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Critically reflect upon how gender identity is formed and shaped; explore the dialectical relationship between individual, culture, family and society.
Do we as a society impose gender identities on children from the moment they are born and throughout their childhoods, or are gender identities something that children are born with? Do the way children see themselves and how they interact with their families, society and culture affect their own perceptions of gender? This essay hopes to reflect on the way children’s gender identities are formed and shaped referring to the theories of Judith Butler, Simone De Beauvoir, and Raewyn Connell.
Initially, clarification needs to be made about what gender identity is and how it differs from a person’s sex. A person’s sex is most often determined by biological traits, such as genitalia that they are born with, usually boy or girl. However, some children are born, who are recognised as having ‘Differences of Sexual Development’ (DSD) or ‘Intersex.’ (Cutas, 2013) DSD is an umbrella term that refers to people born with variations in sex characteristics that do not fit into the typical binary definition of boy or girl. Intersexed children are allocated a male or female sex at birth. Gender, however is not so rigid, Shuvo Ghosh, (2015) an assistant Professor of Paediatrics, defines gender as a ‘personal understanding of oneself as feminine or masculine, both or neither, or anything in between’. A person’s gender identity can be the same as their assigned sex at birth, or it can differ from it. Gender is not only a personal identity but also a social identity. It is the result of our relationships with other people, social interactions and social recognition and it can influence how we understand ourselves in relation to others. Gender is therefore influenced by the attitudes and activities that society believes are more suitable for one sex over another and our understandings of the differences between masculinity and femininity. (Bhana, 2003) So gender, like other social-structures, is multi-dimensional, it is not just about identity, power, work, or sexuality but about all of these things at once. (Connell & Pearse, 2015) Gender is understood to be a fundamental part of what it is to be a human and to be human is to be a man or a woman. The inability to conform to the binary categories of gender often results in people being treated as a lower category human. (Oksala,1998)
So are children born with their gender-identity or is it shaped and formed throughout their childhood? The first consideration must be the child’s family. ‘It’s a boy!’ or ‘It’s a girl!’ is the first statement that a baby and parents hear immediately after birth, never the words ‘It’s a child!’. Butler (1990) describes this as being ‘girled’ or ‘boyed’. She states that the child’s sex or gender is not inbuilt in its body, but rather brought about through this initial speech act. Lawler (2008) agrees with Butler stating that the expression of ‘it’s a boy/girl’ at birth is performative as it positions the child on one side or the other of a gendered divide. Maternity wards are filled with pink and blue balloons, babies are clothed in pink and blue vests and cards proclaim congratulations on the birth of a son or daughter, so the formation of gender identity has already begun to be shaped, even before the new parents and baby have left hospital. Stoller (1968, cited by Connell 1995, pp. 14-15) talked about a singular ‘core gender identity,’ which he believed is mapped in the first few years of life and that gender identity is established by emotional interaction between parents and children. Foucault (1978) agreed with this as he believed that the body gains meaning only through the ‘discourse of power’, for example, the interactions between parent and child. The Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1971) also suggests that children develop their gender identity by observing and copying gender-linked behaviours. Bandura believed that children were rewarded or punished for behaving in a particular way and were therefore, being shaped by the people surrounding them by trying to imitate and follow them. Within the family unit, gender behaviour is communicated to children, that is often ‘sex-typed,’ or ‘stereo-typical’ that relates to a biological sex. (Blume, 2003) Gender stereo-types play an important role in shaping gender identity, as they are the socially recognised and accepted beliefs of personal characteristics and behaviour patterns of men and women. (Sinkevych, 2014) For example, Connell (1995) talks of the, (now out-dated) traditional family, with the man the head of the household and the main breadwinner, the woman as the homemaker and nurturer. These are very hegemonic roles, where men are considered dominant and women considered subordinate. However, in more recent times, the traditional family unit is very different, there are more commonly same-sex couples raising children, or single-parent families, many women are the main bread-winners and men more frequently stay at home to raise their children. However, attitudes towards children have not necessarily changed with the family unit. De Beauvoir believed that girls and boys are equal up until the age of twelve as they are born the same, nursed the same and weaned the same. She maintains that it is only puberty that creates the start of the differences between male and female. (Beauvoir, 1997) Ghosh (2015) disagrees with De Beauvoir, with evidence that suggests behavioural changes happen when parents of either sex interact with male babies versus female babies. He states, females are cuddled more and encouraged to play ‘homemaker,’ with dolls and kitchens, while males are encouraged to play assertively with weapons and balls. The difference seems to be greater with fathers than with mothers. (Ghosh, 2015) Research carried out in 2012 (Conry-Murray & Turiel, 2012) found that younger children, aged 4 to 5, were less accepting of variations in gender norms than older children and that the older children, aged 8 to 9, judged gender norms as flexible. This would disagree with De Beauvoir’s claim that girls and boys are equal up to the age of puberty, and implies that younger children have an awareness of stereo-typical gender roles. 
