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What is meant by ‘gender’? 
‘Sex’ is assigned to individuals at birth, based on the genitalia of the newborn. 

‘Gender’ is a much wider and personal concept, defined by the UK government as ‘a social construction relating to 

behaviours and attributes based on labels of masculinity and femininity; gender identity is a personal, internal 

perception of oneself and so the gender category someone identifies with may not match the sex they were 

assigned at birth.’ 

Therefore, gender is not something that is fixed and set in stone. The way people understand and express their 

gender is personal and subjective, and so people should not be expected to conform to specific gender roles based 

on their sex or gender expression.  

What are examples of gendered roles in society? 
Based on the points above gender can be seen as the actions and behaviours that people display that reflect their 

gender identity. In the past these actions and behaviours were heavily shaped by social attitudes and stereotypes 

about the role of men and women in society. For example: 

 
 

These stereotypes have led to a series of assumptions about the behaviours and roles that men and women have to 

take on in society. 

As children, boys and girls are given different types of toys to play with: girls are usually given dolls and toys that 

imply the girl’s role is to care for or look after them, while boys are often given toys that involve them being active, 

or action figures that emphasise bravery and heroism.  

Furthermore, there are often implicit attitudes that girls are in need of protection by the family, while boys are told 

to ‘man up’ and that ‘boys don’t cry’. The leading cause of death in men aged 20-34 in the UK is suicide, with a 

suicide rate three times higher than that of women in the same age group; it is thought that the lack of emotional 

support and space for vulnerability afforded to men exacerbates mental health issues. 

In adulthood these stereotypes persist, with it still being more common for the mother in a family to lead on 

childcare and schooling. Men are assumed to be the breadwinner in families and spend their leisure time pursuing 

sports. Many people still find it odd to encounter someone in a job that might not be considered ‘typical’ for their 

gender, for example female soldiers or male nurses. 



What if a woman wants to raise a family or a man wants to join the army? 
There is absolutely nothing wrong with women and girls liking ‘girly’ things or men and boys liking ‘boyish’ things. 

There is absolutely nothing wrong with a woman wanting to take the lead on childcare or a man wanting to provide 

for his family. 

The issue comes when this is not an independent, personal choice but rather becomes an expectation put on men 

and women. These pressures can come from outside the home: people commenting on a woman who has children 

and a career, men who help out with housework or childcare being the butt of a joke.  

What is the relationship between gender and discrimination? 
Historically society in the UK has been ‘patriarchal’. Patriarchy is a social system in which men, and in particular the 

so-called ‘alpha male’, have a disproportionate level of access to power and success, and women do not achieve 

positions of power and success at the same rate or with the same relative ease as men. 

As with all understandings of power within society patriarchy is a complex thing, and it is certainly not to say that 

men do not face challenges and barriers in life. However, women, as well as those men and people who do not 

conform to traditional gender roles, can and do face additional barriers. 

The ways in which patriarchy can lead to gender discrimination are explored in more detail below. Ultimately a 

patriarchal society attaches more social and economic value to roles traditionally fulfilled by men, while also 

maintaining formal and informal networks that make it easier for men to access progression and realise their 

ambitions. 

Patriarchy also perpetuates homophobia, with a man who shows emotion, or who wants to work in caring 

professions, assumed to be gay and for that to be a defect. The same with women in manual and physical jobs. 

Challenging patriarchy and gender discrimination is not only essential for ensuring women are treated with dignity, 

respect and given the opportunity to realise their potential; it also frees men from the social expectations put on 

them that cause so much harm, known as ‘toxic masculinity’. 

What is ‘toxic masculinity’? 
Toxic masculinity arises when men base their sense of masculinity on the gender stereotypes outlined above. In toxic 

masculinity men see themselves as dominant and ‘alpha’, and view women as weaker and subservient to men’s 

wishes.  

These attitudes then lead the man to act in an arrogant and misogynistic way towards women, viewing them as 

objects to satisfy a man’s needs and ego, and not worthy of individual respect. This can lead to discriminatory views 

of women, domestic violence and sexual assault. 

Toxic masculinity can arise from upbringing and attitudes at home, but also from peer pressure and social influences. 

For example, pornography can lead to toxic masculinity by portraying women as objects for sex and nothing else. It 

also leads to unrealistic ideas about sex and relationships, as well as undermining the concept of consent. 

What are ‘incels’? 
Incel stands for ‘involuntarily celibate’ and it is used by a widespread online community of men to describe 

themselves. Incels are an extreme form of toxic masculinity, but one that is seeing significant increases in its 

following online. 

Incels are men who have struggled to form meaningful and lasting relationships with women, and therefore 

scapegoat women for their challenges in life. They come to see the world as working to marginalise and oppress 

‘unattractive’ men, and primarily blame women’s liberation and equality movements as being responsible for this.  

