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Abstract: In this paper I both build on existing studies of trans* experience, and seek to 

disrupt some of the normative thinking that is emerging around trans* lives and what it 

means to identify and to live as trans*.  In particular I wish to (re-)challenge ideas of gender 

transgression and doing and undoing gender.  First I answer calls to include more diverse 

experiences of trans*lives and identities and more trans* voices by drawing on my own life 

as a female with gender dysphoria who has chosen not to transition.  Second, I apply an 

identity work perspective which, I argue, is a powerful theoretical tool for examining trans* 

identity and trans* experience and practice of gender, but which has so far been underused in 

this field. By examining a mundane event of me going shopping in a department store I 

analyse how I do gender moment by moment, and the processes of identity work involved.  In 

doing so I reveal the diverse and complex ways in which gender is commonly organised and 

experienced, and offer new insight into the variegated nature of trans* people beyond 

normative accounts of trans* lives. 
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Introduction1 

 

This year’s conference theme is “disruptive sustainability”.  In recent years gender has been a 

key target within Management and Organisational Studies for disrupting norms, practices and 

ways of organising, and creating more sustainable alternatives.  Within this field, people who 

identify as trans* have increasingly been drawn on as examples of transgressing, resisting, 

disrupting and reconfiguring gender in ways that create, or demand, new possibilities of 

gender expression, challenging or undoing normative constructs such as gender binary or the 

heterosexual matrix (Butler, 1990; Butler, 1993) and new ways of thinking and organising 

(de Souza & Parker, 2022; O'Shea, 2018; Rumens et al., 2019).   

 

In this paper I both build on existing studies of trans* experience and seek to disrupt some of 

the normative thinking that is emerging around trans* lives and what it means to identify and 

to live as trans*.  In particular I wish to (re-)challenge ideas of gender transgression and 

doing and undoing gender.  I do this in two ways.  First I answer calls to include more diverse 

                                                           
1 I am extremely grateful to the two anonymous reviewers for their very useful, extensive and constructive 
suggestions for further developing the paper.  Time and word constraints have meant that I have not been 
able to action many of them but they will be invaluable for revising the paper for a journal submission. 



experiences of trans* lives and identities and more trans* voices (Darwin, 2020; de Souza & 

Parker, 2022; Garrison, 2018; O'Shea, 2019) by drawing on my own life as a female with 

gender dysphoria who has chosen not to transition.  Second, I apply an identity work 

perspective which, I argue, is a powerful theoretical tool for examining trans* identity and 

trans* experience and practice of gender, but which has so far been underused in this field.  I 

examine a mundane event – me going shopping in a department store – to analyse how I do 

gender moment by moment, and the processes of identity work involved.  In doing so I reveal 

the diverse and complex ways in which gender is commonly organised and experienced, and 

offer new insight into the variegated nature of trans* people beyond normative accounts of 

trans* lives. 

 

 

Trans* people and gender 

 

‘Transgender’ is a contested category (Darwin, 2020) which is variously used to both include 

a wide variety of gender identities such as transsexual, transvestite, non-binary or queer, and 

also to distinguish a particular kind of transgender identity – one who identifies and lives as 

the opposite sex – from those others.  For this reason I use the term trans* to denote an 

umbrella category (Ladwig, 2022) defined as anyone who has ‘a self-image or identity, not 

traditionally associated with their biological maleness or femaleness’ (Davis, 2009, p.109). 

 

Studies of trans* people within MOS have been predicated on the need to include minority 

experiences of organisations (Dray et al., 2020; Muhr & Sullivan, 2013; Priola et al., 2014; 

Thanem & Wallenberg, 2016) but also that trans* people have special insight into gender.  

Trans* people who transition are uniquely placed to offer insight into experiences of living as 

and being treated as both male and female (Jones, 2020; Schilt, 2006; Schilt & Connell, 

2007).  In seeking to live in non-conforming ways trans* people are often held up as uniquely 

having to ‘do’ gender (Garfinkel, 1967) as they actively craft femininity or masculinity and 

negotiate new social relationships (Schilt & Connell, 2007) in contrast to the majority who 

are assumed to naturally conform to gender expectations (de Souza & Parker, 2022; Martinez 

et al., 2017; Muhr et al., 2016; Schilt & Westbrook, 2009; Thanem & Wallenberg, 2016); and 

that the ways in which they ‘transgress’ gender norms offer new insight into the complex, 

nuanced and situated ways in which bodies are gendered and organised (Muhr & Sullivan, 

2013; Muhr et al., 2016; Thanem & Wallenberg, 2016). 

