones, 2024) and physical assaults
(Brightman et al., 2024) on trans and gender non-conforming (TGN) communities, with
the 2025 election of Donal Trump signaling an increasingly grim future (Holzman, 2024;
Lang, 2025; Saric, 2025). To help understand how online transphobia is produced and
routinized this paper outlines an on-going study of the ostensibly feminist, anti-trans
forum Ovarit (https://ovarit.com/) from a black feminist perspective (The Combahee
River Collective, 1977). It broadly asks what affects, discourses, and desires are
produced through the socio-technical relations infrastructured on the forum Ovarit? The
study combines a walkthrough (Light et al., 2018) of the site, followed by a digital
ethnography (Caliandro, 2017). The site Ovarit is chosen given its unique position as
one of the only, and by the far the most popular, forum created by and for anti-trans
feminists. It gives a concentrated look into ‘gender-critical’ thought and practice in
motion.

Field Site

Ovarit’s origins are traceable to r/GenderCritical, and other anti-trans forums hosted on
the platform Reddit, which were banned as part of a crackdown on hate speech in 2020.
Immediately following the ban, a core group of r/GenderCritical users began building the
web forum Ovarit (Tiffany, 2020). This site, along with various other online forums such
as Mumsnet’s (hitps://www.mumsnet.com) Feminism: Sex and Gender board, serve as
the primary touchpoints for online anti-trans feminist discourse (Berg & Schmalzer,
2024).

Background
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The ideological underpinnings of what is now known as trans exclusionary radical
feminism (TERF), rebranded to ‘Gender Critical’ (Thurlow, 2024), can be found within
second wave inter-feminists disputes on the movement’s inclusion of trans-women
during the late 1960s and 1970s. Janice Raymond’s 1979 The Transsexual Empire
typifies this position (Stryker, 2017), arguing that trans people, “rape women’s bodies by
reducing the real female form to an artifact, appropriating this body for themselves”
(Raymond, 1979, p.104) and in doing so threaten to violate and destroy the category of
women. Raymond thus concludes, “that the problem of transsexualism would best be
served by morally mandating it out of existence” (ibid, p. 178). Though often more
muted than Raymond’s rhetoric, mainstream anti-trans feminists’ language mirrors the
underlying ideas: Trans people’s existence threatens to make women extinct or
illegitimate, and thus the existence of trans people must be annihilated (Schotten,
2022).

This study relies on the work of black feminists (The Combahee River Collective, 1977)
who built a theoretical apparatus attentive to the ways normative gendered expressions
are built atop racial exclusion. The Combahee River Collective specifically point out
that, “As black women [they] find any type of biological determinism a particularly
dangerous and reactionary basis upon which to build a politic” (ibid, p. 367). In rejecting
biological determinism, they emphasize that gender can only be analyzed through a
simultaneous examination of race and class. This approach will be mirrored in the on-
going ethnography.

This study adopts an infrastructural lens in approaching the social and material aspects
of the forum relationally (Star, 1999). Within this framework infrastructure is seen to
emerge through interactions between human and non-human actors in a historically
contingent context. These relations form a durable edifice in which affects (Bosworth,
2023), discourses, and desires (Larkin, 2013) are stored and produced. How Ovarit
users' structure and are structured by the material infrastructure of the forum will be a
key avenue of inquiry.

Method

To generate a clear picture of the material and ideological structure of Ovarit we
conducted a walkthrough analysis informed by the work of Light et al (2018). Account
creation on Ovarit is invite only, though viewing the site is open to the public. Given the
ideological position of the users, and the authors positionality as a queer non-binary
person, entering the community through subversion was not attempted. As such the
research position adopted was that of a ‘lurker’ (Murthy, 2008), engaging through
hidden and non-intrusive practices. The pages and links available on the site were
viewed and detailed notes were taken of Ovarit's design and official discourses.

The subsequent digital ethnography (Caliandro, 2017) will be conducted in a similar
fashion with the author assuming the role of a non-participatory lurker. Drawing from
Winter and Lavis’ proposal, the ethnography will center ‘listening’ as its central mode of
engagement with the forum (Winter & Lavis, 2020). Listening in a digital environment
entail paying close attention to the polyphonic ways users express themselves and
actively places posts and comments within their broader context. Concretely, this
involves daily interactions with the site ranging between 20-40 minutes. The front page



and top five posts, including their comments, of the past 24 hours will be screenshotted.
Additionally, the first page of the daily featured circle, a rotating list which highlights one
forum each day, will be screenshotted. Afterwards, the researcher will more deeply
engage with the featured posts in the featured subforum, while taking detailed field
notes (Emerson et al., 2011).

