Xl. FEMINIST THEORY

51. DOING GENDER

CANDACE WEST AND DON H. ZIMMERMAN

Distinguishing between sex and gender, Candace West (b. 1942) and Don H. Zimmerman (b. 1937)
borrow insights from both Erving Goffman and Harold Garfinkel in making the claim that gender is
the product of social interaction. They begin by stressing the fact that although in everyday life sexand
gender are intertwined, it is necessary to analytically distinguish them. Gender is socially constructed,
and in this regard it is appropriate to speak about “doing gender,” for it ought to be construed as “a
routine accomplishment embedded in everyday interaction.” Central to their efforts at theoretical
tethinking is an emphasis on the display of gender (borrowing from Goffman), sex categorization

(using the insights of Garfinkel’s famous study on

the sex reassignment of Agnes), and accountability.

PERSPECTIVES ON SEX AND GENDER

In Western societies, the accepted cultural perspective
on gender views women and men as naturally and
unequivocally defined categories of being (Garfinkel
1967, pp. 116-18) with distinctive psychological and
behavioral propensities that can be predicted from
their reproductive functions. Competent adult mem-
bers of these societies see differences between the two
as fundamental and enduring—differences seemingly
supported by the division of labor into women’s and
men’s work and an often elaborate differentiation of
feminine and masculine attitudes and behaviors that
are prominent features of social organization. Things
are the way they are by virtue of the fact that men are
men and women are women—a division perceived to
be natural and rooted in biology, producing in turn
profound psychological, behavioral, and social conse-
guences. The structural arrangements of a society are
presumed to be responsive to these differences.

Analyses of sex and gender in the social sciences,
though less likely to accept uncritically the naive bio-
logical determinism of the view just presented, often
retain a conception of sex-linked behaviors and traits as
essential properties of individuals (for good reviews,
see Hochschild 1973; Tresemer 1975; Thorne 1980;
Henley 1985). The “sex differences approach” (Thome
1980) is more commonly attributed to psychologists
than to sociologists, but the survey researcher who
determines the “gender” of respondents on the basis
of the sound of their voices over the telephone is also
making trait-oriented assumptions. Reducing gender to
a fixed set of psychological traits or to a unitary “vari-
able” precludes serious consideration of the ways it is
used to structure distinct domains of social experience
(Stacey and Thorne 1985, pp. 307-8).

Taking a different tack, role theory has attended to
the social construction of gender categories, called “sex
roles” or, more recently, “gender roles” and has
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analyzed how these are learned and enacted. Beginning
with Linton (1936) and continuing through the works
of Parsons (Parsons 1951; Parsons and Bales 1955) and
Komarovsky (1946, 1950), role theory has emphasized
the social and dynamic aspect of role construction and
enactment (Thomne 1980; Connell 1983). But at the
level of face-to-face interaction, the application of role
theory to gender poses problems of its own (for good
reviews and critiques, see Connell 1983, 1985; Kessler,
Ashendon, Connell, and Dowsett 1985; Lopata and
Thorne 1978; Thome 1980; Stacey and Thorme 1985).
Roles are situated identities—assumed and relinquished
as the situation demands—rather than master identities
(Hughes 1945), such as sex category, that cut across
situations. Unlike most roles, such as “nurse”
“doctor,” and “patient” or “professor” and “student,”
gender has no specific site or organizational context.
Moreover, many roles are already gender marked,
so that special qualifiers—such as “female doctor” or
“male nurse”—must be added to exceptions to the rule.
Thorne (1980) observes that conceptualizing gender as
a role makes it difficult to assess its influence on other
roles and reduces its explanatory usefulness in discus-
sions of power and inequality. Drawing on Rubin
(1975), Thome calls for a reconceptualization of
women and men as distinct social groups, constituted
in “concrete, historically changing—and generally
unequal—social relationships” (Thorne 1980, p. 11).
We argue that gender is not a set of traits, nor a
variable, nor a role, but the product of social doings of
some sort. What then is the social doing of gender? It is
more than the continuous creation of the meaning of
gender through human actions (Gerson and Peiss
1985). We claim that gender itself is constituted
through interaction.! To develop the implications of
our claim, we turn to Goffman’s (1976) account of
“gender display.” Our object here is to explore how
gender might be exhibited or portrayed through inter-
action, and thus be seen as “natural,” while it is being
produced as a socially organized achievement.

