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This article explores “determining gender,” the umbrella term for social practices of placing others in gender categories. We draw on three case studies showcasing moments of
conflict over who counts as a man and who counts as a woman: public debates over the
expansion of transgender employment rights, policies determining eligibility of transgender people for competitive sports, and proposals to remove the genital surgery requirement
for a change of sex marker on birth certificates. We show that criteria for determining
gender differ across social spaces. Gender-integrated spaces are more likely to use identitybased criteria, while gender-segregated spaces, like the sexual spaces we have previously
examined (Schilt and Westbrook 2009), are more likely to use biology-based criteria. In
addition, because of beliefs that women are inherently vulnerable and men are dangerous,
“men’s” and “women’s” spaces are not policed equally—making access to women’s
spaces central to debates over transgender rights.
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I

n 1989, Christie Lee Cavazos married Jonathon Littleton, a marriage
that lasted until Jonathon’s untimely death in 1996. Christie filed a
medical malpractice suit against the Texas doctor she alleged had misdiagnosed her husband. What might have been an open-and-shut case, however, was complicated by her biography: In the 1970s she had undergone
what was then termed a surgical “sex change” operation. Before considering her case, the court first examined the validity of her marriage as a
transgender woman to a cis-gender man. At the center of this case was the
determination of her gender. Christie had undergone genital surgery,
legally amended all of her government documents to categorize her as
“female,” had a legal marriage, lived as a woman for 20 years, and had
medical experts who testified that she was, physically and psychologically, a woman. Yet, the court ruled that she was, and would always be,
chromosomally male and, therefore, could not file a malpractice suit as a
spouse. Musing about the nature of gender in his ruling, Chief Justice
Hardberger wrote, “There are some things you cannot will into being.
They just are” (Littleton v. Prange 1999).
The Littleton case illustrates two competing cultural ideologies about
how a person’s gender1 is to be authenticated by other people. The judge’s
ruling that gender is an unchangeable, innate fact illustrates what we term
a “biology-based determination of gender.” In contrast, the validation of
Littleton’s identity as a woman by others highlights what we term an
“identity-based determination of gender.” Such a premise does not mean
seeing gender identity as fluid, or as an “anything goes” proposition.
Rather, under an identity-based gender ideology, people can be recognized as a member of the gender category with which they identify if their
identity claim is accepted as legitimate by other people determining their
gender—in the Littleton case, her husband, friends, and medical experts.
We term this social process of authenticating another person’s gender
identity “determining gender.” In face-to-face interactions, determining
gender is the response to doing gender. When people do gender in interactions, they present information about their gender. Others then interpret
this information, placing them in gender categories and determining their
gender. Yet, the process of gender determination does not always rely on
visual and behavioral cues. Expanding upon interactional theories of gender attribution (Kessler and McKenna 1978; West and Zimmerman 1987),
we examine gender determination criteria in policy and court cases, where
a great deal of biographical and bodily knowledge is known about the
person whose gender is in question, as well as how gender is determined
in imagined interactions—namely, cis-people’s imagined interactions
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with trans-people, where the knowledge about the person’s body and identity are hypothetical. We use “determining gender” as an umbrella term
for these diverse practices of placing a person in a gender category.
Additionally, we explore the consequences of gender determination, an
exploration that goes beyond “How is gender socially attributed?” to an
analysis of “How does gender attribution challenge or maintain the sex/
gender/sexuality system?”
We examine the criteria for gender determination in moments of ideological collision. As we have previously argued (Schilt and Westbrook
2009; Westbrook 2009), many people use genitalia (biological criteria) to
determine another person’s gender in (hetero)sexual2 and sexualized interactions. Yet, since the advent of the “liberal moment” (Meyerowitz 2002),
a cultural turn in the 1960s toward values of autonomy and equality, there
has been more acceptance of a person’s gender self-identity in spaces
defined as nonsexual,3 such as many workplaces (Schilt 2010). When
questions of access to gender-segregated locations arise, however, identitybased and biology-based determinations clash. We center our analysis on
three such moments: (1) federal and state proposals made between 2009
and 2011 to prohibit discrimination based on gender identity and expression in the arena of employment, housing, and public accommodations
(often called “transgender rights bills”); (2) a 2006 proposed policy in
New York City to remove the genital surgery requirement for a change of
sex marker on birth certificates; and (3) controversies over trans-people
participating in competitive sports.
Our cases address different social milieu: sports, employment, and
government documents. Yet, each case is, at its core, about upholding the
logic of gender segregation. In these ideological collisions, social actors
struggle with where actual and imagined trans-people fit in gendersegregated spaces, such as public restrooms. These struggles provoke
what we term “gender panics,” situations where people react to disruptions to biology-based gender ideology by frantically reasserting the
naturalness of a male–female binary. When successful, this labor, which
we term “gender naturalization work,” quells the panics. In our cases,
enacting policies requiring surgical and hormonal criteria for admission
into gender-segregated spaces ends the panic. As in sexual and sexualized interactions, genitals determine gender in gender-segregated spaces,
as it is often fears of unwanted (hetero)sexuality that motivates gender
identity policing.
These cases demonstrate that criteria for determining gender vary
across social situations. In gender-integrated public settings, such as the
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workplace, identity-based criteria can suffice to determine a person’s gender. However, in interactional situations that derive their form and logic
from gender oppositeness, such as heterosexual acts and gender-segregated
sports competitions, social actors tend to enforce more rigid, biology-based
criteria. Yet, gender-segregated spaces are not evenly policed, as the criteria for access are heavily interrogated only for women’s spaces.
Exploring the implications of this difference, we posit that bodies (mainly
the presence or absence of the penis) matter for determining gender in
women’s spaces because of cultural ideologies of women as inherently
vulnerable and in need of protection (Hollander 2001) that reproduce
gender inequality under the guise of protecting women. We argue that, in
the liberal moment of gender, access to gender-segregated spaces is not
determined by unchangeable measures such as chromosomes but, instead,
by genitals—a move that suggests a greater acceptance of an identitybased determination of gender. However, as we show, by using changeable bodily aspects to determine gender, the basic premises of the “sex/
gender/sexuality system” (Seidman 1995) are maintained, as the system
