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Selected Gender & Society Readings 

West, C., & Zimmerman, D. H. (1987). Doing Gender. Gender & Society, 1(2), 125–151. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243287001002002 

Summary 

In this article, West and Zimmerman advance an ethnomethodologically informed theory of 

gender that understands gender as a “routine accomplishment embedded in everyday interaction” 

(125) instead of an individual attribute. The article is centered around four key concepts: sex, 

(placement in) sex category, (doing) gender, and accountability (to sex category). The authors 

distinguish sex from sex category by emphasizing that although sex is “a determination made 

through the application of socially agreed upon biological criteria for classifying persons as 

females or males” (127), in everyday life, placement into sex category is often based on socially 

required identificatory displays rather than sex criteria. Building on Goffman’s theory of “gender 

display” and drawing upon Garfinkel’s case study of Agnes, West and Zimmerman theorize 

gender as “the activity of managing situated conduct in light of normative conceptions of 

attitudes and activities appropriate for one’s sex category” (127). Unlike Goffman’s description 

of gender as an optional display, West and Zimmerman stress that because sex categories are 

omnirelevant, what people do can always be held accountable to their sex category as manly or 

unmanly, womanly or unwomanly. Doing gender, they thus argue, is “unavoidable” (137): even 

when individual transgress gender norm, they as individual—rather than the institutional 

arrangement—will be called into question. 

 

Reasons for Selection 

“Doing Gender” is the single most cited article published in Gender & Society. It catalyzed a 

profound paradigm shift in the sociology of gender in the 1980s, and remains fundamental to the 

subfield today. Hence, for courses explicitly focusing on the sociology of gender (or any specific 

themes related to gender), this article can serve as a theoretical background to be taught early in 

the course. For general sociology courses and interdisciplinary gender studies courses, this article 

helps to provide a glimpse into how sociologists understand gender. Because West and 

Zimmerman draw heavily on Garfinkel’s case study of Agnes for their theorization, Joynt and 

Schilt’s (2019) short experimental documentary can provide a useful background for this part of 

West and Zimmerman’s article (see Digital Materials below). To deepen the students’ 

comprehension of the text, the instructor should spend some time in class to discuss whether 

“doing gender” means the same thing as the popular notion that “gender is a performance.” One 

way to organize this discussion is to ask students what would be lost if each one of the four key 

concepts were dropped. If dropping a concept carries a theoretical cost, then the cost would 

illustrate the “ethnomethodologically informed” dimension that is distinct to this framework. 

 

https://doi-org.proxy.uchicago.edu/10.1177/0891243287001002002


 

Moon, D., Tobin, T. W., & Sumerau, J. E. (2019). Alpha, Omega, and the Letters in 

Between: LGBTQI Conservative Christians Undoing Gender. Gender & Society, 33(4), 

583–606. https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243219846592 

Summary 

In this article, Moon et al. join the debate over whether doing gender is inevitable. The authors 

point out that gender scholars often ignore the ethnomethodological insight that people are not 

only doing gender by behaving in certain ways during social interaction, but also holding each 

other accountable to particular narratives about gender. Whereas West and Zimmerman ground 

the inevitability of doing gender in the omnirelevance of sex categories, Moon et al. make a case 

for undoing gender by examining how “the movement for LGBTQI acceptance within U.S. 

conservative Protestant churches works to make gender not ‘omnirelevant’” (583). That is to say, 

“people may shift sex/gender/sexual norms by revising the narratives they hold themselves and 

others accountable to” (600). Specifically, the authors identify three ways the movement 

challenged the conservative complementary narratives based on gender binary: 1) denaturalizing 

complementarity as a human creation, rather than God’s; 2) disrupting dichotomy with the New 

Testament, emphasizing “Jesus’s teaching repeatedly disrupt Hebrew Bible binaries” (595–96); 

and 3) speaking personal, affirming LGBTQI narratives in evangelical language. 

 

Reasons for Selection 

Moon et al.’s article pairs well with West and Zimmerman’s article for two major reasons. First, 

it goes beyond the interactional level of gender performance and sheds light onto the critical role 

narratives play in the process of doing gender. In so doing, it can help students focus on often 

overlooked concepts in West and Zimmerman’s framework, such as sex category and 

accountability. Second, it offers a concise review (and empirical extension) of the ongoing 

debate about undoing/redoing gender that ensued the publication of “Doing Gender.” Therefore, 

it can serve as a starting point for an in-class debate to enhance students’ understanding of this 

theory. The instructor can open the floor for students to raise their own opinion on this debate, 

and guide the students to think about the “next steps” that their side of the debate need to 

address. For example, if we cannot avoid doing gender, how are we going to dismantle gender 

