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WHAT I'T MEANS TO BE GENDERED ME
Life on the Boundaries of a
Dichotomous Gender System

BETSY LUCAL

Sociologists argue that individuals learn gender 1.‘oles and ge.nder stereorZ}e)r
o h i lization. Gender role socialization often r.emforces ge :
e thro'ugb Socljsae men ar.1d women are expected to fulfill .dlff.erent aer'o te’ﬁ
”“‘qua}ht}f] eicla and occupational roles. What are the implications of 111)vmtg 1; ]
i an’ter}; that recognizes “two and only two” genders?. Whata og ts
- gt?ndeli S}’Sh se gender displays are more ambiguous? In this excerpt,h ebz
i Wf Zsorg of sociology at Indiana University, South Bepd, uses her b
l Lvlu] L]r? Rczoeiamine the social construction of gender. and the implications
:‘11’1’;}3}’ [inding for gender identity and social interaction.

# i 1987
derstood the concept of “doing gender” (West allp?nZuVr\\]riTErirﬁznconse?
long before I became a sociologist. I'have })e? f;;fn aﬁ with e
quences of inappropriate “gender display” (Go 5
Zimmerman 1987) for as long as I can remember. ol
My daily experiences are a testament to the r1§1 hyn itgi ender i S N
ioty, to the real implications of “two and only two” whe e
ok tegories (Garfinkel 1967; Kessler and McKenna . b
)',<‘|‘L19f v et%l consequences that our gender system has for my iden }11‘(}; g
MP(i P Ieam a woman who has been called “Sir” so many times tha L
e aCthHS'hesita‘ce to assume that it is being directef:l at me. I.amfa wo e
l“”gt“r evenof ublic restrooms regularly causes ree.lc‘aon.s rapgu;lg ro(r)nmem’S
::lllli?;esl’cl:fes tI; confrontations over Whé.lt a man is d01.n.g Hﬁ; (;c t}elev;eed oy
I »lom I regularly enact a variety of practices e.lthe.r to minir
; ender or to deal with their m1s.attr1but10ns.- 2
e glyd%ment of Lorber’s (1994) ostensibly paradoxical assertic )
I am”t = eén (l:))endin ” ] engage in actually might serve to preserve am
o ecrl 1 categ%)ries. As a feminist who sees gender. rebelh'm?1 c:ls .(:
I)'(‘l;tji(f)ilczaiartf gfﬁc oef her contribution to the dismantling of sexism, I find thi
51§ a '
I‘”Hﬁibﬂ;’f}" dIHI: (rillit'( ‘|n'~lln(§\:nmino how my experiences both sup}?ort a .mli u:: I»I‘
’ |!‘?tt| l:-ll:-(pl’:: ( I.’,:).,I) argument using my own exper.wmj_cs‘ to |lll.u‘.s‘l::k;i(”.‘nl by
“||]';‘I:l n: the social construction of gender. My analysis offers a discus:
reriec o] ' ‘
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the consequences of gender for people who do ol follow the rules as well ay
anexamination of the possible implications of the existence of people like me
for the gender system itself, Ullinmh-l‘y, I'show how life on the boundarics of
gender affects me and how my life, and the lives of others who make similar
decisions about their participation in the gender system, has the potential o
subvert gender.

Because this [reading] analyzes my experiences as a woman who often is
mistaken for a man, my focus is on the social construction of gender for
women. My assumption is that, given the gendered nature of the gendering

process itself, men’s experiences of this phenomenon might well be differon|
from women'’s.

The Social Construction of Gender

It is now widely accepted that gender is a social construction, that sex an
gender are distinct, and that gender is something all of us “do.” This concep
tualization of gender can be traced to Garfinkel’s (1967) ethnomethod ological
study of “Agnes.”? In this analysis, Garfinkel examined the issues facing a
male who wished to pass as, and eventually become, a woman, Unlike indi.
viduals who perform gender in culturally expected ways, Agnes could nof
take her gender for granted and always was in danger of failing to pass ag a
woman (Zimmerman 1992).

