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	| Introduction
Gender and sexuality are two categories that are considered socially 
constructed, this means that they are concepts created and shaped by 
society and culture, rather than being determined solely by biological or 
innate factors. 

Sexual orientation, gender identity, gender expression, sex characteristics, 
family structures, relationships, and similar aspects of human experience 
exist in a vast range of diversity and complexity. They are not rigid, sta-
ble, or limited to binary classifications, even though the hetero/cis-nor-
mative socialisation system makes us believe so. As we have mentioned 
before, this social system tries to impose strict norms and expectations 
based on binary definitions of male/female, man/woman and heterosexual/
homosexual, but in reality, human experiences of gender and sexuality are 
far more varied and fluid.

The spectrum of sexuality and gender, which is gradually gaining popularity 
and becoming more widely known, describes the lived reality of LGBTQIA+ 
people, who have struggled for decades to make their experiences visible 
and socially accepted. The LGBTQIA+ community, ºdespite the progress 
that undoubtedly has been made in the past years, still faces major ins-
titutional and social challenges. Discrimination, inequality, exclusion and 
violence are the most severe consequences of homo-, bi-, inter- and trans-
phobia, and systemic injustice. 

This framework does not cover all issues related to LGBTQIA+ experien-
ces. Our goal is to highlight important aspects, clarify basic terms, and 
provide some food for thought.

Please check our other theoretical framework GATE Introduction to Gender 
and Sexuality Topics I for more specific information around sex-gender 
system, gender socialisation norms and  stereotypes. 
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	| Gender and Sexuality Concepts
What is the difference between gender identity, gender expression, 
sexual orientation, sex characteristics, and other terms related to 
LGBTQIA+ topics? 

As you can see in this great illustration of the Gender Unicorn (desig-
ned by TSER1) there are different aspects of our GENDER, SEXUALITY 
and SEX CHARACTERISTICS that we should understand: 

Although the GATE process focuses on the inclusion of LGBTQIA+ 
people, the concepts depicted in the Gender Unicorn (and explained 
in detail below) are not solely connected to LGBTQIA+ identities, but 
to the experiences of everyone (including people who do not identify 
as LGBTQIA+) regarding gender and sexuality.

1 Designed by Landyn Pan and Anna Moore for TSER. Find more info in www.transstudent.org/
gender. Image source: Trans Student Educational Resources, 2015. “The Gender Unicorn.”Illustra-
tions by Anna Moore. Design by Landyn Pan, Eli Erlick, and many others.

Sex assigned at birth
The first term that we will look into is sex assigned at birth. Historically, when 
a person is born, doctors establish whether they are male or female based 
on a combination of anatomical characteristics (internal and external repro-
ductive organs), hormones, and chromosomes. The categories of “male” and 
“female” sex have a distinct set of characteristics:

	| Male: XY chromosomes, penis, testicles, higher testosterone levels.
	| Female: XX chromosomes, vulva, vagina, ovaries, higher oestrogen levels.

We have learnt that sex is just male and female, and that all people can fit into 
one of these two categories. However, every single person is different and 
there exist so many variations!  

Intersex Variations: intersex is an umbrella term used to encompass all 
variations of sex characteristics that do not fall within the strict male/female 
binary. Some of these are hormonal variations, others are variations of phy-
sical/anatomical  characteristics, or variations in the combinations of sex 
chromosomes. 

Some examples of intersex variations are: 
	| Individuals may develop external genitalia that appear typically female, inclu-

ding a clitoris and labia, but internally they have testes instead of ovaries and 
may lack a uterus. They may also have a short vagina or no vagina at all.

	| A person who is assigned female at birth may have a larger than “normal” 
clitoris that resembles a penis or fused labia that resembles a scrotum.

	| A person who is assigned male at birth may have an extra X chromosome, 
resulting in a chromosomal configuration of XXY instead of the typical XY.  
They may have characteristics such as smaller testes, reduced fertility, and in 
some cases enlarged breast tissue. 

	| And many more!

Intersex variations are more common than we think, although not so visible 
and still stigmatised. Approximately 2% of the global population are indivi-
duals with intersex variations, which is similar to the prevalence of redheads! 
We all know someone with natural red hair, don’t we?

Intersex bodies are neither wrong nor unnatural. Sex characteristics exist on a 
spectrum, not just in the narrow categories of male or female. Intersex people 
are not born with two sexes, nor are they both male and female simultaneous-
ly. Rather, they are born with bodies that do not fit the traditional binary idea 
of a girl’s or boy’s body. 

Being intersex it’s just another way humans can be.  People’s bodies can take 
on an infinite number of forms, and all are valid.

http://www.transstudent.org/gender 
http://www.transstudent.org/gender 
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Gender Identity
Gender Identity refers to one’s internal sense of gender. As with sex 
characteristics and the categories of male and female, most of us have 
been taught that there are only two genders: man and woman. 

However, this is not real, as there are many different ways of being a 
person! When we talk about gender identity, too, people do not always 
fit in one of the two boxes. There are many identities outside the gen-
der binary, and people may identify themselves as men, women or 
non-binary.

This binary division creates numerous challenges, difficulties, discri-
mination, and violence. Everyone has a gender identity, including you. 
Gender is one of many characteristics that contribute to forming your 
entire identity as a unique person! 

