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Perspective

WHAT IT MEANS TO BE GENDERED ME
Life on the Boundaries of a
Dichotomous Gender System

BETSY LUCAL
Indiana University South Bend

What are the implications of living in a gender system that recognizes “two and only two” genders? For
those individuals whose “gender displays” are inappropriate, there can be a variety of consequences,
many of them negative. In this article, the author provides an analysis of her experiences as a woman
whose appearance often leads to gender misattribution. She discusses the consequences of the gender
system for her identity and her interactions. The author also examines Lorber’s assertion that “gender
bending” actually serves to perpetuate gender categories rather than to break them down, and she sug-
gests how her experiences might contradict Lorber’s argument. Using her biography to examine the
social construction of gender, she both illustrates and extends theoretical work in this area.

I understood the concept of “doing gender” (West and Zimmerman 1987) long
before I became a sociologist. I have been living with the consequences of inappro-
priate “gender display” (Goffman 1976; West and Zimmerman 1987) for as long as
I can remember.

My daily experiences are a testament to the rigidity of gender in our society, to
the real implications of “two and only two” when it comes to sex and gender catego-
ries (Garfinkel 1967; Kessler and McKenna 1978). Each day, I experience the con-
sequences that our gender system has for my identity and interactions. I am a
woman who has been called “Sir” so many times that I no longer even hesitate to
assume that it is being directed at me. I am a woman whose use of public rest rooms
regularly causes reactions ranging from confused stares to confrontations over
what a man is doing in the women’s room. I regularly enact a variety of practices
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either to minimize the need for others to know my gender or to deal with their
misattributions.

I am the embodiment of Lorber’s (1994) ostensibly paradoxical assertion that
the “gender bending” I engage in actually might serve to preserve and perpetuate
gender categories. As a feminist who sees gender rebellion as a significant part of
her contribution to the dismantling of sexism, I find this possibility disheartening.

In this article, I examine how my experiences both support and contradict Lor-
ber’s (1994) argument using my own experiences to illustrate and reflect on the
social construction of gender. My analysis offers a discussion of the consequences
of gender for people who do not follow the rules as well as an examination of the
possible implications of the existence of people like me for the gender system itself.
Ultimately, I show how life on the boundaries 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 to subvert gender.

Because this article analyzes my experiences as a woman who often is mistaken
for aman, my focus is on the social construction of gender for women. My assump-
tion is that, given the gendered nature of the gendering process itself, men’s experi-
ences of this phenomenon might well be different from women’s.

THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF GENDER

Itis now widely accepted that gender is a social construction, that sex and gender
are distinct, and that gender is something all of us “do.” This conceptualization of
gender can be traced to Garfinkel’s (1967) ethnomethodological study of “Agnes.”’
In this analysis, Garfinkel examined the issues facing a male who wished to pass as,
and eventually become, a woman. Unlike individuals who perform gender in cul-
turally expected ways, Agnes could not take her gender for granted and always was
in danger of failing to pass as a woman (Zimmerman 1992).

This approach was extended by Kessler and McKenna (1978) and codified in the
classic “Doing Gender” by West and Zimmerman (1987). The social construction-
ist approach has been developed most notably by Lorber (1994, 1996). Similar
theoretical strains have developed outside of sociology, 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 individual’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 example, 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 “omnirelevant” (West and Zimmerman 1987).
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Also, given the sometimes fractious 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 new per-
son, we make a gender attribution. In most cases, this is not difficult. We learn how
to read people’s genders by learning which traits culturally signify each gender and
by learning rules that enable us to classify individuals with a wide range of gender
presentations into two and only two gender categories. As Weston observed, “Gen-
dered traits are called attributes for a reason: People attribute traits to others. No one
possesses them. Traits are the product of evaluation” (1996, 21). The fact that most
people use the same traits and rules in presenting genders makes it easier for us to
attribute genders to them.

We also assume that we can place each individual into one of two mutually
exclusive categories in this binary system. As Bem (1993) notes, we have a polar-
ized view of gender; there are two groups that are seen as polar opposites. Although
thereis “norule for deciding ‘male’ or ‘female’ that will always work” and no attrib-
utes “that always and without exception are true of only one gender” (Kessler and
McKenna 1978, 158, 1), we operate under the assumption that there are such rules
and attributes.

