Our En‘gendered’ Species:  What Makes Gender So Dangerous?

by Natalie Price

The concepts of “sex” and “gender” as precepts of Western culture are under attack. Everyone from scientists to Baptist ministers, from linguists to drag queens have come to fight in the battle. At stake are the historical underpinnings of our society, the biological mandate of reproduction, political power structures, and individuality itself. The battle fronts are cultural, political, religious and linguistic. Technology has emboldened humans as a species. Our quest for knowledge has superseded our need for order and structure. Our findings have brought into question the heretofore generally accepted concept that “sex” and “gender” are naturally binary constructs. As these two concepts are fundamental to each individual’s constructed identity, everyone becomes endangered through their redefinition. 

Throughout most of the history of humankind the concepts of “gender” and “sex” have been inextricably bonded, the latter defining the former. “Sex” amongst mammals has been demarcated as a definitive combination of chromosomes that are “reflective of the reproductive functions that an individual is capable of performing.”
 In other words, if you have been codified in the zygote with the XY combination, you produce sperm. If you sport the XX combination, then you produce an ovum. Science has only recently begun to identify and codify persons who are “intersexed”—persons with “ambiguous genitalia”.
 Intersexed persons, sometimes referred to as hermaphrodites or chimera, often have a mixed or multiple chromosomal heritage. As these anomalous individuals are often surgically forced from birth to assume single sex characteristics, or are lacking explicit, outward, defining sexual characteristics of either sex, their numbers are uncertain. Some estimates of intersexed persons in the United States range between 3 million (approximately .1% of the population) and 50,000 (.018%).
 Their acknowledged existence undermines the construct of a binary sexed humanity.

“Gender” has historically referred to corresponding concepts of masculinity or femininity, characteristics that resulted to a greater or lesser extent from the disparate sizes and strengths of the male and female. Dominance was the predominant masculine trait, submission being its feminine counterpart. This yin/yang combination was seen as a fundamental and natural necessity to reproduction of the species. Feminist theoreticians and others have long fought to redefine “gender” as being a socially constructed set of performative behaviours. Rebellious persons who have historically chosen not to enact their proscribed gender role have created a catalogue of minority alternatives even amongst heterosexuals. Homosexuals and pansexuals, in choosing to ignore the reproductive mandate, have further confused the assimilation of the binary gender roles.
Yet, when examining the role of gender as an expression within the complex equation that is “identity” (assigned sex + sexual identity + sexual orientation + gender=identity), gender itself unabashedly succumbs to the rigor of the binary gender definitions. Gender can be codified only as either masculine/feminine (regardless of assigned or chosen sexual identities), or through some other implicated binary such as dominant/submissive. The conceptual impression of gender being transitory or indeterminate results from the inherent difficulty of disentangling the single variable (gender) from the larger formula or “expanded field” (identity), which is dominated by “sex”.

While sexual characteristics are not always obvious, being often easily hidden or altered, gender, being performative, is nearly always palpable. When gender is misaligned with the obvious sexual characteristics of an individual, societal reactions range from intense curiosity from the young and hip to aggressive repulsion from the staid and conservative. Gay/Lesbian/Transgendered and feminist political campaigning and social consciousness raising have at least broadened public awareness of and sensitivity to the untenability of the historical binary “gender” system. Each of these groups has attempted to construct a more varied and inclusive sense of identity based on a redefinition of the common terminology. 

The feminists seek to redefine “gender” as a social construction that can and should be dismantled. The Gay/Lesbian/Transgendered theorists prefer to redefine “sex” because “gender stands for feminism and its presumptive heterosexuality.”
 Even the two groups most closely associated with expanding the limitations of the system find themselves threatened by each other’s interpretations of the ever dangerous term “gender”. In a greater context, society itself is not yet accustomed to the burgeoning plethora of gender/sexual alternative combinations that are more or less openly emerging in our midst. 

Conservatives, for their part, in their attempts to recapture an illusory, antediluvian ‘status quo’, are fighting a demagogic war using every political, financial and moral tool in their arsenal. Sensing the burgeoning public support for the dismantling of the binary system, conservatives have begun to perceive their belief systems and social constructs as an endangered species in need of federal protection. Both the United States government and various religious groups have launched aggressive campaigns in the past twenty years to protect the sanctity of the more manageable binary gender and binary sexed systems. The nature of the attacks range from governmental censorship in artistic productions that intermingle sex and gender issues, to well-publicized diatribes by various religious organizations.