Gender identity encompasses two core aspects: the gender a person 
identifies themselves as, and whether they are cisgender or transgender. 
	| A cisgender person is a person whose sex assigned at birth is in line 

with his/her gender identity. E.g. a person who was assigned male at 
birth and identifies himself as a man is a cisgender man.

	| A transgender person is someone whose sex assigned at birth and 
their own internal sense of gender identity are not the same. E.g. a 
person who was assigned male at birth and identifies herself as a 
woman is a transgender woman.

*Both the terms cisgender and transgender are used as adjectives with 
the gender a person identifies as in the present; for example a transgen-
der man is a person who identifies himself as a man, but was assigned 
a different sex at birth (female). 

Transgender (or simply trans) people may have a gender identity within 
the gender binary (man/woman) or outside (non-binary). The term 
non-binary is used both as a distinct gender identity, and as an umbre-
lla-term for all identities that do not coincide with the  binary of man/
woman, such as: agender, genderfluid, genderqueer and many more!

Transition (or gender transition) is the process that a transgender 
person undergoes to better express and present their gender identity. 
There are many different ways of transitioning: medically, socially, and/
or legally. It is a deeply personal experience that may involve different 
steps at various times, depending on access to gender-affirming surgery 
and hormone replacement therapy (healthcare), support from the com-
munity, personal safety and other personal reasons. 

TRANSGENDER

BINARY

Trans man
Genderqueer

Demiboy

Demigirl

Neutrois

Trans woman
Genderfluid

Bigender

Agender

...
and more!

NON-BINARY

A person’s gender identity is valid regardless of whether they have made any 
steps in their gender transition or not.

Gender Expression
Gender Expression refers to how we “present ourselves”; it is the manifesta-
tion of one’s gender identity through clothing, hairstyle, voice, body shape, 
accessories, etc. 

It is expected that based on a person’s sex assigned at birth and gender iden-
tity, they will express themselves in specific ways, consistent with gender 
norms. For example: 
	| A cisgender man will have a masculine gender expression: he will wear 

clothes that are considered masculine (shirts, trousers), will have short hair, 
will not wear make up and will enjoy typically masculine activities such as 
sports

	| On the other hand a cisgender woman is expected to express herself in 
a typically feminine way, wearing “women’s” clothes, having longer hair, 
using make-up, and enjoying typically feminine activities.

These expectations around gender expression also affect trans people. While 
of course, many transgender people may have a gender expression that is in 
line with the societal expectations for their gender identity, this is not true for 
all trans people; especially those who do not see themselves in the gender 
binary.

* Image source: own work from source: https://transgenderteensurvivalguide.com/post/174004961680/
lee-says-the-word-transgender-is-an-umbrella 

The Transgender Umbrella The Transgender Umbrella **

https://transgenderteensurvivalguide.com/post/174004961680/lee-says-the-word-transgender-is-an-umbrella 
https://transgenderteensurvivalguide.com/post/174004961680/lee-says-the-word-transgender-is-an-umbrella 
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People can have any gender expression they like and there is no correct 
or wrong way (or ‘normal’ way) of expressing gender. We can even chan-
ge our gender expression all the time! A person’s gender expression 
does not invalidate their gender identity: a man (whether cis or trans) 
who likes to wear dresses is not less of a man than someone who has a 
typical masculine expression.

It is very important to highlight that we cannot presume a person’s 
gender identity based on their gender expression. For example, a per-
son with a beard wearing a skirt might identify as a hetero-cis man, or 
as a woman, or as non-binary. To know the persons’ gender identity we 
need to ask them! 

Sexual orientation
We may be attracted, and interested in different people because of a 
diverse variety of reasons: sexual, physical, romantic, emotional, inte-
llectual, etc. We can experience attraction to people of one specific gen-
der, of multiple genders, or at different times different genders. You may 
also feel no attraction at all… all the possibilities are valid! We all expe-
rience attraction in our own way, which may be very different to others. 
But we are still taught, and it’s often assumed, that everybody is hete-
rosexual (straight). 

When we talk about the people we are physically/sexually attracted to, 
we refer to our sexual orientation. This means the desire for sexual and 
physical intimacy with someone, who we find physically attractive. 

Another different part of attraction is the emotional or romantic attrac-
tion: the desire for a romantic relationship or intimacy with others. This 
could mean very different things: sharing good conversations, going on 
a date, spending a lot of time, kissing and cuddling, or any other expres-
sion of romance we can think of. 

Most often it is assumed that sexual and romantic attraction coexist and 
are experienced towards the same person (or different people but with 
the same gender); thus, the term sexual orientation is often used to refer 
to both types of attraction. However, these different kinds of attractions 
can be felt towards people of the same gender, multiple genders, or peo-
ple of different genders at different times. One person can feel sexually 
attracted to girls, but romantically attracted to non-binary people, for 
example. There are no rules! 

Heteronormativity and Cisnormativity
Heteronormativity is a worldview that promotes heterosexuality as the “nor-
mal”, “natural” or “preferred”  sexual orientation. The assumption is that 
heterosexuality is the standard for defining normal sexual behaviour and that 
sex assigned at birth and binary gender roles are the natural and immutable 
essentials in human relations. This assumption is fundamentally embedded 
in and legitimises social and legal institutions that devalue, marginalise, and 
discriminate against people who deviate from its normative principle.