This approach was extended by Kessler and McKenna (1978) and codi
fied in the classic “Doing Gender” by West and Zimmerman (1987). The so
cial constructionist approach has been developed most notably by Lorber
(1994, 1996). Similar theoretical strains have developed outside of soci ology,
such as work by Butler (1990) and Weston (1996). Taken as a whole, this work
provides a number of insights into the social processes of gender, showing
how gender(ing) is, in fact, a process.

We apply gender labels for a variety of reasons; for example, an individ
ual’s gender cues our interactions with her or him. Successful social relations
require all participants to present, monitor, and interpret gender displays
(Martin 1998; West and Zimmerman 1987). We have, according to Lorber, “no
social place for a person who is neither woman nor man” (1994:96); that is, we
do not know how to interact with such a person. There is, for exam ple, no
way of addressing such a person that does not rely on making an assumption
about the person’s gender (“Sir” or “Ma’am”). In this context, gender is “om
nirelevant” (West and Zimmerman 1987). Also, given the sometimes frac
tious nature of interactions between men and women, it might be particularly
important for women to know the gender of the strangers they encounter; do
the women need to be wary, or can they relax (Devor 1989)?

According to Kessler and McKenna (1978), each time we encounter a now
person, we make a gender attribution. In most cases, this is not difficult, We
learn how to read people’s gendery by learning which traits culturally signify
each gender and by learning rules that enabile s (o lansity individuals with a
wide range of gendor presentations ko two and only two pender categorion,
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) )
alle . w o a reason: eople
s, “Clendered tradts are called attribute
A Woeston observed, "Ciendere Lt T
itribute traits to others, No one possesses them, Traits are II;« |')l|<n i
: 06 ' ople use the same trafls an 4
K 4 ) (hat most people use
tation” (1996:21), The fact J eyl b
nting genders makes it easier for us to attribute genders to lll.l e
Hese =] i é i ‘ ! : $9
| W II}:;()"ws‘unu- that we can place each individual into one of twi |
e . is bi ste 5 Be 993) notes, we have
ly exclusive categories in this binary system. As Bem (1993) i ( ”, b
: ! s that are sce Ak
i polarized view of gender; there are two groUpe ll*u’]l dll; ( ] ,.””l ol
‘ I ‘ ) 1 1 8Y N (> |- (\
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(1989) found that the women she calls “gender blendcel:rs L?smin.m C n(u .
I i inity; their gender blending some [
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Becatse our ppearanc ;i
e arances, mannerisms, and so for
read as parl bl i ,and so forth constantly are being
Ifnr( cxu!npl(t)l-:)m B¢ vllt'(l display, we do gender whether we inlm{n ll(l:nln)'( IH:,
e su,:h \;vsollancul: athlete, particularly one participating in a ”‘"”k-lll,(;i;
e o ashetball, might deliberately keep her hair long to sh
Won,mn Bl 1(;ns ot suggest otherwise, she is a “real” (i.e }l?omi‘ 5,
