
Chapter 2
Understanding Sex and Gender

Myths and misconceptions about sex and gender:
(1) Sex and gender are two words that can be used interchangeably.
(2) There are only two sexes and two genders.
(3) The sex assigned at birth always predicts a person’s gender identity.
(4) The way children are raised is the strongest influence on their gender identity.

2.1 Introduction

The myths and misconceptions about sex and gender listed above guide the
discussion and goals for this chapter. In order to best address these myths and
misconceptions, the terms sex and gender are defined and discussed in depth using
case studies and real-life examples to help the reader form a more nuanced under-
standing of these concepts. As this book hopes to point out, it is the presence
of a narrow sex/gender binary system that is the source of difficulty for many
individuals – not their own identity or embodiment.

The terms “sex” and “gender” are commonly used interchangeably in everyday
conversation. Sex and gender describe two different but closely related concepts
that describe aspects of our bodies and identities and how they act and interact
with the bodies and identities of others in our society. Some professionals including
medical doctors, counselors, educators, and researchers misuse the terms; this con-
tributes to popular confusion of the concepts of sex and gender. This chapter aims to
clarify these terms and help provide the reader a more nuanced and complex under-
standing of these concepts in order to improve the experiences of all students in
schools.

Most people have been taught to see the world as divided into two halves: male
and female. Unfortunately, this division that is taught from the moment a child is
conceived is an oversimplification that ends up inflicting a great deal of pain and
suffering on many people. Although many human beings are comfortable in and
proud of their male and female bodies, and their gender identities, there are many
individuals who are not as comfortable in or proud of their bodies or identities due
to the narrow definitions of sex and gender our society has created.
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Although most of this chapter is dedicated to clarifying the concepts of sex and
gender and the variety of approaches to understanding these categories, it is impor-
tant to note that I feel it is less essential to understand why there is such variation
than it is to understand how to respect and appreciate this diversity. If we focus on
too much on why then we are asking the wrong questions based in faulty assump-
tions. It is more important to think about how educators and other youth workers
can create more effective and inclusive schools, classrooms, and community spaces.
However, in order to offer educators and youth workers a firm foundation in how sex
and gender is understood and structured, in order to better teach against prevailing
myths and misconceptions, we start with an examination of sex categories.

2.2 Let’s Talk About Sex

Sex is a medico-legal category that has been created by doctors and politicians in
order to categorize and recognize various types of bodies. Scientists have defined sex
as the biological characteristics of an organism related to one’s reproductive capac-
ities. These characteristics include one’s external genitalia, chromosomal makeup,
hormones, and reproductive organs. Sex is also a legal category that is regulated by
countries as every individual is assigned an official sex and must go through lengthy
physical and psychological processes to secure permission to formally change how
they are legally recognized. Historically animal organisms have been divided into
two categories: male and female, even though there are organisms that don’t fit
clearly into these categories. Some species have what the scientific community have
named hermaphrodites. These are organisms that either have the reproductive capac-
ity of both male and female at the same time, or can transform from one to the other
depending on the needs of the population. In human beings, “true” hermaphrodites
are incredibly rare although there are many variations of maleness and femaleness
that don’t fit any of the above terms. I use this term here because it is one that many
people may be familiar with. However, it is important to note that this is not the pre-
ferred or scientifically accurate term for human beings who are born with physical
characteristics that are recognized as both male and female.

When a baby is born, it is assigned a sex at birth usually based on the appearance
of its external genitalia. If there is a penis, it is declared to be a boy; if there is a
vagina it is declared to be a girl. This is then marked on the child’s birth certificate
and the parents raise that child according to the social expectations for a child of
that sex. This is also referred to as the “gender of rearing” since family members
begin to interact with and socialize the child based on the sex category assigned at
birth. Although this process might appear simple and straightforward to the average
parent, it does not take into consideration the possible amounts of variation that
exist in bodies that have penises and testicles, bodies that have vaginas and ovaries,
and bodies that have elements of both. This section will introduce and explore four
different sex categories that can be used to understand and describe bodies: Male,
female, intersex, and transsexual.
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First let’s consider the story of Maria Patino, a track athlete headed to the 1988
Olympics to compete for Spain. She had forgotten her required certificate of femi-
ninity and needed to have it verified onsite by the “femininity control head office.”
This exam determined that she had a Y chromosome and testes in her labia as well as
no uterus or ovaries and therefore could not compete as a woman. Another individ-
ual named Levi Suydam living in Salisbury, Connecticut, in 1843 petitioned for the
right to vote in an important local election. The doctor examined Levi and declared
him to be male and eligible to vote. However, a few days later the physician discov-
ered that Levi menstruated regularly and had a vaginal opening (Fausto-Sterling,
2000, pp. 1, 31). These individuals offer a few examples of how sex can be embod-
ied in ways that transcend the narrowly defined categories of male and female. These
are both examples of individuals who would now be recognized as intersex.

A fourth sexual category is known as transsexualism. This occurs when an indi-
vidual’s physical characteristics, or phenotype, are recognized as male or female,
but that person’s identity doesn’t align with their biological sex so they undergo
medical treatments such as hormone therapy and/or surgery to transform their body
to match one’s social identity (GIRES, 2006). Some may believe that this is a rela-
tively recent concept or experience, however, this term first emerged in 1949 in the
work, psychopathia transsexualis, by David O. Cauldwell (Sullivan, 2003, p. 102).
One of the earliest public figures to speak about her sex reassignment surgery was
Christine Jorgensen in 1952; scholars suggest that there is evidence of such surgical
interventions as early as 1882 (Sullivan, 2003). How sex is decided at that moment
of birth is not as straightforward and reliable as our high school biology textbooks
led us to believe. The next section presents a brief scientific overview of how bodies
develop and are categorized.