This leads to offensive and derogatory discussions about women on online forums, advocating physical and sexual 

violence against women as well as men who support women and have successful relationships with them. 

Inceldom has gained a lot of attention from journalists and sociologists in recent years, and what was thought to be 

a small fringe group on certain chat websites is actually a global network likely numbering into the hundreds of 

thousands. 



Some incels are taking their anger and rage into the real world and committing acts of violence and murder, 

motivated by their extreme misogyny. A number of attacks have been attributed to, or influenced by, incel ideology 

with the number increasing since 2019. In August 2021 a man with a history of engagement with incel forums 

committed a mass shooting in Plymouth, resulting in the deaths of five people including a three year old girl. 

Links to the journalistic investigations into incels can be found here and here 

What forms does gendered discrimination take? 
It is important to see gender discrimination and misogyny as a continuum. Many people would recognise violence 

against women and sexual assault as gendered discrimination; however, these are made possible by deep-seated 

discriminatory views about women which have become normalised in society. It is everyone’s responsibility to spot 

negative attitudes towards women and girls and challenge them in order to shift a culture where it is still considered 

acceptable to make jokes or comments that humiliate women. 

Please be aware that the information below contains discussion of violence against women, sexual assault and 

discriminatory behaviours. 

Violence 

In 2021 the murders of Sarah Everard and Sabrina Nessa once again raised the issue of violence towards women and 

the threat women can face. While these women were killed by men they didn’t know, many more women are 

murdered by men they do know. 

Work by the Femicide Census organisation shows that on average a woman is killed by a man every three days in the 

UK, and between 2009 and 2018 62% of women who were murdered were killed by a current or former partner. 

In 59% of murders of women by a current and former partner there was a previous history of domestic violence and 

abuse. Domestic violence remains a significant issue in society, with women by far being the main target and victims 

with 9.4% of mixed race women and 7.7% of white women in the UK experiencing domestic violence. 

The Office of National Statistics has reported a 6% increase in recorded domestic violence incidents and crimes in the 

year to March 2021, with lockdowns possibly exacerbating the continuing problem of domestic violence. However, it 

is important to note that many incidents go unreported to the police and so are not included in the statistics. 

Sexual harassment and abuse 

Sexual abuse covers a wide range of crimes and abusive behaviour including rape, groping and inappropriate 

touching. Again, ONS statistics show women are far more likely to experience sexual assault than men. In 2021 it 

reported that nearly 1 in 4 of all women aged 16 to 65 have experienced sexual assault or attempted sexual assault, 

and 1 in 14 women have experienced rape or attempted rape. Again, these are only records of incidents that were 

reported. 

It remains the case that the vast majority of alleged rapes recorded by the police do not result in conviction: in a 

report published in 2021 only 1.6% of recorded allegations of rape resulted in conviction. 

In 2021 the website ‘Everyone’s Invited’ allowed people to anonymously share their experiences of sexual 

harassment and abuse, as well as their experiences of ‘rape culture’, which the website defines as: 

“When attitudes, behaviours and beliefs in society have the effect of normalising and trivialising sexual violence. This 

culture includes misogyny, rape jokes, sexual harassment, online sexual abuse (upskirting, non-consensual sharing of 

intimate photos, cyberflashing), and sexual coercion. When behaviours such as these are normalised this can act as a 

gateway to more extreme acts such as sexual assault and rape.” 

There have been over 54,000 testimonies submitted, including some from our school. 

In response to this Ofsted undertook an emergency review of sexual harassment and abuse in England’s schools and 

the results were stark with vast majorities of girls and boys reported that they had experienced, or were aware of, 

explicit and unwanted images being sent to them and their peers, and 92% girls and 74% boys said that sexist name 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2021/aug/13/plymouth-shooting-suspect-what-we-know-jake-davison
https://www.vox.com/the-highlight/2019/4/16/18287446/incel-definition-reddit
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/blogs-trending-44053828
https://www.femicidecensus.org/
https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/crime-justice-and-the-law/crime-and-reoffending/domestic-abuse/latest#by-ethnicity-and-sex
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/bulletins/domesticabuseinenglandandwalesoverview/november2021#:~:text=In%20the%20year%20ending%20March%202021%2C%20the%20number%20of%20domestic,decreases%20seen%20in%20recent%20years.
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/mar/18/ons-survey-finds-one-in-14-women-have-been-victim-of
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/mar/18/ons-survey-finds-one-in-14-women-have-been-victim-of
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/may/23/fewer-than-one-in-60-cases-lead-to-charge-in-england-and-wales
https://www.everyonesinvited.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/review-of-sexual-abuse-in-schools-and-colleges/review-of-sexual-abuse-in-schools-and-colleges


calling happens a lot to them or their peers. Many students also said they were unwilling to report incidents due to 

fears of not being believed or the process being too daunting. 