Preliminary Findings

Ovarit contains a total of 36 subforums, called “circles”, covering a wide range of
subjects from “Gardening” to “WomensHistory”. However, the most popular and active
circle by far is “GenderCritical”, which is described as a place to “Discuss gender and
Transgender ideology/politics from a critical, feminist perspective” through text posts
and news articles. The forum is suffused with transphobia, systematically misgendering
trans people and referring to them with the acronymic slurs TIM (Trans Identified Male)
and TIF (Trans Identified Female). Much of the content involves linking to news articles
of trans individuals allegedly committing crimes or violating social taboos, with a heavy
focus is placed on trans women'’s presence in bathrooms or changing rooms.
Anecdotes from users where trans people are perceived to engage in hostile or taboo
behavior also feature heauvily.

These types of posts form the core day to day activity on Ovarit. The sheer volume and
repetition of trans-antagonistic posting creates a self-justifying and all-encompassing
ideological lens, where trans existence in public or private poses an existential threat to
cis-women. Echoing Raymond’s Transsexual Empire (1979), trans people are portrayed
as perverts who violate women’s bodies and spaces. Trans identity is reduced to fetish,
and fetishistic practices themselves are attacked as degenerate and harmful. These
antagonistic posts are all framed in progressive and woman centric language, where the
denigration of TGN expressions are transformed into an exultation of women.

Proposed Contributions

Following Berg & Schmalzer’s recent call to, “explore and address how [Gender
Critical] users are behaviorally conditioned towards extremism” (2024, p.3), the
upcoming multi- month ethnography asks: How do anti-trans feminists materialize and
routinize their historically contested ideological perspective within an online forum? It
specifically places anti-trans feminism within historical debates over who counts as a
‘woman’, with particular attention to the contributions of black feminist (Combahee River
Collective, 1977) and trans of color writers (Ellison et al., 2017). Through this it extends
the work of scholars investigating how bigotry is reproduced in online spaces
(Benjamin, 2019; Forberg, 2022; Massanari, 2015; Noble, 2018; Zahn & Lunenborg,
2024) and adds a material infrastructural dimension to ongoing discussions around
anti-trans feminists rhetorical and ideological practices (Amery, 2023; Amery & Mondon,
2024; Kosse, 2025; Graff, 2022).



References

Amery, F. (2023). Protecting Children in “Gender Critical” Rhetoric and Strategy:
Regulating Childhood for Cisgender Outcomes. DiGeSt - Journal of Diversity and
Gender Studies, 10(2), 98—114. https://doi.org/10.21825/digest.85309

Amery, F., & Mondon, A. (2024). Othering, peaking, populism and moral panics: The
reactionary strategies of organised transphobia. The Sociological Review,
00380261241242283. https://doi.org/10.1177/0038026124 1242283

Benjamin, R. (2019). Race After Technology: Abolitionist Tools for the New Jim Code.
Polity.

Berge, P. S., & Schmalzer, M. (2024). “I| TOOK A DEEP BREATH AND CAME OUT AS
GC”: EXCAVATING GENDER CRITICAL INFORMATION LITERACY PRACTICES
AND ANTI-TRANS RADICALIZATION ON OVARIT AND MUMSNET. AoIR Selected
Papers of Internet Research. https://doi.org/10.5210/spir.v2024i0.13903

Bosworth, K. (2023). What is ‘affective infrastructure’? Dialogues in Human Geography,
13(1), 54-72. https://doi.org/10.1177/20438206221107025

Brightman, S., Lenning, E., Lurie, K. J., & Dedong, C. (2024). Anti-Transgender
Ideology, Laws, and Homicide: An Analysis of the Trifecta of Violence. Homicide
Studies, 28(3), 251-269. https://doi-org/10.1177/10887679231201803

Caliandro, A. (2018). Digital Methods for Ethnography: Analytical Concepts for
Ethnographers Exploring Social Media Environments. Journal of Contemporary
Ethnography, 47(5), 551-578. https://doi.org/10.1177/0891241617702960

Emerson, R. M., Fretz, R. |., & Shaw, L. L. (2011). Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes,
Second Edition. University of Chicago Press.