repatriates those whose existence potentially calls it into question, thereby
naturalizing gender difference and gender inequality.
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
Sociologists of gender emphasize the social, rather than biological,
processes that produce a person’s gender. Focused on the interactional
level, such theories illustrate how people sort each other into the category
of “male” or “female” in social situations on the basis of visual information cues (such as facial hair) and implicit rules for assigning characteristics to particular genders (women wear skirts; men do not). Such visual
cues act as proxies for biological criteria invisible in many interactions.
This categorization process, termed “gender attribution” (Kessler and
McKenna 1978, 2) or “sex categorization” (West and Zimmerman 1987,
127), is theorized as an inescapable but typically unremarkable hallmark
of everyday social interactions—except in instances of ambiguity, which
can create an interactional breakdown, generating anxiety, concern, and
even anger (Schilt 2010; West and Zimmerman 1987).
This theory is a useful counterpoint to essentialism. Yet, the focus on
face-to-face interactions can be analytically limiting. Kessler and McKenna
note, “The only physical characteristics that can play a role in gender
attribution in everyday life are those that are visible” (Kessler and
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McKenna 1978, 76). West and Zimmerman, too, see characteristics that
are visible in interaction as paramount to sex categorization, arguing,
“Neither initial sex assignment (pronouncement at birth as female or
male) nor the actual existence of essential criteria for that assignment
(possession of a clitoris and vagina or penis and testicles) has much—if
anything—to do with the identification of sex category in everyday life”
(West and Zimmerman 1987, 132). While such propositions may hold in
many nonsexual interactions, genitals play a much more key role in gender determination in sexual and sexualized interactions (Schilt and
Westbrook 2009). In addition, as the Littleton case demonstrates, invisible
characteristics, such as chromosomes, can override visual cues as the
appropriate criteria for determining gender when legal rights are at stake.
We seek to expand these theories beyond face-to-face interactions by
proposing a broader conceptualization, offering “determining gender” as
an umbrella term for the different subprocesses of attributing or, in some
cases, officially deciding another person’s gender. Gender determination
does occur at the level of everyday interaction, a process already well
documented in the literature. Both cis- and transwomen, for instance, may
find their biological claim to use a public women’s restroom challenged
by other women if they do not present the expected visual cues warranted
for access (Cavanagh 2010), while both groups may have their gender
self-identity affirmed in gender-integrated interactions. Gender determination also occurs at the level of legal cases and policy decisions, where
social actors with organizational power devise criteria for who counts as
a man or a woman (and therefore who gains or is denied access to genderspecific rights and social settings) (Meadow 2010). In addition, gender
determinations occur at the level of the imaginary. Illustrating this point,
as trans-inclusive policies and laws are discussed in the media, opponents
and supporters often draw on hypothetical interactions with trans-people
in gender-segregated spaces, such as bathrooms. In these imagined interactions, hypothetical knowledge of the person’s genitals or their selfidentity, rather than visible gender cues, is used to determine their gender.
When social actors officially or unofficially determine another person’s
gender, accepted criteria differ across contexts. Face-to-face interactions
rely mostly on implicit, culturally agreed on criteria. Imagined interactions and legal or policy decisions, in contrast, often demand more
explicit, officially defined criteria. Such a focus on developing explicit
criteria for determining gender has grown alongside new surgical possibilities for gender transitions (Meyerowitz 2002). To receive legal and
medical gender validation, trans-people have had to follow particular
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protocols, such as genital reconstructive surgery, that symbolically repatriate them from one side of the gender binary to the other. These criteria,
which reflect dominant understandings of sex/gender/sexuality, allowed
liberal values of self-determination to co-exist with beliefs about the
innateness of the gender binary (Meyerowitz 2002).
This co-existence faced greater challenges in the 1990s when the
hegemony of the “stealth model” of transitioning (Schilt 2010) began to
dissipate, and transsexual, intersex, and transgender groups organized in
an effort to gain greater cultural recognition and civil rights (Stryker
2008). With this push came wider coverage of trans-people in the media,
including debates about where transmen and transwomen fit in institutions, such as legal marriage, and in public gender-segregated spaces,
such as bathrooms, prisons, and sports competitions. Policy and lawmakers began to grapple with how to balance trans-inclusivity in a social
system predicated on clear, fixed distinctions between men and women,
and how to address some cis-gender concerns that the cultural validation
of trans-people was a direct challenge to a biologically-determined and/or
God-given gender binary.
Cultural beliefs about the sanctity of gender binarism naturalize a
sex/gender/sexuality system in which heterosexuality is positioned as
the only natural and desirable sexual form. Showing the interrelatedness
of ideas about (hetero)sexuality and gender difference, men and women’s assumed psychological and embodied distinctions are widely held
to be complementary and to require particular relationships with one
another (Connell 1995). In nonsexual interactions, in contrast, men and
women sometimes are physically segregated on the basis of those same
assumed differences in their bodies, capabilities, and interests (FaustoSterling 2000; Goffman 1977; Lorber 1993), as well as widely shared
beliefs about what activities are normal and appropriate for each gender.
While men and women freely interact in many social settings, such as
the workplace, the creation of “men’s space” and “women’s space”
“ensure[s] that subcultural differences can be reaffirmed and reestablished in the face of contact between the sexes” (Goffman 1977, 314).
In these spaces, gender differences are highlighted, though the same
differences are minimized in other settings.
Media coverage of transgender people in the late 2000s provides a useful case study for how gender is determined in various social spaces, what
larger cultural beliefs motivate deployment of biology-based and identitybased criteria, and how such criteria are forged in moments of gender
ideology collision. We develop the concept of gender determination
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beyond face-to-face interactions through an analysis of policy and law
debates and imagined interactions, situations that often display a call for
explicit criteria for deciding who counts as a man or as a woman. At stake
in such determinations are the criteria by which trans-people’s gender
identities are recognized and their rights defined and protected.
METHODS
Our data come from a textual analysis of newspaper coverage gathered
from LexisNexis. Such a focus is warranted, as the media tend to both
reflect and shape prevailing understandings (Gamson et al. 1992;
Macdonald 2003). Investigating beliefs about an issue presented in the
news media allows researchers to map out the existing dominant viewpoints within the marketplace of ideas, as news is a commodity for attracting audiences who can then be sold to advertisers (Gamson et al. 1992),