 

Trans* people have also been studied in the context of new possibilities of organising.  It is 

argued that trans* people challenge the gender binary, in which social life is perceived and 

organised as either male or female, because they ‘cannot be said to be one or the other’ (Muhr 

et al., 2016, p.53) and often do not see themselves as either (Darwin, 2020; Garrison, 2018; 

O'Shea, 2018; O'Shea, 2020b).  De Souza and Parker (2022) draw on the experiences of 

people who identify as non-binary to argue for ‘transorganizing’ or ‘thinking with trans’ 

which might create new categories and language to describe non-binary lived experience and 

disrupt and dissolve boundaries between different identities.  Both De Souza and Parker 

(2022) and Rumens et al (2019) also argue that ‘thinking with trans’ or ‘queering’ needs to be 

used not to distinguish trans* experience from the norm, but to problematise heteronormative 

practices themselves. 

 

Trans* lives within MOS is still a relatively nascent and emerging field, and the attention 

paid to trans* people is uneven.  Most studies still focus on trans* people who identify as and 

seek to live as the opposite sex (Darwin, 2020; de Souza & Parker, 2022; Garrison, 2018) and 



the majority of studies are of male-to-female trans* people (Jeanes & Janes, 2021).  

Unsurprisingly, there are very few studies by someone identifying as trans* themselves (de 

Souza & Parker, 2022).  O’Shea, a notable exception, argues that ‘more voices need to be 

heard from to reflect the diversity of lives, identities and experiences of the ‘transgender 

umbrella’ (2020b, p.8) and also notes the particular difficulties of writing personal accounts: 

‘[official accounts] are about us but fundamentally not ours, yet the latter may be dismissed 

as vanity projects particularly if they do not cleave to official analysis and tropes’ (O'Shea, 

2019, p.41).  This sentiment is also reflected in studies of trans* people who feel they do not 

conform sufficiently to normative trans experience and narratives (Darwin, 2020; Garrison, 

2018). 

 

However, I also wish to highlight two more problematic aspects of much of the extant MOS 

literature on trans* people.  The first is the risk of overplaying trans* experience and 

underplaying that of non-trans* people2.  For example, accounts of trans* people’s careful 

regulation of their bodies, dress and behaviour, and their adjustments in response to different 

social contexts often discount how all employees regulate their work and professional selves 

to some degree, particularly women who have to negotiate an impossible balance between 

being acceptably feminine and acceptably (masculinely) professional (Brewis et al., 1997; 

Eveline, 2005; Sinclair, 2013).  Gender itself is a performance of constructing oneself as an 

acceptable version of masculinity or femininity and concealing that which does not conform 

(Brewis et al., 1997; Horrocks, 1994). Indeed, a recent study by Strubel and Guswarmi 

(2022) found that non-trans* women placed more importance on clothing as part of gender 

performance than either transwomen or transmen, and thus that they may be as aware of their 

working at gender as trans* people.  Care also needs to be taken not to overestimate the 

ability – or desire – of trans* people to challenge or undo the gender binary.  Some trans* 

people desire live and be accepted as the opposite sex (Davis, 2009; Muhr et al., 2016; Schilt, 

2006) and for others transition has made workplace life and acceptance easier than being non-

conforming in their original sex (Jeanes & Janes, 2021; Schilt, 2006; Schilt & Connell, 2007). 

 

A second issue is failing to carefully distinguish between sex and gender as distinct concepts.  

Sex is material and biological and based on species reproduction.  Society is organised 

according to a sex binary (West & Zimmerman, 1987) which is then reinforced discursively 

through gender in order to organise and enforce social roles and expectations of either sex 

(Brewis et al., 1997).  Such gender expectations lead to the assumption that there is a close 

correlation between sex and gender, and that one determines the other.  A necklace is for girls 

and therefore someone who wears a necklace is a girl (West & Zimmerman, 1987).  Gender 

is therefore generally understood by gender scholars as a social construction; however, I do 

not follow scholars such as Butler (1990; 1993) who argue that sex is also a social 

construction, except in the broadest sense of what we choose to notice, recognise, ascribe 

social importance to and ‘make matter’ (Barad, 2007).  Sex as the organisation of species for 

reproduction is consistently empirically observable and identifiable.  However, when, how 

and why sex is made to matter within social relations and organisation, as opposed to gender 

expression or gender identity, are important questions to engage with, both for understanding 

the experiences of trans* people and for developing policies that enable trans* people to have 

‘liveable lives’ (Butler, 2004; O'Shea, 2018).  Trans* people themselves have different 

                                                           
2 I use ‘non-trans*’ rather than ‘cis’ because cis is usually used in opposition to transgender, which, as I have 
already explained, is itself a contested term.  I therefore deliberately refer to anyone who does not identify as 
trans* as non-trans*. 



feelings about and relationships with their sexed bodies and not all trans* people choose to 

undergo medical procedures to physically alter their bodies.   