Families may unintentionally shape children’s gender identities, but what about society? Throughout a child’s school life their gender identity is typically reinforced by social constructs. The school environment often serves as a model for society, and an acknowledgement to either a male or a female gender role is often expected. For example, toilets are split into girls and boys, school uniforms often dictate trousers for boys, dresses for girls and boys are encouraged in maths and science while girls are encouraged in literacy and humanities. The World Health Organisation (W.H.O., 2002) defines gender roles as ‘socially constructed roles, behaviours and attitudes that a given society considers appropriate for men and women’. The social construction of gender; a theory in feminism, helps explain how gender is created through social interaction and how gender is not fixed but can vary across time and place. Social constructivists believe that gender is not a natural reality, but that it is created by gender performance and social expectations. Another example of a social construct, would be currency, money is a socially constructed reality as notes and coins are only worth what value individuals may attribute to them and yet money is one of the most powerful concepts globally. Therefore, society and culture, create gender categories and roles that are advocated as essential and appropriate behaviour for a person of a specific sex. Judith Butler, writes about ‘gender performativity’, (Butler, 1990) she believes that gender is not an essential category and that individuals ‘perform’ the roles of male and female to fit in with social norms, which then creates a society in which there is an accepted binary. Butler does not mean that individuals act in a certain way, but express and engage in certain practices, that relate to the norms. Butler defines ‘doing gender’ as reinforcing the idea that there are only two categories of gender and an individual’s belief that that men and women are essentially different is what makes men and women behave in ways, that seem different. ‘Gender is then maintained as a category through socially constructed displays of gender’. (Butler, 1990) In society, our behaviour is always being evaluated and characterised, or judged, to be either male or female. So, an individual ‘does gender’ in order to be seen as male or female or as someone who loosely fits into one or other of the genders. (Butler, 1990) Outside of school, in society, children are faced with the same expectations to assign themselves to one of the binary gender identities, by playing certain sports or by dressing a certain way. The function of gender stereotypes is to ensure the unity of a community, social stability and the sustainability of the social system. (Sinkevych, 2014) 
However, Oksala, (1998) argues that gender-identity is ‘not the result of the individuals own recognition of his or her gender, and that gender-identity is not a result of purely subjective beliefs’. If there was no such thing as social recognition, there would be no identity. Identities are attached to people ‘irrespective of their conscious or unconscious beliefs, acts or desires’. Role theory (Biddle, 1986) demonstrates the way people are trapped in stereotypes and expectations. For example, boys may be praised for being aggressive, but scorned for showing a more feminine side. But as Connell asks, who is it that maintains these conventions? People choose to continually replicate these existing customs. (Connell, 1985)
How does culture shape a child’s gender identity? Mass culture translates stereotypical images of masculinity and femininity, which, on one side, are related to cultural archetypes, on the other, indicate new trends in gender identification. (Sinkevych, 2014) For example, children are exposed to books and films that portray gender stereo-types such as Disney. Classic Disney films depict very stereo-typical views on gender identity such as the strong, male hero and the weak, female needing to be rescued. These films are universally accepted and viewed by children and adults alike, and confirm De Beauvoir’s belief that gender identity is dialectical, meaning there must be at least two sides, one against the other. (Beauvoir, 1997) Western culture defines this as masculine against feminine, with masculinity being dominant. Simone De Beauvoir believed that men essentially oppress women by characterising them on every level, as ‘the other’ and therefore defined exclusively in opposition to men. However, more recently, there has been the creation and translation of normative gender images in popular culture through movies, tv and advertising. An example of this would be the ‘Tia Maria’ advertisement (Mark Summers Casting & Management, 2019) that celebrates diverse identities. Images of masculinity and femininity in popular culture, especially when viewed by children, reflect and construct social and cultural reality. (Sinkevych, 2014) This moves away from the view that ‘the performativity of gender is compulsory and is set within the confines of ‘compulsory heterosexuality’. (Butler, 1992) Culture impacts many if not all aspects of life and it shapes the way things are done and our understanding of why this should be so. Foucault believed that our own subjective, bodily sensations and experiences shape our gender identity. He thought these experiences were always ‘culturally meditated’ and that gender identity does not ‘naturally and necessarily develop from a biological sex’. (Foucault, 1978) in Western culture we take gender for granted. We constantly have to recognise a person as a man, woman, girl or boy. (Connell & Pearse, 2015)