2.2.1 Sex Determination 101

There are three main factors that shape how the human body develops sexually:
chromosomes, gonads, and hormones. Chromosomal sex is determined by ovum and
sperm that combine their genetic material to create a new organism. The egg (ovum)
always contributes an X chromosome, and the sperm contributes either an X or a Y.
Females develop from XX sex chromosomes and males develop from XY chro-
mosomes. These are the first factors that impact the process of sex determination
(Smith, 2007, p. 200). In rare cases, children are born with different chromosomal
combinations including XO (Turner Syndrome) and XXY (Klinefelter Syndrome),
which impact their sexual development. These are discussed in greater detail in the
section on intersex people.

Gonadal Sex describes the type of sexual organs that develop in an organism:
ovaries, testes, or a combination of both. Most ovaries produce estrogen, progestin,
and ova and most testes produce steroid hormones and sperm. Early in development,
the gonadal tissue is undifferentiated. If a Y chromosome is present, it stimulates
production of Testis Determination Factor (TDF) protein which causes testes to
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develop. In the absence of this protein, ovaries develop. In other words, all embryos
start as female and will develop as such unless TDF is present to create testes.

The third influence in the sexual development of a child is hormones. Hormonal
sex is determined by the levels of chemical produced by the endocrine glands. These
shape the development of internal organs and external genitalia. All bodies produce
estrogen, progesterone, and testosterone, but at different levels and they impact bod-
ies in different ways. If a Y chromosome is present and testes have formed, they
begin to secrete hormones that prevent a uterus and vagina from developing and
stimulate the production of testosterone and the growth of male structures such as a
penis and scrotum.

In the majority of births, these three determining factors work together to create
a body with a reproductive system that is clearly recognizable as male or female.
However, in approximately 1.7% of all births children have a variation on the themes
of maleness and femaleness and are intersex (Fausto-Sterling, 2000). This quick
review of mammalian biology was intended to help clarify how science has defined
the sexes and why it is necessary to expand the categories that exist beyond male
and female. This section is not meant to be an exhaustive overview of the science
and medicine that have created these categories, as this has been done effectively by
other authors (Fausto-Sterling, Kessler, GIRES). Instead, I hope to provide a basic
framework to help the average parent or educator better understand the multiple
factors that are involved in determining and assigning the sex of a body at birth.

2.2.2 How Many Sexes are There?

In a famous and controversial article published in 1993, biologist and feminist
Anne Fausto-Sterling made an argument for expanding our sex categories from
two to five (Fausto-Sterling, 1993). Her five categories included males, females,
herms (“true” hermaphrodites), merms (male “pseudo-hermaphrodites”), and ferms
(female “pseudo-hermaphrodites”). This article produced a firestorm of debate, and
although Fausto-Sterling no longer advocates for such a system (Fausto-Sterling,
2000, p. 110), she argues for expanding our notions of maleness and femaleness and
not limiting our definitions of these terms to the size and shape of a person’s geni-
tals. She supports a position advanced by Suzanne Kessler who believes that giving
“genitals primary signifying status ignores the fact that in the everyday world gen-
der attributions are made without access to genital inspection. . .what has primacy in
everyday life is the gender that is performed, regardless of the flesh’s configuration
under the clothes” (Kessler, 1998, p. 90). I support this argument as it emphasizes
the importance of understanding how gender – the way we identify and are socially
recognized – has greater day-to-day importance than our sex, however, there are
important descriptive terms that can help us understand the variability in the sexes.
I propose the following four terms to help us understand the different bodies and
sexual categories that are currently used. These categories were selected due to their
use in research and activist communities, and the fact that we currently rely heavily
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on such medico-legal categories to organize and understand bodies and how they
interact in the world: male, female, transsexual, and intersex. Although these terms
are contested and imperfect, in the interests of developing a shared introductory
vocabulary, they are what I propose for now.

As explained earlier, there are three main biological systems that contribute to
creating the sex of an individual. For females, they have an XX genotype, their gen-
itals (external sex organs) include a vagina, clitoris, and labia; their gonads (internal
sex organs) include ovaries and a uterus; and their bodies produce the hormones
oestrogen and progesterone in quantities that cause their bodies to ovulate, menstru-
ate, potentially support a pregnancy, and nurse a newborn. Since reproduction of
the species is the primary reason for biological sex differentiation, the key elements
of the sexed body are related to procreating. Does this mean that women who are
XX and have vaginas, but aren’t able to get pregnant are less female? That XY men
with penises who don’t produce sperm, or can’t ejaculate are less male? I pose these
questions here in order to encourage the reader to being to critique the way biology
and scientific discourse have shaped and limited our thinking.