inequality? To what extent can gender inequality be challenged by “redoing gender”? If we can 

avoid doing gender, how do we know when gender is undone? The instructor may transition to 

this article after discussing what would be lost if we drop accountability from the doing gender 

framework, or after discussing West and Zimmerman’s premise that doing gender is 

unavoidable. To make this transition smoother, the instructor can ask students to identify Moon 

et al.’s logic of case selection: Why did they pick LGBTQI conservative Christians as their 

empirical case? What makes U.S. conservative Christians “an ideal case” for unpacking the 

dynamics that the authors are trying to explore (586)? As students answer these questions, the 

instructor can add some historical backgrounds that Moon et al. sketched (589–593) to provide 

more context for students who are not familiar with conservative Protestantism in the US. 

 

https://doi-org.proxy.uchicago.edu/10.1177/0891243219846592


 

Suggested Readings 

1. Wade, L. (2014). Doing Gender with the Face, Featuring Erika Linder. The Society 

Pages, December 26. https://thesocietypages.org/socimages/2014/12/26/doing-gender-

with-the-face-erika-linder/ 

 

 

Digital Media 

1. Joynt, C., & Schilt, K. (2019). Framing Agnes. Available at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9-NDg-NDXXI&feature=emb_logo 

2. What Would You Do? (2020). “Tackling the Stigma that Dads Can’t Handle ‘Mommy 

Business.’” Available at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CVP_JQCr4wQ&list=PLA-

cuEc20xlyNYTFX5BevozqNhsgbwrez&index=11 

 

 

Activities 

1. Option One: Ten-Question Gender Game 

Aim: This activity is adapted from Kessler and McKenna’s (1978:142–45) Gender: 

An Ethnomethodological Approach, a key text that West and Zimmerman cited to 

distinguish sex from sex category. (Please note that this is an old text and contains 

outdated and offensive language.) According to Kessler and McKenna (1978:142), 

this game is “a form of the ‘documentary method’” that reveals not only “the kinds 

of questions the players would ask about gender” but also “how the players would 

make sense out of … seemingly contradictory information.” This activity thus helps 

students better understand the commonsensical process of sex categorization, and 

may illustrate West and Zimmerman’s (1987:133–34) block quote about Diane 

Margolis’s encounter with a computer store salesperson—how our moral certainty 

about sexual binary gives order to our perception of a gendered world. 

Lengths: 15–20 minutes for the game; 10–15 minutes for discussion. 

Procedures: 

1. Before class, write a random list of “yes’s” and “no’s” on an index card. If the 

entire class is playing the game together, then the instructor will serve as the 

experimenter, and the students will ask 10 questions. (The instructor can also 

pick one volunteer as the other player and ask the rest of the class to observe.) If 

the game is played in smaller groups/pairs, then give each group’s experimenter 

an index card with a prearranged, random list of “yes’s” and “no’s.” Make sure 

the experimenters do not reveal what is actually written on the index card before 

the end of the game. 

2. Tell the class that you have written down a person on the index card, and ask the 

students/player to guess not who the person is but whether the person is female 

https://thesocietypages.org/socimages/2014/12/26/doing-gender-with-the-face-erika-linder/
https://thesocietypages.org/socimages/2014/12/26/doing-gender-with-the-face-erika-linder/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9-NDg-NDXXI&feature=emb_logo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CVP_JQCr4wQ&list=PLA-cuEc20xlyNYTFX5BevozqNhsgbwrez&index=11
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CVP_JQCr4wQ&list=PLA-cuEc20xlyNYTFX5BevozqNhsgbwrez&index=11


or male. The students/player can ask any yes-or-no question except “Is the 

person female?” or “Is the person male?” The game will end when the 

students/player asked 10 questions and made a final determination. 

3. After each question, the experimenter(s) will read the prearranged answer from 

the index card.  

4. The questioner must make a guess based on the answer, and explain the 

reasoning behind their guess (the rest of the class/group can write down their 

guess and explanation on a piece of paper). Because the answers are randomly 

prearranged, contradictions will likely arise. Pay close attention to the accounts 

students/player used to make those contradictions compatible with normative 

conceptions of “naturally sexed” male/female.1 

5. After all 10 questions have been asked and a final determination has been made, 

the experimenter(s) will reveal that what is written onto the index card is not a 

person, but a prearranged, random list of “yes’s” and “no’s.” 

