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Abstract 
What does it mean to be a ‘woman’ or a ‘man’ and how can we tell the difference? 

What does it mean to speak of ‘sex’, ‘sexuality’ and ‘gender’, and how do these 

concepts interrelate? This module explores the social relationship between sex, 

sexuality and gender. Drawing on a range of theoretical approaches from sociology, 

feminism and queer theory, the module argues that it is impossible to understand any 

one of these three terms without reference to the other two.  

 

The module describes in a critical fashion the ways in which hierarchies of sex, 

sexuality and gender are implicated in all areas of social life. In both Western and 

non-Western societies, what a woman and a man should be has relied on a narrow 

understanding of sex, gender and sexuality and the relationship between these three. 

This understanding is reproduced, reinforced and enforced by a range of social 

institutions, from the state to religious organisations and the media, and has been used 

to marginalise alternative gender and sexual identities.  

 

The material in this module provides a foundation for other modules that look at how 

hierarchies of sex, sexuality and gender intersect with other social differences 

including race, socio-economic status, ethnicity and location.  
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Module aims 
• To introduce and critique biologically determinist understandings of sex, 

gender and sexuality 

• To introduce Critical Sexuality Studies definitions of sex, sexuality and 

gender and examine the history of the construction of sexuality 

• To examine the interrelationship between sex, sexuality and gender 

through consideration of heteronormativity and sexual/gendered inequity 

 
Participants will:  

• Critique biologically determinist constructions of sex and sexuality 

• Identify key theorists and concepts in the study of sexual inequality 

• Think critically about the interrelationship between sex, sexuality and 

gender 

• Reflect on the effects of normative constructions of sex, sexuality and 

gender as these are relevant to their own socio-cultural and research 

settings 

 
Required pre-reading (to be discussed in module group work) 
Connell, R.W. (2002) Differences and bodies. In Gender (Cambridge, Polity Press), 

p28-47. 
Hawkes, G. & Scott, J. (2005) Sex and society. In G. Hawkes & J. Scott (Eds) 

Perspectives in Human Sexuality (Melbourne, Oxford University Press),  
p3-19. 

 

Optional pre-reading 
Weeks, J. (2003 [1986]) The languages of sex. In Sexuality (London, Routledge),  

p1-10. 
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Overview of module 
 
Introduction 
The module aims, anticipated outcomes for participants and module schedule will be 

introduced. 

 

Session 1. Questioning biologically determinist perspectives 
and defining sex, sexuality and gender 
This session provides a critique of biologically determinist understandings of sex and 

sexuality, and introduces working definitions of sex, sexuality and gender as these 

concepts are understood in the Critical Sexuality Studies field. It also begins to 

explore the interrelationship between sex, sexuality and gender in socio-historical 

context. 

 

Session 2. Heteronormativity and sexual stratification 
This session defines heteronormativity, a concept central to exploring the 

interrelationship between sexuality and gender, and the marginalisation of non-

normative sexualities and genders. Several theories of sexual stratification are then 

discussed through the work of Adrienne Rich and Gayle Rubin. 

 

Session 3, Option 1. Understanding sexuality as historically 
and socially constructed  
This option for Session 3 includes a guided reading of the historical work of Jeffrey 

Weeks, providing an opportunity to consider in more detail the idea that sexuality can 

be considered an ‘invention’. Participants will be able to compare and contrast 

historical case studies that demonstrate how understandings of sexuality have changed 

over time. 
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Session 3, Option 2. Transgender issues in cross-cultural 
perspective 
In this option for Session 3, participants will be guided through readings by Megan 

Sinnott and Serena Nanda on transgender identities in Thailand and India. Participants 

will be encouraged to reflect upon how heteronormativity differs cross-culturally and 

has implications for the expression of non-normative gender and sexual identities. 

 

Conclusion 
The module will conclude with a brief summary of the main themes and concepts by 

the facilitator. Participants will be given time to reflect on the relative merits of the 

module’s themes and concepts in the context of their local cultures and research 

interests. 
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