The biological definition of male refers to an individual who has an XY genotype,
genitalia that includes a penis and scrotum, gonads that include testes, and a body
that produces androgens (primarily testosterone) in sufficient amounts through the
lifespan to produce and emit sperm. As mentioned earlier, the default developmen-
tal path is for an embryo to become female. Very specific structures need to be in
place for a ball of cells to differentiate and grow to become a reproductively mature
male. Researchers believe that this is one of the main reasons that female embryos
and fetuses are healthier than male embryos and fetuses. There are higher rates for
teratogenic birth defects and behavioral problems (related to harmful substances
such as alcohol, drugs, and chemicals), spontaneous abortions, and still-births in
male babies than for female babies. The Y chromosome carries fewer genes and
therefore has a weaker defense system (Smith, 2007, p. 204).

The third sex category, transsexuals, includes individuals who have either an XX
or XY genotype as well as the associated phenotypic traits for their genetic sex but
have a gender identity that does not align with their physical sexual characteris-
tics. This contradiction of physical and psychological traits has been termed gender
dysphoria by the medical profession. Transsexuals are usually assigned the clini-
cal label Gender Identity Disorder (GID) in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual
of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV) of the American Psychiatric Association, although
activists have been trying to get this condition removed from the DSM. As the lead
character in the film TransAmerica so eloquently argued, “If it can be fixed with
plastic surgery, is it really a mental disorder” (Tucker, 2005)? Some transsexual men
and women choose to undergo a series of medical treatments to realign their phys-
ical characteristics with their internal identity. These treatments generally include
hormone injections and surgery (GIRES et al., 2006, p. 29).

There is as much diversity among transsexual people as there are among male,
female, and intersex people. There is no single path to living as a transsexual per-
son. Some transsexuals talk about their process in terms of the interventions that
they have chosen to undertake including non-operative, pre-operative, transitioning,
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and post-operative individuals. These descriptions identify where in the physical
transformation process their bodies are situated. Transsexuals, by definition, are
individuals who have chosen to undergo some physical changes in order to be recog-
nized as belonging to a sex category other than the one they were assigned at birth.
Access to hormones and surgery can be costly and difficult which means that many
transsexuals live in bodies that they are not comfortable in or proud of. The social
bias and systemic discrimination against these individuals can create many obstacles
for them at school, home, and work. Although they may pass publicly as the sex that
they identify with, they are often outed when required for identification purposes to
produce a birth certificate or driver’s license to register for school or apply for a job.
The process for changing these official papers is lengthy and complicated and varies
regionally. This is a difficult hurdle that many transsexuals have to face during the
challenging and lengthy period of transition and demonstrates the importance of
recognizing sex as a legal category as well as a medical or biological one.

Transsexuals may also identify as MTF or FTM. MTF (male-to-female) trans-
sexuals are individuals who were named as males at birth but are transitioning to
live as female. They also may be known as trans-women, or if they have completed
all aspects of their transition they may choose only to identify as a woman. FTM
(female-to-male) transsexuals are individuals who were categorized as females at
birth and are transitioning to live as males. They may also be known as trans-men, or
as men. Some transsexual advocates prefer the terminology FTF (female-to-female)
and MTM (male-to-male) which describes the change process from internal identifi-
cation to external realignment. This is important to many who believe that they have
always been the sex that they identify with and want to be fully recognized as such.

The fourth category, intersex, describes people whose genotype or phenotype
varies from the above definitions of male and female. This is a relatively new cat-
egory due to the recent emergence of activism around this issue, however, many
individuals who have intersex characteristics may not be aware of this or may not
identify as such. The term intersex may be used to describe a range of causes for
sexual development that is nondimorphic (not clearly male or female). According to
one review of the literature, approximately 1.7% of babies born are intersex (Fausto-
Sterling, 2000, p. 53). Most of these children were never told about their early
medical histories, and this entire category of people had been almost completely
erased from society since early surgical interventions allowed doctors to “correct”
infants who were born with genitals that were not clearly male or female. Intersex
activists and their allies are now working to educate doctors and parents about the
risks of early surgery and believe this is a form of genital mutilation (Chase, 2003).
Many parents and doctors rush these infants to surgery in order to quickly assign
them a male or female sex. Usually these infants are made female because it is
more complicated to construct a penis than it is to construct a vagina. Adult intersex
activists argue that this early surgery and the lack of information provided to them
as teenagers and adults has caused them significant harm and they aim to reduce the
numbers of unnecessary surgeries for infants (Preves, 2009). Although intersex peo-
ple may not be considered normal, they are very clearly natural. They are born as
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they are; they are a product of the variations of nature. Our need to impose normal-
izing categories over naturally occurring ones is an example of how the sex binary
imposes artificial, socially created limits on people’s lives.

Some common causes of intersex bodies include: Congenital Adrenal
Hyperplasia, Klinefelter Syndrome, Turner Syndrome, Androgen Insensitivity
Syndrome, and Gonadal Dysgenesis (Fausto-Sterling, 2000, p. 52). In the ear-
lier story about Maria Patino, she was determined to have Androgen Insensitivity
Syndrome. She was genetically male (XY), but her body never responded to the
hormones her body produced to develop male sex characteristics, therefore she
developed as a female who retained her early embryonic male structures.

This brief overview of sex categories and how they are currently understood
was presented here to challenge and deepen existing understandings about sex. As
mentioned above, our sex categories have very little to do with how we interact with
others on a daily basis. In other words, it is hardly necessary for our friends, co-
workers, and acquaintances to know our exact gonadal and chromosomal makeup.
However, the way these are labeled and linked to cultural notions of gender are
incredibly important in shaping how individuals understand and present themselves
and interact with others in the social world.