GENDERDISPLAY

Goffman contends that when human beings interact
with others in their environment, they assume that each
possesses an “essential nature”—a nature that can be
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discerned through the “natural signs given off or
*expressed by them” (1976, p. 75). Femininity and
masculinity are regarded as “prototypes of essential
expression—something that can be conveyed fleetingly
in any social situation and yet something that strikes at
the most basic characterization of the individual”
(1976, p. 75). The means through which we provide
such expressions are “perfunctory, conventionalized
acts” (1976, p. 69), which convey to others our regard
for them, indicate our alignment in an encounter, and
tentatively establish the terms of contact for that social
situation. But they are also regarded as expressive beha-
vior, testimony to our “essential natures.”

Goffman (1976, pp. 69-70) sees displays as highly
conventionalized behaviors structured as two-part
exchanges of the statement-reply type, in which the pre-
sence or absence of symmetry can establish deference or
dominance. These rituals are viewed as distinct from but
articulated with more consequential activities, such as
performing tasks or engaging in discourse. Hence, we
have what he terms the “scheduling” of displays at junc-
tures in activities, such as the beginning or end, to avoid
interfering with the activities themselves. Goffman
(1976, p. 69) formulates gender display as follows:

If gender be defined as the culturally established
correlates of sex (whether in consequence of
biology or learning), then gender display refers
to conventionalized portrayals of these correlates.

These gendered expressions might reveal clues to the
underlying, fundamental dimensions of the female and
male, but they are, in Goffman’s view, optional perfor-
mances. Masculine courtesies may or may not be offered
and, if offered, may or may not be declined (1976, p. 71).
Moreover, human beings “themselves employ the term
‘expression’, and conduct themselves to fit their own
notions of expressivity” (1976, p. 75). Gender depictions
are less a consequence of our “essential sexual natures”
than interactional portrayals of what we would like to
canvey about sexual natures, using conventionalized ges-
tures. Our human nature gives us the ability to leam to
produce and recognize masculine and feminine gender
displays—"a capacity [we] have by virtue of being per-
sons, not males and females” (1976, p. 76).

Upon first inspection, it would appear that
Goffman’s formulation offers an engaging sociological
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corrective to existing formulations of gender. In his
view, gender is a socially scripted dramatization of the
culture’s idealization of feminine and masculine nat-
ures, played for an audience that is well schooled in
the presentational idiom. To continue the metaphor,
there are scheduled performances presented in special
locations, and like plays, they constitute introductions
to or time out from more serious activities.

There are fundamental equivocations in this per-
spective. By segregating gender display from the serious
business of interaction, Goffman obscures the effects of
gender on a wide range of human activities. Gender is
not merely something that happens in the nooks and
crannies of interaction, fitted in here and there and not
interfering with the serious business of life. While it is
plausible to contend that gender displays—construed
as conventionalized expressions—are optional, it does
not seem plausible to say that we have the option of
being seen by others as female or male.

It is necessary to move beyond the notion of gender
display to consider what is involved in doing gender as
an ongoing activity embedded in everyday interaction.
Toward this end, we return to the distinctions among
sex, sex category, and gender introduced earlier.

»

SEX, SEX CATEGORY, AND GENDER

Garfinkel’s (1967, pp. 118-40) case study of Agnes, a
transsexual raised as a boy who adopted a female identity
at age 17 and underwent a sex reassignment operation
several years later, demonstrates how gender is created
through interaction and at the same time structures inter-
action. Agnes, whom Garfinkel characterized as a “prac-
tical methodologist,” developed a number of procedures
for passing as a “normal, natural female” both Jprior to
and after her surgery. She had the practical task of mana-
ging the fact that she possessed male genitalia and that
she lacked the social resources a girl’s biography would
presumably provide in everyday interaction. In short, she
needed to display herself as a woman, simultaneously
learning what it was to beawoman. Of necessity, this full-
time pursuit took place at a time when most people’s
gender would be well-accredited and routinized. Agnes
had to consciously contrive what the vast majority of

women do without thinking, She was not “faking” what _

“real” women do naturally. She was obliged to analyze

and figure out how to act within socially structured cir-
cumstances and conceptions of femininity that women
bormn with appropriate biological credentials come to take
for granted early on. As in the case of others who must
“pass,” such as transvestites, Kabuki actors, or Dustin
Hoffman’s “Tootsie,” Agnes’s case makes visible what
culture has made invisible—the accomplishment of
gender.

