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A bstract 

Perforrning Gender: 
Transgenderism as Critique 

Jodi Weir 

This study is a critique of the social construction of gender through examining its 

performative nature in terms of filmic representations which deviate fiom the expeaed 

gender noms. Focus groups were conducted on M. Bltttetj7y ( 1993) and ûrhtdo (1  992) 

which were selected because they are recent examples of films which implicitly critique the 

social binary of gender. Some of the issues addressed in the course of the research include: 

the ways in which the "rules" of gender and the gender attribution process shape our 

interaction with others, the ways in which individuals interpret representations of gender 

which transgress normative gender and how this connects with social reality, how gender 

transgressions conflict with the gender attribution process, and how gender can be viewed 

as performance. The conclusions are fomulated in terms of comecting the notion of the 

performative to both filrnic and real Me representations of gender, as weN as in tenns of 

funire work to be done in this area. My principal conclusions are that the fluidity and 

multipiicity of gender identitification are reaching the general public, as evidenced by my 

focus groups, both through the acadernic sources and the media; and furthemore that this 

public finds some sympathy for the rejection of the traditionai binary and stereotypical 

mode1 of gender, and instead look at gender in ternis of a continuum. 
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There is a story about two small children in a museum 
standing in fiont of a painting of Adam and Eve. One child 
asks the other, "Which is man and which is the lady?" The 
other child answen, "1 can't teIl - they don? have any 
clothes on". (Shapiro 199 1 : 248, original source unknown) 

This story. cited in varying forrns, reveals much about the way in which gender is 

constructed. When we first see an individuai, we tend to draw dues fiom an individual's 

appearance in order to identify whether they are masculine or ferninine. 

Generally, an individual's gender is viewed as being either masculine or ferninine 

on the basis of their physiological sex. Gender is constnicted to such a degee that we 

presume it to be sex-linked. But what happens when Our interpretation of a person's 

gender, based on their outward appearance; made up of. for exarnple, clothing. hair 

mannerisms, and speech, does not match their biological sex? How does this effect our 

perceptions of gender? 

Gender is a social constnia, independent of biological sex. Because it is socially 

constmcted, gender can be viewed as something that is, or can be, perfonned. It can be 

used as a masquerade of an individual's sex. Those individuals whose gender does not 

match their sex, those who faIl into the grey zone between the genders, can be viewed as 

chdenging traditional gender constructions. 

In most instances, our outward presentation of gender is based on visuai cues, on 

the combination of sema1 characteristics, gendered behavior and clothing - but when these 

do not match, doubts arise around the meanhgs of "mascuiinity" and "fernininity". What 

does it mean to go against traditional images of gender? How do individuals interpret 

representations which challenge, or confuse, gender? What do these sons of bodily 

representations tell us about rnasculinity and femininity? Are gender meanings fluid? Does 

a person's clothing necessarily reflect their biological sex? 



This research is an exploration into the representation of the grey zone between the 

two genders in order to fùnher expand the focus of gender studies. By looking at the grey 

area of the "transgendered", we will be able to utilize this research to look at the social 

construction of gender - of mascuiinhy, of fexnininity, and of those who fd ~mewhere in 

between the two categories. By "transgendered" I am referrhg to the following: 

maxulinized women, effeminate men, ambiguous or androgynous individuals, transvestites 

(drag queens, cross-dressers), and transsexuals (pre- and post-operative). The grey area in 

between the blue (masculinity) and the pink (femininity), of the transgendered, is referred 

to in the literature in a variety of terms, such as: cross-gendered, gender blending gender 

bending, different iy gendered . 

Much of the work being done in the field of gender studies fails to take into 

account those individuals who do not fit neatly into the eitherlor categones of masculinity 

and femininity. By taking transgenderism into account, we can provide a more accurate 

portrait on the genders in the real world. 

In looking at gender in tems of performativity, through the use of filmic 

representations which transgress gender, we expose the way in which the outward 

expression of gender is an act. These representations expose the constmaed nature of 

gender by showing that gender does not necessarily match the sex of an individual. Using 

film as an exarnple of representation, more specifically in tems of representations that 

challenge, or confuse, gender, we open up the debate surroundhg gender to a fiew 

perspective which enables us to explore mascuîiniry and femininity, as well as use 

transgendensm as an exarnple of the performative nature of gender. The two films 

selected, Cronenberg's M. Butterjly (1993) and Potter's Othtdo (1992) are used as 

illustrations of this performativity, and as a rnmeans for going beyond the existing 

stereotypes of masculinity and fernininity . 



Films which confuse gender are useful for study in that they question the social 

construction of gender. Seen in this light, transgenderism provokes questions in terms of 

"body, gender, gender identity and subjectivity", chailenging the notion of fixed gender 

identities, showing the perfonnativity and fluidity of gender (Kuhn 1994: 54). 

Rather than look at the aesthetic dimensions of film, this study will examine film 

fiom a social perspective, like Turner (1993) and Humrn (1997) have done, in order to 

"locate evidence of the ways in which our culture rnakes sense of itself' (Turner: 3). Due 

to the social and cuitural significance of fdm, it is usefui tool for examining representations 

of gender in our society. 

The theoretical framework draws mostly from the literature that deals with the 

social construction of gender. It is necessary to understand this perspective and the 

performative nature of gender in order to expose the limitations of the oppositional gender 

categones. Much of the work on transgenderism falls into two main theoretical camps, the 

social constructionist verws the deconstmctionist perspectives on gender in order to 

deconarua gender. we must understand its construction. Furtherrnore, the use of filmic 

representations of transgenderism opens up the discussion to the way in which individuals 

interpret and react to those who do not fit our expectations of gender. 

This research project is made up of two main parts - the literature review and the 

film analysis. The literature review begins by outlining the various definitions surroundhg 

gender, and the process by which we make gender attributions based on outward 

presentations, drawing maidy fiom social constmctionism, then outhe Butlefs theory of 

performativity - a deconstruction of the gender dichotomy. 1 then review the literature that 

deals with various aspects of transgenderism, such as transsexuality and cross-dressing. 

The next part of the literature review outlines Turner's use of film as social practice, and 

finish with feminist film theory. 



In the methodology chapter 1 explain my use of data collection through focus 

groups, and the issues that came about during the course of my research project. 1 decided 

to utilize focus groups as a method of research, since 1 wanted to assess public perceptions 

of emerging transgenderism rather than simply comment on the films myseif The two film 

chapters focus in depth on two main films (M. Bu~rerfly and Orkmdo) with two focus 

groups for each film. The data gained from the focus group intewiews will be examined in 

terms of r e c u k g  themes within the groups regarding both gender and transgendensm - 
including the way in which individuals interpret gender transgressions. The analysis will 

look for agreement both within and between groups, as weil as confiicting interpretations - 
finally tying their responses to the theoretical review. 

By looking at gender in terms of performance, through the use of flrnic 

representations of transgenderism, 1 am attempting to show the degree to which gender is 

constructed, and the influence that this construction has on our interactions with others. 



Chapter 1 - Ses, Gender, Trnnsgender - The Litemture Review 

The review of the literature will begin with outlining the definitions and theones 

about sex and gender, then move into the link between gender and gender signs, 

particularly clothing. and review the literature that deals with the various fonns of 

transgenderism. By using social conanictionism as a starting point, I am attempting to lay 

the foundation for Butler's (1990) deconstructionist theory of perforxnativity. Although 

social constructionism is a response to biological deterrninism, it is more useful in this case 

to contras! this perspective with t hat of Butler's deconstructionist position 

Because I am not interested in an aesthetic reading of the chosen films, 1 am using 

Tumef s (1 993) notion of film as social practice to guide the film d y s i s .  His perspective 

is briefly outlined, followed by the feminist film theories which look at gender 

representation. 

Part One - Sex and Gender 

If we are to examine the role that transgenderism plays in destabilinng the social 

construction of gender, we must fira define what we mean by gender. In most conceptions 

of gender, we oflen find that sex and gender are Linked. Sex is defined as "one's biological 

status as having one or the other set of primary sexual charactenstics, Le. male or femaie" 

(Devor 1989: vii). It includes: 

chromosomes, extemal genitds, gonads, intemal sexual 
apparatuses, hormonal States, secondary sexual 
characteristics (Bolin 1988: 24, c . f  Stoller 1968: 9). 

Sexual identity is "a person's acceptance of their membership in a particular sex category 

as either a male or a femaIen (Devor 1989: W). 

Gender, on the other hand, is defined as 

the psychologicai, social, and cultural domain of being male 
or female. Gender is a social consmiction and system of 



meanings with multiple dimensions including gender 
identity, both personai and social (Bolin 1988: 24). 

Within our conceptions of gender, it rnust be noticed that it is an either/or relationship. 

Each gender is constructeci in relation to being dflerent from the other. Because of the 

fixed boundaries of the social construction of gender, we can see the importance of gender 

within human history and why it is resistant to change. 

Garfnkel (1967) in 9 outlines a series of "cornmon 

senset' mles about gender showing the concrete boundaries that surround gender. 

1.  There are WO, and only two, genders (fernale and male), 
2. One's gender is invariant. (If you are femaldmale, you 
always were femaldmale and you always will be 
femaldmale), 3. Genttais are the essential sign of gender (A 
female is a person with a vagina; a male is a person with a 
penis). 4. Any exceptions to two genders are not to be 
taken senously. (They must be jokes, pathology, etc.). 5. 
There are no transfers from one gender to another except 
ceremonial ones (masquerades). 6. Everyone must be 
classified as a member of one gender or another. (There are 
no cases where gender is not attributed). 7. The 
maldfernaie dichotomy is a "natural" one. (Males and 
females exist independently of xientists' cnteria for being 
male or female). 8. Membership in one gender or another is 
"nahiralt'. (Being female or male is not dependent on 
anyone's deciding what you are). (Bornstein 1994: 45-50, 
c.E Garfinkel 1967). 

But as Bomstein comments, rules me meant to be broken. Exceptions to the nile, cross 

the border that is created between the genders (Bomstein 1994: 5 1-52). 

Within the social sciences gender has been defined in many dEerent ways. Within 

sociology we tend to examine the way in which gender is soaally constructed. Gender can 

be seen as "something socially achieved, dramatically perfomed, a set of dturally 

produced practices of d d y  Ken (Plumer 1996: xiv). If gender is somethmg that can be 

constructed or perfomed, then one is not bom gendered, one becomes gendered. 



If gender "lies at the core of an individual's self-definition" then anything that 

questions the fixity of gender therefore threatens the fixity of self-identity (Ramet 1996: 

xii). Because of the strength of gender on our self-identities, we tend to look at people in 

terms of signifiers which identiS, the other person's gender (Ramet 1996: 5, Shapiro 1991 : 

248). 

Gender is composed of gender identity, gender roles, gender socialization and 

gender attribution. Gender identity, as discussed in the preceding paragraph, is basically 

the answer to the question, "Am 1 a man or a woman or a what?" Gender roles are those 

roles that pertain to Our "belonging or not belonging to a specific gender" which are easily 

identified by others. and gender socialization is the "process by which gender expectations 

in the society are leamed" (Bomstein 1994: 24-26, Bullough 1993 : 3 12, Andersen 1993 : 

35). The socialization process is what guides and control Our gendered behaviors and 

gender attribution process. Andersen outlines the four ways that this occurs: 

First, it gives us a definition of ourselves. Second, it defines 
the extemal world and Our place within it. Third, it 
provides our definition of others and Our relationsbips with 
them. Fourth, the wcialization process encourages and 
discourages the acquisition of cefiain skiils by gender 
(Andersen 1993: 36). 

Gender attribution is the process by which we identify individuals according to gender. 

We treat others according to Our attribution of gender, ofien based on a combination of 

clothing, movements, and mannerisms. 

Devor (1989) outlines the process by which one's gender is cornmunicated to 

othen, by studying a group of gender blending women. These women were often confised 

as men, and "they used the gender attribution process to their own ends" nich as gaining 

employment in male-domlliated jobs, or to protect themselves fiom unwanted sexual 

advances (Devor 1989: 152)- Like Goffman (1959). she describes this process as 

"impression management" in which an individual engages in, 



by means of gender role characteristics and behaviors, the 
gender and sex which they wish to have attributed to them 
(Devor 1989: 147). 

For the most part, impression management is largely on a subconscious lev el, but wh 

conscious are the "social 'facts' of gender identity and gmda attribution" @evor 1989: 

147). This is further explained: 

they know what gender they are and the gemders of the 
persons with whom they intetact. This knowledge tells 
them how they ought to behave and what they ought to 
expect from others (Devor 1989: 147). 

Therefore, in daily interaction with othen, gender is often used as an indicator of an 

individual's sex, and act according to the gender attribution made (see figures 1 - gender 

attribution process, and 2. - gender identity/attribution cycle). 

figure 1. GENDER ATTRIBUTION PROCES S 

gender role --i gender attribution ---) sex attribution 

(Devor 1989: 148). 

Figure 2. . GENDER IDENTITY/ATTRIBUTION CYCLE 

gender identity *-> gender role 

sex identity 
2 

gender attribution 

(Devor 1989: 149) 

Once a gender bas been attributed to an individual, we assume that certain things 

will follow the gender, such as "dress and demeanor, sex object choice, occupation" 



(Ekins 1996: 2). Most aspects of our social lives are organized around gender 

dichotomies. When gender lines are crossed - the gender dichotomy is threatened. 

Devor develops an alternative to the current gender attribution scherna based on 

gender blending. Gender would then begin fiom 

a recognition that sex identity, sex anribution, gender 
identity, gender attribution, and gender roles can ali 
combine in any configuration. ... Genders wodd become 
social statuses available to any persons according to their 
personal dispositions and their exhibited behaviors (Devor 
1989: 153). 

This alternative to gender attribution process is a "transitional step" between the 

masculine/male feminine/female gender split and a future where gender "would become 

obsolete and meaningless" (Devor 1989: 1 54). 

Part Two - Gender and Gender Signs 

It is possible to look historically at fashion as a means of examinhg the relationship 

between appearance and gender. Clothing styles are based on prevailing social noms, and 

on individual taste. Appearance is composed of more than the clothing chosen to cover the 

body, it includes "[plomires, mmers. and body gestures", our appearance "constitute[s] 

identity, sexuahty, and social position" (Shreier 1989: 2, Craik 1994: 46). Both appearance 

and gender are linked because there is an interplay between the two that "strengthen, 

mode, test, quaiify and confirm each other" (Shreier 1989: 3-4). If we assume that a 

person's clothes reflects their gender, and if' a person's gender reflects their choice of 

clothing, then what happens when one gender starts wearing the gender signs of the other? 

(Shreier 1989: 5). 

Furthemore, Our outward appearance does more than s i w  our identities as men 

and wornen, it signifies our public identities, the face that we show to the world (Steele 

1989a: 6-8). At the same tirne, h h i o n  is not stable. The ody constant about fashion is 

that "distinctions WU always be made between men and wornen" even if our conceptions 



of gender change (Kidwell 1989: 126). What we believe is appropriate in matters of 

appearance for men and for women is based on "a powemil, cornplex, and pervading 

system of values about what is appropriate male and female behavior" (Foote 1989: 144). 

When one gender borrows the clothing fiom the other, it is oflen feared that the dividing 

line between men and women will be erased, that the divide between men and women is 

threatened. And if this relationship is threatened, it is feared that the "equilibrium of 

society" would in tum be threatened. When there are changes in the gendered mode of 

appearance, as attitudes toward men and women's behavior change, society tends to 

redefine "what it is to be and look like a man or a wornan" (Foote 1989: 146). 