Kessler and McKenna'’s analysis revealed that the fundamental schema for gen-
der attribution is to “See someone as female only when you cannot see [the person]
as male” (1978, 158). Individuals basically are assumed to be male/men until
proven otherwise, that is, until some obvious marker of conventional femininity is
noted. In other words, the default reading of a nonfeminine person is that she or he is
male; people who do not deliberately mark themselves as feminine are taken to be
men. Devor attributed this tendency to the operation of gender in a patriarchal con-
text: “Women must mark themselves as ‘other’,” whereas on the other hand, “few
cues [are required] to identify maleness” (1989, 152). As with language, masculine
forms are taken as the generically human; femininity requires that something be
added. Femininity “must constantly reassure its audience by a willing demonstra-
tion of difference” (Brownmiller 1984, 15).

Patriarchal constructs of gender also devalue the marked category. Devor (1989)
found that the women she calls “gender blenders” assumed that femininity was less
desirable than masculinity; their gender blending sometimes was a product of their
shame about being women. This assumption affects not only our perceptions of
other people but also individuals’ senses of their own gendered selves.

Not only do we rely on our social skills in attributing genders to others, but we
also use our skills to present our own genders to them. The roots of this understand-
ing of how gender operates lie in Goffman’s (1959) analysis of the “presentation of
self in everyday life,” elaborated later in his work on “gender display” (Goffman
1976). From this perspective, gender is a performance, “a stylized repetition of
acts” (Butler 1990, 140, emphasis removed). Gender display refers to “convention-
alized portrayals” of social correlates of gender (Goffman 1976). These displays
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are culturally established sets of behaviors, appearances, mannerisms, and other
cues that we have learned to associate with members of a particular gender.

In determining the gender of each person we encounter and in presenting our
genders to others, we rely extensively on these gender displays. Our bodies and
their adornments provide us with “texts” for reading a person’s gender (Bordo
1993). As Lorber noted, “Without the deliberate use of gendered clothing, hair-
styles, jewelry, and cosmetics, women and men would look far more alike” (1994,
18-19). Myhre summarized the markers of femininity as “having longish hair;
wearing makeup, skirts, jewelry, and high heels; walking with a wiggle; having lit-
tle or no observable body hair; and being in general soft, rounded (but not too
rounded), and sweet-smelling” (1995, 135). (Note that these descriptions comprise
a Western conceptualization of gender.) Devor identified “mannerisms, language,
facial expressions, dress, and a lack of feminine adornment” (1989, x) as factors
that contribute to women being mistaken for men.

A person uses gender display to lead others to make attributions regarding her or
his gender, regardless of whether the presented gender corresponds to the person’s
sex or gender self-identity. Because gender is a social construction, there may be
differences among one’s sex, gender self-identity (the gender the individual identi-
fies as), presented identity (the gender the person is presenting), and perceived
identity (the gender others attribute to the person).” For example, a person can be
female without being socially identified as a woman, and a male person can appear
socially as a woman. Using a feminine gender display, a man can present the iden-
tity of a woman and, if the display is successful, be perceived as a woman.

But these processes also mean that a person who fails to establish a gendered
appearance that corresponds to the person’s gender faces challenges to her or his
identity and status. First, the gender nonconformist must find a way in which to
construct an identity in a society that denies her or him any legitimacy (Bem 1993).
A person is likely to want to define herself or himself as “normal” in the face of cul-
tural evidence to the contrary. Second, the individual also must deal with other peo-
ple’s challenges to identity and status—deciding how to respond, what such reac-
tions to their appearance mean, and so forth.

Because our appearances, mannerisms, and so forth constantly are being read as
part of our gender display, we do gender whether we intend to or not. For example, a
woman athlete, particularly one participating in a nonfeminine sport such as bas-
ketball, might deliberately keep her hair long to show that, despite actions that sug-
gest otherwise, she is a “real” (i.e., feminine) woman. But we also do gender in less
conscious ways such as when a man takes up more space when sitting than a woman
does. In fact, in a society so clearly organized around gender, as ours is, there is no
way in which to not do gender (Lorber 1994).