Garfinkel’s (1967) discussion of Agnes does not
explicitly separate three analytically distinct, although
empirically overlapping, concepts—sex, sex category,
and gender.

SEX

Agnes did not possess the socially agreed upon biolo-
gical criteria for classification as a member of the female
sex. Still, Agnes regarded herself as a female, albeit a
female with a penis, which a woman ought not to
possess. The penis, she insisted, was a “mistake” in
need of remedy (Garfinkel 1967, pp. 126-27, 131-
32). Like other competent members of our culture,
Agnes honored the notion that there are “essential”
biological criteria that unequivocally distinguish
females from males. However, if we move away from
the commonsense viewpoint, we discover that the relia-
bility of these criteria is not beyond question (Money
and Brennan 1968; Money and Erhardt 1972; Money
and Ogunro 1974; Money and Tucker 1975).
Moreover, other cultures have acknowledged the exis-
tence of “cross-genders” (Blackwood 1984; Williams
1986) and the possibility of more than two sexes
(Hill 1935; Martin and Voorhies 1975, pp. 84-107;
but see also Cucchiari 1981, pp. 32-35).

More central to our argument is Kessler and
McKenna's (1978, pp. 1-6) point that genitalia are
conventionally hidden from public inspection in
everyday life; yet we continue through our social
rounds to “observe” a world of two naturally, normally
sexed persons. It is the presumption that essential criteria
exist and would or should be there if looked for that
provides the basis for sex categorization. Drawing on
Garfinkel, Kessler and McKenna argue that “female”
and “male” are cultural events—products of what they
term the “gender attribution process”—rather than
some collection of traits, behaviors, or even physical
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attributes. Illustratively they cite the child who, viewing
a picture of someone clad in a suit and a tie, contends, ,
“It's a man, because he has a pee-pee” (Kessler and
McKenna 1978, p. 154). Translation: “He must have a
pee-pee [an essential characteristic] because I see the
insignia of a suit and tie.” Neither initial sex assignment
(pronouncement at birth as a female or male) nor the
actual existence of essential criteria for that assignment
(possession of a ditoris and vagina or penis and testi-
cles) has much—if anything—to do with the identifica-
tion of sex category in everyday life. There, Kessler and
McKenna note, we operate with a moral certainty of a
world of two sexes. We do not think, “Most persons
with penises are men, but some may not be” or “Most
persons who dress as men have penises.” Rather, we
take it for granted that sex and sex category are con-
gruent—that knowing the latter, we can deduce the rest.

SEX CATEGORIZATION

Agnes’s claim to the categorical status of female, which
she sustained by appropriate identificatory displays
and other characteristics, could be discredited before
her transsexual operation if her possession of a penis
became known and after by her surgically constructed
genitalia (see Raymond 1979, pp. 37, 138). In this
regard, Agnes had to be continually alert to actual or
potential threats to the security of her sex category. Her
problem was not so much living up to some prototype
of essential femininity but preserving her categoriza-
tion as female. This task was made easy for her by a
very powerful resource, namely, the process of com-
monsense categorization in everyday life.

The categorization of members of society into indi-
genous categories such as “girl” or “boy,” or “woman”
or “man,” operates in a distinctively social w:;y. The act
of categorization does not involve a positive test, in the
sense of a well-defined set of criteria that must be
explicitly satisfied prior to making an identification.
Rather, the application of membership categories
relies on an “if-can” test in everyday interaction (Sacks
1972, pp. 332-35). This test stipulates that if people
can be seen as members of relevant categories, then
categorize them that way. That is, use the category that
seems appropriate, except in the presence of discrepant
information or obvious features that would rule out its
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use. This procedure is quite in keeping with the attitude
of everyday life, which has us take appearances at face
value unless we have special reason to doubt (Schutz
1943; Garfinkel 1967, pp. 272-77; Bernstein 1986).% It
should be added that it is precisely when we have
special reason to doubt that the issue of applying rig-
orous criteria arises, but it is rare, outside legal or
bureaucratic contexts, to encounter insistence on posi-
tive tests (Garfinkel 1967, pp. 262-83; Wilson 1970).
Agnes’s initial resource was the predisposition of
those she encountered to take her appearance (her
figure, clothing, hair style, and so on) as the undoubted
appearance of a normal female. Her further resource was
our cultural perspective on the properties of “natural,
normally sexed persons.” Gatfinkel (1967, pp. 122-28)
notes that in everyday life, we live in a world of two—
and only two—sexes. This arrangement has a moral
status, in that we include ourselves and others in it as
“essentially, originally, in the first place, always have
been, always will be, once and for all, in the final ana-
lysis, either “male” or “female”” (Garfinkel 1967, p. 122).
Consider the following case:

This issue reminds me of a visit I made to a
computer store a couple of years ago. The person
who answered my questions was truly a
salesperson. 1 could not categorize him/her as a
woman or a man. What did 1 look for? (1) Facial
hair: She/he was smooth skinned, but some men
have little or no facial hair. (This varies by race,
Native Americans and Blacks often have none.)
(2) Breasts: She/he was wearing a loose shirt
that hung from his/her shoulders. And, as
many women who suffered through a 1950s
adolescence know to their shame, women are
often flat-chested. (3) Shoulders: His/hers were
small and round for a man, broad for a woman.
(4) Hands: Long and slender fingers, knuckles a
bit large for a woman, small for a man. (5) Voice:
Middle range, unexpressive for a woman, not atall
the exaggerated tones some gay males affect.
(6) His/her treatment of me: Gave off no signs
that would let me know if 1 were of the same ot
different sex as this person. There were not even
any signs that he/she knew his/her sex would be
difficult to categorize and I wondered about that
even as I did my best to hide these questions
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so I would not embarrass him/her while we
talked of computer paper. 1 left still not
knowing the sex of my salesperson, and was
disturbed by that unanswered question (child of
my culture that I am). (Diane Margolis, personal
communication)

What can this case tell us about situations such as
Agnes’s (cf. Morris 1974; Richards 1983) or the process
of sex categorization in general? First, we infer from this
description that the computer salesclerks identificatory
display was ambiguous, since she or he was not dressed
oradomed in an unequivocally female or male fashion.
It is when such a display fails to provide grounds for
categorization that factors such as facial hair or tone of
voice are assessed to determine membership in a sex
category. Second, beyond the fact that this incident
could be recalled after “a couple of years,” the customer
was not only “disturbed” by the ambiguity of the sales-
clerk’s category but also assumed that to acknowledge
this ambiguity would be embarrassing to the salesclerk.
Not only do we want to know the sex category of those
around us (to see it at a glance, perhaps), but we pre-
sume that others are displaying it for us, in as decisive a
fashion as they can.

GENDER

Agnes attempted to be “120 percent female”
(Garfinkel 1967, p. 129), that is, unquestionably in
all ways and at all times feminine. She thought she
could protect herself from disclosure before and after
surgical intervention by comporting herself in a fem-
inine manner, but she also could have given herself
away by overdoing her performance. Sex categoriza-
tion and the accomplishment of gender are not the
same. Agnes’s categorization could be secure or sus-
pect, but did not depend on whether or not she lived
up to some ideal conception of femininity. Women
can be seen as unfeminine, but that does not make
them “unfemale.” Agnes faced an ongoing task of
being a woman—something beyond style of dress (an
identificatory display) or allowing men to light her
cigarette (a gender display). Her problem was to pro-
duce configurations of behavior that would be seen by
others as normative gender behavior.
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Agnes’s strategy of “secret apprenticeship,”
through which she learned expected feminine dec-
orum by carefully attending to her fiancé’s criticisms
of other women, was one means of masking incompe-
tencies and simultaneously acquiring the needed skills
(Garfinkel 1967, pp. 146~ 147). It was through her
fiancé that Agnes learned that sunbathing on the lawn
in front of her apartment was “offensive” (because it
put her on display to other men). She also learned
from his critiques of other women that she should not
insist on having things her way and that she should
not offer her opinions or claim equality with men
(Garfinkel 1967, pp. 147-148). (Like other women
in our society, Agnes learned something about power
in the course of her “education.”)

