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There are many political and social themes currently debated in the field of gender and sexuality; A critical evaluation of gender identity.


University of Wales Trinity Saint David.




















Gender identity is a current social theme which can be described as biologically having a gender, typically either female or male reproductive parts, however, this is not solely how society identifies gender. Children are generally raised in line with and are thought of as being assigned a particular set of traits which are normal or typical to that gender. The challenges that this narrow perspective brings to any individual who doesn’t conform to such societal or cultural gender norms can be suggested to cause controversy, ambiguity and disparities along with prejudice, bias and discrimination. Research also stipulates that the dyadic interdependence between men and women cause a uniqueness in which they rely on the other (which is an out-group member) to reproduce. This is usually described as a heterosexual relationship. However, today there are many variations of gender identity and types of relationships. 
Identity theory and social identity theory offer ways in which individuals validate the self. These theories suggest that the self is validated not only by the internal aspect of the individual but also about our role within society. Therefore, if society rejects or reflects disapproval to the individual, how does this affect the individual sense of self. The DSM – IV categorises those with gender dysphoria, as a disparity between the gender assigned at birth and the gender the individual identifies as later on, as a psychological condition. Other theories and studies such as the queer theory which emerges out of the 1990’s stipulates that gender is part of the crucial self, and social constructs contribute to the nature of sexual acts and identities. Queer theory refers any description of sexual activity or identity that is categorised as normal or deviant. Within this essay we will discuss social role theory, and gender identity. 
Eagly’s (1987) social role theory, suggests that amongst traditional gender identities there are thought to be two, males and females, and our global societal norms are that men and women have a particular set of descriptive and prescriptive traits. These stipulate how men and women should behave, and give society a way in which we expect a gender to act (Koenig, 2018) therefore validating the self. However, it must be suggested that these preceptive traits can be very limiting (Busak, Kulich, Rudan, and Kinahan, 2018), and can causes problems with things such as relationship roles, job suitability (Kiser, 2015), along with contributing to prejudice (Ramos, Barreto & Ellemers, 2016) and acts of discrimination (Kite, & Whitley, 2016). 
	Between men and women, within a heterosexual relationship this prejudice is described by Glick and Fiske (1997) as ambivalent sexism, this is where a gender can have ambiguous feelings towards the opposite sex, meaning both feelings of hostile and benevolent sexism. However, these feelings can also transfer and cause in-group ambiguity, demonstrating a sense of othering, even amongst ingroup members. The dyadic interdependence between men and women is suggested to be different to any other in-group out-group prejudice, due to the reliance upon each other to reproduce. However, this also beautifully demonstrates the complexity of gender assignment, traits, and the roles individuals are expected to play, along with the problems which can arise from using narrow or limiting beliefs, and is generally referred to as stereotyping, which can be used as a form of control (Williams & Best, 1990). Jackman (1994) suggests that the dominant group often employ means of social and economic benefits structure to influence and encourage subordinates to co-operate.  
Throughout time, societies more traditional heterosexual relationships have changed and amongst the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and queer (LGBTQ) community, groups and individuals have been subject to prejudice and outwards acts of discrimination. Homosexual relationships have been discriminated against and even prosecuted. The first recoded act of discrimination against homosexuality was back in 1566 in north America, where a man was executed. However women, did not receive the same sexual repression for being lesbian, this was said to be due to there not being any risk of pregnancy (Morris, 2016). Homosexuality has only been made a non-criminal offence since 1970’s. But women were not repressed in the same ways as men. One way in which these sexual discriminations began to become addressed was through the feminist movement. Even though this movement originally began as equal rights for women, this then merged through the second and third wave movement into equal rights for all. Suggesting that social hierarchy has been present for a long time, and a sense of ‘othering’ has existed. 
Additionally, this would suggest that personal identity and gender not only is decided from within the individual, but is a multi-dimensional, overlapping of three elements. The gender assigned at birth, the group in which feel we belong to and the role in which we play within that group. Gender seems to be a label that we use to define a person. However, throughout time, we have moved away from the more traditional male and female labels, and have diversified such as transgender, non-binary, cigendered, plus many more (APA, 2018). Suggesting to cause the modification of religions, institutions, and social systems, so that society can move towards a more equal way of functioning. 
