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Gender in Society

Gender

A social and cultural identity that can impact how a person behaves, speaks, feels, dresses, is perceived by others, and is treated by people and institutions. Doctors usually label the gender of newborn babies according to their visible genitalia, but some people discover as they grow up that their gender differs from their biological sex. Many people’s gender exists somewhere on a spectrum between masculinity and femininity, while some others reject that binary and exist outside it. Many thinkers have argued that gender is an inessential social construct, so we shouldn’t necessarily conform to prescribed gendered strictures but should instead create our own unique gender expressions and identities.

Gender Identity

A person’s internal sense of their own gender. Importantly, this may differ from the way they express their gender externally with clothes and other aesthetic trappings; it may also differ from the gender other people perceive them as, or the gendered roles they are expected to play in their life. As a result, you can’t necessarily tell someone’s gender identity just by looking at them. The term ‘gender identity’ has fallen out of favour with some trans people, who argue that it implies their gender is something they ‘identify as’, rather than something they simply are.

Gender-neutral

Lacking division and specificity related to gender, often for reasons of inclusivity and/or equality. Language can be gender-neutral (such as using they/them pronouns for people of indeterminate gender), as can policies (including paying all employees the same rate for the same work, regardless of gender) and products (such as clothing designed for all bodies and genders), among other things.

Gender Binary

A widespread system of gender classification whereby only two genders are acknowledged: male and female. In many ways, Western culture as a whole is organized around this idea, with gendered roles and attributes being projected on to people based on their assigned sex, and many products and media properties being designated ‘for men’ or ‘for women’. While many people – both transgender and cisgender – feel they fit comfortably into the category of ‘man’ or ‘woman’, the gender binary ideology has been heavily criticized for excluding non-binary and intersex people, oversimplifying the ways in which gender can be experienced and expressed, assuming someone’s assigned biological sex at birth will always match their gender identity, imposing binaristic gender through colonialism on cultures that don’t subscribe to that idea, and creating unnecessary hierarchies of power based on gender.

Gender Spectrum

A continuum between man and woman, or between masculine and feminine, and a more progressive and nuanced view of gender than the gender binary. Some people believe we all contain some kind of interplay between masculine and feminine energies. The concept of the gender spectrum has been criticized for being too linear and thus excluding some non-binary people whose gender exists not between maleness and femaleness but rather outside those constructs entirely.

Gendered Socialization

The process through which people (especially young people) are taught about the roles and behaviour patterns society expects them to adhere to, based on the gender they were assigned at birth. For example, assigned-female people are often socialized to be passive, considerate and emotionally intuitive, and assigned-male people to be unemotional, aggressive and ambitious. ‘Gender essentialists’ argue that these traits are inborn, but feminist and trans thinkers have countered that such traits are instead taught and continually reinforced. While some gendered socialization is fairly innocuous, much of it is problematic, harmful and unnecessary, especially since trans and non-binary people usually end up living as a different gender from the one they were socialized as. Some people, such as the trans social psychologist Devon Price, have argued that the idea of gendered socialization is largely oversimplified and that each person is socialized differently depending on their location, culture, parents’ views on gender, and so on.

Gender Roles

Societally enforced expectations of how people should look and behave, based on their gender. These roles vary between cultures, and are usually limited to a binary view of gender. In Western culture, for instance, generally men are expected to be strong, assertive and unemotional, and women to be polite, nurturing and passive. Flouting these expectations can have ramifications ranging from mild judgement to social ostracization and even violence. The feminist and trans rights movements have called gender roles unnecessary, restrictive and harmful. As a result, some gendered expectations have changed (for example, it is generally acceptable now for women to work and for men to be stay-at-home fathers), while others have not (assertive women are often still frowned upon in politics and the media, for instance).

Social Construct

It has been widely argued, mostly by feminist and trans thinkers, that society has assigned certain traits, roles, expectations and statuses to specific gender groups, and that these ideas about gender are artificially imposed, rather than being innate. The existence of trans, non-binary and intersex people supports this argument, by making it clear that biological sex and gender expression are two separate things that need not necessarily ‘match’ in conventional ways. Intersex and non-binary people have also demonstrated that gender and sex are not nearly as simple as the socially constructed binary system would indicate. Some sociological analysis shows that constructing gender categories in this way works to concentrate power into the hands of specific groups of people (in patriarchal societies, men).

Patriarchy

A social system in which men (especially cisgender men) have more power and privilege than any other gender group. This power manifests in countless ways, including men having more wealth and being paid more for equivalent work, men being better represented in politics and media, and men being seen as inherently smarter and more capable than women. Other overarching societal forces, such as white supremacy (systemic racism) and heterocentrism (systemic homophobia), concentrate this power into the hands of cisgender, heterosexual, white men specifically. The feminist movement has critiqued patriarchy for its oppression of women and trans people, and seeks to abolish or overcome it. In many ways, patriarchy harms men too, by holding them to harsh standards of masculinity.



