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Dedication to Barbara LeSavoy 

Barb is always reminding us that we are here for a reason; that we are intelligent, and 
never short of being enough. A force to be reckoned with, she never wavers, steadfast 
in her belief in the power of education to guide students on journeys to internal self-
discovery. Barb truly is one of the most caring and supportive individuals in the 
Brockport community. She fosters passion in both her students and her work and has 
impacted our lives like no other. 

Worried about academic performance and having little to no connections in academia 
during the surge of COVID-19, Barb made her students feel welcome, intelligent, and 
supported by means of the Zoom online video conferencing platform. Barb played a 
key role in the growth of us, individually, as well as Women and Gender Studies 
majors. We would not be the students we are today without her guidance and 
unconditional support. 

With sincere appreciation and respect, we therefore dedicate volume eleven 
of Dissenting Voices to Barbara LeSavoy— our teacher, mentor, colleague, and 
supporter. 

Students and Staff of the Women and Gender Studies Department 
SUNY Brockport 
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Our Voices 

We push back on power relations in the workplace that marginalize women, making them 
vulnerable to hierarchal harassment. We believe that people have the right to express 
themselves freely in whatever profession they occupy, regardless of sexual orientation or 
gender identity, and without fear of discrimination. We argue that language is imperative 
in understanding how individual identity is perceived by society, which inherently impacts 
an individual’s sense of belonging and value. We explore the laws of the traditional gender 
binary, which influence one’s internal sense of self with regard to expectations and gender 
performativity. We advocate for bathroom equality and menstruation product 
accessibility regardless of gender identity. Our voices aim to dismantle the multitude of 
heteronormative social constructs that define our day-to-day lives. We are the leaders in 
this movement for change.  
  
Brandon Eldredge (he/they), Beth Heberger (she/her), Riley Johnson (she/they), 
Samantha Holmes (she/her), Meghan Martin(she/her).  

 

Dissenting Voices Cover Design  

Cover Word Cloud by Riley Johnson, conceptualized and created in collaboration with 
all WMS 421 class members.  
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Note from the Editor 

I am thrilled to introduce volume eleven of Dissenting Voices, a student engineered e-
Journal collaboratively designed, authored, and published by undergraduate Women and 
Gender Studies majors as an extension of their Women and Gender Studies Senior 
Seminar at SUNY Brockport.  
 
Dissenting Voices grows out of a course learning structure where Women and Gender 
Studies students reflect upon their undergraduate experience in the discipline, and 
through engagement, activism, and synthesis of acquired knowledge, establish a 
theoretical foundation to inform future feminist practices. This work culminates in a 
meaningful capstone project grounded in contemporary and emerging feminist 
scholarship. Dissenting Voices volume eleven showcases five remarkable authors who 
research and write on a range of topics critical to the Women and Gender Studies 
discipline.  
 
“Opening Voices” introduces the volume with an interdisciplinary exploration on ways 
language impacts women’s bisexual identity. The essay weaves in historical and 
contemporary literature and political texts to analyze how language as an entity over time 
has evolved and adapted to continuously perpetuate sex and gender inequalities.  
  
“More Voices” anchors the volume where three authors examine ways identity politics in 
society perpetuate social inequalities. Essays in this section include an investigation into 
the experiences of queer workers and residents in nursing home settings, an analysis of 
the struggles of menstruation and public bathroom access for gender nonconforming 
folks, and a look at workplace sex-based discrimination with a focus on bullying, the wage 
gap, and verbal invalidation.   
 
“Closing Voices” bookends the volume with an essay that interrogates the social 
construction of the traditional gender binary. The essay explores the history of the 
singular they and gender nonconforming identities to argue the effect of language and 
gender performativity in conceptualizing gender identity, gender performance, and 
biological sex. 
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Five brilliant authors collaborated to construct this substantive and timely volume, 
created in an unprecedented learning context where the COVID pandemic continued to 
rage in the background, gender and racial injustice persisted and emerged anew in state 
and national politics, and a tragic military war broke out as Russia invaded Ukraine. There 
were many times across the semester that my hope in the world faltered, yet the voices 
here always brought me back, reminding me that they are knowers of today and the 
fighters for tomorrow. I am in awe of their tenacity and perseverance. Smart. Inventive. 
Dynamic. Compassionate. Brave. These are just some of the words that capture the 
volume’s significance and import and ways the authors use their writings as a powerful 
pushback to challenge any and all social inequalities.  
 
The volume cover, a collaborative word art design representative of each essay topic, and 
the Pride and Ukraine flag imprints on the back binding, capture the course spirit and 
context as enacted across shifting geographies of person and place. The Zoom photo of 
our last class together also offers a meaningful narrative of ways students stayed united 
and committed to each other and their research despite face-to-face learning disruptions. 
Like the authors before them, listen closely to their voices and follow their lead. They 
model a gender justice path that we can and must follow.  
 
Bridging theory with praxis, Dissenting Voices preserves the authenticity of student voice, 
sanctioning a wide range of ability and talent that students’ senior seminar coursework 
engenders. In my early role as Brockport’s Women and Gender Studies Director and 
faculty developing a new Women and Gender Studies senior capstone course, I had what 
seemed a pipedream in conceptualizing a student journal. Semesters of dynamic student 
activism and thought inspired me to imagine a women and gender studies publication 
that would bring to light undergraduate creative agency realized on the cusp of feminist 
knowledge. Dissenting Voices, as named and populated by its 2012 student founders, 
pioneered onward by this 2022 class and now celebrating a decade of volumes, is this 
dream forward.   
 
Barb LeSavoy, PhD 
Associate Professor, Women and Gender Studies  
Executive Editor, Dissenting Voices  
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MEGHAN MARTIN, SUNY Brockport 

 

An Impasse of Belonging: An 
Exploration of How Language 

Impacts Identity 

This essay seeks to identify how the use of language inherently impacts identity. Through the use of 
historical and influential texts, the essay draws attention to how language as an entity over time has 
evolved and adapted to continuously perpetuate inequalities. In this essay specifically, the inequalities that 
are discussed at length are lived and experienced by bisexual women. 

Introduction 

In this essay I argue that bisexuality as an identity is often at an impasse in both 
heterosexual and LGBTQIA+ realms. The use of language when referring to bisexual 
individuals, specifically women, is then of the upmost importance because of the ways in 
which bisexuality is often excluded from those realms. 

Bisexual women are at an impasse of belonging. In one regard, they live in a world that 
is and always has been perpetually heteronormative. Alternatively, they belong to and 
identify with a group that society has silenced and marginalized throughout history, and 
they continue to face disparities and inequality today. Being in this position puts bisexual 
women at risk of being erased or invalidated in their sexuality. This is, then, where the 
importance of language comes into play. Language is imperative in our everyday life. It 
establishes our societal norms, dictates our relationships and personal lives, and is the   
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foundation for what makes a society or 
community possible. The way in which 
we interpret language then creates a 
unique perspective that is often excluded 
or glossed over in conversation. 
Language matters. It matters because it 
helps to identify where and when in 
society this phenomenon of 
displacement or invalidation has 
occurred. It matters because it can help 
make an individual feel like they belong. 
It matters because language is an aspect 
of society that will continue to alter and 
shift the ways in which we view the 
world. It matters because language is the 
key to our society and will continue to 
dictate the ways in which we perceive 
and maintain our relationships with one 
another. When discussing bisexual 
women, it is important to have 
conversations about language and its 
implications on the everyday lived 
experiences of bisexual women.   

What Is Language 

To begin, it is important to establish 
what I mean by the term “language.” To 
some, it may be as simple as saying how I 
communicate or how I interact and express 
what I am thinking to someone else.  But I 
would argue language goes beyond the 
basic interpretation that flashes in your 
mind when the word is uttered. Utilizing 
the work of Carlos Santana (2016) in his 

piece What is Language?, I begin to dissect 
what the meaning of language is to 
someone who studies it as an entity.  

In Santana’s (2016) work, he delves 
into discussing language as a scientific 
study. “Language, the scientific concept, 
is thus descriptively whatever it is that 
linguists take as their primary object of 
study, and normatively whatever it is 
they should be studying” (Santana, 2016 
p. 501). Santana  continues by allowing 
language to take three main forms: 
language as (1) psychological, (2) social, 
and (3) abstract. For the purposes of this 
essay, I will be focusing primarily on 
Santana’s argument of language as social. 

Language as social is perhaps one of 
the most fascinating ways to consider 
language. Of course, all of us have the 
pre-disposed notion that language is 
inherently social; after all, we use it each 
and every day whether that be in a 
professional, personal, or private 
manner. Within Santana’s work, it 
becomes apparent that perhaps the one 
imperative aspect of language when 
referring to it as social is deriving 
language from the “individual” and 
placing it in the “communal” sense “… 
which demonstrates the explanatory 
power of treating language as an 
imperfectly shared social convention, 
that is, by analyzing language at the level 
of multi-agent interaction rather than at 
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the level of purely individual 
psychology” (p. 509). In this excerpt, 
Santana is analyzing the argument of 
Lewis (1969), who, he writes, should be 
convincing enough for those skeptical of 
having language as a communal entity 
rather than an individual.  

As Santana writes, a “social 
convention,” he is reiterating again the 
fact at how dependent society is on the 
use of language to dictate its norms and 
regulations. It goes beyond the 
individual in that, while thoughts and 
emotions are personal and individual to 
each person, the ways in which we 
express and attempt to interact with one 
another is a social aspect that in turn, 
becomes a dominant force in terms of 
how relationships between human 
beings form and are maintained over 
time. This process can be defined more 
closely as socialization. The process of 
socialization refers to the various ways in 
which ‘norms’ or ‘traditions are 
collectively created utilizing language 
and our interactions within societies 
(Lorber, 1994). 

Further, it is learned practices that also 
translate directly to our institutions and 
systems in place today. “By analyzing 
contextualized language use and its 
implications, a discourse analytic 
approach allows us to examine our 
processes through which societal 

messages and cultural context influence 
discursive possibilities for individual 
narratives” (Jen & Jones, 2019, p. 3). 
Being able to define language as a social 
entity and recognize its importance 
when determining how its influence is 
pervasive in society is important when 
discussing identity, specifically 
bisexuality, because here, the very 
foundation and root of the problem is 
evident in language itself.  

This Matters Now, It Mattered 
Then 

To better support this essay and its 
accusations against language, it is 
important to discuss history and how 
language perpetuated and created the 
various stereotypes that surround 
women. This discussion, while not 
directly pointed towards “bisexual 
women,” does take a look at the 
intersection of bisexual women as 
women, thus creating a necessary 
exploration. History itself has been 
exclusive of identities that derive from 
the norm of heterosexuality. Whether 
that be to the lack of knowledge and 
vocabulary to describe those types of 
relationships, or simply that hetero-
sexuality prevailed (and still to this day 
does) and those identities that fall under 
the umbrella of “unnatural” have not 
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had the same platform for normalization 
as heterosexuality.  

Additionally, bisexuality as we know it 
is very much a Western idea. Jen & Jones 
(2019) perfectly highlight how the term 
bisexuality cannot be utilized in a 
universal way: “For example, in India, 
traditional emphases on marriage and 
reproduction as well as more diverse 
understandings of gender including 
hirjas (a third sex/gender) mean that the 
term and identity ‘bisexual’ are little 
used” (p. 2). This demonstrates the 
necessity for this exploration of history 
to further this argument of language as a 
predominant downfall for women.  

Religion and Its Impact 

Religion is a huge influencer of our social 
and political lives throughout history, 
specifically with the creation of 
Christianity, a religion founded on the 
premise that all who want to practice it 
are welcome. This created a new 
opportunity for women to participate 
and engage within the religious realm, 
which was often a sphere that women 
were excluded from since women were 
placed in the private sphere versus the 
public sphere. This new and 
“progressive” religion, however, did not 
come without its ridicules and pointed 
fingers towards women. In The 
Troublesome Helpmate: A History of Misogyny 

in Literature, Rogers (1966) identifies how 
the “fathers” of Christianity viewed and 
treated women. First and foremost, 
these fathers blamed women for the 
infamous “fall,” which refers to the 
ultimate sin committed by Eve in the 
Garden of Eden. In the work, Women: 
From the Greeks to the French Revolution, 
Susan Bell (1985) discusses the fall 
alongside an analysis of the work of 
Rogers (1966) that we have already 
touched upon. Bell attempts to put into 
words the ways in which the Fathers of 
Christianity have assigned the 
damnation of men to women. Utilizing 
her own work as well as that of Rogers 
(1966), Bell writes, 

Adam transgressed the law of God, 
not because he was deceived into 
believing that the lie was true, but 
because in obedience to a social 
compulsion he yielded to Eve, as 
husband to wife, as the only man in the 
world to the only woman (p. 88). 

Here, we can see how the event of the 
fall was simply a social pressure that Eve 
created for Adam, thus he gives in to the 
act of eating the apple. It was defended 
repeatedly by the fathers to not be 
Adam’s fault simply because he was 
doing what any man in society would do, 
he was facing pressures that the world 
didn’t even know existed at the time, and 
that pressure was women.  
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According to the Fathers of 
Christianity, Eve gave into temptation 
when she ate an apple from the garden, 
after God himself had explicitly told 
Adam and Eve that fruit from Eden was 
forbidden to be eaten. This event in 
terms of Christianity and its teachings 
can be found in the book of Genesis in 
the Christian Bible. Bell analyzes this 
event and hints that the fall is best 
described as the moment from which 
human beings went from being an exact 
“image of God” to human beings as we 
know it today: selfish, greedy, and 
individually motivated for their own 
benefit. To continue on the work of 
Rogers (1966) who is cited and analyzed 
within the work of Bell, she writes about 
Tertullian, a father of Christianity, who 
claims “The judgement of God upon 
women, that is, labor pains and 
subjection to men, endures even today; 
and so does their guilt” (p. 85). Tertullian 
here illustrates how, because women 
have committed this act, they have 
brought upon themselves the 
inequalities and grievances that come 
with being a woman. They will face 
consequences for their actions until the 

1 Encyclopædia Britannica, Inc. (n.d.). 
Tertullian. 
https://www.britannica.com/biography/T
ertullian. To know which work by 
Tertullian is being referred to, through 

end of time, since they have committed 
the ultimate sin that has in turn, 
impacted all human beings. Here, we see 
this use of language as a justification for 
why women are seen as inferior to men. 
This justification, as seen in this religious 
example, is an accurate depiction of how 
language can influence public sentiment 
and behavior towards a given entity, in 
this example, women.    

