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Critically reflect upon how gender identity is formed and shaped; explore the dialectical relationship between individual, culture, family and society.
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Introduction
Depending on which aspect is followed, there are a number of different theories as to how a person forms their gender and gender identity. This could be attributed to social pressures and structures, such as argued through Feminism, Queer Theory and to a degree Functionalism (Thorpe et al, 2015).
The formation of gender could also be seen as a need to maintain family integrity. To ensure the structure of the family is maintained and repeated in a cyclical nature, for the good of society. Again, as Functionalism suggests (Thorpe et al, 2015).
Perhaps gender is not so much dependant on society and social pressures, but more on the psychological and emotional development of the individual. Gender Schema Theory could possibly offer an explanation for this.
This essay could question just what exactly is responsible for the formation of gender? Is it sociological, psychological or emotional? Or a mixture of all of these? Can gender formation be defined by the simple nature vs nurture debate?
The following sections of this essay will compare and contrast the various theories outlined above, highlighting where they conflict with each other, and where they complement each other. The aim of this essay is to identify from all the theories, how exactly is gender formed and shaped.
However, before discussing theories, it is important for us to have an idea as to what we mean when we use the term ‘identity’. The word itself is derived from the Latin ‘identitas’ which means ‘same’ (Steensma et al, 2013). This taken in context, implies a degree of sameness or similarity with other members of a group or society, in a particular sense (Steensma et al, 2013). Furthermore, with respect to gender identity, an individual’s sense of being either male or female can have an impact on not only how they view themselves but also how they interact with other members of society (Steensma et al, 2013).

Main Body
This essay plans to look at the various theories on how gender identity is formed. The main body will be split into two main sections:
1. Social Theories
2. Psychological Theories
Each section will focus on the conflicting and complementing theories before being evaluated and summarised in a conclusion at the end.

Social Theories
There are many different social theories to explain how gender identity is formed. The first we will look at in this essay will be Feminism. 
Feminism, on the whole, attributes gender identity to a process called ‘socialisation’. This process are the methods by which children learn to identify as male or female and can be achieved through a variety of different ways. Feminists believe that socialisation is influenced by the patriarchal nature of society. Boys are socialised to embody male characteristics, such as being strong, aggressive, independent and to reject female characteristics. Girls are socialised to be gentle, kind, empathetic and most importantly, obedient (Thorpe et al, 2015).
Feminists argue that these gender traits are purposely taught or socialised to boys and girls respectively, for the sole purpose of the preservation of the patriarchal system. Men are destined to control society, whilst women are to obey and serve (Thorpe et al, 2015).
Ann Oakley argued this theory. Oakley believed that parents socialised their children to conform with Patriarchal ideals (CGP, 2016). Oakley argued that this form of socialisation was achieved by the parents praising and punishing the child depending on whether or not they conformed to heteronormative gender traits (CGP, 2016). For instance, if a boy displayed stereotypical male characteristics, dominance, assertiveness and the desire to be a leader, then he would be praised. The same would be the case for a girl who displayed characteristics such as obedience and submissive ladylike characteristics (CGP, 2016). If however boys and girls did not display the correct (or what was deemed as socially correct) characteristics, they would be punished. This conditioning is what Oakley believed shapes the gender identity of children and is entirely dependent on the social structure, in this case Patriarchy (CGP, 2016).
A similar perspective to feminism on gender formation, is the functionalist perspective. Functionalists argue that gender identity and roles are formed through the process of socialisation, much like feminism (Thorpe et al, 2015). The difference however, is the reasoning behind the process of socialisation. Unlike feminists, functionalists, such as Talcott Parsons, believed that children are socialised into certain gender roles for the preservation of the Nuclear Family (Thorpe et al, 2015), rather than the Patriarchal structures of society. Although, considering the gender roles that boys and girls are socialised into within the family, it could be argued that the functionalist Nuclear Family is simply a micronized version of the Patriarchal society, with the men being in charge and the women being obedient (LibreTexts, 2019).
Parsons believed that the family was essentially a ‘factory’ designed to produce human personalities (Thorpe et al, 2015). The parents would perform gender appropriate roles and influence the child of the same sex, with girls learning to become feminine from their mother and boys masculine from their father (Thorpe et al, 2015). This process was thought to be cyclical, with the children influencing their own offspring in much the same way that they had been influenced (Thorpe et al, 2015).
