
What does ‘gender’ mean? Using Butler’s ideas of performativity alongside ethnographic examples, illustrate how gender is differently enacted around the world.

By visiting Butlers ideas of performativity and using it as a springboard to explore how gender is enacted around the world, I set out to challenge thought processes and open questions surrounding gender, what we expect gender look like, and how that differs in other cultural practices. By stepping outside our heteronormative Euro-American gender viewpoint, and considering cultural takes and forms of gender, I hope to uncover a diverse spectrum of how the world views gender. Not only challenging normative binary gender structure but also provoking thoughts about how we could better serve and expand existing gender attitudes.

Defining gender
Collins English Dictionary defines 
‘Gender is the state of being male or female in relation to the social and cultural roles that are considered appropriate for men and women.’ (2020, Collins Dictionary)

The Online Etymology Dictionary states the origins and base meaning of gender as 
‘gender (n.) c. 1300, "kind, sort, class, a class or kind of persons or things sharing certain traits," from Old French gendre, genre "kind, species; character; gender" ‘
…pointing out its relation to genre. Rooted in the simplicity of ‘kind’, ‘type’ or ‘sort’. 

Butler’s ideas of performativity. What is it?
French existentialist, Simone de Beauvoir, commented on gender being a constantly unfolding performance, and was famously quoted as saying,
‘One is not born, but, rather, becomes a woman…’ suggesting that one comes from a collection of behaviours into which we are socialized. ‘No biological, psycho-logical, economical fate determines the figure that the human female presents in society; it is civilisation as a whole that produces this creature’ (Beauvoir. S, 1952, pp201)
Borrowing from Beauvoir, Butler defines gender as "an identity instituted through a stylized repetition of acts" (Butler. J, 1988, pp519) 
Suggesting we conform to an imitation or miming of the dominant conventions of gender, Butler goes on to say that ‘the act that one does, the act that one performs is, in a sense, an act that’s been going on before one arrived on the scene’ (Butler. J, 1990) Outlining that often without intention or conscious action, gender is an expectation of how one will behave according to ones being born into a biological sex. Society outlines what is expected to be feminine or masculine, we often unconsciously adhere to this sociative norm by way of modelling and perpetuating the normative social structure expected of us. Performed through a stylised repetition of acts, gender is a series of gestures movements and enactments, performed mundanely and unthinkingly. In other words, the way you act is the way you are.

Butler was inspired by Austin’s description of performative and went on to expand,
“The Derridean notion of iterability, formulated in response to the theorization of speech acts by John Searle and J.L. Austin, also implies that every act is itself a recitation” (Butler 2011, pp187)
Showing her ideas on performativity had indeed been shared before her.


With family as the first agent of socialisation, evidence suggests that parents socialise sons and daughters differently. Perhaps oblivious and unconscious that they are preparing them for a world of prescribed performative gender roles and inevitable gender bias.
Girls often encouraged to nurture, be generally obedient and partake in domestic duties, whereas boys are generally allowed more freedom, rough and tumble and often excused from domestic or responsible, caring duties. This is seen in our language, the way we dress, how we conduct ourselves and how society in turn treat us. 
The subtleties and traditions that gender prescriptions comprise of might be initially seen in commonly used phrases. Such as dismissing bad behaviour with, ‘boys will be boys’ or ‘Big boys don’t cry’ affirming to boys not to show emotion. Or, reminding females to be mild and subservient, saying, ‘girls should be sugar and spice and all things nice’. Or, perhaps saying to the eldest boy when the father leaves for work ‘Look after your mother while I’m gone, you’re man of the house till I get back’ This particular one has a two directional impact, firstly placing males solidly in a patriarchal role and secondly placing the feminine role as weak and unable to conduct herself or function without the presence or assistance of a male. 
But it is not just words. Unspoken actions, the way we dress, how we are told to handle emotions and how society behave towards us, all act as gender performative confirmations, and teach children from the off that there is an expectation for them to behave and indeed perform a certain way. Rehearsed from childhood, by the time we reach adolescence, we already have a strong idea of what roles we need to perform to show our gender. 
‘We are embodied individuals, propagating particular ways of doing gender, often unthinkingly’ (Fraker. W, 2018)