Given our cultural rules for identifying gender (i.e., that there are only two and
that masculinity is assumed in the absence of evidence to the contrary), a person
who does not do gender appropriately is placed not into a third category but rather
into the one with which her or his gender display seems most closely to fit; that is, if
a man appears to be a woman, then he will be categorized as “woman,” not as
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something else. Even if a person does not want to do gender or would like to do a
gender other than the two recognized by our society, other people will, in effect, do
gender for that person by placing her or him in one and only one of the two available
categories. We cannot escape doing gender or, more specifically, doing one of two
genders. (There are exceptions in limited contexts such as people doing “drag”
[Butler 1990; Lorber 1994].)

People who follow the norms of gender can take their genders for granted.
Kessler and McKenna asserted, “Few people besides transsexuals think of their
gender as anything other than ‘naturally’ obvious”; they believe that the risks of not
being taken for the gender intended “are minimal for nontranssexuals” (1978, 126).
However, such an assertion overlooks the experiences of people such as those
women Devor (1989) calls “gender blenders” and those people Lorber (1994)
refers to as “gender benders.” As West and Zimmerman (1987) pointed out, we all
are held accountable for, and might be called on to account for, our genders.

People who, for whatever reasons, do not adhere to the rules, risk gender misat-
tribution and any interactional consequences that might result from this misidentifi-
cation. What are the consequences of misattribution for social interaction? When
must misattribution be minimized? What will one do to minimize such mistakes? In
this article, I explore these and related questions using my biography.

For me, the social processes and structures of gender mean that, in the context of
our culture, my appearance will be read as masculine. Given the common confla-
tion of sex and gender, I will be assumed to be a male. Because of the two-and-
only-two genders rule, I will be classified, perhaps more often than not, as a
man—not as an atypical woman, not as a genderless person. I must be one gender or
the other; I cannot be neither, nor can I be both. This norm has a variety of mundane
and serious consequences for my everyday existence. Like Myhre (1995), I have
found that the choice not to participate in femininity is not one made frivolously.

My experiences as a woman who does not do femininity illustrate a paradox of
our two-and-only-two gender system. Lorber argued that “bending gender rules
and passing between genders does not erode but rather preserves gender bounda-
ries” (1994, 21). Although people who engage in these behaviors and appearances
do “demonstrate the social constructedness of sex, sexuality, and gender” (Lorber
1994, 96), they do not actually disrupt gender. Devor made a similar point: “When
gender blending females refused to mark themselves by publicly displaying suffi-
cient femininity to be recognized as women, they were in no way challenging patri-
archal 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 gen-
der/sex are not, in the eyes of many people, congruent. How did my experiences
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become my data? I began my research “unwittingly” (Krieger 1991). This article 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 “unplanned personal
experience,” that is, experiences that were not part of a research project but instead
are part of my daily encounters (Reinharz 1992).

This work also is, at least to some extent, an example of Richardson’s (1994)
notion of writing as a method of inquiry. As a sociologist who specializes in gender,
the more I learned, the more I realized that my life could serve as a case study. As I
examined my experiences, I found out things—about my experiences and about
theory—that I did not know when I started (Richardson 1994).

It also is useful, I think, to consider my analysis an application of Mills’s (1959)
“sociological imagination.” Mills (1959) and Berger (1963) wrote about the impor-
tance of seeing the general in the particular. This means that general social patterns
can be discerned in the behaviors of particular individuals. In this article, I am
examining portions of my biography, situated in U.S. society during the 1990s, to
understand the “personal troubles” my gender 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 events. How-
ever, | 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 insights into the processes and social
structure of gender. Therefore, after describing my experiences, I examine how
they illustrate and extend, as well as contradict, other work on the social construc-
tion of gender.

GENDERED ME

Each day, I negotiate the boundaries of gender. Each day, I face the possibility
that someone will attribute the “wrong” gender to me based on my physical
appearance.

