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Trans subjectifications: drawing an (im)personal politics of
gender, fashion and style
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INTRODUCTION

The lived experiences of gender transition highlight tensions between new and traditional western concep-
tions of gender and identity, and afford an intimate and unusually broad insight into the mechanisms through
which subjectification is gendered and gender subjectivised through daily practices of fashion and style.
This experimental, practice- based contribution makes playful and subversive use of a fashion activity book
intended for young women and girls to document the author’s experiences of gender transition, taking as its
cue the notion that the challenges and joys of transition in many ways resemble a form of second adolescence.
It draws on an extended ethnographic engagement with gendered social space to explore how we might
rethink the question of subjectification in fashion and style as a fundamentally distributed and yet intensely
personal social process. The accompanying text maps out some of the project’s theoretical impetuses, meth-
odological affordances, and onto-political implications.

The artwork presented here is reproduced from the pages of a slim volume; originally an off-the-shelf
activity book for young women and girls,' it is repurposed as a hybrid personal diary, research journal, and
artist’s book (Watt et al., n.d.). In it I explore a process of experimentation with style and presentation during
the early stages of adult gender transition. The journal® formed one strand of a broader enquiry into questions
of identity, individuation® and representation, as addressed to problems in non-representational geography*
and the politics of ontogenesis’. A transfeminist® project, its provocations are at once playful, subversive,
restorative, and critical. This ‘practices and curations’ paper presents the artwork alongside a brief textual
exposition of some of the project’s theoretical impetuses, methodological affordances, and onto-political
implications.

Critical geographies of fashion and style address ways in which the gendered politics of identity, subjecti-
fication, and (de)coloniality are materialised through practices of design, production, presentation and perfor-
mance of dress (Zhang, 2017; Appleford, 2016; Faria, 2013; Enigbokan and Patchett, 2012; Gokariksel,
2012; Larner and Molloy, 2009). Recent work in fashion geographies (Williams, this issue) extends attention
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FIGURE 1 An off-the-shelf activity book for young women and teens (showing unworked pages)

to these matters in the light of ontological approaches that decentre the subject, thus both troubling
and expanding analyses that have traditionally taken the self-identity of the subject for granted.
This commitment to ontologies of process and becoming forces a reconsideration of key concepts
in the politics of subjectification. Matters of gender, ability, race, and class must therefore be
rethought on terms that move beyond identitarian and representational paradigms (Sharp, 2009,
2011; Colebrook, 2008). Far from being at an impasse, the politics of ontogenesis (collective
becoming) and subjectification (individual becoming) operate in generative tension, offering new
ways to think through the movements of individual and collective relations of power.

Gender transition offers a powerful methodological opportunity to explore this tension. Trans
narratives - with their insistence on a mode of fundamental subjective identity - seem on the face
of it to pose a challenge to process-oriented ontologies. What does it mean to talk of ‘really being’
a man/woman/nonbinary person, if individual subjects are not fixed and discrete (id)entities but
rather the always-provisional product of multiple shifting relations? I suggest that this apparent
tension takes us directly to the heart of the matter: what reads as a contradiction is in fact exem-
plary of the way in which trans lives express an urgent collective problem - the problem of gender.
Attempts to theorise gender identity through social construction, discursive performativity, or
embodied phenomenology all make the error of reducing gender (or sex as its corollary) to an
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attribute of pre-given individuals. Whether gender is seen as externally imposed or innate, a prior
state of nature is implicated as a necessary condition for its imposition or expression (Butler, 2006,
2011). This formulation sets us up for multiple conflicts in which trans bodies and identities serve
as a battleground for conflicting feminist theorisations of gender (Namaste, 2009). Normative
positions proliferate, regarding the politically ‘proper’ expression of trans identities, which are
often framed as inherently (and exceptionally) either subversive or regressive (Browne et al.,
2010; Colebrook, 2008; Hines, 2007).

Process ontologies offer a new approach to this problem - one that completely displaces many
of the persistent tensions in feminist thought. Claire Colebrook (2008), Elizabeth Grosz (2002,
2012), Hasana Sharp (2009) and others have pointed to the ways that a departure from logics of
representation might take us beyond the pitfalls of identitarian politics. While their optimism at
times soars too easily above the knotty detail of actual lives lived in the midst of an overwhelm-
ingly identitarian social milieu, there is promise in the proposed theoretical shift from being to
becoming. In answer to the limitations of what they see as a politics of recognition, founded
on a humanist and juridical concept of the subject, Grosz and Sharp gesture instead towards a
more radically distributed political ontology; an ‘impersonal’ politics. This approach offers a
formulation in which gender emerges not as a property of individuals but as a field of tensions
and possibilities within collective social space. Individuals enter into specific relations within
that distributed field; they engage and transform the field of gender through social encounter, but
gender remains a property of their relationship with the collective, rather than a property of the
individual per se.