and, as such, it has to make cultural sense to its audience (Best 2008).
Mainstream journalists write stories that reflect commonsense understandings held by (college educated, middle-class, usually white and heterosexual) journalists and their similarly socially situated audience. While
there is no single understanding of gender in our society, the dominant
views are visible in the mainstream news.
Media scholars have demonstrated that the media do not only represent
reality, they also participate in constructing it (Berns 2004; Gamson et al.
1992; Jansen 2002; Macdonald 2003). The mainstream news media do
this by providing audiences with narratives, frames, and belief systems
that shape interpretations of the world as well as actions within it. While
media do not determine the audience viewpoint (Gamson et al. 1992),
they greatly influence it, particularly for people with little preexisting
knowledge of an issue (Berns 2004). Examining news coverage allows us
to see what ideas might be disseminated to readers who had never before
thought about transgender people changing their birth certificates, competing in sports, or seeking protection from employment discrimination.
To explore the criteria for determining gender in nonsexual contexts,
we sought out instances in which biology-based and identity-based gender
ideologies collided. As the visibility of transgender lives increased
broadly in the 2000s, we centered our search in that decade. We looked
for moments where who counts as a man or a woman was openly discussed, thus making the process of determining gender more visible. We
identified five possible moments of ideological collision surrounding
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trans-people: sports inclusion, prison housing, inclusion of transgender
children in schools, employment rights, and altering of government documents. All of these cases provided instances of cis-people grappling with
how trans-people “fit” into previously unquestioned systems and locations. We chose not to examine schools or prisons because we wanted,
respectively, all cases to have a comparative focus on adults and to not
involve penal settings. Our three remaining cases generated substantial
public debate and represented, on our initial selection, different issues:
employment nondiscrimination laws, birth certificate alteration policies,
and sports participation. We did not focus solely on cases of gender-segregated spaces; however, it is these locales that emerged as salient points
of focus.
Birth certificate laws usually get amended with little fanfare. By contrast, a New York City proposal allowing people to change sex markers on
their birth certificates without requiring genital surgery generated extensive media coverage. We gathered all the available stories that mentioned
“New York” and “birth certificate” and included coverage of the proposed
change in policy during 2006–2007, the time period when the amendment
was proposed, discussed, and abandoned (a total of 42 articles).
Transgender employment nondiscrimination laws have been debated
since the 1990s. Because we were interested in analyzing current criteria
for determining gender, we limited our focus to a two-year period (January
1, 2009, to December 31, 2010). We searched for articles that mentioned
“transgender” and “nondiscrimination” and were about trans-rights legislation. After a preliminary analysis of the articles, we also searched “bathroom bills,” an often applied moniker. We compiled all news stories on the
three bills proposed during this time: a federal bill and state-level bills in
New Hampshire and Massachusetts (a total of 57 articles).
Since scholars have extensively analyzed most of the major controversies over trans-people in sports, we employ this literature in our analysis.
Because this scholarship focuses almost exclusively on transwomen, we
supplemented it with media coverage of two cases about transmen from
2009 to 2011: Kye Allums, a transman who played women’s basketball,
and “Will,” a transman who played Australian men’s football (a combined
total of 92 articles).
We thematically coded each of the 191 articles for beliefs about gender,
with a focus on gender determination criteria (such as chromosomes, genitals, or self-identity), and the types of spaces that generated panic (genderintegrated or gender-segregated). We each coded articles from all three of
the cases, ensuring intercoder reliability through extensive discussions
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about themes. Through this preliminary analysis, we recognized the importance of gender-segregated social spaces to each of our three cases. Upon
this analytic shift, we further coded the rationales offered in these moments
of gender panic for blocking trans-people’s access to gender-segregated
spaces (such as safety, privacy, and fairness), the final criteria adopted for
determining gender (biology-based, identity-based, none), and the gender of
the trans-people at the center of these panics. This second wave of analysis
revealed the greater policing of transwomen’s access to women-only
spaces, and the greater ability of biology-based criteria, rather than identitybased criteria, to quell gender panics.
FINDINGS
Messages in news stories are rarely homogeneous (Gamson et al.
1992). To avoid accusations of biased coverage, journalists typically try
to provide at least two sides to a story (Best 2008) that typically represent
dominant understandings of a particular topic. In our cases, reporters
regularly presented the perspectives of people who supported identitybased determination of gender as well as the views of people who positioned biological criteria as essential for determining gender. These
inclusions suggest that, in the late 2000s, the identity-based model and the
biology-based model represent the two most dominant and competing
understandings of gender. An examination of these ideologies provides a
deeper understanding of the sex/gender/sexuality system in the liberal
moment of gender, the criteria for determining gender, and how gender
determination (re)produces inequality.
Ideology Collision, Gender Panics, and Gender Naturalization Work
Modern athletic competition, like all gender-segregated spaces, rests on
and reproduces an idea of two opposite genders (Lorber 1993). Because
of its influence on other athletic organizations, we focus here on policies
enacted by the International Olympic Committee (IOC) that determine
under what circumstances and in what categories transgender and intersex
athletes can compete. In the modern Olympics, almost all events are
gender-segregated (Tucker and Collins 2009). To maintain this segregation, IOC officials have devised policies on coping with athletes who do
not fit easily into this binary. This question of where to place transgender
athletes first gained national attention in 1977, when the New York
Supreme Court ruled that Dr. Renee Richards, a postoperative transsexual
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woman, could participate in the U.S. Women’s Open Tennis Tournament
because her testes had been removed and her body was physically “weakened” by the resulting loss of testosterone (Birrell and Cole 1990; Shy
2007). Following similar logic, in 2003 the IOC adopted the Stockholm
Consensus, which allows trans-athletes to compete as the gender they
identify as if they have undergone bodily modifications that “minimize
gender related advantages” (Ljungqvist and Genel 2005). According to
the IOC Medical Commission (2003), the criteria for appropriate
transgender bodies are:
Surgical anatomical changes have been completed, including external
genitalia changes and gonadectomy.
Legal recognition of their assigned sex has been conferred by the
appropriate official authorities.
Hormonal therapy appropriate for the assigned sex has been administered
in a verifiable manner and for a sufficient length of time to minimize
gender-related advantages in sport competitions.