2.3 Let’s Talk About Gender (Psychosocial)

When I was in 4th grade, my elementary school gave us the chance to choose a
musical instrument to learn to play. I wanted desperately to play the trumpet. It was
shiny and loud and could be clearly heard in any musical piece. When I announced
to my older brother that I wanted to choose the trumpet he said to me, “You can’t
play the trumpet, only boys play the trumpet.” When the time came to make our
selection, I chose an appropriate instrument for a girl: the flute. I always regretted
that decision, and wonder how many other opportunities I missed because it was
not appropriate for a girl. As noted above, our bodies are sexed based on biological
and legal categories, and as this section explains, they are gendered as a result of
relationships with ourselves and others in the social world.

Gender is the range of social and relational characteristics that mark our bod-
ies as belonging to one of several social categories. The most common categories
are boy/man and girl/woman, but they are not the only possible ones. There are
also individuals who identify as transgender, two-spirit, and genderqueer. These
terms are defined and examined in this section. Gender is different from, but related
to sex. Gender is a complex set of situated relationships that describe how we
identify ourselves and how others choose to interact with us in the world. It is
informed by the sex that we are assigned at birth, and although many females
develop a gender identity as a girl or woman, and many males identify as boys and
men, many individuals also develop gender identities that vary from this familiar
pattern.
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The modern concept of gender emerged in print in 1955 in an article in the
Bulletin Johns Hopkins Hospital by sex researcher John Money and was later pop-
ularized in his book Man and woman, boy and girl (1972) (Fausto-Sterling, 2000;
Money, 1973). He introduced this term to describe the social patterns that shaped
and informed people’s experiences in the world. Much initial research and dis-
cussion of the concept of gender was done by Money and his colleagues who
were working to understand the experiences of transgender and intersex people in
Western societies. As this work evolved, it became clear that everyone’s experiences
in the world were gendered, and one’s gender expression had a significant impact
on one’s daily life and long-term opportunities. Gender expression is a term used
to describe how one presents oneself to the world through external symbols and
behaviors such as clothing, accessories, hairstyle, body language, and tone of voice.
This expression is a reflection of our gender identity, or how we view ourselves and
which gender category we embrace.

The most common gender identities in world cultures are boy/man and
girl/woman. In western societies, which in modern times have all been patriarchal,
women’s and men’s roles and identities were historically constructed in opposition
to each other. Woman equals not man and man equals not woman. The next sec-
tion begins by examining masculinity and men’s roles before discussing femininity
and women’s roles to situate historically how these evolved. This is then followed
by more recently named gender identities such as transgender, two-spirit, and gen-
derqueer. This is not meant to imply that other gender identities did not exist until
recently, only that they have only recently begun to be named and written about
by people with access to publishing their ideas in institutionally recognized texts.
This section concludes by examining the concept of a gender binary and whether it
continues to be relevant or useful in the new millennium.

2.3.1 Boys and Men: Exploring Masculinities

Modern notions of masculinity are informed by historical, social, and cultural
influences. Western masculinity theorist Raewyn Connell1 (1995) suggested four
categories of masculinity: hegemonic, complicit, subordinate, and marginalized.
She argues masculinity is constructed in relation to and against femininity and sub-
ordinated forms of masculinity: “The dominant masculine form is characterized by
heterosexuality, power, authority, aggression and technical competence” (Mac an
Ghaill, 1995, p. 12). Hegemonic masculinity is at the top of a hierarchy of mas-
culinities and is defined by strength, competitiveness, and aggressiveness. As gender
theorist Martin Mills points out

In each of the signifiers of masculinity there is an association of maleness with coercive
power. Dominant images of the ‘ideal man’ portray him as competitive, strong, aggres-
sive when crossed, and as a good ‘mate’ (mate here referring to friendships between males

1This work was originally published under the name Robert Connell, however she now goes by
Raewyn and uses feminine pronouns.
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as opposed to sexual partner). This image is true of the action hero, the football star, the
business magnate and even the popular politician. The physical, sexual and, sometimes,
intellectual prowess of these heroic men is beyond the reach of most men. However, the
ideal forms the basis of hegemonic masculinities. (Mills, 2001, p. 23)

At the other end of the hierarchy of masculinities are those identities deemed as
subordinate. Men use power over other men to enforce this system and often act
with violence toward individuals who are viewed as “traitors to masculinity.” The
most notable grouping within the category of “subordinate masculinities” are gay
men (Mills, 2001, p. 70). Although sexual orientation is different from gender and
is explored in greater depth in the next chapter, it clearly impacts how gender is
interpreted and understood. Heterosexuality is one of the key elements in hegemonic
masculinity.

In between these two extremes of masculinity rest the middle two categories:
complicit and marginalized. Men who inhabit the space of complicit masculinity
don’t challenge the dominance of hegemonic masculine values in society, and con-
tinue to benefit from it. Many boys and men experience this form of masculinity for
they do not act out the “worst excesses of hegemonic masculinity,” but they do very
little to challenge the existing patriarchal gender order and thereby reinforce it. They
don’t see the harm in how men exercise their male power and often accept it as natu-
ral or view harassing behaviors as playful teasing or harmless banter. These men and
boys are in unique locations to help undo this hierarchy, but they rarely choose to
intervene and interrupt such behaviors for it would then call their own masculinity
into question. Finally, marginalized masculinities address the many layers of social
identity and how male privilege can be mediated by other factors such as race, eth-
nicity, and dis/ability. For example, Mills looked specifically at the experience of
Aboriginal men in Australia and how their cultural background kept them from
accessing their male privilege to the extent available to White men. He explains
that, “numerous examples abound of non-Anglo and non-middle-class men who
become exemplars of hegemonic masculinity within the sporting and entertainment
arenas. However, marginality will always impact on the extent of these benefits”
(2001, p. 76).