To continue on the sentiments and 
preaching of Tertullian who wrote many 
literary works within the approximate 
time vicinity of 155AD and 220AD, 
Tertullian was a Christian Father who 
was thought to have had a major 
influence in the ways in which 
Christianity spread across the West.1 
While we are unsure which works or 
teachings Rogers was utilizing in her 
work when discussing Tertullian and his 
many thoughts and opinions on 
Christianity and women, we know that 
Tertullian lived roughly during the dates 
provided above and wrote many literary 
works to contribute to the founding and 
firming of Christianity as it is seen today. 
In Rogers (1966), readers are also 
introduced to how religion views 

Rogers, is unknown. His writings and 
teachings are not exactly pinpointed, as his 
death/age/birth are approximate.  
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women’s sexuality. We have covered 
how women were responsible for the 
“fall” and how that has condemned 
them to a life of inferiority, but women 
also are responsible for the sins of men 
in terms of sexual acts. The act of sex is 
heavily condemned and banned from 
the world of religion. It is seen as 
impure, an act of animal-like instinct, a 
“giving in” to temptation or sin. Women 
are to blame for any acts of sex that 
occur. “Although they believed 
theoretically that sexual relations were 
equally defiling for both sexes, the 
Fathers naturally, as men, emphasized 
the corrupting influence on men rather 
than men’s on women” (Rogers, 1966, p. 
86). Tertullian in Rogers’ work describes 
women as vile creatures, whose only real 
contribution to society is their ability to 
procreate. Tertullian condemns any 
form of makeup, inappropriate clothing, 
and any kind of “unnatural” behavior for 
women (Rogers, 1966). The language 
utilized here by the Fathers of 
Christianity is powerfully charged to 
have negative implications towards 
women. Religion is a tremendous 
example of how society is willing to 
adapt and conform to whatever laws the 
Church lays down. To have language 
such as Tertullian speaks, about women 
and their “filth” and ability to “seduce” 
men into sinning, undoubtably had a 

lasting impact on how society has 
regarded women. These ideas have 
become structuring lenses for 
understanding gender in many societies 
across the globe. It has set the precedent 
for a justification of inequality and 
mistreatment of women, especially in 
regard to sexuality.  

Through the use of religion as the 
precedent, we can accurately attribute 
these teachings to the ways in which 
bisexuality in particular is viewed by 
society today. Religion as previously 
stated, set a precedent for language usage 
to describe and condemn women as 
inferior to men. Bisexual women identify 
as women. The language degregation 
that has been implemented into society 
through language inherently then 
impacts bisexual women through the 
intersectional lens that looks at the 
gender aspect of their identities.  

Into the Enlightenment We Go 

The enlightenment is taught as a time 
frame where progressive thoughts and 
actions were formulated and created to 
alter how society is viewed. A leader of 
the progressive era in terms of thought 
is Jean Jacques Rosseau. A critique of 
someone of his stature and influence 
helps to identify the root cause of the 
inequalities that prevalently exist today 
while also highlighting how the language 

Dissenting Voices, volume 11, issue 1 (Spring 2022) 6



used at the time has influenced society 
even today. When we learn about the 
enlightenment in as early as Middle 
School, we are taught “the greats” with 
the likes of Jean Jaques Rousseau 
(1755/2004, 1762/2014) in a positive 
manner.  Rousseau himself has written 
countless works that contribute to the 
idea that human beings are equal and 
free while also noting that belonging to 
a society means an individual must offer 
up a piece of their own personal 
sovereignty to be governed by the state 
that rules over them. These ideas of 
sovereignty, freedom, and equality are 
equally dispersed and discussed 
frequently throughout the works of 
Rosseau and can be seen in a variety of 
his literary essays. Through these various 
essays and literary pieces, we are taught 
that Rosseau is an individual who paved 
the way for society as we know it today. 
While I am not discrediting Rousseau 
and his brilliance, I would like to take a 
moment to educate the readers on the 
truth behind Rousseau.  This is not 
something I learned about until I was 
twenty years old. I hope I can shed some 
light on the shadows of the 
enlightenment and call to the table some 
of the inequalities that these “greats” 
allowed to perpetuate. “Freedom” has 
different meanings depending on who 
you were and what social group you 

belonged to, a phenomenon that 
continues to operate today.  

Perhaps the most intriguing thing 
about Rosseau is the number of times he 
contradicts himself in his work in which 
Rousseau begins with establishing the 
idea of “nature.” Human beings in 
nature, Rousseau (1755/2004) claims, 
are able to live and sustain themselves 
completely on their own, including 
women. Women are arguably more 
sustainable than men in his argument. 
They are responsible for raising children 
on their own, gathering food, and 
making shelter as some examples. In this 
very basic model of “nature,” Rosseau 
explains there are no societies, just 
nomads who may encounter another 
human being once in a blue moon, and 
when they do, they engage in sexual 
activity for the sole purpose of 
procreation. After this, they go their 
separate ways, and the woman is able to 
provide for the child as well as herself in 
this natural setting. The change is when 
the ideas of societies are introduced. The 
creation of societies and a communal 
necessity to establish different 
jobs/tasks in order to maintain a 
communal survival of society as a whole, 
even though unknowingly, has suddenly 
put women in a category of “unable.” 
They are placed in the role of the home 
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where they will be subordinate to their 
male counterparts.  

Through Susan Okin’s Women in 
Western Political Thought (1979), we are 
introduced to Rosseau’s A Discourse on 
Inequality (1755/2004), where readers get 
a first-hand glance at the real words and 
justifications that Rosseau wrote during 
that time period. After Rousseau begins 
with establishing this nature and society, 
he continues, “Women do wrong to 
complain of the inequality of man-made 
laws; this inequality is not of man’s 
making, or at any rate it is not the result 
of mere prejudice, but of reason” (p.  
240). Here is an example of a famous 
Rosseau contradiction. Before, he would 
have argued that societies, the need to 
survive in a cohort (due to the ease of 
distributing tasks), were unnecessary. 
The individual (regardless of sex) could 
and would survive on their own. 
Societies are where inequality is 
introduced. Yet women are still in the 
wrong for “complaining” about their 
social positioning because it is not a 
“man-made” concept, even though 
Rosseau himself only a few pages prior 
had spelled out the creation of societies 
and communities with man.  

In all seriousness, Rosseau doesn’t 
stop there. Rousseau’s controversial 
creation of “Sophie and Emile” in his 
essay, The Social Contract (1762/2014), is 

enough to get the blood boiling. Rosseau 
creates a “perfect pair” in essence. 
Sophie and Emile are compliments of 
each other and are, by Rosseau’s 
standards, what men and women should 
be mirrored after. Emile and Sophie 
both receive an education, which looks 
like progress, until we learn that Emile is 
educated in the “sciences and important 
matters” and Sophie is educated in the 
“social graces.” Sophie’s purpose is to 
support and be an explementary partner 
to Emile. While they are, by design, 
supposed to be compliments and 
“equals,” we know from Rosseau’s use 
of language that this is untrue. Again 
readers are introduced to women’s 
sexuality, and once again women are told 
how to behave and be proper while their 
husbands are not held to the same 
standard. We see this in Rousseau’s 
words: “… but the faithless wife is 
worse; she destroys the family and 
breaks the bonds of nature; when she 
gives her husband children who are not 
his own, she is false both to him and 
them, her crime is not infidelity but 
treason” (cited in Okin, 1979, p. 240). By 
attributing a woman’s infidelity to 
treason, women are automatically put in 
a position where their sexual freedom is 
not accepted or allowed. By utilizing 
such harsh and consequential language, 
women are not permitted to have the 
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same kinds of sexual freedoms and 
experiences as their male peers are 
engaging in (even though it is still 
technically frowned upon). Even still, 
women are labeled as the “problem” the 
“seductive and tempting” entity in terms 
of sex.   

To have these words such as 
“seductive”, “tempting”, and even 
“problem,” we can see a correlation of a 
hypersexualization of women during the 
enlightenment era and how bisexual 
women are portrayed today. Bisexual 
women are often sexualized by society 
because of their interest in both men and 
women. To be labeled as a hypersexual 
and even provocative entity echoes 
similarly to the teachings of Rosseau and 
his opinion on women.  

Fast Forward 

To provide a bridge into the more 
modern sense of how we view sexuality 
and sex specifically in regard to women, 
I analyze the work of Marie Stopes 
(1958). While not up to our progressive 
standards today, Stopes, originally a 
paleobotanist turned eugenicist, writes 
one of the first works outlining sexuality 
FOR women. Writing in the early 1920s 
(published officially in 1958), shortly 
after WWI and the push for more 
women in the home and raising children, 
Stopes took it upon herself to write 

pieces that advocated for women and 
their sexuality, an unspoken topic up 
until this point, especially when talking 
about women. Yet Stopes outlines 
important concepts like orgasms for 
women, foreplay, and other aspects of 
sexual activities that were never before 
written about to the public, let alone to a 
female audience. In her work, we see 
Stopes mention the idea of same-sex 
relationships for women, however they 
are only referred to as lesbian, with no 
possibility of being bisexual. While at 
first you may be thinking,  “yay 
progress,” I ask that you please remain 
seated because this isn’t the part where it 
gets positive. In Enduring Passion, Stopes 
(1958) is discussing the importance of 
female pleasure and orgasm with sexual 
acts. She begins writing about 
“solutions” to sexual frustrations and 
comes up with this response when 
discussing “lesbian” relationships: 

The other, and quite correct name for 
what is now so euphemistically called 
lesbian love is a homosexual vice. It is 
so much practiced nowadays, 
particularly by the ‘independent’ type 
of women that I run the risk of being 
attacked because I call the thing by its 
correct name (p. 41). 

In this excerpt alone, I see three words 
that really stick out to me. Can you see 
them? Vice.  Independent. Thing. Those 
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three words utilized in just these few 
sentences really capture an idea for the 
language that was used during this time 
to describe sexual relationships outside 
of the ‘norm’ of heterosexuality.  

Stopes continues to describe these 
“unnatural” relationships, to which she 
defends by saying the female body must 
be nourished by male semen, therefore, 
these same-sex relationships do not hold 
any real value, as they are not intended, 
biologically-speaking.  Stopes’ work 
provides a bridge into the next section of 
this essay because it is important to 
demonstrate how attitudes towards 
women and sexuality have never been a 
linear pattern. While the relationships 
demonstrate patterns and firmly held 
beliefs, the language society utilized has 
ebbed and flowed for centuries. This is 
why it is so important to discuss our 
language used today when discussing 
sexualities and women such as bisexual 
women.  

From Then, To Now 

The discussion of society today and its 
language usage of women, namely 
bisexual women, should come as a 
breath of fresh air. However, I warn that 
while we as a society have improved our 
acceptance and understanding of 
bisexuality, with it comes new obstacles, 
new hurdles, and new situations in which 

language, as well as acceptance, are 
discussed in a much different light than 
what we have previously discussed and 
seen throughout history.  

The discussion in this paper shows 
history has perpetuated the belief that 
women are inferior to men in many 
aspects. We also have explored how 
sexuality “outside of heteronorms” is 
shunned and seen as unnatural. With 
these two foundational pieces of 
information in mind, I digress. In the 
next few parts of this essay, I seek to 
explore where those topics of 
“inferiority,” “unnatural,” and “women” 
come together to create the bisexual 
experience as we know it today.  

Julie Hartman’s Creating a Bisexual 
Display: Making Bisexual Visible (2013) 
introduces readers to a much more 
modern sense of bisexuality. That is, 
how can it be determined or 
comprehended outside of the bedroom 
or within sexual encounters? Hartman 
describes a window of visibility for 
bisexuals in particular. She describes 
how often bisexuals are at a point of 
invisibility when dating partners of the 
opposite sex (they are seen as 
heterosexual) or when dating partners of 
the same sex (they are seen as 
homosexual). It is in these context that 
we are able to see how the bisexual 
identity is often clouded and erased 
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when discussing sexual encounters or 
dating. Hartman seeks to explain how 
the identity of the bisexual can be 
redrawn and recreated by society to be 
viewed in a more permanent manner 
versus simply being dependent on who 
and what their partner’s gender identity 
is. Hartman begins by creating a term, 
“bisexual display.” Hartman states 

 …through the use of gender displays 
and other visual and verbal cues, 
bisexuals engage with cultural 
assumptions about straight and 
gay/lesbian styles and appearances to 
try to create a unique bisexual style 
based on hybridity, a concept I shall 
call “bisexual display” (p. 40). 

Right away, verbal cues and cultural 
assumptions are the two main words I 
was drawn to with the creation of this 
concept. Verbal cues and cultural 
assumptions are both demonstrations of 
how language and society directly impact 
the ways in which bisexual women 
behave and act to validate their identity.  

To continue, the concept of ‘doing 
gender’ or ‘doing heterosexuality/ 
homosexuality’ as a performance is 
something eerily familiar to the work of 
Judith Butler (1990) describing the act of 
gender performance. However, 
Hartman (2013) utilizes the work of 
Miller (2006) to identify a crucial 
understanding of how bisexuality, when 

compared to heterosexuality or 
homosexuality, requires a further 
discussion of building that identity to fit 
each individual. Utilizing Miller (2006), 
Hartman (2013) argues, 

For bisexuals, gender cues cannot 
securely be used to convey to others a 
bisexual sexuality in ways that gender 
cues may convey a heterosexual or 
homosexual sexuality. Instead, Miller 
contended, bisexuals must rely on 
other verbal or overt visual cues to 
perform identity (p. 42). 

Reiterated again here is the fact that 
bisexuals often are forced to pave the 
way to validate their identities. Society 
has implemented such limiting and 
damaging language on the bisexual 
identity that bisexuals themselves have 
to find ways in which they can validate 
their sexuality, while at the same time 
maintain relationships with partners 
whose gender identity is often utilized by 
society to identify the sexual orientation 
of that bisexual individual.  

The use of language strikes once again 
in the work of Hartman as she continues 
to dissect and compare the usage of the 
two words “performance” and 
“display.” She utilizes these terms to 
help capture the meaning of the ways in 
which bisexuals in particular often have 
to display their sexuality rather than 
perform them. 
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Display is distinct from performance 
in that, unlike performances that 
require an audience to perceive and 
interpret a performance, display is 
focused on the meanings that cues 
have for the actor rather than on 
interpretations of those cues by the 
audience” (Hartman, 2013, p. 43). 

This distinguished difference between 
the two terms is a good example to 
highlight how language, even when 
referencing how an individual may carry 
themselves and their identity, is 
imperative to understanding how society 
perceives a sexual orientation like 
bisexuality, and how that individual 
relies on the use of language to display 
their sexual orientation to be visible to 
those within that given society 

Let’s Hear it from the Bisexuals 
Themselves 

After laying the foundation both 
historically and in a modern aspect, let’s 
consider what it is that bisexual women 
today do to display and validate their 
sexual orientation. As we have seen in 
previous discussion, bisexual women are 
often at an impasse of belonging and 
often have to display and create their 
identities to feel validated in their sexual 
orientation. To begin, Hartman (2013) 
based her work on a study of fourteen 
self-identified bisexual women. This 

study was designed to examine how each 
woman, who all are involved in a long-
term relationship with men, attempt to 
validate and keep their bisexual identity 
alive, while being in a relationship that 
society would deem as ‘heterosexual.’ 
The first question that Hartman posed 
to her participants was, “What does a 
bisexual look like”(p. 49)? The responses 
recorded indicated that, while there is 
usually a stereotype for a ‘straight’ or 
‘homosexual’ individual (whether that be 
butch, femme etc.), there isn’t exactly a 
stereotype for what a bisexual looks like. 
This lack of stereotype can directly relate 
to the reason why bisexual women are 
often invisible: there aren’t any 
stereotypes that prevalently exist to 
identify bisexual women out of a given 
crowd. A word, however, that was 
populated from this study to identify 
what a bisexual might look like was 
“androgyny” (p. 50). Here a direct word 
is positioned to shed some light as to 
what a bisexual might look like, if there 
was to be a word associated with this 
sexual orientation. Here is a great 
example to illustrate the point of this 
essay. Bisexual women, reporting on 
bisexuality, came to a common 
consensus that the word androgyny is 
often utilized when describing how 
someone of their identity may look or be 
perceived by society through that 
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specific display. It is important to note 
that while this specific study of bisexual 
women utilized the word androgyny to 
describe a bisexual identity/portrayal, 
androgyny in itself cannot be considered 
a descriptor specifically of bisexuality.  

