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What happens when a man wears a skirt in public? This research presents an experiment in which the author, a male student, wore a skirt throughout the day and went into public spaces, including the classroom, on campus, and nearby places, to challenge gender perceptions.

The author uses personal observation and personal reflections documented during the day, interviews with peers who witnessed the act and interacted with him, and theory to understand how gender is not fixed but regulated by society. He also criticizes how society punishes those who deviate from traditional gender roles, especially expectations about how men and women are supposed to behave.

The findings show different reactions: some people supported the author, others stayed silent, and some expressed discomfort or mockery. These responses reflect deeper cultural beliefs about gender and control. 

This study questions how these norms are used to limit one’s freedom of expression and how they may turn into violence and dehumanization, especially when men express “feminine” traits or behaviors. The author wears the skirt to defy these norms and calls for empathy and human dignity to replace them.
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I wish to thank individuals who supported me in various ways in this project. Special thanks to the peers who have shared their responses during the interviews and to those who helped me in the translation and interpretation of some responses to ensure that I document their voices accurately. I am very grateful to my colleagues who supported me with photography in my field experiment, by offering me technical and emotional support throughout my research process. I could not have done this work without their contributions. 
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​Preface 
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This paper explores the boundaries of gender, identity, and truth through a field experiment in which the author, a male foreign student living in India, chose to wear a skirt in public settings throughout the day. Through personal diary reflections, structured qualitative interviews, and different philosophical, sociological, and psychological studies, such as the Mirror stage theory, the Johari Window, Butler's gender performativity, and other scholarly works, this paper analyzes how individuals view themselves and the way society sees and thinks about them.   It raises paradoxical questions, such as what is truth? Who creates it? Who guards it? What is moral regulation, how is it constructed, and what happens when a person decides to cross the established social boundaries?

The responses I encountered range from silence to criticism, and all become a mirror of how society perceives us through different lenses, just like Buber's' I-Thou' and ‘I-It’ philosophy. Some participants were scared of even seeing me, demonstrating the societal discomfort with gender nonconformity and the collective conditioning to fear what is unfamiliar. The experiment revealed both internal conflict and external tensions, exposing the underlying social discomforts. Through embodied vulnerability, raw testimony, and theoretical reflection, this study reveals that the mirror we fear is not on the wall, but embedded in the gaze of others. I call for a redefinition of truth and freedom, grounded in empathy, humanity, and radical unlearning.

A version of this work was first published as a preprint on OSF Preprints (Mutsinzi 2025). This edition has been revised for broader readership and forms part of my ongoing book project, “Becoming Visible,” which explores gender, truth, and the politics of being seen.
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1.  ​Introduction 
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What is the real meaning of seeing and being seen? I mean the true meaning of seeing and being seen, not through assumptions, not in fragments?  We live in a world that already has a curated agenda of what is acceptable, what is expected, what is allowed, what can be tolerated, and what is strictly forbidden. Is it possible to cross the limits of what this agenda proposes? At what price? This research began from a personal tension and desire to challenge what others consider “normal” and to transcend the boundaries between personal freedom of expression and societal perceptions.

––––––––
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Once I was in front of a mirror, and I asked myself: Why can’t I see myself fully? Why do I need a mirror to see my face? Why can’t I see my back and all dimensions of my body with my own eyes? And by picking a mirror, I cannot see my real self either; it’s just a reflection of myself. A mirror gives me a reflection, depending on so many factors, including the manufacturer, the mirror’s shape, its surface, lighting, and many others. 

Some mirrors make me look smaller, others make me look larger; some make me look beautiful, others make me look ugly. Some make me hate myself. Some just show me my fragments: a face, a torso, a silhouette, never the complete self. In contrast, I can see you clearly with my bare eyes; I can see your face, your front, your sides, and your back, all without depending on any artificial mirrors. What causes this? Isn’t there a hidden code behind my curiosity?

And then I realized that this mirror isn’t just physical, it is also psychological. I remember when I was going to the market with my mother, and we saw a man labelled “mad.”  He was urinating openly in public, with his private parts exposed, and I felt as if I was one being ashamed. I was surprised when I looked in his eyes, and the man was not at all ashamed, but rather proud. This moment shook me, and made me think, why was I the one supposed to carry his shame, when he didn’t?

Then I asked myself a bigger question, “What if the same act was being done by ‘a normal’ person? Why was it a normal thing to shower openly at my high school with my colleagues, but unbearable to do the same thing in front of my mother or even my brothers? That’s when I started to understand that shame is not inherent to the body, nor to the act, but to the eyes watching. It is all about who is watching us and how we were trained to feel under their gaze. 

These questions pushed me to conduct a social experiment: What then happens when one breaks off this code? What would happen if a man went to the public wearing a skirt, not as fashion, not as a performance, but as his choice; not to seek attention, but to be himself. To debunk this myth, I performed this social experiment. I went to college and public spaces wearing a skirt, and I have documented my own experiences and all reactions I observed from peers, faculty, and strangers. It was a simple gesture, yet it has unearthed the hidden layers of societal discomfort, introspection, and the reactions when one decides to go off the expected script.

To even understand this, I drew insights from both theory and lived experience. Butler’s theory of gender performativity asserts that “gender is not an identity, it is not what one is, but what one does, repeatedly, in the sight of others.” (Butler 1990). Meanwhile, Lacan’s Mirror Theory explains identity as something that is formed through external validation. “We become who we believe others see us as” (Lacan 2007).
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