Here we might speak of individuals as manifesting certain dispositions, affinities, aptitudes,
and capacities which make up style as much as the wearing of clothes and accessories. These
attributes shape the ways that individuals encounter the distributed field of gender. However, they
no longer constitute a fixed categorical status which finds its originary ontological premise in the
identity of the individual. More importantly, trans lives in this model are not uniquely held to
account for the internal (eternal?) tensions and contradictions of gender formulations. Any claim
to fixity (or otherwise) of identity categories rests firmly within the space of collective sociality;
the ‘trans-ness’ of trans individuals is precisely an expression of the tensions and possibilities
inherently present in changing social configurations of sex and gender. At the same time, because it
inverts the ontological hierarchy of individual and collective, this model differs substantially from
certain strains of gender-abolitionist approaches, which remain fundamentally incommensurable
with trans claims to a sense of originary gender. The ‘transgender question’ has been press-ganged
into service as a fulcrum for leveraging feminist boundary disputes (Namaste, 2009); here the
geometry is inverted. Originary gender is not so much accounted for by process ontology as it is
displaced: relieved from duty. What comes under scrutiny in such an approach is not transgender
identities but the distributive machinery of gender itself.’

To live and express as a trans individual is to sustain an acute and relentless engagement with
the intimate mechanisms of gendered subjectification and the limitations of identitarian thought.
Trans lives precipitate ideological rupture on multiple fronts. To state simply that they contravene
normative social orders or undermine theoretical conventions is to miss the point - trans lives do
not so much disrupt existing orders of knowledge as they express, compellingly, that charged
transformational potentiality which is always already present within such acts of ordering. A
radically relational and processual ontology is therefore thoroughly appropriate to the task of
theorising gender transition.
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The practice-based research presented here is motivated by the corollary of this argument — that
an enquiry situated in the midst of gender transition is appropriate to the task of rethinking gender
on processual lines. Methodological ‘appropriateness’® is a concept that informs this project in a
number of ways. Aspects of the project brief - the format; the timing; the specific qualities of the
activity book; the choice of media and the type of creative process - are all selected specifically
for their resonance with the theoretical tensions I wish to explore.

First, and in a very practical sense, methodological opportunity doubles here for recuperation of
circumstance. I began this project during an extended leave of absence from my normal research
and teaching activities, undertaken for complex health reasons during the early stages of social
transition. Starting a journal was a strategic move to counter situational anxiety, depression, and
fatigue by integrating my academic interests with a mode of restorative and creative practice.
Artistic journalling is here taken up as a method for thinking through a problem differently, but
also as a mental sleight-of-hand against the double bind of work- and health-related anxiety. This,
again, echoes a wider feminist concern, since masculinist attitudes in academia, and the unequal
distribution of emotional and domestic labour in general, systematically gender the odds of an
individual facing periods in which they must balance the need for time away from the office with
the potential impact on their careers from extended academic inactivity.

The anxieties that gripped me will be familiar to many: of not progressing towards looming
research targets and deadlines; of abandoning contacts and networks; of missing pivotal opportu-
nities; of losing fluency and competency to return; of becoming lost, disoriented or demotivated
- and, of course, of dwindling funds. These were compounded by the fear that I might not recover
if I failed to give myself time, space, and permission to do so. This project was designed so that
no matter which refrain afflicted me (‘I should be working’/*I shouldn’t be working’), the impetus
would be to spend time with the journal. Journalling was conducted with varying frequency,
initially on a daily basis and then intermittently over the months that followed. The process incor-
porated techniques loosely inspired by mindfulness and self-care practices, together with tangible
academic achievement that could progress my studies, provide interesting outputs, and - most
importantly - serve to stay the anxiety. The necessity of suspending judgement (to forestall the
cycle of anxieties) becomes a methodological imperative in and of itself, so that the work unfolds
as a relatively unconsidered flow or jumble of thoughts and impressions, allowing the collision of
ideas and events to ‘speak back’ to the process and to become its own generative impetus.