You may have heard of the pride flag, 
pronoun pins, and other items of 
‘propaganda’ that are utilized by the 
LGBTQIA+ community. However, are 
you familiar with any of the specific 
bisexual markers, such as the bisexual 
flag, colors, symbols etc.? Hartman 
hones in on the fact that while these 
symbols and ‘propaganda’ type items are 
popularly used by the bisexual women 
within her study, they don’t exactly drive 
the point home as being useful in 
validating or supporting that woman’s 
sexual orientation. 

Although pins and propaganda were 
discussed in all the groups as an 
effective way to make biidentity visible 
to others, the lack of familiarity with 
symbols that are specific to bisexual 
pride rather than broader lesbian and 
gay pride creates a feeling among some 
women that these pride symbols are a 
limited way of expressing bisexual 
identity because they are not 
recognized by others (Hartman, 2013, 
p. 51).  

Right away, we can see here that 
Hartman has identified the use of 

symbols and ‘propaganda’ as a way a 
bisexual woman may be attempting to 
validate or ‘call to attention’ her sexual 
orientation, however it is unsuccessful if 
there is lack of knowledge surrounding 
these physical identity markers. Thus, 
this reiterates the fact that display and 
use of language are often stronger ways 
in which bisexual women can attempt to 
display their bisexuality and validate their 
identity through language use rather than 
a physical symbol.  

To continue on the use of the term 
androgyny, many bisexual women in 
Hartman’s study commented on how 
being bisexual meant they felt as if they 
could combine the two types of style  
predominantly used by men (masculine) 
and by women (femininity). Since 
bisexuality can be described often as 
fluid or open to a wide variety of options 
in terms of portrayal and because of a 
bisexual woman’s identity, they feel as if 
it is easier for them to be more fluid in 
how they dress. Here, we can see both 
hybridity as well as the terms ‘masc’ as 
masculine  and ‘femme’ as feminine 
come into play in terms of identifying 
bisexuality. These terms, while each have 
a strict meaning within society, connect 
here in a way that actually helps to 
validate the bisexual identity with these 
women. These women feel as if their 
style and look can be interchangeable 
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with both of these terms (creating that 
hybrid element). This is important when 
recognizing how bisexuals choose to 
portray and carry themselves in a society 
that demands more of a display from 
them for validation rather than a 
performance.  

Hartman sheds light on the ways in 
which bisexual women often feel and 
what they must do as more fiercely 
independent than heterosexual women 
to validate their identity as well as make 
it visible within society. In tieing these 
threads together, it is important to 
remember what we have already 
discussed within this essay.  

Women throughout history have been 
made to be inferior and dependent on 
their male counterparts. Through the 
lens of early Christian Fathers, Rosseau, 
and Stopes, women had roles to fulfill in 
order to be a balanced and perfect 
partner to men. Here we are seeing that 
same patterned kind of language, except 
it is to describe heterosexual 
relationships and the attitudes that 
women in heterosexual relationships 
withhold. It is this discussion with queer 
women, who identify outside of that 
heterosexual norm, who are arguing that 
in order to validate their identities and 
their sexual orientations, they often must 
portray themselves in a way that derives 
from the “norm” of a typical cis-

heterosexual woman. Hartman (2013) 
finds,  “An underlying belief seemed to 
be that bisexual women are often more 
confident and independent than 
heterosexual women. Projecting such 
confidence and independence was, for 
them, part of displaying their bisexual 
identity” (p. 55). This is yet another 
concrete example that, in order to 
validate an identity that is almost always 
erased in some capacity between both 
the LGBTQIA+ realm and heterosexual 
realm, the ways in which a bisexual 
woman portrays herself, through 
language and display, are able to find a 
sense of individual belonging even when 
they might not always have been 
accepted within society. In order to 
gather a better understanding of how 
bisexual women individually narrate 
their own identities and navigate through 
the complexities of society and the 
invisibility they inherently acquire, it is 
important to hear their voices and their 
own words for how, through language 
and display, they can be seen.  

Conclusion 

In this essay I have argued that language 
is imperative in understanding how 
women, specifically bisexual women, are 
often at an impasse of belonging when 
referring to both heterosexual  as well as 
LGBTQIA+ realms. This impasse of 

Dissenting Voices, volume 11, issue 1 (Spring 2022) 14



belonging is attributed to the use of 
language and how language over time 
has constructed a skewed and unequal 
view of women in comparison to their 
male counterparts. This inequality has 
carried over through many societal 
changes and continues to exist even in 
today’s modern world. This 
foundational inequality rooted in society 
then, in turn, exacerbates the issue of 

invisibility for bisexual women. Bisexual 
women will continue to face this 
invisibility until the language 
surrounding them changes. To alter 
language and the ways in which society 
views its importance will be a change 
that takes time. It is something that will 
require a revolution of sorts. A 
revolution that places language, identity, 
and validation at its forefront.
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BRANDON ELDREDGE, SUNY Brockport 

 

LGBTQIA+ Experiences in Nursing 
Home Settings 

“I hear or receive comments about my sexual orientation almost every day” - Jack 

This essay looks at the experiences of queer individuals and their treatment in healthcare settings; 
specifically, in nursing homes. The essay focuses on the treatment of queer workers in nursing homes based 
on a personal account and the treatment of queer individuals living in nursing homes based on research 
and stories.  

Introduction and Significance 

Have you faced discrimination that has impeded the way you do your job or live your 
life? To bring light to this issue, this essay looks at the experiences of queer individuals 
and their treatment in healthcare settings, specifically, nursing homes. I will be focusing 
on the treatment of queer workers in nursing homes and the treatment of queer 
individuals living in nursing homes. This is important because everyone should be able to 
express themselves freely in whatever profession or home environment they occupy. I 
hope readers are inspired to stand up for those who are different than them and fight 
back against discrimination based on gender and sexual orientation. After all, sexual  
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orientation and gender expression have 
no bearing on one’s ability to do their job 
or live out their later years. 

I am using a case study of a queer 
nursing home employee and analyzing 
literature about queer identity to better 
understand the effects of queer 
discrimination on healthcare workers 
and queer elderly populations living in 
nursing homes. In professional fields 
dominated by females, society makes an 
immediate distinction between males 
doing jobs in these fields and females 
doing jobs in these fields. In this 
instance, nursing homes. Since nursing is 
a female-dominated field, when males 
decide to join this profession, 
specifically, queer men, there is an 
expectation that they must follow a 
certain way to do the job when there are 
always multiple ways to do a job.  

In addition to this, there seems to be 
this idea that males who choose to work 
in nursing homes automatically must be 
gay.  That is not always the case. 
However, when a nursing home worker 
is openly gay, there is a focus on this 
aspect of the person’s identity rather 
than the skills and knowledge they bring 
to the position. For queer elderly 
individuals, there is a focus more on 
their identity than if they are 
comfortable. Identity has no standing on 
whether someone should get adequate 

care and should not be a reason 
someone does not receive care they 
obviously need and deserve. I strongly 
believe that care and support should be 
just as much of a priority for nursing 
home workers, queer ones at that, as it is 
for the heterosexual elderly populations 
occupying these nursing homes. The 
same goes for queer elderly individuals.   

Background 

For more than half of my life, my mom 
has been a healthcare worker. She is the 
one who originally introduced me to the 
nursing home scene after she 
transitioned from being a Home Health 
Aide (HHA) to a Certified Nurse’s 
Assistant (CNA) to her current position 
as a Licensed Practical Nurse (LPN) at a 
local nursing home. I volunteered for 
most of my teen years at the nursing 
home where my mom still works. 
Although I spent many hours interacting 
with other staff and making strong 
connections with elderly folks living 
there, I did not realize how much 
actually happens behind the scenes. I 
also have made many friendships with 
other people who are pursuing a health 
care profession. I guess I just gravitate 
towards people who want to help and 
care for others. Even my cousin whose 
family is super close to mine, is a CNA 
and has been for almost five years now. 
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He was inspired by my mom’s 
dedication to the health care profession 
and that is why he chose to go to school 
to be a CNA. His name is Jack1. He is 22 
years old and lives in Northern New 
York in the Adirondacks. I will get to his 
story later. 

Workplace Discrimination and 
Covering 

Workplace discrimination or bullying on 
the basis of sexual orientation or gender 
expression is still a common occurrence 
despite many years of progress. 
According to Sears et al. (2021) at the 
Williams Institute, 

About one-third (37.7%) of Lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, and transgender, queer, 
intersex, asexual and more 
(LGBTQIA+) employees reported 
experiencing at least one form of 
harassment or discrimination at work 
because of their sexual orientation or 
gender identity at some point in their 
lives (p. 2).  

These experiences cause queer 
employees to begin hiding parts of 
themselves. This is known as covering. 
Covering is the process of concealing 
some aspect of one’s identity from 
others to avoid attention, possible 
negative interactions, and discrimination 

1 Pseudonym 

(Tannenbaum Center for Interreligious 
Understanding, 2015). This often leads 
to a decrease in work ethic and has a 
negative impact on mental health. The 
Tannenbaum Corporate Membership 
Report goes on to say, “The majority of 
participants felt that covering was 
simultaneously detrimental to their sense 
of self but nonetheless important for 
their long-term professional advance-
ment” (p. 2). In most instances, people 
choose to do a job because they have a 
passion for it and want to be there. That 
is why so many queer individuals decide 
to hide their identities either from past 
discrimination or the fear of it 
happening again. There is this notion 
that if queer individuals hide their 
identity from co-workers, then they will 
be able to exist peacefully at work and 
excel in their position. This may help to 
do that, but it still does not take away 
from the fact that this is a very isolating 
action, especially in a nursing home 
workplace setting where ninety-five 
percent of your coworkers are female.  

Not being able to share oneself with 
others can greatly affect the way a person 
does their job. Given this, their 
interpersonal skills can suffer because 
they must watch what they say around 
others. Sears et al. (2021) add that,  
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Two-thirds (67.5%) of LGBTQIA+ 
employees reported that they have 
heard negative comments, slurs, or 
jokes about LGBTQIA+ people at 
work. Many LGBTQIA+ people 
reported being called or hearing words 
like “f****t,” “queer,” “sissy,” 
“tranny,” and “dyke” in the workplace 
(p. 3).  

No one wants to have their identity 
constantly brought up, especially in a 
derogatory way. This will start to affect 
the way a person does their job, the way 
they interact with others, and can be a 
really isolating thing as it singles a person 
out and makes them feel different than 
everyone else. Personally, as a queer 
individual, I have experienced verbal 
harassment the most and it seems to be 
the go-to for those who do not accept 
LGBTQIA+ individuals. Similarly, 

Those who are out to at least some 
people in the workplace were three 
times more likely (53.3% compared to 
17.9%) to report experiences of 
discrimination or harassment because 
of their sexual orientation or gender 
identity than those who are not out to 
anyone in the workplace (Sears et al., 
2021, p. 3). 

This shows how vulnerable queer folks 
are. To think that identity disclosure is 

2 Pseudonym 

something that must be considered 
when applying for a job or even after 
getting a position would make one’s 
workplace environment start to feel 
unbearable. Not to mention, this would 
make it hard to navigate who would 
accept you or not if you must be careful 
about sharing your identity. One existing 
authentically without the fear of others 
not approving should be a given, right? 

Jack’s Story 

Jack is a natural caregiver and derives 
fulfillment from enriching the lives of 
the people he takes care of. He is skillful. 
He is efficient. He is an asset. 
Unfortunately, Jack has experienced 
workplace discrimination more than 
once based on his gender expression and 
sexual orientation. One experience 
strongly affected his feelings of safety in 
the workplace and made him consider 
quitting. Back in the summer of 2019, 
Jack celebrated his three-year 
anniversary working as a Certified 
Nurse’s Assistant (CNA). For the most 
part, his coworkers were nice. However, 
he has experienced discrimination based 
on his sexuality. There is one incident 
that was worse than anything he has 
experienced before. It involves a 
coworker named Darla. 2  
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After leaving her night shift position 
and starting on day shift, Darla began 
working on the floor Jack was working 
on full time. Within a couple of months 
of working together, Darla began 
making comments with her 
partner/coworker Dawn3 in reference to 
Jack liking men and would joke around 
about this quite often. They even went 
as far as making comments about Jack 
and a Registered Nurse who ran the 
floor that he worked on. It is important 
to note that Jack was close to this nurse. 
Darla and Dawn made comments about 
how they were “butt buddies” because 
they were both queer. It got to a point 
that, after this, things were being said 
that could be heard from people in other 
departments in the facility.  

Jack got fed up with all of this, 
rightfully, and went downstairs to talk 
with the director of nursing. He was told 
that they would investigate it, but after 
inquiring again about the progress of this 
investigation, he was told by upper 
management that nothing could be 
done; that it was his word against hers 
since they had no evidence to prove her 
behavior. After this, Jack still had to 
work with Darla, and it made him 
uncomfortable as he had to watch what 
he said and did around her. Plus, he was 

3 Pseudonym 

scared that she would say more mean 
things to him again. This did not stop 
him from trying to get justice for his 
coworkers’ behavior. Darla accused Jack 
of lying and she continued to make 
comments about his sexuality. This 
prompted Jack to speak with the director 
of nursing again. He said, “if she did not 
do anything why is she still talking about 
it and why am I still hearing comments 
being made about my sexuality?” As a 
result of this, another investigation was 
started and evidence of her making 
comments were corroborated by other 
employees. Sadly, Darla got no severe 
consequences. The only thing that 
happened was that she got moved to 
work on another floor. Not suspension. 
Not termination. Nothing.  

This incident aside, almost every day 
Jack hears comments about something 
related to being gay directed at him by 
coworkers whether it was intended to be 
derogatory or not. Coworkers are 
constantly talking about things he wears 
and will call him feminine, drawing 
attention to specific pieces of clothing 
like a mask he chooses to wear or the 
color of his scrubs. He has even had the 
assistant director of nursing laugh at 
comments made by elderly residents 
about his sexuality. They even went as 
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far as going downstairs to tell all of 
upper management about this comment 
made by the resident which is VERY 
unprofessional and hurtful. To make 
things even worse, they went out of their 
way the next day to walk up to the floor 
Jack was working on to tell him that they 
did that and thought it was funny, as if 
his sexuality was something to joke and 
laugh about. NOT. 