In June 2012, the IOC added an additional set of criteria, stating that
athletes competing as women cannot have a testosterone level “within the
male range” unless it “does not confer a competitive advantage because it
is non-functional” (IOC Medical and Scientific Department 2012), thus
minimizing what is viewed as an unfair hormonal advantage. These
explicit criteria allow the IOC to incorporate trans and intersex athletes,
and thus to validate the liberal moment of gender, without challenging the
premise that modern competitive athletics rests on: the presumption that
there are two genders and all athletes must be put into one of those two
categories for competition.
These biology-based criteria quieted a slow-burning gender panic that
resurfaced with each new case of a trans or intersex athlete (for discussion
of intersex athletes, see Buzuvis 2010; Dreger 2010; Fausto-Sterling
2000; Nyong’o 2010). These cases raised questions about whether or not
it is fair for cis- and trans-people to compete against one another
(Cavanagh and Sykes 2006). The answer hinged on which gender ideology is given primacy (i.e., fair to whom?). While transwomen might selfidentify as women, people who subscribed to biology-based ideologies of
gender view these athletes as males who carry a size and strength advantage over females. The official goal of the IOC policies is to be fair to all
athletes, which means that trans-athletes could compete as the gender with
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which they identify, but only if they met the aforementioned criteria. With
such explicit criteria, cis-gender people could have confidence that only
transwomen who were as “weak” as cis-women were able to compete, a
move that diffused gender panic and upheld the logic of gender segregation in the arena of sports.
In the New York birth certificate case, a policy proposal intended to
improve the lives of transgender people set off a rapid gender panic. Since
many trans-people do not have genital surgery, they are often unable to
have a sex marker that reflects their self-identity and gender presentation
on their official documents (Currah and Moore 2009). In 2006, the City of
New York proposed legislation that validated identity-based determination of gender by removing the genital surgical requirement for a change
of sex marker on the birth certificate if applicants were over 18 years of
age, had lived as their desired gender for at least two years, and had documentation from medical and mental health professionals stating that their
transitions were intended to be permanent. Under this amendment, transpeople were still regulated by the medical institution but their genital
configurations would not determine their gender. The New York City
Board of Health worked closely with other officials and trans-rights advocates in writing the new policy, and politicians and transgender activists
lauded the amendment, which was, by all accounts, expected to pass
(Caruso 2006b; Cave 2006a).
Journalists initially presented the amendment in positive terms (e.g.,
Caruso 2006a; Colangelo 2006; Finn 2006). However, the proposed policy resulted in an intensely negative public reaction. The Board of Health
was inundated with calls and emails from people asking how this policy
change would affect access to gender-segregated spaces, such as restrooms,
hospital rooms, and prison blocks (Currah and Moore 2009). To quell the
panic, the Board of Health withdrew the proposal and quickly amended it
to maintain emphasis on genitals as the criteria for determining gender.
Transgender people in New York could change their sex marker, but like
the requirement to compete in the Olympics, they would have to provide
proof of genital surgery. In this way, the Board of Health attempted to
balance biology-based and identity-based gender models that had come
into collision, doing the gender naturalization work of symbolically
restoring the primacy of bodies (here, genitals) for determining gender
while still validating the possibility for gender transitions.
The “transgender rights” bills we analyzed also resulted in gender panics by embracing identity-based determination of gender. At both the
federal and state level, these bills typically offer protections for “gender
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identity and gender expression” or “transgender expression” in the realms
of employment, housing, and public accommodations. In an attempt to
make such protections widely inclusive, there is no definition of “expressions” or explicit bodily criteria for trans-people. The resulting gender
panics center on this lack of definitional criteria. In response to the proposed bill in New Hampshire, some opponents worried that the bill “did
not adequately define transgender individuals” (The Lowell Sun 2009). A
similar argument was raised about the Massachusetts bill, with concerned
citizens worrying that “transgender identity and expression” was too
vague (Letter to the Editor 2009a) and created “dangerous ambiguity”
over who was legally transgender (Prunier 2009) and therefore had access
to men’s or women’s bathrooms. Highlighting this concern about bathroom access, one opponent in Massachusetts noted, “This bill opens the
barn door to everybody. There is no way to know who of the opposite sex
is using the [bathroom] facility for the right purposes” (Ring 2009). In
these cases, what appears to critics as too much validation of identitybased determination of gender sets off panic, panic that is quelled if the
bills do not pass into law. When the bills do pass, opponents continue to
raise concerns about the potential for danger to women and children in
public restrooms, a point we return to in the following sections.
By enforcing explicit bodily criteria for determining gender, the IOC
and New York City policies shore up the fissures created in the strict
two-category model of gender by the visibility of trans-people while
also allowing for some degree of identity-based determination of gender. Similar to judicial rulings permitting name and sex marker changes
on government documents (Meyerowitz 2002), policies about birth certificates and athletes work to balance liberal values of autonomy with
the belief that there are two genders and that all people (trans or cis) can
be put into one category or the other. A lack of bodily criteria, in contrast, appears as a threat to the gender binary. An editorial opposing
federal protections for trans-people highlights this fear clearly: “The
Left seeks to obliterate the distinction between men and women. This
distinction is considered to be a social construct. . . . For those of us who