) u}; - e also do genfigr in less conscious ways such as'\/\./,l“.n ‘ mn'()
elhcily Organizse};ace whceln sitting than a woman does. In fact, in a 9{)( i(] tmﬂ 1
a around gender, as ours i L PRI
do gender(Lorber 1994), s is, there is no way in which to not
Give . -
sl rnlnca)lsl(f Clllllt.ura.l rules for identifying gender (i.e., that there are only tw
el dolz ;mti, c115 assumed in the absence of evidence to the Contr;a); ) .
L e :gn 0 gte;?der. appropriately is placed not into a third cate yo,ra
o UL e with which her or his gender display seems most clogselz
PORLARESY n appears to be a woman, then he wi
woman,” not as something else. Even i - then he will be categorized as
: . Even if a person does not w.
an
01(; (‘:](i:i,c\,l iﬁkg to f(f:lo a gender other than the two recognized by ou; ,s[gcc'lo s
Enl pone O% Th e tf;t, do gender for that person by placing her or him if ZYI other
moi]e per ﬁ do ‘avaﬂable categories. We cannot escape doing ge ge and
P tI:S) suchzsy’ oIngone Of two genders. (There are exceptiori flgan er’tog
People whop?oﬁle dm}l:g drag” [Butler 1990; Lorber 1994].) .
ollow the norms of gend :
ranted. K gender can take their
tghink L thgisflez a(Iild McKennz? asserted, “Few people besides tgrzggseer: f?r
et r% 1? er as an}{thmg other than ‘naturally’ obvious”; the u]j ]
PR o s Sl O”f not being taken for the gender intended ”arel mi Y ei
s oo Ofx;: Ospl e(19781::26). I}—IIowever, such an assertion overlool?slr?}?e
such as those women D
blenders” a en Devor (1989) calls
il Zriln(iri(;fﬁ pec(){)glg;;orber (1994) refers to as ”gendlr bejdei;se T}CX?:
X an pointed out, we all .
and Ir)mglrit be hcalled on to account for, our genders -
eople w. Wil ;
misattrigution Oa; rflcér ;\rfl};affextfer refsons, do not adhere to the rules, risk gender
s interactional conse -l
this misidentificati quences that might r
interaction?s\f;}i:go;' V\t/ha’F are tge consequences of misattribgutiorfsfglrtsirgg
: ¢ ust misattribution be minimi ;
o N , : ! ized? What wil
ninimiz such n}lstakes? In this [reading], I explore the d Cone
tions using my bi ography. se and related ques-
For me, i
i outili SICEClal processes and structures of gender mean that, in th
C'ommon e ;1 ure, my appearance will be read as masculine Gi\ll ! th(
cﬁ A tj\, ion c(;f sex and gender, I will be assumed to be é maleen B v
lﬁo;c i p than(; 2? a—soglr};ti;vo ge?ders rule, I will be classified Perﬁa}i‘;‘
s ’ —mnot as an atypical ;i il
less person. I ypical woman, not as a ap-
be lu})th This Egiiiieas r;evieg(ier Cf)r the other. I cannot be neither n%]e*rzi;ll
. This nor riety of mundane and serious ¢ , (
my ever dav existence. T.i ! Serious consequences for
ittt ‘iyﬂl‘)i' ];tu?uf‘ 'le'e Myhre (1995), I have found thal Ilwl gl (“ e
I (M cipate in femininity is not one made frivolously choice not
experiences as bt 41
|!.n'nh\:\ UI' ‘I)II(I I‘“;h as a woman who does not do femininity illustrate
“Iy ; [i Il wo-and-only-two gender system, Lorber ai . I"l "
ending ge : ¢ W A Lo
wing gender rules and passing between penders does 1 l)'.llh (l IIIMII
) : L N0 eroce bu
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(1994:21). Although people who en-