Discussion: 

After the game, the class should discuss their experience of the game, with a focus 

on how institutionalized sex categories shaped the game: What are the taken-for-

granted rules of the game? Why some questions were asked earlier than others? At 

what point did students feel further questions are unnecessary? Why some questions 

were not asked or considered redundant/repetitive? What happens when the 

“person’s” sex is ambiguous? How does placement into sex category help us filter 

and make sense of information? The instructor can further compare their in-class 

“findings” with Kessler and McKenna’s (1978:144–45) experimental findings (N > 

40): 

a. All players made sense out of inconsistent answers, such as postulating 

“bearded women,” “men who were transvestites,” “hermaphrodite” (only in 1 

case), “transsexual” (only in 1 case) [Note the language was outdated]; 

b. Most players asked about gender role behaviors or secondary gender 

 
1 In the example Kessler and McKenna (1978:142–144) provided, the pre-arranged answers were: no, yes, no, no, yes, no, no, 

no, yes, yes. As the experimenter used this list to answer the player’s yes-or-no questions, the player is presented with a person 

who 1) is dead; 2) is over 5’8” in height; 3) is under 160 pounds; 4) is above 140 pounds; 5) wears skirts; 6) is not a mother; 7) 

does not have a 9 to 5 job; 8) did not play with dolls in childhood; 9) has “protruding breasts”; and 10) has developed biceps. The 

player was leaning toward male at the beginning, but changed to guess female after being told the person does wear skirts after 

Q5. The player continued to guess female until some doubts arose after Q10, when the player was told that the person has 

developed biceps. But despite these seemingly contradictory pieces of information, the player ultimately reasoned that “The 

physical characteristics … could be both man or woman in my mind although I tended a little bit toward man, but … [t]he 

wearing of skirts, the protruding breasts, the nonremunerative job make it more likely in my mind that I’m talking about a woman 

than a man. Although the developed biceps … throws a monkey wrench in it because I don’t know if it could be accurate to 

characterize any woman as having developed biceps, but perhaps you can.” 

Notably, after the Q4, the player started expressing that the question they were going to ask might be against the rules, 

which helps to reveal our taken-for-granted beliefs about sex and gender: The question about skirts was prefaced by “there’re 

obviously some questions I can’t ask”; The question about motherhood was followed by “Well I can’t—that’s a sex-directed 

question”; The question about job and the question about biceps were each preceded by a long pause; The question about dolls 

was interrupted by the comment, “I don’t know if this is a legitimate question”; The question about breasts was preceded by the 

comment that “there’re substitute questions for ‘is the person female or male,’ but I assume I can’t ask those questions” and was 

asked only after the experimenter repeatedly assured the player that any question can be asked. 



characteristics; 

c. 25% of players asked genitals in the first three questions, and those who did not 

later explained that asking about genitals is the same as asking if the person is 

female or male, thus against the rules; 

d. Some of those who asked genitals refused to ask further questions and were 

“absolutely certain about the person’s gender”; 

e. Only two players asked about vagina before asking about penis; 

f. None of the players who asked if the person has a penis first and were told 

“yes” asked about vagina. 

g. Four out of seven players asked if the person has a penis first and were told 

“no” asked about vagina.  

Note that Kessler and McKenna did the experiment four decades ago, and the 

students may play the game very differently now (e.g., concluding the person is 

intersexed, nonbinary, queer, or trans; asking about the person’s pronoun; etc.). 

These discrepancies can serve as the ground for a fruitful discussion about how the 

institutionalization of sex category and the gender structure of our society have 

changed in the last few decades, and what implication such change has for doing 

gender. 

 

2. Option Two: Analyzing the WWYD Social Experiment on Full-Time Fatherhood 

Aim: The What Would You Do episode, “Tackling the Stigma that Dads Can’t 

Handle ‘Mommy Business’” (listed under the Digital Media section), captures 

people’s reaction when seeing two diners make fun of a full-time father at a 

restaurant. Because the recorded interactions show how ideas about gender are 

contested in daily encounters, the video offers an opportunity to help students 

examine interactions sociologically with the theoretical concepts discussed in the 

readings. The instructor can ask the students to take notes as if they were doing an 

observation assignment, and discuss their findings after the screening. 

Lengths: 8 minutes for the video; 15 minutes for the discussion. 

Orienting Questions: 

1. What sex categories, if any, is Ray (the protagonist) placed into?  

2. West and Zimmerman (1987:133) argue that sex categorization “does not 

involve a positive test” but “an ‘if-can’” test. What criteria might be used for 

sex-categorizing Ray? What criteria are not used? 

3. Did Ray undo gender by choosing to stay-at-home as the primary caregiver who 

send his child to ballet lessons and make meatloaf for her? Why? 

4. When the actors made fun of Ray, what narratives was he held accountable to? 

5. When the customers stepped in, what narratives did they deploy to support Ray? 

6. Did the narratives that the customers deployed help to undo or redo gender 

(doing gender in a different way)? Why? 