There are opponents to social constructionist theories who try to claim that gen-
der and sex are inextricably linked, and by being born with a “Y” chromosome
a child is biologically predisposed to acting in certain ways. Parents and teachers
who quickly dismiss boys’ overly rambunctious behavior by shaking their heads
and saying “boys will be boys” are using this argument. By stating that biology has
a stronger hold on behavior than environment, adults are allowing boys to avoid
accepting responsibility for their own actions and are reducing the power that they
themselves have to influence that child’s development in positive ways. This belief
is closely tied to the myth that high levels of testosterone results in high levels of
violence. Willam Pollack addresses this misunderstanding in his chapter Real boys:
The truths behind the myths, “[this] idea. . .stems from the mistaken assumption
that testosterone is the only force that inclines boys toward both active, rough-and-
tumble play and violent behaviour. This is not the case. Boys do play differently than
girls, but their style of play is not solely a function of testosterone and it certainly
does not prove a proclivity for violence” (2002, p. 91). He cites several studies that
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observed how testosterone and other artificial hormones impacted men’s behavior,
and it is clear that “no simple scientific link has been made between testosterone lev-
els and the tendency for aggression and violence” (92). Just as many hormones and
chemicals in our bodies can influence our actions and decision making, testosterone
is just one factor among many, and Pollack concludes that, “the level of testosterone
in any boy – and the way that testosterone affects him – has less impact on his
behavior than how the boy is loved, nurtured, and shaped by his parents and by the
context of the society in which he lives” (92). We now turn our attention to girls
and women and how femininity has been constructed in relation to the masculinities
described above.

2.3.2 Girls and Women – The Second Sex

Simone de Beauvoir’s seminal work The Second Sex (1949), played a key role in
framing modern discussions about women’s place in society. In the past 200 years,
women in North America have evolved from being considered their fathers’ or hus-
bands’ property (Rubin, 1975) to being recognized as full and equal independent
citizens who are now able own property, vote, get an education, and choose to not
marry or to select their own spouses. Traditional notions of femininity have always
been closely affiliated with a stratified class society. The ability to avoid manual
labor, attend to fashion and one’s physical appearance, and learn to be “ladylike”
was primarily available to women in the upper classes. Although there are many
variations of femininity that have emerged in modern times due to the work of fem-
inist activists, there are still some common threads that unite notions of femininity.
One culturally valued aspect of femininity includes being desirable to men: choos-
ing hairstyles, makeup, and clothing that highlight their heterosexual appeal. This is
another example of how gender and sexual orientation are at once interrelated and
distinct identity categories. Another culturally valued aspect of femininity includes
nurturing and taking care of others, which has been linked to the biological role of
the mother/creator of life (Bem, 1993; De Beauvoir, 1949). These expectations are
repeatedly taught and reinforced through books, television and other mass media,
family life, peer relationships, and school.

Although forms of valued femininity vary across, racial, ethnic, and class lines
(Brown, 2005; O′Connor, Lewis, & Mueller, 2005), all forms of femininity are
devalued in comparison to masculinity in patriarchal cultures (Meyer, 2006). The
practice of misogyny, or devaluing of the feminine, effectively limits the opportuni-
ties of those with a highly feminine gender identity or expression. Although many
women have been able to secure social and economic success by navigating this
heteronormative hierarchy, there still exist limits on the diversity of role models and
opportunities available to girls and young women. These limits also close off the
opportunity for a diverse understanding of gender that goes beyond either mascu-
line for boys or feminine for girls. There is a great diversity of masculinities and
femininities that include people who identify as men and women but are recognized
as androgynous or gender non-conforming. In addition to these gender variations,
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there are other identities such as transgender, two-spirit, and genderqueer. The next
sections explore these gender identities and expressions that are often invisible or
ignored.

2.3.3 Transgender: Transcending Gender

The word transgender entered the English language in the 1980s from the transsex-
ual and transvestite communities (Cromwell, 1997, p. 134) to describe individuals
who are not cisgender, or whose gender identity is different from the sex that they
were assigned at birth. Cisgender is a term used to describe individuals whose gen-
der identity and expression align with cultural notions associated with their sex
assigned at birth. There are many myths and misconceptions about transgender
individuals, and there is as much variety of gender expression within the transgen-
der community as there is within groups of men and women. Some transgender
people strongly embrace traditional notions of gender and proudly live as highly
feminine or highly masculine people. Other transgender people choose to chal-
lenge and disrupt the categories of masculinity and femininity and embrace varying
degrees of each (Bornstein, 1998; Califia, 1997; Feinberg, 1998; Wilchins, 1997).
According to some research, only 23% of children who experience tension between
their assigned sex at birth (and thus, their gender of rearing), and their own gender
identity are transsexuals who choose to undergo physical transformations (Smith,
Van Goozen, & Cohen-Kettenis, 2001). Some won’t have surgery and hormone
treatments because of the expense and challenge in securing approval, and others
may not because they are uncomfortable with the risks and limitations of surgery
and many are happy with their bodies as they are.