I am six feet tall and large-boned. I have had short hair for most of my life. For
the past several years, I have worn a crew cut or flat top. I do not shave or otherwise
remove hair from my body (e.g., no eyebrow plucking). I 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 necklace. I wear jeans or shorts, T-shirts, sweat-
ers, polo/golf shirts, button-down 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 garments are from men’s departments. I prefer baggy clothes, so the fact
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that I have “womanly” breasts often is not obvious (I do not wear a bra). Sometimes,
I wear a baseball cap or some other type of hat. I also am white and relatively young
(30 years old).?

My gender display—what others interpret as my presented identity—regularly
leads to the misattribution of my gender. An incongruity exists 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 I am a
man. This does not mean that other people do not think I am a man, just that I have
no way of knowing what they think without interacting with them.

Living with It

I'have no illusions or delusions about my appearance. I know that my appearance
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, I must live with the con-
sequences 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 to by some
other masculine linguistic marker (e.g., “he,” “man”). This has happened 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 indicate
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 “had better match” the one on the card. Presumably, this
was her way of letting me know that she was not convinced 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 public rest rooms are an adventure. I have been told
countless times that “This is the ladies’ room.” Other women say nothing to me, but
their stares and conversations with others let me know what they think. I will hear
them say, for example, “There was a man in there.” I also get stares when I enter a
locker room. However, it seems that women are less concerned about my presence
there, perhaps because, given that it is a space for 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 problematic spaces. I remember shopping with my sister
once and being offered a chair outside the room when I began to accompany her into
the dressing room.

Women who believe that I am a man do not want me in women-only spaces. For
example, one woman would not enter the rest room until I came out, and others have
told me that I am in the wrong place. They also might not want to encounter me
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while they are alone. For example, seeing me walking at night when they are alone
might be scary.’

I, on the other hand, am not afraid to walk alone, day or night. I do not worry that
I will be subjected to the public harassment that many women endure (Gardner
1995). I am not a clear target for a potential rapist. I rely on the fact that a potential
attacker would not want to attack a big man by mistake. This is not to say that men
never are attacked, just that they are not viewed, and often do not view themselves,
as being vulnerable to attack.

Being perceived as aman has made me privy to male-male interactional styles 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 contact, men nodded their greetings at me.
Oddly enough, these same men did not greet my brother; I had to tell him about
making eye contact and nodding as a greeting ritual. Apparently, in this case I was
doing masculinity better than he was!

I also believe that I am treated differently, for example, in auto parts stores
(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 I am treated more fairly than a
feminine-appearing woman would be. I 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 at an intersec-
tion and nearly crashed into us. As we drove away, I mouthed “stop sign” to him.
When we both stopped our cars at the next intersection, he got 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. Luckily, 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 myself 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 I 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 responded 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 to get cut!” Based on
my appearance that day—I was dressed casually and carrying a backpack, and I had
my hat on backward—1I believe he thought that I was a young male student rather
than a female professor. I do not think he would have yelled at a person he thought to
be a woman—and perhaps especially not a woman professor.

Given the presumption of heterosexuality that is part of our system of gender,
my interactions with women who assume that I am a man also can be viewed from
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that perspective. For example, once my brother and I were shopping when we were
“hit on” by two young women. The encounter ended before I realized what had hap-
pened. It was only when we walked away that I told him that I was pretty certain that
they had thought both of us were men. A more common experience is realizing that
when am seen in public with one of my women friends, we are likely to be read as a
heterosexual dyad. It is likely that if I were to walk through a shopping mall holding
hands with a woman, no one would look twice, not because of their open-
mindedness toward lesbian couples but rather because of their assumption that I
was the male half of a straight couple. Recently, when walking through amall with a
friend and her infant, my observations of others’ responses to us led me to believe
that many of them assumed that we were a family on an outing, that is, that I was her
partner and the father of the child.

Dealing with It

Although I now accept that being mistaken for a man will be a part of my life so
long as I choose not to participate in femininity, there have been times when I con-
sciously have tried to appear more feminine. I did this for a while when I was an
undergraduate and again recently when I was on the academic job market. The first
time, I let my hair grow nearly down to my shoulders and had it permed. I also grew
long fingernails and wore nail polish. Much to my chagrin, even then one of my pro-
fessors, who did not know my name, insistently referred to me in his kinship exam-
ples as “the son.” Perhaps my first act on the way to my current stance was to point
out to this man, politely and after class, that I was a woman.