Part Three - Presentation o f  Self, and Performativity 

G o f i a n  (1959) analyses social interaction from a dramaturgicai, or theatrical, 

perspective. If we apply this analysis to the social construction of gender, we can see the 

ways in which gender is actually performed. The performance aspect of this analysis, is 

summarized by Gofian as 

the way in which the individual in ordinary 
work situations presents himself and his 
activity to others, the ways in which he 
guides and controls the impression they 
form of him, and the kinds of things he may 
and may not do wMe sustaining his 
performance (Go f i a n  1959: xi). 

The impression that we wish to convey to others, or the impression that we gain kom 

others, is drawn fiom certain information canying signs. It is through these "sign vehicles" 

that we 

glean clues fiom his conduct and 
appearance which allow them to apply their 
previous expenence with individuals 
roughly similar to the one before !hem 
(Gofian 1959: 1). 



The individual's public appearance, or "fiont", aids observers in interpreting the behavior 

(Goman 1959: 22). The personal front includes both the individual's appearance and his 

or her mannerisms. For the mua part, appearance and manner coincide - and we expect 

this to o w r ,  for when they do not, confusion occurs (GofBnm 1959: 25). 

These sign vehicles are based upon socially constructed, ofien stereotypical, 

representations of appeanuices and mannerisms which shape our behavior and anmides 

towards others. Any appearance or action that does not consistently match the expected 

performance, must be hidden if the performance of the social fiont is to be ~ccessfùl 

(Goflhan 1959: 30,35,41). 

This lads us to the issue of misrepresentation of the self - described as a "false" 

front. where the appearance does not match the reality of the situation. The false front is a 

dangerous performance, because at any given moment, the performance could be 

discovered as a fiaud - "bringing them imrnediate humiliation and sornetimes permanent 

loss of reputation" (Gofian 1959: 59). 

Our interpretations of a person's appearance and behavior draw fiom existing 

aereotypes, a "common sense" fiamework for interpreting behavior dong two lines: 

the real, sincere, or honest performance; and 
the fdse one that thorough fabricators 
assemble for us, whether meant to be taken 
unseriously ... or seriously (Gofihm 1959: 
70). 

Social interaction is based upon our impressions of others, and the management of our 

own impressions. It is through these impressions that we gain Uiforrnation about others 

that we interact with socially, as a means of shaping our interpretations and responses to 

others. 

Butler's theory of performativity could be seen rather supeficially as reflecting 

Gofihan's dramaturgical perspective, but a closer examination reveals that her use of 

performativity is a critical response to the social construction of gender. For her, the 



gender dichotorny is a hidden relation of power that produces and reproduces the stability 

of gender based on the "heterosexual matrix" (Butler 1990: viii). By looking at gender in 

this way, Butler is interested in asking 

What best way to trouble the gender categories that 
support gender hierarchy and compulsory heterosexuality? 
(Butler 1990: vüi). 

In other words, how can we expose and dismpt the c o n a m a d  gender dichotomy? 

Butler's performativity is hinted at in her introduction when she describes Divine's 

female impersonation in John Waters' films as an example of the way in which gender is an 

"impersonation that passes as the real", when she asks: 

1s drag the imitation of gender, or does it dramatize the 
signifjmg gestures through which gender itself is 
established ?(Butler 1990: Mii). 

Gender is constructed to such a degree that we tend to assume it to be "natural . . . original 

... inevitable" and this is why Butler attempts to radically deconsmct the pnder 

dichot omy through looking at the perfonnative nature of gender. 

Drawing fiom Foucault's genealogical approach, Butler is interested in exposing 

the politics which shape and control gender. Like the goal of feminisrn is "to understand 

how the category of 'women' is produced and restrained by . . . power", Butler attempts to 

understand how gender is produced and reproduced by power because it is impossible to 

study gender without looking at the culture and politics that surround it (Buder 1990: 2- 

3 1. 

Social constructionism initially was a response to biological detemiinism. If gender 

is a ~ a a l  construction then "gender is neither the causal result of sex nor as seemingly 

fixed as sex", furthemore, if gender is not sex, then "a gender cannot be said to follow 

fiom a sex in any one way" (Butler 1990: 6). Butlefs critique of gender as it is c o m a e d  

is based on the way in which it "suggests a certain deterrninism of gender meanings 



inscribed on anatomically difkentiated bodies", a form of circular reasoning that uifers 

that gender is doomed to follow biology as the body becomes marked by gender (Butler 

1990: 8). 

In this respect, gender "cm be understood as a signification" that "exists ody in 

relatio!~ to another opposing signification" (Butler 1990: 9). In other words, the gender 

dichotomy exists in relation not only to what gender a person is, but what gender a person 

is not. The construction of gender "requires that cenain kinds of 'identities' cannot 'exist' - 
that is, those in which gender does not follow fiom sex" (Butler 1990: 17). Those who do 

not fit into the gender dichotomy "expose the limits and regulatory aims" of the 

construction, drawing attention to the subversive nature of the transgendered (Butler 

1990: 17). 

Cornpulsory heterosexuality is necessary for maintaining the stability of the gender 

dichotomy - the "hidden" power that produces and reproduces the oppositional categories 

of mascuiinity and femininity (Butler 1990: 22-23). Within the regulatory practices of 

gender, we can see that gender must therefore be performative - for Butler there is "no 

gender identity behind the expressions of gender" (Butler 1990: 25). 

Taking de Beauvoir's statement that "one is not bom a woman, but rather one 

becomes one" as inf'ening that "no one is bom with a gender - gender is always acquired" 

Butler takes this one step further: 

if sex and gender are radically distinct, then it does not 
foiiow that to be a given sex & to become a given gender 
(Butler 1990: 1 12). 

How can multiple gender identities challenge the opposition construction of gender? How 

can this be constituted as a subversive ad? (Butler 1990: 125) 

Butler explains her notion of performativity in terms of the way that the outward 

expression of gender is made up of 



acts, gestures, enactments, generdly constituted are 
perfonnative in the sense that the essence or identity that 
they o t h d s e  purport to express are fabrications 
manufactured and sustained through corporeal signs and 
other discursive means (Butler 1990: 136). 

Gender is perfonnative in that these acts are the expression of "the illusion of an intenor 

and organizing gender core" which serves to hide its own perforrnativity by "maintainhg 

gender in its binary M e "  (Butler 1990: 136, 139). 

Butler's (de)construction of gender concludes by stating that if gender is indeed 

perfomtive t hen 

there is no preexisting identity by which an act or attribute 
rnight be measured; there would no true or false, real or 
distorted acts of gender (Butler 1990: 14 1 ) 

Thus the performativity of gender exposes the construction of gender as "fact" to be a 

false construction, a "regdatory fiction" which keeps us within the boundaries of the 

gender dichotomy. 

Part Four - Traosgenderism 

The tenn transgendered or cross-gendered has been used to describe those 

individuals who are either gender ambiguous or gender fluid (Bullough 1993: 3 13). At the 

m e  time, most, if not ail, people do not fit perfkctly within the realms of masculinity or 

femininity, most tend to "have elements of the opposite gender identity in their makeup" 

(Buliough 1993 : 3 13). Since so much of what we assign to masculine or ferninine behavior 

"is socially and culhirally denved" throughout the world, throughout the ages, the genitals 

are not "a univerd or essential insignia of Lifelong gender" (Buiiougb 1993: 360). 

The early texts on transsexualism are often psychological-medical in nature. The 

main texts include: Benjamin's (1 966) The T& Walindef s (1 967) 

Fortv-Three Cases, Stolier's (1968) Sex and Ciender. and 



Green and Money's (1969) and-, Recent researchers 

direct their attention to the transsexual individual within the broader context of society. 

Some of t he issues include: 

such broad questions as the meaning of the transsexualst 
transformations, the qualitative aspects of t heir expenence, 
and what their experience reveals about Amencan cultural 
noms (Bolin: 4). 

These researchers include Kando (1973). Feinbloom (1976). Kessler and McKenna (1978) 

and Raymond (1979). 

Brierly's (1 979) work outlines the development of the psychological perspective on 

gender "disorders". He acknowledges the way in which "male homosexuals, lesbians, 

transsexuals and transvestites have spning into public attention" (Brierly 1 979: ix). He 

points out that the greatest development in this area of study is the removal of the notion 

of "sexual perversion" being equated with transgendesism. While the link between 

perversion and transgenderism is stiU used in the literature, the more appropriate 

psychological term is "gender dysphonan. Gender dysphoria is "a state of discornfion 

associated with the masculine or ferninine role appropriate to the physical sex of the 

individuai" (Brierly 1 979: x) . 

There has been much work done on the topic of transvestism within the realm of 

psychology. Both Brierly (1979) and Docter (1988) provide a comprehensive review of 

the moa important literature. The term "transvestiten was coined by Hirschfeld, a Gemian 

sexologia in the twentieth century, in Die Transvestiten. In his study of cross-dressers, he 

found that transvestites were most ofien heterosexual. The large amount of research done 

on transvestism/ cross-dressing has been broken d o m  into t hree main areas: fetishistic 

transvestism (sexual), non-fetishistic tranmestism and transsexualism (Garber 1992 : 1 3 2). 

Stoller (1968), like Hirschfeld, sees transvestism as a pleasurable action for adult 

male transvestites, with the individual having a "relatively stable ferninine gender persona, 



in the context of desire to preserve male heterosexuality" (Bnerly 15-16, StoUer: 1968). 

Similady Walinder (1967) equates transvestism with a heterosexual desire. Unlike Stoller, 

Stekel (1968) views transvestism as a "mask for homosexuality", Mayer-Gross et al 

(1954) follows dong similar Lines, viewing it as a homosexual fetish (Brieriy 1979: 16). 

The literature is mostly divided on the subject of transvestism as being one of three things: 

a heterosexual fetish, a homosexual fetish, or a fetish that can manifest itself in both. 

Docter (1988) points out the social constructedness of gender: 

One of the most explicit social rules of our society is that 
you are expected to present yourself in public situations in 
a manner consistent with your anatomical sex, and such 
presentation is expected to be unambiguous @octer 1 988: 
4). 

He explains the importance of gender identity in shaping the individual's outward persona. 

Gender identity refers to "those theories of ourselves that reflect masculine or feminine 

characteristics as judged within a given cultural framework" (Docter 1988: 82). Docter's 

psychological perspective is usefùl for supporting the argument that gender is socially 

consnttcred - not inbom. Within Our culture, with its two-sided mode1 of gender, connects 

to our view of society that gender identity must conform to an individual's sex, outward 

appearance and behavior: 

that one's identity and behavior should be 
masculine if you are a male, or feminine if 
you are a female @octer 1988: 82-83). 

Those who do not fa11 into either category of gender are considered anomalies - and are 

nibject to a deviant stigma. Some tend to be categorized as h h g  gender dysphoria, and 

submit to gender re-training etc. (Docter 1988: 64-66). 

Irvine's approach is 60om the sexology perspective - drawn fiom psychology. Her 

description of the goal of early gender researchers is 



to understand and enhance heterosexual relationships. This 
would be accomplished in two ways: by seeking to 
understand the origins and development of masculine and 
ferninine behavior and be attempting to explain gender 
"failures" (hine 1990: 230). 

This approach serves to explain "normal" gender identities through an examination of 

"deviant" ones. The process of gendering individuais is based on individual gender and 

social noms, through which "transgressors face a dizzying may of admonitions regardhg 

the proper condua of ' r d  men' and ' r d  wornen' " (h ine  1990: 23 1). 

The rise in numbers of differently gendered individuals serves to 

reveal the inadequacy of theories that unilaterally align 
gender identity, gender role, and sexual preference and 
instead demonstrate the varying permutations and 
combinations of sexuai and gender expression ( I ~ n e  1990: 
235). 

The wide range of gender possibilities and activities must be accounted for within any 

theoretical perspective. 

Modern sexology's gender research places less emphasis on "examinations of male- 

female diflerences and more on areas such as homosexuality and transsexualism, which are 

deemed to reveal, indirectly, gender "tniths" " (IrWie 1990: 237). Furthemore, the 

transgendered "represent a challenge to traditionai notions of maleness and femaleness" 

(1Mne 1990: 270). Gender blended individuals show us that gender is not rigid. 

Most of the non-psychological literature on the transgender identity has been in the 

form of autobiography, i.e. Jorgensen (1967) Christine J- A P e r s d  

autobionraDhv. M O ~ S  (1974) Conundnim An w v e  

Transsexualir;m. Richards (1983) SBYlPd Serve: -ds Bomtein 

(1 994), Gauîer and Rees ( 1996) Dear or r ~ h e  of a 

Male. In these autobiographies, 



the authors deal with the problem of how to describe to 
others the need for an integrated and authentic sense of 
self. and the relief that cornes through attaining this in sex 
reassignment (MacDonald 1 998: 8). 

The self c m  only become one with the body for mon transgendered individuals with body 

altering surgery. But most irnportantly these personal accounts help us to understand the 

transsexual identity and the codiict that occurs between inner and outer selves. 

Bolin's work concentrates on the socid realities of transsexuals - with her research 

into a transsexual support group. She describes the identity of pre-operative male-to- 

female transsexuals: 

These people are women who have male genitals ... living 
in the female gender for some tirne now. Their bodies have 
been feminized as a result of female hormones and they 
pass undetected in society as "naturai" women. They fa11 
asleep as women, wake up as women, and are women in al1 
respects but one (Bolin 1988: 2). 

Their gender identity becomes more important than the physical body that they are housed 

in. In order to feel tmly like one's "true" self. the transsexual rnust go through the process 

of rnaking their outer body conform to their inner body, their gender identity. 

Transsexuals engage in the process of becorning a woman both 

"hormonally and socially" (Bolin 1988: 8). The transition fiom male to female 

encompasses more than a change in social identity, it entails: 

the individual's role, performance, and others' perceptions 
of that performance but [also] ... personal identity (the 
individual's self-concept ) (Bolin 1 988 : 8). 

AU of this occurs during the metamorphosis fiom male to female, or female to male, 

permeating the totality of interactions between the individual and society. 

There is oflen confusion between the terms transsexual and transvestite, but Bolin 

distinguishes between the two: 



It is the transsexuai's feeling that she is a female trapped in 
a male body who cannot continue to live as a man that 
distinguishes the transsexual fiom the transvestite (Bolin 
1988: 13). 

While the transsexual dresses in women's clothing, they do so in order to match their 

appearance with their feminine gender identity (Bolin 1988: 14). 

Bolin includes a description of transsexualism fiom one of her inforrnants. A 

transsexuai is: 

a person whose rnind, thoughts, feelings, sou1 if you will, 
are in opposition to his or her physical body. This person 
usually has a clear psychosexual identity, but the 
disharmony of body to this identity is endless fnistration. 
The only solution is to have body altenng surgery, thus 
matching as best as can be done the rnind and the body 
(Bolin 1988: 14). 

We can see the importance of an individual's own gender identity. 

The self. or personal identity can "see the self through othef s eyes" (Bolin 1988: 

27-28). Personal and social identity interact in the presentation of self. much like Cooley's 

( 1 920) looking-glass self, Gohan's ( 1 959) dramaturgical perspective (Bolin 1988: 28). 

Bolin's work with male-to-female transsexuals has permanently changed her 

previous (rnis)perceptions surrounding gender: 

Nevermore would 1 be able to take gender for granted and 
assume that gender and genitalia were inextricably 
comected (Bolin 1988: 34) 

Once an individual becomes aware that gender and genitalia are not linked, it becomes 

difficult to assume that every person will "fit" into the expeaed gender category. 