 

Trans* identity and identity work 

 

Although ‘gender identity’ is a common term within the trans* lexicon there have been very 

few studies of trans* people within the field of identity studies, or which use identity as a 

theoretical tool rather than an ascribed characteristic.  Indeed, trans* studies sometimes adopt 

definitions of gender identity which do not reflect scholarly understandings of identity as 

reflexive, multiple, constructed within relations of power and not helpfully described as 

‘authentic’ (Brown, 2022).  For example, Collins et al (2015) adopt a commonly used 

definition of gender identity of ‘one’s innate, intrinsic self-identification as a male, female, or 

another gender.  This gender identity may not necessarily match that assigned to them at 

birth.’  Elsewhere Darwin (2020) uses identity work narrowly to refer to coming to terms 

with one’s gender identity.  However, I argue that identity theory, and especially that of 

identity work, can be a valuable tool for examining and making sense of the experiences of 

trans* people and their responses to the social organisation of gender. 

 

Identity work conceptualises ‘the mutually constitutive processes whereby people strive to 

shape a relatively coherent and distinctive notion of personal self-identity and struggle to 

come to terms with and, within limits, to influence the various social-identities which pertain 

to them in the various milieu in which they live their lives’ (Watson, 2008, p.129).  Identity 

work therefore focuses attention on identity as an ongoing dynamic between the self and the 

social, and as a process rather than a state, and the dynamic as one of tension, or ‘struggle’ 

between the individual’s sense of self and social expectations of them at any given moment 

and context.  It expresses that process as being ‘mutually constitutive’, with the self being 

both constrained by social effects and having (differing degrees of) agency to shape and 

influence how it is expressed within those social contexts.  Alvesson and Willmott (2002) 

usefully summarise identity work as the process of continually ‘forming, repairing, 

maintaining, strengthening or revising’ self-identity in the context of ongoing challenges or 

confirmations posed by identity regulation (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002, p. 262). 

 

Adopting an identity work perspective helps to illuminate a number of important aspects of 

trans* experience which will be explored and illustrated in this paper.  Rather than focusing 

on ‘gender identity’ as something fixed and innate, it conceptualises it as the ongoing 

struggle to sustain a self-concept which is not supported by heteronormative and gendered 

social contexts and expectations.  Identity work can further draw attention to how the nature 

of that process and degree of struggle changes according to different social contexts and 

social expectations of the trans* person as, for example, a professional, partner, customer, 

citizen, or member of a trans* community.  It also helps to explain the importance many 

trans* people and their supporters place on their own self-identity being socially recognised 

and acknowledged by others (Devor, 2004; Martinez et al., 2017; Narendran et al., 2021).  

Relatedly, identity work can highlight both how trans* people’s gendered concept of 

themselves is constituted through the social environment constitution of gender and gendered 

bodies, and how they may also seek to influence how others see and treat them.   

 

The case of me 

 

I am a middle-aged female and have experienced strong feelings of gender dysphoria all my 

life.  As a young child I remember feeling that I was really a boy, and had I heard of the 



phrase ‘born in the wrong body’ I would have said that described what I felt.  These feelings 

became more intense during puberty.  In my early twenties I came out as gay (I am 

uncomfortable describing myself as a lesbian) and in my early thirties I seriously considered 

whether to formally transition.  However, I have never actually tried to transition, and am 

now reasonably certain that I won’t do so, partly because I have been able to manage my 

dysphoria through dressing and presenting as a man, and partly because I also believe that I 

am not and cannot ever be or become a male: I will remain female irrespective of what 

hormone treatment or surgery I undergo.  This is not a belief shared by all trans* people but it 

is not a belief I have chosen, any more than I chose whether or not to believe in god.  

Meanwhile, my gender dysphoria still exists and despite my belief that I am female, I still 

desire to be seen as male. 

 

I offer myself as a case for studying trans* experience and the organisation of gender for 

several reasons.  I contribute to the very small body of scholars who write from personal 

experience of identifying and living as trans*.  My own life as trans* also helps to add to ‘the 

diversity of lives, identities and experiences of the “transgender umbrella”’ (O'Shea, 2020a, 

p.8): as a female desiring to be male; of being trans* without transitioning; and as someone 

who acknowledges a distinction between their sex and their gendered self-concept, and their 

inability to change sex (the latter being more commonly associated with criticisms of trans* 

lives and trans*activism).  My case therefore offers a very particular and understudied trans* 

experience.  Read as identity work, I experience strong and painful dissonance between my 

self-concept and the socially gendered expectations of me as a female.  I also recognise my 

strong desire to be male as an unachievable fantasy, but I nevertheless present, perform and 

live as male as much as possible.  Identity work is the attempt to maintain the desired self, but 

in my case my desired self is also a fantasy and I am constantly aware of my attempts at a 

male performance.  I seek recognition and acknowledgement of my performance and am 

happy when strangers mistake me for male, but I cannot ask friends, family and colleagues to 

call me male.  I also remain constantly aware, and in some fear, of being called out, or of 

having to out myself as female (for example, using public toilets, or being asked to share 

one’s pronouns).  I experience my situation as a ‘fractured self’, unable to be the self I desire 

to be, but nevertheless with the agency to perform that desired self whilst knowing it to be 

unachievable. 