More recently, I again let my hair grow out for several months, although I did not
alter other aspects of my appearance. Once my hair was about two and a half inches
long (from its original quarter inch), I realized, based on my encounters with strang-
ers, that I had more or less passed back into the category of “woman.” Then, when I
returned to wearing a flat top, people again responded to me as if I were a man.

Because of my appearance, much of my negotiation of interactions with strang-
ers involves attempts to anticipate their reactions to me. I need to assess whether
they will be likely to assume that I am a man and whether that actually matters in the
context of our encounters. Many times, my gender really is irrelevant, and it is just
annoying to be misidentified. Other times, particularly when my appearance is cou-
pled with something that identifies me by name (e.g., acheck or credit card) without
a photo, I might need to do something to ensure that my identity is not questioned.
As aresult of my experiences, I have developed some techniques to deal with gen-
der misattribution.

In general, in unfamiliar public places, I avoid using the rest room because I
know that it is a place where there is a high likelihood of misattribution and where
misattribution is socially important. If I must use a public rest room, I try to make
myself look as nonthreatening as possible. I do not wear a hat, and I try to rearrange
my clothing to make my breasts more obvious. Here, I am trying to use my secon-
dary sex characteristics to make my gender more obvious rather than the usual use
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of gender to make sex obvious. While in the rest room, I never make eye contact,
and I get in and out as 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 enter-
ing a space where I do not belong when I am with someone who looks like she does
belong.®

To those women who verbally challenge my presence in the rest room, I reply, “I
know,” usually in an annoyed tone. When they stare or talk about me to the women
they are with, I simply get out as quickly as possible. In general, I do not wait for
someone I am with because there is too much chance of an unpleasant encounter.

I stopped trying on clothes before purchasing them a few years ago because my
presence in the changing areas was met with stares and whispers. Exceptions are
stores where the dressing rooms are completely private, where there are individual
stalls rather than a room with stalls separated by curtains, or where business is slow
and no one else is trying on clothes. If T am trying on a garment clearly intended for a
woman, then I usually can do so without hassle. I guess the attendants assume that I
must be a woman if I have, for example, a women’s bathing suit in my hand. But
usually, I think it is easier 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, I say, “It’s
my card.” I generally respond courteously to requests for photo ID, realizing that
these might be routine checks because of concerns about increasingly widespread
fraud. But for the clerk who asked for ID and still did not think it was my card, I had
a stronger reaction. When she said that she was sorry for embarrassing me, I told her
that I was not embarrassed but that she should be. I also am particularly careful to
make sure that my signature is consistent with the back of the card. Faced with such
situations, I feel somewhat nervous about signing my name—which, of course,
makes me worry that my signature will look different from how it should.

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 rest rooms,
hoping that they will provide a clue that I 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 common response
to misattribution actually is to appear to ignore it, that is, to go on with the interac-
tion as if nothing out of the ordinary has happened. Unless I feel that there is a good
reason to establish my correct gender, I assume the 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 is clear that the person using “Sir” is talking to me, then I
simply respond as appropriate. I accept the designation because it is irrelevant to the
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situation. It takes enough effort to be alert for misattributions and to decide which of
them matter; responding to each one would take more energy than it is worth.

Sometimes, if our interaction involves conversation, my first verbal response is
enough to let the other person know that I am actually a woman and not a man. My
voice apparently is “feminine” enough to shift people’s attributions to the other
category. I know when this has happened by the apologies that usually accompany
the mistake. I usually respond to the apologies by saying something like “No prob-
lem” and/or “It happens all the time.” Sometimes, a misattributor will offer an
account for the mistake, for example, saying that it was my hair or that they were not
being very observant.

These experiences with gender and misattribution provide some theoretical
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, there also are some ways in
which my experiences suggest other interpretations and conclusions.

WHAT DOES IT MEAN?

Gender is pervasive in our society. I cannot choose not to participate in it. Even if
I try not to 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, although I cannot
choose not to participate in gender, I can choose not to participate in femininity (as I
have), at least with respect to physical appearance.

