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Many studies have shown that even 
casual, recreational use of cannabis will 
change the size, shape and density of the 
brain. These risks are particularly high for 
youths, because their brains are not fully 
developed until the age of 25.

Due to biological differences, men and 
women also experience the effects of 
cannabis differently. HOW CANNABIS AFFECTS MEN & WOMEN

H�G� R�S� O� P�Y�H�S�S
Men are twice as likely to develop 

schizophrenia or psychosis as women; and 4 
times as likely to be hospitalised for cannabis 

psychosis, especially in younger men.
Source: Cannabis Psychosis, Gender Matters, 2015

W�I�H�  G�I�
Cannabis gives men serious munchies, 

which can lead to weight gain, and 
decreases the capacity for exercise.
Source: Yale University School of Medicine, 2015

H�I�  L�S�
The study of regular cannabis smokers found that 
young men in particular were prone to hair loss, 
especially when coupled with the carcinogenic 

effects of smoking.
Source: The University of Amsterdam

M�N  B�O�S
Men who regularly smoke 

marijuana can develop 
gynecomastia – aka man boobs 

– due to the hormonal 
imbalance it causes.

Source: Mayo Clinic and the National 
Institute of Health

E�E�T�L�  D�S�U�C�I�N 
A�D  I�F�R�I�I�Y

Regular cannabis use may lead to 
erectile dysfunction and inhibited 
orgasm1. Studies have also found 

reduced sperm counts in men who 
smoked weed. A 2015 Danish study 

estimated that approximately 15% of 
the young men in their study might 

need fertility treatment in the future if 
they wanted to father a child2.

Source: 1. Richard Balon, Wayne State University, 
2017 | 2. Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School 

of Public Health, 2015

S�G�I�I�A�T D�Z�I�E�S
Women who use marijuana report significantly 

more dizziness after smoking up and have 
greater changes in blood circulation.

Source: British Journal of Pharmacology, 2010

B�D  C�M�L�X�O�
Puffing on a joint can lead to aging 

skin; conditions like rosacea, eczema, 
and psoriasis are also worsened. 

Cannabis use also is linked to acne 
and increased facial hair in women 

thanks to hormonal imbalance.
Source: Greenwich Village Dermatology

D�S�U�T�D M�N�T�U�L C�C�E
Studies show that even 1g of 

marijuana is enough to disrupt the 
menstrual cycle. This also impacts 

fertility as well as fetal 
development, as it messes with 

estrogen levels.
Source: Modern Fertility, 2018

D�P�E�S�O� 
A�D A�X�E�Y

Young women who smoked pot 
daily were five times as likely as 

non-pot smokers to develop 
depression and anxiety.

Source: Columbia University, 2013

M�M�R� I�P�I�M�N�
In a study entitled “Sex, Drugs, 

and Cognition: Effects of 
Marijuana,” researchers found 

that cannabis affected 
visuospatial memory impairment 

in women more than men.
Source: Journal of Psychoactive Drugs, 2010
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In 2018, Singaporean playwright Michael 
Chiang re-staged Private Parts, a play which 
had debuted in 1992 at the Singapore 
Festival of Arts – a bittersweet comedy 
revolving around 3 transgender characters. 
He decided to retain the 1990s Singapore 
setting, as in many respects the work was 
firmly situated in that time period. Not only 
are the caricatures of transgender women in 
Private Parts easily recognisable portrayals of 
Blanchard’s dual typology which are widely 
discredited today, but the 1990s was also a 
sensitive time in Singapore’s queer history: 
the dismantling of Bugis Street.

The Phantom 
of Singaporean 
Transgender 
History and 
Identity

By Isabelle Chua

Gender reassignment
Although the first gender confirmation surgery 
was performed in 1971 – with a relatively great 
deal of contemporary media coverage confined to 
small, out-of-sight columns in the Straits Times 
following that – in the 1980s the Ministry of 
Health requested hospitals that had offered the 
procedure to begin phasing it out. This concluded 

with the eventual cessation of gender confirma-
tion surgeries in 2001 by NUH’s Gender Identity 
Clinic, ostensibly over HIV transmission concerns. 

It was shut down, discreetly reopened in 2003 as 
a result of a petition, and permanently closed in 
2008. At present, medical services for transgen-
der Singaporeans are conducted behind closed 
doors, under a complete veil of secrecy. 

This institutional invisibility is generally reflective 
of Singapore’s public policy attitude not just 
towards the transgender community, but 
furthermore towards hot-button social issues writ 
large. This invisibility is encoded into law – or 
rather, the lack of it. Transgender issues are still a 
sensitive topic for governments around the world, 
and where possible most governments would 
greatly prefer not to see these issues, or to resolve 
them without resolving them. 