Beyond the heavily litigated tribulations of the gay/lesbian/transgendered communities to successfully gain full equal rights, including the right to marry and adopt children (which would presume the dismantling of gender stereotypes), there lays the innate issue of being allowed public self-definition. American religious groups, whose views and beliefs deny the public expression of sexuality, support a great many often highly visible showcases that enable them to publicly define and tout their cultural identity. 

Hollywood production company Cloud Ten Pictures develops films such as “Judgment” about the persecution of Christians in a fictitious future, procuring stars such as Corbin Berensen and Mr. T and recruiting a network of “Church Cinemas” to distribute their work. Co-CEOs Paul and Peter Lalonde are aggressively creating an alternative distribution network (3,200 screens and counting). Feeling constrained and underrepresented by Hollywood’s focus on consumer culture, Peter Lalonde is attempting to save endangered Christian values: “…we're engaged in a titanic battle for our culture, and hopefully, we're just getting started."
 
Other groups seek solely to project and protect their own identity without succumbing to aggressive postures in the face of their culture’s diminishment. Christians in the Visual Arts, with a membership of 6800 artists, art historians, critics and curators in twenty countries, functions as both a support group for Christians in the visual arts and as a developer of touring exhibitions of members’ works.
 A recent (2003) juried exhibition entitled “Body Images” featured works by seventeen artists, only two of whom appropriated Christian images (Christ on the crucifix and the Madonna and Child) to represent the body. Highly stylized representations of both genders figure prominently, with only one artist relying on the nude female form to carry the composition. In most instances, the artists’ spiritual concerns only became apparent in reading the accompanying artists’ statements.
 CIVA, in its curatorial capacity, functions largely as an alternative venue for artists who might otherwise feel pressured to diminish latent or blatant spirituality in their work in order to be commercially successful.
On the surface, the development and existence of these organizations mirrors the American ideal: freedom of the individual, freedom of the press, freedom of religion. The flip side of this is a plethora of Christian activist groups who sponsor organized persecution of all other cultural identities in the United States, most notably the gay/lesbian/transgendered population whose culture to some extent includes a need to celebrate the human body and its intrinsic sexuality in all its variations. 

Christian organizations such as “Focus on the Family,” which appropriates the cultural and artistic icon of the “family portrait” to construct an idealized Christian identity and culture in all of its publications, has become a global media phenomena as well as a well-funded, influential lobbying group. This organization distributes a monthly newsletter to over two million homes (as of 1999) calling on American Christians to pressure their politicians to deny fundamental American freedoms to persons and groups who do not otherwise represent normative Christian gender roles and traditional family values.
 
The aggressive campaigning of the Christian Action Network in the early 1990s led to the overhaul of the National Endowment of the Arts and the instituting of a “decency oath” that the organization forced all participating artists to sign.
 The “NEA Four” (Karen Finley, John Fleck, Tim Miller and Holly Hughes) as well as much maligned photographers Robert Mapplethorpe, Joel Peter Witkin and Andre Serrano, whose works push the boundaries or completely rewrite traditional forms of artistic expression were politically, publicly and financially punished for their “attack on revered icons.”
 In the press the “NEA Four” were derisively labeled “Karen Finley and the three homosexuals,”
 the public and the press ignoring the satirical nature of the performance artists’ work in which they aggressively confront and deconstruct our post-modern society, preferring to focus on (and blame) the artists’ gender and/or sexual identities for their fate.

Is there an alternative to organized duality (the binary system) vs. managed chaos (the “expanded field”)? Once the ricochet effect dissipates, will we be returned to the same baseline, the same binary gendered system? Or will the bouncing ball itself have changed in its travels? Various writers have posited two alternatives to the binary gendered system, both bordering on science fiction. 

Although originally a synonym for hermaphrodite, an androgyne has alternately been defined as either a combination of both sexes or asexual, bi-gendered or gender-neutral.
 Gender neutrality was one of the goals of the generally failed global communist revolution.
 Arguably, nowhere on the planet has gender inequality and intolerance become more apparent than in the former member states of the U.S.S.R. Is this then our paradigm, our predictor of the future of gender?