believe that the male-female distinction is vital to civilization, the Left’s
attempt to erase this distinction is worth fighting against” (Prager 2010).
Similarly, Shannon McGinley, of the conservative Cornerstone Policy
Research group, worried that the goal of transgender rights bills was “to
create a genderless society” (Distaso 2009). These concerns illustrate
our concept of “gender panic,” as public debate centers on the necessity
of culturally defending a rigid male–female binary that is simultaneously framed as stable and innate. These concerns further underscore the
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extensive naturalization work that goes into legitimating the current sex/
gender/sexuality system. Yet, this work did not evenly center on gendersegregated spaces, or on all biological characteristics that could be used
as criteria for determining gender. Rather, opposition gathered around
“people with penises” in spaces designated as women-only.
Genitals = Gender: Determining Gender in Women-Only Spaces
In our three cases, concerned citizens and journalists posed many questions about what genitals would be allowed in which gender-segregated
spaces. This overwhelming focus on genitalia as the determinant of gender is interesting when considered against other possible criteria. Within
biology-based gender ideology, gender is determined at birth by doctors
on the visible recognition of genitalia. However, such gender categorization is assumed by many to be the result of other, less visible, biological
forces, namely, chromosomes and hormones. While genitalia and hormones can be modified, chromosomes are static—meaning, on some
level, XY and XX could be the best criteria for maintaining a binary
gender system. Within the transgender rights case, opponents to such bills
occasionally drew on chromosomes to further their case for why such bills
would be problematic. As one man wrote to a newspaper in Michigan:
“Your DNA is proof of your genetic code and determines race [and] sex.
. . . There is also one fact that transgender individuals cannot deny: your
DNA proves if you are a man or a woman. It does not matter what changes
you have made to your sexual organs” (Letter to the Editor 2009b). Yet,
such responses comprise a very small part of the discourse in our cases.
That less weight is given to chromosomes in these cases of gender
determination is interesting. In everyday interactions, chromosomes are
poor criteria for gender attribution, because they are not visible (Kessler
and McKenna 1978). Athletes can be tested for chromosomal makeup.
Yet, the IOC did not include chromosomes as part of the criteria for competition, as such a requirement would bar trans-athletes from competition.
Similarly, our other cases do not use chromosomes as gender determination criteria, because such rigid genetic criteria would effectively invalidate the possibility of gender transitions. Where we saw a call for
chromosomal criteria was in cis-people’s imagined interactions with
trans-people, scenarios that sought to delegitimize calls for identity-based
determination of gender. That chromosomes did not figure widely in
policy decisions, in contrast, suggests that identity-based gender ideologies have gained some degree of cultural legitimacy. To balance both
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ideologies, institutions cannot use unchangeable criteria, such as chromosomes, to determine a person’s gender.
Genitalia are the primary determiner of gender in all of our cases.
Starting with the sports case, which has the most clearly defined criteria
for determining gender, the IOC permits transwomen (who are assumed
to have XY chromosomes) to compete as women as long as they undergo
the removal of the testes and the penis.4 While testes are a source of testosterone, which is a central concern in sports competition,5 the IOC does
not state why transwomen athletes must undergo a penectomy to compete
as women, since penises themselves do not provide advantages in sports.
Such a requirement may be partially due to deep cultural beliefs that a
person with a penis cannot be a woman (Kessler and McKenna 1978), and
so they cannot compete with women in athletics. Moreover, this requirement may be a result of a widely held belief that people with penises
present a danger to women, a question we take up later in this article.
This emphasis on determining gender through hormone levels and
genitalia is applied only to athletes attempting to compete as women. If an
athlete competing as a woman has her gender called into question (usually
for performing “too well” for a woman), her hormone levels are tested for
“irregularities.” In contrast, people who want to compete as men (cis or
trans) are allowed to inject testosterone if their levels are seen as lower
than “those naturally occurring in eugonadal men” (Gooren and Bunck
2004, 151). Thus, in this sex/gender/sexuality system, testosterone is a
right of people claiming the category of “men.” Further, while no athlete
with a penis can compete as a woman, athletes are not required to have a
penis to compete as men. Highlighting this point, “Will,” an Australian
transman who played football on a men’s team, was required to undergo
a hysterectomy in order to change his sex marker, but he was not required
to have phalloplasty (Stark 2009). Moreover, his use of testosterone was
not seen as an unfair advantage because his levels did not exceed those of
an average cis-gender man.
The heightened attention to the presence or absence of a penis in spaces
marked as “women only” was reflected in all of our cases. In news stories
about the New York City birth certificate policy and the transgender rights
bills, opponents frequently hinged their concerns on “male anatomies”
(Cave 2006b) or “male genitalia” (Kwok 2006) in women’s spaces. A
common imagined interaction that generated gender panic was transwomen with “male anatomies” being housed with female prisoners (Cave
2006b; Staff 2006; Weiss 2006; Yoshino 2006), or transwomen “who still
have male genitalia” using women’s bathrooms (Kwok 2006; Yoshino
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2006). While several articles included interviews with transmen activists
who emphasized how hard it would be for them as people with facial hair
to be forced to use a women’s restroom on the basis of the sex marker on
their birth certificates, only one opponent cited in the same articles used
the example of transmen in the bathroom rather than transwoman.6 Thus,
biology-based gender ideologies were more likely to be deployed when
debating transgender access to women’s spaces. Those debates suggest
