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Abstract

September 2021, as the world battles against the coronavirus pandemic, the video-based social
media platform TikTok reaches 1 million users worldwide, which represents a colossal growth
for the Chinese company ByteDance Ltd (Ceci, 2022). TikTok has throughout the years evolved
from a video sharing platform such as Vines and Musical.ly into a platform reflecting
creativity, networked communities and advocacy. One community whose presence is often
highlighted on TikTok is the transgender community, who uses the platform as a means to
represent and negotiate their identity, share their experiences of being transgender and
normalise being a transman, a drag queen or a cross-dresser for example. The research paper
which falls in the identity and online advocacy stream, hence serves as an investigation into
the different ways in which TikTok has allowed trans people to represent their inner selves
without directly facing the stereotypes of being different, and also establishes discussions on
how online advocacy vis a vis gender minorities, particularly the transgender community can
instil changes following the reveal of difficulties faced by this community. The ongoing
technological progress of TikTok also contributes to the ways confirming accessibility to the
platform which further eases the process of representation and advocacy. This paper
represents an account of the ways in which Mauritian transgender people represent themselves
on TikTok, as well as analysing the role of the platform when it comes to online advocacy for
trans people, by putting in the limelight celebrities and transgender people from Mauritius,
who create a supportive community for trans people. In so doing, the user-friendly architecture

of TikTok will also be analysed.
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Introduction

Not to confuse with another term i.e. LGBTQI+, transgenderism, is an umbrella term used by
people who feel their sense of gender does not correspond to their sex at birth. This term groups
queer, transsexuals, cross-dressers, ambigender among others (Schiappa, 2021), while
LGBTQI+ is an initialism referring to the community of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender,

Queer, and Intersex as an entity. Before the mid-2019, transgenderism was merely regarded in
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some institutions as a ‘gender dysphoria’ — a mental health condition which would request
transgender people to seek medical assistance. In May 2019, headlines of the most read
newspapers such as the Independent would report “Transgender no longer classified as ‘mental
disorder’ by World Health Organisation” (Barr, 2019). With the ongoing battles for equality
towards the LGBTQI+ community, organisations such as Collectif Arc en Ciel and Young
Queer Alliance in Mauritius and the Transgender Law Centre in the US and the ILGA World
— the International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, and Intersex Association have emerged to
take actions to counter the misconceptions associated with the transgender community.
According to non-governmental organisation YUVA, Mauritius is regarded as one of the most
transgender-friendly countries of the African continent, though much needs to be done to
eradicate discrimination towards the transgender community since laws ensuring their
protection are minimal (YUVA, 2021). For instance, the law in Mauritius only protects the
LGBTQI+ community if they are facing violence and discrimination in contexts such as the
workplace, but no other enforcements have been made concerning the freedom they have to
express their gender as a trans women or cross-dressers. On another note, as the accessibility
to social media platforms has increased following technological breakthrough worldwide, so
did advocacy, particularly towards the transgender community, which became more famous on
social networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter, whereby advocates would write blogs
to support trans people (Jackson et al., 2018). Recently with the surge in monthly active users,
the platform TikTok has also become a ‘virtual public space’ for “community-engaged digital
advocacy” (McKinnon et al., 2021) where trans people and celebrities themselves would create
content to empower others and ‘break the taboo’ surrounding transgenderism. Henceforth, this
paper serves as a investigation on the ways in which Mauritian transgender people represent
themselves on TikTok, as well as analysing the role of this platform in online advocacy for
transgender people and the ways in which TikTok facilitates the creation of content, leading to

advocacy.
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Self-representation heightened on TikTok