Along with heteronormativity, cisnormativity refers to the societal assump-
tion that sex assigned at birth and sex characteristics define gender identi-
ty, and that all people are by default cisgender. Furthermore, cisnormativity 
views cisgender identities as inherently better, more natural and normal than 
transgender identities, promoting conformity to gender norms and instigate 
stigma, discrimination and harassment towards trans and gender nonconfor-
ming people.

	| Where does the conflict come from?
As we previously explained, gender and sexual identities are as diverse as 
people in the world, and everyone should be respected, valued, and cele-
brated for who they are. Unfortunately, this is far from our current reality.

We live in a patriarchal system - and we have been living in it for centuries - 
which establishes men as the primary holders of power and authority in socie-
ty, thereby marginalising women and non-binary individuals. This binary hie-
rarchical system not only limits opportunities and underestimates women but 
also delegitimizes and marginalises LGBTQIA+ identities because of them not 
conforming to heterosexual and cisgender norms.

Gender socialisation begins early in life, shaping expectations and behaviours 
based on sex assigned at birth. This process reinforces traditional gender roles, 
of which there are only two: masculinity is often associated with dominance, 
strength, and leadership, while femininity is linked to nurturing, submissive-
ness, and domesticity. 

Let’s understand this a little bit better! 
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Patriarchal System
Patriarchy is a binary system in which the masculine predominates over 
the feminine and has meant, throughout history, the dominance and 
power of men over women, non-binary people, children and nature. To 
control and perpetuate this power, men have exercised different forms 
of violence, control and domination, including gender-based violence, to 
ensure that the people suffering from it do not reverse gender roles.

The heteropatriarchal model that is based on competition, capitalism, con-
sumption, destruction of the earth, and a system in which multiple axes of 
oppression predominate, such as machism, racism, ethnocentrism, homo-
phobia, biphobia, transphobia, interphobia, sexual violence, etc. 

Fighting against the heteropatriarchal system involves challenging and 
dismantling societal structures and norms that prioritise and enforce cis-
gender, heterosexual and patriarchal supremacy and the related power 
dynamics. The aim is to promote gender equality, challenge gender 
roles and stereotypes, and create a more inclusive and equitable socie-
ty. This fight includes advocating for LGBTQIA+ rights, countering the 
assumption that all people fit into certain, pre-defined boxes regarding 
their gender and sexuality (being dyadic, cisgender and heterosexual), 
dismantling systems of oppression rooted in gender and sexuality, and 
promoting social justice for all individuals regardless of their gender 
identity, gender expression, sex characteristics or sexual orientation. 

By incorporating an intersectional perspective2, the change of para-
digm becomes more comprehensive and inclusive. It involves recogni-
zing and addressing how systems of oppression such as racism, ableism, 
classism, and others intersect with gender and sexuality. 

As the United Nations points out “gender inequality is the most perva-
sive form of inequality around the world and a pressing human rights 
3concern”. Progress towards gender equality is essential for securing 
human rights for everyone, fostering peaceful societies, and construc-
ting socially inclusive and sustainable development pathways where 
the benefits of progress are equitably distributed.

2 Check our section on Intersectionality in this document, and our Infographic of Intersectionality. 
3 https://sdgs.un.org/statements/sweden-11630

Sex-gender system
The sex-gender system is one of the main systems of social organisation. 
Gayle Rubin in 1975 defines it as a set of socio-cultural devices by which a 
society transforms all people, considering some aspects of females and males, 
into men and women, dividing them into two opposing, hierarchical and 
incomplete social categories that are presented as complementary.

This system is:
	| Arbitrary: It is a cultural construct, not a natural phenomenon, that deter-

mines the assignment of a particular sex (or certain sexual characteristics) 
to one gender or another.

	| Binary: It determines only two socialisation boxes into which we must 
all fit. But obviously reality is far more diverse, complex and rich than this 
binary pattern of social organisation. This system excludes and condemns 
all the people that do not fit into these two boxes.

	| Hierarchical: Both genders (male and female) do not interact on equal ter-
ms; masculinity consistently maintains a position of superiority over femi-
ninity within the societal framework. Masculinity serves as the standard of 
reference, being valued more highly and esteemed over femininity and the 
attributes associated with it.

This system of social organisation is neither real nor fair. Our reality is far more 
diverse, complex, and rich than this oversimplified pattern of social organisa-
tion suggests. The world is filled with a vast array of identities, experiences, 
and cultures that do not fit neatly into predefined categories. The binary view 
of society fails to capture the true essence of human diversity and the multitu-
de of ways people live and interact. 

As mentioned earlier, the patriarchal system and its sex-gender socialization 
are binary, meaning they only recognize identities are either male or female. 
In the following sections, we will detail how sex-gender socialisation 
operates within this rigid binary framework. 

As a consequence, LGBTQIA+ people in this cisheteropatriarchal system 
are not only unrecognised, but they face punishment, abuse, discrimination, 
and an unbearable life due to stigma, shame & homo/transphobiatheir 
aspects, behaviours, or identities that deviate from these established norms. 
For more specific information around LGBTQIA+ realities, please check our 
other theoretical framework GATE LGBTQIA+ Introduction to Gender and 
Sexuality Topics.

https://sdgs.un.org/statements/sweden-11630
https://gateprocess.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/LGTB-GATE-Introduction-to-Gender-and-Sexuality-Topics_digital_RGB.pdf
https://gateprocess.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/LGTB-GATE-Introduction-to-Gender-and-Sexuality-Topics_digital_RGB.pdf
https://gateprocess.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/LGTB-GATE-Introduction-to-Gender-and-Sexuality-Topics_digital_RGB.pdf
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Norms of the binary sex-gender system and the control
The sex-gender system dictates, in a fundamental binary way, that indi-
viduals assigned females at birth, based on their sexual and hormonal 
characteristics, are expected to adhere to feminine behaviours throu-
ghout their lives. It is also assumed that their romantic and sexual rela-
tionships will be exclusively with men. Similarly, individuals identified 
as male at birth are expected to conform to masculine behaviours and 
are presumed to engage in relationships with women.

