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Imane Khelif is an Algerian boxer who competed in the 
women’s welterweight (66 kg) category at the Paris 2024 
Olympic Games. She entered the global spotlight not 
only for her athletic performance but also due to a highly 
publicized controversy surrounding her gender eligibility.

The dispute traces back to 2023, when the International 
Boxing Association (IBA) disqualified Khelif from the 
Women’s World Championships after unspecified “eligibility 
tests.” The IBA’s decision was widely criticized by the 
International Olympic Committee (IOC), which stated that 
the IBA’s gender testing process lacked transparency and 
scientific credibility. The IOC reaffirmed Khelif’s eligibility to 
compete as a woman in the Olympics, emphasizing that she 
is legally and biologically female according to international 
sporting rules.

The controversy reignited during the Paris 2024 Games 
after Khelif  won her Olympic quarterfinal in just  46 
seconds against Italian opponent Angela Carini, who 
abruptly abandoned the fight. Social media platforms, 
particularly platform X, became flooded with posts 
questioning her gender, many amplified by misinformation 
and discriminatory commentary.

The case has sparked broader discussions about gender 
verification in sports, the spread of misinformation, and 
the intersection of athletic achievement with identity politics 
on a global stage.
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First peak (Aug 3): Imane Khelif secured at least a bronze medal after defeating Hungary’s 
Anna Luca Hamori, then made a viral declaration, “I’m a woman,” in response to gender-based 
criticism. IOC President Thomas Bach publicly defended her eligibility, and her father voiced 
pride while presenting documents confirming her sex. These combined sporting and personal 
moments fueled a major spike in Social discussion.

Second peak (Aug 7): Imane Khelif advanced to the Olympic final after defeating Thailand’s 
Janjaem Suwannapheng 5–0, guaranteeing at least a silver medal. Her victory sparked national 
celebrations in Algeria, boosting online attention amid the ongoing gender controversy.

Largest peak (Aug 10): Imane Khelif won Olympic gold in women’s welterweight boxing, 
becoming Algeria’s first female boxing champion. Her victory, celebrated as both a sporting 
triumph and a defiant response to gender-based criticism, triggered the month’s highest 
surge in online discussion.

Minor peak (Aug 14): Imane Khelif filed a criminal complaint in Paris for aggravated cyber 
harassment, explicitly naming high profile figures such as J.K. Rowling and Elon Musk.

Institutional blame & government accountability

Image Source: Rolling Stone

Figure 1: Volume & Trend
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Sentiment Breakdown

Total Mentions Analyzed: 11,657

Positive: 5,975 mentions (51.8%)
Over half of the conversation reflects 
supportive sentiment. These posts often 
celebrated Khelif’s athletic achievements, 
her Olympic gold win, and her defiant stance 
against gender-based criticism. Many came 
from Algerian and broader MENA-region 
accounts expressing national pride.
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Figure 2: Sentiment Breakdown

Neutral: 3,286 mentions (28.3%)
Neutral posts were mostly factual reporting, 
match updates, and sharing of official 
statements without added opinion. Includes 
news outlets, sports journalists, and event 
live coverage.

Negative: 2,319 mentions (19.9%)
Negative sentiment largely stemmed from 
gender eligibility debates, misinformation, 
and critical or mocking commentary. This 
portion also includes amplified posts by 
public figures questioning her identity.

The data indicates that supportive voices outweighed criticism, showing that despite the 
controversy, Khelif’s public image on Twitter/X was predominantly positive, especially 
during and after her Olympic victory.

Top Hashtag: The Arabic version of “Imane Khelif” (خليف  dominates with (إيمان 
4,019 mentions, showing that much of the conversation is driven by Arabic-speaking 
audiences, likely from Algeria and the broader MENA region.

Event Tag: #Paris2024 ranks second (1,110 mentions), linking the controversy strongly 
to the Olympics context.

National Identity: #الجزائر (Algeria) appears with 595 mentions, emphasizing the role 
of national pride in the conversation.

General Olympic Tags: #Olympics (519), #OlympicGames (386), and the Arabic 
equivalent الألعاب_الأولمبية# r(376) reinforce that this is framed within a global sporting 
narrative.

Name Variations: English transliterations #imane_khelif (503) and #ImaneKhelif (371) 
show the international reach, though far smaller than Arabic use.

Location Tag: #أولمبياد_باريس (Paris Olympics) at 410 mentions connects the topic back 
to the specific event location.
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The conversation around Imane Khelif on X was shaped by several high-reach accounts, both 
media outlets and individual commentators, whose posts generated large engagement spikes.

High engagement ratio outliers: Philippe Vardon (33.93%) and Mr Sinha (12.40%) 
show that smaller or niche audiences can produce stronger relative impact compared 
to large media outlets.

Narrative split: Some influencers, such as Variety and New York Post, contributed 
neutral or factual coverage, while others (Collin Rugg, Oli London, Defiant L’s) leaned 
toward amplifying critical or debate-driven narratives.

Amplification effect:  High-reach accounts like Mario Nawfal and Variety ensured the 
controversy reached global audiences far beyond Algeria or sports-specific communities.

