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Abstract

Einar Wegener, who later became known as Lili Elbe, was one of the first in‐

dividuals to undergo gender-affirming surgery (from male to female) in

1931. This was a period when strict norms were imposed by society, dictat‐

ing that a person’s gender must align exclusively with the biological sex ob‐

served at birth. Individuals who differed from these norms, including those

who would today be identified as gender non-conforming or LGBTQ+, were

deemed socially unacceptable. They faced complete alienation from both

society and their own families. David Ebershoff’s The Danish Girl depicts the

real-life experiences of Einar Wegener. Another character, Greta, plays a sig‐

nificant role that reflects contemporary feminist debates on marriage and

partnership. Her evolving spousal role reveals the impact of gender transi‐

tion on both relational and individual identity. Ebershoff’s portrayal of

Einar/Lili illustrates how personal identity is both constrained by and resis‐

tant to cultural norms, thereby destabilizing the binary logic of “male” and

“female.” Set against the social backdrop of the 1930s, the novel highlights
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the couple’s evolving relationship and the tension between personal au‐

thenticity and social conformity. This article ventures to explore society’s

complex impact on gender identity by applying the concept of

performativity.

Keywords: Gender studies, LGBTQ, Gender-affirming surgery, Binary

logic, Gender Analysis, Concept of Performativity.

Introduction to the Term Transgender

Gender is currently one of the most controversial issues in our society. The

notion of gender was decided on a binary system of male and female by

birth. Men were therefore expected to only perform masculinity, while

women were expected to only perform femininity. Any deviation from the

designated gender is unacceptable to the family, friends and society. To be

transgender means that a person’s internal, deeply felt sense of gender dif‐

fers from the sex assigned to them at birth. The sex assigned at birth (male

or female) is usually determined by external anatomy, while gender identity

is an innate component of a person’s sense of self.

Being transgender is neither a mental disorder, a crime, a disease, a

choice, or a trend. It is a real and natural component of human variation, as

acknowledged by major medical and psychiatric organizations worldwide.

Before the advent of movie theaters and film, novels served as both a tool

and a cultural mirror, reflecting the human condition via elaborate tales,

characters, and emotions. This story beautifully depicted transgender issues

in order to educate readers and society about the difficulties, discrimination,

and desire for emotional validation.

David Ebershoff is an American author and editor well known for his de‐

but novel The Danish Girl (2000), which brought international attention to

the life of Lili Elbe, one of the first known recipients of Gender-affirming

surgery. Ebershoff is recognized for his exploration of identity, gender and

historical narrative. His work often blends fact and fiction to illuminate
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marginalized voices, making The Danish Girl both a literary and cultural

milestone in LGBTQ+ representation in the society. The Core of this novel is

a recreation of biography of Lili Elbe titled Man into Woman which was pub‐

lished posthumously in 1933 by Niels Hoyer. Dr. Magnus Hirschfeld played a

crucial role in this process by documenting and discussing the case of Lili

Elbe in his papers and lectures as he is the physician who performed Lili’s

surgery.

David Ebershoff’s novel, The Danish Girl, is an emotional and lyrical work

of historical fiction inspired by the lives of Danish painters Lili Elbe and

Gerda Wegener. The story begins in 1920s Copenhagen, the capital city of

Denmark and follows the lives of Einar Wegener, a successful landscape

artist, and his wife, Gerda, a portraitist. Their lives are profoundly altered

when Einar half-heartedly stands in for a female model, an act that awakens

a suppressed identity.

The novel is a deeply moving exploration of identity, love, and transfor‐

mation. It narrates Einar’s groundbreaking journey to become Lili, and also

it tells the story of Gerda’s evolving love and unwavering support as her

husband becomes her muse and, finally as her girlfriend. While fictional‐

ized, the book shines as a light based on a remarkable true story, capturing

the emotional complexity, societal challenges, and incredible courage at the

heart of one of the twentieth century’s most pioneering transgender

narratives.