Ethnographic Examples of Gender
Gender performativity around the world shows a vast spectrum of difference and similarities alike. Convention and the challenging gender roles alike, seems universal across the globe. In just a handful of ethnographic examples, gender performance and gender normative roles can be clearly seen to vary widely yet still carry the same themes, there is an expected performativity, and outside these expected perimeters there are always groups who challenge this and step outside the gender norms. 
Convention, similarities, differences and the challenging of normative gender roles can be seen clearly in the examples around the world. 
In the Blackfoot Confederacy in northern Montana and Southern Alberta, Canada, a third gender in recognised. Piegan Indian women introduce a unique type of female personality known as the ‘manly-hearted woman…The term is applied to a small group of women who do not behave in the restricted manner of the women of this tribe, but who have a freedom and independence more like women in our own culture’ (Lewis, 1941, pp173) The women refer to their husband’s land and horses at ‘theirs’ directly challenging the prescribed gender norms of their culture. In stark comparison to their passive subservient counterparts, the ideal wife being passive, homemakers and sexually pleasing to their husbands, Manly hearted women, are seen as an almost equal to their male tribesmen. Manly hearted women show their strength in their ability to proficiently undertake both masculine and feminine manual tasks. Such as tanning hide and beading garments quicker than others. Displaying their physical strength raises their social value as wives, but also the value of their work can be valued in financial benefit, as they can be seen to make items more quickly which translates to more money being made. Having money, in Piegan society directly effects your social status, and for this reason manly-hearted are regarded as valuable by their husbands.
‘It takes most women six days to tan a hide which a manly- hearted woman can do in four or five. A manly-hearted woman can bead a dress or a man's suit in a week of hard work, while it takes most women a month’(Lewis, 1941, pp178)

[bookmark: _Hlk58855001]A third gender is also recognised in Mexio, In the Mexican state of Oxica, indigenous communities accept a third gender, known as ‘muxes’. Muxes are said to combine elements of both genders thought to be rooted in ancient culture to the cross dressing priests and hermaphrodite gods of the Aztec and Mayan civilisations. Locals accept and respect the Muxes, as there is believed to be a historical blueprint for this gender variation. Muxes are men who dress as women, or wear make-up as men, adopting ‘feminine’ social roles such as embroidery. 
‘[Muxes]…don't consider themselves cross-dressers or transgender. Instead, they are treated as “the third gender,” and they identify neither as men nor as women’. (Cobello, 2016)

Across the globe, there are examples of Gender norms being challenged, suggesting a universal similarity that gender is clearly mutable not fixed. In almost every culture, examples can be found to support the idea that gender needs to be worked at, it is not a singular act, but a series of ‘maintaining’ acts… I could be argued that The Etoro/Sambia in Papua New Guinea​ display this need well. To work at masculinity, to maintain it, the Etoro enact a very clear initiation or rites of passage for males in particular to enter ‘Manhood’. The Etoro believe that girls attain womanhood ‘naturally’ via menstruation. But, for boys, manhood has to be acquired through regular culturally-validated ‘homosexual’ acts​. 
‘The people of the Etoro tribe believe that all of the life force comes from semen. They believe that this force must be passed on to the young boys of the tribe so they can continue to grow strong and fight for their tribe…[believing that]… homosexuality will delay death and that heterosexuality will make death come sooner. This is the main reason why they believe that all boys should be homosexual and that heterosexuality should only be used to reproduce’				(Bellani. A & Moreno. A. L, 2016)
This drinking of the semen goes on for 10 years, giving ‘life force’ to the boys and turning them into men. 
In stark contrast to Euro-American culture, homosexuality in the Etero is the normative version of what it means to be masculine. Viewing heterosexuality as solely for reproductive purposes, whilst homosexuality makes you ‘a man’



Again, in contrast to our ideas of Euro-American masculinity, in India it is commonplace for heterosexual men to hold hands whilst walking in public. It is seen as a sign of friendship.
	Reneysh Vittal writes for The Good Men Project,
‘…this is not an expression of sexuality. It is one of camaraderie. A sign of brotherhood and support’
Describing India as a ‘sexually repressed country’ Vittal explains that ‘Many of these men will never know the touch of a woman until their wedding nights. These signs of affection they share with each other, seemingly tide them over.’ (Vittal. R, 2016) 
The act of men hand holding, in Euro-American culture, would be seen as feminine and unmasculine, yet in India this act is firmly seen as a performative masculine act, confirmative of heteronormative brotherhood.