LGBTQIA+ Elderly Discrimination 
in Nursing Homes 

LGBTQIA+ older adults have long 
been a marginalized and understudied 
group. In comparison to their older 
heterosexual counterparts, LGBTQIA+ 
older adults are disproportionately 
burdened by an increased risk of 
significant illness and disability, which 
requires special care. Specifically, they 
face higher risks of sexually transmitted 
infections, mental illness such as 
depression, and diseases such as cancer. 
Unfortunately, “Medical schools 
continue to teach little or nothing about 
the unique aspects of LGBTQIA+ 
health” (Lim et al., 2014, p. 25). This lack 
of experience allows for improper care 
of LGBTQIA+ older adults, stemming 
from internalized sexual stigma, 
homophobia, and transphobia. 
LGBTQIA+ adults are less likely to 
have had children than their 

heterosexual peers; those who do are less 
likely to receive care from their adult 
children, decreasing their social support 
circle. They are also more likely to 
experience “poverty, financial instability, 
or face higher risks of sexually 
transmitted infections, mental illness 
such as depression, and diseases such as 
cancer” (Lim at al., 2014, p. 27). Lim at 
al. (2014) confirm this stating, “This may 
create challenges such as having to rely 
on nontraditional caregivers (such as 
friends) in an environment in which such 
support is frequently not recognized” (p. 
27). This also forces these individuals to 
go into nursing homes since they need 
extra care that no one else can give them.  

Many LGBTQIA+ adults conceal 
their sexual orientation from healthcare 
practitioners and fellow older adults in 
fear of discrimination, denial of care, or 
having their identity outed. It is 
disheartening to think that LGBTQIA+ 
people have struggled for the freedom to 
be who they want to be for so many 
years, only to be forced back into the 
closet as an aging adult due to bias and 
bigotry. LGBTQIA+ adults simply want 
to be at ease and have access to the 
necessary care when and if they require 
it, without fear of discrimination. Not to 
mention that, at this point in their lives, 
they should be placing a greater 
emphasis on their health rather than the 
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stress of trying to be comfortable in their 
living space. Tim Johnston, senior 
director of national projects at SAGE, 
highlighted an AARP report issued in 
2018, which asked LGBTQIA+ seniors 
if they were worried about having to hide 
their identity to access suitable housing 
when older. According to the report, 
“34% of all LGBTQIA+ survey 
respondents reported being at least 
somewhat worried, as did half [54%] of 
transgender and gender-expansive 
participants [those who expand notions 
of gender expression]” (Mozes, 2021). 
No one should be afraid to express their 
identity, especially at a time in their lives 
when they should be living comfortably. 
This puts into perspective how many 
queer adults return to hiding because 
they are afraid of being discriminated 
against. This is traumatizing and 
reinforces the level of covering queer 
adults have to use. 

Possible Solutions 

The data above poses the question, how 
do we begin to combat discrimination of 
queer workers and queer elderly 
individuals in healthcare settings, 
specifically, nursing homes? By 2060, the 
number of older LGBTQIA+ adults 

will exceed five million and will 
account for more than 20 million older 
adults, including those who do not 

publicly self-identify but have engaged 
in same-sex sexual behavior, or 
romantic relationships, and/or are 
attracted to members of the same sex 
(Seegert, 2018, para. 4).  

Therefore, change needs to start 
happening NOW. So, how does one 
begin to break down the stigma, the bias, 
the discrimination? Well, for starters, 
put LGBTQIA+-positive posters and 
signs around facilities, employ 
LGBTQIA+ staff members, use 
suitable language in day-to-day 
interactions and procedures such as 
intake forms, and change rules and 
practices to be more inclusive of varied 
backgrounds. Beyond that, everyone, 
from employees to peers, should start to 
be exposed to a common idea of a safe 
space through training and policies. As a 
matter of fact, “all effective leadership at 
the highest levels of management should 
be required to establish a welcoming and 
nonjudgmental environment” (Landers 
et al., 2010, p. 328). In addition to this, 
having individuals for LGBTQIA+ 
older adults to talk to like case managers 
or on-site therapy, is important. 
Developing specific activities to make 
LGBTQIA+ older adults feel as though 
they are a part of a community and that 
the lives they are living are important is 
necessary. In addition, it is also critical to 
educate heterosexual older adults that 
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LGBTQIA+ older adults belong there 
just as much as they do. Ultimately, it all 
comes down to being cognizant of the 
language a person is using.  

Unaddressed biases also manifest in 
the form of microaggressions, “brief, 
daily assaults on minority individuals, 
which can be social or environmental, as 
well as intentional or unintentional” 
(Foglia & Fredriksen-Goldsen, 2014, p. 
4). If people are more cognizant of the 
language they use, then the level at which 
microaggressions happen, whether 
intentional or unintentional, will start to 
decrease.  

Microaggressions directed at 
LGBTQIA+ individuals include:  
assumptions that one is married to 
someone of the opposite sex; being 
asked, based on this assumption, what 
one's husband's or wife's name is; being 
asked to fill out demographic forms that 
fail to capture the relationship 
possibilities of LGBTQIA+ individuals, 
such as “partner” or “domestic partner;” 
having one's life partner referred to as a 
“friend;” and directing communication 
to the patient's adult children while 
ignoring and isolating the patient (Foglia 
& Fredriksen-Goldsen, 2014, p. 4). The 
same authors back this up by saying, 
“Insults and invalidations can have a 
negative impact on LGBTQIA+ older 
individuals' health and decision-making 

about whether or not to use services” (p. 
5). It is critical to be aware of how one 
speaks to others and to keep in mind that 
this is most likely where one will spend 
the remainder of one's life. Since it is all 
about them, they should be able to make 
their own decisions, unless medically 
otherwise. As a result, making an effort 
to get to know them is critical to their 
quality of life in a nursing home. 

Personal Accounts of LGBTQIA+ 
Elderly Individuals 

In addition to considering 
discrimination that LGBTQIA+ nursing 
home workers may encounter, some 
researchers have looked at the 
experience of queer nursing home 
residents. Gorman’s 2016 article, 
“LGBTQIA+ Seniors Face 
Discrimination in Long-Term Care,” 
provides an excerpt to showcase Patrick 
Mizelle and Edwin Fisher, two gay men 
featured in figure 1. The partners, who 
have been together for thirty-seven 
years, were planning to grow old in their 
home state of Georgia however, visits to 
[multiple] senior living communities left 
them worried that after decades of living 
openly as gay, marching in pride parades, 
and raising money for gay causes, they 
would not feel as free in their later years. 
Fisher said the places all seemed very 
“churchy,” and the couple worried about 
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evangelical people leaving Bibles on 
their doorstep or not accepting their 
lifestyle. He thought, “Have I come this 
far only to have to go back in the closet 
and pretend we are brothers? We have 
always been out, and we didn’t want to 
be stuck in a place where we couldn’t 
be.” (Gorman, 2016, para. 3). As their 
tale demonstrates, the worry of not 
being accepted never goes away, and 
queer people frequently must navigate 
environments in such a way that 
prevents them from being discriminated 
against. Sadly, because of the biases 
workers and other older folks have of 
queer people in the South, Patrick and 
Edwin had a difficult time choosing a 
nursing facility to live in which has 
impeded the way they live their older 
lives. 

Some people plan never to reveal their 
sexual orientation or gender identity, and 
others will permit disclosure of their 
identity only following their death. One 
example includes an eighty-eight-year-
old who revealed, “I am not aware that 
anyone close to me knows or suspects 
my sexual orientation. My son once 
hinted at it but not in recent years. At my 
death, they will probably find tell-tale 
clues” (Foglia & Fredriksen-Goldsen, 
2014, p. 5). This demonstrates that many 

4 Pseudonym 

queer elderly individuals would rather 
hide their identity than go through 
discrimination that they feared their 
whole lives, further supporting the need 
for acceptance and a fight back against 
discrimination. If nothing begins to 
change, many more queer individuals 
like the woman above will take their 
identity to the grave without ever getting 
the chance to live their truth. 

 
Figure 1. From “LGBTQIA+ Seniors Face 
Discrimination in Long-Term Care,” by A. Gorman, 
2016 (https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/lgbtq-
seniors-face-discrimination-long-term-care). In the 
public domain. 

Elizabeth 

When I informed Jack about the 
problems with LGBTQIA+ older 
individuals hiding their identities to 
avoid discrimination, he said it reminded 
him of Elizabeth,4 a woman he used to 
take care of in the nursing home where 
he works. Elizabeth was a fiery and 
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outspoken woman who didn't hold back 
when it came to expressing her wants. 
She was well-known for despising male 
aides, but she never stated why, other 
than the fact that she preferred female 
care, which is a choice she is entitled to 
make. She would, however, occasionally 
allow Jack to care for her. 

He was assisting her in winding down 
to go to sleep at one point in particular. 
He helped her brush her teeth, put on a 
nightgown, and get into bed. “As you 
know, I do not like having male care,” 
she replied as he drew the cover up to 
her neck. “Yes, I do,” Jack said, “then 
why are you letting me take care of you?” 
“Well, I have not told many people here 
this, but I am a lesbian,” Elizabeth 
responded. “I appreciate you telling me 
and trusting me with this information,” 
Jack responded. “Yeah, you are gay, 
right?” Elizabeth responded. “I am, 
why?” Jack said, taken aback by the 
response. “I just had a hunch,” she 
responds, “particularly with the way you 
hold yourself, and I knew you would 
accept me anyhow, which is why I do 
not mind having you look after me.”  

As illustrated in this narrative, Jack 
met someone first who was terrified of 
what would happen if she revealed her 
identity and did not want her care to 
suffer as a result. It is terrible to think 
that to feel at ease in the nursing home, 

this woman decided it would be better to 
hide her true self. This is unacceptable 
and should not occur, especially in 
nursing homes, where people are 
supposed to be enjoying their final years 
of life.  

Gender Stereotyping in the 
Workplace 

Gender stereotypes in the workplace are 
damaging. Gender stereotyping refers to 
“the practice of ascribing to an 
individual woman or man specific 
attributes, characteristics, or roles by 
reason only of her or his membership in 
the social group of women or men” 
(Office of the High Commissioner for 
Human Rights, 2021, para. 4). In other 
terms, when queer or black or brown 
folk fill certain roles where white cis 
hetero people are dominant, they face 
additional scrutiny as a consequence. 
This is the result of the socialization and 
pressure. When gender stereotypes are 
tied to a job, “the authority that people 
give to the man or woman who works in 
that position is skewed” (Doering & 
Thebaud, 2017, p. 2). As an outcome, 
when men or people who identify as 
male work in positions that others 
associate with females, they face negative 
bias or discrimination. The same is true 
for women or people who identify as a 
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woman who work in positions that 
society associates with men.  

Everyone experiences the workplace 
differently and each person has their 
own set of privileges or disadvantages 
that affect the experiences they will have. 
These experiences are based on things 
like race, gender, and sexual orientation. 
Bobbitt-Zeher confirms, “Women first, 
workers second. The discrimination 
narratives paint a picture of women 
workers as viewed first as women, 
second as workers” (2011, p. 771). In the 
same manner, men, especially 
LGBTQIA+ men, are regarded as men 
first, and their identity as workers is 
influenced by that masculine identity, 
which stifles gender expression and 
disregards sexual orientation. This can 
affect how someone executes their job 
who does not fit the norm, for example, 
men who work as nurses or aides, which 
is traditionally a female-dominated field. 
Clarke & Arnold affirm, 

A male employed in a female-typed 
job was rated more ineffectual and less 
deserving of respect than a male 
employed in a male-typed job. This is 
because men engaged in roles 
traditionally occupied by women leads 
to the assumption that those men 
must lack the masculine, agentic traits 
that we expect of men. (2018, p. 2). 

This is a harmful stereotype because a 
male choosing to be an employee in a 
female-dominated profession does not 
always have a correlation to how those 
individuals express their gender.  

Since not every male queer person is 
feminine, assuming that a man is 
automatically queer if he works as a 
nurse or assistant places unrealistic 
expectations on them to act in a certain 
way when everyone does their job 
differently. Not to mention that gender 
expression is a spectrum and believing 
someone would act a certain way due to 
their sex or sexuality creates expectations 
that may influence how they conduct 
themselves at work. Since Jack identifies 
as a male, he oversees most of the large-
sized elderly individuals on the unit, or 
when someone needs help lifting or 
operating machinery. They use him to 
perform a majority of the lifting simply 
because he has that male label. 
Furthermore, his bosses and coworkers 
frequently exploit his gender expression 
by using his status as a queer person. 
Most of his coworkers assume that 
because he is queer, he will be more 
caring than his non-queer male 
coworkers, feminizing him and his 
position. Not only that, but ninety 
percent of the elderly population in 
Jack's facility is female. So, regardless of 
his identity, he would most likely be 
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caring for a female resident. As a result, 
he has heard his supervisors and 
coworkers say, "Well, he doesn't like 
vagina” or “He doesn’t swing that way” 
when talking about him to female 
residents or amongst themselves, using 
his identity as a gay male to rationalize 
why it is okay that he is taking care of 
them (the females). This is egregious. 
Even saying it aloud disgusts me and 
draws unnecessary attention to Jack's 
identity. It has nothing to do with his 
ability to provide care for the elderly or 
justify why he is there in the first place, 
plain and simple. He was hired for his 
skills, not because of his identity. Jack 
says, “I have built a reputation for myself 
based on work ethic, kindness, and 
thoroughness of my job and 
responsibilities. Not who I share my bed 
with.” This speaks for itself. 

Jack is also stereotyped by the people 
he cares for. Many of them inquire about 
his marital status, asking, "Do you have 
a girlfriend?" or "Are you married?" 
When Jack admits, "Of course not, I'm 
still young," they question, "Are you 
gay?" Assuming that because Jack is a 
male and single, not married or settled 

5 A trailblazing figure in nursing who 
greatly affected 19th and 20th century 
policies around proper medical care 
(Biography.com Editors, 2021). 

down, he must be gay. As well as his 
position as a nurse’s aide. Many of these 
individuals are unaware that marriage 
does not necessarily occur at a young age 
nowadays, so when someone is not, they 
do not know how to grasp the 
idea. Associating not being married or in 
a relationship with sexuality auto-
matically places Jack in a box that he 
cannot get out of. Unfortu-
nately, regardless of how he tries to 
defend himself, they look at him 
differently. 