Popular culture abounds with books and maga-
zines that compile idealized depictions of relations
between women and men. Those focused on the eti-
quette of dating or prevailing standards of feminine
comportment are meant to be of practical help in
these matters. However, the use of any such source
as a manual of procedure requires the assumption that
doing gender merely involves making use of discrete,
well-defined bundles of behavior that can simply be
plugged into interactional situations to produce
recognizable enactments of masculinity and femi-
ninity. The man “does” being masculine by, for
example, taking the woman’s arm to guide her
across a street, and she “does” being feminine by
consenting to be guided and not initiating such beha-
vior with a man.

Agnes could perhaps have used such sources as
manuals, but, we contend, doing gender is not so
easily regimented (Mithers 1982; Morris 1974).
Such sources may list and describe the sorts of beha-
viors that mark or display gender, but they are neces-
sarily incomplete (Garfinkel 1967, pp. 66-75; Wieder
1974, pp. 183-214; Zimmerman and Wieder 1970,
pp. 285-98). And to be successful, marking or dis-
playing gender must be finely fitted to situations and
modified or transformed as the occasion demands.
Doing gender consists of managing such occasions so
that, whatever the particulars, the outcome is seen
and seeable in context as gender-appropriate or, as
the case may be, gender-inappropriate, that is,

*accountable.




GENDER AND ACCOUNTABILITY

As Heritage (1984, pp. 136-37) notes, members of*
society regularly engage in “descriptive accountings of
states of affairs to one another,” and such accounts are
both serious and consequential. These descriptions
name, characterize, formulate, explain, excuse, excoriate,
or merely take notice of some circumstance or activity
and thus place it within some social framework (locating
it relative to other activities, like and unlike).

Such descriptions are themselves accountable, and
societal members orient to the fact that their activities
are subject to comment. Actions are often designed
with an eye to their accountability, that is, how they
might look and how they might be characterized. The
notion of accountability also encompasses those
actions undertaken so that they are specifically unre-
markable and thus not worthy of more than a passing
remark, because they are seen to be in accord with
culturally approved standards.

Heritage (1984, p. 179) observes that the process of
rendering something accountable is interactional in
character:

[This] permits actors to design their actions in
relation to their circumstances so as to permit
others, by methodically taking account of
circumstances, to recognize the action for what it is.

The key word here is circumstances. One circumstance
that attends virtually all actions is the sex category of
the actor. As Garfinkel (1967, p. 118) comments:

NOTES
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[T}he work and socially structured occasions of
sexual passing were obstinately unyielding to
[Agnes’s] attempts to routinize the grounds of
daily activities. This obstinacy points to the
omnirelevance of sexual status to affairs of daily life
as an invariant but unnoticed background in the
texture of relevances that compose the changing
actual scenes of everyday life, (italics added)

If sex category is omnirelevant (or even approaches being
50), then a person engaged in virtually any activity may be
held accountable for performance of that activity as a
woman or a man, and their incumbency in one or the
other sex category can be used to legitimate or discredit
their other activities (Berger, Cohen, and Zelditch 1972;
Berger, Conner, and Fisek 1974; Berger, Fisek, Norman,
and Zelditch 1977, Humphreys and Berger 1981).
Accordingly, virtually any activity can be assessed as to
its womanly or manly nature. And note, to “do” gender is
not always to live up to normative conceptions of femi-
ninity or masculinity; it is to engage in behavior at the risk
of gender assessment. While it is individuals who do gender,
the enterprise is fundamentally interactional and institu-
tional in character, for accountability is a feature of social
relationships and its idiom is drawn from the institu-
tional arena in which those relationships are enacted. If
this be the case, can we ever not do gender? Insofar as a
society is partitioned by “essential” differences between
women and men and placement in a sex category is both
relevant and enforced, doing gender is unavoidable.

1. Thisis not to say that gender is a singular “thing " omnipresent in the same form historically or in
every situation. Because normative conceptions of appropriate attitudes and activities for sex
categories can vary across cultures and historical moments, the management of situated conduct
in light of those expectations can take many different forms.

2. Bemstein (1986) reports an unusual case of espionage in which aman passing as a worman convinced
a lover that he/she had given birth to “their” child, who, the lover thought, “looked like” him.
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