Gender Performance in Context
by Carol Cheh

If we accept the notion that gender is a stylized construct instead of a fixed identity, we must also accept the corollary idea that the performance of gender is subject to profound contextual influences. The act of performing gender at San Francisco’s freewheeling, all-inclusive Trannyshack in 2005 is radically different from the act of performing gender in New York’s progressive, but still male-dominated, art scene of 1965, which is also different from the act of performing gender for the still camera in the 1920s. These acts all contain extensive differences in motivation, intention, inflection, content, and reception.

Judith Butler speaks to just this situation in “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory.” She begins by asserting that “gender is in no way a stable identity or locus of agency from which various acts proceed; rather, it is an identity.

Within this repetition of acts, which bears some similarity to theatrical performance, lie a host of possibilities for gender transformation. The possibilities put into play at any given time or place are “necessarily constrained by available historical conventions.”
 In fact, each body is “a continual and incessant materializing of possibilities… reproducing a historical situation.”
 With this useful model as our guide, we can begin to look at different periods in our recent history to survey how some bodies may have materialized the transformative possibilities available to them.

The 1920s produced some surprisingly sophisticated gender manipulations via the photographic image. European artists like Marcel Duchamp, Man Ray, Hannah Höch, and Claude Cahun posed in drag, documented their drag-performing friends, or constructed gender-ambiguous collages. To look at these photographs is to be amazed at how fresh they look, how crisply gender is parodied, and how freely it is toyed with. This was the time of the Dada movement, following the first world war, when things in Europe were less stable and less “normative’ than usual. It was also a time of fascination with the new medium of photography, and the possibilities that it offered with its facsimiles of reality. This small window of time and space perhaps offered an unusually liberal experimental milieu.

The 1960s were a more complicated time to perform gender. Although America was awash in experimental fervor and new democratic ideals, it was still mostly in the thrall of 1950s Eisenhower-era sex roles. Even as the civil rights movement forged better circumstances for people of color, men were still expected to be men, and women were expected to be women. The feminist and queer rights movements had not erupted yet. In the avant-garde art scene, which is typically ahead of the rest of society, some small inroads were made for gay or feminine men. Many of the prominent visual artists of the time—Andy Warhol, Robert Rauschenberg, and Jasper Johns, among others—were gay or bisexual, and that fact did not turn heads as it might have in the previous generation. Nonetheless, sexism was still rampant in the art world, just as it was in progressive social circles. The men could experiment with drag, but the women still had to be “real women.” Progressive women artists who lived through this period, such as Carolee Schneemann and Yayoi Kusama, have bitter things to say about it to this day.

In the present era, we are privy to altogether different circumstances. In San Francisco, one of the gender-transformative meccas of the world, a nightclub phenomenon called Trannyshack has been dominating Tuesday nights out for the last decade. Here, the fluidity of gender is a given, and the farthest reaches of gender performance are explored with abandon. Pre-operative and post-operative transsexuals are worshipped in a variety of permutations, and heterosexual “genetic” women take the stage to perform as drag queens. Thanks to the social progress made over the last four decades, Trannyshack is a safe, open place that enjoys enthusiastic support. It is also far from the only place to go to “materialize incessant possibilities.” A popular restaurant called Asia SF features an all-Asian staff of male-to-female transsexuals who serve fabulous California-Asian cuisine and perform hourly atop a red runway bar. Now in existence for seven years, Asia SF’s colorful website proudly touts their “world-famous gender illusionists,” and offers multiple options for party bookings. Another bar called Pal, no longer in existence, boasted an anime theme but tended to attract a strong “baby dyke” scene. The listings go on and on.

We might like to think that progressive attitudes toward gender have evolved along a continuum, gaining greater momentum as time goes on. However, even the brief foregoing examples show us that the process is most likely a cyclical, not a linear one. Gender experimentation has probably been subject to alternating periods of permissiveness and oppression since there were two genders to bend. This is a fitting pattern for its evolution, since so much of the discourse surrounding gender studies is geared toward breaking down the binary system and other products of linear, patriarchal Western thinking.


One can only hope that the arcs of the cycle continue to widen as time goes on, with a place like present-day San Francisco serving as a benchmark for the next round of growth to surpass. Perhaps we are on the brink of reaching a gender utopia, where if there are any “historical constraints” left, it is only the pressure to top the gender performer who preceded you.
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