In this essay, I will be exploring the anthropological links between gender variance and bodily expression. There will be a focus on those identifying with transgender or gender non-conforming identities, and how living in a society with rigid, binary gender expectations can influence how they perceive and interact with their bodies. Particularly, I will to talk about how strict gender binaries can lead to, in some cases, intensified gender non-conformity expression due to excessive scrutiny and enforcement. I will also show how my own lived experience as a transgender and gender non-conforming individual can help me analyse the incentive and meaning of bodily expression in this essay. 
The term ‘transgender’ here is defined as “breaking or going across gender boundaries” (Green, 2004). I will use this alongside gender non-conforming – “the extent to which individuals fail to conform to gender-based societal proscriptions concerning appearance, feelings, or behaviors” (Martin-Storey, 2016) – and gender variance – “may be used in preference to alternative terms (such as transgender or gender dysphoric)” (Roen, 2016). Bodily expression will be used to refer to any physical way that someone might present themselves, such as hair, clothing, or gestures.
Rigid gender binaries cause an excessive focus on how people present themselves and particularly if it is a ‘societally acceptable’ way to do so. This type of system works to supresses those who exist outside of normative gender categories. Mary Douglas discusses how the body is a ‘natural symbol’ and meaning can be both inscribed onto and derived from it. She argues that the body is societally shaped. In Purity and Danger (1966), she says that society rejects ambiguity to maintain social order through its classification. If someone is to exist outside of the gender binary, outside of either cisgendered male or female, then it is perceived as a threat to social order. It seems logical that the repression of ‘atypical’ bodily expression would lead to a decrease of these presentations. 
When I was thirteen, I had my first short haircut. I had previously long hair for my entire childhood and so it noticeably altered how I appeared to people. It, and they, ‘othered’ me, because while I had been adjacent to them before, I had now made a visible, physical change that separated me from them. Short hair became a visible symbol of my otherness which people could use to measure gender conformity. I would experience verbal comments after I cut my hair, mostly attempting to shame or embarrass me. I appear in opposition to gender norms and so, society acts to maintain social order. Increased focus on my gender identity and presentation lead to more introspection on the matter than – I imagine – would have happened otherwise. It moved me to question the gender categories that are normative to our society. Hairstyle has no biological link to gender, and so the existence and enforcement of social norms to regulate who had what hair made no sense to me. 
However, Foucault (1978) argues against what he calls the repressive hypothesis. He writes about the Victorian period and the attempted suppression of sex and sexuality through institutions such as the family, education, and the legal system. Instead of the complete repression of the topic, Foucault argues that “things appear in a very different light” - that there was “a veritable discursive explosion” (Foucault, 1978) around sex. He makes clear examples of discourse and discussion about sex during the time, even if it had been moved out of the public sphere. At a time when governments and institutions seem to be forcing transgender people out of the public eye, they will instead control what they can about their visibility to society, and bodily expression is a large part of that.
When I first sought to begin the medical aspect of my transition, I was stopped before I could even begin. It has become increasingly difficult for gender-variant youth to access support towards their medical transition, whether the difficulty comes from the healthcare system or their families. The reality was that I would not be able to access certain healthcare until I was 18, at which point I would be left to wait upwards of five years for a first appointment. It seemed clear to me that people – the government and members of society – thought that with time and ignorance, gender non-conformity would cease to be an occurrence, at least in the public sphere.
I argue that often, the opposite happens. People are made to feel invisible by policies and regulation that are implemented against their interests and wellbeing. I will take Foucault’s use of the word ‘explosion’. I would describe the response to the denial of autonomy over my gender presentation as an explosion of expression. I would make myself as visible as possible to a society that wished on the majority to pretend I did not exist, or at least that I did not exist in the way I did. 
Judith Butler’s (1990) theory of performativity describes the way in which gender is continually reinforced. She describes gender as a construction and repetition of gendered social norms, such as how one is expected to dress, behave, and interact with others, “the repeated stylization of the body” (Butler, 1990). If gender is just performed, then the routine can be broken. When denied autonomy over other aspects of their bodily expression, visible forms of performing identity become more significant in meaning, both to the individual and to others interpreting from it. And so, this significance becomes more meaningful to transgender individuals specifically. The body becomes a place to communicate and experience identity. 
Butler explains how gender is constructed in society through bodily expression and routine, Thomas Csordas (1990) says “the body is the existential ground of culture”, everything that we experience is through our bodies. The body acts as a foundation from which all of our experiences are drawn from. Gender is itself an embodied experience, and so gender-variant individuals may find that their bodily expression of gender is not only symbolic, but integral to understanding how gender is experienced, embodied, and understood. Bodily expression for transgender individuals is not only symbolic, but an embodiment of how they experience themselves and the world around them. It becomes a bridge between internal experiences and external expression when they may have been restricted elsewhere due to gender non-conformity.
This significance in bodily expression can be observed through forms of presentation like hair, clothing, piercings, and gestures. The visible markers indicate someone’s place within or outside of the gender binary and give, what is to some, desired visibility. Judith Halberstam (1998) talks about masculine-presenting women and masculine transgender people, and how their visibility as gender non-conforming highlights that masculinity is not an inherent, male trait. Masculinity can no longer be viewed as being ‘naturally’ male when it is being performed by a woman, and so the gender categories begin to fall apart. If one person can behave and present against the normative categorisation, then it is at risk of exposing the whole system as inaccurate to what is true.
However, it should be taken into account that this is not the case for all transgender individuals. Intense scrutiny, surveillance, and policing of bodily expression can and does cause repression for many people. In Discipline and Punish (1977), Foucault also argues that increased surveillance and enforcement can cause people to monitor themselves more closely and repress anything that does not conform. Foucault (1977) says that “discipline produces subjected and practised bodies, 'docile' bodies”. Opposite to my thesis, transgender individuals can instead internalise certain aspects of their identity or bodily expression in order to conform to their gendered expectations or escape scrutiny and judgement. This point does not demean my thesis but works alongside it in demonstrating an alternative way in which pressures from a normative society can shape an individual’s perception and interaction with their body and expression. People will always react to judgement and pressure differently, and so I do not mean to imply that this is the experience of every transgender person.
Gender is evidently a prominent and enforced social category, and the effects of inflexible norms around gendered bodily expression in society do not just cause a decline in gender-variant presentations but can in fact do the opposite. Douglas’ idea of the body as a ‘natural symbol’ describes how the body is used and viewed as a symbol and can be observed through my experiences when my hair seemed to act as a signifier of my identity for those around me. Foucault’s repression hypothesis sets the groundwork for showing and explaining that suppression of a topic or identity does not necessarily extinguish it. Butler and Csordas both are used to understand why bodily expression becomes more meaningful for transgender individuals in a society that attempts to repress or other them. My personal experiences illustrate how someone may be affected by institutions or in the internal self due to a rigid gender binary that they do not fit into.
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