A Brief History of Male Healthcare 
Workers 

Considering gender biases operating for 
Jack in nursing home care and work, 
how much do you know about the 
history of male nurses? According to the 
U.S. Census Bureau, “less than 10 
percent of all registered nurses and aides 
are men, and traditionally, nursing and 
aide programs have been largely 
populated by women” (“Exploring 
Health Careers,” 2018, para. 1). It is a 
stereotype that nursing is a “woman’s 
profession” since Florence Nightingale5 
founded it in the mid-1800s. With that, 
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“the emergence of Nightingale's reform 
nurses in the 1860s, coupled with the 
Victorian class structure and a division 
of labor based on class, marked the 
marginalization of men who were in the 
caregiving role” (MacWilliams et al., 
2013, p. 42). Nightingale believed that 
“the organization and supervision of 
nursing should be moved out of the 
hands of men” (Carson-Newman 
University Online, 2018, para. 3). Long 
into the eighteenth century, “men 
dominated the nursing profession; 
nursing and religious orders had a long 
history of working with the military” 
(Carson-Newman University Online, 
2018, para. 3). Following the Civil War, 
this trended downward for nearly a 
century. To train upper- and middle-
class women to be nurses, Nightingale 
created institutes. Men were “denied 
admittance to most nursing schools and 
were prevented from enlisting in the 
United States Armed Forces as nurses” 
(para. 3). This contributed to male 
nurses' invisibility, with the lowest 
percentage of males reporting nursing as 
their profession in the 1930s.  

In addition, Carson-Newman 
University Online further iterates, 
“during as well as after World War II, 
severe nursing shortages prompted 
changes that expanded opportunities for 
professional nurses in the United States, 

but these reforms disproportionately 
benefited women” (para. 4). Men were 
kept out of the industry for decades due 
to legislative hurdles, and nursing 
schools frequently refused to admit male 
students. In 1955, federal legislation 
made it legal for males to join the Army 
and Navy Nurse Corps. By 1960, 
however, just 40% of nursing programs 
accepted men, accounting for 1% of all 
nursing students (para. 4). A licensed 
male nurse filed a complaint in the 
United States Supreme Court in 1982. 
An excerpt from this case states, “The 
court's decision of Mississippi University 
for Women v. Hogan made it illegal for 
publicly supported universities to refuse 
admission to males solely on the grounds 
of their sex” (Greenhouse, 1982, para. 
3).  

To support this, MacWilliams et al. 
contend, “The assumption that it was 
natural for nursing to be provided by 
women had the effect of excluding men 
from the profession” (2013, p. 42). 
When queer males work in a health care 
setting dominated by women, they are 
scrutinized much more closely. This is 
because queer men are stereotyped as 
being extremely feminine, which the 
nursing profession is known for; yet a 
person should not have to be feminine 
in order to be accepted in this career. For 
Jack, there is acceptance for his role, but 

Dissenting Voices, volume 11, issue 1 (Spring 2022) 29



he is only “accepted,” as a valid 
employee because of his sexuality, 
putting emphasis on that and only that, 
not because of his skills as an aide. 
Again, this feminizes him when he does 
not base his care on femininity but rather 
his passion for giving the elderly a 
comfortable place to live out their 
remaining years. Jack says, “I hear or 
receive comments about my sexual 
orientation almost every day; I can't 
seem to get away from it. For some 
reason, I feel like people only see my 
sexuality and not my validity as a 
worker.”  

The Fight Against Discrimination 
Based on Sexual Orientation and 

Gender Expression Must Continue 

Overall, this essay investigates queer 
people's experiences and treatment in 
health care settings, particularly nursing 
homes. I concentrated on the treatment 
of queer workers in nursing homes as 
well as queer residents in nursing homes. 
This was essential to me because I 
believe that everyone should be able to 
express themselves freely regardless of 
their career or living situation. I hope 
that those reading this paper will be 
encouraged to speak up for those who 
are different from them, and combat 

discrimination based on gender and 
sexual orientation. After all, sexual 
orientation and gender expression has 
no bearing on one’s ability to do their job 
or live out their later years.  

As a result of my case study of a queer 
nursing home employee and my review 
of queer identity literature, I now realize 
that discrimination has a significant 
impact on the job performance of queer 
employees and the elderly residents in 
nursing homes. Care and support should 
be just as much of a priority for nursing 
home workers, queer ones at that, as it is 
for the heterosexual elderly populations 
occupying these nursing homes. The 
same goes for queer elderly individuals. 
If nursing homes claim to be inclusive 
and focused on the care of their 
residents and employees, they must 
demonstrate this. Words are never as 
powerful as actions. If they say they are 
going to do something, they need to 
follow through. We must fight back 
against nursing home care and work 
discrimination based on sexual 
orientation and gender expression no 
matter what it takes. If you see or hear 
something, tell someone. Otherwise, the 
cycle of workplace discrimination will 
continue. 
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Menstruation and Restrooms: 
The Gender Nonconforming 

Community’s Oppressors 

This essay focuses on the struggles of menstruation and public bathrooms for gender nonconforming 
communities. This topic is important because the barriers faced by gender nonconforming communities are 
frequently ignored and create a harmful environment. I argue the importance of menstrual product 
accessibility because it is important for those who menstruate to have the necessary products available in 
all public spaces. I also argue for bathroom equality because everyone deserves a bathroom they feel 
comfortable and safe in. I hope to raise awareness about the importance of bathroom equality and convince 
readers of how beneficial it truly is for those who identify as gender nonconforming to be heard. 

Punctual 

Statistics at 9am. Archaeology at 10am. Cultural Anthropology at 11am. Tutoring at noon. 
Lab right after. His schedule is full today. Bathroom break. He finds the only all-gender 
bathroom in the building. It’s locked. He musters up the courage to use the men’s room. 
His period began. It came early. He was not prepared. Toilet paper is the only option. 

Reflexivity 

The above story does not pertain to me, but it does to many. Although fictional, the   
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character is represented as a transgender 
male who still experiences menstruation. 
Many in this situation, whether 
transgender, nonbinary, or any other 
gender nonconforming identity, find 
difficulty when it comes to using a public 
bathroom. Many non-cisgender people 
are not comfortable using a bathroom 
that is affiliated with the gender they 
were assigned at birth. These bathrooms 
can be triggering, as they do not 
associate with that gender. Many are also 
not comfortable using a bathroom 
affiliated with their gender identity, as 
these bathrooms may not provide 
necessary products (as in the story 
above), and may lead to 
discrimination/harassment, mental 
and/or physical illness. 

As a cisgender woman, I do not have 
a full understanding of the struggles 
gender nonconforming communities are 
faced with on a daily basis. As a member 
of the LGBTQIA+ community how-
ever, I do have an understanding of the 
impact of discrimination based on how 
someone identifies. Because I openly 
identify as a lesbian, I have been told that 
I have not found the right man yet; I 
have had horrible sexual comments 
made toward me, and I have even had 
illicit pictures drawn on my car. I have 
also witnessed how public situations, 
including gendered bathrooms, have 

negatively affected gender 
nonconforming people I know and love. 
I have watched someone I know be 
denied access to a bathroom because 
another person assumed their gender. 
The situation was very uncomfortable 
and caused that individual to be 
noticeably distraught. Although these 
experiences of mine may not relate to 
those faced by someone who is gender 
nonconforming, it goes to show that we 
live in a cisgender, heterosexual society 
that discriminates against those outside 
of what is deemed “the norm.” Because 
of this, I have made it my mission to 
educate and advocate for equality for all, 
regardless of gender identity.  

Gender Identities 

What does it mean to be cisgender? 
Being cisgender means “having a gender 
identity that is aligned with one’s 
designated sex at birth” (Olson-
Kennedy et al., 2019, para. 7). A person 
who identifies as cisgender may be 
assigned female at birth based on 
anatomy and present themselves as such 
or may have been assigned male at birth 
and presents himself as such. 

What does it mean to be gender 
nonconforming? For someone to be 
gender nonconforming, their “gender 
identity differs to their birth-assigned 
sex” (Eade et al., 2018, para. 3). This 
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refers to individuals who may identify as 
non-binary, gender-fluid, or transgender 
as example. The term nonbinary refers 
to “someone whose gender identity can’t 
be described as exclusively woman or 
man” (Abrams, 2022). Gender-fluid 
refers to “the experience of moving 
between genders or having a gender or 
presentation that changes over a 
particular period of time” (Person, 2021, 
para. 35). “The term transgender refers 
to a range of identities that do not 
conform to conventional notions of 
male and female, broadly referring to 
individuals who do not identify as the 
gender they were assigned at birth” 
(Pollock & Eyre, 2012). A transgender 
individual for example, may have been 
assigned female at birth, but they present 
and identify themselves as male, or 
assigned male at birth, but present and 
identify as female. 

The Cisgender Struggle 

Conversations about menstruation and 
bathroom usage have always been 
“taboo” in the United States. Many, 
regardless of gender identity, are 
uncomfortable having conversations 
about menstruation or bathrooms while 
others avoid the topics completely. 
Thomson et al. (2019), in “What’s 
Missing in MHM? Moving Beyond 
Hygiene in Menstrual Hygiene 

Management,” mention the stigma-
tization of the menstrual cycle in regard 
to cisgender women and girls. To further 
that, although menstruation is a normal 
function of the body for those with a 
uterus and ovaries, it is still a topic 
surrounded by misconceptions and 
stereotypes. Many see menstruation as 
“gross” or do not understand how 
menstruation may affect someone 
physically and/or mentally. 

There is no question that menstruation 
is difficult to endure. Periods may come 
unexpectedly. Individuals may not be 
prepared. Many however, face the 
struggle of not being able to access or 
even afford menstrual products. 
According to the article “The Body 
Image of Women at a Homeless Service 
Center: An Analysis of an 
Underrepresented, Diverse Group” by 
Mitchell et al. (2017), homeless women 
are part of the population that struggles 
with accessing menstrual products. 
These women are also subject to self-
esteem and body issues, as it has been 
found that little to no access to hygiene 
products and facilities hinder the mental 
health.  It is evident that lacking hygiene 
products, including menstrual products, 
may make those who menstruate feel 
unsanitary, which in turn can have a 
negative effect on how one views 
themself.  
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It is important to note that homeless 
women are not the only ones who suffer 
as a result of accessibility issues in terms 
of menstrual products. Period poverty is 
an issue also faced by college 
students/aged women (Cardoso et al., 
2021). Studies show that women who are 
in college or of that age, may have a 
difficult time affording necessary 
menstrual products. This has been 
linked to higher rates of depression 
(Cardoso et al.). As with homeless 
women, college-aged women may feel 
the weight of societal stereotypes such as 
menstruation being unsanitary or 
“dirty.” If one cannot afford enough 
products for their cycle, they too may 
begin to feel poorly about themselves. 
This may cause poor performances in 
class, lower grades, limited social life, 
and an overall negative college 
experience. 

Another issue cisgender women face is 
public bathroom facilities, or lack 
thereof. Plaskow (2008) writes in 
“Embodiment, Elimination, and the 
Role of Toilets in Struggles for Social 
Justice” the need for more female- 
oriented bathrooms, as those assigned 
female at birth take longer than men. 
Women and individuals who identify as 
such, may take a long time in the 
bathroom for a variety of reasons that is 
not within their control. Menstruation, 

UTIs, and pregnancy may increase time 
spent in the bathroom or the frequency 
of bathroom usage. Public bathrooms 
are also, unfortunately, one of the few 
options many people have in regard to 
being able to breastfeed their child 
without fear of ridicule and harassment 
based on how society deems public 
breastfeeding in a negative light. These 
issues all contribute to the differences we 
often see with gendered bathrooms. 

The Gender Nonconforming 
Struggles 

Given that being gender nonconforming 
is a topic that still may be considered 
taboo today, gender nonconforming 
individuals face struggles that those who 
are cisgender may go through but are 
usually impacted in a way that cisgender 
individuals would not understand. For 
example, cisgender individuals can 
struggle with accessibility. Menstrual 
products can be difficult to afford. 
Public bathrooms may be hard to find. 
Reproductive health may go unlearned. 
What does the gender nonconforming 
community go through as it relates to 
these issues? 

Unfortunately, there is little research 
that has been done regarding gender 
nonconforming communities and their 
struggles besides the research 
surrounding the mental health of those 
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within these communities. There is also 
little research found on the struggles 
gender nonconforming communities 
face in terms of menstruation and/or 
public bathrooms. This is unfortunate 
because these struggles go unnoticed.   

One documentary, however, “Toilet 
Training (Law and Order in the 
Bathroom)” focuses on the real, 
personal struggles that transgender and 
gender nonconforming individuals face 
when using a bathroom in a public 
setting (Mateik & Sylvia Rivera Law 
Project, 2003). One woman specifically 
talked about her experiences with public 
bathrooms before coming out as a 
transgender woman. When she 
presented as a male, she was beaten for 
using a public bathroom for men, as she 
presented more feminine. Others went 
on to talk about how, when entering a 
public space for the first time, they 
would have to search or even ask for a 
genderless bathroom. Some of the 
individuals in the documentary 
mentioned questioning whether the 
bathroom they were about to enter 
would be safe for them or not. 

Although many buildings, including 
schools and stores have introduced the 
all-gender bathroom, a bathroom that is 
usually one stall and is not specific to any 
gender, there are not very many and they 
are often difficult to come across. 

College campuses, for example, often 
lack accessible all-gender bathrooms, 
some excluding these bathrooms all 
together or keeping them locked, as I 
have personally experienced. These 
bathrooms, however, are vital to the 
gender nonconforming community. 
These bathrooms create a comfortable, 
safe place for someone who may 
struggle to use a bathroom that does not 
align with their gender identity.  

Individuals who identify as gender 
nonconforming or as male, but were 
assigned female at birth, still often 
menstruate. As mentioned in the essay 
opening “Punctual,” the character began 
menstruating while on his college 
campus. Because he used a bathroom 
that was not specified for females, he 
had no access to the menstrual products 
he needed, thus leaving him to use toilet 
paper instead. This is a very real 
problem, as it often happens in public 
areas. Bathrooms specified for males or 
even many that are all-gender, are not 
equipped with necessary menstrual 
products.  

Why it Matters; Opening Doors 

Recognizing the need for accessible 
bathrooms and menstrual products is 
important. People should feel safe 
enough to walk into a public bathroom, 
but often they do not as they can be 
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subject to ridicule, discrimination, and 
lack of resources if they do not conform 
to a cisgender identity. The lack of 
resources is also important to highlight, 
as menstruation is a cycle that occurs in 
individuals who may not identify as 
female. These individuals have a right to 
the products they need without having 
to enter a gendered bathroom that does 
not match their identity.  

Allowing for the transgender and 
gender nonconforming community to 
have access to menstrual products and 
bathrooms is a start into creating a 
better, more inclusive community, which 
would allow for more voices to be heard.  
Another accommodation for the gender 
nonconforming community should be 
ensuring that dead naming, which is 
using someone’s birth name instead of 
their preferred name, does not happen. 
Changes in healthcare should be 
expected as well. For example, 
healthcare currently does not always 
provide a safe and inclusive 
environment. Individuals who are 
gender nonconforming often have 
doctors, nurses, and medical providers 
who lack the proper education on 
gender identity, which can create a 
hostile and negative healthcare 
environment (Pryor & Vickroy, 2019). 
Educating the community on the needs 
of those who are gender nonconforming 

can ease their way of living. Education 
can allow for others to understand the 
needs of, and how to promote a positive 
environment for, those who are gender 
nonconforming. 