The transsexual's act of dressing in the clothes of the opposite sex is not an act of 

artifice. Instead 

the transsexual as opposed to the drag queen, has an inner 
female essence, covered by a male body. The transsexual is 



therefore not engaging in an illusion but in a concrete 
representation of her i ~ e r  self(Boün 1988: 79). 

For Bolin, it cornes dom to the individual's "tme" gender identity. It's not a lie if the 

person is expressing their inner self on their outer body 

Like Bolin, Califats (1997) Sex Charmes examines the phenornena of 

transsexuality, gender dysphoria and transgenderism. Her approach is composed of 

intewiews, autobiographies, socio-cultural analysis in order to provide a comprehensive 

view of the way 

differently-gendered people's perceptions of themseives and 
the perceptions of those outside the gender community 
have evolved. and some of the complex political and social 
issues (Califa 1997: 1 ). 

Califa, unlike the psychologiuil-medicd literature, does not view the transgendered as 

needing to be "cured" of their defect, instead, what ne& to be fixed is "our feu and 

hatred of people who are differently gendered" (Caiifa 1997: 82). Furthemore. 

Those of us who are not transgendered can hardly ever be 
tmsted to make accurate judgments about transsexuals 
because we don't see them the way we see each other 
(Califa 1997: 1 16). 

This is due to the arength of our belief in gender attribution schemas, where we assume 

that a person's outward appearance, or outward presentation of gender will accurately 

reflect their biological sex. 

Drawing ftom this, Califa believes that it is 

worth it to spend some tirne ... thinking about how your 
fear of transsexuaîity [and transgenderism] manifests itselelf, 
and how your fear of stepping outside the boundaries of 
"appropnate" gender cundua limits your life (Caiifa 1997: 
117). 

The transgendered reveal the limits of our "normal" gendered lives because they create 



an alternative: to ident16 as transgendered rather than 
female or male, and question the binary gender system that 
generates these labels (Califa 1997: 225). 

Those who do not attempt to fit into the "normal" gender categones often become 

activists for the transgendered because it 

feels better to fight oppression., even though it is hard 
work, than it does to mn away from it and try to hide 
(Caiifa 1997: 225). 

Gender is more than just an individuai issue, it is a highly poiitical issue. 

Wilchins, editor of ID Y- speaks of the importance of poiiticai activism for 

the transgendered : 

Its about ail of us who are genderqueer: diesel dykes and 
stone butches, leatherqueens and radical fairies, nelly fags, 
crossdressers, intersexed, transsexuals, transvestites, 
transgendered, transgressively gendered, intersexed, and 
those of us whose gender expressions are so complex they 
haven't even been named yet (Califa 1997: 242, c.f. 
Wilchins 1995: 4). 

The "gendeRevolution" is an important fight, especiaily for the "genderqueer", to fight 

"against gender-based oppression - ail the ways in which culture seeks to regulate, confine, 

and punish bodies, gender and desire" (Califa 1997: 243). 

Transgender politics and aaivism is imponant because of the continuai 

"questioning [ot] the entire system of binary and polarized gender" instead of trying to "be 

perceived ... as a member of either gender" (Caiifa 1997: 245). The goal of transgender 

poiitics is to "in& on their right to live without or outside of the gender categories that 

our society has attempted to make compulsory and universal" (Califa 1997: 245). 

Bomstein (1 994) comments on the compulsory gender categories 

The trouble is, wetre üving in a world that insias we be one 
or the other - a world that doesn't bother to teil us exaaly 



what one or the other is (Califa 1997: 245; c.E Bomstein 
1994: 8). 

Bomstein's definition of transgendered is broad, including "anyone who might be 

dissatisfied with gender", and a potential transgender activist " dedicated to opposing 

polarized systems of 'opposite' sexes" (Califa 1 997: 258). 

Bomstein blurs the iine between the "nomaily" gendered and those who are not, in 

order to erase the "stigrna" of the differently-gendered (Caiifa 1 997: 25 8-259). Bornstein 

defends this position: 

nearly everyone has some son of bone to pick with their 
own gender status. be it gender role, gender assignment, or 
gender "identity" (Califa 1 997: 25 8-259; c.E Bomstein 
1994: 118). 

AJmost everyone has felt the constraints of their gender at some point in their lives. 

whether or not they attempt to do anything about it. 

Butl for Bomstein, it is not enough to be aware, a transgendered individual is 

"anyone whose performance of gender cails into question the construct of gender itself' 

(Califa 1997: 259; c.E Bomstein 1994: 12 1). Califa questions these same issues: 

Why does Our society allow only two genders and keep 
them polarized? ... Why do transsexuals have to become 
"real women" or "reai men" instead of just being 
transsexuai ... And why can'î people go back and fonh if 
they want to? (Caiifa 1997: 260; c.f Calûa 1983). 

These are important questions for the study of gender. It points to the strength of gender 

beliefs within society. People like to be able to fit others into neat categories, they must be 

either one gender or the other. Anyone that does not fit, makes people uncornfortable. 

While most individuals accept the tenn transgendaed, not ad do. For example, 

O'Hartigan cornments on this: 

Naming is power ... The beginning or end of fieedorn lies in 
the power to name ourselves - or others. There are names 



for people such as 1 - transsexual, galla, changeling, male- 
to-female, sex-change. The narnes describe us (Califa 1997: 
261; c.f O'Hartigan 1993: 20). 

Naming is power, and the ones who have the power of nomenclature, are the ones who 

insist on categorizing others based on what they are not, i.e. not "normal". Naming can be 

&dom, but it can aiw be used to judge and constrain others. 

Unlike Bomstein, Califa believes that it is not necessary to get rid of gender 

entirely because 

lf the concept of gender fieedom is to have any meaning, it 
mua be possible for some of us to cling to Our biological 
sex and the gender we were assigned to at birth while 
others wish to adapt the body to the gender of their 
preference, and still others choose to question the very 
concept of polarized sexes (Califa 1 997: 275). 

She challenges her readers by asking: 

If you could change your sex as effortlessly in reality as you 
can in virtual reahy. and change it back again, wouldn't 
you like to try it at least once? ... Are you able to imagine 
becoming a hybrid of your male and fernale self ... ? (Califa 
1997: 277). 

Perhaps the reason why most people cannot accept that gender does not have to follow 

genitalia, precisely because they cannot imagine themselves as anything other than what 

they are due to the arength of our gender programming. Or perhaps they fear discovering 

something about thernselves that will place thernselves outside of the gender "noms". 

MacDonald's (1 998) essay focuses on the tmsgender identity and politics, and the 

treatment of transgenderisrn by ferninists. She begins by cornmenting on the earliest 

ferninist text on transsexuality by Raymond (1979), -e: 

tbe (MacDonald 1998: 3). Raymond's position on transsexuality is clear when 

she compares the male-to-fernale transsexual to a rapist : 



Al1 transsexuals rape women's bodies by reducing the real 
female form to an artifa a... Rape, although it is usually 
done by force, c m  also be accomplished by deception 
(MacDonald 1998: 4; c.E Raymond 1979: 104). 

Whde her position is extremia in nature, it "reflects a deep ambivalence in the relationship 

of ferninism to the question of gender" and to the blumng of traditionai gender categories 

(MacDonald 1 998 : 4). 

We ail recognize that gender is a social consmict, but we tend to Mew it as 

"determined immutably by one's assigned sex" (MacDonald 1998: 4). For example, in moa 

of the literature on gender 

No thought is given to the unique perspectives that 
transgendered people might have to contnbute to the 
understanding of gender expenence, gender relations or of 
women's oppression (MacDonald 1 998 : 4). 

The problem with ignoring the unique perspectives of the transgendered by feminist and 

other gender theorists is that it is often assumed to be a psychological-medical issue, 

therefore an individual problem. Due to this, the "transgender experience is effectively 

eliminated f?om political concem" (MacDonald 1998:4). MacDonald attempts to rernedy 

this problem by examining the politics of transgenderism. 

MacDonald's main argument is that nansgenderisrn 

specifically problernatizes . . . identity itself. Transgender 
identity is about identity experienced as problematic; the 
experience of being transgender problematizes the 
relationship of the self to the body, and the self to other 
(MacDonald 1998: 5). 

One of the main reasons that the transgender identity is problematic is because it goes 

againa the "nomial" gender conceptions by h a h g  a body (sex) that does not correspond 

with the expected gender identity. The self, or gender identity is in confiict with the body 



hence the transgender identity creates a problematic relationship both within the individual 

and within society. 

MacDonald's conception of transgender is v q  broad, for her it 

includes al1 those people whose intemaily felt sense of core 
gender identity does not correspond to their assigned sex at 
birth ... includes people who iden@ with the gender other 
than that assigned at birth as well as those who do not 
identify with any gender at di . . . includes those who present 
themselves in their onginally assigned sex, as weii as those 
who present themselves in the sex which coheres with their 
actual identity (and therefore may include non- and pre- 
and post-transsexual people) and those who move back and 
forth between presentation as women and as men ... 
includes those whose gender presentation is ambiguous 
(MacDonald 1998: 5). 

Gender does not always connect with an individual's sex. It is composed of a number of 

related variables such as assignment, roles, identity, status, relations, attribution and 

behavior (MacDonald 1998: 6). 

The transgender identity has lead to the idea of transgender politics. 

Transgender politics 

is often about how the categones of. and the boundary 
between, male and female, or masculine and feminine, are 
set at al1 (MacDonald 1998: 8). 

This brings up the concept of "lirninality". LUNnality is 

on the theshoid, the edge, or the borders, where no mles 
hold, where contests over authority sometimes take place 
(MacDonald 1998: 9). 

The concept of liminality is useful 

for asking questions about what establishes the boundary 
Limits of the categones we use, and for considering how 
these categones can be destabilized, or how these 
boundaries are transgressed (MacDonald 1 998 : 9). 



Furthemore, by crosshg the boundaries of gender, the transgender identity 

provokes the question of how those [gender] categories are 
established. How are they maintaineci? How are the 
boundaries of what is n o d  "policed"? How can they be 
transgressed? (MacDonald 1 998: 9). 

Transgender politics point to ways of challenging traditional gender categones. Like many 

other types of identity politics, transgender politics "diiectly challenge the stabilization of 

category boundaries" (MacDonald 1998: 9). 

In al1 foms of identity-based politics, including transgender politics, 

it is in the nature of the identity itself to be problematic, 
contested, transgressive, and liminal. It is in the capacity of 
the identity to indicate spaces of lirninality and difFerence 
within irselj that presents new challenges to previous 
theoretical paradigms of identity formation (MacDonald 
1998: 10). 

Those that exia on the rnargins, on the borders of "normalcy" point to the possibility of 

transcending the gender dichotomy. 

Another fom of gender transgressive behavior is cross-dressing. Cross-dressing is 

the practice of wearing the clothes of the opposite sex. It is the umbrella term for a wider 

set of practices. The range of practices include: 

sirnply wearing one or two items of clothing to a full-scale 
burlesque, fiom a comic impersonation to a serious attempt 
to pass as the opposite gender, âom an occasional desire to 
experiment with gender identity to attempting to live most 
of one's life as a mernber of the opposite sex (Builough 
1993: vii). 

Although some writers tend to use the terms cross-dressing, drag and transvestism 

interchangeably, they refer to different types of dressing in clothes of the opposite sex. 

Drag is oflen used to refer to a theatrid performance of cross-dressing, for example. 



female impersonators, as a fiom of entertainment, whereas transvestism is often used 

wit hin psychology . 

Cross-dressing is not a recent phenomenon. It has its roots in the earliest theatre 

performances around the world - men, or boys, would play women's roles because women 

were not aUowed to perform on stage. In other cases, women would play the roles of 

young men - for example, the role of Peter Pan, has almost exclusively b e n  played by 

women (Garber 1992. Moore 1994). Now that women can and do play rnany roles in the 

theatre, why do performers still dress up in clothes of the "opposite" sex? Moore answers: 

drag performances wnvey important truths about 
perception, gender roles, and sexuality. [They] played with 
sexual aereotypes to demonstrate that much of what we 
cal1 gender is based on perception alone (Moore 1994: 2). 

Drag performances compel audiences to question the boundaries that separate masculinity 

from femuiinity and vice versa. 

Instead of blumng the separation between the genders, performers tend to shape 

their performances of the other sex based on "the essence of an 'ideal' man or woman", not 

on real Me portrayals (Moore 1994: 2). It is a challenge for any drag perfomier, to meet 

the image of the " ideal". 

Before delving into the theoretical literature that deals with cross-dressing, it is 

necessary to provide a short ovewiew of the history of this phenomenon. Both Garber 

( 1992) and Moore (1 994) provide detailed accounts of the history of cross-dressing, using 

hiaorical documents - newspaper clippings, laws, photographs, diaries etc., that chronicle 

the development and continued use of clothing to ponray the gender of the "opposite" 

sexes - although neither seem to have discovered much about women who cross-dressed, 

unWte Bullough (1993), Dekker (1989), and Hotchkiss (1996), who focus on early cases 

of fernale cross-dressing. 



Bakhtin's (1984) work on the carnivalesque connects with the subject of cross- 

dressing. During the time of camivai, many of the daily prohibitions become weakened. 

Everything becomes inverted, exaggerated, grotesque (Bakhtin 1984: 18- 19). The mask, 

or masquerade, is an important theme of the Middle Ages and Renaissance carnivals. The 

mask is a syrnbol of "transition, metamorphoses, the violation of natural boundaries" 

(Bakhtin 1984: 39-40). It can disguise, alter appearances. hiring the masquerade, it is 

acceptable for men and women to dress in the clothing of the opposite sex - cross-dressing 

becomes socially sanctioned fun (Bakhtin 1 984: 4 10-4 1 1 ). The transvesting activities of 

the carnival are threatening to the everyday social noms which govem our lives. It 

threatens the very structure of society, offers an "unofficial mith" (Monon 1990: 453). 

The mask plunges the social world into the realm of uncertainty, contradictions within the 

social fabric corne to light (Clark 1984: 304). Hence when cross-dressing occurs outside 

of the camival time, it threatens the existing gender roles and noms that appear to be 

stable. 

D u ~ g  the medieval and Renaissance times there were many sumptuary laws 

which were created to restrict the styles of clothing wom according to an individual's rank 

or social class. The role of these laws was, ideally, to make it easy to read a 

person's social station, social role, gender and other 
indicaton of identity Ui the world . . . without ambiguity or 
uncenainty (Garber 1992: 26). 

Many of these sumptuary laws which deal with gender are drawn flom Deuteronorny: 

The woman shall not Wear that which pertaineth unto a 
man, neither shall a man put on a woman's garment; for al1 
that do so are abomination unto the Lord thy God @eut. 
22: 5 ) .  

Aithough there were nimptuary laws in effect, it did not stop cross-dressing in the 

sixteenth cenhiry (Garber 1 992: 27-28). The biblical law againa cross-dressing was used 



by the Puritans to put an end to the theatre - in which cross-dressing was performed by 

young boys playing women's roles. 

With the rise of King James 1, the sumptuary laws began to be reverse4 unisex 

styles of clothing begm to be popular in Jacobean England (Garber 1992: 30-3 1 ). In 1 620. 

writing began to appear on the social. moral and cultural implications of cross-dressing. 

Two of these in particular, Hic: Or- and its response, Haec* 

omanish-Mnn were responses to the anxieties of the t h e  - the question of 

whether or not "clothes, in fact, make the man - or woman" (Garber 1992: 3 1). It 

questioned whether fashion was the representative aspect of the self. 

