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How Technology Has Shaped Gender and Gender Non-Conformity

It may seem absurd to ask what makes a man a man and a woman a
woman; we often assume the answer is obvious. But when we look at
definitions of sex and gender both historically and in this contemporary
moment, a clear-cut distinction is elusive. Although we think of
modern biological science as providing definitive answers, numerous
scholars have explored the ambiguity of sex and gender dimorphism.
While the technologies of our age have provided more insight into
the body than ever before, including about the specifics of sex
and gender, social beliefs about gender continue to shape how
scientists, doctors, and scholars see and interpret the ‘facts.” Judith
Lorber, one of the foremost contemporary gender theorists, puts it

this way:

When we rely only on the conventional categories of sex and
gender, we end up finding what we looked for—we see what we
believe, whether it is that ‘females’ and ‘males’ are essentially
different or that ‘women’ and ‘men’ are essentially the same.®

Whatever criteria we use—chromosomes, genitalia, secondary sex
characteristics, or hormone levels—the lines between male and female
bodies are blurred (see the final case study for a longer examination of
this). Sex categories may appear stable but the fact is that there is more
variation than we are aware of. Those biological ‘facts’ we use to distin-
guish and divide bodies into two sexes are based on entrenched social
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about transgender lives and has toured the country speaking at activist,
educational, and political events.

In hir transgender history, Transgender Warriors,”™ ze shared a story
common to hir experience.

“You were born female, right?” The reporter asked me for the third
time. I nodded patiently. “So do you identify as female now or
male?”

She rolled her eyes as I repeated my answer. “I am transgen-
dered. I was born female, but my masculine gender expression is
seen as male. It's not my sex that defines me, and it’s not my
gender expression. It’s the fact that my gender expression appears
to be at odds with my sex. Do you understand? It’s the social
contradiction between the two that defines me.”

The reporter’s eyes glazed over as I spoke. When I finished she
said, “So you're a third sex?” Clearly, I realized, we had very little
language with which to understand each other.

When I try to discuss sex and gender people can only imagine
woman or man, feminine or masculine. We've been taught that
nothing else exists in nature.”

Leslie Feinberg’s poignant reflection about hir own illegibility points
to how our ability to make sense of an individual’s sex and gender
rests in part on the gender scripts available to us. Try as she might,
the reporter could not understand what Feinberg meant by transgen-
dered, in part because she had no corresponding gender script on which
to draw.

As Feinberg’s experience of invisibility renders visible, the stakes are
obviously high for transgender people. But these controversies also
affect cisgender individuals; we are all influenced by and involved in the
creation of gender(s). The creation of new gender scripts benefits all
people, not just transgender individuals. One set of new scripts might
validate a wider range of emotions for men, allowing them to express
themselves more freely; other new scripts could change expectations for
women’s body size, moving us from a society where most women dislike
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their bodies to one where most women held positive body images. As
Cressida Heyes concludes, “a wide range of gendered subjects stand to
gain from challenges to enforced binaries within the nexus of sex,
gender, and sexuality.”® And yet, our ability to recognize and legitimate
new gender scripts remains limited by the dominant ideologies and
technologies of the day. As new technologies emerge, however, the
ability for individuals to transform their own bodies and identities, and
to share new gender scripts and ideologies expands.

People continue to refuse to conform to gender norms, of
course, just as some have throughout history. Alongside these changes
in techdblo-gies and normative definitions, gender non-conformity
has manifested differently as well. It is continually shaped by the
technologies available for the production of gender as well as by the
social gender scripts of the era. Trying to make sense of gender non-
conformity by isolating it, either by viewing it as solely a biological
hiccup, or entirely a product of social experiences and choices, elides
the complexity of transgender experience. Only when we examine
gender as a product of the varied, complex interplay of biology, social
scripts, dominant ideologies, personal histories, and technology can
we develop an understanding of gender and sexuality that reflects the
diversity found in society. Approaching the analysis of gendered lives
and technological innova-tion together reveals how they are mutually
constituted alongside dominant ideologies and scripts.






