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out of feminism. The last chapter in the first section, Men, Masculinities
and Feminism, looks at the growth in areas of research into men and mas-
culinities. In addition to discussing the contribution of masculinity studies to
understandings of gender, in particular the notion of hegemonic masculinity,
this chapter considers the broader implications of these trends for the study of
gender. These developments have led to the establishment of ‘men’s studies’
or what some prefer to call ‘critical studies of masculinity’. The difference be-
tween these two approaches, and their relationship with gender and women’s
studies, is examined.

('HAPTER ONE

Conceptualizing Gender

1IANE RICHARDSON

Introduction

Why begin this book with a chapter on conceptualizing gender? After all,
feminist theory is not just about gender as reading this book will demonstrate.
In many ways, however, it is an obvious place to start.[Gendcr is a key organiz-
ing concept of institutions and practices in culture and societ)_'_.] It is central to
leminist theory and to the teaching of gender and women’s studies. So before
we can introduce some of the broader debates in gender and women’s studies
it is important that we ask: what do we mean by gender?

‘The meaning of the terms sex and gender, and the ways that writers have
theorized the relationship between the two, have changed considerably over
the last fifty years.ﬁ’rior to the 1960s, gender referred primarily to what is
voded in language as masculine or feminine. Gender has subsequently been
variously theorized as personality traits and behaviours that are specifically as-
sociated either with women or men (for example women are caring, men are
apgressive), to any social construction having to do with the male~female dis-
unction, including those which distinguish female bodies from male bodies;
to being thought of as the existence of two different social groups ‘men’ and
‘women’ that are the product of unequal relationships (Alsop et al., 2002;
Connell, 2002; Beasley, 2005). In this latter sense, gender is understood as a
hicrarchy that exists in society, where one group of people (men) have power
and privilege over another group of people (women) (Delphy, 1993). More
recent postmodern approaches, associated with the work of Judith Butler
(1990, 1997) in particular, conceptualize gender as performance; where gen-
der is understood to_be continuously produced through everyday practices
and social intcractiona

We need to understand these theoretical changes around the concept of
pender, not only in a historical sense but also in terms of cultural context. In
other words, it is important that we ask whether gender as a concept translates
i different countries and cultures in a manner that is analytically useful. As
Robinson and I argue in the Introduction to this book (see also Richardson
and Robinson, 1994), differences of terminology and translation have existed,
and clearly still exist. For instance, ‘in Scandanavia there are no separate words
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4 Conceptualizing Gender

that cohere with the Anglo/American sex/gender distinction (Lempiainen,
2000). In Slavic languages, the same word is used for both terms (Bahovic,
2000). In Germany, the term gender has several meanings including gram-
matical and as a biological /social category (Wischermann, 2000)’ (Robinson,
2006:224). So[\__»ve must not assume that gender as a concept is universal.
Rather, as Walby (2004 ) argues, we need to develop understandings of gender
that allow us to theorize both cultural variation and historical changes in un-
derstanding gender relationa

This chapter outlines the major changes that have taken place in how we de-
fine gender. It begins with an examination of the use of the terms gender and
sex and the distinction made between them, what is commonly called the sex/
gender binary. In this discussion, I will illustrate how feminist gender theory
has played an important role in developing our understandings of sex and gen-
der. The chapter then goes on to discuss the development of theories of gen-
der within feminism, as well as the contribution to understandings of gender
made by queer theory. In this section, I will look at how[differcnt theoretical
approaches have led to different understandings of gender]The final section
of the chapter examines the relationship between gender and sexuality. This
is important because, as I shall demonstrate, our understandings of gender

are closely connected with the concept of sexuality as well as sex. Also, this is -

identified as a key area for future feminist and queer theorizing.

The sex/gender binary

During the late nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth, it was
the theories put forward by&)iologists, medical researchers and psychologistﬂ
that dominated understandings of gender. These early accounts were mainly
[Eoncerned with establishing ‘natural’ or ‘biological’ explanations for human
ehaviour. Researchers sought to discover underlying ‘sex differences’ which
they believed produced different psychological and behavioural dispositions in
males and females. They spoke of sex not gender and did not distinguish be-
tween the two as we often do today. Within these naturalistic approaches sex
is conceptualized in terms of sinaries: male /female; man/woman; masculine/
feminine. In this binary thinking male and female are understood as ‘oppo-
sites’, who, despite their differences, compliment one another. This pairing of
‘opposite sexes’ is seen as natural. Gender here is understood to be a biological
‘“fact’ that is pre-given and located in the bodaAlthough, as I shall go on to
discuss, its precise location in the body (for example gonads, chromosomes, or
nerve centres in the brain) has been the subject of considerable debate.