The theatre was the only place where the sumptuary laws of dress did not seem to 

apply. It was within this space where clothing that was forbidden by law to Wear could be 

wom without feu of recourse. The most obvious example of cross-dressing in the theatre 

is Shakespeare's plays. Furthemore, it points out the role of the cross-dresser as "an index 

of cat egory destabilùation" (Garber 1 992: 36). The transvestite threatens established 

cultural categories precisely because he or she is "both a signifier and that which signifies 

the undecidability of signification" (Garber 1992: 37). 

Cross-dressing in the theatre is not just an Elirabethan phenomena. Al1 we have to 

do is examine the theatres of the world: the ancient Greeks, the Kabuki theatres of Japan, 

the Chinese operas. In the Kabuki theatres, Japanese actors play women's roles both on- 

stage and off, "they are almost expected to become women" (Bullough 1993 : 83). The use 

of cross-dressing in theatre shows that aii aaors are "impersonators" - that every character 

is a performance (Garber 1992: 40). In many cases women's roles were given to boys 

because "it was considerd improper for women to be on nage" (Moore 1994: 1 ,  

Bullough 1993: 76). But in other cases, when women were dowed to perform on stage, 

they took the roles of boys, for two main reawns: the fira being that the coshimes of boys 

allowed them to bare more flesh than was dowed in everyday iife, the second being that 



young boy acton were often not skilied enough to perform certain roles (Moore 1994: 1, 

Straub 1991 : 142, Bullough 1993: 82-83). 

There have been many cases of real life cross-dressing as well. One notable 

histoncal cross-dresser is the Chevalier d'Eon, an eighteenrh century spy and diplomat 

from France. W e  d'Eon was in England, he was surrounded by m o r s  that he was a 

woman, eventually the French King Louis XV mled that he was in fact a woman, and 

forced d'Eon to Wear women's clothes for the rest of his life. hiring this the ,  d'Eon never 

confirmed nor denied his gender. It was discovered upon his death, that d'Eon was, really 

a male. But why did he live out his finai years as a womq if he was in fa* not? (Kates 

199 1 : 167- 1 84, Bullough 1993 : 126- 1 32). 

In the case of fernale cross-dressers, it was not f?owned upon as senously as was 

male cross-dressing, because for a woman to dress like a man, it meant that they were 

trying to better their position in life (Bullough 1993: 46, Dekker 1989: 1-2, Hotchkiss 

1996: 3). There are many occasions when it becarne acceptable for women to don men's 

clothing, such as "during carnival festivities, during riots, while traveling or in flight" 

(Dekker 1989: 6). 

There is aiso the case of Billy Tipton, a jazz musician, who was discovered, upon 

his death in 1989, to be a wornan. Not even his wife and chiidren knew "his" true sex. His 

cross-dressing was explained: "Jazz musicians in the thirties, fonies and fifties were almoa 

dl male" (Garber 1992: 68). His cross-dressing becarne "normalized", or explained away. 

Sirnilarly, in many films which have a cross-dressed character, the person dresses in 

clothes of the opposite sex in order to "disguise himself' or herself' in order to get a job, 

escape repression" (Garber 1992: 70). The cross-dressing is explained as a means to an 

end. In moa cases, the cross-dresser in the film presumably retum to his or her "normal" 

nate of dress. M e r  suggests that the cross-dresser 

opem up the who/e questiu~i of the rela~iomFhip of the 
aesthetic !O the existential (Garber 1 992: 7 1 ) 



It serves to challenge and disturb traditional bhary categories of gender. But by 

normalking, or explaining away the transvestism, the transfomative power of the cross- 

dresser on gender distinctions is removed. 

In curent tirnes, transvestism is a recurring topic on talk shows. More tirnes than 

not, transvestism is equated with homosexuaiity. This equation is explained: 

if there is a difference (between gay and straight), we want 
to be able to see it, and if'we see a difference (a man in 
woman's clothes), we want to be able to intepret it. In 
both cases, the codation is fueled by a desire to tell the 
dflerence. to guard against a difl'erence that rnight 
othemise put the identity of one's own position in question 
(Garber 1992: 130). 

This equation explains away the threat to individual identities rather than confiont issues 

of gender fluidity. 

Newton (1 972) examines rhis comection between homosexuaiity and cross- 

dressing in terms of the gay drag (female impersonator) xene. The professional drag 

queen is viewed as a professional homosexual (Newton 1972: 3). In her research, al/ 

female impersonators were gay, for example, when asking a drag queen about this 

connecrion, the reply was: 

In practice there may be a few [straight fernale 
impersonators], but in theory there canft be any. How wuld 
you do this work and not have something wrong with you? 
(Newton 1972: 6). 

The word "wrong" focuses on the aigma that surrounds the homosexual transvestite 

xene. Newton's use of Gofnnan's theories of aigrna and presentation of self are 

interesting, but at the same time, she cxcludes the possibility of the straight female 

impersmator, based on the assurnption that "no one but a 'queer' would want to perform 

as a woman" (Newton 1972: 7). Perhaps this was the attitude at the time that this was 

witten, but the exchision of this possibility. leaves her work open to criticism. 



Johnson (1 997) follows Newton's lead in his ethnography of transvestite ("gay") 

beauty contests in the Philippines, while mostly descriptive passages about the gay 

transvestite life, rnakes some interesting points about identity. Identity is a "process of 

communication" about oneseif to others (Johnson 1997: 19, c.E Handler 1994). 

Furthennore, identity is "not a destiny but a choice" (Johnson 1997: 19, c.E Weeks 1987: 

47). Much like Goffman's use of "sign vehicles" in the presentation of self, we can choose 

to actively work to portray our gender identities ( G o h  1959: 1). 

Transvestisml cross-dressing/ drag acts to destabilize and challenge many 

boundaries: 

not only "male" and "female", but dso "gay" 
and "straight", and "sex" and "gender" 
( M e r  1992: 133). 

Cross dressing challenges the dichotomies of both sex and gender, not in terms of erasing 

binary categories. Instead, it "denaturaiizes, destabilizes and defamiliarizes sex and gender 

signs" (Garber 1992: 147). 

Cross-dressing can be normalized or explained away as a means to an end; or even 

more darnaging, it can lose its provocative potential, becorning a harmless fon of 

entertainment, incapable of calling into question, "the limit s of representation" (Garber 

1992: 149). By examining the effect that cross-dressing has on sex and gender signs, "on 

readirig and being r e d '  lends to a deconstruction of the performance of gender ( M e r  

1992: 149). The deconamaion of sex and gender signs makes the phenornena an 

important area for theorizing the social construction of gender. 

Cross-dressing, when looked at as a performance of gender, questions "the 

'naturalness' of gender roles through the discourse of clothing and body parts" (Garber 

1992: 151). Furthemore, Garber finds that the various forms of tra~restism throughout 

history to the present day is a "critique of the possibility of 'representation' itself' (Garber 

1992: 3 53). 



That cross-dressing existed in the early days of theatre - from Shakespeare to 

Kabuki theatre in Japan - and its continued existence in drag shows and in films, "testifies 

to the primacy of cross-dressing as spectacle" (Garber 1992: 389). The practice of cross- 

dressing, through conceaiment and revelation, questions the very "tmth" of sex and gender 

signs, of the construction of masculinity and femininity. 

Butler (1 990) views drag as the ultimate impersmation of gender. It is important 

to the shidy of gender because it 

destabilizes the very distinctions between 
the natural and the artificial, depth and 
surface, imer and outer through which 
discourse about genders always operates 
(Butler 1990: x). 

In other words. it crosses the boundaries that make up gender. Furthemore, she questions 

whether "drag [is] the imitation of gender, or does it dramatize the signifjmg gestures 

through which gender itself is established?" (Butler 1990: x). The outward expression of 

gender is made up of these sigiSying gestures which include appearance, mannerisms, 

behavior, al1 of which are perfomative 

in the sense that the essence or identity that 
they otherwise purport to express are 
fabrications manufactured and sustained 
t hrough corporeal signs (Butler 1 990: 1 3 6). 

In other words, gender is performative because the components that it is made up of are 

but expressions, or illusions, of an inner gender identity. 

Butler cornrnents that drag "efféctively rnocks ... the expressive mode1 of gender" 

(Butler IWO: 136- 137). Drag abverts Our conceptions of gender as fixed. It exposes 

the way in which the relationship between 
primaxy identification - that is, the original 
meanings accorded to gender - and 
subsequent gender might be refîmed 
(Butler 1990: 137). 



Drag opens up the possibility to see through the ways Ui which we identify with gender 

and classify others accordin& because it is a performance of gender that "plays upon the 

distinction between the anatomy of the performer and the gender that is being performed" 

(Butler 1990: 137). 

Making a distinction between the performef s body and gender, Butler suggests 

that the drag performance creates "a dissonance not only between sex and pefiomance 

but sex and gender, and gender and performance" (Butler 1990 : 1 3 7). By looking at drag 

as revealing the perfomative nature of gender, Butler questions the "stability of the 

mascdine and the ferninine", opening up the possibility of multiple gender identities 

expressed t hrough its performance (Butler 1 990: 1 39). 

Bullough and Bullough foilow dong similar iines, for them, cross-dressing is a 

symbolic journey "into temtory that crosses gender boundaries" (Bullough 1993 : viii). 

Their aim in studying cross-dressing is to provide a new understanding the social 

construction of gender: 

It is not only important to understand why 
some individuais cross dress but why so 
many do not. What is it that encourages 
people to stay within the defined gender 
boundaries? (Bullough 1 993 : ix) . 

By studying cross dressing in this way, not only do we begin to see how much of gender is 

performed, we also become aware of how deeply ingrained gender is upon those who do 

not cross dress. 

The notion of the image as a re-presentation or potentially false conmuaion of 

reality is discussed in "Sexual Disguise in the Cinema". Kuhn (1 994) questions: 

What happens, though, when the masculine-ferninine 
dualism becomes so prominent an issue that the very 
culhird stability proposed by the categories is rendered 
subject to challenge? (Kuhn 1994: 48). 



In other words, what happens to conceptions of gender when gender becomes confused? 

The culturai stability of the gender dichotomy becomes weakened when gendet becomes 

It is from this point that Kuhn begins her analysis of cross-dressing in film. She 

cornrnents on the lack of work being done in this area of representation within film theory. 

Kuhn examines cross-dressing in ternis of performance. Cross-dressing is a 

play on a disjunction between clothes and body - the 
socially comtructed nature of sexuai difference is 
foregrounded and even subject to comment: what appears 
naturally then, rweals itself as artifice (Kuhn 1994: 49). 

This leads us to question about how much of gender is "natural" versus "artificial". 

The narratives of most films with cross-dressed characters often deal with 

mistaken gender identities, such as Some Like II Hot (1959), Tm~sie  (1982), 

L'ictor I'ictoria (1 983), and ïhe Cryirlg G m e  ( 1  992), which bring to light 

questions about the ways in which gender is 
socially constmcted: it may even subject to 
a cenain interrogation the culturally taken- 
for-granted dualities of maldfemale and 
masculine/feminine (Kuhn 1 994 : 5 O ) .  

Representations of cross-dressing draws on exiaing representations of gendered bodies 

(of rnasculinity , of femininity ). C ross-dressing is construct ed from pre-exist ing meaning 

and ideology that deals with gender. It cm be analyreci dong two h e s  - in t e m  of 

performance and of gender identities (Kuhn 1994: 5 1). The intersection of gender and 

performance combine a variety of meanhg systems which are re-wnstiucted through the 

practice of cross-dressing. 

Cross-dressing plays on performance where gender becomes an act to be put on. It 

rnakes use of clothing - which is itself a signifier, most often of the wearer's gender. 

Clothing is "an outward mark of difference, of a fundamental attribute of the wearefs 



identity* (Kuhn 1994: 53). But clothing is not a stable signifier of a £ked gender, it can be 

used "to disguise, to alter, wen to reconstruct, the wearer's self', therefore opening up 

room to question whether gender is k e d  (Kuhn 1994: 53). 

The idea that gender can be fluid threatens constructions of gender as fixed 

duaiisrns of maleness and femaleness which shape ço many aspects of Our society. We 

expect that a person's appearance reflects their true sex. The truth can be concealed 

undemeath the clothing, it can mate  a "distance between body and clothing, between 

?me' self. the fixed gender of ideology, as assumed persona" (Kuhn 1994: 54). Cross- 

dressing tums this distance into a potentially transfomative space - in which the stability 

of gender is weakened. 

Not only does cross-dressing open up the space beween the body and gendered 

clothing. it also creates a wider space of self-referentiality. Cross-dressing exposes the 

"codation in ideology of body, gender, gender identity and subjectivity" (Kuhn 1994: 54). 

It threatens the fixity of the subject by questioning the fwty of gender identity. In doing 

so, it "has the potential, in consequence, to denaturaiire the subject" (Kuhn 1994: 54). 

Cross-dressing serves to weaken the notion of gender and sema1 difference - both of 

which are seen as "natural" differences. 

Part Five: Film as Social Practice 

Turner's (1993) text, Eilm as Soupl Pr& is an introductory work which 

combines film theory with cultural studies to explore the social aspects of film. Uniilce 

most film theorists which look at film fiorn an aesthetic perspective, such as Monaco 

(1981), Giannetti (1993). and Bordwell(1990), Turner focuses on fiim as "entertainment, 

as nan-ative, as cultural event" (Turner 1993 : 1-2). Turner airns to gain an 

understanding of its produaion and 
consumption, its pleanires and its meanllrgs, 
is enclosed within the study of the workings 
of culture itself (Turner 1993 : 2). 



By seeing film as a social practice, we can study film as one of "the ways in which our 

culture makes sense of itself' (Turner 1993 : 3). 

The cultural studies perspective of looking at film as social practice, looks at film 

"as a specific means of produchg and reproducing cdturai significance". Furthemore, 

while representations are open to interpretation, they do not enter into a reairn devoid of 

meaning. Meanings pre-exist representation, representations always "enter a charged 

social and conceptual fieldt' (Armstrong 1 996: 1 0). 

The main reason t hat Turner &es for wanting to study film is because it is "such a 

source of pleaswe and significance for so many in our culture" (Turner 1993: 42). We 

have become a society in which "bodily experience, visual pleasure, and social discourse 

have become intercomected" (Armstrong 1996: 1 1). Due tu this reasoning. he chooses to 

focus on the following relationships: "between the image and the viewer, the industry and 

the audience, narrative and culture. forrn and ideology" (Turner 1993: 42). 

Beginning with the relationship between the image and the viewer, we must first 

look at the notion of film as language. Film is not an actual language, but because it 

creates meaning through the various flmic techniques, it is much like language. Since film 

creates meaning, it is a fom of communication, which we can view it within the wider 

context of meanhg creation within the culture itself (Turner 1993: 44). Meaning is defhed 

in terms of the visual in this instance, images become "the representations of the real seen 

through the camera's eye" @enzin 1 99 1 : vii). 

Turner's classification of film as language draws fiom Barthes conception of 

language which "hcludes al] those systems fiom which we can select and combine 

elements in order to communicate" (Turner 1993 : 44; c.f Barthes 1973). Language does 

not name reaiity, it creates reaüty (Turner 1993: 45). 

The image, like words, carries meaning. Turner describes the language of the 

image: 



There is a language' for visual 
representation, too, sets of codes and 
conventions used by the audience to make 
sense of what they see. Images reach us as 
already 'encoded' messages, already 
represented as meaningfbl in particular ways 
(Turner 1 993 : 46-47). 

The process of analyzing a film involves discovering the way in which meaning is 

expressed through the film image. 

The narrative of the film is ofien based on certain filmic conventions. Narrative 

conventions exist as a kind of "shorthand" or code as a means of getting certain messages 

across efficiently - and it is because of this, that existing conventions are difficult to break 

(Turner 1993: 83). 