After examining how families, society and culture shape a child’s gender identity, it is important to consider how the individual child forms their own gender identity. All individuals possess a gender identity and that the process of becoming aware of it is an important part of the psychosocial development of a child. (Ghosh, 2015) But masculinity and femininity are not entirely fixed by biology, nor are they completely imposed by societal norms. People construct themselves as either masculine or feminine. (Connell & Pearse, 2015) People learn how to ‘do gender’. There is no simple mapping of masculinity onto maleness or femininity onto femaleness, masculinity is not a limited possession of men, nor is femininity a limited possession of woman. (Freud, 1933, cited by Lawler 2008, p.91) Judith Butler argues that we ‘perform’ gender with repetitious performances of male and female, in accordance with social norms, creating the appearance of an accepted and essential binary. (Butler, 1991) However, by doing, or performing, gender, we reinforce the notion that there are only two categories of gender. De Beauvoir famously stated "One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman". (Beauvoir, 1997) This fits in with Butlers view on performing gender and how we choose to be masculine or feminine in line with what society and culture expects. However, as Butler suggests, if you can become a woman, then the process is not fixed and it is possible to become a being that is neither man nor woman. (Butler, 1999) We are all unique, nobody has exactly the same life, uniqueness belongs to the person and may be shaped by the social world, it does not make it. We all play a part of false expression, denying, negating or concealing ‘who’ we really are. (Lawler, 2008) Judith Butler agrees with this by noting that the discourses of gender are fluid. People with male bodies can enact femininity and people with female bodies can enact masculinity. ‘Gender identities can be played with, taken up and abandoned, unpacked and recombined’. (Butler, 1990) However, to most people, being a man or a woman is above all a matter of personal experience. It is part of the way we grew up, the way we conduct family life and sexual relationships, the way we present ourselves in everyday situations and the way we see ourselves. (Connell & Pearse, 2015). There is no right or wrong way to do gender! But what about Transgenders, transsexuals and Intersex children? Transgender is a term for a person whose gender identity, gender expression or behaviour does not conform to that typically associated with the sex they were assigned at birth. Transgenders are accepted by people more readily if they appear more masculine or feminine, or ‘more normal! (Bernstein-Sycamore, 2006) Whilst a transsexual not only has been assigned at birth into a gender category that to them seems wrong, but it is also the ‘experts’ who have the authority to decide who is really gendered differently from how they were sexed at birth. (Oksala, 1998) Intersex children have a gender-identity chosen for them at birth, before they are able to define their identity for themselves. (Cutas, 2013) Foucault tells us that ‘whatever falls outside of the binary models of gender is romanticised as ‘the happy limbo of a non-identity’. (Foucault, 1980) In the 21st century there are a vast number of gender identities that are now recognised. A few of these include; Genderfluid, when a person moves between genders, Polygender, when a person identifies with multiple genders at once and Intergender, when a person’s gender is somewhere between male and female. Children have more understanding of how their gender-identity is formed and shaped and that there is more gender-identities than purely ‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’. However, in a society that embraces all these new definitions of gender-identity, do we as a society actually accept these identities or do, we still try to enforce gender binary as that is what we still perceive to be ‘normal’.
In conclusion, as stated above, clinical evidence seems to indicate that babies are indeed born with at least a basic underlying sense of gender identity. Families, society and culture provide clues and pressures that influence a child’s gender-identity.  Gender is valued and entrenched in every aspect of our society that it is hard to think about a society that works differently to the way it does now. We assign genders at birth, produce a birth certificate to prove that gender belongs to them and then raise our children differently based on that assignment. This reinforces stereotypes about men and women and creates the structure that we then try to fight against later on when we try to generate sexual equality. Perhaps, in a future ideal world we would not even set a gender identity at all, we don’t declare our religion, our colour, or our sexuality at birth, why should it matter where we sit on the gender spectrum. Judith Butler tells us that without hetero-sexism, that compels people to engage in certain gendering acts, there would not be any genders at all. Ultimately, the aim should be to abolish norms that compel people to act in a gendering way. (Butler, 1993) Our existence is always limited by our society and our culture and therefore we are never completely free to choose our identity. At the same time our existence cannot be fully reduced to those categories and identities that are attached to us. (Oksala, 1998) All gender identities include more or less contradictory elements, and for the transgendered person, the contradiction is obvious. (Freedman, 1994) Foucault suggests that rather than finding our true selves and then defining who we are, we should question the ways we have already been defined. ‘The target is not to discover what we are, but to refuse what we are’. (Foucault, 1982) A critical interrogation of identities means that we create space for those experiences and lives that in our culture are marginal and therefore silenced. We should give those individuals a voice to shape their identity and in the same movement, shape ours. (Ridgeway, 2009) Judith Butler focuses on the performative nature of gender identity, its participation in social power structures, and its mutually constitutive relation to other social identities. Whilst other theories conflict in the conceptualization of gender identity as a fixed binary (man or woman) and as separable from sex. (Warner, 2016) Heterosexuality is institutionalised as normal, it is compulsory in the sense that it is sanctioned by a social and legal system. (Lawler, 2008) But, ‘gender-identity is like a tattoo, you cannot erase it but you can alter it and add to it, obscuring the original, creating something new out of what is already there’. (Bernstein-Sycamore, 2006, p.239) Why do we have to be recognised as male or female, boy or girl, transgender or intersexual? Why do we choose to assign a gender to our children? We should recognise them as children from birth, let them grow and learn about themselves and form their own gender-identities, in the same way we let them form their own sexuality.
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