The Major Themes of the Novel

Firstly, the theme of exploration of identity. The Danish Girl delves into the

protagonist’s journey of self-discovery and his exploration of his own gen‐

der identity. It explores the struggles and challenges faced by those coping

with their own identity and presents it in a sensitive and nuanced manner.

Next, the importance of authenticity. One of the central themes of the book

is the importance of being true to oneself. The protagonist, Einar Wegener,
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embarks on a journey to live as his true self, even in the face of societal

judgment and adversity. The book highlights the significance of authentici‐

ty and the courage required to embrace one’s true identity.

The Love and acceptance is a major theme in the novel. The Danish Girl

also explores the themes of love and acceptance in the context of a trans

person’s journey. The relationships portrayed in the book, particularly

Einar’s relationship with his wife Gerda, depict the complexities of love and

the challenges faced in the process of identity evolution. It delves into the

power of unconditional love and acceptance as crucial factors in one’s jour‐

ney towards self-discovery.

The societal and medical context of the time is another major theme. As

the novel is set in the early 20th century, The Danish Girl provides insights

into the societal and medical context surrounding gender identity during

that time. It sheds light on the lack of understanding and awareness regard‐

ing transgender issues, the medical treatments that were available at the

time, and the moral and social prejudices that Einar and others faced. This

historical context adds depth to the story and offers a broader perspective

on the struggles faced by transgender individuals.

Film Adaptation

This book was later adapted into a movie with the same name, directed by

Tom Hooper and released in 2015. The film explores themes of identity, love,

and the complexities of gender, while it also highlights the emotional and

relational challenges faced by Lili’s transition. Let us explore the major areas

of the novel.

Exploring Gender, Identity, and Resistance in The Danish Girl

The Danish Girl frames self-discovery as an essential, inward journey cen‐

tered on confronting one’s fundamental identity. The narrative traces Einar

Wegener’s gradual realization that his true self is Lili Elbe, a woman he has
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internally suppressed. This emergence is not a deliberate choice but an or‐

ganic process, initiated through private acts like wearing women’s clothing,

which serve as glimpses of authenticity. As Lili’s identity strengthens,

Einar’s diminishes, creating an internal necessity for transition. This com‐

pels him to risk his marriage, career, and physical safety to achieve bodily

and social alignment with his true self. Ultimately, the novel posits that true

selfhood is non-negotiable, attainable only through the courageous integra‐

tion of one’s inner truth. Losing a lot in order to acquire a self-identity that

truly belongs.

The novel draws upon historical events along with the biographical note.

Rather, Ebershoff constructs a narrative that uses fiction to explore the flu‐

idity of gender, the complexity of identity, social, medical, and psychological

dimensions during the transition phase. The author daringly explored cer‐

tain concepts which was highly forbidden. Lili, portrayed as a transgender

woman, captures the essence of her inner identity. Within the limits of a

culture that stifles and isolates her, Lili emerges as a light of authenticity

and the transformative power of accepting one’s actual self. The involuntary

character of Lili’s identity may be observed in the following sentences,

which demonstrate that she is an indisputable force. To quote, “No, I don’t.

But when you explain it … when you explain Lili, it does sound like you

think there are two people. Two separate people” (79).

Deconstructing the Gender Binary

The Danish Girl systematically deconstructs the rigid gender binary — the

societal rule that everyone must fit neatly into the category of either “man”

or “woman” — by depicting Lili Elbe’s identity as the emergence of a true

self that has always existed rather than as a transition from one side to the

other. The novel challenges this binary from the very beginning, showing

that Einar’s initial experiments with women’s clothing are not a mere cos‐

tume or hobby, but a profound experience of coming home to himself, where
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the silk on his skin feels more authentic and right than his male attire ever

did. This journey resists the simple narrative of a “man becoming a woman”

and instead presents Lili as a woman who was always there, waiting within,

fundamentally challenging the idea that the body one is born with dictates

one’s immutable identity. The story further critiques this binary through the

failure of the medical establishment, which represents society’s attempt to

enforce its rules, as doctors misdiagnose Lili’s truth as a mental illness to be

cured and forced back into the “male” box. Ultimately, the novel argues that

identity is a deep, internal truth that cannot be confined by a binary system,

celebrating Lili’s courageous act of living in the open as a powerful rebellion

against these limiting categories and an affirmation that a person’s sense of

self is the only valid definition of who they are.