Conclusion 

In this essay I focused on how 
menstruation and public bathrooms 
create more issues for gender 
nonconforming communities. The 
barriers faced by gender nonconforming 
communities are often ignored, which 
further creates harmful environments. I 
argue how menstrual product 
accessibility for all in public spaces is 
important. I also argue for bathroom 
equality for all as everyone, regardless of 
how they identify, deserves a safe and 
comfortable bathroom. I hope to 
continue raising awareness about the 
importance of bathroom equality and 
menstrual product accessibility and how 
beneficial both are for those who 
identify as gender nonconforming. 

Our society often ignores the needs of 
marginalized groups/individuals. 
Fortunately, many marginalized groups 
have found a voice and have been able 
to improve their way of living. This is 
not true of everyone. One recent 
example is Florida, a state that passed a 
no gay bill, which will no longer allow 
schools to teach about gay communities. 
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Transgender women continue to be one 
of the largest groups targeted for hate 
crimes. Gender nonconforming 
communities often find themselves 
having to pick bathrooms based on their 
needs and how society views them. This 
creates an uncomfortable, maybe even 
hostile, environment for those who are 
expected to do so. It is important to 
allow accessibility for all, even for 
something that may be perceived as 

small, such as bathrooms and menstrual 
products. 

Punctual 

Statistics at 9am. Archaeology at 10am. 
Cultural Anthropology at 11am. 
Tutoring at noon. Lab right after. His 
schedule is full today. Bathroom break. 
He goes to one of the all-gender 
bathrooms. His period began. It came 
early. He was not prepared. That’s okay. 
The bathroom has what he needs. 
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BETH HEBERGER, SUNY Brockport 

 

Sex-Based Discrimination in the 
Workplace: A Closer Look 

Workplace discrimination is common in businesses all over the United States. It is crucial to understand 
different components of discrimination, like bullying, the wage gap, and verbal invalidation which I discuss 
in this essay. I also offer a possible solution to workplace discrimination and detail the gender wage gap 
across time. 

Introduction 

Imagine you are 15 years old, female, and doing daily tasks as assigned by your manager. 
It’s your first job, and your first exposure to work. The effort is there, but it’s simply not 
good enough: you are told to ‘pick it up.’ Again, you try as best you can, but, still your 
manager is not happy; they are not supporting you and your work. In the world of retail, 
your job is never done. You are constantly cleaning and organizing your area, but it’s just 
not organized enough. You soon realize that the boss has picked favorites, and you aren’t 
one of them. You get stuck doing more work than other males at the same job. You 
overhear money talk, and realize you are making less than your male counterparts. This 
hypothetic example is one that likely happens frequently, after all, retail is the hub for 
many first-time workers. 

This essay is about gender discrimination faced by women in the workplace, specifically 
focused on the gender wage gap. This topic is important because these voices are often   
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muted or unheard. I argue, using 
literature and research from several 
government websites, that discri-
mination against women in the 
workplace is common and these 
experiences are real. I hope my readers 
will understand that this topic is 
extremely taboo especially when it 
concerns managerial positions in any 
size company, but that does not negate 
these experiences. Women have the right 
to be treated as equal, and the belief 
“that all men and women are created 
equal” (Stanton, 1848) should apply to 
the workplace as well. 

In this essay, I argue that women 
continually face discrimination in the 
workplace. Specifically, I look at the 
gender pay gap (wage inequality), the 
imbalance of power, and bullying and 
verbal signals, all of which can be 
considered as discrimination. My 
purpose is to illustrate the regularity of 
workplace discrimination and the 
likelihood that it goes unreported, which 
can be for a variety of reasons. By 
explaining several aspects of 
discrimination and its trend across time, 
I hope to bring awareness to this very 
real and complex issue and argue for 
workplace discrimination solutions. I 
will use the terms sex-based discri-
mination and gender discrimination 
interchangeably. I hope to be a voice in 

the movement toward workplace 
equality. 

The Basics 

The year is 2022, and now more than 
ever, people of all genders, sexual 
orientations, races, and classes are 
striving for equality. It is no different at 
the workplace. According to the U.S. 
Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission (EEOC), “sex-based 
discrimination involves treating 
someone (an applicant or employee) 
unfavorably because of that person’s 
sex, including the person’s sexual 
orientation, gender identity, or 
pregnancy” (para. 1). Discrimination can 
play out in various ways including hiring, 
job assignments, promotions, and other 
conditions of employment. The EEOC 
also defines race, religion, sex 
(orientation, gender identity, pregnancy), 
disability and national origin as protected 
characteristics protected by law, 
meaning that it is unlawful to be treated 
unfavorably based on any of those 
characteristics. Also, applicants and 
employees are protected from retaliation 
for complaints of discrimination. Title 
VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 
allowed this protection, that people 
could not be discriminated against based 
on any of those characteristics and any 
retaliation that may claim discrimination   
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at work (Hentze & Tyus, 2021). This 
certainly applies to discrimination faced 
by any employee or applicant and was 
meant to protect people in the 
workplace. In addition, The Equal Pay 
Act was passed in 1963, prohibiting 
“sex-based wage discrimination between 
men and women in the same 
establishment who perform jobs that 
require substantially equal skill, effort 
and responsibility under similar working 
conditions” (The Equal Pay Act of 1963, 
Editor’s Note).  

We can see through various enacted 
laws from the 1960s, there was a push 
for equality during the Civil Rights era. 
In addition to gender equality, race 
equality is also extremely important to 
our history because it stratifies across 
identities. Due to my own identity as a 
cis-gendered woman, I will only be using 
this research in reference to that identity, 
as it would be unfair to assume other 
identities and their feelings toward 
gender discrimination of women in the 
workplace. 

Wage discrimination in the technology 
industry is a good starting point to 
explore issues of gender parity in the 
workplace. Using figure 1 as a reference, 
we can see that in 2021, 57% of women 
in the technology industry that were 
surveyed answered ‘yes’ when asked if 
they have experienced gender 

discrimination in the workplace, 
compared to only 10% of men in the 
same industry (Marchant, 2021). This 
figure gives insight into a male-
dominated realm like the technology 
industry and shows that women are 
much more likely to experience 
discrimination compared to men. It is 
possible that many other women might 
answer ‘no’ to a similar survey question, 
fearing retaliation and/or demotion. 
Although, as outlined above, there are 
laws to protect people from retaliation, 
there still is a lot of fear among women 
especially when the majority of upper-
level management positions in the 
business world are men (American 
Association of University Women, n.d.). 
No one wants to be fired and lose their 
job, so they just stay quiet. 

The Gender Pay Gap 

The gender pay gap, or the gap in which 
women earn less than men, is a central 
focus of my essay. According to Bobbitt-
Zeher (2011), “studies have documented 
discrimination in a variety of forms, 
including hiring … promotions … 
wages … and perfor-mance 
evaluations…” (p. 766). We can also see 
gender discrimination play out through 
the gender pay gap. As the American 
Association of University Women 
(AAUW) says, full-time working white 

Dissenting Voices, volume 11, issue 1 (Spring 2022) 43



women are paid about 83% of what 
white men earn, and we cannot expect 
pay equality until 2111 (The Gender Pay 
Gap, n.d.). It is insane to think that we 
are still almost one hundred years away 
from achieving equal pay. This statistic 
presents the fact that for every dollar a 
white man earns, white women earn just 
83 cents. 

Referencing Figure 2, we can see that 
discrimination stratifies across categories 
of race and ethnicity. We can also see 
that Asian women make 87% of the 
white man’s wage, and white women are 

paid 79% of the white man’s wage. The 
gap widens for black women who earn 
63%, Native Hawaiian or other Pacific 
Islander women who earn 63%, 
American Indian or Alaska Native 
women earning only 60%, and Hispanic 
women earning only 55% of the white 
man’s wage. This is key because wage 
inequality proves to be related to gender 
in a very clear way; women simply do not 
earn as much as men in a patriarchal 
society. Johnson explains, “patriarchy is 
a form of society  in which men hold the 
power  and women are excluded…” and

 
Figure 1. From “8 Charts That Show the Impact of Race and Gender on Technology Careers” 
by World Economic Form, 2021. (https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/04/gender-race-
tech-industry/).  
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that “patriarchy organizes social life 
around powerful dynamics of fear and 
control…” (2014, as cited in Bice, 2016, 
p.33).  Patriarchy is a system of power in 
which men are favored over women. As 
a result, men are more likely to receive 
important roles or more in pay as 
compared to women, which we can see 
play out in Figure 2. 

Not only are women of different 
ethnicities and races paid differently as 

we saw above, the timeline for pay 
equality is also not uniform. Using figure 
3 as a reference, we can see that pay 
equality for Hispanic women is 
predicted to be achieved in the year 
2197, equality for black women is not 
expected, and white women can expect 
wage equality in 2075. It is so interesting 
to know that we are still decades away 
from any sort of pay equality for any 
women! That is why I am so passionate  

 
Figure 2. From “The Gender Pay Gap,” by AAUW, 2020. 
(https://www.aauw.org/issues/equity/pay-gap/).   
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about this topic! All women regardless of 
race or ethnicity are capable of doing the 
same job as men. Equality in wages is 
such an important means to achieving 
complete workplace equality. In a study 
by Blau & Kahn (2017), they explain that 
“…US gender wage gap shows a 
substantially decreased but persistent 
wage gap between men and women” (p. 
790). We can see that there is continual 
progress, but the wage gap remains a 
constant battle for employees. 

Wage disparity contributes to various 
problems women might face outside of 
work, such as more debt and lower or 
less savings than men (AAUW, n.d.). 
How is it that we have laws that prohibit 
pay inequality and discrimination of 
women, but this problem is so heavily 
present in the United States? 

50 Years and Progress? 

As a young woman who entered the 
workforce at age 16, I was entirely  

Women’s Median Annual Earnings as a Percentage of White, non-Hispanic 
Men’s for Full-time, Year-Round Workers, and Projections using the 2000-2020 
Trends 

 
Figure 3. From “The Simple Truth About the Gender Pay Gap: 2021 Update”, by AAUW, 2021. 
(https://www.aauw.org/app/uploads/2021/09/AAUW_SimpleTruth_2021_-fall_update.pdf).   
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unaware of workplace discrimination. It 
wasn’t until I was in my 20s that I 
decided to research this topic further and 
gain insight of other women’s 
experience in the workplace. In my own 
efforts to see the potential of the gender 
pay gap playing out in real time, I 
decided to interview Linda1. She is a 
woman in her mid-50s who experienced 
wage discrimination in the 1980s, and I 
believe her experience is helpful for us to 
see how one woman experienced gender 
discrimination at work. 

Linda shared her story of working in 
the 1980s as a retail worker. She 
recounted her experience of finding the 
job underwhelming. There was always a 
lot of work that she always got stuck 
doing. Linda also noted to me that she 
met a life-long male friend who shared 
his wage with her, and it was nearly a 
dollar higher than her wage. The friend 
was hired after Linda and did 
significantly less work. While Linda was 
folding and organizing clothes and toys, 
her friend was simply cashing customers 
out. She shared a story with me that she 
was on her hands and knees folding t-
shirts, when her male boss approached 
her and told her to ‘work harder.’  
Linda’s story illustrates how gender 
discrimination played out nearly 50 years 

1 Pseudonym  

ago and it relates to the gender pay gap. 
It also brings to light another example of 
discrimination that we see less of, like 
verbal cues signaling discrimination.  
When Linda’s boss invalidated her 
experience and told her to work harder, 
as if she wasn’t already, it made her feel 
like what she had just spent hours doing 
didn’t matter, it wasn’t good enough. 
This relates to the hypothetical scenario 
at the beginning of my essay, that words 
can impact a person. Words and verbal 
displays of discrimination are much 
harder to document, as it is simply a “he-
said-she-said” scenario.  

In addition to the verbal invalidation 
from her boss, Linda made less than her 
male counterpart even though she was 
doing more work than he was. Pay 
differential at work can impact the 
quality of work one does. Why put your 
best foot forward if it is never 
appreciated? Linda shared that she soon 
began looking for another job where she 
could be valued and appreciated. Linda’s 
story shows that maybe we haven’t come 
very far in 40 years. Every day we hear 
experiences of unfair wage disparity and 
verbal invalidation about work. Still, 
there are other ways we can see 
discrimination play out. 
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More Than the Pay Gap 

The gender pay gap is one of the easiest 
ways to see disparity among workers in 
the workplace. In corporate America, 
Milenkovic (2022) says that, at the CEO 
level men outnumber women 17 to one. 
In the same study, we see that there were 
only 24 female chiefs leading America’s 
highest earning businesses in 2000, 
dropping to 21 in 2016, and then 24 
again in 2018. This data tells us that men 
overwhelmingly outnumber women, not 
only at the CEO level, but also as 
pioneering chiefs in the Fortune 500 
CEOs. It is sad to see only 24 women at 
those chief executive levels, compared to 
the hundreds and hundreds of men in 
the highest earning businesses. In 
addition to holding those high positions, 
one important factor is the rate of 
promotions within businesses. As Chen 
& Crown (2019) explain, promotion 
should be a result of “observable 
measures” in job service, research, and 
performance, but that often “underlying 
biases among evaluators may contribute 
to the discrepancy in rates of promotion 
between men and women” (p. 1339). 
This points directly to conscious (aware 
of) or unconscious (not aware of) bias 
playing a key role in promotions.  

Unconscious and conscious bias can 
directly impact employees in relation to 

promotions. Referencing figure 4, we 
can see that conscious and unconscious 
bias refers to bias attitudes that you may 
or may not be aware of, with or without 
malicious intent. It is possible that both 
conscious and unconscious bias is a root 
cause of gender inequality and gender 
discrimination in the workplace (Hasa, 
2021). We all have bias but it is 
important to recognize it so there are not 
negative impacts in leaders and 
leadership (Davis, 2019). Consider the 
hypothetical situation from the 1950s of 
Kyle who receives an invitation to be 
interviewed for a CEO position. In this 
time period it was common for men to 
support families and receive higher 
positions at work. Kyle goes to the 
interview where she is identified as a 
woman. The personnel manager says 
that the position must go to a man so he 
can support his family. This is a classic 
scenario of unconscious bias, where the 
manager did not know the gender of the 
candidate, realized she was a woman, 
and then said the position is only for a 
man. These actions are illegal today, but 
the conscious and unconscious biases 
against women at work still operate 
behind closed doors. This reinforces 
unconscious bias operating in the 
workplace in ways that prohibit women 
from advancing.  
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Figure 4. From “What is the Difference Between Conscious and Unconscious Bias” by Hasa 
(2021). https://pediaa.com/what-is-the-difference-between-conscious-and-unconscious-bias/ 
 

Bullying 

In addition to bias operating in the 
workplace, bullying happens often as 
well and can prohibit advancement of 
women in the workplace. Currently 
bullying is extremely prevalent, 

especially online. My focus is on bullying 
at work. In a study by Hansen et al. 
(2011), regular bullying occurred at 43 
workplaces in the study and frequent 
bullying occurred at 40% of workplaces. 
Bullying can play out in various ways, 
and I was interested to see how it may 
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play out in real time. I interviewed Leah2, 
a woman in her mid-20s working in a 
female dominated industry in health 
care. Leah recalls the snickering, 
pointing, and outright laughing from her 
female coworkers, and immediately got 
the impression that she was on the outs. 
As time passed, Leah noted that the 
bullying didn’t stop. Instead it happened 
behind her back and when she left the 
room instead of ‘in her face.’ Leah recalls 
feeling depressed. This environment 
brought out many difficult emotions to 
deal with. As a hard worker, she couldn’t 
understand why the other women were 
bullying her on an almost daily basis. 
Similar to Hansen et al.’s (2011) findings 
that “bullying at work was associated 
with poor mental health,” Leah 
experienced depression and anxiety as a 
result of this job (p. 19). She could feel 
her drive for the job diminishing. Leah 
only spent about six months at this job, 
but her story enlightens us to the reality 
of bullying in the workplace and its 
impact on individuals’ mental health and 
well-being.  