 

Methodology: Constructing an autoethnographical vignette 

 

In this paper I seek to create an evocative text (Ellis, 2004) of a common and mundane 

experience: going clothes shopping.  I describe an occasion which is especially memorable, 

but which also reflects my experience of gender and its organisation more widely.  In 

presenting this vignette I have endeavoured to capture and convey some of the concrete 

actions, dialogues and emotions that remembering it evokes (Herrmann et al., 2013).  As I 

describe this particular occasion of going clothes shopping I also interweave my reflections 

on these actions, dialogues and emotions, and fold in layers of further memories.  Thus I 

present my autoethnographical account as a dialogue between past and present, self-as-trans* 

and self-as-researcher.  

 

Despite increasing recognition (Sambrook, 2015) autoethnography may still be considered an 

extreme form of qualitative research, especially in a field such as MOS where the positive 

paradigm continues to dominate (Pratt, 2009; Pratt et al., 2019).  As such it is subject to 

criticism and distrust, which needs to be confronted.  These include accusations of a lack of 

rigor, without standardised methods and language (Boyle & Parry, 2007; Clough, 2000; Ford 



& Harding, 2008); a reliance on personal memory and recall (Chang, 2008; Winkler, 2014); 

narcissism, self-indulgence and vanity projects (O'Shea, 2019; Sparkes, 2002); and a lack of 

critical distance between the researcher and the researched, when the author is both (Winkler, 

2013). 

 

I justify my use of autoethnography for the study of trans* experience of gender and its 

organisation on three grounds.  First, as I have previously argued, the field of trans* studies 

remains relatively nascent within MOS, and offering the particular example of my own 

experience answers calls for greater diversity of trans* voices.  Autoethnography pays 

attention to the particular self, but it also seeks to connect it to wider cultural, political and 

structural practices and discourses, and to illuminate the relationships between each (Boyle & 

Parry, 2007).  Through my subjective and personal account of a mundane occasion I seek to 

surface what may be little spoken about or hidden (Grant & Zeeman, 2012; Learmonth & 

Humphreys, 2012; Pullen et al., 2017) but which may have wider relevance for understanding 

both gender and trans* lives. 

 

Second, I am deliberately drawing on a lived experience of gender with which I am deeply 

familiar (Winkler, 2014).  Rather than attempting to establish sufficient distance from the 

phenomenon being studied, and to keep one’s own experience separate from the 

interpretation of others’, as an autoethnographer I aim to get as close as possible to the 

phenomenon of trans* experience of gender.  Rather than asserting boundaries between 

subject and researcher, I purposively engage in boundary crossing (Hansson & Dybbroe, 

2012; Winkler, 2013): as subject, researcher, trans*, and female. 

 

Third, autoethnography allows the possibility of developing a process view of how 

individuals make sense of themselves and their experiences (Winkler, 2013).  As qualitative 

researchers we recognise that accounts of lived experience may be cued and informed by 

different social contexts (Alvesson, 2003; van Manen, 1997).  The adoption of multiple roles 

(as subject, researcher, trans*, and female) offers the possibility of catching and observing 

myself in the process of making sense of and accounting for my experiences.  Allied with the 

lens of identity work, I seek to catch myself in moments of making sense of and negotiating 

tensions between who I understand myself to be, who I desire to be and how I am seen.  

 

Going shopping: A vignette in five parts 

 

Part 1: Getting dressed.  It’s a Saturday morning.  My partner wants some new work outfits, 

so we’re going shopping.  I dress with this in mind: I will be on show so I need to choose 

carefully.  I stare at myself in the mirror, checking myself.  Do my hips and thighs show in 

these jeans? Shirt in or out?  I imagine the mirrors in the store reflecting myself back at me.  

This is ok, I feel good.  I think I look male. 