We cannot examine film as a social practice without taking into account the role of 

the audience. One of the problems in midying the relationship between the audience and 

the film industv is that it is difficult to determine which shapes production - audience 

preference or industry preference? (Turner 1993: 95-96). Any study which takes the 

audience into account tends to focus on psychoanalytic theories of the filmic gaze - in this 

case, the gaze, or look of the audience, or spectator. Within Freudian analysis, the look 

becomes important "since it pan of the individual's selfdefinition and relation to his or her 

environment" (Turner 1993 : 1 13). The position of the spectator, is that of the voyeur, one 

"who 'makes an object of " the images of the gaze (Turner 1993 : 1 13). 

Turner disagrees with the notion of the spectator as voyeur, because the audience 

knows that the actors and actresses know that they are acting in fiont of a camera - 
therefore the a a  of watching a film cannot be a voyeunstic experience. Instead, he 

beiieves that the audience tends to i d e n e  with the images on the screen (Turner 1993: 

1 14; c.f Metz 1982). 



Identification with the characters aids the spectator in interpreting the images on 

the screen. It is through this process that the filrnic apparatus (the wnera, the projector) 

"becomes Our eyes" (Turner 1993: 11 5). We can begin to see the role of the audience in 

interpreting the image. The viewer engages in "active interpretive strategies" : 

A part of ourselves disappears into the 
screen, and we rediscover that part in a 
different way. This is inevitably a self- 
reflexive process, a strategy of displacement 
and replacement, with the airn being to 
discover more and more about who we are 
and why we feel what we feel (Bumett 
1995: 202). 

We become drawn in and absorbed by filmic representations, retuming to ourselves at the 

end of the film, not only with Our subjective interpretation but with greater self- 

knowledge. The idea of multiple readings, or interpretations of films is usefùl for studying 

the image from a spectator's point of Mew, unlike some theorists who deny the viewer an 

active role in creating meaning. Funhemore, the process of identification is Like that of 

Lacan's mirror stage of identification where the screen becomes " a minor of ourselves 

and our world" (Turner 1993: 11 5). Since the image interpreted in terms of both personal 

and social meanings, it is not surprishg that we find commonalities and differences 

between viewers' interpretations, due to the investment of social rneaning upon images, the 

personal meanings that we derive from representations are strongly shaped by cultural 

noms. 

The meaning generated by the f h  is as much dependent on the film text as it is on 

the audience. It is necessary that we understand that the film text contains within it a wide 

variety of meanings - therdore meaning cannot considerd to be "fixed" - it is open to a 

wide variety of audience interpretations. "Audiences rnake films mean; they dont merely 

recognize the meanings already secreted in them" (Turner 1993 : 123). 



Turner goes on to examine the relationship between film, culture and ideology. For 

him, unlike Humm, film "does not reflect or even record reality", instead, it "re-presents" 

or re-constmcts reality (Turner 1993: 13 1). As film 

works on the meaning systems of culture - 
to renew, reproduce, or review them - it is 
also produced by t hose meaning sy st ems 
(Turner 1993: 131). 

To study film in terrns of representation is to study the relationship between film language 

and film ideology. 

The film text - made up of both its production and its reception - is always linked 

to ideology. They must 

work to resolve social contradictions 
symbolically, what they mua deal with are 
those existing political divisions or 
inequities b e ~ e e n  groups, classes or 
genders which have been constructed as 
natural or inevitable within our societies. 
Films, then, both as systems of 
representation and as narrative structures, 
are nch sites for ideological analysis (Turner 
1993: 133). 

By looking at the ideological content of films, it opens up the analysis for understanding 

the relationship between film and society (Turner 1993: 147, Mayne: 20-21). 

Pari S u :  Feminist Film Theory - Represeotiog Gender 

Humm (1 997), in expresses eloquently the reason why we 

must include feminism in film studies 

because al1 representations, visual or 
othewise, are what make gendered 
constructions of knowledge and subjedvity 
possible. Without representations we have 
no gender identities, and through 



representations we shape our gendered 
world (Hurnrn 1997: vii). 

This is an important point to think about since it answers questions about the nature of the 

social construction of gendered bodies. Hurnrn describes film as reflecting "social power 

stmctures at large" - that "film acts largely as a social rnirror" (Humm 1997: 13). 

Most of ferninist film theory focuses on the notion of the "male gaze" - so it is 

necessary to begin with Laura Mulvey's essay "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema" 

( 1975). In this essay we are introduced to the filmic gaze. Her premise is that : 

the film reflects, reveals and even plays on 
the straight,. socially established 
interpretation of sexual difference which 
controls images, erotic ways of looking and 
spectacle (Mulvey 1975 : 1 4). 

Mulvey describes the gaze as masculine, reflecting patriarchal structures. This in tum 

shapes our "ways of seeing and pleasure in looking" (Mulvey 1975: 15). 

The pleasure that film gives us derives fkom "its skilled and satisfjmg manipulation 

of visual pleasure" (Mulvey 1975: 16). One of these pleasures is scopophilia - pleasure in 

loo king. Freud connects scopophilia with the visual objectification of others, "subjecting 

them to a controlling and curious gaze" (Mulvey 1975: 16). Scopophilic pleasure exists 

on a continuum where, at its most extreme, it becomes a perversion - voyeurism. Mulvey 

focuses on the "objectification of the femaie star for the voyeuristic gaze of the spectator" 

( Stacey 1 994 : 1 0). The audience's scopop hiiic pleasure becomes a narcissist ic pleasure in 

looking at the human body in which 

curiosity and the wish to look intenningle 
with a fascination with likeness and 
recognition: the human face, the human 
body, the relationship between the human 
fom and its surroundings, the visible 
presence of the person in the world (Mulvey 
1975: 17). 



This comects with Lacan's rnirror stage of identification. We identify with the screen 

image when we engage in active scopophilia. Mulvey separates the pleasure of looking 

into binarisms - active/male and passive/female - where the male gaze objectifies the 

female image (Mulvey 1975: 19). Fiirnic conventions mate the (male) gaze where women 

become objects to be consumed visually. 

Mulvey's approach to the gaze can be questioned on many points - the main ones 

include her insistence that voyeunstic pleasure, or direct scopophilia, is only a masculine 

pleasure in which women can only be the object. The other problern with her anaiysis is 

her claim that the gaze is always male - what about the female gaze? How can she explain 

the enjoyment that women gain from watching films? 

Mulvey's essay has sparked many debates surrounding the issues of the filmic gaze 

and visual pleasure. The premise of her essay is that "the male protagonist of a film 

provides a vehicle for identification on the pan of the male spectator" (Mayne 1993: 26). 

Her theory of identification follows dong the traditional gender binary - that men identify 

with men on the screen, and women identify with women, leaving no room for cross- 

gender, or even genderless, identification (Mayne 1993: 26). 

One of the questions that Stacey poses toward Mulvey's conception of the filrnic 

gaze is: "If the images we see on the cinema screen are produced for the 'male gaze', how 

do female spectators relate to such representations?" (Stacey 1994: 9). Central to the 

debate surrounding Mulvey's treatment of the filmic gaze is her conclusion that the gaze is 

always a masculine one (Stacey 1994: 20). 

Ferninia film theory is caught in a dilemma - faceci with the reaîization of the visual 

pleasure that both men and women gain fiom watching films, versus the issue of the 

representation of wornen, and the exclusive focus on the male spectator, they must find a 

way to account for the fernale spectator (Mayne 1993: 30). 



Stacey criticizes the use of psychoanalytic hneworks because "they theorire 

identification and object choice within a framework of binary oppositions 

(maxulinity/femininity: activity/passivity) that necessanly masculinize active female 

desire" drauing on the idea that female spectatorship difTers from male spectatorship, but 

not because their perspective mua be rnasculinized in order to gain scopophilic p leure  

fiom the cinema (Stacey 1994: 27). Instead, she discusses the various forms of readings 

and identifications that women make during an active reading of the cinematic text, where 

each woman draws from her own expenence in Uiterpreting what she sees (Stacey 1994: 

30). 

in comrast, Cowie (1984, 1989), argues for "multiple positions of cross-gender 

identification" through which both men and women draw their identification. She calls for 

a re- theo~ng of the ideas behind "the scopophilic pleasures of voyeunsm and fetishism" 

since the traditional ideas of voyeunsm and fetish are both directed at women as the 

object, denying the possibility of enjoying either (Stacey 1994: 30). Mayne also suggests 

that we should not view cinematic identification as being gendered - instead, this 

identification should be viewed as fluid: 

[flrom this vantage point, positions may 
weil be defined as masculine and feminine 
(or both), but they are taken up by 
speaators regardless of their gender or 
sexuality (Mayne 1993 : 7 1 ). 

Judging from both Cowie and Mayne, we should find that respondents will engage in 

multiple-viewing strategies, regardless of gender identity 

One of the main problems with the feminist conceptions of the (male) gaze is that it 

fails to take into account Cowie and Mayne's notion of multiple viewing strategies. 

Furthemore, what happens to the gaze in the case of filmic representations of gender 

transgressions? And is the notion of the gaze even viable in this case? 



Cbapter Two - Methodology 

My research is composed of four main parts - the theoretical, the literanire review, 

and the methodoiogical, and the practical application. In deciding to use film as an 

exarnple of gendered representation, 1 began by screening a number of films, and selected 

two for the focus of the practical application of theory. The two tilms, M. BunerfS (1993) 

and Orimldo (1992), were chosen based on their representations of the grey area of 

gender in terms of transgenderism, in order to show what these representations say to us 

about masculinity and femininity. Focus groups seemed to me to provide the most viable 

methodology for the research of gender. 

While there are other methods of collecting data, such as surveys and inte~ews, 

these foms are more useful for collecting quantitative data in order to "give the researcher 

a picture of what many people think or report dohg" by taking the data gained and then 

"generalizes results to a larger group" (Neuman 1997: 3 1). Survey research is more suited 

for "research questions about self-reported beliefs or behaviors" and measured on a senes 

of variables and test their hypotheses (Neuman 1997: 228-23 1). Face-to-face inte~ews,  

on the other hand, unlike survey research have the advantages of obsening "the 

surroundings and can use nonverbal communication", but at the same time this cm be a 

disadvantage as well. For example, the "appearance, tone of voice, question wording" etc. 

can impact the participant (Neuman 1997: 253). Field research, also known as participant 

observation, or ethnography, is often used for "observing and interacting in the field 

sening for a period from a few months to several years" (Neuman 1997: 32). This form of 

research is viable "when the research question involves leaming about, understanding, or 

describing a group of interacting people" (Neman 1997: 344). Uniike questionnaires, 

focus groups are cheaper to wndua, and they are better suited for producing "insights on 



why people feel as they do about a partidar product or issue or behavior" (Bernard 1994: 

226). 

The focus group method of coiiecting data was developed by Lazarsfeld and 

Merton in the 1940s at Columbia University. Bernard discusses the resurgence of this 

method: 

While the focus group method was a commercial success from the 1950s 
on, it Iay donnant . .. for more than 20 years. This is probably because the 
mahod is Whially devoid of statistics. Since the late 1970s, however, 
interest among social researchers of ail kinds (Bernard 1994: 226). 

One of the main areas that focus groups are used is in marketing and advertising research 

(Babbie 1995: 249). 

Both Neuman and Babbie describe focus groups as a usehl means for collecting 

data for exploratory research because the "group dynamics that occur ... very frequently 

bring out aspects of the topic that would not have emerged from interviews" @Jeuman 

1997: 253, Babbie 1995: 250). 

There are many advantages and some disadvantages to using focus groups in 

research. Babbie, drawing from Kmeger (1988) outlines the main advantages and 

disadvantages of using this method of data collection. I wiil present each of Babbie's 

points and comment on them based upon my experience with the four focus groups used 

in this research project. 

The advantages include: 

1. the technique is a socially oriented research method 
capturing real-Me data in a social environment. 

This is a strong point to consider when choosing any research method. The format of 

focus groups enables participants to freely express their opinions, their interpretations of 

the films, encouraging discussion between group members. 

2. it has flexibility 



The format's flexible nature is conducive to free expression of ideas. Because of its open 

ended nature there is plenty of room for discussion, for disagreement etc. 

3. it has high face validity 

Because of the flexible nature of the focus group, you can take what is said during the 

course of the focus group session to reflect their attitudes and perceptions of gender. 

4. it has speedy results; 

The focus groups were approximately four hours long - which Uicluded viewing time and 

the intewiew sessions which were about ninety minutes long. If you include the 

transcription time, however, it does not exactly have speedy results. 

5. it is low in coa (Babbie 1994: 250, c.E Krueger 1988: 
44-45). 

Relatively speaking, it is low in cos, depending on one's financial means. It cost me 

approximately 20$ to 25s per group - which includes the film remal, coffee or tea, juice 

and snacks, plus 15% for the cassettes. So this research endeavor con almost 1 1%. 

The main disadvantages include: 

1. focus groups &ord the researcher less control than 
individual interviews 

I did not find this to be a disadvantage. In faa, the lessening of control took a large 

arnount of pressure off the participants, and off myself'. Both the infomants and 1 were 

more relaxe4 and the participants felt more fiee to discuss the issues that m e  up during 

the discussion. 

2. data are ditncult to analyze 



1 do not understand why focus group data is difficult to analyze. Qualitative data can be 

examined in terms of recumng themes, agreement within and between groups, as well as 

disagreements. It provides interesting, dynamic information. 

3. moderators require special skills 

Perhaps if the issues at hand are potentially of risk to an individual's physical and 

psychologid well-being, but when it cornes to interpreting films, the main skill that a 

moderator needs is that of patience and a willingness to Men. It was not extremely 

difficult to moderate the groups - in fact it was even fun. 

4. differences can be troublesorne 

1 found that any differences that arose during the course of the focus groups to be 

extremely interesting. Differences are good. If everyone al1 thought the exact same thing, 

what would be the point of social research? 

5. groups are difficult to assemble, 

It was not difficult to remit people who were interested in participating in the focus 

groups, but it was difficult to get the groups together due to the dflenng schedules that 

each person had. 

6. the discussion must be conducted in a conducive 
environment (Babbie 1994: 250; c.f. Krueger 1988: 44-45). 

To me this point seems more üke good advice than a disadvantage. Of course any form of 

research that involves human subjects must be conduaed in a conducive environment. 

That is why the focus groups twk  place at my apartment, and snacks and beverages were 

provided in order to make everyone more cornfortable. Before starting each fih 1 made 

sure that everyone was introduced to one another, and outlined the procedure of the focus 

groups and gave thern time to ask me questions about the project - both before and after 

the session began. As weii, 1 offkred thern the option of how they wanted to be identified 



in the data. 1 wanted everyone to be comfonable with participating in the project - and 1 

believe that it shows in the data. 

It was decided that 1 have two focus groups per film because ofien 

more than one focus group is used, since there is a serious 
danger that a single group would be too atypical to offer 
any generalizable insights (Babbie 1995: 250). 

The focus groups were to be composed of six individuais (three male, three fernale), on 

one occasion there were only four people in a group and 1 decided to go ahead because 

this group was extremely dynarnic. On two occasions, in focus groups three and four, 

there were individuals that did not talk very much, except to agree with statements that the 

more talkative individuals made - their voices were aimost non-existent on the taped 

sessions. 