All these characteristics and many more are instilled in people from before birth 
through all channels of socialisation: language, school, the media, art, adverti-
sing, work, etc. This socialisation system teaches us to comply with the sex-gen-
der system as a whole.

In order to control people’s compliance with their gender role, gender-ba-
sed violence is used, among other mechanisms. An example of this is the failu-
re to criminalize marital rape, based on the stereotype of women as the sexual 
property of men. Another example is the failure of the justice system to hold 
perpetrator of sexual violence accountable, based on stereotypical views about 
women’s appropriate sexual behaviour. 

Some of the effects of this socialisation process on people are the expectation 
of fitting in one of the 2 boxes, in a large variety of moments in life.

sex male female
gender man woman

assigned role masculine feminine
sexual affective relationship with women with men

The sex-gender system is deeply rooted in our belief system, and various 
mechanisms are in place to enforce these norms. These mechanisms 
manifest in various forms of violence when individuals fail to conform to 
these norms.

Gender stereotypes
This sex-gender system socialises people in two distinct and opposing 
ways, attributing different characteristics to one box or the other. 

Furthermore, male attributes have historically been, and still are, the 
most socially valued, and linked to success. On the other hand, the 
characteristics related with the feminine have not been valued or recog-
nized, and are not still. 

Some attributes or characteristics related to masculine and feminine 
are, for example:

masculine feminine
Strength Gentleness
Reason Emotion

Independence Dependence
Productive work Reproductive Work

Mind Body
Science Nature

Intelligence Beauty
Courage Prudence
Public Private
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How do gender stereotypes harm people? 
Gender stereotypes harm everyone by limiting our complete and free deve-
lopment, regardless of our gender or sexual identity. However, within the socia-
lisation system, heterosexual cisgender men typically enjoy more privileges 
and higher status compared to other gender identities. In contrast, women and 
LGBTQIA+ not only experience fewer privileges and diminished societal value, 
but also face violence and discrimination aimed at perpetuating this unequal 
system.

Discrimination and violence are used to uphold this injust differentiation between 
men and women (binary and hierarchical), as well as against anyone who diver-
ges from the norms of sex-gender socialisation.

	| Enforcing norms through discrimination 
& violence

How is it possible that this unjust gender-sex system is still operating? The only 
way that this unfair, discriminatory and unequal patriarchal system maintains 
and perpetuates its hierarchical binary dynamic is through violence.

Violence is used to reinforce power dynamics, ensuring that the oppressed can-
not challenge or change their unjust situation. This violence can be physical, 
emotional, psychological, or structural, manifesting in various forms to uphold 
the status quo and prevent any shifts towards equality and justice.

Discrimination is a kind of violence where there is an unequal treatment of per-
sons based on a characteristic of their identity. Discrimination can refer to any 
act or behaviour that distinguishes or singles out individuals based on factors 
such as age, sex, race, national origin, sexual orientation, and gender identity. 
Includes the exclusion from core areas of everyday life (education, employment, 
supportive services, housing), the provision of services of lesser quality, or the 
provision of better/more options for men and cis-hetero people. 

Violence and abuse are best understood as a pattern of behaviour intended to 
establish power and maintain control over individuals. The roots of all forms 
of violence are founded in the many types of inequality which continue to exist 
and grow in our society.  LGBTQIA+ people experience physical, sexual, emotio-
nal, psychological, spiritual and cultural violence, as well as verbal and financial 
or material abuse and neglect. Violence and abuse may occur only once, it may 
involve various tactics of subtle manipulation or it may occur frequently while 
escalating over months or years. In any form, violence and abuse profoundly 
affect an individual’s safety, health and well-being. 

MEN WOMEN

SUBJECT Men are the protagonists, the cen-
tre, the subject of law.

Women are the “other”, the “second sex”, in 
the language of fact they do not even need to 
be mentioned. They exist only to complete and 
please the subject in law (man).

EDUCATION 
IN 

CHILD-
HOOD

Men have to be champions, strong, 
brave, tough, productive. They can 
be more nervous and active, being 
much less sanctioned, because it 
is “the natural thing to do”. If they 
don’t comply, they are sanctioned, 
insulted as if they were girls, be-
ing a girl as an inferior gender, as 
an insult.

From a young age women have to be good, 
discreet, responsible, quiet, obedient, affec-
tionate, caring, kind, charming, beautiful, to be 
pleasing to others, etc. If not, they will be pu-
nished and singled out.

ROMANTIC 
LOVE

Men have to conquer, to take the 
initiative in love. They have clear 
priorities, tastes, and desires. 
Men have been discouraged from 
demonstrating too much affection 
or dependence in relationships.