That is where the problems begin. Without the decorations of femininity, Ido not
look like a woman. That is, I do not look like what many people’s commonsense
understanding of gender tells them a woman looks like. How I see myself, even how
I'might wish others would see me, is socially irrelevant. It is the gender that I appear
to be (my “perceived gender”) that is most relevant to my social identity and inter-
actions with others. The major consequence 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, immediately, 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 about one’s gender is a
violation of taken-for-granted rules that leads to embarrassment and discomfort; it
means that something has gone wrong with the interaction (Garfinkel 1967; Kessler
and McKenna 1978). This means that my nonresponse to misattribution is the more
socially appropriate response; I am allowing others to maintain face (Goffman
1959, 1967). By not calling attention to their mistakes, I uphold their images of
themselves as competent social actors. I also maintain my own image as competent
by letting them assume that I am the gender I appear to them to be.

But I still have discreditable status; I carry a stigma (Goffman 1963). Because I
have failed to participate appropriately in the creation of meaning with respect to
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gender (Devor 1989), I can be called on to account for my appearance. If discred-
ited, I show myself to be an incompetent social actor. I am the one not following the
rules, and I will pay the price for not providing people with the appropriate cues for
placing me in the gender category to which I really belong.

I do think that it is, in many cases, safer to be read as a man than as some sort of
deviant woman. “Man” is an acceptable category; it fits properly into people’s gen-
der worldview. Passing as a man often is the “path of least resistance” (Devor 1989;
Johnson 1997). For example, in situations where gender does not matter, 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 gen-
derright” (1990, 140). Feinberg maintained, “Masculine girls and women face ter-
rible condemnation and brutality—including sexual violence—for crossing the
boundary of what is ‘acceptable’ female expression” (1996, 114). People are more
likely to harass me when they perceive me to be a woman who looks like a man. For
example, when a group of teenagers realized that I was not a man because one of
their mothers identified 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 is the
risk of homophobic reactions (Gardner 1995; Lucal 1997). Perhaps surprisingly, 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 taken me for a lesbian because
it is less relevant to an encounter or because they believe this would be unaccept-
able. But I think it is more likely a product of the strength of our two-and-only-two
system. I 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 gender, which might lead them to conclude that I was a lesbian
once they realized I was a woman. Rather, I seem to fit easily into a gender cate-
gory—ijust not the one with which I identify.

In fact, because men represent the dominant gender in our society, being mis-
taken for a man can protect me from other types of gendered harassment. Because
men can move around in public spaces safely (at least relative to women), a “mascu-
line” woman also can enjoy this freedom (Devor 1989).

On the other hand, my use of particular spaces—those designated as for women
only—may be challenged. Feinberg provided an intriguing analysis of the public
rest room experience. She characterized women’s reactions to a masculine person
in a public rest room as “an example of genderphobia” (1996, 117), viewing such
women as policing gender boundaries rather than believing that there really is a
man in the women'’s rest room. She argued that women who truly believed that there
was a man in their midst would react differently. Although this is an interesting per-
spective on her experiences, my experiences do not lead to the same conclusion.’
Enough people have said to me that “This is the ladies’ room” or have said to their
companions that “There was aman in there” that I take their reactions at face value.
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Still, if the two-and-only-two gender system is to be maintained, participants
must be involved in policing the categories and their attendant identities and spaces.
Even if policing boundaries is not explicitly intended, boundary maintenance is the
effect of such responses to people’s gender displays.

Boundaries and margins are an important component of both my experiences of
gender and our theoretical understanding of gendering processes. I 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 unique position to see and act. I
sometimes receive privileges usually limited to 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 boundaries of gender categories, I have developed
a consciousness that I hope will prove transformative (Anzaldua 1987).

In fact, one of the reasons why I decided to continue my nonparticipation in
femininity was that my sociological training suggested that this could be one of my
contributions to the eventual dismantling of patriarchal gender constructs. It would
be my way of making the personal political. I accepted being taken for a man as the
price I would pay to help subvert patriarchy. I believed that all of the inconveniences
I was enduring meant that I actually was doing something to bring down the gender
structures that entangled all of us.

Then, I read Lorber’s (1994) Paradoxes of Gender and found out, much to my
dismay, that I might not actually be challenging gender after all. Because of the way
in which doing gender works in our two-and-only-two system, gender displays are
simply read as evidence of one of the two categories. Therefore, gender bending,
blending, and passing between the categories do not question the categories them-
selves. If one’s social gender and personal (true) gender do not correspond, then this
is irrelevant unless someone notices the lack of congruence.