rather preserves gender boundaries”
monstrate the social con-

page in these behaviors and appearances do “de
structedness of sex, sexuality, and gender” (Lorber 1994:96), they do not
actually disrupt gender. Devor made a similar point: “When gender blend-
ing females refused to mark themselves by publicly displaying sufficient
femininity to be recognized as women, they were in no way challenging
patriarchal gender assumptions” (1989:142). As the following discussion
shows, I have found that my own experiences both support and challenge
this argument. Before detailing these experiences, I explain my use of my

self as data.

My Self As Data

This analysis is based on my experiences as a person whose appearance and
pender/sex are not, in the eyes of many people, congruent. How did my ex-
periences become my data? 1 began my research “unwittingly” (Krieger
1991). This [reading] is a product of “opportunistic research” in that I am
using my “unique biography, life experiences, and/or situational familiarity
to understand and explain social life” (Riemer 1988:121; see also Riemer
1977). It is an analysis of “ymplanned personal experience,” that is, experi-
ences that were not part of a research project but instead are part of my daily
encounters (Reinharz 1992). . ..
It also is useful, I think, to consider my analysis an application of Mills’
(1959) “sociological imagination.” Mills (1959) and Berger (1963) wrote about
the importance of seeing the general in the particular. This means that gen-
oral social patterns can be discerned in the behaviors of particular individu-
als. In this [reading], I am examining portions of my biography, situated in
U S. society during the 1990s, to understand the “personal troubles” my gen-
der produces in the context of a two-and-only-two gender system. I am not
attempting to generalize my experiences; rather, I am trying to use them to
examine and reflect on the processes and structure of gender in our society.
Because my analysis is based on my memories and perceptions of events,
it is limited by my ability to recall events and by my interpretation of those
ovents. However, I am not claiming that my experiences provide the truth
about gender and how it works. I am claiming that the biography of a person
who lives on the margins of our gender system can provide theoretical in-
sights into the processes and social structure of gender. Therefore, after de-
scribing my experiences, I examine how they illustrate and extend, as well as
contradict, other work on the social construction of gender.

<

Gendered Me y
lach day, | negotiate the boundaries of gender. Each day, I face the possibil-
ity that someans W U1 attribute the “wrong” gender to me based on my phys-

fcal appeatance
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I am six feet tall and large-boned. | lave had short hair for most of my
life. For the past several years, I have worn a crew cut or flat top. I do nof
shave or otherwise remove hair from my body (e.g., no eyebrow plucking). |
do not wear dresses, skirts, high heels, or makeup. My only jewelry is a class
ring, a “men’s” watch (my wrists are too large for a “women’s” watch), two
small earrings (gold hoops, both in my left ear), and (occasionally) a neck:
lace. I wear jeans or shorts, T-shirts, sweaters, polo/golf shirts, button-dowii
collar shirts, and tennis shoes or boots. The jeans are “women’s” (I do have
hips) but do not look particularly “feminine.” The rest of the outer garmenity
are from men’s departments. I prefer baggy clothes, so the fact that I have
“womanly” breasts often is not obvious (I do not wear a bra). Sometime, |
wear a baseball cap or some other type of hat. I also am white and relatively
young (30 years old).2

My gender display—what others interpret as my presented identity
regularly leads to the misattribution of my gender. An incongruity exisis
between my gender self-identity and the gender that others perceive. In my
encounters with people I do not know, I sometimes conclude, based on our
interactions, that they think T am a man. This does not mean that other peo:
ple do not think T am a man, just that I have no way of knowing what they
think without interacting with them.

Living with It

[ have no illusions or delusions about my appearance. I know that my ap
pearance is likely to be read as “masculine” (and male) and that how I see
myself is socially irrelevant. Given our two-and-only-two gender structure, |
must live with the consequences of my appearance. These consequences fall
into two categories: issues of identity and issues of interaction.

My most common experience is being called “Sir” or being referred (o
by some other masculine linguistic marker (e.g., “he,” “man”). This has hap
pened for years, for as long as I can remember, when having encounters
with people I do not know.? Once, in fact, the same worker at a fast-food
restaurant called me Ma’am when she took my order and Sir when she gave
it to me.

Using my credit cards sometimes is a challenge. Some clerks subtly indi
cate their disbelief, looking from the card to me and back at the card and
checking my signature carefully. Others challenge my use of the card, asking,
whose it is or demanding identification. One cashier asked to see my driver’s
license and then asked me whether I was the son of the cardholder. Another
clerk told me that my signature on the receipt huad better match the one on the
card. Presumably, this was her way of letting me know that she was not con
vinced it was my credit card.

My identity as a woman also is called into question when I try to use
women-only spaces. Encounters in pubilic restrooms are an adventure, 1 have
been told countless times that This s the lndies” room. Other women say noth
ing 1o me, but their stares and conversations with others let me know whal
they think, Twill hear them says fon esainpde, here was a man in there, 1 also
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pol stares when Ienter a locker room. However, it seems that women are less
concerned about my presence there, perhaps because, given that it is a space
lor changing clothes, showering, and so forth, they will be able to make sure
that I am really a woman. Dressing rooms in department stores also are prob-
lematic spaces. | remember shopping with my sister once and being offered
i chair outside the room when I began to accompany her into the dressing
room. . . .