Each group was required to watch the seleaed film then participate in an hour and 

a haif long discussion of the film. and other related aspects dealing with gender. The fom 

of the focus group was open, beginning with getting the informants' initial impressions of 

the film, then comeaing the film with gender within society. My role within the focus 

group was that of a rnostly silent observer, occasionally posing questions, or asking for 

clarification. The initial sarnple was based on convenience, and then the other informants 

were recruited through referrals from initial participants (see tables one to four for 

breakdown of the groups). 

table 1. FOCUS GROW ONE - M. BUTTERFLY 

SEX AGE INITIAIS 
M 28 B 
F 22 C 
M 27 T 
F 27 D 



table 2. FOCUS GROUP TWO - ORLANDO 

SEX AGE INITIAIS 
F 22 B2 
F 23 C2 
F 25 P 
M 27 A 
M 27 R 
M 28 D2 

îabic 3. FOCUS GROUP THREE - M. BUTTERFLY 

SEX AGE NTIALS 
M 28 R2 
M 28 A2 
M 24 B3 
F 26 C3 
F 22 H 
F L.h 77 S 

table 4. FOCUS GROUP FOUR - ORLANDO 

SEX AGE N T I A L S  
M 27 A3 
M 26 J 
M 28 B4 
F 23 A4 
F 25 32 
F 23 J3 

My main goal in using the focus groups is to get a broad range of opinions and 

interpretations of the films and the informants' attitudes about gender. My belief is that 

gender is so ingraineci in us, that the infonnants will ofken confuse the culturaiiy shaped 

gender with that of biological sex, and this should corne out during the course of the 

discussions. When talking about gender, especîally in t e m  of mascuiinity, femininity and 

the grey a m  in between, of transgenderism, there is ofien confusion with regards to the 

laquage used to describe gender - with that of biological rnaleness and femaleness. For 

example, the use of the term "it" to dexribe an ambiguous or cross-gendered individual. 



For the most part, the group discussions would start out fairly slow, until someone 

said sornething disagreeable, until the point where, long after the taping finished, people 

would still be debating various issues brought up in the course of the discussion, to the 

point where informants would cd me and wish to fùrther discuss the selected films. For 

the most part, the talkative individuals requested that I start a film discussion group, or 

include more films in my analysis. 

The data gained from the focus groups wili be anaiyzed in ternis of its content, 

both for comparable and contrasting opinions. The information cuiied from the taped 

sessions will then be used in conjunction with theoretical work that has been done on the 

subject, and on the films themselves. 



Chapter T h m  - Orlondo 

There can be no doubt about his sex, despite his feminine 
appearance that every young man aspires to (voice over, 
ûriando 1 992 ). 

Gender is an issue fiom the beginning of the film. Swinton's androgynous looks 

"draws attention to the instability of traditional gender motifs" (Hurnm 1997: 165). The 

film Orlaiido (1 992), based on Virginia Woolf s book, folows the life of Orlando from the 

1600s to the present, beginning with his life as a man, and then following her life as a 

woman. Woolfs novel "shows that the categones by which we locate ourselves (gender, 

identity, history, language) are perpetual perfiormances, proliferating self-reproductions" 

(SchafFer 1994: 26). Orlando's change fiom man to woman is described by Woolf 

Orlando had become a woman - there is no denying it. But 
in every other respect, Orlando remained pretisely as he 
had been (Woolf' 1928: 138). 

Garber describes this transformation as a "transsexual procedure . . . without the necessity 

of surgicd intervention, through what is in effect a pronoun transplant" (Garber 1992: 

134). The pronoun transplant cames with it a radical change in the clothing, mannensms 

and social roles that corne with rnasculinity and femininity. Costumes, like gender, "are 

selves and thus easily, fluidly, interchangeable" (Garber 1 992: 134, c.E Gilbert and Gubar 

1989). 

The costurning and sets provide a lush backdrop for this film which follows 

Orlando's joumey through time and gender switching, commenting on the societal 

constrahts surroundhg the genders in each histoncal period shown. Throughout the film, 

despite the gendered costuming, Orlando rernains fairly androgynous. Androgyny, like 

masnilinity and femininity, is manifested in and on the body, it is not either gender, but a 

fusion of the two. Orlando is the perfect androgyne - both as male and as female, Orlando 



is neither overly masculine nor feminine - with the exception of hisher costurning. 

Swinton's own androgynous looks aids in making Orlando's androgyny more believable. 

Bruzzi cornrnents: 

In the genderized costumes ... clothes were indeed 
reflective of the dominant, established and unquestioned 
sex of the wearer ( B d  1997: 149). 

Clothing is gendered to show others which gender any given person is - both the novel and 

the film "is about cosniming precisely because costuming is what gender is ail about" 

(SchaEer 1994: 36). 

Based in part on the storyline and the androgynous character and looks of Orlando, 

it is not surprising that the initial reactions to the film is often one of confusion. The most 

cornmon reaction was that of questioning "whether it was always a woman, or if'it was a 

man and then transfonned into a woman" (C2, focus group two). This issue of Orlando 

beginning as a woman or as a man is due to casting Tilda Swinton, a fernale actress, in the 

double roles of Orlando as both male and female. One dionnant stated this problem well: 

"1 stmggled with believing it was a man in the beginning because 1 knew it was an actress. 

1 thought a lot about the period in history - it was really feminized" (B2, focus group two). 

The problem of categorizing Orlando is a common problem that the participants discussed 

in both focus groups. Furthemore, in the second group, two individu& stressed that it 

was irreievant which gender Orlando began with, it was the c h g e  fiom one sex to 

another that was irnporiant. For example, 

it would have worked either way. Whether he, she or it had 
started as either a man or a woman. But given the times in 
which it was a man or a woman was rather neat because 
there was always this. .. conflia with the world around thern 
(P, focus group No)  

The next problem that my participants expressed about the film was the long time period 

encompassed by the film. The film spans approhateiy 400 years of hiaory - explained 



best by two of the infamants: "It made a bit of a aatemem, where she was finally able to 

find a period whzre Orlando could exist where the gender roles weren't so defined" (A4, 

focus group four), and "and exploration of gender through history" (B2, focus group two). 

One individual asked the others if he had interpreted the film comectly: 

I'm still trying to figure out what exactly the statement it 
was making. Was it making a statement about how gender 
is, and how sexes are pretty much the same and that each 
one is a victim and also a persecutor? ... you know, even 
though she changes roles.. . . (B4, focus group four). 

In the early stages of seleaing the films to use, 1 spoke with a number of individuais who 

had commented that this film is easier to follow if viewed for a second time because the 

gender issues become clearer. 

The film is a beautiful example of the use of spectacle and masquerade - especially 

in tems of the costurning - which changes as Orlando's gender changes, and according to 

the hinorical time being ponrayed. The use of clothing can be seen as pointing to the 

fluidity and performativity of gender (Kuhn 1994: 235). One of the discussants 

commented that it was the rnost histoncally correct costuming that they has ever seen. 

Both the novel and the film version examine gender in tems of its "social repressions and 

transgressions" (Humm 1997: 144). 

One of the initial reactions to the film fkom the other focus group points out the 

theatre tradition of cross-dressed characters, but at the sarne time the discussant does not 

realize that there is more than one cross-cast character in the scene that he is tdking 

about. 

1 thought it was a kind of comedy at first, because in 
English cornedies, ofien the hero is played by a young 
woman, and the sort of buffoon character is played by a 
man who dresses up as a wornan. And I thought the Queen 
was a guy ... So 1 thought it was some kind of British 
farce.. . (J, focus group four). 



When pointed out that the role of the Queen was played by a man, there were two main 

reactions: "The Queen was extremely powefil and extremely outspoken and it was 

interesting that they chose a man to play the role" (A4, focus group four) vernis the 

historical linkage of cross-dressing in the theatre: 

they also did have the players on the stage, which of 
course al1 of the players were male ... In al1 the 
Shakespearean plays . . . of the time, ail of the actors were 
male (P, focus group two). 

The scene in which the Lord Orlando is watching actors in Shakespeare's Otheffo 

illustrates this point as well as showing the way in which gender is a performance. 

The film itself highlights that "petsonal identity is independent of gender" (Hurnm 

1997: 16 1 ). This is most evident in the scene where, upon waking, Orlando stands nude in 

front of a rnirror, transformed into a woman, and says: "Same person. No difference at dl. 

Just a different sex". Personal identity in this instance is separate fiom gender identity. The 

self remains the same despite the shifi in gender category. One informant m s  up 

Orlando's joumey throughout the film: 

Most definitely it was a search for the self (P, focus group 

The switch fiom one gender to the other provoked the largea amount of 

discussion. 

The gender-changing antics of Orlando d o w  Woolf [and 
Potter] to explore the rather different ways in which men 
and women perform their genders (Schaffer 1994: 27). 

As in the novel, the film version shows Orlando's transformation fiom male to fernale as 

"an easily painiess process" (Bruni 1997: 196). Orlando's gender arnbiguity even when he 

is male to when she is femaie shows the degree to which we tend to amibute a gender to 



mannerism and behavior, when they are jua as likely to occur in either gender. For 

example, Orlando's masculinity and femininity as d e  and as female is described: 

I don? think it was when Orlando was male it wasn't veiy 
clearly male, just as much as it wasnt clearly female on the 
other side - a couple of differences in mannensms and stuff 
was brought out ... it was much more of a gradua1 change 
than a sort of ves, specific change when he woke up and 
looked in the minor (P, focus group two). 

Again we can see the strength of the myths nuroundmg gender when the participants 

continue to speak about Orlando's two genders: 

The fumy thing was when she was a man, she was a weak 
man, when she was a wornm, she was a strong woman. 
And that was the only thing about the personality, ... 
because when she made the change, she said "sarne person, 
different body" but it wasn't really the m e  because she 
was a much stronger character.. . (B4. focus group four) 

In the other group, Orlando's gender vernis hifier sex does not seem to match in the way 

that this informant had expected, for example: 

1 think he aarted out very ferninine at first, ... sort of 
subse~ent ... sort of got more male and then fiipped and 
was sort of very fernale and then became less female. 1 
found toward the end of the movie, so there was almost a 
double flipping (P, focus group 2) 

Orlando is described as an effeminate male and as a masnilinized female - but it rnakes one 

wonder whether they are k ing  infiuenced by behaviors attributed to either gender or by 

the Merences in comiming. The "cornmon sense" niles of gender are the basis of Our 

gender attribution process (Garfinkle 1967). Gender attribution is made based on our 

imerpretation of othen' outward appearances and behaviors and this "knowledge tells 

them how they ought to behave" @evor 1989: 147). 



A pivotal point in the film before Orlando becomes a woman is when the Archduke 

Harry comments about a wounded man: "He's not a man, he is the enemy". Potter 

comments on Orlando's reluctance to take up arms: 

What Orlando is doing as a man at that point is facing the 
ultimate test every boy grows up holding somewhere in his 
psyche, that he may have to go to war, fight, kill, or be 
killed. That is the moment Orlando realizes he cannot, will 
not be a man in the sense he is being asked to (Hurnrn 1997 
163-164; c.f Dargis 1993: 42 ). 

The switch fiom male to fernale occurs shortly after this scene. The change in Orlando's 

body leads to an adjustment in Orlando's gender identity, "made up of different s i m g  

practices" (Humm 1997: 166). She mut  leam how to be a woman, maintaining the same 

sense of self - the core of Orlando remains the same. Why Orlando undergoes this 

transformation is debated - not just in terms of Potter's comments. for exarnple: 

the switch itself, ... there's no reason for it, its not reaily 
explained - it just happens and that's why this whole son of 
butterfly, son of caterpillar, in that it just sort of happens, 
Orlando wakes up, Iooks in the mirror, and 'same person 
different sex' (P. focus group two). 

In fact, some individuals outnght disagree that the gender change was even related to the 

scene: 

C2: But I'm not convirked that the moment of the war was 
the tirne that caused the change. 

P: Not necessarily caused it, but it was one additional 
straw, it was another key point. 1 mean, the change 
definitely, was defhitely going towards there (focus group 

Orlando's cairn reaction to d iscove~g that she has becorne a woman is explained by one 

of the participants: 



WMe we kept saying that the change itself . .. sort of 
happened and al1 that stuff, but it didn't really seem to affect 
Orlando that much ... but there's a very real change 
happening. Just in tems of even just one sort of awareness 
about one's own body, the actual physical changes. As wel, 
if, as we established earlier that the change was something 
that had happened before that, and the physical change was 
just the final chapter to that. Although 1 don't think that 
was the final change. .. (P, focus group two). 

This statement seerns to support the idea that one's intemaiiy felt sense of gender identity 

is separate from one's physical body. 

Che scene in particular highlights the social attitudes nirrounding women and 

femininity, the scene of the Lady Orlando's fist  social outing &er the change. We find her 

at a writer's salon, where ideas and poetry are discussed. The focus groups âiscussed the 

meaning, and reamns why this scene was important to the film's overall message about 

gender : 

J2: 1 think it had to do with the hypocrisy. The poets are 
always talking about their muse, talking about love love 
love, and the etemal beautifid woman and stuc and then 
their real attitudes are, you know, that they [women] 
should be stupid, they should be this ... I think that the 
whole point of including ail the references to poetry was 
because when Orlando was writing about his broken hem, 
he was writing about his feelings, he wasn't writing about 
feelings that weren't there. Whereas the way the poets in 
the writen salon .... were, you know, taiking about theù 
poetry, which was al1 Rice nice nice about women, but their 
real personai attitudes is that "they're basicaily overgrown 
children 

A3: Yeah, she said that "you refer to your muse in the 
ferninine but listening to you talk, its not ... tme (J2, and 
A3, focus group four) 

In the other focus group, there was barely any discussion of this scene. One individual 

surnrned up the message of the hter 's  salon, to complete agreement: 



it was just blatantly obvious how men saw women then CR 
focus group two). 

This scene, showing the social attitudes surrounding gender is juxtaposeci with the film's 

overall message about gender. It shows Potter's cornmitment to Woolfs original premise 

"to treat with indifference the notion of sexual difference" (Bniui 1997: 192). 

Furthemore, drawing from Woolf, Potter writes: 

we're born simply as human beings ... and that mostly its 
how we're perceived by others that makes the difference, 
rather than what we are (Bruzzi 1997: 194, c f  Potter 
1993: 16). 

The end of the tilm highlights 

that even if there is nothing essential or fixed about gender 
identity, the pressure to be defined, in social tenns, as either 
male or female rernains; and that the gender identity 
assumed brings its own, often momentous consequences 
(Kuhn 1994: 235). 

"Orlando's costume reveals her gender, while her gender determines her costume choice" 

(Schaffer 1994: 37). When Orlando retums to England as a wornan, not ody do we see 

the constraints of femininty in her dress, her house is taken fiom her because the law had 

decided that one, Orlando the man was dead, and two, she was a woman, which was about 

the sarne in the eyes of the state, neither dead or as a woman could she possess property 

(Kuhn 1994: 235, Humm 1997: 144). 

Potter's choice of casting Tiida Swulton in the role of Orlando, and of Quentin 

Cnsp as Queen Elizabeth 1, is interesting in that both actors are known for their cross- 

dressed roles. Both Potter's film, and Wooif's novei, are about transcending gender - hence 

the use of cross-dressed, or cross-cast actors ( H u m  1997: 157, 16 1). The implications of 

going beyond gender is that it enables us to see that individual identity is separate fkom 



that of the gendered body. This is highlighted in the scene where Orlando addresses the 

camera after looking in the mirror, and says: 

Orlando: same person. No difference at al]. Just a dflerent 
wx. (Potter 1994: 40). 

This scene shows the "arbitrariness of gender" (Hurnm 1997: 164). From the opening of 

the film we can see this through the casting of Swinton in the role of Orlando, with her 

"studied performance of a non-masculine yet non-feminized male draws attention to the 

instability of traditional gender motifs" (Hurnm 1997: 165). 