Within the zero-sum perspective model (ZSP) by Ruthig, Kehn, Gamblin & Vanderzanden, (2017) indicates that individuals who endorse this point of view believe that there is a finite amount of resources available, and one person’s losses are another person’s gain. Therefore, the greater endorsement of the ZSP, the higher the levels of prejudice can be found. This can be problematic when applying this theory to identity politics, as the government work towards instilling equal rights for all. The government LGBT action plan (2018) includes things such as the gender recognition act 2004, which aims to work towards a less bureaucratic and intrusive way to treat transgendered individuals with dignity and respect, with equal rights at school, and amongst the work place, housing, and safety within the community and more funding. This can cause disparities, as one group can feel that by giving the other group more, equals less for them, when in fact its just striving towards equality between all humans. Raising the concern, where does this othering stem from, or is it in the way genders are identified that contributes to this problem. 
Butler (2009) describes gender identity as a performance, which would be in line with the prescriptive and descriptive gender traits of (Koenig, 2018). And suggests that society is rigged towards heterosexual norms with things such as politics, economic and societal institutions to address those basic needs such as housing, and food, which are everyday things that individuals require to thrive and live in security. Yet there are populations such as the minority communities (LBGTQ) who do not prescribe to the traditional societal gender norms who are at higher risk of prejudice, acts of discriminations, violence, and death, which suggests that their life is not secured. Gender norms contribute to the discourse of precarity, as all living beings should be equal to all other living beings (Butler, 2009). However, societal gender norms specifically prescriptive and descriptive traits, stipulate how individuals should behave and appear amongst society, as in the way we are received in the street to whether we are criminalized in public or protected by the law. 
So even though, as humans we use stereotypes because it is essential for survival and a way for us to navigate the world, as it is a good way for us to process all the information that we encounter, the flip side to this is that we as humans become uncomfortable with things that do not fall into neat divisions or boxes that we already have. Taking this view to a wider scale, this can be suggested to reinforce the view that some forms of sexual relations are more acceptable than others. Due to religion, society, and institutional factors, the impact that these institutions or beliefs have had on the general population have brought about a change within the law, and this has possibly led to the reduction in discrimination from a more outward and direct, to a more distant and covert. This issue has also been addressed by government policies having brought laws in to place to create more equal opportunities such as the Equality Act 2010, and has also led onto specific guidelines for the minority communities (LGBTQ) within counselling (British psychological society, 2019). Demonstrating that institutional factors have moved forward with legislation. 
Even though this demonstrates the progression within institutions amongst society today, this may not have occurred without feminism, yet still negative experiences occur. Beauvoir (1949) states within her work that individuals have the right to live as they choose. The American psychological association refers to gender identity as “ones sense of oneself as male, female or transgender” (American Psychological Association, 2000). This would indicate that gender is not just biological, it is not solely the gender assigned at birth, it is the persons sense of self (Gainor, 2000). The dominant approach within psychological interventions for many years has been the concept that the person decides their gender, however, research now identifies that environmental factors contribute to this greatly, which are cultural, societal and personal interactions. These factors support the person concept of self, and any discrepancies between those, can cause issues. For those who feel incongruent with the sex assigned at birth, the gender they identify with differs in varying degrees from the sexual genitalia they were born with (BPS, 2019).  
This discrepancy within an individual can lead onto mental health problems, such as gender dysphoria. The DSM-V categorises this into three psychosexual disorders. So, it could be argued that depending on the individual and how much acceptance and validation they need by external sources such as their social groups, this can have a serious effect on someone’s mental health and well-being. The British psychological society (BPS, 2019) encourages the individual to validate the self and acknowledges the global political situation where in some regions it is more socially acceptable to be LGBTQ than others. The BPS (2019) also discusses the internalisation of negative societal attitudes, which can cause individuals to experience the feelings of shame and loathing of their gender and sexual identities. And the legally recognised and non-recognised relationships which people engage. Acknowledging that even though society has moved forward and is a lot more diverse, societal laws and assumptions have not caught up.  
Social identity theory (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher & Wetherell, 1987) suggests that the persons knowledge that they belong to a group or social category, an in-group, validates the persons sense of self. Often persons different from the self are categorised as the out-group. Researchers often separated these two elements, into self-categorisation (evaluation) and commitment (psychological) or social comparison, and by contributing positive attributions to that group, offers positive attributions to the self. Identity theory (Thoists & Virshup, 1997) this self-categorisation is also discussed as the formation of the self as an occupant of a role, along with the meaning and expectation of that role. Both theories suggest that the three components the person, the group and the role within that group, contribute to a person’s identity and require each to help form the persons sense of self (Stets & Burke, 2000). This is most probably due the innate primal human need to belong to a group for survival (Marslow, 1943) and both theories still require a social structure and hierarchy. 