Figure 3: Top Social Influencers
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Early Surge (Aug 1–3)
Engagement peaked above 4 million on August 1, likely triggered by the start of Olympic 
matches and the viral attention from Khelif’s 46-second bout and subsequent gender eligibility 
debates. This initial wave dropped but stayed relatively high (1.5M) through August 3, boosted 
by her public statement “I’m a woman” and IOC President Thomas Bach’s defense.

Second Peak (Aug 10–11)
Engagement surged again, crossing 2 million around August 10–11, coinciding with Khelif’s 
Olympic gold medal victory and its widespread coverage.

Third Peak (Aug 14)
Engagement jumped once more (1.2M) when Khelif filed a criminal complaint in France 
against online harassment, naming high-profile figures like J.K. Rowling and Elon Musk.

Long Tail (Post-Aug 15)
After mid-August, engagement sharply declined to under 500K per day, with only minor 
bumps from follow-up media coverage and celebratory retrospectives.

Interpretation
Emotion-driven peaks: Engagement is highest when events mix sporting achievement 
with personal defiance or legal action (moments that spark both admiration and 
controversy).

Influencer impact: Peaks align closely with influencer-driven amplification, particularly 
posts from high-reach accounts and global media outlets.

Short attention cycles: Despite the global reach, engagement quickly dissipates unless 
new developments reignite the conversation.

The data shows that social engagement (the combined total of likes, retweets, replies, 
and quotes) around Imane Khelif’s controversy experienced sharp spikes linked to key 
events, followed by rapid declines typical of short social media news cycles.
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How Audiences Interact

Figure 4: Social Engagement
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Top Mentioned Organizations

IOC – 470 mentions 
The International Olympic Committee was the clear focal point. Coverage repeatedly 
cited the IOC’s stance that Khelif was eligible and that the case was not about transgender 
participation. The duplication in multiple languages highlights the global scale of attention.

International Boxing Association (IBA) – 310 mentions
The IBA remains the second most visible body, despite being sidelined from Olympic 
governance. Its past decision to disqualify Khelif was central to narratives questioning 
eligibility, keeping the organization at the heart of the debate.

European Union – 91 mentions
The EU’s presence reflects how the controversy was framed not just as a sports issue but 
also as one of values, rights, and fairness in Europe. EU-level references likely connect to 
political commentary and regulatory discussions on gender and sport.

United Nations – 82 mentions
UN mentions point to the human rights framing of the controversy. The debate was 
elevated to a universal governance level, signaling concerns about equality, discrimination, 
and athlete rights beyond sport.

Key Players Driving the Talk

Figure 5: Top Mentioned Organizations
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Angela Carini

Elon Musk

J. K. Rowling

Central figure of the controversy.

She overwhelmingly dominates, showing 
the controversy revolved almost entirely 
around her identity and case.

Saudi Arabian ambassador to the  
United States.

Acts as a supportive voice, she spoke out 
publicly in defense of Khelif.

Condemned cyberbullying and 
discriminatory treatment.

Added a Middle Eastern advocacy 
dimension to the debate.

Author, cultural influencer.

Weighed in on the case, framing Khelif as 
male.

Her comments fed into transphobic 
narratives and were also cited in Khelif’s 
legal complaint.

Intensified the debate in Western context

Italian Boxer.

Second most visible, positioned as the 
opponent and contrast figure.

Opponent portrayed as victim of unfairness.

Owner of X.

Replied “Absolutely” to a viral post saying: 
“Men don’t belong in women’s sports”.

His reply reached over 220M views.

Global amplifier of the fairness narrative, 
fueling visibility of misinformation.
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Figure 6: Top Mentioned Persons

Image Source: talksport
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Imane Khelif – 3,225 mentions

Reema bint Bandar Al Saud – 131 mentions

J.K. Rowling – 78 mentions

Angela Carini – 365 mentions 

Elon Musk – 106 mentions



What It All Means
The controversy surrounding Imane Khelif illustrates how a sporting event can evolve 
into a broader social debate that extends far beyond the ring. While the trigger was her 
Olympic bout, the narratives quickly shifted toward questions of gender eligibility, fairness 
in women’s sports, and athlete dignity.

Three layers shaped the conversation:
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Sporting governance
The International Olympic Committee was the clear focal point. Coverage repeatedly 
cited the IOC’s stance that Khelif was eligible and that the case was not about transgender 
participation. The duplication in multiple languages highlights the global scale of 
attention.

Public figures and amplification
Statements from Elon Musk, J.K. Rowling, and others turned the issue into a wider 
cultural flashpoint, while supportive voices such as Reema bint Bandar and Sultan Ben 
Naif highlighted regional solidarity.

Public sentiment 
Despite the controversy, supportive voices outweighed criticism, particularly after 
Khelif’s gold medal win, showing that her sporting success became a unifying moment.

In conclusion, what began as a sporting dispute transformed into a multi-layered social 
debate involving governance, misinformation, identity politics, and human rights. The 
case highlights how sporting controversies can ignite polarized social narratives, mobilize 
political actors, and shape global perceptions of fairness and inclusion in sport.
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