The medical profession labels transgender people as having “atypical gender
development” or “gender dysphoria” according to the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders of the American Psychiatric Association (GIRES,
2006). There are mixed feelings about these categories and their impacts on the
health and safety of transgender people. On one hand, these diagnostic classifica-
tions can provide access to funds to pay for therapy and surgery to individuals who
are transsexual and who meet the criteria. On the other hand, these categories pathol-
ogize these individuals as “mentally ill” and thus subject them to discrimination. It
is also possible that some transgender individuals are also intersex and have had
a developmental pathway that is different from the average male or female child
(GIRES, 2006). Although the similarities and the differences between transgender,
transsexual, and intersex are complex and nuanced, it is important to take a moment
to be sure you understand these differences so as not to perpetuate stereotypes and
misinformation. The key factor is to focus on the central differences identified in
this chapter between sex and gender in order to understand the distinction between
transgender and transsexual people.

One is a gender identity; the second is a medically recognized category. There is
much overlap between the two categories: all transsexuals are transgender, however,
not all transgender people are transsexual. In spite of the risk of oversimplifying



38 2 Understanding Sex and Gender

Transgender Cisgender
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male
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Fig 2.1 Sex and gender

these concepts, I created a diagram to help the reader conceptualize these separate,
but interrelated notions of sex and gender (Fig 2.1).

2.3.4 Two-Spirit: Aboriginal Identities

A fourth gender category that has emerged in North America is two-spirit. This
term is used to describe people who are alternatively gendered and are members
of Native American (also known as Amerindian, First Nations, Inuit, and Métis)
communities. It replaces the earlier term, berdache, used by anthropologists who
studied these cultures (Lang, 1997, p. 100). Early anthropologists often misunder-
stood the spiritual element of the two-spirit individual and described it as a form
of institutionalized male homosexuality. As more recent authors have pointed out,
becoming a berdache was more related to occupational preferences and social roles
than sexual behavior (Lang, 1997, p. 101). The term two-spirit is an attempt at
creating an English-language term that best describes a cultural concept of gen-
der that differs from the western binary. This chapter cannot adequately describe all
the variations of two-spirit people from the different North American Native com-
munities (Blackwood, 1997, p. 289), therefore it is important to acknowledge that
the information presented here is partial and intended to provide the reader with a
brief introduction to the concept. For more detailed information, please refer to the
authors cited in this section.

The term two-spirit was chosen since many of the terms in Native American lan-
guages for these individuals describe some sort of combination of the masculine
and feminine (Shoshoni). Other languages use terms that describe a process of con-
stant change (Navajo, Sioux) (Lang, 1997, p. 103). Some theorists think this term is
inadequate and imbued with the western dichotomy by the use of the number “two”
(Kehoe, 1997, p. 269). Due to the effects of colonization and Christianization, most
of these cultures were forced to adapt to White western ways of knowing and the
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presence of and respect for two-spirit people was lost. Modern BGLQT people from
First Nations communities have turned to the concept of the two-spirit individual as
a historical role model, therefore its modern use can include people of diverse sex-
ual orientations as well as gender identities (Lang, 1997, p. 109). One two-spirit
researcher explains, “Two-spirit is not a ‘traditional’ term, and if it were it could
be traditional only for one or a few nations. It is an example of the vitality of con-
temporary First Nations cultures, expressing for these persons a mode shared across
the diversity of their native nations” (Kehoe, 1997, p. 270). Also, at the core of this
term is a strong adherence to traditional ways of being and connections to one’s
identity as an aboriginal or First Nations person. As scholar Sabine Lang points out,
“two-spirit people tend to emphasize their Indian/Native American identity and the
special potential and skills they as lesbians and gays can contribute for the benefit
of the community at large” (1997, p. 115).

2.3.5 Genderqueer: Youth and Postmodern Identities

This newer term is one that has emerged in transgender and gender advocacy
organizations to further challenge the existing binaries of how we conceptual-
ize and embody gender. As of this writing, this term is not currently listed in
any major dictionaries such as The Oxford English Dictionary, The American
Heritage Dictionary, and The Canadian Oxford Dictionary, but has been docu-
mented online and in print since 2001 (Hart, 2003; Nestle, Howell, & Wilchins,
2002). Genderqueer is an identity that has been embraced by individuals who feel
that their gender identity does not fit clearly in the man/woman binary, even if they
have undergone some physical transformations to make their body fit more closely
within a male or female form.

Some terms that people have created to describe themselves in this category
include genderqueer, trans∗(-sexual, -gender, -genderist, -vestite, -cended, -sensual,
etc.), gender-gifted, genderqueerriffic, gender-fabulous, gender-plus, gender-more,
androgyne, bi-gender(ed), boigirl, girlboi, boygirl, boydyke, girlboy, girlfag,
guydyke, pansexual, polysexual, omnisexual, bisexual, transguy, transboi, trans-
dyke, transwoman, FTM, FTMTF, MTF, polygender, intergender, third-gendered,
multi-gendered, intersex, straight-but-not-narrow, omnigender, genderfuck, gender-
variant, no-ho, no-op (no hormone, no surgery), genderless, metagender(ed), both
man and woman, neither man nor woman, effeminate, feminine, femme, butch, mas-
culine, male, queer, gay, lesbian, bi, birl, byke, dyke, open, crossdresser, en femme,
in “boy mode,” in “girl mode,” drag king, drag queen, gender performance artist,
gender impressionist, gender bender, gender blender (Alter, Dennis, & Yoo, 2005;
Beemyn, 2005). This varied list of identities and experiences in combination with
the rich connections and information that can be accessed on the Internet has pro-
vided a fertile ground for many people to challenge and further explore their own
gender identities. Social networking sites, blogs, and other online support and infor-
mation sites have given strength and voice to this newly emerging gender identity
which explicitly defies any categorization.
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2.3.6 Gender Identity Disorder: Challenging the Binary