Bullying becomes gendered in ways 
that mute voices, specifically of the 
person being bullied. When it occurs in 
the workplace and to women, it 
subordinates them and potentially makes 

2 Pseudonym  

them vulnerable. Yet women are already 
vulnerable in the workplace; they are 
often looked at as unable to perform or 
do the same job as men. When they 
experience bullying from anyone, it 
pushes them even further into those 
margins, and as a result, it often mutes 
their voice. Bullying can significantly 
impact a woman’s work experience and 
well-being. As I have illustrated, women 
are inherently at a disadvantage just due 
to the nature of our society, which places 
women behind men in different ways. 

Women and Business 

While it should not fall on the shoulders 
of women for a solution, pay disparities 
need to end. Bullying can’t happen 
anymore. The workplace and everyone 
in it must start treating women as equal. 
Additionally, there might be another 
solution. While it often seems like we 
think things that might be impossible, 
we have seen women bond together 
throughout history to fight their 
oppressors. This case is no different. I 
have provided research on various 
examples of workplace discrimination, 
and now I want to offer a potential 
solution: support, active voice, and 
increased resources for woman-owned 
businesses. In 2018, women-owned 
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business earned an average of $1.6 
million in sales while male-owned firms 
earned $3.2 million in sales (Hait, 2021). 
This statistic is interesting, but it also 
points to my solution. With the rise of 
woman-owned businesses happening 
yearly, we need to offer support and 
resources to help grow these businesses. 
Demographically, characteristics of 
women-owned firms are similar to male-
owned firms, but if the nation would 
start valuing a woman’s work more, this 
fact could change. A woman is capable 
of everything a man is, and the number 
one way to support that is to go to work 
at women-owned businesses.  

The U.S. Small Business 
Administration (n.d.) notes that the 
Office of Women’s Business Ownership 
helps women in their efforts of owning 
their own business through training, 
federal contracts, access to credit and 
capital, and grants. I didn’t know any of 
this existed until I conducted my 
research. It is more important now than 
ever to be loud and proud of women and 
their businesses. We need to support 
them and make funding opportunities 
for women-owned small businesses 
known. My hope would be to see a 
continuing rise of women-owned 
business with support by the public, and 
increased awareness of the available 
resources in support of women-owned 

businesses. In a perfect world, inequality 
wouldn’t exist, and women and men 
would be treated equal. Women-owned 
businesses set out to be successful, to do 
what all the men say they couldn’t. 
According to the New York State 
Division of Minority and Women’s 
Business, diversity is key to success, and 
New York State is home to the “highest 
minority and women-owned business 
utilization in the country” (n.d., para. 1). 
Diversity is key, and the more support 
and knowledge we have surrounding 
women-owned business, the more 
diverse they will become.  

Putting it All Together 

My passion for equality is fierce. I hope 
to be a leader in the movement of 
equality in the workplace. I’ve shared 
various ways that discrimination can play 
out in the workplace: (1) wage disparity, 
(2) higher position holding, and (3) 
bullying. To me, these three factors are 
drivers of discrimination. Although we 
have various laws prohibiting both 
unequal pay based on sex for the same 
work and job, and discrimination of sex 
and gender all together, we still see the 
prevalence of it in corporate America. 
Using Leah and Linda and their 
experiences at work only as enlightening 
experiences, and using literature, I 
suggest that conscious/unconscious bias 
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can result in the higher position holding 
of men over women, and that bullying in 
the workplace results in poor mental 
health and lower work performance. I 
also suggest that the gender pay gap is 
one of the major ways we see gender 
discrimination play out in the workforce. 
As a result, I propose that women-
owned businesses could be a solution to 
sex-based discrimination. While the 
numbers currently don’t display this 
equality, in the future these businesses 
could be key in achieving equality and 
diminishing discrimination in the 
workplace.  

Throughout my research, I have had 
to be reflexive. My attachment to this 
research is real. I am a cis-woman and 

my research is binary, looking at research 
surrounding women and work. 
However, it would be wrong of me to 
assume opinions of other minority 
groups that I simply am not a part of. 
That’s why I wanted to research this 
topic. It is important to me and it 
involves me. I can remember my work 
effort being diminished in my first jobs. 
I remember feeling depression and times 
of intense sadness. But I lifted myself 
out of those scenarios and now want to 
be a vocal leader in the movement 
toward workplace equality. I know one 
thing for sure: never tell a woman she 
needs to work harder. It may spark a 
movement the world is not ready to see.
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RILEY JOHNSON, SUNY Brockport 

 

Breaking the Binary: 
Failure to Adhere to the Laws of the 

Traditional Gender Binary 

This essay provides a framework for conceptualizing the social construction of the traditional gender binary 
within a patriarchal society.  The research explores the history of the singular they as well as gender 
nonconforming identities through a socio-historical lens and utilizes the Social Role (Eagly & Wood, 
2011) and Social Identity Theories (Tajfel, 1972) to argue the importance of language and performativity 
in conceptualizing gender identity, gender performance, and biological sex. 

 
Conversations With a Non-Binary Woman 

He says he’s straight but to be straight would mean that he is strictly attracted to women, dismissing a 
vital component to who I am. He calls me his girlfriend, never his partner. He prefers me feminine but 
vanishes in disapproval of the mere sight of androgyny. I give myself permission to be who I am, and he 
walks away. He refuses to use my they/them pronouns and tells me they don’t exist. He tells me that 
I only exist as a woman. 

She tells me I am putting myself into a box and asks why I make it so complicated. She tells me 
that my generation has constructed too many options. Why can’t you just be a girl? I tell her I’ve started 
binding. She asks why I would ever want to squish my breasts. She says all girls go through a phrase, 
disapproving the body in which they occupy. It’s a kind of physio psychological discomfort in female  
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anatomy that even their inner most critic can’t beat. I tell her it bothers me, refusing to use both of my 
pronouns. She tells me that I am being dramatic; that I’m confused. She tells me that I will always be 
a girl. 

I identify as a non-binary woman. 
Sounds counterintuitive to identify both 
within and outside the realm of the 
gender binary. I use both she/her and 
they/them pronouns, and I use them 
interchangeably. I prefer partner to 
girlfriend and dapper to stunning. I feel 
most like myself wearing collared 
buttoned blouses, blue corduroy 
trousers, and checkered chevron blazers. 
I fail to achieve this presentation, 
however, scared of stereotypes 
fabricated by the laws of the gender 
binary. I opt for a hoodie, a pair of white 
high-top Converse, and royal blue jeans 
cuffed at the ankle. I do so in hopes that 
the guy I like won’t confuse my 
presentation with the masculine (masc.) 
lesbian stereotype. I often find myself 
pretending to be someone I’m not, 
silenced by a hegemonic gender binary, 
and governed by heteronormative socio-
historical jurisdiction. 

This essay provides a framework for 
conceptualizing the social construction 
of the traditional gender binary within a 
patriarchal society. My research explores 
the history of the singular they as well as 
gender nonconforming identities 
through a socio-historical lens. I utilize 

the Social Role (Eagly & Wood, 2011) 
and Social Identity theories (Tajfel, 
1972) to better understand the 
traditional gender binary, while I argue 
the importance of language and 
performativity in conceptualizing gender 
identity, gender performance, and 
biological sex. 

The Binary and Social Identity 

The traditional gender binary is 
established by means of Henri Tajfel’s 
(1972) social identity theory. Hogg and 
Terry (2000) cite Tajfel (1972) in 
defining social identity as “the 
individual’s knowledge that he belongs 
to certain social groups together with 
some emotional and value significance 
to him of this group membership” (p. 
122). Moreover, social psychologists 
Abrams and Hogg (1990) define social 
identity by the social categorization of 
ingroups, a group in which one belongs. 
One who strongly identifies with their 
ingroup is likely to adhere to group 
norms, which influence their social role 
(Eagly & Wood, 2011). Likewise, the 
self-categorization theory suggests that 
group members are expected to fulfill an 
assigned gender role, maintaining the 
attributes that socially define them 
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(Hogg & Terry, 2000). Both the social 
identity theory as well as the self- 
categorization theory suggest that one 
conforms to the traditional gender 
binary in efforts to conform to social 
norms influenced by varying socially 
constructed categories. Both theories 
imply that the traditional gender binary 
is constructed of two social categories, 
both with their own gender roles and 
social norms in which individuals are 
expected to comply. 

The traditional gender binary controls 
the way in which we as individuals 
understand our social roles. Bernice L. 
Hausman (2000) states, “People use the 
idea of gender as a way to understand, 
categorize, and make meaningful 
connections between the disparate 
experiences of being a sex” (p. 118). Not 
only does the binary act as a way in 
which we understand our own social 
roles, but it acts as a way of 
understanding the lives of those around 
us. The rigid nature of the gender binary 
makes sense if we base gender identity 
strictly on biological sex. The gender 
binary is inherently based on sex as 
either a male or female. Those who fail 
to identify the difference in biological 
sex and gender identity do not take 
accountability for prejudice derived 
from the need for understanding and 
control over a fixed structure. Prejudice, 

in favor of white, cisgender 
heteronormativity, maintains the gender 
binary and exludes those who fail to 
fulfill expected gender norms. 

Moreover, prejudice excludes those 
who fall outside the realm of the gender 
binary. West and Zimmerman (1987) 
refer to Judith Butler’s (1988) notion of 
‘doing gender,’ meaning that perhaps 
who we are as individuals do gender 
differently than what the binary expects 
of us. Both folks assigned male at birth 
and those who identify as men might 
perform femininity and androgyny in 
efforts to encompass their gender 
identity. Likewise, women and non-
binary folks are in no way restricted to 
congruence in gender identity and 
gender expression and might opt to 
perform masculinity as a means to 
encompass gender identity. There are 
lives that exist entirely outside the 
gender binary, identifying as either non-
binary or agender. Non-binary folks fall 
somewhere in the middle of the 
spectrum while agender folks do not 
identify with any given gender at all 
(GLAAD, n.d.b). Some, however, exist 
both inside and outside the realm of the 
traditional gender binary much like me. 
Such individuals might identify as either 
men, women, non-binary, or gender-
fluid. Gender fluidity is never fixed, 
rarely rigid, and not contingent on either 
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biological attributes or external 
presentation (GLAAD, n.d.b).  

Gender Roles and Language 

Although many have worked tirelessly to 
deconstruct the gender binary, 
traditional gender roles continue to 
influence our understanding of a 
hegemonic society. Men are expected to 
occupy a status of authority while 
women are expected to be submissive to 
masculine counterparts. Traditional 
roles assume that women are nurses 
while men are doctors. It is a fixed power 
dynamic between men and women, and 
when disrupted, we reference terms, 
“‘female doctor’ or ‘male nurse’” (West 
& Zimmerman, 1987, p. 129). The terms 
doctor and nurse are terms that become 
gendered. For example, the profession 
of a doctor is predominately associated 
with men while the profession of 
nursing is predominately associated with 
women. The terms doctor and nurse are 
not marked terms. We mark language 
when we consider exceptions to 
unmarked terms, such as female doctor and 
male nurse. Thus, female doctor and male 
nurse become the exception or marked 
qualifier to the unmarked term of doctor 
and nurse. These terms become marked 
due to associations between traditional 
gender roles and occuptations. A female 
doctor is not a doctor, rather a female 

doctor, and a male nurse is not a nurse, 
but a male nurse. Language is ultimately 
marked to signal the ways in which 
identity in a given population is 
characterized by traditional gender 
norms.  

We furthermore tailor our language to 
fit pre-existing gender codes, otherwise 
referred to as gender-code switching 
(Gulzar et al., 2013). By default, in 
traditional gender roles men are doctors 
and women are nurses, while gender 
codes exist to associate words with 
gender identity. When men and women 
switch expected gender roles, however, 
gender identity is a prefix to another 
word traditionally intended to represent 
the other associated identity. Moreover, 
if an occupation is defined by a particular 
gender code, one will switch their 
traditional gender role to fulfill the 
expected gender roles in the given 
occupation. West and Zimmerman 
(1987) argue that although men and 
women occupy fixed gender roles, such 
roles do not define one’s persona. Given 
that traditional gender roles are socially 
constructed, we adhere to them by 
‘doing gender’ (Butler, 1988). We play 
the role in which we are assigned at birth, 
and we do the part to contribute to a 
patriarchal environment. Butler (1988) 
theorizes this as ‘gender performativity.’ 
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Gender Codes and Gender 
Performativity 

Judith Butler (1988) has emphasized 
terms ‘gender performativity,’ as well as 
the notion of ‘doing gender.’ The notion 
of ‘doing gender’ refers to performing 
gender identity, similar to that of gender 
expression. Gender identity is 
performed by means of language, 
character, articles of clothing, and 
stylistic preference. Gender is fictional 
until it is put on bodies, whether that be 
performing femininity, masculinity, or 
androgyny (Butler, 1988). Perfor-
mativity, however, is the ways in which 
others expect us to perform gender 
identity (Butler). Performativity is, 
furthermore, internal expectations of 
how gender should be either performed 
or portrayed, influenced by various 
social constructs, traditional gender 
roles, and stereotypes (Butler). Some 
might perform femininity to portray 
their gender identity as a woman due to 
internal understandings and 
expectations of congruence in gender 
identity and gender expression. 
Although I have grown out my armpit 
hair to perform my own internal 
understanding of femininity, others 
might interpret my body hair as a sign of 
masculinity due to traditional social 
norms and expectations associated with 

gender expression. Moreover, some 
might expect me to perform femininity 
since I use she/her pronouns, while I 
really only use them because I’ve gone by 
she/her for 20 years now. Our personal 
interpretations of gender expression 
differ from others, causing a contrast to 
exist between gender performance and 
performativitiy.  

Butler references Victor Turner 
(1974), stating, “social action requires a 
performance which is repeated. This 
repetition is at once a reenactment and 
reexperiencing of a set of meanings 
already socially established” (p. 526).  
Butler implies that gender performance 
is repetitive while gender identity is 
established through repetition in gender 
expression. Performativity and our 
social interpretations of gender 
performance is also established by 
means of repeititon. Moreover, social 
expectations of traditional gender roles 
are established through repetition of the 
traditional gender binary. Some might 
assume that my body hair represents 
masculinity due to repeating 
representations of traditional mascu-
linity. Moreover, the repeated 
socialization of traditional gender roles 
and stereptypes makes it that much 
harder to come out with limited 
understanding of what it means to 
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perform as a non-binary or gender fluid 
individual. 

