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“Your Behavior Creates Your Gender” (Transcript): 

 

It's one thing to say that gender is performed and that is a little different from saying gender is 

performative.  When we say gender is performed we usually mean that we've taken on a role or we're 

acting in some way and that our acting or our role playing is crucial to the gender that we are and the 

gender that we present to the world.  To say that gender is performative is a little different because for 

something to be performative means that it produces a series of effects. We act and walk and speak and 

talk in ways that consolidate an impression of being a man or being a woman. 

 

I was walking down the street in Berkeley when I first arrived several years ago and a young woman who 

was I think in high school leaned out of her window and she yelled, "Are you a lesbian?", and she was 

looking to harass me or maybe she was just freaked out or she thought I looked like I probably was one 

or wanted to know and I thought to myself well I could feel harassed or stigmatized, but instead I just 

turned around and I said yes I am and that really shocked her.  

 

We act as if that being of a man or that being of a women is actually an internal reality or something that 

is simply true about us, a fact about us, but actually it's a phenomenon that is being produced all the time 

and reproduced all the time, so to say gender is performative is to say that nobody really is a gender from 

the start.  I know it's controversial, but that's my claim.  

 

Think about how difficult it is for sissy boys or how difficult it is for tomboys to function socially without 

being bullied or without being teased or without sometimes suffering threats of violence or without their 

parents intervening to say maybe you need a psychiatrist or why can't you be normal. So there are 

institutional powers like psychiatric normalization and there are informal kinds of practices like bullying 

which try to keep us in our gendered place.  

 

I think there is a real question for me about how such gender norms get established and policed and what 

the best way is to disrupt them and to overcome the police function. It's my view that gender is culturally 

formed, but it's also a domain of agency or freedom and that it is most important to resist the violence 

that is imposed by ideal gender norms, especially against those who are gender different, who are 

nonconforming in their gender presentation. 



Double Consciousness 
W.E.B. DuBois 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
. . . FOR THE PROBLEM OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY 

is the problem of the color-line. . . .  

 

After the Egyptian and Indian, the Greek and Roman, the 

Teuton and Mongolian, the Negro is a sort of seventh son, 

born with a veil, and gifted with second-sight in this 

American world,—a world which yields him no true self-

consciousness, but only lets him see himself through the 

revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar sensation, this 

double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s 

self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by 

the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and 

pity. One ever feels his two-ness,—an American, a Negro; 

two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two 

warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength 

alone keeps it from being torn asunder.  

 

The history of the American Negro is the history of this 

strife,—this longing to attain self-conscious manhood, to 

merge his double self into a better and truer self. In this 

merging he wishes neither of the older selves to be lost. He 

would not Africanize America, for America has too much to 

teach the world and Africa. He would not bleach his Negro 

soul in a flood of white Americanism, for he knows that 

Negro blood has a message for the world. He simply wishes 

to make it possible for a man to be both a  

Negro and an American, without being cursed and spit upon 

by his fellows, without having the doors of Opportunity 

closed roughly in his face. 

 

Work, culture, liberty,—all these we need, not singly but 

together, not successively but together, each growing and 

aiding each, and all striving toward that vaster ideal that 

swims before the Negro people, the ideal of human 

brotherhood, gained through the unifying ideal of Race; the 

ideal of fostering and developing the traits and talents of the 

Negro, not in opposition to or contempt for other races, but 

rather in large conformity to the greater ideals of the 

American Republic, in order that some day on American soil 

two world-races may give each to each those characteristics 

both so sadly lack. We the darker ones come even now not 

altogether empty-handed: there are to-day no truer 

exponents of the pure human spirit of the Declaration of 

Independence than the American Negroes; there is no true 

American music but the wild sweet melodies of the Negro 

slave; the American fairy tales and folk-lore are Indian and 

African; and, all in all, we black men seem the sole oasis of 

simple faith and reverence in a dusty desert of  

dollars and smartness. 


