
INTRODUCTION TO WOMEN STUDIES

FIRST CREATIVE RESPONSE PAPER

What has primacy in everyday life is the gender that is performed, 
regardless of the flesh’s configuration under the clothes.

—Suzanne Kessler, Lessons from the Intersexed

Your first Creative Response Paper asks that you combine aspects of your GAB assignment with aspects of the 
Steinem and Raphael readings to write your own social commentary on gendered behavior—a commentary that 
stems from a person’s biological sex.

More specifically, instead of engaging, yourself, in GAB (Gender Atypical Behavior), you will take the position of an 
author who is going to write a piece that gets a reader to think about GAB—to re-think a certain aspect of cultural 
codes about gender in a way that’s shocking, humorous, and, simultaneously, deadly serious.

There are two parts to this assignment. The first part is to spend 7 consecutive days—beginning next Tuesday, 
26 January through the following Monday, 1 February—observing gender TYPICAL behavior (GTB) in the lived 
experience of the world around you, i.e., the College world as well as the world of Southern Maryland and, perhaps, 
DC or Baltimore or home (depending on whether you go out-of-town that weekend). Next Tuesday, I’ll provide you 
with a day-by-day guide on how to approach these observations, and you’ll need to think of them as field work—as 
gathering objective information about the gendered interactions and expressions that surround you. Each day, I’ll 
expect that you will take on a different aspect of gendered “culture” to analyze: one day it will be clothing, another 
day it will be TV commercials, another day it will be body posture and gesture, etc.

After you’ve done your field work, you will write up your notes but not in a traditional form. Instead, you will take 
on the approach of Steinem and Raphael—you will “turn the tables” on gender to write a reflective essay OR a 
piece of satire that thinks through the implications of making a gender typical behavior into its opposite: a gender 
atypical behavior. Importantly, as with Steinem choosing menstruation and Raphael choosing orgasm, you will have 
to choose an aspect of gender that is directly tied to biological sex—to the body.

To be clearer, your first Creative Response Paper must:

1. Choose a single aspect of gendered culture that you will write about (you may choose “masculinity” or 
“femininity”—it’s up to you);

2. Make sure to choose an aspect of gendered culture that is directly tied to biological sex (e.g., menstruation, 
orgasm, breasts, penis, testes, sperm, vagina, ovaries, uterus, underarm hair, facial hair, conception, gestation, 
hormones, menopause, etc.);

3. Use your field notes as examples, evidence, and details in your essay (I’m going to want the notes as well as the 
paper when you turn it all in, so make sure you actually use your field research in your writing); and

4. Write a reflective OR a satiric essay in which you “turn the tables” on this specific aspect of gender and think 
about the implications of “turning the tables” across various aspects of culture—in politics, education, religion, 
family, food, sports, work, sexuality, marriage, literature, film, TV, videogames, advertisements, stores—of all 
kinds, the home space, clothing, music, etc., etc., etc. You need not think about the implications for all of these 
aspects of culture, but you do need to discuss more than a single aspect of culture.

This first Creative Response Paper should be between 2 – 3 double-spaced pages, typed, proofread (especially 
spellchecked—don’t try my patience, please!). Because you must turn in your field notes with this assignment, you’ll 
also give me a hard copy of this paper, with your field notes. And while you’ll have the option of choosing not to do 
one of the CPR’s this spring, this one everyone must do—it’s the first, and so let’s gender-bend together!
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Fieldnote Observations of GTB’s

Today, at 2:00, I want you to start gathering information on gender typical behavior (GTB) to use as primary-source 
evidence (fieldwork) for your First Creative Response Paper.  You’ll gather this information for 7 consecutive days, 
beginning today through the end of the day next Monday. 

Remember that, generally speaking, I’m asking you to observe various manifestations of GTB, but those observations 
may be made here at St. Mary’s College, in the county (e.g., at the Green Door or Sheetz), or in another place entirely 
(DC, Baltimore, Annapolis, your own hometown). 

Here, then, is a day-by-day guide to these observations. Please follow the prompts for each day, but also know that 
you may add ideas, questions, and specific descriptive details of your own—my prompts are in no way exhaustive.