 

I dress to be seen by others. The mirror is a crucial part of my getting dressed: even if I 

choose clothes I wear regularly I still always check how I look this time, and I am often 

aware of minute differences.  The same pair of jeans might create a satisfyingly straight 

profile or seem to accentuate the bulge of my thighs.  I assume that others will see myself as I 

do, and I need to satisfy myself that my body looks sufficiently male before I am comfortable 

going out.  This includes paying close attention to the rules of masculine dress: for example, 

when I wear a tie with a suit I always tie a proper Windsor knot and make sure the tip of the 

tie just rests above my belt.  I am also more or less aware that in engaging in such a careful 



and deliberate performance of male dress, I accentuate how different I am from a man getting 

dressed.  

 

Read as identity work, I am carefully and deliberately preparing myself to be recognised as a 

man.  My identity work includes satisfying myself that I look sufficiently male and that I 

cannot see any trace of the female body I am aware of under my clothes: I need to recognise 

the reflection of myself in the mirror as male.  It also includes identifying and interpreting 

what others will recognise as male.  In order to gain recognition I make sure I conform to 

normative gender expectations, and these then inform my self-concept of feeling male by 

doing masculinity ‘properly’.  That is, my performance of masculinity cannot afford to be 

ambiguous or transgressive.  At the same time, I also recognise my fractured self and the gap 

between what I desire to be and my sexed body.  I am conscious of the work I undertake to 

present and to perform as male, because I am not. 

 

Part 2: Entering the store.  We park and walk to the store entrance.  The manikins flank our 

way in, blank-faced, elegant and impossibly proportioned, frozen in their perfection.  I run 

my eye along them and pause at the one male one.  Nice cargos, how would they work on 

me?   

 

Clothes stores are gendered spaces.  The manikins guarding the entrance to this store also 

reflect its gendered organisation.  They are differentiated as male and female in their body 

shape and poses as well as dress, and by having many more female manikins.  Clothes and 

shopping for them are a utility for men, and an enjoyable experience for women; the store is 

primarily for women and the much smaller men’s section is usually located at the back of the 

store, or upstairs.  I am aware of crossing a threshold as I enter a store.  The manikins, and 

then the women’s clothes I first pass all ask me: which are you? Are these for you or not? 

What is your role here?  My attention to the male manikin is partly a deliberate affirmation to 

myself that this is my role and interest here.  But it also reflects my constant attention to my 

own masculine performance: could I look male in these clothes? 

 

Entering a space such as a clothes store prompts identity work because it is overtly organised 

by gender, and also reinforces the gender binary by differentiating men and women according 

to dress and social role.  This particular kind of gendered space supports my self-concept of 

being male: I neither look like, nor wish to look like any of the female images, therefore I am 

not female but male.   

 

Part 3: Going round the store.  We walk round the store.  My partner leads the way and I 

follow, a couple of steps behind.  She holds up a top against herself and I nod and agree it 

looks nice.  She hands it to me to carry while she continues looking.  I glance around but 

don’t see anything I can suggest, so I continue to wait to approve what she picks.  We head to 

the changing rooms and I hand over the clothes to her. 

 

Going round the store I play a typically male role to a female partner shopping.  Couples all 

over the store are accomplishing the same performance, the men following the women, 

playing no active part in the considering and selection of clothes.  I enjoy this aspect of 

shopping.  I want to be helpful to my partner and I am also pleased to know that I am 

comfortably and naturally reflecting what men are doing.  Read as identity work, I am 

performing maleness and recognising my performance in other men, which reinforces my 

own recognition of myself as male.  In this moment I experience congruence between my 



self-concept and social context.  My sexed body is not important to my self-concept; my 

performance of maleness alongside other men is what matters. 

 

Part 4: The men’s section.  While my partner is in the changing rooms I wander over to the 

men’s section, which is right at the back of the store.  On my way I snatch a glance at myself 

in a mirror: I look ok, I think, I’ll pass.  I look for the cargos the manikin was wearing.  

They’re still nice close up, I think they would suit me but I don’t want to try them on.  I don’t 

need them and we’re not here for me today.  I head back to the changing rooms.  Outside, 

two men are checking their phones.  I get mine out and find a message from my partner: 

Come and look. 

  

Going into the men’s section of a clothes store is to cross another threshold.  Of course, 

women are in this section, with male partners and without, shopping for men, but I want to 

shop for myself and I want to be taken as a male to do so.  At the same time, I am also 

uncomfortable that I enjoy shopping for clothes; it doesn’t feel like a male characteristic and I 

feel my own performance of masculinity is undermined by being here at all.  My wander 

round the men’s section is therefore quick and half-hearted, especially once I have found the 

cargo trousers.  And behind the reasons I give myself, there is also another reason why I 

don’t pursue them further.  I don’t want to try them on because I don’t want to have to face 

the challenge of the changing rooms. 