At the time, few within the social sciences questioned these ‘scientific’ theo-
ries about sexual difference. As Seidman (1997) has argued, classical sociology
both drew on and contributed to understandings of sex, gender and sexu-
ality as binary categories ordained by nature. However, this was to change
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dramatically in the second part of the twentieth century as debates about how
we conceptualize gender steadily grew. In the 1960s and 1970s a new way

of thinking about gender began to emerge that critiqued earlier ‘essentialist’

frameworks, signalling a{shift away from biologically based accounts of gen-
der to social analysis. This shift from naturalizing to social constructionist ac-
counts, although not necessarily denying the role of biology, emphasized the
importance of social and cultural factors in defining gendcg

At the same time as social scientists and historians were beginning to chal-
lenge the assumption that gender was rooted in ‘nature’, more and more peo-
ple were beginning to@ucstion dominant ideas about gender rolc:s] The late
1960s and early 1970s saw the emergence of both women’s and gay and les-
bian liberation movements in the US and Europe. An important contribution
10 the study of gender at that time was the distinction that many of those in-
volved in sexual politics — along with some sociologists, psychiatrists and psy-
chologists — sought to make between the terms sex and gender.E‘Sex referred
to the biological differences between females and males defined in terms of
the anatomy and physiology of the body; gender to the social meanings and
value attached to being female or male in any given society, expressed in terms
of the concepts femininity and masculinity }(see also Hines and Woodward in
this volume). This distinction between sex (biological) and gender (cultural)
is what is termed the sex/gender binary. A number of key assumptions associ-
ated with the sex/gender binary are summarised below.

The Sex/Gender Binary
# A distinction can be made between sex (biology) and gender {(culture)
# Sex is biologically given and universal

% Gender is historically and culturaily variable

Sex consists of two - and only two - types of human being

% This two-sex model of sexual difference (the distinction between females and
males) is a natural ‘fact of life’

# One sex in every body

Identities develop as either one or other of these two sexes/genders

[Studics of transsexuality were also very important to the differentiation be-
tween sex and gender. The sex/gender binary made it possible to imagine that
a person could feel themselves to be a particular gender trapped in the ‘wrong’
sex, for instance a person who felt themselves to be a woman and feminine
(their gender identity) but who had a male body (their sex). This was difficult
to account for without allowing for a separation of body (sex) and gender
(identity)] (See also Hines in this volume.)
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The sex/gender binary was also an important aspect of early feminist work
and has since provided an important foundation for much feminist theory and
politics (Hird, 2000)[Feminists have used the sex/gender binary to argue for
social change on the grounds that although there may exist certain biological
differences between females and males, societies superimpose different norms
of personality and behaviour that produce ‘women’ and ‘men’ as social cat-
egories] It is this reasoning that led Simone de Beauvoir (1953) in the feminist
classic The Second Sex to famously remark ‘One is not born, but rather be-
comes a woman’. We cannot, de Beaviour argues, understand womanhood or
manhood as fixed by nature, rather this is something that is acquired through
the social process of becoming gendered.

During the late 1960s and early 1970s feminist writers expressed similar |

views in developing the idea of the sex/gender binary. Ann Oakley, for in-
stance, argued that it was important to distinguish between two separate pro-
cesses that, at that time, she claimed were often confused. That is:

... the tendency to differentate by sex, and the tendency to differentiate in a par-
ticular way by sex. The first is genuinely a constant feature of human society but the
second is not, and its inconstancy marks the division between ‘sex’ and ‘gender’: sex
differences may be ‘natural’, but gender differences have their source in culture, not
nature (Oakley, 1972:189, emphasis added).

Oakley takes sex for granted inEassuming that we all ‘have a sex’, sex is
not something we acquire it is a constant, part of being human. Gender, by
contrast, she understands to be the cultural interpretation of our biologically
given scx] It is important to acknowledge that, at the time, this distinction
between sex and gender was hailed as a conceptual breakthrough and ‘became
one of the most fundamental assumptions in feminist gender theory from the
1970s on’ (Alsop et al., 2002:26). It was also&ery important to feminist poli-

tics as it supported the argument that the social roles men and women occupy |

are not fixed by nature and are open to changc':] This view was also facilitated
by anthropological studies such as Margaret Mead’s work on gender which,
although it was first published in the 1930s, was reprinted and gained consid-
erable attention in the 1960s (Mead, 1935, 1963).

fsee—s=3— [ser 4.2.2]

Sex as a construction?

More recently, a new understanding of sex and its relationship to gender has
emerged. The distinction between sex and gender has been challenged by
arguments that[sex is just as much a social construction as gender] Rather
than thinking about sex and gender as separate from one another, sex being
the foundation upon which gender is superimposed, gender has increasingly
been used to refer to any social construction to do with the female/male bi-
nary, including male and female bodies. This has led to debates about whether
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it is useful any more to differentiate between sex and gender. On this basis,
many feminist writers havequestioned the usefulness of the sex/gender bina;ﬂ
that twenty years earlier had seemed such a conceptual breakthrough (Hird,
2000).

