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1994; Parks & Hughes, 2005; Stall et al., 2001; Trocki, 2005). Nevertheless, the 
prevalence rate of alcohol use among “gay” or homosexual populations has been 
constructed as a problem related to the stress of being marginalized, a product of 
heterosexism, and a tension reliever used to reduce feelings of low self-worth (Stall 
& Willey, 1988; Tori, 1989). Alternatively, Caceres and Cortinas (1996) interpret 
the higher prevalence rate of alcohol use as a social resource and as a disinhibitor. 
Caceres and Cortinas note that alcohol use may allow the exploration of identities 
rendered taboo outside the gay bar. These researchers suggest alcohol becomes a 
tool to negotiate sexual intimacy and to celebrate sexual differences in a safe public 
space. The point of alcohol use, the authors state, is “to decrease the normal agency 
of the people involved,” thereby creating a context where norm violations are more 
likely to occur (Caceras & Cortinas, 1996, p. 56). Examining alcohol use in relation 
to the social construction of gender expands the existing literature in terms of what 
social construction theory can add to the existing literature on gender in relation to 
drinking behavior. Below I review the alcohol use and gender literature and discuss 
the ways in which these literatures converge.
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gender has been dichotomized (Lorber, 1994). In this day to day operation, men and 
women engage in the doing of gender displays and practices (e.g., gendered hairstyles 
and clothing) (West & Zimmerman, 1987). Conforming to societal expectations is 
the lynchpin of regularly occurring gendered behavior. Interaction is moderated by 
gendered social structure (Garýnkel, 1967; Martin & Collinson, 2000). Individuals 
are accountable to their assigned sex and subject to condemnation for violations of 
gender performance depending on the situated context. Those who violate gender 
and sexuality norms are likely to be labeled deviant. Thus, social structure itself 
appears to be gendered, the performance of gender is situated, and gendered behavior 
reproduces structure.

Divergent gender practices have been described as forms of gender difference 
(Messerschmidt, 1993) or gender deviance (Cromwell, 1999; Garýnkle, 1967), 
and those who engage in gender difference have been referred to as transgenderists 
(Dozier, 2005). Messerschmidt (1993) extended West and Fenstermakerôs (1995) 
and Connellôs (1987) theories on gender to signify doing gender in different 
situations and with different degrees of salience. Structured action theory (SAT) 
(Messerschmidt, 1993, 1999) advanced sociological research on gender and gender 
norm violation by arguing that gender is a mechanism through which situated social 
action reproduces social structure. That is, normative beliefs for men and women 
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purposeful or accidental gender difference occurs. Thirdly, the accounts literature 
is expanded to address the relevance of situational contexts (e.g., alcohol use) in 
gender construction. In this paper, I examine instances of doing gender difference 
as these practices relate to alcohol use. Because I focus on inappropriate gender 
displays, I also explore the ways in which doing gender difference is disavowed 
and thus a form of deviant behavior.

the current stuDy

In this paper, three questions are explored. First, does alcohol use motivate 
women and men and/or those they interact with to engage in or ignore inappropriate 
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respondent self-described as Asian and was male. Fifty-three percent (N=41) were 
male, and 47% were female (N=37). Seventy-two percent (N=56) self-identiýed 
as heterosexual, 22% (N=17) self-identiýed as homosexual, and the remaining 6% 
(N=5) self-identiýed as bisexual. The mean age was 20 years old (SD = 2.75). Fifteen 
percent (N=11) of the sample reported being a member of a fraternity or sorority. 
The majority of participants (50%) were in the College of Arts and Sciences at the 
time of the study. Thirty percent had undeclared majors and the remainder were 
either in the College of Engineering, Business, or Fine Arts. 

Sample reCruitment and eligibility

Undergraduate attendance at the target university was the only eligibility criterion 
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when you see someone drinking or getting drunk? Respondents were asked if they 
perceived gender differences for each question.

analySiS

The paper uses in-depth interviews to gain a nuanced understanding of young 
people’s attitudes and beliefs about gender norms, gender norm violations, and 
alcohol use. Qualitative methods, grounded theory in particular, provide the tools 
necessary to address the study of gender difference in the context of alcohol use. 
Grounded theory allows respondents to inform the development of theory (see 
Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The data presented here are based on over 100 hours of 
interview data. All interviews were taped and transcribed verbatim with participant 
consent. Themes were inductively generated from the data using a line-by-line open 
coding method (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). An initial content analysis was conducted 
for patterns of responses emerging from the data. After this initial analysis, a more 
thorough examination of the transcripts was conducted for emergent themes. 