 

While performing maleness in a female space supported my self-concept, entering a male 

space threatened it and prompted more intense identity work.  My self-concept relied on 

being recognised as a man rather than a woman shopping for a man (or indeed a woman 

shopping for herself).  However, I felt less confident in my performance as a man in a male 

space which females could legitimately enter, rather than an exclusively male space where 

my presence itself would signify maleness.  I also felt less confident being on my own rather 

than with my partner; whereas with her we could be read heteronormatively as a couple 

performing complementary masculinity and femininity, on my own I felt under greater 

scrutiny.  Although I received no signals from anyone that I was not recognised as a man, the 

nature and context of this particular gendered space and my presence in it informed my 

interpretation of how I would be read by others.  My self-concept was also threatened by my 

failure to conform to normative masculinity and made me question the authenticity of my 

own performance: would a man be here on his own at all?  Thus I questioned not only my 

desire to be male, but my performance of the fantasy of being male.   

 

Part 5: The changing rooms.  I walk into the changing rooms.  Men’s to the left, Women’s to 

the right.  I hesitate and then turn right.  As I walk down the corridor of cubicles a store 

assistant calls out: Excuse me, this is the ladies, you can’t go in there.  I hesitate, turn and 

walk out again, briefly raise my hand in acknowledgement to the assistant and stand just 

outside.  From inside comes my partner’s voice, angry: She’s a woman!  Another assistant is 

also nudging the one who asked me to leave: it’s not a man!  The assistant comes over to me, 

full of apologies.  I walk back into the changing rooms and turn right again.        

 

I do not use men’s changing rooms or public toilets, because I acknowledge that my body 

remains female, and that it does not belong in some male spaces that are based on sexed 

bodies.  I would feel uncomfortable entering private male spaces, and also anxious for my 

own safety as a female in such spaces (and especially a female trying to pass as male).  

However, I also feel intense discomfort having to ‘out’ myself as female by choosing 

women’s changing rooms or toilets. Often this involves having to declare my right to be 



there: Yes, I am a woman, it’s ok.  It is embarrassing to have attention drawn to me, and to 

deal with the embarrassment of the other person when they realise their mistake.  This 

particular occasion was unusual.  When I was challenged I accepted the appellation of male, 

complied with it and walked out.  I don’t know why I did it.  I felt pleasure that I had been 

recognised as male, awkwardness that, as a presumed male, I had been trespassing in a 

female space, and anxiety that this male appellation needed to be corrected.  When I was 

recognised as female I felt embarrassed to have fooled or confused the assistant.  I also felt 

cross with her.  In that moment I wanted her to have seen through my male performance, my 

disguise, and recognised me as a woman.  

 

Reading this episode as identity work reveals the ‘fractured self’ at the heart of my gender 

dysphoria, and the struggle I experience between my female sexed body and male gender 

identity.  Certain gendered spaces make my sexed body more salient because I interpret them 

– and have learned socially to interpret them – as based on sex and places where sex matters.  

Changing rooms and toilets are both spaces where sexed bodies are (more) likely to be 

revealed. Although I could enter such male spaces as a man without revealing my body, I 

choose not to, and while I rationalise it in terms of privacy and safety, I really do it for no 

other reason that it feels wrong.  By entering such female spaces I am disclosing my female 

sexed body, which causes me discomfort; but I also then require others to recognise me as 

female.  Yet, such recognition also causes me discomfort, and I am also reassured when I am 

not recognised as female.  In moments such as these I am made aware that my fantasy of 

being a man is indeed fantasy, and not socially sustainable, but that nevertheless I still desire 

it. 

 

Discussion 

 

For trans* people, who have ‘a self-image or identity, not traditionally associated with their 

biological maleness or femaleness’ (Davis, 2009, p.109), gender is likely to be a highly 

salient feature of their identity work, which makes the identity work of trans* people a 

valuable lens with which to examine how gender is organised and experienced.  In this paper 

I have presented an evocative text (Ellis, 2004) of a mundane occasion, that of going clothes 

shopping.  By presenting my own experience of such an occasion, and by paying detailed 

attention to my experience moment by moment, as both subject and researcher, and as female 

bodied and trans* person through the lens of identity work, I aim to uncover some of the 

hidden or taken-for-granted ways in which gender is organised, ascribed and performed.  

From my analysis I draw attention to three areas of insight: the complexity and multiplicity of 

doing and undoing gender; power effects in the organisation of gender; and the nature of 

trans* experience of gender. 