Queer Theorists, an off shoot of Feminism, believe that gender is a social construct, much like Feminism and Functionalism. Queer Theory was conceived in the 1970s/early 80s and looks to explain why some people identify as a non-heteronormative gender (Thorpe et al, 2015). This includes not only people who identify as lesbian or gay, but also transgender, transvestites and any gender which falls under the LGBTQ+ umbrella (Thorpe et al, 2015).
Judith Butler, a famous Queer Theorist, argued that gender is socially constructed from the constant repetition of certain behaviours and actions (1988). These actions and behaviours are purely expectations that society places on individuals, on how they should identify in terms of gender. This was highlighted in Butler’s 1988 work ‘Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay on Phenomenology and Feminist Theory’. These repetitive acts were deemed a performance by the individual as a strategy for complying with the societal and cultural norms for their perceived gender (Butler, 1988).
The expectation from society influences how people act and behave – whether they display masculine or feminine characteristics. The constant repetition of these behaviours from an early age then forms the basis for a person’s gender identity. Once a whole population behaves in a certain way, these characteristics then become the social norm (Thorpe et al, 2015). Failure to conduct oneself with the social norm for a particular gender, could result in negative consequences for the individual (Butler, 1988). It is therefore in the interest of the individual to conform with the perceived norms for their gender, regardless of whether they feel this to be a true expression of their gender identity (Butler, 1988).
Queer Theory argues that because gender is achieved through the constant repetition of certain ‘socially approved’ behaviours and actions, this concludes that it is indeed socially constructed (Thorpe et al, 2015). However, it should be noted that these social norms are transient and therefore, even though gender can be influenced by society, it is not a stable identity and can change with time (Butler, 1988).
This idea of gender identity formation proposed by Butler, is supported by a more modern study conducted by Edwards et al (2009) titled ‘“Putting My Man Face On”: A Grounded Theory of College Men’s Gender Identity Development’. This study involved following the experiences of 10 college men as they developed their sense of gender. The study highlighted that the 10 men did not fully fit the societal definition or expectations of what a ‘man’ should be and thus compensated for this by adopting certain behaviours or ‘masks’ to hide what they perceived to be shortfalls in their identity (Edwards et al, 2009). This is interesting as even though the study shows that gender is most certainly influenced by society, it is not entirely constructed by it, beyond the will of the individual. Much like Butler, Edwards et al (2009) showed that gender identity is indeed a performance by the individual to conform with the societal norm and avoid the consequences of nonconformity, but attributes a greater control and influence to the individual themselves, over how their gender identity is perceived.

Psychological
One of the most prominent psychological theories on gender formation is ‘Gender Shema Theory’. This theory was established in 1981 by psychologist Sandra Bem (Vinney, 2019).
Gender Schema Theory states that children develop their sense of gender from observing their cultural norms. In short, they develop ‘schemas’ or thought patterns on what is correct gender orientated behaviour (Starr et al, 2016). For instance, depending on the culture exposed to, boys and girls will process their gender in particular ways (Cherry, 2019). Children develop ideas on what constitutes masculinity and femininity in society, early on and then use these ideas to shape and regulate their behaviours and characteristics (Starr et al, 2016) If we take the traditional functionalist approach to the family, the culture that boys and girls are exposed to is one of male dominance and female obedience. Boys will develop masculine aspects to their gender, characteristics such as independence, aggression, assertiveness etc. Girls will develop characteristics such as empathy, caring, obedience, subservience etc (Cherry, 2019)(Vinney, 2019).
In a different society, one that could be defined as more modern, the gender schemas formed by children may be different. For instance if it is common practice for males to display empathy, as females do, then boys will incorporate these characteristics into their gender identity (Cherry, 2019). As outlined by Butler (1988), social norms of gender identity change with time and place, therefore the schemas adopted by children in those societies would be different.
Bem defined gender as fitting one of four different categories:
1. Sex typed
2. Cross-sex typed
3. Androgynous
4. Undifferentiated (Cherry, 2019).
Sex typed individuals identify with the gender that corresponds with their physical sex. They also process social and cultural information through the schema for their gender (Vinney, 2019).
Cross-sex typed individuals identify with the opposite gender of the physical sex and thus process information through the opposite gender schema (Vinney, 2019).
Androgynous individuals identify with characteristics of both their own and opposite gender. They display both male and female characteristics (Vinney, 2019).