Transgenderism & the Law
Most legal cases cases in common law jurisdic-
tions (US, UK, Australia, etc.) tend towards 
applying anti-discrimination laws based on 
sexuality in order to achieve the objective of 
protecting trans individuals, with the general 
view or evasion that one does not have to answer 
the question of what sex/gender is in order to 
enforce these protections. 

Beyond all this, there is one extra layer of secrecy 
which shrouds Singapore’s transgender 
community and its stories – the lack of encoding 
into law. The only reference you will find to trans 
individuals in Singapore is in section 12 of the 
Women’s Charter – added in 1996 – which 
permits those who have transitioned fully in the 
eyes of the law to marry the appropriate sex. 

Beyond that, the law is entirely silent on the 
status of transgender individuals. Unlike other 
countries which have statutory transition 
processes (Gender Recognition Act in the UK, 
Transsexuellengesetz in Germany), the process of 
transition in Singapore is entirely comprised of 
executive policy, and therefore entirely at the 
whim of the government. Should the Immigra-
tions & Checkpoints Authority (ICA) decide 
tomorrow to drastically change their policy on IC 
changes, it can be effected without any official 
notice – an occurrence which has (to my 
knowledge) cropped up as recently as 2018. 

Where do we go 
from here?
It is an unfortunate fact that the lives of the trans 
community rest on a whim as a result of a broader 
unwillingness to even recognise its existence. 

The philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, 
in his theory of recognition, suggests that the 
normative act of recognising another person is 
fundamental to our feeling of obligation to treat 
them as persons, as well as individually important 
to the psyche of the recognised. 

Tragically, the adamant refusal of the nation and 
its society to recognise this minority, and the 
resultant struggle for recognition faced daily by 
trans individuals, means that whatever history the 
community even has is not recorded in history 
books, but spoken about in hushed tones and in 
alleys, out of sight and unable to bother broader 
society with its transgressions. 

What was Bugis Street?
Today, most of us know Bugis Street for its 
fast fashion and quaint pet cafes, among 
other things. Most of us are unaware of the 
fact that before the wave of urban redevelop-
ment, Bugis was a hotspot for transgen-
der/trans-adjacent individuals and the 
Caucasians who frequented our shores from 
the 1950s onwards. 

Much of the leniency towards Bugis Street’s 
activities and Singapore’s now-unthinkable 
status as the Bangkok before Bangkok could 
broadly be chalked up to our colonial rule; it 
did not take long for an independent 
Singapore to begin cracking down on rowdy 
activities such as the Australian sailors’ 
tradition, the Dance of the Flaming Arseholes. 

Much like any other socially 
unacceptable behavior in 
Singapore, a great deal of the 
urban redevelopment can be 
attributed to a concerted effort to 
push the scene underground.
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Violence against transgender
Femmephobia has far reaching effects for the LGBTQ community, 
particularly the transgender, where it’s linked to transphobia. 
Transgender women endure oppression in forms of  violence or 
mockery, perhaps even more so than cisgendered women, for simply 
embracing their gender identity outside the constraints of  
masculinity.

Violence is often perpetuated by misogynistic men who’re internally 
feeling “why doesn’t this person want to be a man?” or worse, 
perceive trans women as men looking to attract and trick men.

Trans men fare no better – many who’ve undergone surgery will 
often try to be hypermasculine in order to avoid being called a 
fraud. Trans men who show a hint of  femininity, like wearing nail 
polish or makeup, are often labelled ‘transtrenders’ – a slur for 
someone who becomes trans as a fad. They’re often judged on 
whether they’re masculine enough. Trans men are sometimes denied 
gender-affirming surgery like hysterectomies because doctors assume 
they’d eventually give birth.

When you think of  the word ‘feminine’, it 
immediately makes you think of  someone 
who’s soft, emotional, sensitive, graceful, 
innocent, and also nurturing and co-depen-
dent. Hence, the word ‘femmephobia’ is 
associated with the fear and hatred of  all 
things feminine – the behavior, the way they 
present themselves, and even the colour pink 
and the act of  crying. While ‘misogyny’ is the 
hatred of  women, ‘femmephobia’ is the fear 
and hatred of  things commonly associated 
with women.

The idea of  femmephobia devalues 
everything associated with women and their 
femininity because society still equates 
‘feminine’ with ‘less than’ – femme people are 
perceived as weaker, more objectified, 
infantalised, and so on. And while misogy-
nists are men with a hatred of  women, 
femmephobia can be experienced by both 
men and women as an act of  misogyny.

by Nina Gan

The phenomenon of Femmephobia

What it means for men
For men, presenting as femme has harsher backlash. While a 
‘tomboy’ girl is more tolerated by her parents and peers, a boy who 
has feminine tendencies is often labelled a ‘sissy’ and is likely to be 
bullied by both boys and girls. While there have been many entities 
encouraging women to get into traditionally male-dominated fields 
like STEM, you won’t find as many entities trying to get boys into 
female-dominated programmes like dance or gender studies. While 
women can wear boxers and a tie like it’s fashionable, men who 
don panties and skirts are seen as having a mental problem.