For example, both Christine Delphy (1984) and Judith Butler (1990) have
argued thatithe body is not free from social interpretation, but is itself a social-
Iy constructed phenomenon. It is through understandings of gender that we
mterpret and establish meanings for bodily differences that are termed sexual
«Iifferencasec also Butler, 1993; Nicholson, 1994; Hood-Williams, 1996). In
this model, sex is not something that one ‘has’ or a description of what some-
one is. Without the concept of gender we could not read bodies as differently
sexed. It is gender that provides the categories of meaning for us to interpret
how a body appears to us as ‘sexed’. In other words, gender creates sex.

The variability of sex

I listorical research supports the argument that understandings of the body
are socially constructed. In Making Sex, for example, Laqueur (1990) argues
that the idea that human bodies divide into two different sexes — male and
female — only became commonplace during the nineteenth century. Prior to
then, it was thought that male and female bodies developed out of one type
of body.tl‘he idea of two distinct biological sexes is associated with the devel-
opment of science and medicine:kColebrook, 2004). Historical studies also
show that what biological ‘facts’ determine sex has been the subject of much
ebate. Chromosomes, hormones, gonads (ovaries/testes), internal reproduc-
tive structures and genitalia have variously been seen as the basis for defining
A+ person’s sex. For instance, studies of medical responses togcases of ‘doubtful
wx’, — people who in the past were often referred to as third sex or hermaph-
rodites or more commonly nowadays intersex — suggest that definitions of
what constitutes a male and a female body have changed. People born with a
mixture of sexual markers, for example with both an ovary and a testis pres-
ent in their body, challenged the idea that there is one ‘true sex’ in every hu-
man body and often resulted in disagreements between doctors over whether
someone was ‘truly’ a male or a femala(Foucault, 1980a).

In analyzing such cases writers such as Dreger (2000) and Fausto-Sterling
{2000) show how definitions of ‘sex” have changed over time. What this dem-
onstrates, they argue, is that the meanings of bodies and the assumptions
made about the relationship between bodies and identities have varied from
one historical period to the next (see also Woodward’s chapter on the body in
this volume){ During the nineteenth century, for instance, doctors believed re-
productive capacity — the presence in the body of ovaries or testes — character-
1zed the sex of a pcrsoa This led in some cases to individuals being diagnosed
A different sex to the one they felt themselves to be. For example, in one case
L woman who had lived all her life as female was ‘diagnosed’ as male because




8 Conceptualizing Gender

of the discovery of testes in the abdomen (Dreger, 2000). Here, the truth
of a person’s character is sought in the body, not in terms of how the person
identifies. This is in stark contrast with medical opinion from the mid twen-
tieth century, as illustrated byEtudies both of intersex (Money and Erhardst,

1972) and transsexuality (Stoller, 1968) which stated that sex and gender were |

not always one and the sama Such studies were not only supportive of the
development of the sex/gender (body/identity) binary, as I suggested earlier,
they alsoﬁed to a privileging of identity over bodg(see also Woodward in this
volume).

The continuing concern to resolve bodily ambiguity in cases of ‘doubtful |

sex’, despite the fact that medical knowledge has demonstrated that there are
many variations of sex and thatjhuman bodies are not fully dimorphic (always

one thing or the other), demonstrates the social importance of sex and gen- |

der. It suggests that there are strong reasons for wanting to sort people into
two different groups and to maintain the idea of two separate sexes) In the
nineteenth century, according to Dreger (2000), the main concern was the

[fcar of social disorder that doctors believed could result from ‘misdiagnosed
sex’. They thought that this would encourage both divorce and homosexu-
ality. It is important to ask, then, why doctors have been so concerned to
‘resolve’ cases of ‘doubtful sex’. If intersex people lived in a world where
sex/gender was not socially important then arguably being of ‘doubtful sex’
would not matter in the way it does. In recent years an intersex movement
has emerged, which objects to the idea that human bodies should have to be
defined as male or female and instead claims an identity as intersex rather than
as man or woman,}

There may then be two sexes but what I am suggesting here is that this is
not a naturally occurring ‘fact of life’, rather it is socially produced because
of the significance placed on defining bodies as either male or female} This is
what Dreger (2000) refers to as&he ‘medical invention of sex’, where bodies

are literally shaped to fit the categories of sex and gender. By doing this medi- |

cine constructs a single believable sex for each ambiguous body, removing any
challenge to ideas about sex‘.]

In this section I have described how understandings of the relationship be-
tween sex and gender have gone through three important phases over the last

fifty years:

® First, sex (male/female) defines gender (masculine /feminine).

® Second, a distinction is made between sex and gender (the sex/gender
binary), with gender understood as a construction and sex as a biological
given.

® Third, sex is viewed as a construction (gender creates sex).

