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Undoing Gender in the Primal Years of Life 

In her 2004 book Undoing Gender, philosopher Judith Butler argues that gender and 

sexual norms should be deconstructed for the progression of the human race. She argues that 

gender and sexual orientation, while important, do not make up a person’s identity. The essay 

states that society weighs on past gender and sexual normality to the point where it almost 

becomes intrusive to how humans grow and develop into the individuals that they will one day 

become. The most curtail moments in a person’s physical and mental development begin in early 

childhood. Children grow up within the belief system of their environment and will respond with 

their feelings accordingly, whether the environment is against their identity or not. There are 

those who fight against the norm and those who simply offer a new perspective. This is why the 

gender norms and sexual expectations presented in Butler’s work have seen a broad horizon 

within the past decade.  

 While the study of human anatomy is important, it should not dictate how individuals are 

treated by a political society. Butler touches upon this when discussing the “rights” of people 

who operate their bodies outside of the political norm (most notably, members of the LGBTQ 

community). She states that, though she asks the stake “keep their laws off of (our) bodies,” it is  
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the body that is essentially “exposed to others” (Butler. 20). In other words, people are always 

going be defined and judged by their natural biology, regardless of their preference. No one can 

fully “claim right to their own anatomy” and will be assigned to roles that automatically come 

with the body (22). This also creates a divide between the two gender roles, with one claiming 

superiority over the other. Children who are exposed to these ideals could have long lasting 

effects in their physical and mental development. 

 Carol Lynn Martin and Diane Ruble explore this notion in their co-authored essay 

Children’s Search for Gender Cues: Cognitive Perspectives on Gender Development. The main 

theme of the essay explores how children explore what makes boys different from girls. Martin 

and Ruble argue that that the gender roles, or “cues,” as they are referred to, that are introduced 

to children will have an effect on who they chose to socialize with. Children will search “for 

ways to find meaning in and make sense of the social world that surrounds them, and they do so 

by using the gender cues provided by society to help them intemperate what they see and hear” 

(Martin. Ruble. 67) Children will look for examples of gender that are familiar to them in order 

to navigate the world around them.  

The only problem with that, according to Martin and Ruble, is the fact that most children 

who are taught to look for these “cues” tend to gravitate towards familiarities of their own gender 

and isolating out the other. This is due in part by their knowledge of gender stereotypes. These 

stereotypes can include, but are not limited to, “girls preferring dolls and boy preferring 

transitional toys” (69). These stereotypes are introduced in early childhood, during the curtail 

years of cognitive development. This knowledge of stereotypes, according to the essay, is linked 

with a child’s behavior towards those of the opposite sex.  It is a notion that Butler initially wants  
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to fight against by breaking down the gender stereotypes that are infused into a child’s mindset 

from an early age. One could make the argument that these ideals can and will have devastating 

mental effects on those individuals who seek outside of the gender stereotypes. Recent studies 

within the past couple of years have yet to prove otherwise.  

Butler makes the argument that humans need to have some sort of support system in 

order to get by. She believes that our “personhood is linked to the desire for recognition, and that 

desire places (us) outside of ourselves in a realm of social norms that we don’t fully choose” 

(Butler. 33). Humans crave for the acceptance of others, even to the extent that they will try and 

fit into the mold laid out by them against their natural wishes. The desire for acceptance steers a 

person towards his or her sexual orientation and causes them to become dependent on others. 

The lack of acceptance or support caused by these social norms can often be devastating to an 

individual. This is more eminent as a child grows into adolescence and early adulthood, when 

gender identity and sexual preference are usually explored. The link between gender stereotypes 

and depression are explored in the article Adolescent Gender-Role Identity and Mental Health: 

Gender Intensification Revisited.  

Written by Heather A. Priess, Sara M. Lindberg and Janet Shibley Hyde, the article 

discusses the links between mental illness and gender intensification. The authors discuss the 

notion that women are more likely to suffer from depression then men. This, in their argument, is 

caused by parents rejecting notions of the opposite sexed child. According to their research, 

they’ve found that “the messages that the parents conveyed varied with their own gender role 

identifies” (Lindberg. Priess. Shibley. 1532). The studies showed more results in masculine 

fathers, who “increasingly discouraged instrumentally and anatomy for girls” (1532). Meaning,  
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the fathers who accepted the stereotypical gender roles were found to dismiss the notions of the 

opposite sex. This, in turn, can cause their daughters to grow up with depression and low self-

esteem.  