Day One (Today)

Watch TV tonight, cable or network, with the sound off. Specifically, watch TV advertisements (not shows). 
As you watch, consider the gendered interactions that you’re seeing: note body posture, use of color, close-ups 
and panoramic shots, objects, icons, actions, and where bodies are positioned in relation to the frame of the TV. 
Importantly, note what product is being sold for each advertisement that you watch and ask yourself how typical 
gendered behavior works to help sell that product (or an image linked to the product).

Day Two

Look carefully at how people around you are dressed. Consider both outer-wear as well as inner-wear (and, if you 
have the opportunity, underwear—but don’t put yourself in jeopardy!). Note accessories: shoes, jewelry, purses 
and bags. Note hairstyles and make-up. Look at both older groups as well as younger groups (yes, look at your 
professors!), and, if possible, examine clothing from various ethnic populations and/or classes. You may go to a store 
and look at clothing on the racks if you wish, but don’t use clothing in advertisements (either magazine or TV or 
Internet).

Day Three

Watch how women and men use their bodies around each other. Note body posture, body movement, gestures, facial 
expressions, and touching (or the lack of touch). If you can, try to watch women around other women, men around 
other men, as well as women and men interacting with each other. Visit a playground or a gradeschool classroom 
and see how children interact, bodily. Look at college students in the new gym, in the Great Hall, in the Daily Grind, 
in the library, at the Door. 

Day Four

Get on-line and surf the web—for anything other than commercial websites. Specifically, look for sites that are 
coded as “masculine” or “feminine.” What kind(s) of information do these sites offer? How are they representing 
masculinity or femininity to their audience? Of course, try to focus on what the sites are telling women and 
men about their respective behaviors—how they should behave. Look for what the sites are selling or arguing or 
providing information about. Look at government websites, personal websites, and academic websites (but, again, 
avoid commercial websites—you’ve already looked at advertisements on the TV). Think carefully about both text 
and image—how written text and visual images are trying to convey certain appropriate behaviors for both genders. 
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Day Five

Go to Bay Books in the Wildewood shopping center or the second-hand bookstore in Leonardtown or Border’s in 
Waldorf or some other commercial bookstore. What do women read? What do men read? How are these reading 
materials packaged—specifically, what do you note about the behaviors embedded in the reading material? Examine 
titles, fonts, authors’ names and occupations, the subject matter of the books (tables of content), the image(s) on 
the cover. If you’re stuck and really can’t visit a bookstore, go to the St. Mary’s College library or the public library 
(off Great Mills—the street behind the Burger King) and poke around there. Look, too, at books aimed at children vs. 
books aimed at adults.

Day Six

Listen to men and women in conversation. How do they talk? Think both about the content of what they say and 
how it gets said—both subject matter and approach. As with watching body language, try to listen to women 
speaking with other women, men with other men, as well as women and men conversing together. Who asks 
questions? Who qualifies what s/he says—and how? Who asserts—and how? Who suggests—and how? What is the 
topic of conversation? Who chose the topic? Does one gender participate more than another? And what about voice 
inflection—do you notice any differences there? Of course, make sure the people you’re listening to don’t know 
you’re taking notes! (And use real people; no film conversations, please.)

Day Seven

Choose a gender-typical behavior to observe in a medium of your choice (real-life, film, music, dance, art, history, 
medicine, the service industry, etc.). The only caveat is that you do not replicate the kinds of information you’ve 
gathered above; for instance, don’t choose romance films (“chick flicks”) and then take notes on gendered clothing 
behaviors. 

When you write up your fieldnotes, 1) use made-up names or simply X, Y, Z or Orange, Red, Yellow to distinguish 
your speakers, bodily movers, etc.; and 2) make sure you have at least two single-spaced pages for every day. 
Hand-written notes are fine or you may type them up. Spelling and other aspects of correctness don’t count here.

Remember that these field notes should work as an “archive” of examples for you as your write your Creative 
Response Paper, and remember, too, that you need to turn them in with the hard copy of your assignment.