Gender Identity Disorder, which is related to gender dysphoria (depression and
anxiety related to one’s gender) and atypical gender identity, is a medical diagnosis
used by doctors and psychologists to label transgender people and their experiences.
It is described in the DSM-IV as including four key elements: (1) a strong persistent
cross-gender identification; (2) persistent discomfort with his or her sex or sense
of inappropriateness in the gender role of that sex; (3) the disturbance is not con-
current with physical intersex condition; and (4) the disturbance causes clinically
significant distress or impairment in social, occupational, or other important areas
of functioning (“DSM-IV-TR Diagnostic Criteria For Gender Identity Disorder,”
2003).

The use of the term “disorder” has been greatly contested by psychiatrists
(Hausman, 2003) as well as trans and queer activists such as Kate Bornstein who
wrote that “transsexuality is the only condition for which the therapy is to lie”
(1994). A transgender advocacy website argues, “It is time for the medical pro-
fessions to affirm that difference is not disease, nonconformity is not pathology, and
uniqueness is not illness” (http://www.transgender.org/gidr/index.html). This phe-
nomenon has been studied by physicians and scientists for over a century. The term
atypical gender development is a more recent label used by researchers to describe
individuals who develop a gender identity that is not aligned with the sex they were
assigned at birth. As stated in the introduction, it is the presence of the narrow
sex/gender binary system that is the source of difficulty for many individuals –
not their own identity or embodiment. North American and many world cultures
are dependent on the heterosexual nuclear family structure for economic reasons
(Rubin, 1975) and for social control (Rubin, 1984/1993). Maintaining the two-sex
system is in the interest of many political, economic, and religious institutions, but
enacts psychological and physical harm on many individuals. It is for this reason that
I urge parents, educators, and youth workers to learn to think beyond these bound-
aries when working with youth in order to better meet their needs. In order to better
understand how our current conceptions of gender have evolved, it is important to
learn about prevailing theories of gender development. The next section provides a
brief summary of these theories.

2.4 Gender Identity Development Theories

Scholars and researchers have been working to develop explanations for varia-
tions in gender identity even before a distinct term for it existed. The concept of
gender was often referred to as “sex role” as it attempted to differentiate biolog-
ical differences from social ones. This section provides an introduction to some
of the main theories that attempt to explain how children develop their gender
identities.
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2.4.1 Biological Explanations

One approach to explaining the variety of gender identities that exist in children is
to base it solely in the biology of the human organism: hormones, chromosomes,
and gonads. One of the earliest proponents of this approach was E. O. Wilson
who advanced his theory of sociobiology in his 1975 work, Sociobiology: The
new synthesis. He argued strongly for his belief that gender-related behaviors were
linked to genetic differences alone (Smith, 2007, p. 132). This perspective has been
advanced by more recent popular scientists such as Leonard Sax in his book, Why
gender matters: What parents and teachers need to know about the emerging sci-
ence of sex differences (2005). As the title indicates, Sax makes no distinction in
his book between sex and gender and actively tries to discredit any point of view
that allows for environmental or social factors to explain any variation in gender
identity and expression. Although Sax makes some compelling arguments about the
biological bases for some variation in gender identity and expression, the refusal
to acknowledge environmental factors is a major shortcoming of a pure biological
approach.

2.4.2 Psychodynamic Explanations

Psychodynamic explanations are those that are based in biological understandings
of the brain and body but do recognize that the environment exerts some influ-
ence in a child’s development. In the psychodynamic schools of thought, there
are two prevailing explanations for gender variations: (1) Freudian psychoanalyt-
ical and (2) Cognitive Developmental. In Freud’s explanations for gender variance,
he believed that gender identity emerged out of a child’s mirroring of the behav-
iors of the same-sex parent through a biologically motivated process (Smith, 2007).
Among Freud’s more well-known theories include the Male Oedipal complex and
the Female Electra complex. These theories attempt to explain children’s behavior
in psychosexual terms where boys see their fathers as sexual rivals for their mothers’
attention. Related to this is the fear of castration when they notice that other bodies
do not have penises. Freud used this understanding of boys’ bodies to attempt to
explain girls’ behaviors as grounded first in penis envy then in identification with
the mother and seeking her father’s attention.

Freud’s emphasis on the role of the mother and father as the primary influences
on children’s gender and sexual development is the source of many misconceptions
about sex, gender, and sexuality. Although his theories advanced public discourse
and additional research into these issues, they were not without controversy. He did
recognize the role of social factors in the development of a child, but his primary
focus was on male children and many feminist critiques point out the shortcom-
ings of Freudian theory to adequately explain girls’ lives and experiences. The field
of psychoanalysis has continued to evolve and there are many new and shifting
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applications of Freud’s theories; however, there is insufficient room in this volume
to go beyond this brief introduction.