that it is penises rather than other potential biological criteria that are the
primary determiner of gender because male anatomies are framed as
sexual threats toward women in gender-segregated spaces.
Separate and Unequal: Reproducing Gender Inequality in GenderSegregated Spaces
Women-only spaces generate the most concern in these moments of
gender ideology collision. In the resulting gender panics, ideas about
“fairness” and “safety” work to naturalize gender difference and to maintain unequal gender relations. In these moments of ideological collision,
two persistent ideologies about womanhood are deployed to counter
identity-based determination of gender: Women are weaker than men,
and, as a result, women are always at (hetero)sexual risk. This construction produces “woman” as a “vulnerable subjecthood” (Westbrook 2008),
an idea that what it is to be part of the category of woman is to be always
in danger and defenseless.7 Conversely, men, or more specifically,
penises, are imagined as sources of constant threat to women and children,
an idea that reinforces a construction of heterosexual male desire as natural and uncontrollable. Women-only spaces, then, can be framed as androphobic and, as a result, heterophobic, due to the assumed inability of
women to protect themselves from men combined with the assumption
that all men are potential rapists. These ideas carry enough cultural power
to temper institutional validation of identity-based determination of gender. What people are attempting to protect in these moments of ideological collision, we suggest, is not just women, but also the binary logic that
gender-segregated spaces are predicated on and (re)produce.
Within the sports case, the IOC focused on the issue of fairness when
determining when a transwoman can compete against cis-women.
Attempting to maintain both the values of identity-based determination
and the logic of gender difference that justifies gender-segregated athletic
competitions, sports officials put transwomen athletes into a peculiar situation: In order to gain access to the chance to compete in tests of strength
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and endurance, they must first prove their weakness (Buzuvis 2010; Shy
2007). This equation of women with weakness also accounts for the regulation of women’s, but not men’s, sports: If women are inherently weak,
they must be protected from competing with stronger bodies (e.g., men).
Cis-men, in contrast, should not need such protection from people with
XX chromosomes.
Gender panics around the issue of trans-athletes also focus on the question of safety. The United Kingdom’s 2004 Gender Recognition Act, a law
intended to grant more rights to transgender people, includes a provision
that prohibits trans-athletes’ competition in cases that endanger the “safety
of competitors” (Cavanagh and Sykes 2006). Discussion of safety in this
case revolved around regulating access to contact sports. Yet, during
debate around this act, another meaning of safety surfaced. Lord
Moynihan is reported as saying that “many people will be greatly concerned at the idea of themselves or their children being forced to share a
changing room with a transsexual person” (Mcardle 2008, 46). The allusion is that transgender people present a sexual danger to vulnerable others, conflating transgenderism and sexual deviance.
This portrayal of transgender people as potential sexual dangers in
gender-segregated spaces appeared repeatedly in our other two cases.
People advocating biology-based determination of gender worried about
protecting women and children, another group generally vested with vulnerable subjecthood, from sexual risk from people with penises who
would, with the new policies, be legally able to enter women-only spaces.
When opponents to the New York City birth certificate policy worried
about “male anatomies” in women’s prisons (Cave 2006b), they were
hinting at the possibility that those “male anatomies” would sexually
assault the women with whom they shared prison space. While most articles about the New York City proposal merely suggested this possibility,
some were more explicit. An opinion piece argued that one of the dangers
of the proposed law was “personal safety: Many communal spaces, like
prison cells and public bathrooms, are segregated by sex to protect
women, who are generally physically weaker than men, from assault or
rape” (Yoshino 2006). Explaining his opposition to the transgender rights
bill, New Hampshire Representative Robert Fesh similarly noted, “Parents
are worried about their kids and sexual abuse” (Macarchuk 2009). In these
imagined interactions, opponents to identity-based criteria for determining gender both rely upon and shore up an idea that women are uniquely
susceptible to assault. Moreover, they position transwomen as dangerous,
a perspective that is often used in other contexts to justify violence against
them (Westbrook 2009).
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Since the panics produced in these moments of ideology collision focus
on the penis as uniquely terrifying, “gender panics” might more accurately be termed “penis panics.” In these hypothetical interactions, opponents give penises the power to destroy the sanctity of women’s spaces
through their (presumed natural) propensity to rape. The imagined sexual
threat takes three forms in the news stories we examined. Most commonly, the threat is stated in general terms, such as opponents claiming
that passage of transgender rights bills in New Hampshire and
Massachusetts would put “women and children at risk” (Love 2009) in
public restrooms. Second, some opponents imagined cis-men pretending
to be transwomen in order to gain access to women’s restrooms for sexually nefarious purposes. Contesting the vague criteria of who counts as
transgender, Representative Peyton Hinkle of New Hampshire stated his
opposition to the bill by calling it an “invitation . . . to people with predatory tendencies to come and hide behind the fact that they are having a
transgender experience” (Fahey 2009). A spokesperson for the
Massachusetts Family Institute told a reporter that the anti-discrimination
bill allowed sexual predators to enter women’s restrooms under the “guise
of gender confusion” (Nicas 2009). Finally, transwomen themselves (not
cis-men pretending to be trans) are imagined as the potential threat. Dr.
Paul McHugh, chair of the psychiatry department at Johns Hopkins
University, is reported to have written an email protesting the proposed
New York City policy that stated: “I’ve already heard of a ‘transgendered’
man who claimed at work to be ‘a woman in a man’s body but is a lesbian’