Self-representation in the media has been practised in the media long before the emergence of
social networking sites. However, the ways in which transgender’s identity are represented
differed depending on the media used. According to Goffman’s 1959 study on self-
representation (cited in Thumim 2012), humans are “social actors” who negotiate their identity
based on their surroundings and audience. As a result, our identity is a construct and a
performance. Similarly, when it comes to online representation, individuals have more agency
in the meaning-making of their identity as they are free to represent themselves as they wish,
for their image is not controlled by another institution. However, transgender people have not
always been rightly depicted in the media, particularly in offline media (i.e., movies, books and
advertising). As highlighted by Davis (2009) and supported by Mclnroy and Craig (2015), the
portrayal of trans people in traditional mainstream media were such that they were represented
within an single dimension and essentialist point of view as being “villains”, “unlovable” or
“requiring mental support” for example. Put another way, it seemed that from these
representations, transgender people did not have their place in the society and media being a
medium for passing on messages embedded with cultural meanings, reinforced stereotypical
ideas around “maleness” and “femaleness” traditional societies were initially built on, hence
creating hatred, mental illness and victimization of the transgender community, particularly
towards transgender youth (McLaren et al., 2021). To illustrate, in 2009, The Cleveland Show
released an episode the organisation Glaad described as transphobic, as a character shows

disdain after having slept with a trans-woman (Paxton, 2009).

Fast-forward to September 2020, when TikTok started gaining in popularity. The social media
platform constituted an opportunity for trans people to engage in self-representation, identity
development as well as to oppose the misconceptions about their community (Bates et al., 2020
cited in Hiebert and Kortes-Miller, 2021). Likewise, TikTok became the “backstage” (cited in
deKoster, 2010) Goffman described as the [virtual] place whereby people no longer have to
“conceal” their inner self to match the heteronormative ideas and understanding of gender and
sexuality. By creating up to 3 minutes videos countering transphobia, the transgender
community has been able to have more control over their identity formation. The videos they
post on TikTok include transformations videos, role-play, styling videos, relating their coming
out, but also reacting to hatred comments all of which allows users to create a more informed
understanding of the transgender community. As argued by Hiebert and Kortes-Miller (2021),

the videos posted online by transgender people substantiate the fact that it takes courage and
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resilience to get validated by a heteronormative society, but TikTok has become a safe place
for trans people to express themselves without been reported. For instance, the famous
Vietnamese YouTuber Nikita Dragun portrays herself as a proud transgender woman, with a
powerful TikTok biography; ‘Yes I was born a dude’. Similarly, in Mauritius, @ginger_mary®,
Mauritian trans woman aims at showing the public at large that she is comfortable being a
transgender woman by posting dance videos and replying to hatred comments in a positive
way. Hence, TikTok can be seen as a platform facilitating self-representation of transgender
people.

The shift to online advocacy on TikTok

Besides being a platform easing self-representation, TikTok has also become a platform for
advocacy. In simple words, advocacy refers to the support one shows for a particular cause. As
the public sphere has moved online (Burkell et al., 2014), advocacy has also shifted online
following the salient use of social media platforms such as TikTok, which has brought positive
impacts; no barriers in terms of geographical locations and language as TikTok now provides
for subtitles and translations. In catering for online advocacy, TikTok has helped to create
online supportive communities, based on emotions and connection (Hammond, 2017) not only
among trans people, but also among heterosexuals. Vivienne (2011) used the term ‘trans
storytelling’ to refer to the desire of transgender people on social media platforms to relate their
daily life in a bid to make their sexual/gender orientation more acceptable in society. Online
advocacy towards transgender people also implies to acknowledge the daily challenges trans
people as well as other gender minorities face, to provide emotional and psychological support
as the latter share their ‘raw’ emotions and daily life experiences (Jackson et al., 2018). For
instance, Jade Marie Eichelberger, black trans woman engages in advocacy in her video series,
Activism with Jadeexbadu on TikTok, where she shows her support to trans people in her
videos, “We have to protect and advocate for ALL trans people” and discusses how a part of
the society still finds every occasion right to critique transgender people, which is also a topic
discussed by @i_am.alisha, Mauritian trans woman on her TikTok account.