The second psychodynamic approach to understanding gender is based in the
work of Lawrence Kohlberg. Kohlberg’s work was heavily influenced by Piaget’s
stage theory of child development. He believed that a child’s gender identity was
key for sex-role development (Kohlberg, 1966). He asserted that the child’s gen-
der identity evolved in the preoperational stage by being able to first label others as
“girls” or “boys,” second by being able to understand gender stability, or the concept
that gender does not change if a person changes their clothes, hair, or location. This
generally happens near the end of preoperations and before the concrete operations
period. The final step in Kohlberg’s theory occurs during the concrete operational
period and is that of gender constancy. Kohlberg argues that this is when an indi-
vidual has developed a coherent and permanent understanding of their own gender
(Berndt, 1992; Kohlberg, 1966). Kohlberg’s approach asserts that children socialize
themselves into exhibiting behaviors consistent with their gender once they have
mastered the concepts of gender roles that they have been taught. Although Piaget’s
developmental theory has proven to be helpful in understanding certain types of
children’s behaviors, in this arena there are some shortcomings. For example, if one
applied Kohlberg’s theory to gender non-conforming and transgender children, the
conclusion would be that these individuals have cognitive delays that prevent them
from synthesizing and applying information that has been presented to them about
gender. This explanation has not been supported by research evidence and has been
firmly rejected by trans activists and other leaders in this field (Bornstein, 1994,
1998; Feinberg, 1998).

2.4.3 Sociological Explanations

The third area of work that seeks to explain gender identity development is social
learning theory, which is based primarily in sociological or cultural explanations.
Sandra Bem, a leading scholar in the field of social learning theory, developed a
gender schema theory in response to Kohlberg’s cognitive-developmental approach.
Bem explains her theory as follows:

Gender schema theory contains two fundamental presuppositions about the process of indi-
vidual gender formation: first, that there are gender lenses embedded in cultural discourse
and social practice that are internalized by the developing child, and second, that once these
gender lenses have been internalized, they predispose the child, and later the adult, to con-
struct an identity that is consistent with them. . .This model of enculturation is sufficiently
general to explain how all cultural lenses are transferred to the individual, not just gender
lenses. (Bem, 1993, p. 139)

Although Bem recognizes the role of the child’s cognitive abilities to process
information, she emphasizes that gender is learned through social processes and that
this sorting is a social phenomenon that is not natural or innate. She also recognizes
that the categories of masculine and feminine are culturally specific and the ways
that gender is learned and expressed are based in that individual’s social experiences
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not in any biological or essential cognitive process. Bem’s theory asserts that if a
society can de-gender objects, clothing, behaviors, and other signifiers, then that
society could more likely achieve gender equality.

2.4.4 Developmental Systems Theory

The final theory for sex and gender difference presented here is one that seeks to
integrate the knowledge and strengths of each of these approaches to explaining sex,
gender, and their variations. Developmental Systems Theory (DST) is an integrated
approach to understanding sex and gender that pays attention to the influences of
biology and sociology, nature and nurture. Anne Fausto-Sterling advocates for this
approach in her book, Sexing the body: Gender politics and the construction of sex-
uality (2000). Fausto-Sterling explains that developmental systems theorists reject
the dividing of influences into either biological or sociological, and recognizes that
these forces work together to shape each individual in distinct ways. Bodies will
develop and grow very differently, and that is due to environmental factors such
as diet, climate, education, family setting, and health care. DST approaches ask us
to stop thinking in terms of “false dichotomies” whether it is those of male/female
or nature/nurture. We must seek to understand the connections that happen when
these forces interact and appreciate the vast diversity of bodies and identities that
are created and shaped by multiple factors.

This theory aligns best with educational approaches grounded in critical peda-
gogy, feminist, anti-oppressive, and queer theories. In order to encourage critical
thinking and to work toward social justice, educators and other youth workers
need to model alternative gender formations and encourage creative questioning of
oppressive systems. By challenging the hegemony of the rigid sex/gender categories
that society has created to organize and control bodies, we can develop more creative
and human ways to support and understand the diversity of bodies and experiences
that are present in schools and society.

2.5 Conclusion

Each individual has an inherent predisposition (orientation) that influences their
expression and performance of gender (behavior) and helps shape how they name
themselves and understand who they are in the social world (identity). These three
categories (orientation, behavior, and identity) will also be discussed in the context
of sexuality in the next chapter. For the majority of people, the sex one is assigned
at birth informs one’s behavior and identity and if this is the case one is considered
cisgender, and therefore, “normal.” As a result, cisgender people are never forced
to question one’s sex or one’s gender. As this chapter has indicated, this is not the
case for all people and it seems clear that our current medical, linguistic, and polit-
ical system that is built around the sex/gender binary is inadequate to describe and
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fully include the true diversity that exists in human nature and therefore must be
reconsidered.

Although most of this chapter was dedicated to clarifying the concepts of sex
and gender and the variety of approaches to understanding these categories, it is
important to reiterate a point made in the introduction of this chapter. I feel it is
less important to understand why there is such variation in sex and gender than
it is to understand how to respect and appreciate this diversity. If we focus on why
then we are asking the wrong questions based in faulty assumptions. This is how the
hegemony of science reproduces what we already want to know: by asking questions
in ways that reinforce our current understandings of the world. This book aims to
help readers work through the how. Chapters 4–7 seek to offer readers strategies and
approaches to improving how schools can teach this respect and appreciation for all
kinds of gender and sexual diversity.
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