Ebershoff’s depiction of Lili echoes this theory. From the moment Greta

asks Einar to be a model for women’s clothing, the real “performance” be‐

gins. Yet it quickly becomes evident that this is not a performance at all but

it is a revelation. Lili’s emergence through these gendered acts disrupts the

presumed stability of the gender binary. The novel insists that identity is not

anchored in biology but exists along a continuum that resists easy

categorization.

One of the main achievements of Ebershoff’s novel is the way in which it

challenges binary constructions of gender. The narration presents Einar and

Lili not as two entirely separate entities, but they are presented as a part of a

single identity. Lili does not emerge suddenly, she unfolds over time, surfac‐

ing in moments of artistic performance, clothing, gesture, emotion and psy‐

chological support of Einar. These moments are deeply tied to the concept of

gender performativity, a theoretical framework developed by Judith Butler.

According to Butler, gender is not a fixed trait or essence but a set of repeat‐

ed behaviors, roles, and expressions shaped by societal expectations.
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The feeling of being an imposter in one’s own body is expressed through

the lines. This perfectly encapsulates the novel’s core theme: Lili is not a

separate person but the essential, locked-away truth of the self. To Quote,

“Sometimes I feel a need to go find Lili.” He’d come to think of it as a

hunger” (98).

The Role of Greta: Feminism and Partnership

Greta plays a crucial role in the novel. She not only acts as Einar’s wife but as

Lili’s confidante, protector, and, in many ways, midwife. Her response to

Lili’s transformation is far from one-dimensional — it is marked by confu‐

sion, grief, compassion, and finally, a form of self-liberation. Greta’s journey

parallels Lili’s, where she is also forced to rethink what it means to be a

woman, a wife, and an artist. In a society where women were often defined

by their marital and maternal roles, Greta’s ability to embrace Lili’s identity

despite the cost to her own marriage speaks to a feminist reimagining of

love and agency. She is not merely a passive observer but an active partici‐

pant in the transformation. By placing Greta at the center of the novel,

Ebershoff allows for a critique of the gendered expectations placed on cis‐

gender women as well. Greta’s character suggests that solidarity and love

can transcend the constraints of traditional gender roles. To Quote: “And

wasn’t that the inexhaustible struggle for Greta? Her perpetual need to be

alone but always loved, and in love” (229).

Greta’s love becomes selfless and nurturing, focused on protecting and

comforting Lili as she navigates a vulnerable transformation. She shifts

from the role of a romantic partner to a caregiver, guiding Lili through med‐

ical appointments and emotional struggles. Her love is unconditional, prior‐

itizing Lili’s need to become her true self over her own desires for a conven‐

tional marriage. She helps “create” Lili, much like a mother, by giving her a

name, painting her portrait, and affirming her identity to the world.

Ultimately, she prepares Lili to live independently, demonstrating a love that
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lets go — a final, profound act of mother-like, selfless, unconditional love

towards her daughter. To Quote: “She said it made her look mean. But that

isn’t true. It makes her look like a mother who wants to keep her daughter

from stepping into something painful but knows she can’t” (250).

Inner Self and External Perception

In The Danish Girl, a central conflict is the painful gap between Lili Elbe’s in‐

ner self and the world’s external perception of her. On the inside, Lili knows

with absolute certainty that she is a woman, a truth that feels natural and

undeniable to her. However, the outside world only sees Einar Wegener, as a

man, and expects her to act, dress, and live according to those norms. This

divide causes immense suffering, as she feels trapped and invisible, forced to

perform an identity that is not her own. The Danish Girl argues that true

selfhood is an internal reality that must often struggle against and ulti‐

mately transcend external perception to be fully realized. This battle is

fought on the battlegrounds of marriage, art, and the medical establishment.

Above all the struggles, it is a battle between the inner self and the external

perception.