The idea of  ‘masculinity’ is keenly policed in the West – boys are 
often told to ‘man up’ and not cry, while grown men who hug each 
other or cross-dress are ridiculed as ‘gay’. Femmephobia dictates 
that men distance themselves from femininity to seem authentic, so 
if  eating salads or liking Taylor Swift are for women, then ‘real’ 
men should avoid them.

This behavior spills over to the gay male community too, which 
valourises the hypermasculine while demonising, rejecting, and 
shaming the feminine. It’s not uncommon to find gay dating 
profiles listing preferences as “no femmes, queens or flamers”, 
while some gay clubs specifically bar entry to femme-presenting 
men. 

This discrimination against femme gay men rose partly in 
opposition to caricaturish feminine representations of  
homosexuality in mainstream media where they’re often 
‘emasculated’ as being lesser men. As a response, gay men used 
hypermasculinity – by bulking up at the gym – in order to place 
themselves on par with straight masculinity, if  not above. By trying 
to prove they could be as much of  a man, or assimilate with 
straight culture, they grew to loathe or reject not only women, but 
any trait of  femininity. 

What it means for women
For women, femmephobia is a conundrum. If  she wears miniskirts 
and talks about boys, she’d be judged as being a bimbo – even 

though society has conditioned women to adopt an image of  
‘femininity’ through decades of  marketing (how many 

facial product or slimming centre ads have you seen 
lately?). The irony is that if  she’s too masculine, she’d 
be perceived as a dyke, which has negative 
connotations. 

However, between a bimbo and a dyke, women have 
a much larger range of  gender identity to play with 

compared to men. She could wear a dress or jeans, play 
soccer or watch Kdramas; no one would bat an eyelid. 

While in most nations hyper feminine women are sometimes 
mocked, in Asian societies like Japan and Korea, the more 
hyper-feminine a woman, the more valued she is in the eyes of  
men. You can see this in its pop culture influences where girls in 
anime often have high-pitched voices and demure personalities, or 

in K-pop where female idols have to adhere to strict feminine 
behavior. Women in these cases are objectified and infantilised – 

and it’s perceived as the norm, so rather than femmephobia, these 
nations are considered more femme-philic. 

When it comes to discrimination, femmephobia plays a big role in 
traditionally male-dominated spaces like the tech industry. Women 
tend to police themselves in order to cope with the worst aspects of  
the toxic misogynist culture they work in – they would avoid 
presenting too ‘femme’ for fear of  not being taken seriously. For 
video game designer Christine Love, femmephobia in misogynistic 
tech spaces is not about privileging men, it’s privileging 
masculinity.

While femininity is often self-policed by women in male-dominated 
spaces, the way it’s presented in gay and lesbian women has 
startling consequences that begin in childhood. Data from the 
Rainbow Women’s Project in the US – a survey of  women who 
identify as lesbian/gay and bisexual – showed that 40% of  women 
who identified as ‘butch’ reported significantly greater childhood 
emotional and physical neglect, while those who were more 
‘femme’ reported significantly more forced adult sex.

toxic masculinity and violence
The devaluing of  femininity is a social problem with serious 
consequences – it can manifest as internalised misogyny and 
externalised as shaming, policing, and even violence. For example, 
most trans people murdered in the USA in 2015 were femme. 
Three of  the largest massacres in Canada (Montreal, Toronto, Nova 
Scotia) have been categorised as misogynistic attacks.

The men who commit violence out of  femmephobia project 
heteropatriarchal masculinity – one that society 

embraces as the ‘alpha’ of  gender hierarchy. 
According to Rhea Hoskin, scholar at Queens 
University in Ontario, hegemonic masculinity is 
elevated in society often through the 
subordination of  women or less powerful men. 
Those who are femme are assumed to be either 
a woman or someone interested in attracting 
men’s attention, therefore the idea of  femininity 
is seen as something cultivated for men’s 
consumption. 

Femmephobia places children in danger because 
once young boys are perceived to be feminine, 
they immediately become targets of  harassment, 
bullying, and violence – sometimes even from 
their own family members.

The issue at large
Like rape culture, sexism, and transmisogyny, femmephobia is deeply imbedded and 
systemic to the point of  becoming a cultural norm that manifests as a bias against 
femininity in society. Masculine and feminine traits coexist within everyone, regardless of  
gender, and modern culture has forced masculinity to be at odds with femininity. 