Domineering behaviour 

Misogyny is underpinned by a belief that men are superior and therefore more important than women and their 

contributions. This belief leads to a sense of entitlement among men that they can be dismissive of women, their 

actions and concerns, and seek to dominate in situations. 

At the most extreme this leads to the violence outlined above, and the invasion of women’s personal space in order 

to assert dominance and intimidate. 

However, these attitudes can also be seen in social interactions when: 

• Women’s contributions are overlooked or minimised 

• Men take credit for women’s work 

• Women are told to ‘calm down’ or are described as ‘bossy’ in a way a man wouldn’t 

• Men seek to explain topics and issues to women regardless of a woman’s prior knowledge or expertise 

• Women are overlooked for progression or promotion in favour of men who share similar interests or 

networks to the men in positions of appointment. 

• Women’s concerns are not acknowledged or are explained as not important. 

Degrading people 

Male dominance in social spaces is also upheld through behaviours towards women that has the effect of degrading 

or humiliating women. Some examples include: 

• Objectification – behaving towards, and speaking about, women in a way that implies they are only valid for 

male sexual gratification 

• Cat calling - the unwanted and uninvited shouting out of comments, usually sexual in nature, at women in 

public 

• Slut shaming - criticising women who do not conform to ideas of female sexuality, for example wearing 

revealing clothing and/or having casual sexual partners (note: this behaviour is rarely, if ever, criticised in 

men). This leads to perceptions that women who are harassed ‘were asking for it’ or that women are solely 

responsible for unwanted pregnancy. 

• Period shaming – humiliating ‘jokes’, comments and bullying made about menstruation and it being ‘the 

time of the month’. 37% of British women say they have experienced this, and of those people 40% said the 

comments came from a partner 

How can we challenge the narrative of ‘not all men’? 
When issues around misogyny and violence against women are raised, a common reply is that ‘not all men’ are 

misogynists and sexual abusers. On the one hand this is statistically true. However, it is damaging for a number of 

reasons: 

• Men are afforded the opportunity to be seen as a group that is overall the ‘good’ people, in a way that other 

groups in society are not (think, for example, the pressure that many British Muslims feel to distance 

themselves from radical Islam despite having no links to, or interest in, it.) 

• It implies that most men never do anything wrong when it comes to how they treat women, which is rarely 

the case: even the most well-meaning man can say the wrong thing or ignore a friend who is making a crass 

comment or joke. 

• It implies that men who do mistreat women are one-offs or ‘bad apples’ rather than being a product of a 

society that still affords men more privilege and power. 

Therefore, there is a need to challenge the use of the ‘not all men’ defence, because all men, indeed everyone in 

society, can and should be doing more to challenge and change behaviours that are harmful to women from all 

backgrounds and experiences. 

https://www.actionaid.org.uk/latest-news/more-one-three-uk-women-face-period-stigma
https://www.actionaid.org.uk/latest-news/more-one-three-uk-women-face-period-stigma


Supporting gender equality 
Below is a list of some dos and don’ts for supporting gender equality. These are for everyone; it is important to note 

of course that women’s experiences can be vastly different, especially when issues like race, sexuality and disability 

are also affecting their experiences. 

Do Don’t 

✓ Call out or challenge behaviours that demean, 

degrade and marginalise women. 

✓ Support women to speak up for themselves. 

✓ Give opportunities to women to progress and 

succeed 

✓ Educate yourself on the experience of others 

and seek to understand how they may have 

experienced things differently to you.  

✓ Listen to people when they talk about their 

experiences and what affects them. 

✓ Speak up for women and people who don’t 

conform to gender stereotypes even if there are 

none the room; don’t let ignorant or insensitive 

incidents slide.  

 Engage in any of the harmful behaviours outlined 

above 

 Say things like ‘boys will be boys’ or ‘he has a 

problem with women’ as if it is a mitigating 

circumstance. 

 Dismiss the concerns someone might have about 

how they are treated or try and explain them 

away.  

 Speak over women or explain things back to 

them 

 Try and take control of a situation a woman is 

dealing with if you have not been asked to do so 

– the ‘man riding to the rescue’ trope is 

undermining and unhelpful. 

 Make assumptions about what someone is 

capable of or should be based on their gender 

 Think challenging inequality or discrimination is 

someone else’s job. It is everyone’s 

responsibility.  

 

Further reading 

https://www.vox.com/the-highlight/2019/4/16/18287446/incel-definition-reddit 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/blogs-trending-44053828 
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