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First Takes

The last passengers raced across the lounge to catch the afternoon flight to New
Orleans. Amidst a barrage of loudspeaker announcements, tourist posters, Tv
monitors, and airport food, I was filled with anticipation. Several weeks earlier
a heterosexual colleague I hadn’t seen in years had arranged this rendezvous to
introduce me to her seventeen-month-old daughter. Over the phone my friend
reported with pride that her child had mastered the cultural logic of gender at
the annual anthropology meetings. Little Daria now divided strangers into two
groups: women became “Mama” and men “Papa.” My friend considered her
daughter’s recourse to kinship terms understandable, given the many ways that
family relationships in the United States incorporate gender.

I soon glimpsed my visitors stepping off one of the moving sidewalks that
crisscross the airport like conveyor belts in a transportation factory. Threading
her way through a tangle of legs, bags, and briefcases, Daria rushed toward me
with a toddler’s wobbly self-assurance. “Papa!” she exclaimed as I lifted her
into the air and she grabbed a fold of my leather jacket. Her mother looked
abashed. “Well, maybe my daughter hasn’t quite mastered gender,” she said
apologetically. “Don’t worry,” I replied with amusement. “Daria just has a few
things to learn about the nuances of butch and femme.”



FIRST TAKES

In day-to-day life people move through the world acting as though they
know exactly what they mean by feminine and masculine, boy and girl, mama
and papa, butch and femme, stud and fluff. But like Daria, they use these
terms to think their way through situations without necessarily thinking their
way through the implications of separating the world into two discrete camps.

These first takes involve more than “mis-takes.” People know that dichoto-
mies such as “man versus woman” oversimplify the world. Many are careful to
qualify their terms, and some set out to escape labels altogether. But they gen-
erally find themselves swept back into a confrontation with categories that do
not even begin to convey what it means to be gendered “me.”

Halfway through the interviews for this book, I began to think that some of
the most sophisticated theorists of gender in the United States were out walk-
ing city streets. Narrator after narrator pointed out ways in which women can
be differently gendered from one another (and men from men). They drew
attention to historical changes in the construction of gender that timeless cat-
egories such as “masculine” and “androgynous” cannot convey. They zeroed
in on ambiguities that make one woman’s butch another’s femme. They
insisted that an exclusive focus on gender obscures the very aspects of race,
class, and nation that give gender shape.

Render Me, Gender Me is a book of personal narratives designed to com-
plicate contemporary discussions of gender. It is also designed to be humor-
ous, disturbing, fun, and thought-provoking, the sort of book that can be
assigned in a graduate seminar or read aloud to a girlfriend before turning out
the lights. In my commentaries on the interviews I spend more time generat-
ing questions and introducing complexities than seeking definitive answers or
building models to explain it all. Woven into the text are theoretical clues that
suggest some unaccustomed ways to approach the topics of gender and iden-
tity. Readers who like their theory “straight’-with fancy footnotes and analytic
chasers—will have to wait until the publication of Unsexed: Gender on the Edge
of Identity, a work in progress that will provide not so much a sequel as a com-
panion volume to this one.

In the pages that follow, I am less interested in genders~-Woman and
Man-than I am in processes of gendering. Anything and anybody can be gen-
dered in a variety of ways. Marketing departments sell everything from break-
fast cereals (Special K, GI Joe) to hair coloring (Just for Men) to briefcases
(“hard” and “soft”) by using gendered distinctions to differentiate products.
When it comes to people, gendering can shift across the course of a lifetime:
the rough-and-tumble country girl grows up to be a high-fashion model, the
fifth-grade bookworm learns to operate backhoes and cranes, the unemployed
autoworker remembers the bravado of younger years, the shy boy from the



back of the class becomes a sought-after date and dance floor sensation.
Different social and historical contexts also open different gendered possibili-
ties. A woman in shirt and pants would go unremarked in most suburban shop-
ping malls in the United States today. Dress her in the same outfit and put her
in a 1920s farm field, a 1930s sit-down strike, or a 1940s defense plant, and she
would be making another sort of social statement.

To add to the complexity, gendered relations are filled with contradictions
and inconsistencies. Jokes abound about the “masculine” one who can’t han-
dle a screwdriver and the “feminine” one who likes to call the shots in bed.
Puzzled looks greet the what-shall-we-call-him one who looks like he could
pack a mean punch but refuses to hit. And then there is the variation in what
counts as feminine or masculine from time to time, group to group, place to
place.

Power relations in the wider society guarantee that things are seldom sim-
ply gendered, but raced, classed, and sexualized as well. Occupations, fash-
ions, sexual practices, styles, bodies, gestures, and chores are all coded with
respect to social location. A person cannot don a generic suit of clothes in
order to transport herself into some color-blind, class-free, neutral and
neutered space. It makes a difference whether her shirt is woven of rough or
smooth fabric; black, pink, or print; scoop-neck, banded collar, or button-
down. A silk evening gown signifies differently than chinos or a polyester knit.
What she wears and how she wears it will help mark her as church lady, home-
girl, class tourist, elder, recent immigrant, fancydancer, passing woman, wasp
on holiday, or a camp version of any one of these. Her access to material
resources and placement in social hierarchies will influence whether she feels
as though she controls the constellation of symbols that locate her or whether
she feels assaulted by stereotypes.

The idea that people continuously negotiate gender can apply to anyone:
heterosexuals, bisexuals, lesbians, gay men, queers, even people who don’t use
categories of sexual identity to order what they do in the world. So why make
lesbians the focus of a book on gendered difference? Placing “same-sex” rela-
tionships at the center of an attempt to rethink gender makes the modes of gen-
dering more obvious. There’s less temptation to believe that bodies tell you all
you need to know about the meaning of words such as “masculinity” and “fem-
ininity.” Or that biology supplies the fixed template upon which culture works
its variations. Or that gendered differences are always male-female differences.

I conducted the interviews for this book from 1985 to 1990 as part of an
ethnographic field research project in the San Francisco Bay Area. All of the
women in the otherwise diverse interview sample identified as lesbian or gay.
Of the forty women whose interview excerpts appear here, approximately one-