This reality brings me to a paradox of my experiences. First, not only do others
assume that I am one gender or the other, but I also insist that I really am a member
of one of the two gender categories. That is, I am female; I self-identify as a woman.
I do not claim to be some other gender or to have no gender at all. I simply place
myself in the wrong category according to stereotypes and cultural standards; the
gender I present, or that some people perceive me to be presenting, is inconsistent
with the gender with which I identify myself as well as with the gender I could be
“proven” to be. Socially, I display the wrong gender; personally, I identify as the
proper gender.

Second, although I ultimately would like to see the destruction of our current
gender structure, I am not to the point of personally abandoning gender. Right now,
I do not want people to see me as genderless as much as I want them to see me as a
woman. That is, I would like to expand the category of “woman” to include people
like me. I, too, am deeply embedded in our gender system, even though I do not play
by many of its rules. For me, as for most people in our society, gender is a substan-
tial part of my personal identity (Howard and Hollander 1997). Socially, the prob-
lem is that I do not present a gender display that is consistently read as feminine. In
fact, I consciously do not participate in the trappings of femininity. However, I do
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identify myself as a woman, not as a man or as someone outside of the two-and-
only-two categories.

Yet, I do believe, as Lorber (1994) does, that the purpose of gender, as it cur-
rently is constructed, is to oppress women. Lorber analyzed gender as a “process of
creating distinguishable social statuses for the assignment of rights and responsi-
bilities” that ends up putting women in a devalued and oppressed position (1994,
32). As Martin put it, “Bodies that clearly delineate gender status facilitate the
maintenance of the gender hierarchy” (1998, 495).

For society, gender means difference (Lorber 1994). The erosion of the bounda-
ries would problematize that structure. Therefore, for gender to operate as it cur-
rently does, the category “woman” cannot be expanded to include people like me.
The maintenance of the gender structure is dependent on the creation of a few cate-
gories that are mutually exclusive, the members of which are as different as possible
(Lorber 1994). It is the clarity of the boundaries between the categories that allows
gender to be used to assign rights and responsibilities as well as resources and
rewards.

It is that part of gender—what it is used for—that is most problematic. Indeed, is
it not patriarchal—or, even more specifically, heteropatriarchal—constructions of
gender that are actually the problem? It is not the differences between men and
women, or the categories themselves, so much as the meanings ascribed to the cate-
gories and, even more important, the hierarchical nature of gender under patriarchy
that is the problem (Johnson 1997). Therefore, I am rebelling not against my
femaleness or even my womanhood; instead, I am protesting contemporary con-
structions of femininity and, at least indirectly, masculinity under patriarchy. We do
not, in fact, know what gender would look like if it were not constructed around het-
erosexuality in the context of patriarchy.

Although it is possible that the end of patriarchy would mean the end of gender,
itis atleast conceivable that something like what we now call gender could existin 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 synonymous.

Theoretically, this analysis points to some similarities and differences between
the work of Lorber (1994) and the works of Butler (1990), Goffman (1976, 1977),
and West and Zimmerman (1987). Lorber (1994) conceptualized gender as social
structure, whereas the others focused more on the interactive and processual nature
of gender. Butler (1990) and Goffman (1976, 1977) view gender as a performance,
and West and Zimmerman (1987) examined it as something all of us do. One result
of this difference in approach is that in Lorber’s (1994) work, gender comes across
as something that we are caught in—something that, despite any attempts to the
contrary, we cannot break out of. This conclusion is particularly apparent in Lor-
ber’s argument that gender rebellion, in the context of our two-and-only-two sys-
tem, ends up supporting what it purports to subvert. Yet, my own experiences sug-
gest an alternative possibility that is more in line with the view of gender offered by



Lucal / LIFE ON THE BOUNDARIES 795

West and Zimmerman (1987): If gender is a product of interaction, and if it is pro-
duced in a particular context, then it can be changed if we change our perfor-
mances. However, the effects of a performance linger, and gender ends up being
institutionalized. It is institutionalized, in our society, in a way that perpetuates ine-
quality, as Lorber’s (1994) work shows. So, it seems that acombination of these two
approaches is needed.