The short relationship b e ~ e e n  Orlando and Sheimerdine is signifiant in that it is 

based on a "munial acknowiedgment of the self in the Other" ( l 3 d  1997: 198). 

Bakhtin's "1-other" relationship comects with this. For him, this would be the ultimate 

stage in the relationship between individuals, where we view the other person as another 

subjective self, another "1" (Bakhtin 1990: 24). To Wy experience understanding with the 

other, the "1" m u a  project into the other in order to see the world as the other person does 

(Bakhtin 1990: 24). This point is supponed by the participants in focus group two. The 

discussion, quoted at length, shows that love is something that goes beyond Our sense of 

gender, that it is the person, not the gender, that is important. 

D2: In the one conversation that she had with that man 
from Amenca ... it was very interesting how they both put 
themselves in the other's perspective around the same 
issues 

P: But 1 think the whole thing is, its not the getting 
together with Zane's character [Shelmerdine] to have a 
child, that's besides the point. It was the whole thing of to 
be with someone like that. 

R: To be with someone of a like mind male or female (D2, 
P, and R, Focus group two) 



This discussion reflects both Bakhtints 1-other relationship as weil as Bniui's point about 

seeing the self in the other. One individual explains this relationship further: 

1 was thinking for a long tirne that Orlando was basically 
thinking "cm 1 ever find someone - someone like me, 
someone who can be like that" and you definitely find it in 
that dialogue, ... he is a lot like her, just in the fact that they 
get that sort of male f e d e  sort of getting into the opposite 
person's, the mind-set of it (P, focus group two) 

The end of the film, with the singing angel, triggered a debate as to its significance. 

Most people were confused by the appearance of the singing angel dressed in gold lame. 

One person saw it as a sign that Orlando was finally able to die (A4, focus group four). 

But the most interesting interpretation of the angel came fiom an individual that had seen 

the movie previous to the focus group: 

The Song, the Song was saying that, it seemed to me to be 
saying that very much, living in the moment, this is 
fieedom, being born and dying, we're sharhg the same face 
of humanity, that kind of thing.. . The fieedom of living in 
the moment, of existing like that, was referencing the 
beginning with that Russian Cossack [Sasha] - which is 
what she said at that point and she seemed very content in 
that (A3, focus group four). 

The lyrics referred to must be quoted because they reveal rnuch of what this participant is 

talking about: 

1 am coming! I am corning! 
I am corning through! 
Corning across the divide to you 
In this moment of ecstasy 
To be here, to be now 
At last 1 am fiee - 
Yes - at last, at last 
To be f?ee of the past 
And of a h r e  that beckons me. 

1 am wrning! 1 am corning! 
Here 1 am! 



Neither a woman nor a man - 
We are joined, we are one 
With a human face 
We are joined, we are one 
With a human face.. . (Potter 1994: 62). 

Another person pointed out that it was h y  Sommerville playing the role of the angel. 

He explained that Sommerville is a British pop singer, and gay activist (B4, focus group 

four). So perhaps. the choice of using the angel stems fiom both the song lyrics and 

Sommerville as a gay icon for those would recognize his work. 

The rise in the number of films wntaining transgenderism, i.e., androgyny, 

transsexualism, and transvestism, is viewed by Humrn as "commercial interest in a 

postmodern collapse of confidence in fixed gender roles" ( H u m  1997: 162). Some of the 

participants spoke of the use of cross-dressing in films - of the way that cross-dressing 

tends to be represented : 

A4: It seerns generally in rnovies when there's cross- 
dressing going on that it's also extreme cross-role playing 
as well. And this is probably the first movie where that 
hasn't occurred, where the extreme shift in the role didn't 
happen with the shift in the entire sex. 

J2: And also in a lot of films that use cross-dressing, it's 
always like either a joke or a disguise, or a ... theatncal 
performance . .. where this one is just that this person 
changes and they deal with it in their own way ... There 
was always an explanation, a reason, a justification (A4 and 
J2, focus group four) 

People are starting to notice the way in which films approach the representation of cross- 

gendered characters. The point about justifyuig or normalizing cross-dressing in films is 

discussed by Garber. By explainhg away cross-dressing in films, the potential power to 

challenge gender conceptions is removed (Garber 1992: 70). 



When asked to imagine oneself going through the same transformation from one's 

original sex to the other, the response was curiously interesting in that although everyone 

seemed to agree that it would be an incredible experience, that most individuals in society 

would not be capable of going through, or even accepting this: 

A: 1 think generally people . .. don't think about switching 
roles, they dont consider these things, they don? take to 
heart what they leam. Like they can intellectually 
understand, but they cm't feel it. 1 don't think that the 
average person, regardless of how open minded they are, 
has the capacity to do that. If people did, then the lines that 
are drawn would be completely different, because there 
would be more reasonability between genders in ternis of 
defining this and that and how they interact 

P: 1 think the gender aspect of getting into other people's 
minds is just one aspect of it in general. 1 think that if you 
basically put yourself into other people's heads, even you 
don't necessarily agree with the way they do things, you can 
figure out a way . .. to get a better rapport with the person if 
you're talking about communication. 

82: Maybe it al1 comes down to that we don't leam enough 
to change genders (A, P, and B2, Focus group two). 

The androgynous individual is a "blurred sex", with a "blurred sexuality" (Bruzzî 

1 997: 1 75). Androgyny is the "fusion" of the two genders (Bruzzi 1 997: 1 76). Androgyny 

blurs the lines between body and symbol, "male and female, straight and gay" (Bniui 

1997: 176). The line-blumng is referred to in the following passage: 

See for me though, jua the theme of androgyny is 
something that 1 have difficulty feeling cornfortable with 
because 1 don't relate to it al1 that much. I can relate to 
cornparisons of genders, and of sexuality easily, but aill, I 
personally, 1 feel more like a woman, and 1 feel rather 
separate fiom feeling androgynous. So its hard for me to 
relate to a character that is so androgynous, so contrived to 
be androgynous, to be discussing gender (A4, focus group 
four). 



She continues her explanation of why androgyny is difficult for her to talk about: 

I don? know how to debate it within the context of 
debating sexuality and gender. 1 don? know because it 
doesnt represent either to me. [. ..] The few androgynous 
people that Itve known are androgynous acting and 
looking. They have either been bisexuai and obsessed with 
variety, or rather non-sexual, which Orlando was pretty 
non-sexual (A4, focus group four). 

While moa people agreed that Orlando was fairly non-mal,  BNui writes of the 

"eroticism" of androgyny in Orlmdo, but Orlando's androgyny 

is not grounded in the blending or blumng of subjective 
identification and identity according to sexuai difference, 
but in a disinterest with that very mode of classification 
(Bru i  1997: 192). 

I c m  understand Brurzi's description of Orlando's androgyny as a disinterest in 

classification based on sexual difierence, but I cannot see Orlando's androgyny as being 

eroticised. It is understandable that androgynous characters wi be. and sumetimes are, 

eroticised. 

Orlando's androgyny, like rnasculinity and femininity, is marked upon hislher body. 

Even when wearing the clothing of either gender, Orlando does not appear to be 

"masculine" when male, nor "ferninine" when female. The androgyny within the fiim 

proposes a "radical reassessment of the relation between the gendered image and its 

interpretation" (Bruzzi 1997: 192). In other words, androgyny caüs into question our 

cnteria for gender attributions/ gender interpretations. 

People respond to androgynous or ambiguously gendered individuals in a variety 

of ways. It is often B c d t  to deal with because individuals just do not know how to 

react . This response is explained: 

J: It confuses people if you dontt fit into the mold of what 
they expect. 



B4: It scares them because they don? know how to, it's like 
any situation when a situation cornes up and you're not 
prepared, people don't like that.. I think sexuality is pretty 
important and when you cantt decide what it is, and when 
usuaiiy that's how you go about how you interact, before 
you talk to someone if you know they're male or femde .. . 
it throws them off (J, and B4 , focus group four). 

The gender attribution process aids us in Our everyday social interactions so it is 

understandable that gender confusion would make some people uncornfortable. 

More and more people are questiomng sexual and gender identity, and this 

questioning "has led to a sense that we really don't know any more what it is to be a man 

and what it is to be a woman" (BnizS 1997: 194, c.f Potter 1993: 16). The infonnants in 

focus group two comment dong siilar lines about the film: 

J2: 1 don't think that the movie had anything to do with 
sexuality at au, 1 think its just about gender and ... 

A3: humanity 

A4: Gender as opposed to sexuality. 

J2: Keeping the two completely separate. (J2, A3, and A4, 
focus group four) 

The "common sense" niles of gender are slowly being weakened. Reviously most 

individuais would not have been able to separate gender from sexuality, in the sarne way as 

the notion of genitals determinhg gender is being weakened, with the rise of awareness 

that gender is not just an eitherlor concept. The foliowing quote illustrates this point: 

1 think that a lot of people are probably having talks like we 
are, and they're talking about it, whereas if you look at 
society as a whole, it stili may not be happening, so it reaüy 
depends, if there's any change happening at al1 and just in 
the way people are talkllig and thinking and so on, its really 
a question of scale (P, focus group two). 



As people become more aware of the multiplicity of gender identities and their expression, 

so too will our conception of gender change. We can no longer assume that an outward 

presentation of gender reflects a certain sex. Furthemore 

The theory of gender performativity aiso opens up the 
possibility of political action to alter gender identities 
(Schaffer: 3 5). 

This statement connects with Bolin (1 988), Califa (1 997) and MacDonald ( 1998) in iheir 

description of the need for a transgender politics in order to open up the concept of 

multiple genders. It also reflects Devor's (1989) alternative to the gender attribution 

schemas. Similarly, in the next chapter I will be examiring the film M. Butterjiy ( 1993) as 

an example of the perfonnative nature of gender 



Cliapîer Four - M. Butt-fy 

Cronenberg's film, M. Burtefly (1 993), follows the twenty year affair between 

Rene Gallimard and an opera singer named Song Liling. Not only do we discover that 

Song is a spy for China, we discover that she is really a man, playing the part of the 

"perfect woman" (M. Buttefly). The filmbasecl on Hwang's play, is another example of 

the way in which gender can be viewed as performance. The original play is loosely based 

on real-life events as well as on the opera "Madame Butterfiy" by Puccini. For Hwang, 

the idea of a man being fooled by an Asian spy is a perfectly plausible occurrence "given 

the misunderstanding between men and women and between East and West" (Hwang 

1989: 98, Garber 1992: 237). Both foms of misunderstanding - between the genders and 

between East and West are based on the stereotypes between the two duaiisms. The 

deception of Gallimard is based on his stereotypes of Asian versus Western women and 

between Westerners and Asians in general. 

The real -1ife event as it was reported by the New York Times: 

A former French diplomat and a Chinese opera singer have 
been sentenced to six years in jail for spying for China afler 
a two-day trial that traced a story of clandestine love and 
mistaken sexual identity ... M. Boursicot was accused of 
passing information to China d e r  he feii in love with Mr. 
Shi, whom he believed for twenty years to be a woman 
(Garber 1992: 235; c.E New York Times, May 1 1, 1986 ). 

How could this be possible? Boursicot stated that he had no idea that Shi was really a 

man, because their sexual relations always took place in the dark. In Britain, they believed 

that Boursicot really did know the difference, and was in denial of his homosexuality. The 

French, on the other hand, were less upset about the charge of treason than they were 

about the idea that Boursicot, a Frenchrnan, wuld not tell the difference between men and 

women (Garber 1992: 235; c.f. Pincher 1987). Perhaps his deception occurred because 

there is no real difference, perhaps Boursicot/Gallimard fell in love with the penon 



regardless of gender. Or, he was so blinded by the idea of the submissive Asian woman 

that he failed to notice that ShiISong Liling was presenting a masquerade of the "perfect 

woman" (M. Buttefly). 

Ihqde magazine managed to interview both individuals involved with this scandal, 

and commented on the "apparent" gender rnistake: 

Shi says he kept himself covered with a blanket in a 
darkened roorn and never let Boursicot touch his crotch. 
He hid his genitalia by squeezing them tightly between his 
thighs. Even today poursicot] still cannot explain why sex 
with Shi seemed "just iike being with a woman*. [. . .] In any 
case, Boursicot stresses, they had sex only rarely (Garber 
1992: 236, cf. People: 1988, 96-97; ). 

It was not the fact that Boursicot had faHen in love with a man, or had been tricked into 

becoming a spy for China that disturbed people at the time, but that Shi, an actor, a spy, 

Boursicot's lover, was a transvestite - calling into question "the cultural representation of 

gender" - which could not easily have been explained away (Garber 1992: 236). The 

transvestite character destabilizes our notion of gender as being fixed, as reflecting our 

biological sex. It rnakes people uncodonable because it threatens Our ability to trust 

visual cues - how we interact with others based on our interpretations of others 

appearances. 

The play, M. BirtrerB>, which Hwang based on this rd-life happening, does more 

than just question the cultural representation of gender, it questions "the identity of 'the 

transvestite' " because, at the end of the play, it is not the character of the Chinese actor 

who becomes the cross-dresser, it is the diplomat who becomes "M." Buttedy (c.f 

Hwang 1989, Garber 1992: 236). 

Garber's reading of Hwang's script of M. Bunerfy stresses that the cross-dressed 

character is descended fiom a long tradition of both Chinese and Japanese theatre, "a mark 

of gender undecideability and as an indication of category crisis" (Garber 1992: 239). 



Madwoman, or maldfemale, is the most obvious and 
central of the border crossings in M. Buttefly. but the fact 
that the border is crossed twice, once when Song Lihg 
becomes a "woman", and the second time when Rene 
Gallimard does so (Garber 1992: 238-239). 

The moa obvious category crisis is that of masculinity and femininity, but it also deals 

with the category boundaries of acting (performing what one is not) and of spying 

(perfoming what one is not for political ends) (Garber 1992: 239). Border crossings of 

this kind connect with MacDonald's use of "liminality" to discuss the transgender identity 

(MacDonald: 9). 

Hwang's final comments on "M. Bunerfly" reveais the overall message of the play: 

1 consider it a plea to al1 sides to cut through our respective 
layers of cultural and sexual misperception, to deal with 
one another trutffilly for Our mutual good, fiom the 
comrnon and equal ground that we share as human beings 
(Hwang 1989: 100). 

The following passage, quoted from the play, appears in a similar fom in the film, 

is a discussion between Song Liling and a rnember of the Chinese Comrnunist Party: 

Song: Miss Chin? Why in the Peking Operh are women's roles played by 
men? 

Chin: 1 don't know. Maybe, a reactionary remnant of male - 

Song: No. Because oniy a man knows how a woman is supposeci to act. 

(M. Butlerfly: 2.7). 

This passage w s  up the entire fiim - fiom Song Liling's ariful, caldated performance of 

the perfea wornan to Gallimard's bünd acceptance of hisher masquerade. It refleas 

stereotypes that men have about femininity, and that women have about masculinity. One 

participant talks about how this scene relates to real We: 



When 1 was in Vancouver I knew a lot of transgendered 
and transsexual people who would have agreed with that 
statement quite a bit. That only a man would know how a 
woman should behave @: focus group one) 

Another individual comrnents on this statement: 

Or to put it another way, just because it makes for the 
perfect theatrical role, you become exactly what the 
audience wants because you've seen that (B3, focus group 
t hree) . 

This statement conforms to the notion of gender as performance - if you were to carry this 

individual's statement a step further, in accordance to the iine quoted from the play, one 

could infer that an individual could become any given gender, based on seeing others a d  in 

a given way. 