 

Doing gender and being gendered is an ongoing process.  It is not new to say that experiences 

and perceptions of oneself and gender are situational and mediated by context (Muhr et al., 

2016).  However, through my autoethnographical account and analysis I demonstrate how 

one body is differently experienced, perceived, managed and policed not just on particular 

occasions but moment by moment.  In the store I moved through gendered spaces where my 

body was subject to differing levels of attention and different assumptions about its meaning 

and its belongingness.  Entering the store I received clear signals of how male and female 

bodies should look, dress and behave, but I was free to move through both male and female 

sections unquestioned and unchallenged, despite not conforming to such expectations, and 

whether I was perceived as a male in the women’s section or a female in the men’s.  

However, when I entered the women’s changing rooms my presence was challenged because 



by dressing as male the attendant assumed that I must also be male-bodied (West & 

Zimmerman, 1987).  When I was called out (by my partner) and recognised (by the other 

attendant) as female I was immediately granted access.  My dressing as male was irrelevant; 

what mattered was my female body, although I also infer that it mattered that I became 

recognisable as female having been named as such.   

 

However, read as my identity work and the struggle to maintain congruence between my self-

concept and my social context, my autoethnographical account reveals a much more complex 

and dynamic doing and undoing of gender.  It is not only situated context which both 

determines and makes gender and/or sex more or less salient: my moment by moment 

interpretation of situated context and the ways in which others perceive me informs my 

interpretation of myself and my success in performing gender.  That is, my self-concept of 

desiring to be male, and what it means to live and perform as a man, is continually informed, 

strengthened and challenged by the identity regulation of situated gender norms constituting 

maleness and femaleness, and my interpretation of such gender norms, mediated through 

what I have been socially conditioned to understand as male and female.  When I dressed I 

chose clothes which I felt would be unambiguously male (shirt and jeans), and I paid 

attention to parts of my body which I thought might reveal my female shape.  I felt more 

male when I was satisfied that I looked male; I also assumed that my interpretation of looking 

male would be shared by others and was therefore confident I could trust my own 

appearance.  Being called out as a man in the changing rooms was therefore not only 

embarrassing but also pleasurable: I had succeeded in passing.  When I entered the store, and 

walked around with my partner, my self-concept of desiring maleness was reinforced: I was 

in a space that was designed for women and I did not feel that it was designed for me.  My 

discomfort confirmed my interpretation of maleness as not liking shopping.  I was also 

comfortable performing a male role to my female partner, carrying clothes and being a 

supportive but passive shopper.  However, undertaking my own shopping in the men’s 

section threatened my self-concept of desiring maleness.  I was aware both of no longer being 

accompanied by a woman, whose presence could explain my presence as the reluctant man, 

and my own active interest in shopping for myself.  These created uncertainty about not only 

whether I was appropriately performing maleness, but whether I truly desired to be male.  I 

was continually measuring myself against an imaginary standard of maleness not just in 

terms of my outward appearance but my own feelings and desires.  My identity work thus 

relies not only on recognition of my gender identity by others (Devor, 2004; Narendran et al., 

2021) but in being able to recognise it myself. 

 

An identity work perspective also enables further insight into the nature of power effects in 

the organisation of gender, and especially the heterosexual matrix (Butler, 1990; Butler, 

1993) or heteronormativity.  Butler argues that sex, gender and sexuality are socially 

organised as a tripartite system as consistent binaries, so that sex is layered and conflated 

with appropriate gendered expression and sexuality.  This not only restricts the ways in which 

males and females are permitted to present and behave, but also serves to render many bodies 

as abnormal, deviant or unintelligible to others or even to themselves (de Souza & Parker, 

2022; Muhr et al., 2016; O'Shea, 2018; Rumens, 2017).  The heterosexual matrix is therefore 

often discussed in terms of power effects which constrain and oppress trans* people. 

 

My autoethnographic account of gender suggests that the heterosexual matrix and the ways in 

which it is used to organise and interpret gender is more complex and nuanced than often 

described.  I was not entirely powerless within the heterosexual matrix.  In fact I deliberately 

relied on the matrix to convince others that my sexed body conformed with my gender 



expression.  I took pleasure in feeling that I passed and in being recognised as male, and I 

drew on the matrix and my conformity with it to assure myself of the consistency of my 

desire to be male and thus my self-identity.  Heteronormativity was an important regulator of 

my self-identity, but I actively drew on it to support my identity work.  As a trans* person I 

was not transgressing or challenging the heterosexual matrix so much as reinforcing it.  As a 

female I have no idea what it means to be or to live as a man except through societal norms of 

maleness and masculinity.  I did not want to be recognised as a female challenging 

heteronormativity but as a conforming male, and I tried to avoid situations where I would be 

exposed as a non-conforming female.  I therefore offer a more nuanced consideration of 

trans* experience as a case of transgressing, resisting, disrupting and reconfiguring gender.  

In one sense, of course, I do transgress gender norms, as a woman who presents as a man.  

