HPRS5042
Complex Bodies:
Questioning Gender, Religion & Sexuality.



                         
              How is an Absence of Gender Performed? An Analysis of ‘Jim’. 

Abstract.  


Non-Binary: An umbrella term for gender identities which are not confined by the gender binary of “women” and “men”. Non-binary people may identify with no gender at all or with more than one gender.’’ 

                                                                                                - As defined by The Proud Trust.org


Despite a clear cultural shift in our comprehension of gender as a concept, many societies still largely conflate ‘’sex’’ and ‘’gender’’. The aforementioned shift in comprehension has seen many come to understand sex as a biological factor of being, and gender as a more nuanced expression of personal identity, one that influences our social performances. Philosopher and Gender Theorist Judith Butler asserts that gender is not an internal reality or ‘’something that is simply true about us’’, but rather something that is produced and performed (Butler, 2011). While there is a substantial body of work on the portrayal of ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity’ in film and media (as well as a considerable effort to break down and grow from gender stereotypes of the past) the discussion of gender(s) outside of the male-female binary are limited. This is perhaps due to our traditional understanding of ‘’masculinity’ and ‘femininity’ as expressive attributes of ‘male’ and ‘female’(Butler, 1990, p56) however that leaves little room for debate and growth surrounding gender identities that do not conform to this binary norm. 

Though in recent times efforts have been made to include the stories of transgender individuals in media, these portrayals are still often of those who ‘fit’ the male-female binary in discussion, with representation of those outside of the binary remaining rare, and with non-binary characters’ gender identities often never explicitly stated (Yang, 2021) or explored. A recent exception to this rule is the HBO television series ‘’Our Flag Means Death’’, which has been praised for its inclusion of many Queer identities, including a Non-Binary character named Jim Jimenez (played by Non-Binary/Gender Fluid actor Vico Ortiz).

When discussing ‘Jim Jimenez’, we are able to discuss the portrayal of a character who is not constrained by the expectations of masculinity or femininity, as they are defined as neither male, nor female. However it is important to remember that as much as women in media do not owe the audience femininity, nor men masculinity, non-binary individuals do not owe anyone androgyny. With this in mind, how is gender performed and represented when not conforming to the binary? Can an absence of gender be performed? Or have we instead begun to create different fixed expectations of identities outside the binary? Finally, if ‘’Our Flag Means Death’’s portrayal of a non-binary character is indeed one to be celebrated, how has the show done this, and how can we continue to expand gender representation in media? 
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