http://jod.sagepub.com/


380 Journal of Drug Issues

Peralta

embarrassing behaviors, which I refer to as gender norm violations or doing gender 
difference. It was striking that many of the behaviors discussed were deviant in that 
they violated gender norms. Early on and throughout the study, this type of deviance 
was described by participants in virtually every interview, albeit in varying degrees. 
Collectively, these gender deviations came to be interpreted as a signiýcant emergent 
theme.  Grounded in these data, I found that alcohol use provided a context where 
differential constructions of gender took place. For the purposes of this paper, this 
theme is explored separately for men and women. Thus the ýndings section is divided 
into two sections: (a) purposefully doing gender differently among women in the 
situated context of alcohol use and (b) purposeful gender difference and accidental 
gender blunders among men in the situated context of alcohol use. Table 1 below 
corresponds with sections 1 and 2 described above. This table displays the number 
of participants who used alcohol as an excuse for gender difference while in college 
and the number of participants who recalled receiving at least one alcohol-related 
excuse from peers during college for a gender norm violation. The table is meant 
to provide data on the distribution of themes and is not meant to be generalized 
beyond those interviewed.

While previous research suggests that alcohol is used to express traditional 
or emphasized gender practices, I focus on the management of stigma associated 
with deviating from oneôs assigned gender whether the behavior in question was 
purposeful or not. Below, accounts are used to illustrate how the use of alcohol 
allows individuals to successfully excuse gendered behaviors deemed deviant. 
Participants provided many examples of using alcohol as an excuse for deviant 
behavior. Students report that their excuses (e.g., ñI wouldnôt have done it if I werenôt 

table 1
Percent of Men anD woMen usIng alcohol-relateD excuses for exPressIng genDer 

DIfference anD Percent of Men anD woMen receIvIng alcohol-relateD excuses 
for exPerIencIng genDer DIfference
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said “…you don’t go into the bathroom and like put your makeup on when you’re 
drunk. You don’t even think about it.” These statements represent the preoccupation 
with appearance and beauty in everyday femininity performance. Julia states that 
women in general, when drinking, no longer need to worry about some forms of 
gender-appropriate behavior. In the speciýc social situation of the co-ed party 
scene, these women are challenging a feminine identity that requires attention to 
appearance. Alcohol use allows the culturally appropriate display of femininity to 
be suspended. Thus, drinking can be understood as an alluring reprieve from one 
labor-intensive component of doing femininity. 

Alcohol use allowed women to ignore the judgment of others. Tina, an AA 
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ýndings by Sheehan & Ridge (2001), which suggests that young women ýnd alcohol 
use both meaningful and positive in terms of improving self-esteem.    

Taken together, these accounts resonate with the accounts literature. Excuses, a 
type of account, minimize or absolve responsibility when behavior is challenged. 
The common belief that individual-level factors (i.e., biological, psychological) 
explain much of human behavior, such as the presumed individual effect alcohol 
has on the body, is appealing as an excuse when social norms are broken. Thus, 
the context of alcohol use allows situational deýance of emphasized femininity 
without changing womenôs overall gender identity. Further examples of how this 
robust conviction works to suspend gender norms follow. The section below will 
elaborate on how alcohol is used to do gender differently, whether purposefully or 
accidentally, for heterosexual and gay men. 

PurPoseful genDer DIfference anD accIDental genDer blunDers aMong Men In the 
sItuateD context of alcohol use

Men interviewed described the social practice of gender construction in the 
situated context of alcohol use. In this context, the practice of gender that was not 
in accordance with their gender identity was purposeful for some heterosexual 
men, and for gay men in particular. Alcohol use served as an account to counteract 
the negative labeling associated with gender difference. For others, I introduce the 
concept of “gender blunder,” which refers to accidental gender norm violations 
that reveal the þuidity of gender and the necessary situational characteristics that 
produce them. I use quotation marks because it was unclear whether or not gender 
deviations were always accidental. Accidentally acting ñlike a fagò or unknowingly 
being “too butch”4 are terms participants used and are terms for which I interpret 
to be gender blunders. When a behavior that is expressive of the opposite gender 
is exhibited yet unintended, a gender blunder has been committed; this is often 
considered a shameful act in need of explanation. Alcohol use provided a socially 
acceptable explanation that worked to neutralize gender blunders according to actors 
and audiences. The following accounts illustrate what gender blunders are, how 
they take place in student’s lived reality, and how accounts of alcohol use provide 
the context necessary to permit gender difference. 

Sammy, an EA heterosexual, discusses the behaviors he can do while drinking 
that are outside the realm of his masculine identity-appropriate practices. Sammy 
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cry. If you cry, that is something you keep to yourself. But he was 
drunk, so I can understand.

To cry is to be soft. To be soft is not masculine, it is feminine, and feminine traits 
among men are not acceptable unless alcohol is involved. Through alcohol, men were 
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Both Sam and Adam discuss the þuidity of sexuality when alcohol is involved. 
Drunkenness permits inappropriate gender practices without jeopardizing oneôs 
gender identity. Participants in the study raised the condition of ñbeer gogglesò 
induced by alcohol, which blurred the distinction between appropriate sex partners 
and inappropriate sex partners. The blurring effect caused by “beer goggles” to an 
extent was supposed to excuse normative infractions involving sexual behavior.  
Below, James (EA and homosexual), shares a speciýc alcohol-related sexual 
experience with men understood to be heterosexual.

