
A new reader’s guide to

“Doing Gender, doing 
heteronormativity”

“Gender Normals,” Transgender People, and the Social 
Maintenance of Heterosexuality

           Kristen Schilt & Laurel Westbrook

  Alejandra Davalos



Overview: A Textual research
Schilt and Westbrook examine the different ways in 
which non-transgender people react to transgender 
people in public and private interactions (sexual and 
non-sexual). The authors, Schilt and Westbrook, 
demonstrate how gender and sexuality are inextricably 
tied together. 



Defining Heteronormativity and sex/gender/sexuality
Heteronormativity: “the suite of cultural, legal, and institutional practices that 
maintain normative assumptions that there are two and only two genders, that 
gender reflects biological sex, and that only sexual attraction between these 
“opposite” genders is natural or acceptable (Kitzinger 2005)”

Sex/Gender/Sexuality: A system that strictly believes that there are only two 
opposite sexes as determined by biology and signaled primarily by the shape of 
genitals. “Gendered behavior, (hetero)sexual identity, and social roles flow naturally 
from biological sex, creating attraction between two opposite personalities.”

⬦ Potential challenges: People who live their lives in a social gender that is not the gender they 
were assigned at birth



Doing gender and heteronormativity in public relationships
➪The experiences of transmen in this study in which they would transition 
within the workplace yielded them to be moved into new jobs that 
employers deemed as better suited to their masculine abilities and 
interests. Therefore they were assimilated into the men’s workplace 
culture.

➪However, some instances include a non-seamless transition in which 
cisgender men encouraged transgender men to demonstrate heterosexual 
attraction. Whereas, heterosexual women tend to police the boundaries of 
who they consider a man.



reaffirming ‘natural’ gender difference
➪ Uniforms for the workplace were utilized as a mean to reaffirm their 
identity as transmen.

➪ Managers would send out directives to formalize the process
EX: preferred gender pronoun, bathroom, and locker acceptance.

➪ Transmen had to learn about the existence of “gender rituals” 
EX: a slap on the back, women asking for help with heavy lifting



➩ Women were able to accept transmen in the workplace as men doing “masculine” 
roles, like heavy lifting and killing spiders. Women never sexualized their relationship 
with transmen. 

-Women framed transmen as biological females who pass as men in attempt to trick women into 
homosexuality. 

➩ Male co-workers related to transmen in the sense that they were able to have 
heteronormative talks about sex with women. This topic was non-existent prior to 
transitioning. 

-“Heteronormativity requires men to ignore other men’s bodies, heterosexual men do 
masculinity, and simultaneously uphold their heterosexuality, by ignoring the bodily details of 
transmen’s transitions” (p. 451).

Overall, it illustrates that transmen are treated socially as male in non-sexualized contexts, 
but gendered differences are leveraged in terms of sexualized contexts.

Gendered Responses to heterosexuality



doing gender & heteronormativity in private relationships
➩ When examining media accounts of murdered transgendered people, 
it gives an insight into the beliefs that maintain gender inequality and 
heteronormativity. 

➩ Journalists found the reasons for murders to be varied. The vast 
majority accounted for homicides by referring to the transgendered 
status and ultimately, the perpetrator felt “tricked” into homosexuality 
by “gender deceivers”

◇ Approximately ninety-five percent of the reported cases involved a cisgender 
man murdering a transgender woman. While zero percent involved a cisgender 
woman murdering a transman.



gender and heterosexuality in private
➩ Due to sexual relationships having an expectation of biological sex 
and social gender to “match”, women with penises are framed as sexual 
deceivers. 

➩ Heterosexual men are at risk of losing their claim to heterosexuality. 
Similarly, transmen are at risk of losing claim to their chosen gender 
identity because in terms of gender and sexuality wise, they are 
produced in interaction.

➩ Individuals alone cannot determine one’s gender or sexuality and 
instead fulfill a criteria. This criteria is having the right genitals and not 
desiring someone else with the wrong genitals. 



sexuality and masculinity
◇ When cisgender women and men find out their sexual partner is transgender, this 
could challenge their claim to heterosexuality and their gendered category. 

◇ Cisgender men see their masculinity as challenged and feel feminized with 
homosexuality. Therefore, the act of violence reaffirms and emphasizes cisgender 
men’s masculinity. 

◇ Cisgender women, on the other hand, cannot use the same tactic. Given that 
masculine behavior is closely associated with violence and lesbianism, it would 
destabilize women’s claims to their femininity and their heterosexuality. Therefore, 
cisgender woman must emphasize their heterosexuality and respond a different way. 

◇ Men’s violent and extreme reactions to transgender bodies and to 
heteronormativity in sexual situations show the extreme need to neutralize threats.



two case studies
➪ The ethnographic study of transmen that socially 
transition from female to male in the workplace.

➪  A textual analysis of media narratives about the killings 
of predominantly transwomen that socially transitioned 
from male to female.



The following slides include  
detailed information on the case 

studies



Case #1: Man charged in death of transvestite
“A Baltimore man has been arrested for killing a 29-year-
old man whom he had brought home believing the victim 
was a woman. The police said that Allen E. Horton, 22, went 
into a rage Saturday night when he discovered Marvin 
Johnson, who was dressed as a woman, was really a man, 
a police spokesman said yesterday” (Washington Times 
1993).



Case #2: Man Kills transvestite, then himself, police say
“A bizarre case of mistaken sexual identity ended in the fatal screwdriver 
stabbing of a transvestite Bronx prostitute and the suicide of his killer 
early yesterday, police said. It began late Friday night when 47-year-old 
Augustin Rosado propositioned what he believed was a female prostitute in 
the University Heights section. The two headed to Rosado’s fourth-floor 
furnished room in a transient hotel on Creston Avenue, police said. Once 
inside, Rosado discovered the prostitute was a male transvestite and flew 
into a rage, stabbing the unidentified 30-year-old man repeatedly with a 
screwdriver and hitting him with a metal pipe, police said… A detective 
working on the case said it is nearly impossible to tell on sight which 
prostitutes plying their trade in the area are men and which are women. 
“Some of these transvestites look sexier than some women,” he said. “I 
could see how someone could be surprised.”” (Jamieson 1992)



◇ The idea of true gender is 
constructed using other 
terms.

 Ex. Reports showed victims 
had “gender secret” and were 
“actually” or “really” another 
gender.

◇ True gender- a synonym for 
“sex”

◇ A reference to the way 
journalists and perpetrators 
feel that victims should  have 
been doing gender.

phrases used in mass media



● Heteronormative Gender
System is clearly categorized as two genders

● Literature on Violence
Literature against transgenders tend to point to gender 
norm transgression as the cause of violence. 

● Contexts of Literature
When contexts are not sexual, one’s self-identity and 
gender expression can be enough to have others accept 
them in their choice of gender category. On the other 
hand, in situations that are sexualized, responses are 
considered heterosexuality.

● Cisgender and romantic relationships
Cisgender seek romantic/sexual relationships with people 
who they know are transgender. This is “framed as 
pathological or fetishistic” (p.461). Creates an overall 
challenge within the heteronormative gender system

Conclusion
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