I will now go on to consider theories of gender and the specific contribution
made by feminist writers. In so doing, I will illustrate how the idea of gender
has also undergone significant change.
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Feminist gender theory

Feminists have critiqued essentialist understandings of gender and sex, and
have played an important role in establishing a body of research and theory
that supports social constructionist approaches. However, the main concern in
feminist theories of gender is not simply{to describe the ways in which gender
is socially and culturally defined in any given society.|For instance, whether
‘being a woman’ is associated with having the responsibility of childcare or
whether ‘being a man’ is associated with being the principal breadwinner in a
family structure.ﬁt is to develop understandings of how gender is connected
10 social, economic and cultural status and power in society. In this sense,

Aender is theorised not as diffevence but as a social division, that is, in order to

illuminate how the social reproduction of gender difference is connected to
pender incqualitﬂ

Gender role

‘The main focus of work on gender carried out during the 1970s and 1980s
was on exploring the production of masculinity and femininity. Many feminist
writers, as I stated in the previous section, argued that{gender is culturally de-
termined and that we become differently gendered through socialization into
pender roles, or as it was often termed then ‘sex roles’. Sex role theory, draw-
ing on the principles of social learning theory, claimed that through various
lcarning processes (for example observation, imitation, modelling, differential
reinforcement) and agencies of socialization (for example parents, teachers,
peers, the media) children learn the social meanings, values, norms and expec-
1ations associated with ‘being a girl” or ‘being a boy” and thereby learn to de-
velop ways of behaving and personality characteristics considered appropriate
(or not) for being a woman or man. Gender is here defined as the learning of a
culturally and historically specific social role associated with women or men, and
used to describe a person’s identity as masculine or fcminin% This is what we

Becoming Gendered (di+4. Gender Theor 1es)

Gender labelling
Attribute terms boy, girl, woman, man to self and others

Gender knowledge
Culturally specific knowledge about gender

Universality of gender
The idea that all human beings ‘have’ a gender

Gender constancy
The idea that gender is unchanging
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might refer to nowadays as the@rocess of becoming gendered, involving learn-
ing a number of specific ideas, practices and values associated with gender)
As Connell (2002) points out, a great deal of research, by social psycholo-

gists and anthropologists in particular, sought to explain the development of |

gender roles. That is, what the mechanisms of acquisition and the key sites of
learning gender roles were, as well as documenting variation in gender roles in
different cultures. However,Eeminist theories of gender, as I indicated above,
are not interested in simply describing how girls and boys grow up differently
and become gendered, but how a key aspect of that difference is understand-

ing that girls and boys, women and men have different social status and valua

This focus on gender inequality was on how gender role expectations, in par-
ticular the expectation that a woman’s primary role was to be a good wife and

mother, were limiting girls in a myriad of ways as they grew up, especially in |
terms of their educational aspirations and the types of job they might end up ]

doing.

Gender as hievarchy

These early social theories of gender appear to us now as rather naive. From
thinking about gender roles in terms of either masculinity or femininity, we
now recognize that there are multiple genders and many patterns of masculini-
ties and femininities. At the time, feminists were among those who critiqued

(sex role theory, in particular pointing out that it was a highly mechanistic and |

static account of gender that attributed little agency to subjects who were as-
sumed to acquire a certain gender role by simply internalizing what they had
been taugha Feminists argued that such theories of gender were[oversimpli-
fied as many young people reject what they are taught and resist social norms
and cultural assumptions about gendered rolcs]This was clearly in keeping
with the feminist political goal of challenging gender role expectations and
norms which were seen as restricting women’s lives.

By the end of the 1970s feminist theories of gender were becoming increas-
ingly sophisticated. Some writers took Oakley’s and other feminist critiques of
essentialist understandings of gender a step further by{questioning the exis-
tence of the category of gender itsclal‘he development of such an analysis of
gender is particularly associated with the work of materialist feminists such as
Christine Delphy (1984) and Monique Wittig (1981 /1992). Although Del-
phy and Wittig{recognized the importance of demonstrating that the meaning
of ‘gender’ is historically and culturally specific, they argued that the concept of
gender should not be taken for grantedj In other words,(shey questioned the
idea that gender is a universal category, which it can be assumed will always ex-
ist in some form or other in all times and places. Instead, they defined gender as
a soctally constructed product of patriarchal hierarchicg(lackson, 1999a). Gen-
der here is understood to be[t_he result of gendered power diffcrences] For ex-
ample, in her paper ‘One is Not Born a Woman’, echoing Simone de Beauvoir
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whose work I mentioned earlier, Wittig (1981,/1992) argues that@cnder is
an imaginary foundation, the outcome of a social hierarchy where one class of
people (men) have power and privilege over another class of people (women).
I'he categories ‘woman’ and ‘man’ are relative, defined by a specific social and
cconomic position in society. Gender is commonly thought to be the cause of
one’s social and economic position (a). Here gender derives from one’s place
in the social hierarchies that exist in society (b). In other words, gender is the
mark of one’s subordination as a woman, rather than its basis:

(a) One’s gender as ‘Woman’ leads to social subordination;
(b) Patriarchal hierarchies define one as a ‘Woman’]

For those feminists who agree with such analyses of gender relations, the po-
ltical goal of[challenging gendered power differences will, as a consequence,
lead to the elimination of the idea of gender. Gender categories would not
exist if social divisions did not exi;a

