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Questions about the gender binary

1. What are some of your earliest memories of knowing the difference between maleness and femaleness?  

2. What kinds of implications did you sense or hear about these differences—good, bad, or benign?

3. Thinking of various influences—familial, cultural, religious, pop culture, media, etc.—what are some of the strongest and some of the most subtle messages about gender that you have been taken-in by?

4. Write a job description for a so-called “ Normal” Male and a so-called  “Normal” Female.

Questions about sex and sexuality

1. What are some of your earliest memories about sex and sexuality?

2. What kinds of implications did you sense or hear about sex and sexuality—good, bad, or benign?

3. Thinking of various influences—familial, cultural, religious, pop culture, media, etc.—what are some of the strongest and some of the most subtle messages about sex and sexuality that you have been taken-in by?

4. Write a cliff-notes version of The Guidebook of “Normal” Sex & Sexuality.

Questions about gender transgression

1. Think about one of the first times in which you witnessed a gender transgression.  What reaction did you have?  What was your private reaction?  Your public reaction?

2. Would your reaction be similar or different now?  What would be your preferred reaction?  Why?  What values inform your preferred reaction?  How do you account for the difference between these two?

3. Think about a time you met a transgender person.  Was it in person?  In a film?  What were your thoughts and feelings at the time of this first meeting?

4. What kinds of professional discussions have you participated in where the focus of the conversation was on transgender issues and/or transgender persons?  What was the nature of that conversation?  Was it pathologizing?  Supportive?  Something else?

5. If you have not been part of such a conversation, what are your ideas about why this is so?
Questions about words

1. How do you define and make meaning of the following terms: gay; lesbian; bisexual; transgender; queer?

2. Are there other terms you use or have heard to describe a person’s expression of or identity around gender & sexuality?
3. Have you always used these particular terms?  How has your thinking about gender & sexuality changed over time?  What things have influenced these changes?
4. What are your experiences, personally or professionally, with any limitations or regulations imposed by language and/or conceptualizations of gender/sexuality?
5. Can you describe your vision for how you’d like these things to be?
Queer theory 101

Essentialism—the idea that identity categories such as gender are fixed traits rooted in biology.  Essentialism does not allow for variation in the group or individual and ignores the impact of history, context, language, and discourse on identity development. Essentialism is often defined in opposition of social constructionism. 
Gender Binary—A system that defines and makes room for two and only two distinct, natural, and opposite genders (i.e., male and female). These two genders are defined in opposition to each other, such that masculinity and femininity are seen as mutually exclusive. In this system, there is no room for any ambiguity or intermingling of gender traits
Genderqueer—A person who does not fit into the traditional two-gender or gender-binary system. As with any other groups that may be aligned with transgender identities, the reasons for identifying as genderqueer vary. There are different modes of being genderqueer, and it is an evolving concept. 

Heteronormativity—The institutionalized assumption that everyone is heterosexual and that heterosexuality is inherently superior to, and preferable to any and all orientations outside of heterosexuality. In language, for example, heterosexists commonly assume females have “boyfriends”, and that males have “girlfriends”. Or, in organizations, allowing only male-female coupling. Heterornormativity is deeply rooted in the culture and institutions of our society. Homophobia, biphobia, and trans-phobia all stem from and are supported by heterosexism, which is then enforced by a gender binary system.
Homonormativity—A politics that does not contest dominant heteronormative assumptions and institutions but upholds and sustains them while promising the possibility of a demobilized gay constituency and a privatized, depoliticized gay culture anchored in domesticity and consumption. 

Intersex –An anatomical variation from typical understandings of male and female genetics. The physical manifestation, at birth, of genetic differences from the cultural norm. Also a group of medical conditions that challenge standard sex designations, proving that sex, like gender, is a social construct. Intersex and transgender peoples share some overlapping experiences and perspectives, but the terms are not synonymous, and the issues are not the same. "Intersex" or "intersexual" is used today in favor of the term "hermaphrodite". 

Performativity—Based on Judith Butler’s idea that gender" is a kind of repeated, largely forced (based on Foucault's ideas) enactment or "performance" that produces the imaginary fiction of a "core gender." 

Queer –An umbrella identity term encompassing lesbians, questioning people, gay men, bisexuals, non-labeling people, transgender peoples, and anyone else who does not strictly identify as heterosexual. "Queer” originated as a derogatory word, but currently it is being reclaimed by some people and used as a statement of empowerment. Some people identify as queer to distance themselves from the rigid categorizations of "straight" and "gay".

Transgender—A broad term used to describe the continuum of individuals whose gender identity and expression, to varying degrees, does not correspond with their biological sex 

Trans—Abbreviation for transgender, transsexual, or some other form of trans identity. "Trans" can invoke notions of transcending beyond, existing between, or crossing over borders. 

Transsexual—An individual who presents him/herself, and lives as, the gender “opposite” to his/her biological gender at birth. Transsexuals may be heterosexual, bisexual, or homosexual in their sexual orientation (meaning that just because a biological male lives as a female, does not mean the individual is sexually attracted to men) 

READING LIST

Bornstein, K. (1995). Gender Outlaw : On men, women and the rest of us. New York: Vintage.

Butler, J. (1990). Gender trouble: Feminism and the subversion of identity. New York: Routledge.

Butler, J. (2004). Undoing gender. New York: Routledge.

Currah, P., Juang, R., Minter, S. (Eds.) (2006). Transgender rights. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 

Press.

Ekins, R., & King, D. (Eds.). (1996). Blending genders: Social aspects of cross-dressing and sex-changing. New York: Routledge.

Feinberg, L. (1997). Transgender warriors: Making history from Joan of Arc to Dennis Rodman. Boston: Beacon Press.
Foucault, M. (1980). The history of sexuality: An introduction. New York: Vintage.

Halberstam, J. (1998). Female masculinity. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Halberstam, J. (2005). In a queer time and place: Transgender bodies, 

subcultural lives. New York: New York University Press.

Hausman, B.L. (1995). Changing sex: Transsexualism, technology, and the idea of gender. Durham: Duke University Press. 

Nestle, J. (2002). Genderqueer: Voices from beyond the sexual binary. New York: Alyson Publications.

Queen, C. (Ed.). (1997). Pomosexuals: Challenging assumptions about gender and sexuality. New York: Cleis Press.

Scheman, N (in press). Queering the center by centering the queer. In D. Meyers, (Ed.), Feminists rethink the self. Boulder: Westview Press.

Sedgwick, E. K. (1990). Epistemology of the closet. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Tilsen, J., Nylund, D., & Greives, L. (Unpublished): The gender binary: Theory and lived experience.

Wilchins, R. A.  (2004). Queer theory, gender theory: An instant primer. Los Angeles: Alyson Books.


Dave Nylund/dknylund@csus.edu/916.278.4152
4

Julie Tilsen/julie@2stories.com/612.327.0056