The second proposed solution seems more tenable only because it is yet untested. Authors such as Donna Haraway have posited that our societal obsession with new technologies will eventually breed an alternative race of cyborgs—a mixture of organic and mechanical parts.
 Beyond their inherent durability, cyborgs bring another benefit to the table: cyborgs can be replicated, rather than born. They are not necessarily confined from birth to struggle against or accept an assigned sex or gender role. 

Must we lose our humanity in order to overcome our humanity? One of the unique characteristics of humanity is our ability to produce and appreciate “art.” Art holds a unique role in society, at once an arbiter, avatar, diplomat and revolutionary. As Herbert Marcuse once posited, “It ‘challenges the monopoly of established reality’ by creating ‘fictitious worlds’ in which one can see mirrored that range of human emotion and experience that does not find an outlet in the present reality. In this sense the fabricated world, becomes ‘more real than reality itself.’”
 In one recent example, art has actually predicted life as Mathieu Kassovitz's 1995 film “Hate” mirrors the 2005 French social uprisings. 

A large percentage of contemporary artworks produced by persons of every gender and race deals with the greater concept of identity. The fluidity of identity posited in these “fabricated world(s)” often aggressively explores the parameters of the “expanded field,” generating “What if?” scenarios from the formula’s constituent parts. The artists participating in the En“gendered” Species exhibition are presenting a small sampling of contemporary work addressing the theme of gender complexity. Their voices overlap, intermingle, and rise in conflict, symbolic of current cultural discourse on the dangers of gender mutation. Is the solution to our societal gender “dysphoria” right in front of us?
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� Sex, Wikipedia, Last modified November 25, 2005, Accessed November 26, 2005, <http://en.wikipedia.com/wiki/sex>


� Intersexuality, Wikipedia, Last modified November 19, 2005, Accessed November 27, 2005, <http://en.wikipedia.com/wiki/intersex>


� Ibid.


� In imitation of Rosalind Krauss’s diagrammatic expatiation of the patrimony of post-modern sculpture, the following structure details to some extent the “expanded field” of the binary sex/gender construct.


�
Assigned Sex�
Sexual Identity�
Sexual Orientation�
Gender�
�
�
A�
B�
C�
D�
�
1�
Male�
Male�
Androphillic�
Masculine�
�
2�
Female�
Female�
Gynephillic�
Feminine�
�
3�
Transgendered�
Neither�
Either or Both�
�
�
4�
Intersexed�
�
�
�
�
Possible equations constructed from the previous variables include:


Dominant Gay Male “Top”, possibly a “Bear”={(A1)+(B1)+(C1)+(D1)}


Submissive Gay Male “Bottom” or “Faerie”={(A1)+(B1)+(C1)+(D2)}


Heterosexual or “Straight” Male={(A1)+(B1)+(C2)+(D1)}


“Butch” or “Bull” Dyke “Top”={(A2)+(B1)+(C2)+(D1)}


Femme Lesbian={(A2)+(B2)+(C2)+(D2)}


“kiki” or “andro dyke”={(A2)+ (B3) + (C3)} + either (D1) or (D2)


“tryke” or MTF Lesbian={(A3)+(B2)+(C2)+(D2)}


“transfag” or gay FTM={(A3)+(B1)+(C1)+(D1)}


Partial Glossary of Corresponding Terms: �Terms taken from the following sources with corresponding page numbers following the definition.�1 William Stewart, Cassell’s Queer Companion, (London: Cassell, 1995).�2 The Wikipedia, <� HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_Page" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_Page�>�3 Rebecca’s Dictionary of Queer Slang and Culture, <http://www.geocities.com/WestHollywood/Stonewall/4219/> 