Femmephobia cannot simply be conquered overnight – a reset requires introspection. To 
combat this cultural oppression, we as a society need to value femininity and adopt its 
positive traits like compassion and tolerance. It would change how we interact with one 
another, and how we value individuality, for a start. 
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This now-infamous line, uttered by Mr. Yoshiro Mori, leader of 
the Tokyo Olympics organising committee, sparked plenty of 
backlash in Japan and around the world after a virtual meeting 
on February 3. He resigned from the committee over the remarks 
only after he was pressured to do so.

So, do women really not know when to stop talking? When 
asked at a news conference if he thought women talked too 
much, Mori responded, “I donʼt listen to women that much 
lately, so I donʼt know.”

BURSTING THE BUBBLE
Rather than ask an octogenarian misogynist about womenʼs 
speech behaviors, letʼs look at research instead. 

In the book, “The Silent Sex: Gender, Deliberation, and 
Institutions”, political scientists find that when groups of five 
make democratic decisions, if only one member is a woman, she 
speaks 40% less than each man. Only when thereʼs four women 
do they each have equal air time.

Why is this so? Because gender stereotypes dictate that if a man 
who talks too much, heʼs just confident, while a woman who 
does so is too aggressive or controlling. Women face the harsh 
reality that itʼs better to stay silent and be thought polite than 
speak up and jeopardise their careers. Perhaps this reality is best 
encapsulated by Mori, who states that the Tokyo committee has 
“about 7 women at the organising committee, but everyone 
understands their place.”

THE CULT OF “MANTERRUPTING”
Coined by journalist Jessica Bennett, the idea of “manterrupting” 
is when men interrupt women whoʼre talking. While widespread, 
what counts an “interruption” is a matter of interpretation. 

A recent study, conducted by Stanford linguist Katherine Hilton, 
had 5,000 Americans listen to men and women interrupt, with 
identical scripts. It found that male listeners were more likely to 
view women who interrupted another speaker as ruder, less 
friendly, and less intelligent than the men who interjected – 

despite using the exact same words. The women listeners, 
however, viewed both male and female interrupters the same 
way. Clearly, thereʼs a gender gap in what counts as an 
interruption.

THE PERFORMANCE INDEX
In a study of over 100,000 leaders, published in American 
Psychological Associationʼs journal PsycNet, men were rated as 
more confident in their own leadership skills, but women were 
rated as more competent leaders by others. Women also 
outscored men on 17 of 19 key leadership capabilities when 
evaluated by their bosses, according to Harvard Business 
Review. 

The reality is that women perform just as well as men when 
theyʼre both paid to solve problems, according to a study 
published in the Quarterly Journal of Economics. However, 
when theyʼre competing against men, women become reluctant 
to compete. 

The core idea of a patriarchal culture is that masculinity is hard 
to win, but easy to lose. A manʼs ego is related to his superiori-
ty and strength, and an assertive woman can be a threat to this 
fragile ego. So itʼs not like women perform worse because men 
are superior, but because women have to walk a tightrope – 
they need to disagree without seeming disagreeable, raise their 
voices without shouting, for fear of shattering that ego.

According to psychiatrist Vijay Nagaswami, “Any ego that 
derives itself from the perceived superiority of one gender over 
the other is bound to be incomplete and fragile.” 

THE MYTH BUSTED
To sum it up, the idea of women talking more at meetings is a 
total myth. If men perceive that to be the truth, then they truly 
need to be better listeners so that women wouldnʼt need to 
have to master extra skills dancing around eggshells during 
meetings in order to succeed within the shackles of gender 
stereotypes.

By Yin Loon

“When you increase the 
number of female executive 
members, if their speaking time 
isnʼt restricted to a certain 
extent, they have difficulty 
finishing, which is annoying.”

DO WOMEN TALK MORE IN MEETINGS?
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Why is pink ‘girly’? 
Even casual observation tells us pink is 
not automatically seen as feminine in 
other cultures – for example, Italian 
men’s fashion frequently features pink, 
while in Japan, China and S. Korea, 
wearing pink doesn’t mark you as a ‘girl’.

If you have nieces or nephews, you’ll find 
that babies from 4 to 24 months old tend 
to have a unified preference for red – 
this is because that’s the colour they can 
recognise first. 

According to research, both girls and 
boys are attracted to primary colours, 
starting with red, then blue, and then 
green and yellow. It’s not until the child 
grows older do they tend to express 
more preference towards gender-biased 
colours. When they’re old enough to 
want toys, it’s not uncommon for girls to 
lean towards red or pink.

So where does this bias come from?

Gender-based marketing to impres-
sionable young minds may have a part to 
play – children know their gender 

identity by about age 2 – which means if 
they know they’re ‘girls’, society at large 
likely starts programming them at some 
level, to generally prefer pink. Why? Look 
at toy stores and children’s clothing 
stores, and how they segregate by 
colours – when was the last time you saw 
a pink G. I. Joe? For an individual child, 
this process means looking around them 
and reasoning: “Girls wear pink. I’m a girl. I 
must like pink.” 