Women are expected to be liked, attractive to 
men, charming, funny, and even “daring” to at-
tract them. Additionally, they are expected to 
wait and not take the initiative in relationships. 
Women are often raised to seek completion 
through the love and companionship of a man. 
Therefore, women are conditioned to ensure 
that if there is a man in our lives, he is well-ca-
red for, receives necessary attention, is satis-
fied, and feels proud, so that he desires to stay 
with us. This ideology perpetuates the belief 
that we are “saved” by the love of men.

PROTA- 
GONISM

Men prioritise their problems and 
life processes, putting them in the 
centre of a relationship or group, 
considering them to be the most 
important and thus requiring care 
and attention from the rest.

Women have to please, serve, help and su-
pport men in their processes, problems, diffi-
culties and most difficult moments in life.

SOCIAL 
EXPECTA-

TIONS

Men are expected to be selfish and 
prioritise their own interests, per-
sonal motivations, and professio-
nal success. If something does not 
suit them or they do not feel like 
doing it, there is no social expec-
tation for them to care, support, or 
sustain others. They are often dis-
couraged from being vulnerable or 
expressing their emotions openly.

Women are expected to be: beautiful, inde-
pendent, responsible, hard-working, attracti-
ve, sexual, successful at work, knowledgeable 
in different languages, well-educated, good 
mothers, good partners, good housewives, 
cheerful, always available for others, and ca-
regivers for everyone (siblings, parents, chil-
dren, grandparents, etc.). They are expected 
to constantly meet everyone’s needs and are 
often perceived as capable of always doing 
more, taking on additional tasks with ease.

SELF-AWA-
RENESS

Men have clear priorities, prefe-
rences, and desires. These prefe-
rences shape their pursuit of per-
sonal fulfilment and contribute to 
their sense of identity and purpo-
se.

Women and girls often struggle with unders-
tanding their own tastes, desires, and moti-
vations. Many women equate helping others 
with personal fulfilment and prioritise plea-
sing others and making them feel good as a 
means of validating their own self-worth.

Some binary expectations on patriarchal norms
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For LGBTQIA+ individuals, violence is used to intimidate them into hiding 
or changing their identities, punishing them for openly expressing them-
selves. Extreme types of violence include (among others) murder, conver-
sion therapies (including corrective rapes), “normalisation” interventions 
for intersex people, forced sterilisation for trans people, involuntary hos-
pitalisation, and more.

The discrimination and violence is reflected and reinforced through: 
	| Microaggressions: Small, everyday, actions or comments, often subt-

le and even unconscious, that  show disrespect, disdain, contempt, or 
hostility towards a person because of their LGBTQIA+ identity. They 
occur in different distinct ways: 
◊	 Microassaults: statements that overlook, ignore, or devalue the lived 

experience of LGBTQIA+ people and are usually expressed without 
the member of the dominant group realising it.

◊	 Microinsults: statements and behaviours that communicate covert 
negative attitudes towards LGBTQIA+ people.

◊	 Microinvalidations: statements and behaviours that communicate 
covert negative attitudes towards LGBTQIA+ people.

	| Assumptions of people’s identities and preferences: Everyone is assu-
med to be dyadic, cis and straight. LGBTQIA+ people need to explicitly 
“come out” in order to refute this assumption. Women, for example, are 
presumed to desire motherhood, and are expected to take full respon-
sibility for all household and caregiving tasks.

	| Pathologisation: Refers to the process of labeling behaviors, emotions 
and experiences of women and LGBTQIA+ as medical or psychologi-
cal disorders, based on the assumption that being dyadic, cisgender 
and heterosexual is “natural”, “normal” and “healthy”, while any varia-
tion from the above is classified as “unhealthy” or as a situation nee-
ding to be “cured”. It operates in a subtle but powerful way, controlling 
their bodies and minds, silencing and disempowering their reactions to 
oppression, reinforcing gender roles, medicalizing reproductive health, 
and undermining their resistance and critiques. 

	| Criminalisation: In our societies, many criminal laws target women and 
LGBTQIA+’s autonomy and experiences. For example in relation with 
their bodies (criminalization of abortion or sex work, of gender-affir-
ming processes), their public behaviours, o legal processes such as 
people reporting sexual assault, when the legal system puts most of 
the weight of the process, including violent procedures of examination, 
and constant declarations, in the victim.

	| Lack of legal protections: The legal system still perpetuates the violence, 
when not protecting people from all these unfair situations, and creating a 
society where gender-based violence is tolerated, minimized, and ignored. 
Victims of violence are silenced and left vulnerable, perpetrators go unpuni-
shed, and gender socialization norms are reinforced in all levels of society. In 
the case of LGBTQIA+ people, they continue to have limited access to basic 
rights, such as the right to family, bodily autonomy, freedom of expression, 
accessing education, social and health services, etc.

All the above are used to reinforce power dynamics, ensuring that the oppres-
sed cannot challenge or change their unjust situation, upholding the status quo 
and preventing any shifts towards equality and justice.

Microaggression
The forms of violence expressed at the base of the pyramid, although less 
extreme or visible,  are not less serious. These forms of violence affect immen-
sely people’s lives and the way they perceive and relate to each other. They are 
known as microaggressions. 

Microaggressions, also known as Micro Violence, are small actions or com-
ments, often subtle and even unconscious, that  show disrespect, disdain, 
contempt, or hostility towards a person because of their identity, often due 
to their belonging to a marginalised or minority group. Although they may seem 
insignificant or harmless individually, their constant accumulation can have a 
profound and negative impact on the mental and emotional health of those 
who experience them.