Rather than disrupting or reconfiguring the heterosexual matrix, I rely on it to achieve my 

own performance of being a man and to sustain my identity work.  Although some trans* 

people such as O’Shea (2018; 2020b) feel neither male nor female and that heteronormativity 

does not recognise them, other people like me cannot escape the gender binary and we 

continue to live and work within it.      

 

Finally, analysis of my autoethnographic account of going clothes shopping, read as identity 

work, reveals new insight into understanding trans* people and their experience of gender.  

Firstly my account complements both larger scale, thematic studies of trans* people, and 

autobiographical accounts of trans lives (Davis, 2009; O'Shea, 2018; O'Shea, 2019, 2020b) 

by offering an autoethnographic account of a single occasion, moment by moment.  In doing 

so I reveal the complex ways in which I, as a trans* person with ‘a self-image or identity, not 

traditionally associated with their biological maleness or femaleness’ (Davis, 2009, p.109) do 

and undo, and am constructed and undone by gender.  Gender identity is not certain, fixed or 

homogenous, but a dynamic and ongoing accomplishment of identity work.  In my case I also 

reveal how actively performing a gender ‘not traditionally associated with their biological 

maleness or femaleness’ (Davis, 2009, p.109)  requires constant work and a heightened 

awareness of gender norms and the extent to which I conform to them.  My gender identity 

remains provisional and fragile.   

 

Second, I offer an account of a trans* life which is not part of normative trans* discourse, as 

a female experiencing gender dysphoria and who wishes to live and be recognised as a man, 

but who nevertheless acknowledges the sexed body as material reality.  I characterise this as a 

‘fractured self’: I am unable to be the self I desire to be (male), but nevertheless with the 

agency to perform that desired male self, whilst knowing it to be ultimately unachievable and 

whilst being prepared to be (correctly) called out as female bodied.  In doing so I answer calls 

for studies and accounts of trans* lives to better reflect the diversity of the trans* umbrella 

(O'Shea, 2020b).  Trans* people are not homogenous and make different sense of dissonance 

between sexed bodies and gender identity.  We do all trans* lives a disservice by not 

acknowledging and reflecting such diversity.   

 

Conclusions and Implications 

 

In this paper I have presented an autoethnographical account of a mundane event of going 

shopping in a department store, and used identity work theory to analyse how I do gender 

moment by moment, and the processes of identity work involved.  I have revealed both the 

diverse and complex ways in which gender is commonly organised and experienced, and the 

particular ways in which I, as a trans* person, continually form, repair, maintain, strengthen 

and or revise (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002) my gendered self-identity.   



 

The paper makes two contributions.  First, it demonstrates the value of identity work theory 

as a way of examining and understanding the nature of the lives and experiences of trans* 

people and their relationships with gender. Examining my experience of shopping as identity 

work has revealed a rich and nuanced picture of how my own gender identity is formed, 

repaired, maintained, strengthened and revised moment by moment, and how I undertook 

identity work as I passed through different gendered spaces within one department store.  

Identity work has highlighted my gender identity as a trans* person as fragile and 

provisional, dependent on recognition by others and myself.  It has also suggested an 

important concept of the ‘fractured self’ in which the individual knowingly seeks to sustain 

an unachievable fantasy.   

 

Second, I have offered some insight into the ordinary and daily life of one trans* person, and 

into a trans* life which does not reflect normative trans* discourses.  Through analysing my 

own gender identity work I have also offered some important caveats to common 

assumptions that trans* people transgress, resist, disrupt and reconfigure gender, by 

demonstrating how my own gender identity work is dependent on replicating gender norms in 

order to be recognised.  I have also highlighted the importance of carefully differentiating 

between sex and gender: my own gender identity is constrained by my sexed body. 

 

How might gender be organised in order for trans* people to live a more liveable life (Butler, 

2004; O'Shea, 2018)?   Personally I struggle to identify ways in which gender might be 

organised differently that would make my own life more liveable.  As I have demonstrated in 

this paper, my own gender identity and self-concept is sustained and disrupted, confirmed 

and threatened moment by moment by gender norms and the gender binary.  I have agency to 

make the gender binary work for me; I also acknowledge the sex binary and my need, as a 

female body, for certain segregated spaces.  Ironically, the one thing that has made my life 

slightly less comfortable are policies designed to support trans* people such as declaring and 

checking pronouns and asking me what my gender identity is rather than my sex.  My 

liveable life depends on not having to confront the dissonance between my sexed body and 

my gender identity: I neither wish to declare myself as male (or non-binary) nor acknowledge 

myself as female.  This implies a particular recommendation to those seeking to design 

policies and practices to support trans* people: to acknowledge and recognise the diversity of 

experience and needs and not to adopt a monolithic “trans” approach. 
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