With exposure to colour-gender 
association at such a young age, is it any 
surprise that children accept the colour 
assigned to the gender as natural? 

According to the Smithsonian, colour-seg-
regated gender marketing started just 
before WWI, and did not settle on the 
present blue and pink gender assign-
ments until the 1940s. The development 
of this popular myth is similar to how 
Coca-Cola built up the overtly commer-
cialised image of Santa Claus we know 
today, until it became the standard 
representation of St. Nick used across the 
English-speaking world.

Colour is a Marketing Influence
Without marketing influence, would we 
associate pink products with 
femininity? What are the negative 
repercussions? For one, reinforcing 
the idea of gender differences 
reinforces gender stereotypes. After 
all, stereotypes inevitably result in the 
social evil of discrimination towards 
people who do not conform. 

What would you think if you saw a guy 
dressed in a pink suit, carrying a pink 
briefcase and driving a pink Bentley? 
Now imagine if he was dressed in a 
blue suit, blue briefcase and blue 
Bentley. The only difference is the 
colour, but that would no doubt taint 
most people’s outlook. Would he be 
any less successful, capable, or even 
masculine? 

So next time you get a pink umbrella, 
you don’t have to be embarrassed by 
it if you’re a guy – you’re just saying 
that you’re not influenced by 
gender-biased marketing. Instead you 
can remind yourself that men who 
wear pink can actually have an edge, 
as shown by a 2012 study commis-
sioned by Cotton USA, in which dudes 
who don pink earn USD1,600 more 
per year than their more conservative 
brothers who stick to traditional blue 
or white shirts.

We almost always assume that gender preferences are inbuilt. Girls naturally 
prefer pink and boys naturally prefer blue, it is said. Anecdotal evidence tells 
us this, and science to a degree often reinforced the idea. 

However after decades of study, historian Jo Paoletti showed that in the US 
at least, from the early 1900s to the 1980s, fashion trends were largely 
reversed, with young girls often dressed in ‘dainty’ blue and young boys 
frequently attired in ‘stronger’ pink. In fact, according to research by 
psychologist Dr Eva Heller, the most preferred colour for both adult genders 
is blue by a wide margin. 

To a modern mind, this complete reverse-assignment of the perceived 
‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ suggests that things we currently perceive as 
gender qualities, whether it be colour preference or behavioural traits, are 
not absolute, but in fact often arbitrarily assigned (by society) and then 
socialised into acceptance.

Pinks, Blues, 
& Gender Cues

by Vincent Tan

Colour preference according to gender
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Asia’s Shifting Gender Roles

Back Then
Patriarchy has ruled relationships for 
centuries. Men were biologically the 
stronger counterpart in a couple, and it 
made sense then that they were to venture 
out of their nests to hunt for food, while 

women took care of their dens and 
offsprings. 

As time passed and society 
modernised, there was a rise in 
gender equality in the West that 
remained elusive in Asia. This was 
because of the traditional Confu-
cian teachings of subordination 
seeded deeply into Asian culture, 
and the age-old battle between the 
East and the West, which prevent-
ed the spread of social views vital 
for equality between the sexes to 
develop. 

Generation Now
Today, families and relationships in Asia 
are no longer as patriarchal as before. As 
the world globalised, traditional Asian 
culture got infiltrated with western values 
and the family landscape changed. Women 
can now join the workforce without being 
frowned upon and receive higher education 
if they so wish. 

Jobs predominantly taken on by females 
such as teaching and nursing are no longer 
as looked down upon and men are increas-
ingly wanting in; male-dominated work-
places that are also often higher-paying are 

What it means
Even with all the progression and 
changes in the typical Asian family unit, 
it cannot be said that patriarchy has taken 
a backseat yet. Glass ceilings still very 
much exist, and being a househusband is 
still taboo. Women might be allowed to go 
out and earn their keep, but society by 
and large still expects them to continue 
managing household affairs. 

What’s your image of a typical Asian family? That the father 
is the one bringing home the bacon, and the mother is in 
charge of the household? There’s more: hierarchical, patriar-
chal, less open with affection and with a strong emphasis on 
face and honour. There isn’t anyone who doesn’t recognise the 
dynamics of a traditional Asian family. 

It didn’t help that sons were favoured as 
they were viewed as more advantageous to 
a family in terms of monetary and face 
value — they could help out in farms, run 
family businesses, contribute to the 
household income, receive dowries, and 
carry on the family lineage. 