Microaggressions may occur in different distinct ways: microassaults, microin-
sults, microinvalidations. Microassaults are conscious, deliberate forms of dis-
criminatory practice that are intended to harm, and most closely resemble 
traditional forms of discrimination. Examples of microassaults would include 
intentionally calling a person who identified as a sexual or gender minority a 
derogatory slur or telling a trans person that they cannot use a multiple-stall 
restroom or rejecting their entry into a multiple-stall restroom when they try to 
use one.

These kinds of more invisible violence sustain and allow the most extreme vio-
lence to occur. Allowing, tolerating and normalising this daily violence reinforce 
gender inequality -and other forms of power dynamic- and consolidates the 
power imbalances, with men holding more power than women and other gen-
der diversities. 
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Violence as a relationship model
The patriarchal system has relied on violence to maintain and perpetuate 
inequalities for centuries. To control their power, various forms of violen-
ce and domination have been exercised by men, institutions, people in 
dominant roles, workplaces, and more, ensuring that gender roles remain 
unchallenged.

Moreover, violence is a key characteristic associated with masculinity. 
Since masculinity is the most valued gender role in our patriarchal system, 
violence is therefore highly valued. Our social system, based on hierarchy 
and power, is fundamentally rooted in domination and violence.

The pyramid of sexist violence (check our infographic) is a graphic repre-
sentation that establishes a direct relationship between extreme physical 
violence and other more invisible forms of violence. These subtle forms of 
violence lay the groundwork for extreme violence to emerge and become 
normalised.

We learn and are conditioned to be attracted to violence from a young age: 
	| People who are assigned “men” are educated in this system of domi-

nation and power to be violent:  they relate with others through violen-
ce, associating it with dominance and social prestige. They normalise 
various forms of aggressions, and having violent attitudes reinforces 
their belonging to the “men crew.”

	| People who are assigned “women” learn to tolerate, and even more, to 
be attracted to this violent role: violence, domination and control are 
naturalised and synonymous of love and attraction. The same happens 
to any person that deviates from the patriarchal socialisation norms, 
like LGBTQIA+ people: they learn to be raised in a system of violen-
ce, discrimination, where their reality and identity is marginalised and 
punished. 

Sexism
Sexism refers to stereotypes, prejudice and discrimination based on gen-
der, typically against cis-straight women and LGBTQIA+ people. It is 
linked to beliefs around the “nature” of women and men (from a binary 
perspective) and the roles they should play in society. Sexism assumes 
that men are inherently superior to others, leading to unequal treatment 
or opportunities. Such hierarchical thinking can be conscious and hostile, 
or it can be unconscious, manifesting itself as unconscious bias. Sexism 
can touch everyone, but cis-straight women and LGBTQIA+ people are 
particularly affected.

The pyramid of sexist violence is a graphic 
representation in which a relationship is 
established between extreme physical violence 
and other more invisible forms of violence.

The patriarchal system is based on violence 
to control and preserve inequalities. To ensure 
their power, different forms of violence and 
domination have been exercised for centuries –  

by men, institutions, persons in dominant 
roles, etc. One of the main characteristics 
connected with masculinity is violence; and 
as masculinity is the most valued gender role 
in our patriarchal system, violence is too. 

Our socialization system of hierarchy and 
power is based on domination and violence.  

PYRAMID OF
VIOLENCE

VIOLENCE AS A RELATIONSHIP MODEL

First level:  
the most extreme and severe types of gender based-violence.

Examples: 
murder, rape, sexual assault, physical, emotional and 
financial abuse.

Second level:  
extremely serious types of violence, which 
require immediate response and prevention. 

Examples:  
Harassment, threats and verbal abuse.

Third level: 
less visible types of violence. They work in 
more covered ways, but are still harmful.

Examples: 
Traditional roles, rigid gender-based  
stereotypes, glass-ceiling.

Fourth Level:  
even more invisible and 
accepted types of violence.

Examples:  
sexist/homophobic/ transphobic jokes, 
problematic language,  
objectification, mansplaining.

The forms of violence expressed at the base of 
the pyramid, although they are less extreme 
or visible, are not less serious. These forms 
of violence affect people’s lives and the way 
they perceive and relate to each other. 

They sustain and allow the most extreme 
violence to occur. Also, we encounter them 
often unconsciously on a daily basis.

https://gateprocess.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Pyramid_of_violence_Infographic.pdf
https://gateprocess.org/supporting-materials/
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LGBTQIA+ phobia
This term refers to different forms of discrimination and violence that 
LGBTQIA+ individuals suffer because of their gender identity, gender 
expression, sexual orientation or sex characteristics. Although it is called 
a “phobia”, it is more connected to the feelings and behaviours of hate 
against the discriminated people, resulting in violence. 

Terms such as homophobia, transphobia, biphobia and interphobia refer 
to the specific set of beliefs, negative emotional reactions and discrimi-
natory actions towards groups within the LGBTQIA+ community. You can 
find the detailed definitions of these terms in our glossary.

Hate Speech
The UN define hate speech as “any kind of communication in speech, wri-
ting or behaviour, that attacks or uses pejorative or discriminatory lan-
guage with reference to a person or a group on the basis of who they are, 
in other words, based on their religion, ethnicity, nationality, race, colour, 
descent, gender or other identity factor.”