Gender trouble. Recognising responsibilities raising children. Gender divide impacting mental health.
It is confronting and equally refreshing to find that what is considered masculine by one culture could be seen as feminine by another. Suggesting to me that gender is undeniably, universally fluid. It suggests, although we fight this with our prescribed heteronormative gender roles, gender is indisputably non binary and mutable, with no, one, clear universal masculine or feminine role around the world. 
Considering Bulter’s ideas of performativity, with the idea these acts prescribed by us, by one’s society, means in theory we could choose to construct these norms differently, perhaps to serve us better. The potential freedom we have in changing binary stigmas perhaps gives way to the irrefutable and highly likely possibility that gender is a spectrum, sliding all the way from one point to another with variants available for all, to be allowed to act as they feel and not how society prescribes.

I feel a strong call to acknowledge responsibility to bring future generations up to be less aware of binary code and more aware of who they are and who they can be. Before being tainted by prescribed gender expectations, every human should have the right to discover who they are. The notion of the abolition of all gender bias, that no codes or societal gender pressures exist, would be perhaps utopian, and may be out of reach. But to suggest an awareness around allowing a new human to form outside of the normative prescribed gender structures would allow one to truly explore who they are without prejudice or social performative restraints. This seems like a logical prescription for heathier adults and adolescents to emerge from childhood with a strong sense of self, and to allow the fundamental soul searching and gender exploration to occur in infancy to allow for a healthy solid adulthood with self assurance and acceptance.
I felt drawn to explore how gender norms and growing up within their rigidity, can effect us as humans later in life. And in particular effect our mental health. I wanted to see how behaving and performing gender in a normative way, with our children, based on their biological sex, impacts their adult life.

The research papers I read showed that gender normative frameworks can have a distinctive impact on how we approach issues in later life. 
The impact that ridged normative gender expectations can have on mental health in men is outlined in an article in the American Men’s Journal of Health, showing just how much gender can impact one’s ability to seek help.
‘The issue of men’s mental health and social support has drawn attention from researchers who draw on social theories of gender, where gender is considered to be socially constructed as opposed to biologically determined’.
Acknowledging that 
‘…Interplay between masculinity and men’s social connections can impact men’s mental health…[maintaining]…a desire to be independent, rejecting the need for social support’ (Makenzie, Collings, Jenkin, River 2018)

In an article On Gender Differences by Professor Issac Burt at Florida International University. Females were found to experience anger sometimes at a rate paralleling or surpassing males.
‘However, due to societal stigma and cultural biases, many females do not receive anger management services’ (Burt, 2010)

The gender divide, that we often perpetuate within our unconscious performativity, clearly has an impact on us throughout lives. Seeking help within our amassed prescribed gender roles creates problematic and complex issues for many. Perhaps gender normative roles perpetuate the issue in the first place, but for sure the gender roles we prescribe to often stops us from being able to seek the help we need. Making gender performance and indeed binary gender norms an important area to address.


Conclusion 
‘Butler insisted that gender resides in repeated words and actions, words and actions that both shape and are shaped by the bodies of real, flesh-and-blood human beings. And crucially, such repetitions are rarely performed freely’ (Fraker. W, 2018)
Arising from the clear impact of rigid gender normative roles, and how their roles can constrain and shape humans negatively. I feel it is important to consider the responsibility we have, to challenge this gender rigidity from a young age. Perhaps give children a chance to expletive the world through both, or all, lenses. Free from the constraints of gender normative frameworks. To discover their place on the gender spectrum, without the need to be guided by societies expectations, ridged construct or social expectation. To detach shame from stepping out of one gender role and into another seamlessly, as one human. To be allowed both masculine and feminine attributes without the need to explain or justify. Just to find one’s place, where they should be. Without external shaping, by judgment or expectation.

We can see from around the world that gender normative roles differ, meaning that there is no, one, exact masculine or feminine way to behave. For some, affection between men, or in fact homosexual acts, can be seen as the height of masculinity, whereas in some cultures this would be seen as emasculating. It therefore feels arbitrary to argue that one act should make you more masculine than another. Or indeed likewise in the case of femininity.
It is clear, that human gender spans a much vaster spectrum than we often allow ourselves to recognise. We ‘perform’ anywhere within those two vast points of reference of masculine and feminine, we dance within the huge spaces in-between the binary normativity that we assume we must neatly fit. Abolishing gender framework, may with it, abolish the gender related issues that rigid binary/two identity structure brings. A world where a male seeking help, showing emotions or perhaps dressing femininely is normative, or female aggression can be openly acknowledged, and dressing or behaving like a ‘tom boy’ is not.
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