Term�
Definition�
�
Andro Dyke3�
“A lesbian who is neither very masculine nor very feminine. The push for lesbians to look androgynous came during the 1970s as part of lesbian feminism, and was a backlash against the � HYPERLINK "http://www.geocities.com/WestHollywood/Stonewall/4219/" \l "b/f#b/f" �Butch/Femme� social structure of the working class bar scene.” <http://www.geocities.com/WestHollywood/Stonewall/4219/#a>�
�
Androphilia2�
“Refers to attraction (especially � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sexual_attraction" \o "Sexual attraction" �sexual attraction�) to men.” <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Androphilia>�
�
Bear2 & 3�
“In Homosexual Slang, the term "Bear" refers to male individuals who posess physical attributes much like a bear. Such as, a heavy build, abundant body hair, and commonly facial hair.” < � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bear" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bear�>�“This word has also been spotted referring to dykes, presumably ones who are big, butch, and burly, though perhaps not so furry.” <http://www.geocities.com/WestHollywood/Stonewall/4219/#b>�
�
Bottom1�
“Term used for the passive partner in sex.”(31)�
�
Butch/Bull1�
“(1) Specific type of lesbian identity which involves rejection of conventional femininity and an adoption of ‘masculine’ attributes. … (3) Gay male term referring to explicit masculinity. (37)”�
�
Dyke1�
“The term bulldyker, recorded in black American slang of the 1920s, (therefore) refers to a woman in male dress. Originally a term of abuse, the word dyke was reclaimed by lesbians in the 1970s and used a s a positive term to describe themselves.” (75)�
�
Fairy or Faerie1�
“Slang term for a gay man, with overtones of effeminacy. Like the terms FAGGOT and DYKE, fairy has been adopted by some gay men to describe themselves. In American the RADICAL FAIRY movement has politicized the word in its rejection of the conventional male role.” (84)�
�
Femme1�
“(1) The counterpart of the BUTCH lesbian in the American and British lesbian bar culture. The femme would play the ‘feminine’ role, and would not be allowed to either make advances on a butch woman, or be active in the sexual sense.” (86)�
�
FTM3�
“Female to Male, referring to a person who is Trans.” <http://www.geocities.com/WestHollywood/Stonewall/4219/#f>�
�
Gynophilia2�
“Gynophilia refers to attraction (especially � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sexual_attraction" \o "Sexual attraction" �sexual attraction�) to women, whether it be held by � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Men" \o "Men" �men� or � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Women" \o "Women" �women�.”<http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gynophilia>�
�
Kiki1�
“Name given to women within the lesbian bar culture of the 1950s and 1960s who did not take on one of the BUTCH/FEMME roles. Kiki could also be used to describe a partnership between two butch or two femme women.” (137)�
�
MTF3�
“Male to Female, usually referring to a � HYPERLINK "http://www.geocities.com/WestHollywood/Stonewall/4219/" \l "ts#ts" �transsexual�, but also sometimes to a � HYPERLINK "http://www.geocities.com/WestHollywood/Stonewall/4219/" \l "tg#tg" �transgendered� person or a � HYPERLINK "http://www.geocities.com/WestHollywood/Stonewall/4219/" \l "cd#cd" �crossdresser�.” <http://www.geocities.com/WestHollywood/Stonewall/4219/#m>�
�
Straight1�
“Within lesbian and gay slang, heterosexual. It is not a linguistic coincidence that the word is also widely used by young people as a slang term for conservative” (244)�
�
Top1�
“the active partner in any sexual activity” (254)�
�
Trans3�
“A catch-all term for anyone crossing � HYPERLINK "http://www.geocities.com/WestHollywood/Stonewall/4219/" \l "gender#gender" �gender� or � HYPERLINK "http://www.geocities.com/WestHollywood/Stonewall/4219/" \l "sex#sex" �sex� boundaries (� HYPERLINK "http://www.geocities.com/WestHollywood/Stonewall/4219/" \l "tg#tg" �transgender�, � HYPERLINK "http://www.geocities.com/WestHollywood/Stonewall/4219/" \l "ts#ts" �transsexual�, � HYPERLINK "http://www.geocities.com/WestHollywood/Stonewall/4219/" \l "tv#tv" �transvestite�, etc.). Capitalized when referring to the community in general by those who view it as an ethnic designation similar to African American or Jewish.” <http://www.geocities.com/WestHollywood/Stonewall/4219/#t>�
�
Transfag3�
“ A gay FTM.” <http://www.geocities.com/WestHollywood/Stonewall/4219/#t>�
�
Tryke3�
“a contraction of � HYPERLINK "http://www.geocities.com/WestHollywood/Stonewall/4219/" \l "ts#ts" �transsexual� dyke, meaning a � HYPERLINK "http://www.geocities.com/WestHollywood/Stonewall/4219/" \l "mtf#mtf" �male to female� transsexual who is a lesbian.” <http://www.geocities.com/WestHollywood/Stonewall/4219/#t>�
�
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