Being perceived as a man has made me privy to male-male interactional
ulyles of which most women are not aware. I found out, quite by accident,
that many men greet, or acknowledge, people (mostly other men) who make
eye contact with them with a single nod. For example, I found that when I
walked down the halls of my brother’s all-male dormitory making eye con-
tuct, men nodded their greetings at me. Oddly enough, these same men did
not greet my brother; IThad to tell him about making eye contact and nodding
an o greeting ritual. Apparently, in this case I was doing masculinity better
[han he was!

| also believe that I am treated differently, for example, in auto parts
slores (staffed almost exclusively by men in most cases) because of the
assumption that I am a man. Workers there assume that I know what I need
and that my questions are legitimate requests for information. I suspect that
| am treated more fairly than a feminine-appearing woman would be. T have
not been able to test this proposition. However, Devor’s participants did
report “being treated more respectfully” (1989:132) in such situations.

There is, however, a negative side to being assumed to be a man by other
men. Once, a friend and I were driving in her car when a man failed to stop
al an intersection and nearly crashed into us. As we drove away, I mouthed
slop sign to him. When we both stopped our cars at the next intersection, he
pot out of his car and came up to the passenger side of the car, where I was
sitting. He yelled obscenities at us and pounded and spit on the car window.
| uckily, the windows were closed. I do not think he would have done that if
he thought I was a woman. This was the first time I realized that one of the
implications of being seen as a man was that I might be called on to defend
imyself from physical aggression from other men who felt challenged by me.
This was a sobering and somewhat frightening thought.

Recently, I was verbally accosted by an older man who did not like
where T had parked my car. As I walked down the street to work, he shouted
that I should park at the university rather than on a side street nearby. I re-
sponded that it was a public street and that I could park there if I chose. He
continued to yell, but the only thing I caught was the last part of what he
said: Your tires are going Lo get cut! Based on my appearance that day—I was
dressed casually and Tarrying a backpack, and I had my hat on backward—I

believe he thought that I'was o young male student rather than a female pro-
fegsor, T do not think he would have yelled at a person he thought to be a
woman-—and pethaps especially not o woman professor.

Given the presumiption of heterosexuality that is part of our system of
gronder, my tnteractons with women who assume that Tam a man also can be
viewed from that peespective, For oxample, once my brother and 1 were

R
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shopping when we were “hit on”
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my pender more obyious rather than the ustal use of gender to make sex ob

vious. While i the restroom, | never make eye contact, and I get in and out
i quickly as possible. Going in with a woman friend also is helpful; her
presence legitimizes my own, People are less likely to think I am entering a
space where I do not belong when 1 am with someone who looks like she
does belong.!

To those women who verbally challenge my presence in the restroom, 1
weply, I know, usually in an annoyed tone. When they stare or talk about me
(0 the women they are with, I simply get out as quickly as possible. In gen-
wral, 1 do not wait for someone I am with because there is too much chance of
an unpleasant encounter.

| stopped trying on clothes before purchasing them a few years ago be-

catse my presence in the changing areas was met with stares and whispers.
lixceptions are stores where the dressing rooms are completely private,
whore there are individual stalls rather than a room with stalls separated by
Curlains, or where business is slow and no one else is trying on clothes. IfI
am trying on a garment clearly intended for a woman, then I usually can do
w0 without hassle. I guess the attendants assume that I must be a woman ifI
have, for example, a women'’s bathing suit in my hand. But usually, I think it
i casier for me to try the clothes on at home and return them, if necessary,
rather than risk creating a scene. Similarly, when I am with another woman
who is trying on clothes, I just wait outside.

My strategy with credit cards and checks is to anticipate wariness on a
clerk’s part. When I sense that there is some doubt or when they challenge
me, | say, It's my card. I generally respond courteously to requests for photo
I1), realizing that these might be routine checks because of concerns about in-
creasingly widespread fraud. . ..

