JOURNAL EXAMPLE 1:

In her article “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution,” Butler argues that gender is “an identity instituted through a stylized repetition of acts…gender is instituted through the stylization of the body and, hence, must be understood as the mundane way in which bodily gestures, movements, and enactments of various kinds constitute the illusion of an abiding gendered self” (402). I think that, throughout the article, Butler is arguing that gender is many things; it is unstable and changing, it is constituted through reproductions of external forces, and yet it is also something that the individual participates in. The individual is an actor that receives cues from a director (or rather many different directors), but the actor also internalizes and reinterprets the role in his or her own personal way. It seems to me that Butler puts particular emphasis on the role that individuals play in constructing and recreating gender, both in the psyche and in its societal projections. She emphasizes repeatedly that gender does not exist without the individual taking part in this “stylized repetition of acts.” It is through the performance of these acts that an individual constructs his or her identity. And it is precisely because identity is constructed or crafted that is can be fully understood as an illusion. As Butler states “the body becomes its gender through a series of acts which are renewed, revised, and consolidated through time” (406). Gender is “put on” and internalized by the individual as a result of societal pressure and how he/she interprets and represents societal cues. 
 
While reading this article, I kept coming back to thoughts about the upcoming release of the movie Albert Nobbs, which I have been greatly anticipating. In the movie, Glenn Close plays a woman who has appeared socially as a man for decades in order to improve work prospects. From what I can garner from the previews, Albert’s biological sex is not evident to the people around him, and his “femaleness” only becomes apparent when someone catches him dressing and hiding his breasts. This is the same concept as the acclaimed film Boys Don’t Cry, in which Hilary Swank portrays the real-life story of Brandon Teena. Although I have yet to see Albert Nobbs, it seems to me that this film (and similar real-life stories) illustrate Butler’s contention that gender differences are not natural, but rather are historical constructions that individuals are compelled to act out. The stories of Albert and Brandon illustrate that “gender reality is performative which means, quite simply, that it is real only to the extent that it is performed” (1997, p. 411). Real-life examples of people performing and “passing” as opposite genders demonstrate the illusion of gender and the incredible role that social norms play in our understanding and interpretation of gender. 
 
Although I am excited to see Albert Nobbs, I am also worried that the film will reinforce the idea of ontological differences between men and women. In one preview, Albert is described by another character as an “odd little man.” I am hoping that the director does not imply that Albert is never fully able to “pass” as masculine, because that message do more harm than good; if Albert is never fully “masculine” the movie would conceal the performative aspect of gender once again.


JOURNAL EXAMPLE 2:

In her article “‘Spice Girls’, ‘Nice Girls’, ‘Girlies’, and ‘Tomboys’: Gender Discourses, Girls’ Cultures and Femininities in the Primary Classroom,” Diane Reay says that she was most intrigued by the case of the “tomboys” in 3R. I must say that I, too, found it most interesting to read about the groups of the girls that in some way attempted to disrupt or reject the dominant modes of femininities, namely, the “spice girls” and the “tomboys.” It was fascinating to read not only about how these girls perceived of themselves and their behaviour, but also how the boys and teachers responded to their insubordination. 
In discussing the “spice girls,” Reay describes how “as sexual little women, they occupy a space where they can be bad...while it is certainly a space in which they can be exploited, it provides a space of power for little girls, although one which is also subject to discourses of denigration” (161). So it seems that one option for girls seeking to reject discourses of conventional femininity is to not only adopt a toughness of attitude but, along with it, reject “nice” conformist sexual behaviour and rather subscribe to overt (and therefore “bad” and “masculine”) sexualized behaviour. 
Personally, I have am conflicted about this type of rebellion. On the one hand, I can certainly see the appeal of this behaviour, and as a teenager would definitely have been labelled a “spice girl.” Yet, as an adult I am as guilty as the teachers in this study, who perceived of the spice girls as “real bitches” (although boys acting in this manner received none of this condemnation). But for me it is not simply the rebellious actions that I have a problem with—I fully endorsed their bad behaviour when they forced David’s hand into the bowl of treacle—rather it is the way in which the spice girls choose to rebel sexually.   
Reay’s discussion of the “spice girls” reminded me of a book I read a few years ago called Female Chauvinist Pigs: Women and the Rise of Raunch Culture. In this book the author, Ariel Levy, criticises the way feminism has evolved in American culture. Levy points out that nowadays women believe that they gain power by objectifying themselves. Rebellious, sexually promiscuous behaviour—such as learning to work a stripper pole—is now seen as empowering. She cites examples of the rise of Brittany Spears, the Playboy franchise, and women’s participation in Girls Gone Wild videos as examples of sexually empowerment and liberation gone awry. This behaviour is problematic because, in rejecting the prudish, restrictive constraints of “girlie girl” femininities, women have actually made themselves further objects of sight.
So, rather than rebel by exploiting the power of their heterosexual, hyper-sexed femininity, the other option for girls is to fully reject all things feminine. As the example of Jodie illustrates, girls may choose to become a “tomboy” and self-identify with all things perceived “masculine” (strength, power, etc.). These girls recognize the privileging of masculinity and, rather than fight it, they choose to join it.  Yet Reay also sees the “tomboys” rejection of all things feminine as a negative behaviour because “so called ‘masculine’ girls do not seem to disrupt but rather appear to endorse existing gender hierarchies” (163). Because Jodie’s behaviour falls in line with traditional gender binaries and hierarchies, she is actually performing gender in a way which continues to favour boys.
This also made me think of the role of women in the public sphere. If women want to achieve power in the political or corporate world, should they do it by joining and conforming to masculinities expected of someone in the “old boys club,” (such as Angela Merkel or Margaret Thatcher), or should they attempt to gain power through exploiting the unique power of their femininity (such as Michele Bachmann)? Which of these two options is most likely to help women gain power? Yet which actually disrupts traditional gender hierarchies more? To me, both stances seem to be problematic. 
This article (and my own experiences as a rebellious teenager) has left me wondering: what is the best way for a girl to rebel against the dominant forms of femininity? Is there any real way to do this without inadvertently reinforcing dominant masculinity and male heterosexual power in some way? As Reays says, “it appears that girls’ subversions and transgressions are nearly always contained within, and rarely challenge, the existing structures” (164). Like me, Reays seems to also doubt the power of these two options, so what I am wondering is, is there a third way?