Second, gender transition in adulthood is commonly described as a form of second (or in some
cases - deferred) adolescence, both by trans individuals and in the scientific literature (Yarbrough,
2018, 131; Bockting and Coleman, 2016, 145). The import of this comparison is not restricted
to medical transitions - as, for example, if an individual is adjusting to new hormones and/or
experiencing the profound bodily changes generally associated with puberty. Socially, too, the
transitioning individual goes through many of the same processes - of upheaval together with
rapid adaptation and socialisation - that are most commonly associated with adolescence. We may
find ourselves suddenly having to acquire a whole new set of skills and behaviours, to navigate a
range of unfamiliar gendered expectations and limitations, and ultimately to develop a new sense
of individual identity. All this while juggling - or losing - jobs, family obligations, and the multiple
other commitments of so-called adult life; we become adepts of ‘queer time’ (Halberstam, 2005),
our trajectories incommensurable with the conventionally linear and compartmentalised structures
of cis- and hetero-normative life stories.

Presentation and style are a case in point. If adolescence and early adulthood is a socially-legit-
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imated space for experimentation and formation of personal style - in step with the more general
development of a sense of personal identity - trans individuals navigate these treacherous waters
at accelerated speed, often outside the sanctioned explorative zones of teenage life. Queer tempo-
ralities and process ontologies share a disregard for linear pasts and futurities. This project, then,
deliberately collides temporalities by making appropriately inappropriate use of an age-specific
consumer product to explore precisely this terrain.

Appropriately inappropriate - third - because trans lives can sit at times uncomfortably with
certain feminist - even queer - sensibilities; not least when exploring the uncomfortable and uncer-
tain terrain of femininity. This project takes an activity book for young women and girls as a space
to explore that discomfort which coalesces around femininity and the multiple and conflicting
ways it has been conceptualised, packaged, celebrated, and denigrated. Are the activity book’s
cutesy femme figures plucky and assertive or insubstantial and submissive? Do they facilitate
joyful and creative self-expression, or acculturation to commodified and gendered norms? Is their
aesthetic inherently heteronormative - or is that merely a projection, given the complete absence
of male figures from the book? Even the ‘wedding dress’ page is populated, after all, not with a
man and a woman, but with two figures in dresses.

Analyses that rely too heavily on a subject-oriented concept of agency and instrumentality fail
to account for the ways in which femininity is created in relation - always already both citational,
and generative. Femininity has long been an invisible and contested frontier of queer aesthetic
resistance (Volcano and Dahl, 2008; Walker, 1995; Nestle, 1989), and many women in fashion
would contest the tired notion that feminine beautifying practices are necessarily oriented towards
the male gaze. In her book Whipping Girl: A transsexual woman on sexism and the scapegoating
of femininity, Julia Serano (2007) points to the range of ways in which misogyny operates differ-
entially along axes of both sex and gender, drawing attention to the singular ways in which oppres-
sion of trans women expresses not only an attachment to binary gender, or to its correlation with
binary sex categories, but specifically a policing of the hierarchy of masculinity over femininity,
which trans women by their very existence threaten to invert. Transmisogyny and femmephobia
are expressions of misogyny that extend beyond the arena of sexual difference per se. Femininity
is often the direct focus of denigration and persecution, independent of categories of sex. The
aesthetic of the activity book - its prettiness simultaneously appealing and discomfiting - offers an
appropriately charged space to explore conflicting ideas and orientations around what it means to
be (or become) feminine.

Fourth, practices of style and dress invite a close attention to the relation between materiality
and meaning. While fashion is commonly theorised as a form of messaging or communication, this
omits the ways in which style choices may exceed, or fall short of, logics of linguistic signification
(Campbell, 1997 Kaiser and McCullough, 2010; see also Stone, 1962). Trans lives urgently and
insistently problematise the relationship between body and mind - between matter and idea. The
details of an everyday engagement with gender through dress and presentation draw attention also
to the tactile, somatic, performative, and other dimensions that inform individual style practices
(Kaiser, 2001). More specifically, they suggest that processes of subjectification - the ongoing
becoming of a sense of individual identity - might best be understood not as the articulation of a
statement (“this is who I am”) but as a not-entirely-volitional involvement in a shifting field of
distributed potentialities and relations (“I relate like this”). The result is a reciprocal geometry
of gender production that does not fit neatly within the grammars of subject and object. Rather
than treat matters of style and presentation as delineating how a subject expresses a pre-given
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(presumed) individual essence, we might ask instead how practices of style shape the very terms
and possibilities for who it is conceivable that an individual might become. These terms and
possibilities are not fixed (either for the individual or for the collective), but rather are generated
through encounter between individuals and their collective milieus (Combes, 2013, 4)°.