Gender performance, or doing gender, 
and gender performativity are closely 
linked to gender codes and gender code 
switching (Gulzar et al., 2013). Gender 
codes ultimately represent perceived 
notions and understandings of gender 
identity and expression. One’s 
performance of gender will either 
comply with traditional gender codes or 
it won’t, in which case we refer to their 
performance as gender code switching. If I 
am female presenting and wear pink, 
sparkly nail polish, one might assume 
that I am complying with gender codes 
or what is expected of a woman. 
However, my gender identity is almost 
entirely concealable. I actually identify as 
a non-binary woman, and I’m not 
painting my nails to present feminine, 
rather androgynous. How I ‘do’ my 
gender doesn’t necessarily comply with 
what’s socially expected of me. Gender 
code switching is to interpret or perform 
femininity, masculinity, or androgyny in 
ways in which don’t adhere to the 
traditional gender binary.  

Identity vs. Expression 

Gender identity is defined as a deeply 
rooted internal sense of self (GLAAD, 
n.d.b). Expression, however, is how one 
presents themselves to the world around 

them (GLAAD, n.d.a). Expression is an 
external manifestation of gender, best 
represented by means of Judith Butler’s 
(1998) notion of ‘doing gender.’  From 
how you style your hair and if you paint 
your nails to how you dress and how you 
communicate with others, expression is 
ultimately a canvas that illustrates who 
you are as an individual.  

The traditional gender binary assumes 
how both men and women present 
themselves. Masculinity is expected of 
men while femininity is expected of 
women. However, men might embody 
feminine characteristics while women 
might embody masculine characteristics. 
Feminine, masculine, and androgynous 
characteristics are all descriptors that 
have been constructed to adhere to a 
traditional gender binary. Although 
descriptive language like feminine, 
masculine, and androgynous reinforce a 
binary in theory, we don’t have any 
reference to these modes of expression 
outside the realm of a social construct. 
Deconstructing the gender binary gives 
all folks, regardless of gender identity, 
permission to exist outside their 
expected gender norms. From youth, 
blue is assigned to boys and pink to girls 
in efforts to maintain the gender binary. 
Deconstructing the binary gives men the 
permission to wear gowns and women 
permission to wear bowties. It gives all 
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individuals, regardless of gender identity, 
permission to express themselves 
however they like. Non-binary folks, 
although identifying outside the realm of 
the binary, might still prefer to present 
either masculine or feminine. Being non-
binary does not limit you to androgyny. 
Moreover, both expression and 
descriptive language do not need to be 
fluid for one to identify as gender-fluid. 
Likewise, a cisman or transman is not 
limited to masculine attributes. He has 
permission to be feminine or 
androgynous and express himself 
however he likes. 

I previously mentioned that I worry 
that a guy I like will assume my sexual 
orientation based upon the masc. lesbian 
stereotype. Gender expression, although 
confused with gender identity, is also 
confused with sexual orientation. 
Feminine, or ‘femme’ lesbians are 
typically assumed to be straight given the 
understanding of heterosexual norms. In 
contrast, masculine, or ‘masc.’ women 
are assumed to be homosexual based 
upon Clarke et al.’s (2012) understanding 
of the lesbian aesthetic. Gunn et al. 
(2021) cite Clarke et al. (2012) stating, 
“Femme and feminine presenting sexual 
minority women have expressed that the 
adherence to the lesbian aesthetic or the 
masculine aesthetic norm can be 
marginalizing” (p. 1). Gender norms also 

exist within the realm of sexual 
orientation. While the masc. lesbian 
stereotype fails to include femme 
lesbians, it creates a false narrative for 
anyone not strictly attracted to women. 
The masc. lesbian stereotype assumes 
that a woman who presents more 
masculine or androgynous than feminine 
is a lesbian. While it fails to consider a 
woman’s freedom of expression, it also 
ignores the possibility that one might not 
identify as a woman at all regardless of 
biological female characteristics (i.e., soft 
facial features, curves, etc.).  

Sex vs. Gender 

Biological sex is not congruent with 
gender identity although both are often 
conflated. Schmidt (1998) states, “I 
would like to remark that sex and gender 
are not synonyms. The term sex 
categorizes individuals according to their 
biological attributes. The term gender, 
however, embraces sociological 
characteristics of individuals of different 
sexes” (p. 305). Schmidt clearly outlines 
the difference in language between 
biological sex and gender identity. He 
identifies the importance of language 
while both terms cannot be used 
interchangeably. To do so would be to 
assume that one’s gender identity is 
strictly defined by their biological sex. It 
would assume that one’s individual 
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narrative, their sense of self, is defined 
by their genitalia. 

Alice Dreger (1998) states, “One’s 
physical equipment is the signal, not the 
determinant” (pp. 199-200). To assume 
that biological sex determines gender 
identity is to assume that all individuals 
identify as cisgender, adhering to the 
laws of the traditional gender binary. As 
previously mentioned, gender is socially 
constructed as is gendered language. The 
term ‘woman’ became associated with 
female anatomy and ‘men’ became 
associated with male anatomy. The 
social construction of gender, itself, 
falsely assumed that gender identity was 
derived from biological sex. 
Deconstructing that binary, however, 
gives us permission to do gender apart 
from our body as male, female, or 
intersex individuals. Cisgender (cis) folks 
live comfortably within the gender 
binary while their gender identity aligns 
with the sex in which they were assigned 
at birth (GLAAD, n.d.b). In contrast, 
transgender folks’ gender identity, 
although occupying a space within the 
gender binary, does not align with their 
biological sex (GLAAD, n.d.a). We are 
not born with a gender identity but 
rather biological characteristics; we are 
often assigned a gender identity based 
upon the heteronormative traditional 
gender binary that considers cis the 

norm or default. Gender-fluid folks 
experience gender as a spectrum while 
non-binary folks identify somewhere 
outside the realm of the binary, both 
regardless of biological sex. 
Chromosomes, hor-mones, and genitalia 
are not accurate markers of one’s 
internal sense of self. One’s narrative 
cannot be defined by biological 
measures nor determined by a parent or 
guardian at birth. 

History of Non-Binary Identities 

Non-binary, agender, gender-fluid, and 
gender-queer identities have always 
existed. Existence has been documented 
by multiple sources, one being that of 
two-spirit origins in Cherokee nations. 
Gregory Smithers (2014) states, “The 
term two spirits, in its simplest form, 
defines a person with “both male and 
female spirit” (p. 633). The term 
originated from another, berdache, 
defined as ‘kept boy’ in European 
language (Smithers, 2014). Berdache 
described Native-American men who 
frequently cross-dressed in feminine 
clothing, representing that of gender 
identity other than his own (Smithers). 
Although culturally significant, two-
spirit identities have influenced the 
existence of other gender identities 
outside the realm of the traditional 
binary. 
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The exstience of gender outside the 
realm of the traditional gender binary is 
far from a new 21st century 
phenomenon. Snorton (2016) refers to 
Delany (1796) in “Gender Trouble in 
Triton,” which represents a heterotopia 
defined as the “juxtaposition of several 
spaces in one place” (p. 83). Triton is 
characterized by law enforcement 
officers whose gender identities are 
irrespective of their biological sex 
(Snorton, 2016). Triton dismantles the 
social construction of the traditional 
gender binary in identifying the 
incongruence in gender identity and 
biological sex. It furthermore implies 
that gender identity is not strictly fixed, 
based upon biological attributes nor sex 
assigned at birth. I would also argue that 
Triton introduces us to the complexities 
of social construction. The social 
construction of gender identity 
determines what identities are either the 
‘default’ or ‘norm.’ The social 
construction of gender in Western 
culture, specifically in the United States, 
has established what we refer to as the 
traditional gender binary. This binary, or 
default, inherently exludes all persons 
whose gender identity does not strictly 
align with biological sex; all persons who 
do not identify as cisgender (GLAAD, 
n.d.b). In contrast, Triton has 
constructed a social atmosphere that 

normalizes incongruence in gender 
identity and biological sex. Triton has 
ultimately reversed gender norms, 
suggesting that gender fluidity has 
become the default (Delany, 1976). 

The heterotopia, Triton, is entirely 
fictional, which reinforces the notion 
that gender is fictional until we put it on 
bodies (Butler, 1988). Like two-spirit 
identities, various Indigenous cultures 
recognize the existence of persons who 
identify as a third gender. While the 
United States classifies non-binary or 
gender nonconforming identities as the 
‘other,’ indigenous cultures classify third 
gender identities in a non-binary gender 
system (Dozono, 2017). In Mexico, third 
gender identities are recoginized as a 
category in their own, referred to as the 
Muxes (mu-shay) (Dozono, 2017). 
Similar to Trinton in which characters 
are given permission to govern their 
bodies and identities, the Muxes are 
given permission to govern their lives. 
The Muxes are recognized not as the 
‘other’ but another and given freedom to 
take up an otherwise ‘utopic’ space 
(Dozono, 2017). Like resident characters 
of Triton, the Muxes develop a 
heterotopia in efforts to normalize 
persons who would traditionally identify 
outside the realm of a Western, 
traditional gender binary.  
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Dennis Baron (2020) explores the 
history of both non-binary identities and 
gender-neutral pronouns. Baron (2020) 
refers to Baker (1770) having claimed 
that the appropriate pronoun was ‘one’ 
used as a substitute for either man or 
woman. Although Baker (1770), cited in 
Baron (2020), suggests that ‘one’ is 
inclusive regardless of gender identity, I 
think the use of the singular they is more 
interpersonal in discussing a human 
being. Moreover, Baron (2020) refers to 
the importance of the plural they used to 
describe both men and women. 
Although the singular they was coined in 
the 1300s, it wasn’t until 1794 when the 
New Bedford Marine Journal used the 
singular they to define an individual’s 
pronouns (Baron, 2020). Likewise, the 
singular they was used to conceal a 
character’s gender identity in the New 
York Ledger’s (1861), The False Princess 
(Baron, 2020). To use the singular they as 
a means of concealing identity might be 
harmful despite good intention. The 
reason being that the singular they exists 
to identify persons who exist outside the 
traditional gender binary. Rather than 
existing in language to conceal identity, 
it exists to introduce a gender-inclusive 
identity. Furthermore, the New York 
Commercial Advertiser (1884) rejected 
the use of ‘thon,’ instead suggesting the 
use of either the 1770 generic he, one, or 

the singular they (Baron, 2020). The 
Advertiser (1884) makes note that 
they/them pronouns may be used 
interchangeably; both singular and plural 
with the use of they/their/theirs. In 
1888, however, writers suggested the use 
of both the generic he and generic she, 
perpetuating the gender binary (Baron, 
2020). 

It wasn’t until 1974 when the singular 
they reappeared being used by Amanda 
Smith, suggesting that the Washington 
Post adopt the use of the singular they. 
Baron (2020) in discussing Smith states, 
“English teachers exert themselves to 
stop students from saying ‘Everyone 
should hang up their coat.’ The 
prevalence of this usage, incidentally, 
shows that plain folks as well as the 
feminists feel a need for an impersonal 
pronoun” (p. 227). Although 
impersonal, the use of they/them 
pronouns provides an inclusive space for 
all individuals regardless of gender 
identity. In contrast, if we were expected 
to use the generic he or generic she, we’d 
be excluding one of the two- never mind 
one who identifies outside the traditional 
binary. 

Baron (2020) establishes a thorough 
chronological timeline, signifying the 
importance of language in 
understanding gender identity. Most 
importantly, however, the resources he 
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cites provide a framework for 
understanding all the various ways in 
which language, gender, and pronouns 
can be interpreted. Language and our 
interpretation of spoken or written word 
is what determines the continuing 
existence of the traditional gender 
binary. Although taken for granted, and 
something some might consider minute, 
language gives us the power and 
opportunity to break the binary. If not 
for language, I would not have a word to 
use that represents not only my gender 
identity, but who I am as a human being. 

Why It Matters 

Language has the power to validate 
existence however gendered language 
especially can be incredibly harmful 
when assuming one’s identity based 
upon their external presentation. In 
2020, someone misgendered me while I 
was at work, referring to me as a 
gentleman since I had a buzzcut, 
traditionally associated with men. Just 
last year, I was misgendered and referred 
to as sir having worn masculine 
presenting clothing with short hair, and, 
heaven forbid, I leave the house without 
a glimpse of makeup. What about every 
time I go to the grocery store and the 
cashier tells me to have a good day but 
concludes the statement with, ‘ma’am’ or 
‘miss’? Some refer to me as dear, which 

although gender neutral, is to a degree 
associated with women. 

Although I identify as a woman, terms 
that refer to the gender binary make me 
feel, for a lack of a better term, icky. The 
reason being that gender identity is 
insanely complex. I don’t strictly identify 
as a woman or non-binary, which is why 
I identify as a non-binary woman or 
gender-fluid. My gender expression is 
fluid, similar to that of my gender 
identity, but not in the tradititional 
understanding of fluiditity in expressing 
myself either masculine, feminine, or 
androgynous. Rather, I don’t have a 
strong relationship with descriptive 
language. I don’t paint my nails to 
present feminine and don’t grow out 
armpit hair to present masculine. People 
might interpret it like so, but that’s not 
how I’m externally presenting my 
internal sense of self. With that said, it is 
close to impossible to assume one’s 
identity, especially if we base their 
identity upon a social construct in favor 
of the gender binary. It is not as simple 
as masculinity defining a man and 
femininity defining a woman, and 
androgyny equating to non-binary or 
gender fluid identities. To assume every 
human being adheres to the traditional 
gender binary, and to assume that every 
human being is cis is to generalize the 
entirety of the population, taking away 
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the beauty in freedom to be who you are 
and not what society expects from you. 

Next time you meet someone new, I 
don’t care what they look like and what 
you think you know about them, and I 
don’t care if you think it’s weird, ask 
them what their pronouns are and 
introduce yourself with your own. 
Pronouns are the ultimate form of 
gender expression with power to unveil 
an otherwise concealable identity. I 

consider gender identity concealable 
because we can’t always correctly assume 
one’s identity, not until one reveals their 
identity by means of their preferred 
pronouns. Even if you identify as 
cisgender, pronouns are inherent to 
language, and it gives you the 
opportunity to be an ally in creating a 
safe space for those trying to come to 
terms with their own self.  
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Participants in the Spring 2022 Women and Gender Studies Senior Seminar at SUNY 
Brockport. Pictured from left to right: Row 1 – Bran Eldredge, Beth Heberger, Barb LeSavoy; 
Row 2 – Riley Johnson, Meghan Martin, Samantha Holmes. 
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We, as both allies and members of the LGBTQIA+ community, 

stand in solidarity with people of Ukraine and people of Russia 

oppressed by the unjust apparatus of war. 
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