Another strategy I have been experimenting with is wearing nail polish
in the dark bright colors currently fashionable. I try to do this when I travel
by plane. Given more stringent travel regulations, one always must present a
photo ID. But my experiences have shown that my driver’s license is not
necessarily convincing. Nail polish might be. I also flash my polished nails
when I enter airport restrooms, hoping that they will provide a clue that [ am

" indeed in the right place.

There are other cases in which the issues are less those of identity than of
all the norms of interaction that, in our society, are gendered. My most com-
mon response to misattribution actually is to appear to ignore it, that is, to go
on with the interaction as if nothing out of the ordinary has happened. Un-
loss | feel that there is a good reason to establish my correct gender, [ assume
(he identity others impose on me for the sake of smooth interaction. For
example, if someone is selling me a movie ticket, then there is no reason to
make sure that the person has accurately discerned my gender. Similarly, if
it s clear that the person using “Sir” is talking to me, then I simply respond
as appropriate. L accept the «lvnt)\",m!inn because it is irrelevant to the situa

It takes enough effort o be alert for misattributions and to decide

l1on,
which of them matter; roaponding to each one would ale more energy than

it i worth,
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sometimes, if our interaction (nvolves conversation, my first verbal re
sponse s cnough to let the othe permon know that 1 am actually a woman
and not a-man. My voice apparently {s “feminine” cnough to shift people’s
atlributions (o the other category. | know when this has happened by
the apologies that usually accompany the mistake. I usually respond to the
"Il“"“)',i"" by saying something like No problem and/or It happens all the time.
S01 |_u-l tmes, a misattributor will offer an account for the mistake, for exa mple,
saying that it was my hair or that they were not being very observant.

These experiences with gender and misattribution provide some theo
retical insights into contemporary Western understandings of gender and
into the social structure of gender in contemporary society. Although there
are a number of ways in which my experiences confirm the work of others,
I!wn- also are some ways in which my experiences suggest other interprefa-
lions and conclusions.

What Does It Mean?

(‘.\-mh"r I pervasive in our society. I cannot choose not to participate in it.
Hvenif I try notto do gender, other people will do it for me. That is, given our
two-and-only-two rule, they must attribute one of two genders to me. Still
.|Il‘I 1ugh I cannot choose not to participate in gender, I can choose not to pa r—,
licipate in femininity (as I have), at least with respect to physical appearance,
That is where the problems begin. Without the decorations of femininity
I'do not look like a woman. That is, I do not look like what many peoplc.'r:
commonsense understanding of gender tells them a woman looks like. How
[ see myself, even how T might wish others would see me, is socially irrele-
vant. It is the gender that I appear to be (my “perceived gender”) that is most
televant to my social identity and interactions with others. The major conse-
quence of this fact is that I must be continually aware of which gender I “give
Off™ as well as which gender I “give” (Goffman 1959).
Because my gender self-identity is “not displayed obviously, immedi-
ately, and consistently” (Devor 1989:58), I am somewhat of a failure in social
terms with respect to gender. Causing people to be uncertain or wrong aboul
one's gender is a violation of taken-for-granted rules that leads to embar-
rassment and discomfort; it means that something has gone wrong with the
mteraction (Garfinkel 1967; Kessler and McKenna 1978). This means that my
S honresponse to misattribution is the more socially appropriate response; |

am allowing others to maintain face (Goffman 1959:1967). By not calling at-
lention to their mistakes, T uphold their images of themselves as competen
soctalactors, 1 also maintain my own image as competent by letting them as-
sume that Fam the gender I appear to them to be.

Bul I still have discreditable status; I carry a stigma (Goffman 1963), Be-
cause I have failed to participate appropriately in the creation of meaning
with respect to gender (Devor 1989), 1 can be called on to account for mv1
appearance, I discredited, 1 show myself to be an i ornpetent nocial actor, |
am the one not following the rules, and 1 will pay the prive for nol [rrovicding
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people with the appropeiate cies for placing me in the gender category to
which Ireally belang

[do think that it s, in many cases, safer to be read as a man than as some sort
ol deviant woman, “Man™ is an acceptable category; it fits properly into peo-
ple's gender worldview, Passing as a man often is the “path of least resistance”
(Devor 1989; Johnson 1997). For example, in situations where gender does not
maller, letting people take me as a man is easier than correcting them.