‘Doing’ gender: gender as performativity

New conceptualizations of gender associated with postmodernism and the
risc of queer theory emerged in the 1990s, and shifted the emphasiszay
from definitions of gender as fixed, coherent and stable, towards seeing gen-
der categories as plural, provisional and situatea_] In part this grew out of a
partial shift in the l9803é0m a focus on divisions between women and men
to theorizing difference between women, in particular those of class, race,
c¢thnicity and sexuality, and the associated problematization of the category
‘woman’ { Bhavnani, 1997). At the same time, poststructural models of power,
mfluenced by Foucault’s work (1979), demanded a more complex account of
pender than as hierarchy. [SE P 3.1 l]

It is the work of Judith Butler (1990, 1993) in particular that is associated
with this theoretical shift and which has had a profound influence on theoriz-
ing gender. (See also Hines, Woodward and Stanley in this volume.) Butler’s
work, especially her book Gender Trouble, has been highly influential in the
development of queer theory. In Gender Trouble Butler:

® proposes a new understanding of gender as performance;
® questions the usefulness of the sex/gender binary;
® suggests heterosexuality is an effect of gender.

Butler argues that@endcr is performatively enactec:l] In her early work she
used drag to convey what she means. Typically drag is understood as imper-
sonation: a drag queen is a ‘real’ man giving a performance as a woman. Butler
argues that{there are parallels between drag and the performance of gender in
cveryday life: gender is a kind of impersonation that passes for real. Gender
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is constituted out of attempts to compel belief in others that we are ‘really’ |
a woman or a marﬂ For Butlcr,Ef_lere is no ‘real’ gendey of which drag is an }

impersonation. She claims ‘there is no gender identity behind the expressions
of gender’, arguing instead that identity is constituted by ‘the very “expres-
sions” that are said to be its results’[(Butler, 1990:25). What she means by this
is tha@c assume that a person performed in a certain way &ecause that person

is a man or a womaxﬂln this sense Butler’s notion of gender performance is |
different from how the term performance is usually used; that is, to refer to |

a subject (the doer) who is formed prior to the acts s/he chooses to perform
(do). For Butler, performances are performative in that(t_hey bring into being

gendered subjects. The act of performance is productive rather than expres- |

sive of gender. It is through ‘doing gender’ that we produce the effect that

there was some gendered person who preceded the performance: ‘the docxﬂ

This, for Butler, is a continual process. So while it might seem to us certain
that a person is a woman, Butler is suggesting thatE.his is not fixed or stable.

Gender identities, it is argued, are momentary and need to be re-performed. |
Gender is a process of continuous construction that produces the effect (an |

illusion) of being natural and stable through gender performances that make
us ‘women’ and ‘merﬂ A person might seem to have a particular identity, but
this is only because we keep doing things that maintain the appearance of us
‘being the same’. Theories of performativity, then,Ehallcnge the idea that
gender identities are simply ‘always there’, claiming instead we are constantly
becoming gendered through performances that constitute us as women or men
in a variety of ways.

One of the criticisms made of poststructuralist/postmodern accounts of
gender is that theyjappear to have little interest in discussing material inequali-
ties between women and me-Q](Hennessey, 2006). This is seen as having seri-
ous consequences for feminist politics. For example, Martha Nussbaum has
been highly critical of Butler’s queer approach because she claims it is anjin-
dividualized approach that is not concerned with social changg(Nussbaum,
1999).

Butler also@lallenges the idea that heterosexuality is naturaﬂ She argues that

Eletcroscxuality is ‘unstable’, dependent on ongoing, continuous and repeated

performances of normative gender identities, which produce the illusion of

stability. There is no ‘real’ or ‘natural’ sexuality to be copied or imitated: het-
erosexuality is itself continually in the process of being rejproduce(ﬂ As well
as denaturalizing gender and heterosexuality, Butler also ﬁuestions biological

understandings of sex in arguing that sex is as culturally constructed as gendcﬂ

As a consequence, as I pointed out earlier in the chapter, she\questions the
usefulness of making a distinction between sex and gender. This disruption of
the sex/gender binar}]has been identified by some feminist writers as being
one of the most important contributions of gueer theorists to feminist theory
(Martin, 1998a). However, it is important to recognize similar arguments in
the work of social psychologists (Kessler and McKenna, 1978, 2000) and femi-
nists (Delphy, 1993; Nicholson, 1994). Some of these preceded postmodern/
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queer accounts of ‘doing gender’ such as those put forward by Butler. For
mstance, as early as 1978 Kessler and McKenna used transsexuality (rather
than drag) as|illustrative of the everyday ‘doing of gender’ in order to show
how people are rendered intelligible to us as either ‘male’ or ‘female’ through
the successful (or not) performance of bodily appearance and characteristics,
behaviours, and language that we expect from men and women, and that we
then interpret as a valid expression (or not) of their ‘real” sex. Sex, in this sense,
is constructed through everyday social interactions that are reliant upon gen-
der norms, which enable us to make sense of a person as ‘male’ or ‘femal€

In this section I have described how the concept of gender has developed in
A number of important ways to a point where:

® Rather than a binary we now understand gender to be multiple and con-
text specific;

® There is a shift towards a more materialist and embodied account of
gender;

® Greater attention is given to develop understandings of gender as a site of

agency as well as inegualitx.

