Evolution of Gender Identity

By Jerimarie Liesegang, Ph.D.

Straight, Lesbian, Gay, Intersex, Bisexual, Transgender, Cross-dresser, Queer, GenderQueer.   What is one thing all these and others have in common?  Gender and it's implicit and explicit expression thereof.  And so you may be saying, Duh! Everyone has gender so what's your point!

The point is both in how we express our gender and how society as a whole categorizes gender. And to this point, society categorizes gender in its simplistic binary model of feminine and masculine.  Or more accurately, modern western society is ingrained in this binary gender model. 

[image: image1.png]


Anthropological evidence that gender was seen as fluid in its identification and expression [gender fluidity] has been found almost universally throughout historical time.  This is seen with the Greeks, the Romans, the Byzantine Empire, the Native Americans, as well as in New Guinea, India, Indonesia, Japan, Burma, Tahiti, Europe, Balkans and Madagascar, to name only a few.  Or consider the names Zeus, Hermaphroditus, Tiresias, Joan of Arc, Chevalier d'Eon de Beaumont, Billy Tipton or even RuPaul. 

One clearly sees that World History is replete with many people and cultures transcending the binary gender boundaries of Feminine/Masculine.  And many of these peoples and cultures had honored and highly respected societal roles where their gender variation and fluidity were considered a normal variation of human life.  It was only during the recent era of Western tradition, that scholars in the burgeoning field of sexuality assumed without reflection the "naturalism" of a binary gender paradigm or sex/gender dimorphism.   This western view, since the time of colonial expansion, has been strongly influenced by reproductive assumptions regarding the ultimate and unchangeable nature of gender and sexuality.  That is, a man has a penis and exhibits masculine behavior, a woman has a vagina and exhibits feminine behavior and never shall the two be interchangeable [be it sex or gender].  And, of course, the sole purpose for this binary sex/gender role was procreation.  In so doing, modern western society clearly attempted to reduce [or ignore] the historical richness and significance of divergent sex/gender roles into a one-dimensional ideology of sexual dimorphism.  As this western thought evolved, they were eventually forced to recognize alternatives and variations to this binary sex/gender/reproductive model.  Consequently, what some termed a “third sex/gender” was created – homosexuality.  However in time it was realized that even a tertiary model was not sufficient to classify the anthropological evidence to a diversely rich and fluid sex and gender role found in so many cultures and peoples.

Interestingly enough, within the Euro-American society, the transsexual and transgender community has on one hand challenged this dominant binary gender model, yet at the same time subscribed strongly to this model.  To explain, from its inception the concept of transsexual identity had sustained the western paradigm that the sexes are in opposition [female/male] and their differences are reflected in behavior, emotions, temperament, sexual orientation, etc.   The early transsexual community, and associated gender clinics, strongly embraced the medical community requirements such as genital reassignment surgery as key primary and mandatory components of the "transition".  To be admitted to a gender clinic and classified as a Transsexual the candidate had to convincingly prove that their birth sex [male or female] was in direct conflict with their internal sex/gender [female/male].  The word "passing" was so ingrained in most Transsexual's and even "Cross Dresser's" vocabulary that clearly there was a strong desire and need to subscribe to the binary sex/gender model. This community at one time so strongly embraced the medical profession that it only worked to solidify the binary model, for a group that inherently showed the irony of such a model!

However, as time progressed and the “Transgender Movement” grew, an inner reflection of gender identity resulted in a realization of both the constricted and conflicted view of the binary gender model.  This occurred to such a point that there has been a movement in which people of various gender fluid identities have come to organize themselves as part of a greater community, facing similar concerns of stigmatization, acceptance, treatment, etc.  This emerging sense of collectivity has encouraged the recognition of gender fluidity and identities, including transsexuals and cross-dressers but exceeding them as well.  In essence, this supplants the dichotomy of transsexual and cross-dresser with a concept of continuity.  This community has had many names over the years, Transgenderist, Gender Variant and more recently and probably more inclusive - GenderQueer - A person whose gender identity and/or gender expression falls outside of the cultural norm for their sex. We see this smashing of the Binary Gender role prominent today just walking down the street or through a mall [what greater place to experience our western culture]! 

Consequently as seen today and throughout history numerous societal groups offer serious challenges to the scientific paradigms that both fuse sex and gender and place them in the binary paradigm.  This article, as well as many others, seeks to challenge our standard concepts that sex and gender are (i) necessary consequences of the other and (ii) that they relate specifically to a binary model.  Hopefully we provide a critical look at the pitfalls of continually to objectify the dichotomy of sex and gender which is likely culturally bound and scientifically misleading.

In conclusion, there are two primary take always for the reader.

First, the fluidity of gender expression is not a mental illness or disorder as currently stated by the American Psychiatric Association in their Diagnostic and Statistical Manual [DSM].  As you see, gender fluidity, is a natural and historically rich expression of an individual’s gender that clearly exceeds the bounds of a strict Feminine/Masculine Binary Model.  As we noted, every single day we see people expressing gender in so many diverse and wonderful ways and this fluidity is in no way an expression by a mentally ill or disabled person!

Secondly, individuals and communities should NOT be denied their basic rights of housing, employment, legal and civil rights because of their gender fluidity.

Unfortunately, in today's society non binary gender expression is both labeled mentally ill and its people subject to basic denial of rights as well as being subject to bigotry and violence. As recently as October 3rd, 2002, Gwen Araujo a 17 year-old trans youth was brutally murdered as a direct result of anti-transgender hate and violence.  This year alone there have been 24 deaths ascribed to anti-transgender violence, which amounts to 2.7 deaths per month.  For a community that, in some estimates, is approximately 3% of the population, this is no small number of violent murders!  With the emerging and rapid growth of GenderQueer and more and more people expressing gender fluidity, it is important for society to understand and accept the natural and God given gender fluidity that has universally and historically existed in this world.
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