Conversely, as Butler noted, “We regularly punish those who fail to
do their gender right” (1990:140). Feinberg maintained, “Masculine girls
and women face terrible condemnation and brutality—including sexual
violence—for crossing the boundary of what is ‘acceptable’ female expres-
slon” (1996:114). People are more likely to harass me when they perceive
me o be a woman who looks like a man. For example, when a group of
(cenagers realized that I was not a man because one of their mothers identi-
lied me correctly, they began to make derogatory comments when I passed
them. One asked, for example, “Does she have a penis?”

Because of the assumption that a “masculine” woman is a lesbian, there
i1 the risk of homophobic reactions (Gardner 1995; Lucal 1997). Perhaps sur-
prisingly, I find that I am much more likely to be taken for a man than for a
lesbian, at least based on my interactions with people and their reactions to
me. This might be because people are less likely to reveal that they have
luken me for a lesbian because it is less relevant to an encounter or because
they believe this would be unacceptable. But I think it is more likely a prod-
uct of the strength of our two-and-only-two system. 1 give enough masculine
cues that I am seen not as a deviant woman but rather as a man, at least in
most cases. The problem seems not to be that people are uncertain about my
pender, which might lead them to conclude that I was a lesbian once they re-
alized I was a woman. Rather, I seem to fit easily into a gender category—just
not the one with which Iidentify. . . .

Boundaries and margins are an important component of both my expe-
riences of gender and our theoretical understanding of gendering processes.
| am, in effect, both woman and not-woman. As a woman who often is a
social man but who also is a woman living in a patriarchal society, I am in a
Linique position to see and act. I sometimes receive privileges usually limited
(0 men, and I sometimes am oppressed by my status as a deviant woman. I
am, in a sense, an outsider-within (Collins 1991). Positioned on the bound-
aries of gender categories, I have developed a consciousness that I hope will
prove transformative (Anzaldua 1987).

[n fact, one of the reasons why I decided to continue my nonparticipation
in femininity was thalt my sociological training suggested that this could be
one of my contributiens to the eventual dismantling of patriarchal gender
constructs, I waould be my way of making the personal political. T accepted
being talken fora mat an the price T would pay to help subvert patriarchy. I be-
lieved that all ol the teanveniences T was enduring meant that I actually was
doing somethiog to bt dowin the gender stractures that entangled all of us.

Then, I read Eorber s CE990) Paradoyes of Gender and found out, much to
oy sy, that Fdgg bt ot actually e challenging gender after all, Because
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dentRioier o (ljlcture, Tam not to the point of personally abandoning gen
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St in’ ol n F)ugh Ido no"c play by many of its rules. For m e, as for
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Rhesent o d.HoIIander .1997). Socially, the problem is that | do nol
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meanings ascribed to the categories and, even more important, the hierarchi

cal nature of gender under patriarchy that is the problem (Johnson 1997).
Iherefore, 1 am rebelling not against my femaleness or even my woman

hood; instead, I am protesting contemporary constructions of femininity
and, at least indirectly, masculinity under patriarchy. We do not, in fact,
lknow what gender would look like if it were not constructed around hetero
nextality in the context of patriarchy.

Although it is possible that the end of patriarchy would mean the end of
pender, it is at least conceivable that something like what we now call gender
could exist in a postpatriarchal future. The two-and-only-two categorization
might well disappear, there being no hierarchy for it to justify. But I do not
think that we should make the assumption that gender and patriarchy are
nynonymous. . . .

Ina...book, The Gender Knot, Johnson (1997) argued that when it comes

(o gender and patriarchy, most of us follow the paths of least resistance; we
‘0 along to get along,” allowing our actions to be shaped by the gender sys-
(em. Collectively, our actions help patriarchy maintain and perpetuate a
system of oppression and privilege. Thus, by withdrawing our support from
this system by choosing paths of greater resistance, we can start to chip away
al it. Many people participate in gender because they cannot imagine any
allernatives. In my classroom, and in my interactions and encounters with
slrangers, my presence can make it difficult for people not to see that there
ire other paths. In other words, following from West and Zimmerman (1987),
| can subvert gender by doing it differently.