In fact, Lorber’s (1994) work seems to suggest that effective gender rebellion
requires a more blatant approach—bearded men in dresses, perhaps, or more active
responses to misattribution. For example, if I corrected every person who called me
“Sir,” and if I insisted on my right to be addressed appropriately and granted access
to women-only spaces, then perhaps I could start to break down gender norms. If
asserted my right to use public facilities without being harassed, and if I challenged
each person who gave me “the look,” then perhaps I would be contributing to the
demise of gender as we know it. It seems that the key would be to provide visible
evidence of the nonmutual exclusivity of the categories. Would this break down the
patriarchal components of gender? Perhaps it would, but it also would be
exhausting.

Perhaps there is another possibility. In a recent book, The Gender Knot, Johnson
(1997) argued that when it comes to gender and patriarchy, most of us follow the
paths of least resistance; we “go along to get along,” allowing our actions to be
shaped by the gender system. 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
at it. Many people participate in gender because they cannot imagine any alterna-
tives. In my classroom, and in my interactions and encounters with strangers, my
presence can make it difficult for people not to see that there are other paths. In
other words, following from West and Zimmerman (1987), I can subvert gender by
doing it differently.

For example, I think it is true that my existence does not have an effect on strang-
ers who assume that I am a man and never learn otherwise. For them, I 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 that moment, the naturalness of gender may be
called into question. In these cases, my presence can provoke a “category crisis”
(Garber 1992, 16) because it challenges the sex/gender binary system.

The subversive potential of my gender might be strongest in my classrooms.
When I teach about the sociology of gender, my students can see me as the embodi-
ment of the social construction of gender. Not all of my students have transforma-
tive 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 contemporary United States for them. Students can begin to see
the connection between biographical experiences and the structure of society. As
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one of my students noted, I clearly live the material I am teaching. If that helps me to
get my point across, then perhaps I am subverting the binary gender system after all.
Although my gendered presence and my way of doing gender might make others—
and sometimes even me—uncomfortable, no one ever said that dismantling patriar-
chy was going to be easy.

NOTES

1. Ethnomethodology has been described as “the study of commonsense practical reasoning” (Col-
lins 1988, 274). It examines how people make sense of their everyday experiences. Ethnomethodology
is particularly useful in studying gender because it helps to uncover the assumptions on which our under-
standings of sex and gender are based.

2. Ithank an anonymous reviewer for suggesting that I use these distinctions among the parts of a
person’s gender.

3. I obviously have left much out by not examining my gendered experiences in the context of race,
age, class, sexuality, region, and so forth. Such a project clearly is more complex. As Weston pointed out,
gender presentations are complicated by other statuses of their presenters: “What it takes to kick a person
over into another gendered category can differ with race, class, religion, and time” (1996, 168). Further-
more, I am well aware that my whiteness allows me to assume that my experiences are simply a product
of gender (see, e.g., hooks 1981; Lucal 1996; Spelman 1988; West and Fenstermaker 1995). For now,
suffice it to say that it is my privileged position on some of these axes and my more disadvantaged posi-
tion on others that combine to delineate my overall experience.

4. In fact, such experiences are not always limited to encounters with strangers. My grandmother,
who does not see me often, twice has mistaken me for either my brother-in-law or some unknown man.

5. My experiences in rest rooms and other public spaces might be very different if I were, say, Afri-
can American rather than white. Given the stereotypes of African American men, I think that white
women would react very differently to encountering me (see, e.g., Staples [1986] 1993).

6. Ialso have noticed that there are certain types of rest rooms in which I will not be verbally chal-
lenged; the higher the social status of the place, the less likely I will be harassed. For example, when I go
to the theater, I might get stared at, but my presence never has been challenged.

7. An anonymous reviewer offered one possible explanation for this. Women see women’s rest
rooms as their space; they feel safe, and even empowered, there. Instead of fearing men in such space,
they might instead pose a threat to any man who might intrude. Their invulnerability in this situation is,
of course, not physically based but rather socially constructed. I thank the reviewer for this suggestion.
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