Therefore, if LGBTQ communities receive positive support from groups which advocate their lifestyle choice, this will have a positive effect on their sense of self (Kosciw, Palmer, & Kull, 2015). Groups such as Stonewall provide support which can facilitate resilience for the individual, this is locally and throughout the UK, it also addresses health and wellbeing, however, when mental health support was searched within Swansea area, nothing was available. It is important to allow the individual to express themselves as they deem fit, or allow their level of outness in order to improve well-being and resilience, and reduce the effects of victimisation (Kosciw, et al, 2015). 
Gender schema theory (Bem, 1981) suggests that gender development is a process of self-identification, which means that the individual is allowed to discover who they are and identify themselves and others as male or female. This also suggests that this can change over the course of time and is influenced by the experiences of that individual as these contribute to the gender schemata (Bem, 1981). However, the challenge within this schema is that self-esteem acts as a regulator of behaviour, which in effect will rely on conforming with cultural and societal norms, so any differentiation of the self will be noted and adaption of behaviour can occur. This theory also proposes that within every individual they embody the masculine and feminine, however these constructs derive from gender-based schematic processes rather than cognitive constructs (Bem, 1981). Therefore, it can be argued that the sense of self will still be validated by external sources and role models. 
Gender identity within the LGBTQ community, research suggests that the social stigma shapes the individuals learned and internalised sense of self. Original theories by Goffman (1963) states that the minority individuals believe that they are a failure and abnormal, this generally is formulated from social expectations of what is normal. Plummer (1975) states that individuals should seek liberation from their own internalised domination of their sex and sexuality and gain support from people within their group. Forming a positive self-concept is required for total acceptance. Issacs and McKendrick (1992) model on gay male identity formation suggest that self-identity and the final stage of self-commitment and acceptance is from the age 19-65 years old. Devor (1997) model discuss transgender as a delayed developmental stage, but also notes two stages of identity formation, witnessing, which is discussed as being objective, external validation and mirroring, which is seeing yourself through someone who is similar. Again, demonstrating the social process involved with validation, however the difference within these models on LGBTQ suggests that gender is first developed followed by sexuality identification. 
In conclusion, gender is usually identified amongst society as the biological reproductive parts of a male or female, however this alone is not the sole contribution to gender identity. It is also contributed to by the prescriptive and descriptive traits of each gender. This would also suggest that identities are flexible, and that the nature versus nurture debate, and the trio of biology, self-verification and environment contribute greatly to our identity. Gender appears to be a way of labelling individuals in order to group them together in a way to identify whether we belong (in-group) or to class them as the others (out-group) which can lead onto acts of prejudice and discrimination. Even though all life should in theory be treated equally, this does not seem to be the case within society, it would appear that even though legislation, institutional guidelines have been updated in line with current time, the problems still occur where people are not treated equally. The DSM – IV categorising severe issues with gender identity as mental health problems, such as those with gender dysphoria. With a vast amount of theories on where an individuals sense of self derives from, it would appear that a trio of our sense of self, the group in which we identify and the role in which we play within that group all overlap.
Whilst the original theories such as identity theory, social identity theory and gender identity theory were all pioneering of their time, it would be more fitting for Isaac and McKendricks (1992) theory could be argued to be more developed and understanding of todays diversity of the different range of genders of todays society. However, every model does also suggest that even though self-validation is vital for self-identification, that societal and cultural norms and positive experiences contribute greatly to this. Contributing to the continuation of identity politics and with perspectives such as one person’s gains is another person’s losses, identity politics will continue to face controversy. Additionally, if personality traits should cease to be defined as having gender properties and if society was able to stop projecting gender traits based on genitalia, our femaleness and maleness would come from self-validation or consciousness and may result in a less problematic society. This way of functioning would be more aschematic (Bem, 1981). Freedom is not the potential which lays in waiting to be performed by an individual, it is the expression of freedom, is the act in itself. So by limiting gender identity to male or female this is essentially removing the freedom to exercise that right to be what you chose. Additionally, the gender role that society and institutes stipulate of those genders place pressures to those individuals who do not conform, and the political standings will continue to strive for better equality as one life is still not more valid than another, and should not be treated as such. 
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