Lindberg, Priess, and Shibley took their research of depression linked with gender roles a 

step further by conducting a study of audiences. The study consisted of school-aged children 

between the ages of 11 and 15. They were asked to identify with either feminine or masculine 

roles and were then placed categorially with depressive symptoms. As expected from Martin and 

Ruble’s previous notions, girls at the age of 11 gravitated towards felinity. Interestingly, the 

group found no “gender difference in masculinity at the age of 11.” In other words, the numbers 

separating the boys and the girls from femininity and masculinity were not overwhelmingly 

different.  

There was a difference, however, when it came to depressive symptoms. The average 

mean of girls in the depressive symptom’s category ranked at an average of 1.30 by the age of 

15, while the boys in the same area ranked an average of .90. This puzzled the trio of researchers, 

as they did not see any major differences in the group’s preference of masculinity and femininity. 

In other words, the notion that women are more depressed than men could have little to nothing 

to do with their anatomy, but rather than how they are treated. The trio is able to come up with a 

few theories as to how this comes into play;  

“For instance, the interpersonal nature of the feminine roll, as trapped by classic sex-roll 

inventories, could result in competing outcomes. For some girls, closer friendships may offer 

social support that protects against depressive symptoms, whereas for other girls, these  
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relationships may provide opportunities for co-rumination and stress generation, which would 

increase one’s likelihood of depressive symptoms” (1541). 

This conclusion circles back to Butler’s argument of human’s need for acceptance. Relationships 

for adolescent, gender identified females and their desires to possibly fit in with their peers gives 

way to the statistical high levels of stress, anxiety, and depression.  

 When Butler published Undoing Gender back in 2004, she mentions the notion of fantasy 

breaking down the roles of gender and sexual identity. She states that “fantasy is what allows us 

to imagine ourselves and others otherwise; it establishes the possible in excess to the real; it 

points elsewhere, and when it is embodied, it brings the elsewhere home” (Butler. 29).  In a 

personal notion, she implies that escaping from the expectations of social norms through means 

of fantasy causes those feeling out of place to feel liberated. In the sixteen years since the book’s 

release, many content creators have worked this idea into stories made for children and 

adolescence. One example of this can be found in the 2013 Cartoon Network series Steven 

Universe. 

 The world of Steven Universe centers around an alien race known as the Gem species 

from the planet Homeworld. The Gem species are artificially made, sexless beings that all 

identify with feminine mannerisms and pronouns. Rather than having the dictatorship like planet 

be categorized by gender, the Gems are classified by type. Pearls are made-to-order servants, 

Quartz gems are all solders, Rubies are bodyguards, and Sapphires are Aristocrats, all of whom 

fall under the rein of the Great Diamond Authority. Any Gem that is seen straying away from 

their already created purposes are “shattered,” or executed by the one of the four members of the  
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Diamond Authority. Gems have the ability to “fuse,” or temporarily blend their bodies together 

to create an entirely different Gem. Fusion is often used within the show as a symbol for 

friendship, love, trust, and intimacy between two or more Gems. One of the main characters, the 

rebellious Garnet, is herself a fusion made up of a romantically involved Ruby and Sapphire. 

Season five displays the marriage of Ruby and Sapphire, with the event going down in history, 

according to Pride.com, as the first gay wedding to be portrayed in a children’s animated 

television show.  

During the show’s six season run, the gender constructs were never considered, not even 

against the protagonist Steven, the only cis male Gem within the setting of the show. This is due 

in part by the creator of Steven Universe, Rebecca Sugar, identifying as a bisexual, non-binary 

female. In the article Steven Universe Is the Queerest Animated Show on Tv, author J.P. 

Brammer reflects on Sugar’s creative freedom in how she “creates a world that rejects queer 

tragedy in favor of queer joy.” Brammer goes on to state that the world created within the show 

is similar to our own in terms of relationships and interactions between the characters, minus the 

prejudice, which makes it, in his opinion, a “fantasy of some sorts.” This was the notion that 

Butler had originally suggested as a means of escape. Children can watch a show such as this 

without gender roles and instead focus on the content of the characters’ personalities. Through 

Butler’s definition, Steven Universe is a show that succeeds in creating a world that can “undo” 

gender.  

While the gender and sexual norms previously placed on society are still prominent in 

today’s world, there have been those brave enough to step outside of them. It is unclear, at least 

as of now, if Butler’s request of deconstruction of gender will ever come to pass, the  
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stereotypical roles are slowly becoming undone. Children of the future could one day grow up in 

a society where gender roles are no longer placed upon them and they are free to explore their 

own options. Should this come to pass, the physical and mental developments adolescents could 

change significantly. Whether the notion would be a positive or a negative one is only for time to 

decide.  
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