The first part of this chapter looked at how@nderstandings of gender rely
on particular understandings of the relationship sex has to gender} In the fi-
nal section I will go on to examine the question of how the relationship be-
iween gender and sexuality has been theorized. This is necessary because our
wdeas about gender are also connected to assumptions about sexuality and its
relation to gender. Indeed,[in the majority of feminist theories of gender it
has been assumed that ‘gender and sexuality have to be examined togethca
{McLaughlin et al., 2006:1).

Giender and sexuality

Ive broad approaches can be identified that have structured the study of gen-
der and sexuality and ways of understanding their relationship.

Naturalist approaches (esseny a\is 4’6) ©)

As | stated in the first part of this chapter, from the middle of the nineteenth
century to the second half of the twentieth century naturalist approaches dom-
mated understandings of gender (sex) and sexua;lig/.tl‘he relationship between
the two was understood as an expression of something natural, a universal
order that was beterosexnal and where ‘it is assumed that sex-gender-sexu-
ality relate in a hierarchical, congruent and coherent manncrj(Richardson,
2007:460). For instance, using this principle it was expected that a biological
lemale should naturally grow up to experience herself as a female and have
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a feminine gender identity, and that her sexual practices and sexual identity
should be heterosexual. This is what is meant bthc principle of sexual and |

gender coherence] This helps us to understand why “cross gender identity’ (for

example feminine men or masculine women) has been central to theories of

homosexuality. Within this approach\sexuality is understood to be a propert

of gender, a gender that is pregiven and located in the gendered/sexed body.
Thus, the masculinization of lesbians and the feminization of male homosexu-
als is also associated with understanding the lesbian and homosexual body as

‘cross gendered.” For example, descriptions of lesbians as boyish, with narrow |

hips, flat chests and ‘spectacular clitorises’ capable of vaginal penetration and
male homosexuals having ‘feminized’ bodies, including the idea that gay men
have ‘feminized brains’ (see Byne, 1995; Terry, 1999).

Feminist approaches

Feminist writers, as I discussed earlier in the chapter, were among the first to
challenge the essentialist frameworks for understanding gender and sexuality.

However what&hey did noaio, in the main, was(g_uggest that these two con-

cepts should be de-coupled from one another.

Feminist theories of gender offer the second and third broad approaches '

to understanding the relationship between gender and sexuality. In the first
of these:

® Gender is priovitized over sexuality @

In most feminist accounts it is assumed that gender and_sexuality need to be
examined together and, also, thatggnder takes precedencejover sexuality. That
is[goncepts of sexuality are understood to be largely founded upon notions of
gender] This tradition is associated with the work of earlier materialist feminists
such as Wittig (1981,/1992) and Delphy (1984), whose work I mentioned

earlier, as well as more contemporary feminist writers. For example, Stevi

Jackson (1996, 2006) argues for the logical priority of gender over sexuality.
She claims that (‘_...without gender categories we could not categorize sexual
desires and identities along the axis of same-gender or other-gender relation-
ships, as heterosexual, bisexual or homosexual/lesbiana(Iackson, 2006:62).
In other words,E)ur understanding of sexual categories like ‘gay’ or ‘straight’
depend on knowing the gender of a person}

In the second approach that I have identified in feminist work on gender:

®  Sexuality is priovitized over gender @

Here,&xuality is understood to be constitutive of gcndea Traditionally this is
an underlying assumption in psychoanalytic accounts, as well as informing the
work of some feminists. For example, Catherine MacKinnon (1982) suggest-
ed thatlit is through the experience of sexuality, as it is currently constructed,
that women learn about gender; learn what ‘being a woman’ mcana As well
as constituting our gendered subjectivities, MacKinnon argues that@_exuality
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(heterosexuality in particular) is the cause of gender inequality: ‘Women and
men are divided by gender, made into the sexes as we know them, by the
social requirements of heterosexuality, which institutionalizes male sexual
Jdominance and female sexual submission’ { MacKinnon, 1982:516). From
this pcrspectivc,Eénderstandings of gender are located in terms of an analysis
of how sexuality both reflects and constitutes patriarchal values and practicca
(Walby, 1990; Richardson, 1997). More recent feminist work has developed
the argument tha(&gender is an effect of sexualitﬂ For example, Chrys Ingra-
ham (1996, 2005) raises the question of whether,Gyithout institutionalized
heterosexuality, gender would even exist.? ]

In these debates, feminist theories have extended definitions of gender and
sexuality in going beyond considerations of how the link between them is so-
cially constructed, to viewing their relationshi asE)ne of the key mechanisms
by which gender inequalities are (re)produced|(Richardson, 1997).