Undifferentiated individuals do not relate to any gender and can’t process information relating to any gender schema, their own or the opposite gender (Vinney, 2019).
The theory also highlights that there are consequences for any individual who displays nonconformity to the socially appropriate gender identity however (Vinney, 2019).
An example would be with men who cry or show emotion at public events, such as weddings for instance. This behaviour could be mocked by others who do not share the same gender schema as the individual displaying the behaviour (Vinney, 2019). Such a case could be true in a functionalist society, whereby men are supposed to be seen as strong, level-headed and devoid of feminine emotions such as empathy and sympathy (Thorpe et al, 2015). Much like the students in the study by Edwards et al (2009), for fear of being mocked, men who may display these characteristics would hide them to fit the social norm. A woman, on the other hand, may be seen as displaying gender appropriate behaviour in the same circumstance (Vinney, 2019).
Alternatively, if a society is seen as more progressive and less traditional, a woman who conforms to traditional female gender roles can be criticised. Such behaviour as being a housewife and not having a career for herself could be considered as ‘backwards’ or ‘old fashioned’ (Cherry, 2019).
These acts of disapproval and criticism can cause people to alter their behaviour and ultimately their own schema on what is appropriate gender behaviour, for fear of being rejected by others in society (Cherry, 2019).
Conclusion
To conclude, from the points covered in this essay, we can see that there are many factors and reasons why and how gender identities are formed. The sociological aspects, feminism and functionalism argue that gender is formed through a process called ‘socialisation’ (Thorpe et al, 2015). Although they both share this commonality, they both differ on the motivation behind the socialisation process. Feminism argues that socialisation is a tool of the Patriarchal society, designed to ensure that only males remain dominant and females subservient (CGP, 2016). Functionalism is slightly different in that it argues the process of socialisation is purely for the benefit of maintaining order in the nuclear family. Families are only functional if the children are raised by the women and the man is the main breadwinner so to speak (Thorpe et al, 2015). However, we can see the similarities here between functionalism and feminism, as both ultimately attribute the process of socialisation to male dominance. Feminism sees this as critical and oppressive. Functionalism, as constructive.
Then we come to Queer Theory. Queer Theory sees the formation of gender as more of a personal journey, as opposed to through social forces and pressures. Gender is the result of repetitive behaviours and actions, a performance as such (Butler, 1988). Although this can be attributed to socialisation, as the conditions imposed on the individual would be generated from society, there is credit given to the individual choosing which behaviours they repeat and hence how they identify (Thorpe et al, 2015)(Edwards et al, 2009).
Aside from the pure social aspects of gender formation, there is also the psychological aspect. Gender Schema Theory attempts to address this. Gender Schema Theory basically states that people develop a sense of gender identity through their life experiences. These experiences result in thought processes forming which are referred to as the ‘schema’ of gender (Starr et al, 2016). A person can be one of four different gender identities as a result of their schema and they are: Sex typed, Cross-sex typed, Androgynous and Undifferentiated (Cherry, 2019). These four categories determine how a person sees themselves. Sex typed see themselves as the same gender as their sex. Cross-sex typed see themselves as the opposite gender to their sex. Androgynous see themselves as both the same gender as their sex and the opposite gender too. Finally, those undifferentiated see themselves as neither their own gender (with reference to sex) or the opposite gender (Vinney, 2019).
There is a degree of social pressure with this theory however, as people can alter their schema based on social pressures (Vinney, 2019). They can define their gender identity so as to fit in with the rest of society. This flexibility is not afforded through the feminist and functionalist perspective, which treats gender as being something ‘set solid’ once socialisation has occurred. It has more in common with Queer Theory with regards to gender being formed from the repetitive actions and behaviours undertaken by the individual (Butler, 1988). Gender being something the individual has more influence over crafting as opposed to being imposed upon by social pressures and structures (Thorpe et al, 2015)(Edwards et al, 2009).
A criticism of Gender Schema Theory however, is even though it has similarities with some social theories, it fails to acknowledge the impact society can have on the individual with respect to gender formation. It affords almost absolute credit for gender formation to psychological process alone as opposed to social-psychological influences (Vinney, 2019).
From this essay, I believe it is clear to see that there is no absolute, clear cut explanation for the formation of gender identities. We have to respect that it is a balance between both sociological and psychological factors and that neither aspect alone fully controls gender identity formation. Gender identity is an incredibly complex part of what constitutes a person and no one theory totally encompasses it’s formation.
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