Perhaps the most poignant tension in The Danish Girl is the contrast be‐

tween how Lili understands herself (Inner self) and how the world sees her

(External perception). From the beginning, Einar senses a dissonance be‐

tween his body and his sense of self. As Lili begins to take shape, that inter‐

nal conflict intensifies not because she doubts who she is, but because oth‐

ers refuse to accept her identity imposed by society. To quote, “It wasn’t a

decision, just a natural progression of events” (198).

Internal self-knowledge vs. external perception runs throughout the

novel. It is reflected in the mirror motifs, in Greta’s portraits, and in the var‐

ious disguises Lili adopts before she can live openly. Ebershoff suggests that

identity is not confirmed by others but self-assessed and lived from within.
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However, he also acknowledges that social recognition is essential for sur‐

vival. Lili’s struggle is not just to be herself, but to be seen, respected, and

named as herself.

The novel’s emotional power lies in its portrayal of this yearning for

recognition. Lili’s identity is not a secret to herself, but it remains unac‐

knowledged by nearly everyone else, from doctors to family to society at

large. The gap between inner reality and external affirmation becomes a

source of both pain and resilience. Lili’s identity is not a medical condition to

be fixed but an existential truth to be affirmed. To Quote:

To prove to the world — no, not to the world but to herself — that indeed she was a woman,
and that all her previous life, the little man known as Einar, was simply nature’s gravest

mishap, corrected once and for all (248).

Conclusion: The Danish Girl — A Literary Act of Resistance

Ultimately, The Danish Girl is more than a fictionalized biography. It is a liter‐

ary act of resistance against the normative structures that seek to define and

confine identity. By centering Lili Elbe’s journey, Ebershoff invites readers to

question the stability of gender categories, to empathize with the complexi‐

ties of transition, and to reflect on how societal norms shape and often limit

our understanding of self. Through its rich characters, symbolic language,

and layered narrative, the novel challenges the authority of both medical

and cultural institutions. The novel offers a vision of gender as something

lived, fluid, and deeply personal. It illuminates the courage required not only

to become oneself but to demand recognition in a world that resists change.

Greta’s journey with Lili is not that of an ordinary wife. She was the epit‐

ome of unconditional love. This support is difficult to anticipate from soci‐

ety. Lili demonstrates significant agency in her decision-making process,

which is grounded in a secure cisgender identity. Her actions are character‐

ized by a deliberative evaluation of consequences, wherein she recognizes

two primary consequences of her decision. The dissolution of her marriage
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and the potential endangerment of her personal change of her course of life.

This calculated assessment suggests that her choices are driven by a priori‐

tization of deeply held emotional needs and self-actualization over the

preservation of her existing social and personal security. She is ready for the

transformation and the consequences.

The reason The Danish Girl is still a potent and thought-provoking book is

not just because it provides answers to every question it raises, but rather

because it dared to raise them during a period when they were hardly ever

questioned. The book offers a deeply personal and emotional look at self-

discovery and the courage required to live authentically, even when chal‐

lenging societal norms and facing intense personal change.

Works Cited

Coughlin, Sarah. “The Fictionalization of Lili Elbe: David Ebershoff’s The

Danish Girl and the Politics of Transgender Representation.” Journal of

Modern Literature, vol. 42, no. 2, 2019, pp. 150-167.

Ebershoff, David. The Danish Girl. Viking, 2000.

Hoyer, Niels, editor. Man into Woman: An Authentic Record of a Change of

Sex. 1933. Reprint, Blue Boat Books, 2004.

Meyer, Sabine. “‘The We of Me’: Lili Elbe’s Autobiography Man into

Woman and the Quest for Identity.” Nordic Journal of English Studies, vol. 15,

no. 2, 2016, pp. 182-203.

Sklar, Monica. “The Danish Girl: A Study in Art, Fashion, and Identity.”

Fashion, Style & Popular Culture, vol. 5, no. 1, 2018, pp. 115-118.

Stryker, Susan. “Transgender History, Homonormativity, and

Disciplinarity.” Radical History Review, vol. 2008, no. 100, 2008, pp. 145-157.

Mrs. Oviya Shakthi  •  IRWLE  •  10