Queer distinctions () (Seporaton of Sexi&gend ec)

'I'he assumption that gender and sexuality need to be examined together re-
mained relatively unchallenged until the emergence of queer theory in the
|9905.(Queer theory is associated with poststructuralist/postmodern ap-
proaches to sexuality and gender, and a critique of feminist theories of sexual-
ity that are seen as limited by an emphasis on gender ] Jagose, 1996; Sullivan,
2003). (Equally, some feminists argue that queer theory risks paying insuf-
ficient attention to gender in its analyses of sexuality (Walters, 2005; Richard-
son, 2006).)[1t rejects the idea of stable and unified gender and sexual catego-
ries and emphasizes the fluidity, instability and fragmentation of identities and
a multiplicity of sexuality and gender categoriea Associated with this is a@hift
in ‘definitions of gender away from social division towards an understanding
of gender as cultural distinctionj(McLaughlin etal., 2006:18). Queer theory
nlso@ucstions the assumption that there are specific connections between sex,
gender and sexualitQ(Martin, 1998a), what I referred to above asE_he principle
of sexual and gender ‘cohcrcnceD In queer accounts(the relationship between
sexuality and gender is not seen as fixed and static, but as highly complex and
unstablté [ser 3.4]

Various writers associated with queer theory have put forward arguments
for theorizing@exuality independently from gendea Rubin’s work has been
influential in the development of such arguments. In the early 1980s Gayle
Rubin argued that[although connected, gender and sexuality ‘are not the

same thingj(Rubin, 1984:308). Rubin is highly critical of the approach of

feminist writers like MacKinnon (Rubin with Butler, 1998). Opposed to the
view that sexuality can be adequately understood as causing gender, Rubin
instead offered an account of what she termed a ‘sex/gender system’ in which
she@:paratcs out sexuality and gendcﬂ Queer writers have subsequently drawn
on these ideas in developing their theories of gender. For example, in the
Epistemology of the Closer Eve Sedgwick (1990) calls forEradical separation of
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gender and sexuality:.]Doing this, Sedgwick argues, opens up our understand-
ings of gender and sexuality, as well the links between them,{allowing more
complex and diverse understandingg This means that new sexual and gender
stories may begin to be told, heard and experienced. For instance, it@lows the
possibility of thinking about ‘sexualities without gendcrsﬂ(Martin, 1998a),
where sexual desires, practices and identities do not depend on a person’s
gender for their meaning. Similarly, it@nables recognition of the existence of
multiple genders as illustrated, for example, by studies of female masculinities
(Halberstam, 1994) and transgender {Hines, 2006).

Queer v Feminism?

The distinction between sexuality and gender is at the heart of debates about
queer theory and its relationship to feminist thought. According to Merck et al.
(1998:1) queer and feminism are now ‘widely understood to be two fields of
study’ with the investigation of sexuality seen as the ‘proper subject’ of gueer
theory and the analysis of gender that of feminism. While some agree with this
position (see, for example, Halperin, 1995), many writers prefer instead to think
about how feminist and queer theories are interconnected and can enrich each
other (Martin, 1998a; Richardson et al., 2006).

Conflated categories @

The fifth and final approach to thinking about the relationship between gen-
der and sexuality that I have identified, rather than arguing for the logical
priority of one over the other (gender over sexuality/sexuality over gender) or
separating out the two, conflates these categories. Here, the assumption is that

Eexuality and gender are mutually dependent to the extent that they cannot
be disentangled] For example, in her work on heterosexuality Tamsin Wilton
appears to take this view when she says that ‘discourses of gender and sexuality
are inextricably interwoven’ (Wilton, 1996:125).

New imaginings: patterned fluidities [5 TP 3.3

As 1 have indicated above,Yr_nodernist understandings of gender and sexuality
as fixed, coherent and stable have been challenged by queer, postmodern and
poststructuralist accounts that conceptualize these categories as plural, provi-
sional and situatccBAnd if there are multiple genders and multiple sexualities,
then it is also likely that there will be multiple relationships between these cat-
egories. This means we need to consider how different sexual categories relate
to different genders. A challenge for future theories of gender and sexuality,
therefore, is to develop frameworks that allow more complex accounts of how
gender and sexuality are related to each other. According to Butler (1997),
this is one of the main tasks facing both ferninist and queer theory.
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To achieve this we need to considerEhe question of the relationship of
gender and scxuali@at a number of levels. This opens up the possibility that
rather than thinking oflgender and sexuality as separate areas_of analysis, as
Jo many queer theorists; or as interrelated, as do many femini;ﬂwriters, they

[S"“‘ be conceptualized as both depending on the level of analysis and the social

contexg Jackson (2005) identiﬁcsﬂ;"our levels of social construction of the rela-
tions between gender and sexuality:

the structural;

the level of social and cultural meaning;

the level of everyday interactions and routine practices;
the level of subjectivity:]