In Asian countries like China and India, the 
majority of the population were poor and 
could not afford to feed that many mouths. 
Not forgetting a large national population 
that led to the one-child policy in China, 
female infanticide became an unfortunately 
common occurrence, because to put it 
bluntly, raising sons were more “worth the 
investment”. As a result, by 2050, there will 
be approximately 60 million more men of 
marriageable age than women in China 
and India. 

extending more recognition and acceptance 
to women, from finance and business 
operations to medicine and science. 

As education levels and financial indepen-
dence rise, women are also marrying later. 
Mirroring the West, many wealthier nations 
like Japan, Singapore, and South Korea, to 
name a few, have women marrying at ages 
29-34, and even sizable populations of 
women who aren’t marrying at all. Almost 
a third of Japanese women and over 
one-fifth of Taiwanese women in their 30s 
are unmarried; in Bangkok, 20% of women 
aged 40-44 are single. 

Until Asia is able to graduate from battling 
with gender inequality to figuring out 
gender neutrality (that’s a whole new 
ballgame), ageing populations, slower 
economic growth, and even an increase in 
crime rates — yes, marriage actually 
socialises men and lowers levels of testos-
terone and criminal behaviour — are just 
some things that Asia has to deal with. 

by Chan Choy Yu 
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MEN > WOMEN
Why A.I. is still sexist

By Nina Gan

How does it affect you?
As we move further into an automated world 
where we are increasingly reliant on incorrupt-
ible and dedicated workers, we’re giving 
everyday tasks that could be discriminatory 
because they copy human behaviours.

For example, Amazon’s AI system was found to 
discriminate against women in their hiring 
process, and despite multiple attempts to correct 
the algorithm, Amazon scrapped the AI because 
it could not “unlearn” this bias.

Skewing the hiring process is just one aspect — 
bias in algorithms can also lead to discrimina-
tion in loan applications, medical diagnoses, 
and even the criminal justice system. When 
governments use tools like facial recognition for 
criminal profiling, it can have life-and-death 
ramifications.

With gender inequality still deeply rooted in our 
society, machine learning algorithms run the risk 

of propagating and amplifying all 
our biases. This could have 
alarming consequences 
especially when we put our 
blind trust in AI in many 
different decision-making 

scenarios.

We live in interesting times, when the technologies we see in 
movies are fast becoming reality. One technology that has made it 
into the real world is artificial intelligence (AI), which is becoming 
increasingly present in our day-to-day lives. From chatbots at call 
centres to image recognition software in your search engine and 
even your email spam filter, AI is definitely here to stay.

But relying on AI can be risky, not because there’s a fear of a “robot 
uprising” – it’s more because of its inherent sexism. This is because 
it’s based on machine learning, and much of that learning comes 
from imitating human behaviour. 

The sexist language of AI

Artificial Intelligence is a product of machine learning – a 
function of monkey see, monkey do. One of the ways AI learns is 
through Natural Language Processing (NLP) which combs 
through linguistic data to interpret outcomes using mathemati-
cal models. 

The problems come when an NLP’s algorithm gives us gender-bi-
ased outcomes simply because of the language it’s learning 
from, and the English language is inherently sexist.

Firstly, masculine nouns and pronouns are often used to refer to 
both men and women (ie. man-kind, king-dom, etc), and it’s only 
relatively recently that we used gender-neutral words, like 
firefighters instead of firemen. 

Machine learning algorithms aren’t sophisticated enough to pick 
up nuances. For instance, take the words “king” and “queen”: one 

Seeing sexism

AI also has an inherent bias in detecting and deciphering images. Using 
deep neural networks to identify images, modelled after the network of 
neurons in your brain, these systems learn to recognise faces by 
analysing many millions of pre-labelled photos.

In an analysis of two large collections of photos used to “train” 
image-recognition software, University of Virginia researchers found that 
AI would display gender bias in their depiction of activities: images of 
shopping and washing are linked to women, while coaching and 
shooting are tied to men. Machine-learning software trained on the 
datasets didn’t just mirror those biases, it amplified them – the research-
ers’ paper includes a photo of a man at a stove labeled “woman.”

Meanwhile, researchers at Carnegie Mellon University 
and George Washington University found that AI 
systems were more likely to create professional 
images of men (wearing business or career attire) while 
generating sexualised images of women (wearing 
bikinis or low-cut tops). 

is a royal male, and the other is a woman married to the king. 
While we also use “queen” to describe a woman leading a 
kingdom by herself, a machine can’t understand the idea of a 
queen ruling a masculine king-dom.

Secondly, ingrained sexism has trained our collective societies to 
hold onto outmoded gender roles. For example, we associate 
“doctor” with men, and “nurse” with women because of the 
social perception humans have of the jobs.

The K-nearest neighbours (KNN) algorithm illustrates just how 
sexist our language is: in the man subgroup you’ll find adjectives 
like cocky, brilliant, or clever and jobs like banker, headmaster, 
physicist and thug. Women, instead, are described as sassy, 
sexy, and gorgeous with jobs like nurse, receptionist, pediatri-
cian, and…prostitute. 