For example, I think it is true that my existence does not have an effect on
strangers who assume that I am a man and never learn otherwise. For them,
| do uphold the two-and-only-two system. But there are other cases in which
my existence can have an effect. For example, when people initially take me
for a man but then find out that I actually am a woman, at least for thal
moment, the naturalness of gender may be called into question. In thene
cases, my presence can provoke a “category crisis” (Garber 1992:16) becatine
it challenges the sex/gender binary system.

The subversive potential of my gender might be strongest in my class
rooms. When I teach about the sociology of gender, my students can see me
as the embodiment of the social construction of gender. Not all of my stu
dents have transformative experiences as a result of taking a course with me;
there is the chance that some of them see me as a “freak” or as an exception.
Still, after listening to stories about my experiences with gender and reading,

literature on the subject, many students begin to see how and why gender is
a social product. I can disentangle sex, gender, and sexuality in the contem
porary United States for them. Students can begin to see the connection be

tween biographichl experiences and the structure of society. As one of my
students noted, T elearly Hive the material T am teaching. If that helps me to
get my point across, thet perhiaps [ am subverting the binary gender system
after all, Although my gendored presence and my way of doing gender

might make others g sometines even me——uncomfortable, no one evel

goded that cimpman e patebare By was going 1o be casy.
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meanings ascribed to the categories and, even more important, the hierarchi

cal nature of gender under patriarchy that is the problem (Johnson 1997).
Iherefore, 1 am rebelling not against my femaleness or even my woman

hood; instead, I am protesting contemporary constructions of femininity
and, at least indirectly, masculinity under patriarchy. We do not, in fact,
lknow what gender would look like if it were not constructed around hetero
nextality in the context of patriarchy.

Although it is possible that the end of patriarchy would mean the end of
pender, it is at least conceivable that something like what we now call gender
could exist in a postpatriarchal future. The two-and-only-two categorization
might well disappear, there being no hierarchy for it to justify. But I do not
think that we should make the assumption that gender and patriarchy are
nynonymous. . . .

Ina...book, The Gender Knot, Johnson (1997) argued that when it comes

(o gender and patriarchy, most of us follow the paths of least resistance; we
‘0 along to get along,” allowing our actions to be shaped by the gender sys-
(em. Collectively, our actions help patriarchy maintain and perpetuate a
system of oppression and privilege. Thus, by withdrawing our support from
this system by choosing paths of greater resistance, we can start to chip away
al it. Many people participate in gender because they cannot imagine any
allernatives. In my classroom, and in my interactions and encounters with
slrangers, my presence can make it difficult for people not to see that there
ire other paths. In other words, following from West and Zimmerman (1987),
| can subvert gender by doing it differently.

For example, I think it is true that my existence does not have an effect on
strangers who assume that I am a man and never learn otherwise. For them,
| do uphold the two-and-only-two system. But there are other cases in which
my existence can have an effect. For example, when people initially take me
for a man but then find out that I actually am a woman, at least for thal
moment, the naturalness of gender may be called into question. In thene
cases, my presence can provoke a “category crisis” (Garber 1992:16) becatine
it challenges the sex/gender binary system.

The subversive potential of my gender might be strongest in my class
rooms. When I teach about the sociology of gender, my students can see me
as the embodiment of the social construction of gender. Not all of my stu
dents have transformative experiences as a result of taking a course with me;
there is the chance that some of them see me as a “freak” or as an exception.
Still, after listening to stories about my experiences with gender and reading,

literature on the subject, many students begin to see how and why gender is
a social product. I can disentangle sex, gender, and sexuality in the contem
porary United States for them. Students can begin to see the connection be

tween biographichl experiences and the structure of society. As one of my
students noted, T elearly Hive the material T am teaching. If that helps me to
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