At any one of these intersecting levels Jackson suggests that the relationship
between gender and sexuality may be different. Like Jackson, I agree that we
nced to conceptualize gender at these different levels to enable ‘new ways
of articulating and understanding the diversity of contemporary gender and
sexual categories and the complexities of their relationship with one another’
(Richardson, 2007:458). In attempting to represent the connections between
gender and sexuality a number of writers have used the metaphor of a theoreti-
cal ‘knot’ (Alsop et al., 2002) or a ‘tangled web’ (Jackson, 2005). However, I
would argue that these metaphors are too static to aid understandings of the
relationship between gender and sexuality as a dynamic, historically and social-
ly specific multilayered process. For this we need a different metaphor. Else-
where I have outlined what might help us in this re-imagining (Richardson,
2007). This is the metaphor of the{s_horclinc: a boundary in motion between
land (configured as gender) and sea (configured as sexuality) where, like the
connections between genders and sexualities, there are ‘patterned ﬂuidities’]

As well as the development of frameworks that allow more complex ac-
counts of how gender and sexuality are related to each other and, by implica-
tion, how feminist and queer theory intersect, there have been a number of
other important developments in theorizing gender since the 1990s. There
is not the space to discuss these here, but other chapters do address some of
these devclopments.t[‘hesc include: examinations of the interconnections be-
tween gender, race and class (see Reed and Taylor); work on gender and ‘the
body” and the use of the notion of embodiment (see Hines and Woodward);
and potential changes in_understandings of gender arising from shifts in tech-
nology and in cyberspacascc Gillis).

Conclusion

This chapter has provided a brief overview of some of the different ways in
which we can theorize gender and the contribution that feminist work in par-
ticular has made. The references it contains and the suggestions for further
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reading given below will help you to develop your understanding and recog-
nize the complexities of many of the ideas I have touched on. Examining theo-
ries of gender is important not only in an academic sense, but also Eecause itis
through analysing different ways of theorizing that we are able ‘to interrogate
the processes whereby people generally become divided into the two catego-
ries male and female’ {Alsop et al., 2002:2). This is a process of categorization
that, as the remainder of this book will demonstrate,@is important social, eco-
nomic and personal implicationg Moreover, it is important to acknowledge
that the theories that we use to make sense of gender are part of this process
and the meanings that derive from gender categorization. Theories of gender
ar@ot simply descriptions of ‘what is’, they actively structure the social worlds
we inhabigln the past, theories that assumed biology had a determining role
in how we develop as women and men were used not merely to explain ‘sex
differences’, but also Eo justify certain social arrangements as natural (Alsop
et al., 2002). For instance, the idea that it was natural for women tg want to
have children and to care for them, and unnatural for men to feel the same, has
often been@scd to both explain and justifﬂwhy women have primary respon-
sibility for childcare. In theorizing gender we are, then, actively engaged in a
political process, an assumption that is central to the project of feminist gender
theory. As McLaughin et al. (2006: 18) state: ‘If feminism has one legacy to
take forward...it is the legitimacy of using political criteria as the marker for

the validity of social theorising.” That is:[the pursuit of knowledge not just |

for its own sake, but for social changglt is this that has inspired much of the
research you will read about in this book and which motivates many teachers
and students of gender and women’s studies.

Further reading

R. Alsop, A. Fitzsimons and K. Lennon {2002) theorizing gender, Oxford, Polity

This is a good overview of the important debates in theories of gender. The book dis-
cusses the major theories concerned with the way we ‘become gendered’. There are
chapters on the body, men and masculinities, gender politics, and the relation between

gender and sexuality, as well as discussion of transgender and queer approaches to
understanding gender.

C. Beasley (2005) Gender and Sexuality: Critical Theories, Critical Thinkers, London,
Sage

This book draws on the work of key theorists and offers an overview of the literature
and debates in feminism, sexuality studies and masculinity studies. A central aim of the
book is to link the important strands of both gender and sexuality theory.

H. Bradley (2007) Gender, Oxford, Polity

This is an accessible introduction to the concept of gender and the different theoretical
approaches that have developed within women'’s and gender studies over the last thirty
years. It explores contemporary relations of masculinity and femininity and highlights
how our thinking about gender is influenced by changing political contexts. It uses life
narratives to help contextualize the theory.
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t. Colebrook (2004) Gender, Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan .
!his text provides an overview of the concept of gender and places the term in historical
vontext, from the Enlightenment to the present. Colebrook discusses the developmept
ul theories of gender within feminism, as well as exploring recent‘developments in
yuoer theory and ‘post-feminism’. As a literary theorist, she also provides analyses ofa
mtmber of key literary texts to demonstrate how specific styles of literature enable dif-
laront understandings of gender.

H.W. Connell (2002) Gender, Oxford, Polity ) )

I'his is a good introduction to the sociological study of gender. Written in a highly read-
able and accessible style, Connell traces the history of western ideas about gfander,
liscusses the processes by which individuals become gendered as well as stu_dles on
unnder differences. The book also examines gender inequalities and patterns in mo_d-
nrn society, and considers whether these are changing under glqbalizatlon. It also dis-
russes gender politics and how these arise in personal life, showing how ‘the personal
is political.’