and who had to be expelled from the ladies’ restroom because he was
propositioning women there” (Cave 2006b). In these imagined interactions, transwomen have legal permission to enter gender-segregated
spaces without the proper biological credentials. As such, their presence
transforms a nonsexual space into a dangerously (hetero)sexual one.
Within this heteronormative logic, all bodies with male anatomies, regardless of gender identity, desire female bodies, and many of them (enough
to elicit concern from the public) are willing to use force to get access to
those bodies.8
That these imagined sexual assaults occur only in women-only spaces
is worth further analysis, as women share space with men daily without
similar concerns. We suggest that women-only spaces generate intense
androphobia because, by definition, these spaces should not contain bodies with penises. If women are inherently unable to protect themselves,
and men (or, more specifically, penises) are inherently dangerous
(Hollander 2001), the entrance of a penis into women’s space becomes
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terrifying because there are no other men there to protect the women. The
“safe” (read: gender-segregated) space is transformed into a dangerous,
sexual situation by the entrance of an “improper body.” These fears rely
on and reproduce gender binarism, specifically the assumption of strong/
weak difference in male/female bodies, as opponents assume that people
who could be gaining access to women’s space (people with penises) are
inherently stronger than cis-women and easily able to overpower them.
This emphasis on the sexual threat of penises in women-only spaces
shows that gender panics are not just about gender, but also about sexuality. In the sex/gender/sexuality system, all bodies are presumed heterosexual. This assumption makes gender-segregated spaces seem safe
because they are then “sexuality-free zones.” Because there are only two
gender categories, gay men and lesbians must share gender-segregated
spaces with heterosexual men and women, respectively, an entrance that
is tolerated as long as such entrants demonstrate the appropriate visual
cues for admittance and use the bathroom for the “right” purpose (waste
elimination). The use of public restrooms for homosexual sex acts can, of
course, create a panic (Cavanagh 2010). Gender-segregated spaces, then,
can be conceived of as both homophobic and heterophobic, as the fear is
about unwanted sexual acts in supposedly sex-neutral spaces. Unlike normative sexual interactions, where gender difference is required to make
the interaction acceptable (Schilt and Westbrook 2009), in gender-segregated spaces, gender difference is a source of discomfort and potential
sexual threat and danger. Rhetoric about women and children as inherently vulnerable to sexual threats taps into cultural anxieties about sexual
predators and pedophiles, who are always imagined to be men (Levine
2002); such fears have been repeatedly successful in generating sex panics. Because unwanted sexual attention is seen as a danger to women and
children, but rarely, if ever, as a danger to adult men (Vance 1984), men’s
spaces are not policed. This differential policing of gender-segregated
spaces illustrates the cultural logics that uphold gender inequality and
heteronormativity—two systems whose underlying logic necessitates
male–female oppositeness.
CONCLUSION
In this article, we examine the process of determining gender. We argue
that collisions of biology-based and identity-based ideologies in the liberal moment have produced a sex/gender/sexuality system where the
criteria for determining gender vary across social spaces. Many people
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have long assumed that biological factors, such as chromosomes, are
always the ultimate determiner of gender. Contrary to the dominant
assumption, we suggest that the sex/gender/sexuality system is slowly
changing. As it has encountered liberal values of self-determinism, the
criteria for determining gender have shifted away from pure biological
determinism. In nonsexual gender-integrated spaces, identity can be used
to determine gender, as long as that identity is as a man or a woman (Schilt
and Westbrook 2009). By contrast, in gender-segregated spaces, a combination of identity and body-based criteria is used, allowing someone to
receive cultural and institutional support for a change of gender only if
they undergo genital surgery. Finally, in heterosexual interactions, biology-based criteria (particularly genitals) are used to determine gender
(Schilt and Westbrook 2009).
While most cis-gender people keep the same classification in all
spaces, transgender people may be given different gender classifications
by social actors depending on the type of interaction occurring in the
space. Thus, one could speak of a trans-person’s “social gender,” “sexual
gender,” and “sports (or other gender-segregated space) gender.” To illustrate this point, Kye Allums, a trans-man who played college basketball
on a woman’s team, has a social gender of “man” and a sports gender of
“woman.” Within the criteria for trans-athletes, he can continue to play
basketball with women as long as he does not take testosterone or have
genital surgery (Thomas 2010), a modification that would change his
sports gender from “woman” to “man.” Another way to conceptualize this
point is to say that access to gender-integrated social spaces is determined
by identity while access to gender-segregated spaces is mostly determined
by biology, a point we summarize in Table 1.
The criteria for gender determination vary across social spaces because
of the different imagined purposes of interactions that should occur in
these settings. Heterosexual encounters and gender-segregated spaces
both justify and reproduce an idea of two opposite genders. In spaces in
which a higher level of oppositeness is required from participants, visual
and behavioral gender cues often are not considered sufficient for determining gender and, instead, the participants must also demonstrate bodily
oppositeness. Because heterosexual interactions and gender-segregated
spaces rely on (and reproduce) gender binarism, it is these spaces where
validation of identity-based determination of gender produces panics and
biology-based gender ideologies reign. In contrast, validation of identitybased determination of gender is more likely to occur when it cannot be
framed as endangering other people, particularly others seen as more
worthy of protection than trans-people (cis-women and children). In
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TABLE 1: Criteria for Determining Gender across Contexts