According to Hwang Gallimard's d o d i d i  came about due to his love for a 

"symbolic representation of Oriental femininity". a constructed image based partiaily on 

stereotypes drawn from Puccinni's "Madame Bunerfly" (Bniui 1997: 164). Hwang 

describes the relation of stereotypes within society to his play "M. ButterfiyM. The 

stereotypes range fiom that of Asian women: 

1 knew Butterfly only as a cultural stereotype; speaking of 
an Asian woman, we would sometime say, "She's pulling a 
Butterfly", which meant playing the submissive Orientai 
(Hwang 1989: 95). 

to that of stereotypes of gay white men: 

Gay Enends have told me of a derogatory t m  us& in their 
cornmunity: "Rice Queen" - a gay Caucasian man primady 
attraaed to Asians. Ln these relationships, the Asian 
virtually always plays the role of the "woman" (Hwang 
1989: 98). 

and finally stereotypes of straight white men: 



Similarly, heterosexual Asians have long been aware of 
"YeHow Fever" - Caucasian men with a fetish for exotic 
Oriental women (Hwang 1989: 99). 

When asked what this film was saying about gender, the responses varied both 

within and between the two focus groups. Focus group three viewed the film more in 

tems of East versus West, with gender being secondary to the Western rnisinformed 

stereotypes of Eastern cultures. 

C3 : I thought the gender part was subordinate to the race 
relations, . . like Western preconceptions of other culhires. 1 
thought that was an added element to it that reinforced 
more that theme. 

B3: More about the individuals, say it looked more at the 
character of Rene, that any gender issues, even when it 
m e  to the faa "didn't you know he was a man" ... when 
he [Song Liling] says "you ail1 want me dont you?", and 
the guy has to explain that "no 1 fell in love with the Lie" so 
it wasn't, gender becme almost unimportant at that point. 
He fell in love more with the person, the individual, what 
that person had created, this fictional character ... 

C3: Which was based on his opinions of what ûrientals 
were like. (C3. 8 3 ,  focus group three). 

Similarly in focus group one, one individual interpreted the film dong colonialist lines: 

It jus ail came across as really choreographed about an 
idea about the Unperiai, or some kind of colonial .. having, 
like, al1 things that he did and the way he approached the 
relationship al1 just seemed reaiiy choreographed to make a 
point about this man fiom, this Western man and the idea 
of the Western colonial getting its hand in the pot and son 
of wanting what he cant have . .. (T, focus group one). 

The other participants in focus group one found that the film did say something about 

gender : 



It was misogynistic. It was like saying ... men want an idea 
of women and that's al1 that men can tnily love (B. focus 
group one). 

While initially the participants of foais group three did not think that the film contained a 

message about gender, during the course of their discussion, they did talk about gender. 

Well, rnaybe in ternis of gender, it, the movie really pointed 
out that gender is secondary. It becarne almost irrelevant at 
that point and when he kiiis himself he's able to switch as 
well.. . . You can create your own world where things don't 
matter as much (B3, focus group three). 

This point triggered a discussion about the way in which we think about gender and the 

consequences of these notions. 

C3: Now that 1 think of it, gender is really the same way, 
people have their own preconceived notions of what 
sorneone of a cenain gender will behave like. They live in 
their own vision of that and never pay attention necessarily 
to what that person is achially doing. So its like actually 
working on two levels, its an allegory ... like east-west, 
male-female. 

8 3 :  And again where the two will never meet, east is east 
and west is west, and they're just so different, and yet, the 
same can be said for gender, is that if you keep these 
uneducated notions that you never fully understand each 
other or becorne equals (C3 and 83 ,  focus group three). 

Stemming fiom the debate on the film's message about gender, the participants brought up 

the reason why they believe that gender is such an important and stable aspect of their 

lives : 

B3: Therets something very pleasing about our 
preconceived notions of gender . . . 

C3: Its hard to break. 



R2: Its codonable.. . (Focus group three). 

This discussion helps to explain why it is that our gender attribution process is so resistant 

to change - because it is cornfortable. Anything that does not fit into our preconceived 

notions of gender threatens the stability of the gender attribution process @evor 1989: 

147). 

The question of whether Gallimard fell in love with Song Liling or with the idea, 

the image of the perfea woman ties in with the line fiom the film which States "only a man 

knows how a woman is supposed to act" (M. Btïtterfly). This question seemed to generate 

agreement within and between the two groups, for example: 

D: It was cornpletely the idea of her, it was about power 
more than anything . 

B: . . . he didn't really love her, he loved the whole notion of 
her and whole idealism of her (D, and B, focus group one). 

In focus group three. an analysis of the link between power and gender came out 

during the discussion. The participants are engaging in a criticai reading of the act of 

cross-dressing in tems of gender as a form of power. 

R2: Its always been about power, not about gender. And 
gender is a tool that's being used for or againa you in 
power stmggles. 

83 :  Gender becomes a very great tool for power. The 
whole switching thing ... its a tool for power, it gains the 
upper hand when dealing with that situation. It forces 
things out. 

C3: And they have the luxury of switcbg back and forth. 
(R2, B3, C3, focus group three). 



That there are misconceptions about the tenn "drag queen" which refers solely to gay 

cross-dresser s - not including dl transvesti t edcross-dresser s or t ranssexuals living in t heir 

chosen gender - is apparent in the following discussion: 

B : . . . drag queens and miff . . . . and not that they're fieaks or 
t hat t hey're bad people, but t hey are freaks aatisti CS-wise. 
Like if you were to look at, like if you were to take a 
thousand peuple, how many would be drag queens? 

D: Weil, how many would admit to it? (B and D, Focus 
group one) 

This discussion shows t hat individuals underestimate the numbers of individuals that 

engage in any form of gender transgressive behavior because the only individuals that are 

counted in the statistics are those that admit to it, making it problematic for gaining an 

accurate number . 

The prevalence of transvestism and knowledge - even misinformed - about gender 

transgressive behavior in Our lives is noticeable: 

B: but if anything what it is showing is that society is now 
getting more acceptive, acceptable to these kinds of things. 

C : and that's why ifs coming out. 

B: Yeah because they've always been around. Men have 
been crass-dressing for centuries (B and C, Focus group. 
one). 

The discussion then turned to whether or not transgendensm would become "normal" in 

society : 

B: But do you think that it will wer corne to the point 
where it is so accepted.. . even if it did, evm if' it was okay, 
do you think that they would ail1 choose? . . . 

D: I think that the number would probably increase. 



B: ltll increase, but do you think that it will become 
aimost.. 

D: To mainstream culture? 

C: 1 think it would (B, D. and C, Focus group one). 

The discussion surrounding the use of teminology with reference to transvestites 

and transsexuais was brought up by one of the participants in focus group three. This is 

important in that it reflects soietal attitudes surrounding the belief that gender is supposed 

to be in sync with a person's biological sex. The informant, quoted at length, comments on 

this, with reference to social reaiity: 

83: It's funny that we still use, even with this 
conversatio~. . . that we're using these terms "became a 
woman" as opposed to "is" and now it seems to me that if'a 
person is going through the whole process of becoming a 
woman, then chances are, he was a woman to begin with., 
and jus wanted to change the body ... Weli if you mean 
just genitalia, then yeah, he became a woman, but if woman 
is a personality, as we're saying, a gender is a whole part of 
your personality, the way that people perceive you before 
you speak, ... then no, he was one to begin with (B3, focus 
group three). 

He continues with this idea, linking this notion with that of the film: 

1 think watching the movie, 1 have no doubt in the scenes 
where hdshe is Buaerfly [Song Liling] that she is in fact a 
wornan. 1 mean its just, she seerns to believe it, so then the 
case is, she acts it .. . . she definitely wants to be a woman, so 
she is .... Ideal situation is to love the person, not the 
gender, regardless.. . (B3, focus group three). 

For the pre-operative transsexuai who has gone through years of counseling, hormone 

treatment and Living in their chosen gender, and post-operative transsexuais who have 



undergone body-altering surgery, naming becomes very important. It is an 

acknowledgment that their outward appearance finally matches their gender identity. 

One individual put forth the question of bias: 

A3: To me ail these gender t e m ,  Ne  1 understand it dl, 
but if you're brought up as a male or fernale, how can you 
look at things any other way? (Focus group three) 

This is an interesting point to consider, especially in light of the next question posed: 

A3: I'm more inclined toward those ideal notions because 
of looking at it fiom a hurnan point of view, why is it that 
things are the way they are? Its because of the way that 
welre brought up in our society (Focus group three). 

We view gender, we act gender, our bodies, Our lives are gendered - we do not even 

necessarily have to be aware of our socialization to have been shaped this way. 

Almost every aspect of a person's appearance is a visual due - for example, when 

you look at an individual you can usually be fairly sure if they are male or female. But 

when a person is unsure, they often get unnerved. The impetus to know which gender to 

place an individual in is descnbed: 

look at how long Pat [an androgynous character from 
Saturday Night Live] went. She went and got her own, he, 
it got its own movie (T, focus group one). 

The whole prernise of the skits and the film was to find out which gender this character 

was. 

Mer reminking about the various schemes used to discover "Patfs1' tme identity 

as male or fernale, the curiosity and discornfort with ambiguous or cross-dressed 

B: But do you wonder ... is it for the fact 
that you're uneasy because you dont know 
if the person around you is male or female 



or are you uneased because ... you cantt 
make sense of it . . . 

T: Or even just because you're so used to 
knowing how to approach people or deal 
wit h [them] . . . (focus group one) 

This discussion went on for quite a long tirne, following Devofs gender attribution theory 

- the participants atternpted to explain the reasons why knowing which gender to attribute 

to an individual is so irnporiant to social interaction (Devor 1989: 148): 

We want to be able just to identie and let 
things slip dong like reflexes. As soon as 
you have to stop and think about sornething 
then there's work to be done (T, Focus 
group one). 

Furthemore, when an ambiguously gendered individual is encountered, 

T: You don? have a set of constructs to 
deal with the situation. 

C: Because there's no fiarne of reference 
that you've ever learned in you life to deal 
with somebody who was ... (T, C, Focus 
group one) 

It is interesting that their discussion reflects the gender attribution process outlined by 

Devor (1989). The focus group pmicipants attempted to explain how an individual can 

corne to accept that not everyone will fit into the expected categories. 

T: It cornes down whatever once you see 
what it really is, and that its not anything 
that's going to .... destroy your seKbeing. 

B: [...] and once you reaiize that its no 
longer strange and no longer odd, then you 
can accept it because its not threatening 



because its not unknown (Focus group 
one). 

It is exaaly this point that comects directly with one individual's experiences: 

D: 1 spent the past five years of my life 
living in a gay community in Vancouver. I 
mean basically if 1 was going out shopping 
and if 1 didn't see a guy wearing a dress I'd 
be conhsed. 

B: Right. But that's the society that you 
lived in (D and B. focus group one). 

The second informant surnmed up the gender attribution alternative - if you live in a 

society where "anything goes" with respect to outward presentations of gender. then the 

"normal" gender attribution schema is no longer valid. 

Butler questions how muitiple genders cm challenge the traditional two-sided 

conception of gender : 

If the multiplication of gender possibilities 
expose and disrupt the binary reifications of 
gender, what is the nature of such a 
subversive enactment? How can such an 
enactment constitute a subversion? (Butler 
1990: 125). 

Within a community where there are multiple gender identities for it to have a subversive 

effect on the gender dichotomy, it must be seen within the context of the masculinity and 

femininity in order to constitute a subversion. By actively challenging the construction of 

gender, the stability of the gender dichotomy becornes weakened - hence a subversive 

political act. 



Chapter Five - Conclusion 

As we have seen 6om the previous two film chaptns, the data 6om the focus 

groups shows the way in which some individuals are thinking and talking about 

representations of gender and gender transgressive behavior, as well as the way in which 

their interpretations of representations carry over into social reality. Both films, OrImrdo 

(1992) and M. Bunefl' (1993) attempt to dismantle the traditional conceptions of gender 

by using charaaers which change genders. ûriando uses gender nvirching as a means of 

showing the impact of the switch on personal identity with the statement that Orlando 

makes upon discoverhg the change "Sarne person, different sex" whereas M. ButterJy 

deals with perfoming gender as a means for power, at the sarne time reflecting the 

relationship between gender and identity, when Song Lilhg says "I'm not just a man, don't 

you remember?" - reminding Gallimard that he fell in love with the person undemeath the 

gender . 

Both films provide a subtle critique of the "comrnon sense" mies of gender and 

offer alternatives to this constmction, much like Devor's alternative to the gender indentity 

and attribution process, in Orhldo through the exploration of gender in the historical 

imagination and in M. Buzrerfly through a fictionalized account of a histoncal occurrance 

(Devor 1989: 153). These films challenge our conceptions of what it is to be a man, or a 

woman, or even cross-gendered. The discussions which came out of the four focus groups 

austrate some of the responses to these two films as we have seen in the preceding 

chapters. 

By studying gender through the lm of transgenderism - by looking at gender 

through representation of those who do not neatly fit into the categories of masculine or 

fennnine - we can see that the differently gendered can provide us with insights into gender 

due to their unique position in the gender continuum. By viewing gender in this way, 



taking into account the experiences and perspectives of the transgendered, we can begin to 

shidy gender in a more holistic fashion. 

What staned out as an examination of the way in which representations of 

transgressively gendered characters in films are interpreted, and an examination of the way 

in which we tend to attribute gender, has been shaped by the theories of transgender 

identity politics (MacDonald 1998, Califa 1997 and Bolin 1988). For the most part, most 

films, especially Hollywood films, reproduce the traditional gender binary of masculine and 

feminine, often to an exaggerated degree - with its hulking male heroes and beautifid 

heroines waiting to be rescued. In this respect, Hollywood films tend create ememe 

versions of the gender dichotomy, reproducing and reinforcing gender ideals. 

The rise of the new gender bending films can be interpreted as critiques of this 

tendency. While small in number, the other tendency, possibly due to the hold that 

Hollywood has on what is and is not produced, is to portray gender bending as cornedic, 

for example Some Like Ir Hot (1959) and Lri Cage aux Folles (1979) as early examples, 

and more recently in Mrs. Doubflre (1993). Few of the films that deal with gender 

transgressions approach the level of critique as The Crying Gume (1992). Orlm>do (1 992) 

and M. Birltefly (1993). These films expose and challenge Our gendered realities as well 

as wmrnent on the filmic representation of gender. 

As we cm see fiom the focus group data, the awareness of the importance of 

identity - be it masculine, feminine, blended. ambiguous, or transgender - these issues are 

reaching the public, whether they realize it or not. It wuld be due in pan to the prevalence 

of transgendered individuals on the talk show circuit (Le. the Jeny Springer Show), while 

most of the tirne these individuals are viewed as "fieaks". they aill have the "potential to 

shake up people's perceptions", and perhaps educate the- by showing them as hurnan 

beings, jus dEerently gendered ones (Herland: 1999). 



For some individuais a fixed gender identity is cornfortable, for others, gender is 

necessady fluid and multiple. But ail of us are inscribed by the social marks of gender. 

There are no aspects of our lives that are not shaped by gender - whether we realire it or 

not. Our interactions with others are guided by the process of gender attribution - where 

we draw information from visual cues, such as appearance, mannerisms, and other b o d y  

behavior, and act according to the attribution made, assurning that what we see accurately 

reflects the biological sex of the individuai. But looks can be deceiving, as we have s e m  in 

both M. BunerB, and OrImtdo, and furthermore, as my Uifomts  have discussed, this 

translates into real life social encounters. 

We know how those who fit into the "normal" categories of the two genders are 

influenced by their gender, and process of gender attributio~ and have begun to 

investigate the transgender identity, but this area needs to be investigated funher in order 

to fully begin to understand the social construction of gender(s) and the identities that 

stem fiom this. 
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