Another facet of advocacy on TikTok is the creation of videos uplifting the trans community.
Hiebert and Kortes-Miller (2021) found out that trans people on TikTok were likely to be one

(13

another’s “chosen family” such as it is the case for @Jadeexbadu’s video entitled “Dear Black

Sisters”. Similarly, TikTok users’ often relate their experience of coming out to their families,
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which in some cases caused much tension, but we can see comments such as “Do you want a
long distance mom hug”, “Am here if you want a friend” or “Am proud of you” from the trans
community on TikTok (Ohlheiser, 2020). An example of a trans celebrity would be Laverne
Cox, well-known for her role in the TV show Orange is the New Black, who uses her platform
to show that trans people are beautiful and powerful and uses the #TranslsBeautiful on her
videos to boost confidence of trans people. On another related note, advocacy on TikTok is
also meant to instil changes and actions in favour of the transgender community. Fabrice
Narainsamy, Mauritian ‘TikToker’ who engages in cross-dressing, shared a video about
Caroline (a fictional female character he interprets) as a teacher who educates young people
about the LGBT community, stressing that LGBT people must be respected and loved the way
they are. Hence, this confirms that TikTok is a platform allowing users to engage in advocacy

and take actions.

The platform’s affordances for advocacy

The third element which further proves that TikTok has become a platform for online advocacy
is the affordances of the application in terms of digital storytelling and content promotion
allowing for advocacy in Mauritius. Contrary to other social media platforms, TikTok does not
require passive users to create an account to watch videos online. This is an added value as the
Mauritian democracy using TikTok not only includes young people and tech-savvy. As a result,
those who do not have an account can also watch content and share videos offline. As suggested
by Su et al., (2021), the strong algorithm of TikTok also makes the platform ‘addictive’
resulting in different degrees of immersion in a virtual world due to the content being displayed.
According to Shutsko (2020), TikTok is deemed to be a platform where creativity and
representation of the self are guiding principles along with the platform’s user-friendliness such
as the ability to film and edit videos without having to shift to another software and without
requiring any experience, the ability to choose effects such as slow motion, filters such as
makeup and add background music for lip-sync videos, all allowing transgender people to
choose trendy music they identify themselves with for their videos. Moreover, TikTok uses
hashtags and one of the most used hashtags for the transgender community is #2SLBGTQ+,
which signifies Two-Spirit, Lesbian, Gay, Bi-Sexual, Transgender, Queer (Hiebert and Kortes-
Miller, 2021). According to statistics from TikTok.com, the hashtag #transgendertiktok has
generated over 5.7 M views in total. This hashtag groups videos of people in each corners on
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the globe and offers the possibility to tiktokers to ‘join this hashtag” which also has a filter
attached to it. In Mauritius, the #transgender and #mauritius are mostly used on content posted
by the transgender community, allowing advocates and the public in general to watch videos
of Mauritian trans people just by clicking on the hashtag. It should also be noted that TikTok
offers users the possibility to ‘duet’ videos which amplifies the ability to engage in online
advocacy as trans people may use this option to react and support others, reinforcing the online
community. In Mauritius, transgender tiktokers usually ‘duet’ videos where they transition
from one gender to another, creating a chain of videos about the same topic and using the same
hashtag. Another example would be the way trans advocates in Mauritius would react on trans
people content and show their appreciation and support, such as @i_am.alisha reacting on
@fabnarainsamy’s video where he replies to hatred comments about his gender. Therefore,
TikTok’s affordances make the platform more than just a video-sharing application in

Mauritius; TikTok has become a platform to show support and appreciation.

Conclusion

To conclude, this investigation on TikTok affirms that the platform enables transgender people
to represent themselves in different ways, highlighting aspects of their identities which were
considered as a taboo before. TikTok which was released in 2016 has shifted from a video
sharing mobile application to a social networking site whereby advocacy has become an
integral part of the platform’s functions. However, it is undeniable that gender minorities,
particularly transgender people are still facing stigma from heteronormative institutions,
particularly in developing countries such as Mauritius. It hence lies in the responsibility of each
and everyone to respect gender minorities and regard transgender people as human above all.
Consequently, the representation of transgender people on TikTok in Mauritius represents an
area for further research and investigation as limited research has been done till now on this
particular context. As a result, institutions will be in a better position to better understand the

identity formation of the transgender community and help to advocate for their rights.
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