WOMAN

WOMAN

WOMAN

MAN
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Manly 
Steaks & 
Feminine 
Salads
GENDERING OF FOOD

By Nina Gan
Do men really prefer steaks and pizzas while 
ladies prefer salads and cute desserts? You 
don’t really have to look far to find your 
answer – crowds at salad bars will 
usually have more female patrons than 
males, and conversely at affordable 
steak restaurants, groups of men 
dominate. You’ll also find that men are 
averse to dining at dessert cafes by 
themselves (or in a group of men). 

In an experiment titled ‘Macho Nachos’ got 
participants to rate foods as masculine and 
feminine – baked vs fried chicken, baked 
potatoes vs fries, baked vs fried fish, etc. The 
results are unsurprising: people were more 
likely to see the unhealthier options as 
masculine, and the healthier options as 
feminine. Why is this so?

Boys are built different from girls
It’s not a stretch to imagine that most guys love their meat – 
whether it’s a burger or a beef rendang. Some of this preference 
for meat over other foods can be explained by evolution, 
according to Yale University’s David Katz. 

Men, as hunters, needed more protein to build muscle mass, so 
meat was a reward. Over time, this created different caloric 
requirements between the two sexes, because prehistoric men 
and women had differing access to foods. A study by Hank 
Rothgerber of Bellarmine University revealed that men are more 
pro-meat than women because of its protein value (among other 
findings). 

Men are also much less likely to eat their veggies than women, 
particularly when they feel healthy. Women, on the other hand, 
are much better at consuming their greens, according to a 
National Cancer Institute survey.

Even hormonal differences could explain why men generally 
prefer stronger food flavours than women. Women, especially 
those of reproductive age, are more sensitive to flavours than 
men, according to multiple studies. 

Cultural priming is the culprit
What we eat goes back to the idea of priming – how culture 

imprints concepts in our minds through old-fashioned 
gender-based marketing. According to the gospel of 
advertising, women like dieting, desserts, and looking nice, 
whereas men like beer, sports, and meat. It suggests that 
women should be ‘dainty’ while men should be ‘macho’.

You’ll see that beer commercials always depict men 
drinking beer while enjoying sports or hanging out with the 
boys. Commercials for yogurt will teach you that it’s 

exclusively eaten by women (usually to attract men). This form 
of gendered advertising goes way back to the 1940s, where ads 
usually depicted women as cooks and men as beer drinkers. 

Despite societal changes over the years, food historians Laura 
Shapiro and Harvey Levenstein have noted that the depiction of 
male and female tastes in advertising has remained consistent, 
even with new ingredients and foods. Healthy food fads like kale 
and quinoa are gendered as “female,” while bacon, bourbon, and 
“adventurous foods” – like insects – are branded as “masculine.”

Our evaluation of food isn’t always about the food itself, but the 
packaging it comes in. Researchers from the University of 
Manitoba investigated reactions to gendered differences in food 
packaging. Unsurprisingly, those labelled with healthy options 
are often seen as more feminine, with the opposite perceived as 
masculine. Researchers also defied conventional gender 
stereotypes by placing the word “mega” alongside a photo of a 
ballerina, and the word “health” alongside a football image. As 
expected, participants found them confusing. This experiment 
shows that when healthy food is packaged with masculine 
imagery, there’s a violation.

Defying gendered foods
Many of us at least recognise that we associate food with 
gender. A 2007 New York Times article noted a trend of young 
women ordering steak on first dates, and it was a way to 
reassure men that, should a 
relationship flower, their 
girlfriends won’t lecture 
them about their food 
choices. 

There is no doubt that many of us defy 
these food preference stereotypes; we 
shouldn’t not eat certain foods because it’s 
perceived as masculine or feminine. We already unneces-
sarily associate so many things with gender – ie. pink is for girls – 
so why is there a need to associate our basic 
source of sustenance too?
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Gender and the roles that come with it are often determined from the sexual organs that develop during gesta-
tion. In humans, there are traditionally fixed stereotypes to gender and its roles. While a shift in gender roles can 
usually be understood, the stigma to sex change remains. But, whether it is due to environmental pollution or for 

survival, sex (and gender role) change is not an uncommon phenomenon among other animals.

Seahorses
Males carry eggs in their own bellies, and subsequently 
hatch the young.  

HOW: Unlike a homo sapiens’ act of depositing the sperm 
into the uterus, the female of this species deposits the 
eggs into the male’s pouch. The eggs are then fertilised in 
his pouch where they are nurtured until they hatch. 

WHY: Females need more time to make eggs so this 
ensures the survival of their species. By sharing the 
responsibility of the reproductive process – from production 
to delivery – they can maximise the rate of survival. 