It has three important attributes, according to the UN4:
1.	 Can be conveyed through any form of expression, including images, 

cartoons, memes, objects, gestures and symbols and it can be disse-
minated offline or online.

2.	 It is “discriminatory” (biassed, bigoted or intolerant) or “pejorative” 
(prejudiced, contemptuous or demeaning) of an individual or group.

3.	 Calls out real or perceived “identity factors” of an individual or a 
group, including: religion, ethnicity, nationality, race, colour, origins, 
gender; but also characteristics such as language, economic or social 
origin, disability, health status, or sexual orientation, among many 
others.

Hate speech is becoming increasingly prevalent in our societies, and the 
narratives stemming from them are beginning to be normalised, laying 
the grounds for violence that occasionally goes even as far as taking peo-
ple’s lives. 

Hate speech often targets LGBTQIA+ individuals. We cannot allow the-
se harmful narratives to persist. They directly impact the well-being and 
lives of people, fostering violence, discrimination, and societal division. 

4 Source:  https://www.un.org/en/hate-speech/understanding-hate-speech/what-is-hate-speech

The hard-earned rights of the LGBTQIA+ community and other minorities are 
at risk and the progress made towards the recognition and protection of their 
rights is threatened.

We can find hate speech in the comments under posts in social networks, in 
declarations of politicians, in interviews to famous people, in public gatherings, 
in media outlets, in educational institutions and workplaces, and in public spa-
ces (like graffiti, posters, etc.). 

Mobbing
Mobbing is a form of psychological harassment that occurs within a workplace, 
when a group or an individual repeatedly and systematically targets a collea-
gue with negative and hostile behaviour.

Pinkwashing
Pinkwashing is a term contextualised in 2010 to describe the strategy of 
promoting  gender/LGBTQIA+ inclusivity on the surface level while distrac-
ting from human rights violations and discrimination of LGBTQIA+ people in 
everyday functioning. Today, the term is often used to describe the actions of 
corporations who use Pride campaigns as an advertising tool while acting in 
ways that are harmful to the LGBTQIA+ community, such as donating funds to 
anti-LGBTQIA+ politicians.

https://gateprocess.org/supporting-materials/
 https://www.un.org/en/hate-speech/understanding-hate-speech/what-is-hate-speech
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	| Intersectionality
Intersectionality is seen as the interconnected nature of social categori-
sations such as race, class, and gender, regarded as creating overlapping 
and interdependent systems of discrimination or disadvantage5. It is an 
analytical tool for studying, understanding and responding to the ways in 
which sex and gender intersect with other personal characteristics/iden-
tities, and how these intersections contribute to unique experiences of 
discrimination6.

Kimberlé Crenshaw, a North American law professor who coined the 
term in 1989 explained Intersectional feminism as, “a prism for seeing 
the way in which various forms of inequality often operate together and 
exacerbate each other”7.

Intersectionality centres on the voices of those experiencing overlapping; 
concurrent forms of oppression in order to understand the depths of the 
inequalities and the relationships among them in any given context8.

“We tend to talk about race inequality as separate from inequality based 
on gender, class, sexuality or immigrant status. What’s often missing is 
how some people are subject to all of these, and the experience is not 
just the sum of its parts,” Kimberlé Crenshaw said.

Why is this framework useful? 
Intersectionality highlights the complexity of discrimination and exclu-
sion, emphasising that addressing a single issue is insufficient for sol-
ving these interconnected problems. It is not only theory; its importance 
lies in integrating this perspective into our everyday lives.

How can we include intersectionality in our everyday life?9
	| Avoid oversimplified language.

Once we recognise this difference, we can move away from language 
that seeks to define people by a singular identity. 

5 Definition based on Oxford Dictionary’s Intersectionality definition available at https://www.oxford-
learnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/intersectionality?q=intersectionality 
6 Christodoulou, J. (2005). Glossary of gender-related terms. Mediterranean Institute of Gender Stu-
dies. European Institute for Gender Equality. https://medinstgenderstudies.org/wp-content/uploads/
Gender-Glossary-updated_final.pdf
7 Women, U. (2021, December 15). Intersectional feminism: what it means and why it matters right 
now. Medium. https://un-women.medium.com/intersectional-feminism-what-it-means-and-why-it-
matters-right-now-7743bfa16757 
8 Crenshaw, Kimberle (1989) “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Criti-
que of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics,” University of Chicago Legal 
Forum: Vol. 1989, Article 8. Available at: https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/uclf/vol1989/iss1/8
9 What is intersectionality, and what does it have to do with me? (2020, July 2). YW Boston. https://
www.ywboston.org/2017/03/what-is-intersectionality-and-what-does-it-have-to-do-with-me/

	| Recognise differences.
It is easier to believe that “all women are” or that “LGBTQIA+ people believe 
or feel” in a certain way, but this does not reflect reality. We must recognise 
that all unique experiences of identity, and particularly ones that involve 
multiple overlapping oppressions, are valid.
Do not shy away from recognizing that people experience the world diffe-
rently based on their overlapping identity markers. People are someti-
mes uncomfortable naming another person’s perceived race or asking for 
someone’s pronouns. However, it is important to recognize these identities 
as a way to step beyond our assumptions that our experience is common. 