James: When I was like 18 and just ýnally coming to terms with 
being gay, I had friends that let me hang with them. I had dealt 
with guys in high school calling me fag. So I had these friends who 
liked me for me so it was nice ýnally to have people accept me. 
Well these friends had a few guy friends that didn’t like me much 
because I was gay. One night we had this knock-out party, we all 
got…drunk. Well these guys suddenly wanted me to perform oral 
sex with them and I refused of course. Then they wanted to do it to 
me so I let them. Anyway, they did it after calling me faggot. These 
guys went down on me and performed oral sex on meéI was not 
shocked at all. I believe they were covering up their true feelings 
with alcohol use and the like. I believe men do it to cover it up.

The experience described above reveals how situated behavior occurs. Situationally, 
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pregnant. Obviously he was very drunk and didnôt know we were 
being obvious. I was ýred three weeks later6.

We see from the experience described above how speciýc circumstances allow for 
the construction of gender via practices understood to be feminine or masculine. 
Victor, an EA heterosexual, shares a similar alcohol related sexual encounter. In 
this case, instead of the partner being male, Victorôs partner was not a desirable or 

http://jod.sagepub.com/


390 Journal of Drug Issues

Peralta

Internalized homophobia and the resulting self-loathing stemming from conþict 
between desire and cultural sexual standards make alcohol a powerful device to 
experiment with gender practices. Hector suggests that he could not enter the gay 
bar sober during his initial coming out period; Hector needed to be drunk. Situated 
intoxication thus permitted Hector to engage in constructing nonhegemonic 
masculinities. Gender difference here means choosing to be a patron at a local gay 
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gendered behaviors. This serves to reproduce and reinforce the status quo of gendered 
structure. Public alcohol use facilitated the construction of gender regardless of 
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escape from a perceived heterosexist society and from conýning gender norms 
that did not ýt their marginalized ways of doing gender. Alcohol was also used as 
a means to escape the pain associated with deviant status. Alcohol use provided 
the excuse to be different and facilitated the ability to be different in the accepting 
space of the gay bar. The gay bar is a social space, centered on alcohol, where 
gender-based norms can be left at the doorstep and the construction of gender can 
take on alternative forms. Bars are thus locations where the boundaries of gender 
are redrawn, recreated, and reinvented because of the time-out period afforded 
by alcohol use. Participants also provided evidence of how men use alcohol to 
construct gender in ways not afforded by their gender identity. These constructions 
involve emotional expression, poetry writing, dancing, and sexual encounters with 
inappropriate partners. Importantly, alcohol use simultaneously allowed for gender 
difference and the structure of gender to remain in place (Lucal, 1999) through its 
power to excuse gender norm violations. 

While participants accepted the excuse of drunkenness for gender blunders, they 
simultaneously believed that a drinking person has control of the body and mind. 
This discrepancy reveals that the mysterious psychopharmacological nature of 
alcohol is invoked only when convenient. For participants, the notion that gender 
is an active accomplishment is a foreign concept. Many believe the expression of 
gender is entirely a natural extension of human behavior uninþuenced by social 
structure, social control, or social norms. These accounts reveal that self-control 
is not entirely lost when heavy drinking occurs.  Thus gender, in the face of heavy 
alcohol use, is being actively and purposefully constructed. What is more, while all 
participants agree that alcohol should never be accepted as an excuse for improper 
behavior in general, this collective stance quickly disappears as evidenced by their 
frequent use of alcohol-related excuses in individual interaction, both as recipient 
and invokers of alcohol-related excuses. 

notes
1  Research of this kind has not examined the social setting of the college 

campus.  Nor has prior research explored how individuals who self-describe 
as heterosexual use alcohol to blur the constructed dichotomous identities of 
straight, gay, masculine, or feminine. In other words, prior research has not 
explored situated actions that reproduce gendered social structure.

2  College students happen to be an ideal group to study gendered social structure 
and the role of alcohol use. First, colleges and universities are replete with 
examples of gender segregation, emphasized femininity, and hegemonic 
masculinity (Anderson, 2002; Bemiller 2005) despite the reputation of colleges 
and universities have for pursuing gender equality and diversity (Davies & 
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Guppy, 1997). Pressures to conform to norms while in college are formidable. 
Students learn to actively avoid behaviors understood to be deviant in order to 
avoid marginalization. Researchers have found traditional forms of deviance 
(i.e., theft, vandalism, and violence) are excused away via alcohol use (Corbin, 
Bernat, Calhoun, McNair, & Seals, 2001; Norris, Nurius, & Dimeff, 1996). 
Secondly, college and university students are routinely found to be among 
the heaviest of drinkers relative to other social groups according to nationally 
representative surveys (Gfroerer, Greenblatt, & Wright, 1997). 

3  I
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Minority Fellowship Program of the American Sociological Association for funding 
support, and the students who shared their stories.
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