Polar Bears
Polar bears are experiencing 
changes in the anatomy of their 
sexual organs. A minority of them 
now have both male and female 
parts.

HOW: Some female polar bears on 
Svalbard have both male and female sex 
organs, even though there are no Y chromosomes 
present (to indicate they’re genetically male), identifying 
them as pseudo-hermaphrodites. This condition may have arisen due 
to hormonal disruptions and toxic pollutants – it’s also causing male polar 
bears to experience penile fractures (polar bears have penis bones called 
baculum). 

WHY: Polychlorinated biphyenyls (PCBs) and polybrominated diphenyls 
(PBDE) are chemical pollutants found in the seas, particularly in the Arctic, and 
the concentration levels up as it goes into the food chain. These pollutants 
interfere with the hormones and can result in reproductive system abnormali-
ties, such as the development of male sexual characteristics in females.

Snails
When two snails come together, both get impregnated.

HOW: Most species of snails are hermaphroditic, and when two snails 
come into contact, they ‘shoot’ each other with calciferous love darts 
(which deliver hormones) before sperm is transferred reciprocally. In many 
species, both mating snails will lay eggs.   

WHY: A school of thought believes that because the snail moves slowly, 
it’d be too unproductive to go around finding an opposite 

sex to mate. Thus, they have both female and male 
sexual organs to speed 
up the mating process 
to increase their 
chances of survival.

Copperhead Snakes
The females are capable of virgin birth.

HOW: Female snakes, like some reptiles, can 
fertilise their own eggs without the need for male 

sexual partners, in a reproductive term called 
parthenogenesis. While she carries out the reproductive 
functions of both sexes at once, she’s not a hermaphro-

dite. With facultative parthenogenesis, a special cell called 
a polar body that’s produced with an egg sometimes acts like a sperm to “fertilise” it.  

WHY: Parthenogenesis is an adaptive strategy to ensure the reproduction when 
conditions are not favourable for sexual reproduction. Asexual reproduction can be 
advantageous to organisms that must remain in a particular environment and in 
places where mates are scarce. 

Clownfish
Clownfish are all born with male 
sexual organs. However, as they get 
older, the most dominant fish in the group 
will develop female sexual organs to mate with 
the other fishes.

HOW: When you put four clownfish in a tank, the biggest and most dominant 
fish in this tank will develop female genitals and mate with the other three male 
fish. The scientific terminology for the sex change from male to female is 
known as ‘protandry’.

WHY: Following the survival of the fittest theory, this is to ensure that the most 
stellar baby clownfish would be produced. Since eggs need more resources to 
produce, it’s logical that the job for this is more suited for the biggest and 
strongest fish.

Weird Nature
by Ci En

Bearded 
Dragons
They perform a sex reversal in the egg. 

HOW: When warm temperatures occur 
during egg incubation, male bearded dragons 
often reverse course to become female, but not completely. They remain male 
genetically, but act and reproduce like females and lay twice as many eggs as 
normal females. 

WHY: It is believed that this form of sex determination, also known as 
temperature-dependent sensitive determination (TSD), is most common in the 
reptile family. Certain temperatures create the optimum conditions for the 
nurturing of a specific sex, so this form of sex determination is to increase its 
chances of survival. Male bearded dragons are currently undergoing sex 
reversal at a rising rate, likely due to the spike in global temperatures.    

Unusual Sex & Gender Roles in the Animal Kingdom
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 stress relief 

HOW TO LOSE A 
GUY IN 10 DAYS

THE NOTEBOOK

10 THINGS I HATE 
ABOUT YOU

THE MATRIX
BRIDESMAIDS

RAIDERS OF 
THE LOST ARK

DIRTY HARRY

THE DARK KNIGHT

IRON MAN 2

PRETTY WOMAN

CON AIR

WHAT TO EXPECT WHEN 
YOU'RE EXPECTING

LEVEL 1:  Guess if these quotes 
are from chick flicks 
or action movies

LEVEL 2:  Match the quotes to 
the movie titles below
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or

"Has the fact that you're 
completely psycho managed 
to escape your attention?"

"I'm going to have to ask 
you to exit the donut."

"Don't think you are, 
know you are."

"There's no such thing as ready. 
You just jump on a moving train 
and you try not to die." 

"If you're a bird, I'm a bird."

“You and I are such similar 
creatures, Vivian. We both 
screw people for money.”

“You're not the man I 
knew ten years ago.”

“You can't lose some-
thing you never had.”

"Look away!  What did we 
eat?!  The sink’s a goner!  It’s 
comin’ outta me like lava!"

"Put the bunny 
back in the box."

“Let’s put a smile on that face.”

“You’ve Got To Ask Yourself One 
Question: Do I Feel Lucky?”
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