	| Analyse the space you occupy.
Becoming comfortable recognising variance in identities also involves 
recognising when this variance is not represented in the spaces you occupy. 
Diversity of all kinds matters in your workplace and in all the spaces you 
are part of. Are there any identities or experiences that are not present/
represented? What might they be related to? E.g. race, (dis)ability, ethnicity, 
etc. Be conscious of the welcoming or distancing  practices of the spaces 
you frequent.

	| Seek other points of view.
Explore the narratives of those with different identities and realities than 
you. Take the opportunity to listen to their experiences and points of view.

https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/intersectionality?q=intersectionality   
https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/intersectionality?q=intersectionality   
https://medinstgenderstudies.org/wp-content/uploads/Gender-Glossary-updated_final.pdf
https://medinstgenderstudies.org/wp-content/uploads/Gender-Glossary-updated_final.pdf
https://un-women.medium.com/intersectional-feminism-what-it-means-and-why-it-matters-right-now-7743bfa16757 
https://un-women.medium.com/intersectional-feminism-what-it-means-and-why-it-matters-right-now-7743bfa16757 
 https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/uclf/vol1989/iss1/8
https://www.ywboston.org/2017/03/what-is-intersectionality-and-what-does-it-have-to-do-with-me/
https://www.ywboston.org/2017/03/what-is-intersectionality-and-what-does-it-have-to-do-with-me/
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	| Inclusive Language
Sometimes we can be exclusionary or offensive with our words, even 
without any bad intention. To avoid it check our Infographic! 

	| Gender Mainstreaming

Gender mainstreaming means integrating a gender equality perspective at all 
stages and levels of policies, programmes and projects.

Women, men and other gender identities have different needs, living condi-
tions and circumstances, including unequal access to and control over power, 
resources, human rights and institutions, including the justice system.

Their situations also differ according to country, region, age, ethnic or social ori-
gin, or other factors. The aim of gender mainstreaming is to take into account 
these differences when designing, implementing and evaluating policies, pro-
grammes and projects, so that they benefit all gender identities and do not 
increase inequality but enhance gender equality.

Gender mainstreaming aims to solve –sometimes hidden- gender inequalities. 
It is therefore a tool for achieving gender equality.

 √ Avoid using the generic masculine by default, 
and use persons, people, etc. instead.
× firemen, salesman √ firefighters, salesperson

 √ Avoid using language that is gender binary and 
use more gender neutral words.
× ladies and gentlemen √ people, everybody, y’all.

 √ Avoid using gendered terms when referring to family 
and relationships 
× girlfriend, boyfriend √ partner × mother, father √ parents

 √ Pronouns can be a way to communicate one’s gender. 
Be conscious about their use!

 √ To refer to people in general, you can use gender-
neutral pronouns such as “they” - it also works in 
singular! The singular use of “they” is preferred to the 
binary “he or she”.

 √ Important: don’t assume someone’s gender! You can 
ask for their pronouns and/or use their name when 
referring to them! Keep in mind that pronouns are not 
‘preferred’. Using the term "preferred pronouns" implies 
that gender identity is a choice or preference, which is 
not the case. Therefore, when asking about pronouns, 
use: “Which pronouns do you use?” or “Which are your 
pronouns?”, and avoid “Which pronouns do you prefer?”.

 √ Get to know gender terminology and use terms correctly.

 √ Avoid using stigmatising language. 
Many words have been -and continue to be- used to 
refer to LGBTQIA+ people in a way that is derogatory, 
stigmatising or pathologising. For some, it may be 
more clear that they are used in a stigmatising way, 
while others may be less obvious for someone who is 
currently learning about gender and sexuality diversity. 
Some examples of words to avoid:
× Hermaphrodite: it is stigmatising and does not reflect 
the diversity of intersex experiences.
× Real, Biological or Natural when referring to cisgender 
and/or straight people: using those terms implies that 
LGBTQIA+ identities are somehow less valid or less 
authentic. Instead, use "cisgender" or "heterosexual" 
without implying superiority or normativity.
× Transgendered: suggests that being transgender 
is something that happens to a person, rather than 
an inherent aspect/identity of who they are. Use 
"transgender" instead.

Language shapes the way we 
understand the world that surrounds 
us. The words that we use build our 
own reality. They have the power to 
invalidate and stigmatise identities, or 
to promote respect and visibility

WHY IS IT IMPORTANT?

TIPS FOR MAKING
LANGUAGE
MORE INCLUSIVE:

Co-funded by
the European Union

NOT INCLUSIVE 
LANGUAGE examples:

• It’s common to use the “generic masculine”: 
the use of masculine-gendered words to 
address a mixed group or subjects whose 
gender is not clear (“men” as a synonym 
for “persons”).

• Using titles that indicate a woman’s marital 
status (Mrs.).

• Words that assume connections between 
jobs and gender (policemen, chairman).

• Using language that assumes everyone’s 
relationships follow a heteronormative 
paradigm (boyfriend/girlfriend, father 
and mother).

LGBTQIA+ inclusive language means 
communicating in a way that is not 
discriminatory towards any gender 
identity or sexual orientation and 
that doesn’t reproduce existing 
stereotypes and prejudices. 
Moreover, inclusive language avoids 
assumptions based on hetero- and 
cis-normativity, and promotes 
visibility of the existing diversity 
related to gender and sexuality.

INCLUSIVE
LANGUAGE

https://gateprocess.org/supporting-materials/
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