Trans-men

Nonsexual,
Gender-Integrated

Nonsexual,
Gender-Segregated

Identity-based criteria
determine gender.

Identity-based criteria
determine gender.

Biology-based
criteria determine
gender.

Changes to genitalia are
not typically required to
establish legitimacy of
their gender.

Changes to genitalia are
not typically required to
gain access to men’s
spaces.

Changes to genitalia
required. This
criterion is not
typically enforced in
a violent way.

A combination of
identity-based and
biology-based criteria
determine gender.

Biology-based
criteria determine
gender.

Trans-women Identity-based criteria
determine gender.

Heterosexual

Changes to genitalia are
Changes to genitalia are Changes to genitalia
more typically required to required to gain access required. This
establish legitimacy of
to women’s spaces.
criterion is often
their gender.
enforced in a
violent way.

gender-integrated workplaces, for example, coworkers may not feel
endangered by working with a trans-man who has the “cultural genitals”
to support his social identity as a man, such as facial hair, particularly if
he identified himself as crossing from one side of the gender binary to the
other (Schilt and Westbrook 2009). It is important to add, however, that,
in these spaces, identity-based determination of gender is more likely to
be accepted by others when the person in question is, in the social imagination, “penis free” (all trans-men as well as “post-op” trans-women), as
the penis is culturally associated with power and danger. These attitudes
have profound consequences for transgender rights.
The criteria for determining gender also differ for placement in the
category of “man” or “woman.” Here, we have focused on the criteria for
accessing women-only spaces because it is those spaces that produced
the most panic in our media sources and that have the clearest criteria for
admission. This focus of cultural anxiety on trans-women is unsurprising. We have detailed how the mainstream media portrayed trans-women
as dangerous to heterosexual men because they use their feminine appearance to trick men into homosexual encounters (Schilt and Westbrook
2009; Westbrook 2009). In these cases, it is again trans-women who are
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portrayed as dangerous, yet this time they are positioned as endangering
women and children.
We do not take the lack of attention to trans-men in men-only spaces to
mean that trans-men are more accepted by people who vocally oppose
trans-women. In contrast, we suggest that trans-men and trans-women are
policed differently. Transmen’s perceived lack of a natural penis renders
them, under the logic of vulnerable subjecthood, unable to be threatening
(and, therefore, unlikely to generate public outcry). Cis-gender men, the
group who would share a bathroom or locker room with trans-men, also
are not seen in the public imagination as potential victims of sexual threat,
as such an image is contradictory to cultural constructions of maleness
and masculinity (Lucal 1995). Trans-men enter a liminal state, in some
ways, as they cannot hurt men (making them women), but are not seen as
needing protection from men (making them part of a “pariah femininity”
[Schippers 2007] that no longer warrants protection). Thus, because of
gender inequality, the criteria for the category “man” are much less strict
than those for the category “woman,” at least for access to gender-segregated spaces.
But why do genitals carry more weight in determining gender in these
segregated spaces? Our research hints at three possible answers for further
exploration. First, genitals are changeable criteria, unlike chromosomes,
which allows for some validation of liberal values of self-determination.
Second, male and female genitals are imagined to be opposite, so using
them as the criteria for determining gender maintains a binaristic gender
system. Finally, genitals play a central role in gender panics because gender and sexuality are inextricably intertwined. The social actors opposed
to identity-based determination of gender assume that all bodies, regardless of gender identity, are heterosexual. Although genitals are not supposed to be used in interactions in gender-segregated spaces, a fear of
their (mis)use drives the policing of bodies in those spaces, making sexuality a central force in deciding which criteria will be used to determine
gender.
By using genitals as the criteria for determining gender, the sex/gender/
sexuality system is able to adapt to new liberal ideals of self-determination and to withstand the threat that trans-people might pose to a rigid
binary system of gender. Although the existence of transgender and genderqueer people is seen as capable of “undoing gender” (Deutsch 2007;
Risman 2009), the binaristic gender system tends to adapt to and reabsorb trans-people (Schilt and Westbrook 2009; Westbrook 2010).
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Rather than being undone, gender is constantly “redone” (Connell 2010;
West and Zimmerman 2009). Like all other norms and social systems,
people create gender. Challenges to the gender system modify rather than
break it. Gender crossing can receive some validation in the liberal
moment, but only when a binary remains unquestioned. By providing
criteria for who can transition and how they can do it, the sex/gender/
sexuality system is both altered and maintained.
NOTES
1. Following Kessler and McKenna (1978), we highlight the social construction
of both “sex” and “gender” by using the term “gender” throughout this article,
even in moments where most people use the term “sex” (e.g., “gender-segregated”
rather than “sex-segregated”). We reserve “sex” for references to intercourse,
unless using a specific term such as “sex marker”.
2. We use the term “(hetero)sexuality” to highlight that when many social
actors speak of “sexuality” they are inferring heterosexuality.
3. As sexuality and sexualization are social processes, it is difficult to draw a
conceptual line between a sexual and nonsexual space. Workplaces, for example,
can contain sexualized interactions, though the dominant understanding of a
workplace might be nonsexual. We use this term to refer to settings in which the
commonly agreed on purpose is nonsexual. Sexual interactions do, of course,
occur in these settings, but many see such interactions as a violation of the
expected purpose of these spaces.
4. It is notable that women athletes do not have to possess what would be considered female genitals in order to compete. The criteria for determining gender in
sports are thus very similar to Kessler and McKenna’s findings that “penis equals
male but vagina does not equal female” (1978, 151) when determining gender.
5. This use of “sex hormones”—mainly the levels of testosterone—to determine gender emerged only in the sports case because of the belief that testosterone provides a competitive advantage.
6. The image of a trans-man in men-only spaces was referenced by opponents
only once in our analysis. A conservative activist told a reporter that allowing
“men” to go into women’s bathrooms legally would create discomfort for women
and put them at sexual risk. The reporter asked what bathroom transgender men
should use, as their male appearance could also make cis-women uncomfortable
in the bathroom. The activist replied, “They [trans-men] should use the women’s
bathroom, regardless of whom it makes uncomfortable because that’s where they
are supposed to go” (Ball 2009).
7. Often, it is actors with good intentions, such as antiviolence activists, who,
in their attempt to protect a particular group, unintentionally (re)produce an idea
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that the group is constantly prone to attack and unable to protect themselves
(Westbrook 2008).
8. The ability to harm others attributed to trans-people in these narratives
should be problematized. The trans-people described by biological determiners
function as monstrous specters, so there is often little nuance in these portrayals
of trans lives. By contrast, arguments made for trans rights bills and for access to
gender-segregated spaces often include descriptions of trans-people as victims of
violence and harassment rather than as perpetrators.
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