Forberg, P. L. (2022). From the Fringe to the Fore: An Algorithmic Ethnography of the
Far-Right Conspiracy Theory Group QAnon. Journal of Contemporary Ethnography,
51(3), 291-317. https://doi.org/10.1177/08912416211040560

Holzman, J. (2024, December 10). Will Democrats Let the GOP Gut Trans Health
Care? Rolling Stone. https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/politics-features/trump-trans-
health-care-republicans-democrats-1235198473/

Jones, T. (2024). Trans Bans Expand: Anti-LGBTIQ+ Lawfare and Neo-fascism.
Sexuality Research and Social Policy. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13178-024-00948-x

Lang, N. (2025). Everything You Need to Know About Trump’s Executive Order
Attempting to Erase Trans Americans. Them. https://www.them.us/story/trump-anti-
trans-executive-order

Larkin, B. (2013). The Politics and Poetics of Infrastructure. Annual Review of
Anthropology, 42, 327-343. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-anthro-092412-155522



https://doi.org/10.21825/digest.85309
https://doi.org/10.1177/00380261241242283
https://doi.org/10.1177/20438206221107025
https://doi-org.ezaccess.libraries.psu.edu/10.1177/10887679231201803
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891241617702960
https://doi.org/10.1177/08912416211040560
https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/politics-features/trump-trans-health-care-republicans-democrats-1235198473/
https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/politics-features/trump-trans-health-care-republicans-democrats-1235198473/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13178-024-00948-x
https://www.them.us/story/trump-anti-trans-executive-order
https://www.them.us/story/trump-anti-trans-executive-order
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-anthro-092412-155522

Light, B., Burgess, J., & Duguay, S. (2018). The walkthrough method: An approach to
the study of apps. New Media & Society, 20(3), 881-900.

https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444816675438

Massanari, A. (2017). #Gamergate and The Fappening: How Reddit’s algorithm,
governance, and culture support toxic technocultures. New Media & Society, 19(3),
329-346. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444815608807

Murthy, D. (2008). Digital Ethnography: An Examination of the Use of New
Technologies for Social Research. Sociology, 42(5), 837-855.

https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038508094565

Raymond, J. (1979). The Transsexual Empire: The Making of the She-Male. Beacon
Press.

Saric, . (2025). Trump targets transgender protections in new executive order. Axios.
https://www.axios.com/2025/01/21/trump-trans-rights-executive-order

Schotten, C. H. (2022). TERFism, Zionism, and Right-Wing Annihilationism: Toward an
Internationalist Genealogy of Extinction Phobia. TSQ: Transgender Studies Quarterly,

9(3), 334-364. https://doi.org/10.1215/23289252-9836022

Star, S. L. (1999). The Ethnography of Infrastructure. American Behavioral Scientist,
43(3), 377-391. hitps://doi.org/10.1177/00027649921955326

Stryker, S. (2017). Transgender History: The Roots of Today’s Revolution. Hachette
UK.

The Combahee River Collective, & Eisenstein, Z. R. (1977). A Black Feminist
Statement. In Capitalist Patriarchy and the Case for Socialist Feminism (pp. 362—-372).
Monthly Review Press; JSTOR. http://www.|stor.org/stable/24365010

Thurlow, C. (2024). From TERF to gender critical: A telling genealogy? Sexualities,
27(4), 962-978. hitps://doi.org/10.1177/13634607221107827

Tiffany, K. (2020, December 8). The Secret Internet of TERFs. The Atlantic.
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2020/12/reddit-ovarit-the-
donald/617320/

Winter, R., & Lavis, A. (2020). Looking, But Not Listening? Theorizing the Practice and
Ethics of Online Ethnography. Journal of Empirical Research on Human Research

Ethics, 15(1-2), 55-62. https://doi.org/10.1177/1556264619857529

Zahn, P., & Lunenborg, M. (2024). #FrauenSagenNein—Bridging the divide: Analyzing
the affective network of gender-critical alliances. Feminist Media Studies, 1-19.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14680777.2024.2400497



https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444816675438
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444815608807
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038508094565
https://www.axios.com/2025/01/21/trump-trans-rights-executive-order
https://doi.org/10.1215/23289252-9836022
https://doi.org/10.1177/00027649921955326
http://www.jstor.org/stable/24365010
https://doi.org/10.1177/13634607221107827
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2020/12/reddit-ovarit-the-donald/617320/
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2020/12/reddit-ovarit-the-donald/617320/
https://doi.org/10.1177/1556264619857529
https://doi.org/10.1080/14680777.2024.2400497

	 
	THE INFRASTRUCTURE OF TRANSPHOBIC FEMINISM: A DIGITAL ETHNOGRAPHY OF AN ANTI-TRANS FORUM 
	Benji Davis 
	Intro 
	Field Site 
	Background 
	Method 
	Preliminary Findings 
	Proposed Contributions 
	 
	 
	References 