Gender Identities

Woman

An adult female human; a grown-up girl. Feminine gender presentation is common (although not universal) for women. Women can be cisgender (in which case they usually have a vulva and a vagina) or transgender (in which case they may have been born with a penis); there are also non-binary and intersex women (who may have any genitalia). All types of woman are discriminated against in patriarchal societies. Historically women have been largely relegated to roles such as homemaker and childbearer; it is now understood, more widely than ever before, that women can be (and are) much more than that, although reductive stereotypes about them persist.

Man

An adult male human; a grown-up boy. Many have a penis, although some intersex and trans men do not. Many have higher levels of androgens (such as testosterone) in their body than the average woman, although – again – not all do. Many men have a masculine gender presentation, although one can certainly be a man without being masculine (or be masculine without being a man). Men have systemic privilege and power over women in many societies, in that (for instance) they are paid more than women on average for the same work and have an easier time entering fields such as politics, media and science.

Non-binary

A gender identity existing somewhere between the masculine and feminine ends of the gender spectrum, or outside that spectrum entirely. Non-binary people’s outward gender expression may be androgynous, but androgyny isn’t a prerequisite of being non-binary. Non-binary identities are generally included under the ‘transgender’ umbrella, and ‘non-binary’ is often itself considered an umbrella term comprising identities such as genderqueer, agender, bigender and genderfluid. Some non-binary people – although not all – use gender-neutral pronouns such as ‘they/them’ or ‘ze/hir’, and gender-neutral appellations such as ‘Mx’.

Enby

A phonetic pronunciation of ‘N.B.’ (non-binary) and an informal term for a non-binary person. It may be used similarly to words such as ‘girl/boy’ or ‘man/woman’, as in ‘I am attracted to guys, gals and enbies.’ It can also be substituted for these words in other terms, such as ‘enbyfriend’ in lieu of ‘boyfriend/girlfriend’. Some non-binary people find the word ‘enby’ juvenile or silly, so it’s best not to assume anyone wants to be called an enby unless they tell you they do.

Cisgender

If someone’s internal sense of their own gender (their gender identity) aligns with the sex they were assigned at birth, they are cisgender (often abbreviated to ‘cis’). This term comes from the Latin prefix cis, meaning ‘on the same side of’, as opposed to the Latin prefix trans, meaning ‘on the opposite side of’. Some cis people prickle when described as such, even going so far as to call it a slur, because they’re not used to being seen as anything other than the default – but in reality, ‘cis’ is a factual descriptor as innocuous as ‘brunette’ or ‘British’.

Transgender

If someone’s gender identity does not match the gender they were assigned at birth based on their biological sex, they are transgender (often abbreviated to ‘trans’). While this might mean they were assigned male and identify as female (or vice versa), ‘transgender’ is often used as an umbrella term that also encompasses non-binary, intersex, genderfluid and agender people, among others. Some trans people pursue medical treatment, legal reclassification and other methods of bringing their perceived gender into alignment with their gender identity, although one can still be trans without taking these measures. Trans people are widely discriminated against and misunderstood, although the proliferation of trans public figures and the tireless work of transgender rights activists are helping to change that.

Transsexual

Considered an outdated or offensive term by many people, the term ‘transsexual’ has been largely abandoned in favour of the more modern ‘transgender’, because being trans is more about gender than sex or sexuality. However, some trans people still prefer to identify as transsexual; the term can denote that one has medically transitioned through hormones and/or surgery, which not all transgender people do. Unless you know for a fact that a particular person identifies as a transsexual, it’s usually considered most correct (as with ‘transgender’) to use this word as an adjective, not a noun, if you use it at all.

Genderqueer

A gender identity word that is sometimes used interchangeably with ‘non-binary’ and sometimes thought to be its own separate identity. Genderqueer individuals may feel that their gender exists outside the binary, changes from day to day, comprises several different aspects and/or simply can’t be described with existing language. Just as to be queer is to deviate from the norms of both heterosexuality and homosexuality, to be genderqueer is to deviate from mainstream gender norms. Genderqueer people may use any pronouns, although many prefer gender-neutral ones. Their gender expression may be androgynous in appearance, but it doesn’t have to be.

Genderfluid

Someone whose gender identity and/or gender expression vary over time may identify as genderfluid. A genderfluid person may, for instance, feel like a woman on some days and more androgynous on other days. Some genderfluid people may want to be addressed with different names and pronouns at different times, depending on how they currently feel, gender-wise. Genderfluid people fall under the non-binary umbrella.

Gender-expansive

An umbrella term used to describe people whose gender identities and/or expressions fall outside traditional gender roles and expectations. This may include trans and non-binary people as well as those who feel that their gender can’t be adequately described using existing terms.

Agender

An agender person has no sense of having a gender, or has a gender identity that they see as being unknown or undefinable. Agender people fall under the non-binary umbrella, although many non-binary people do have a sense of their own gender and where it exists on (or outside) the gender spectrum, whereas agender people generally understand their gender as being non-existent or undefined. Agender people may use any set of pronouns, including gender-neutral ones, or no pronouns at all.
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