Finally, both matters of fashion and style, and the process of drawing itself, offer vital possi-
bilities for elaborating a theoretical problem through a process of material practice (Brice, 2018).
While the written word - and the coded properties of dress as communication - continue to play
an important part in this process, language is no longer the dominant mode. Thought takes place
in and through the practices of mark making, of free association, collision and refraction of ideas,
both on the page and in the process of ethnographic ‘participant observation’ that is my everyday
navigation of style and dress. Both the journalling, and the engagement with gender through
presentation and encounter, are here taken up as forms of experimental mapping - a cartography of
the emergent field of tensions and possibilities described in the space of encounter between myself
as (trans) individual, and the collective milieu within which I am individuated. This collision
of material and ideational engagements with the problem of gender is deliberately messy. The
pace of work alternates between meditative/contemplative and frantic/urgent - words and imagery
interrupt each other and jostle for space on the page.

EXCERPTS FROM AN ARTIST’S JOURNAL

(Figures commence overleaf)
FIGURE 2 Pastel pinks and greens
FIGURE 3 1didn’t expect it to move me
FIGURE 4 So many partial solutions
FIGURE 5 Which bodies count as women?
FIGURE 6 There is no such line

FIGURE 7 Mirror therapy

FIGURE 8 Precisely these tensions
FIGURE 9 Oh, to be able
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CONCLUDING REMARKS

This paper concludes with a passage from the poem Before I step outside by Travis Alabanza
(n.d.)

I take a selfie before I go outside to remind myself how I looked in that moment.
To archive my existence before physical danger.
To remind myself of how I looked before I change.

Alabanza’s words powerfully articulate the optimism and violence present in each day’s renewed
encounter with a gendered social milieu. They also articulate a powerful blurring of registers;
a profound imbrication of discursive and bodily affects. Processes of self-styling, self-scrutiny,
representation, performative iteration, narrativisation, affective encounter, bodily and emotional
trauma, survival, and adaptation are here inextricable. Even as these lines memorialise a fleeting
euphoric sensation of ‘authentic’ selthood, they assert the impossible provisionality of such a
sensation. There never is a moment that precedes transformative encounter.

In the world of fashion, gender-transgressing styles and bodies are suddenly all the rage - yet
the violence of gender still dogs the lives of trans individuals offstage (Adhav, 2018; Cochrane,
2018; Vaid-Menon, 2018). Trans lives break down boundaries between public and private space;
individual and collective thought; between the lives of bodies and of ideas. They attest to the
fundamentally reciprocal nature of processes of gendered subjectification. In this, trans lives are
not unique. They are simply a particularly compelling and poignant expression of a collective
problem - gender - at this moment in a never-ending process of collective individuation.
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NOTES

1. The book does not specify a target audience but was displayed alongside other products
marketed to girls, and includes exclusively feminine figures and styles.

2. Artistic journaling has a long history in geographical and ethnographic fieldwork, as a tool
for both observation and critical self-reflection (Causey, 2017; Kuschnir, 2016; Taussig, 2011).
The practice-led, auto-ethnographic approach in this project is an extension of that tradition; its
methodological rationale is the focus of this short text.

3. ‘Individuation’ describes the process whereby one term is differentiated from another — in
this case pertaining to the individual subject. My thinking on individuation draws on the work of
Simondon (1989; see also Brice, 2019; Keating, 2019).

4. Non-representational geographies emphasise practice, process, and pre-cognitive affects
over representational modes of analysis for theorising spatial relations. Key texts include Thrift
(2008), Anderson and Harrison (2010), Dewsbury (2010), and McCormack (2013).

5. The concept of ontogenesis centres processes of becoming, rather than states of being, as the
basis of existence.

6. Transfeminism refers to a current in feminism that explicitly includes and is informed by
trans struggles.
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7. The implication here being an inversion of traditional research roles - this project could

be described as a kind of experimental and immersive participant ethnography, in which I, as a
transgender scholar, interrogate cisgender practices of subjectification through an induction in
style and dress.

8. My use of ‘appropriateness’ here is inspired by the work of Adeola Enigbokan. For a potent
exposition of this word and its associations see Enigbokan (2019).

9. I develop this ontological argument more fully elsewhere (Brice, 2020) than can be under-
taken within the format of this short experimental contribution.
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