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Introduction

This document tackles an obvious question at first sight:
‘’What is a woman or a man ?’’ 
This document is not exhaustive, but it tackles the 
question with different views.
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License

This presentation is under Creative Commons license 
‘’Redistribution according to the same terms 4.0 
International’’.
You can reuse it by mentioning its authors.
Authors: Ben de Nâga, Camille
Translator: Charlie
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Biology: genotype criterion

Human beings are usually made of 23 pairs of 
chromosomes which define our genetic characteristics, 
results of inheritance and mutations.

With mammals, X and 
Y chromosomes 
define the sex. 
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Biology: genotype criterion

Usually, the XX pair is a girl, and XY is a boy. The mother 
gives one X chromosome, and the father an X or a Y.

XY : boy XX : girl
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Biology: genotype and phenotype

There can be ‘’anomalies’’ (an abnormal number of 
chromosomes). Which can or can not have 
consequences on the phenotype (observable 
characteristics).
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Biology: genotype and phenotype

Chromosomes Scientific name Woman / man Occurrences

XXY Klinefelter 
syndrome

Intersex, infertile 1/700 males

XXYY, XXXY, 
XXXXY or mosaic 
XXX/XY

Pseudo-Klinefelter Man, infertile rare

XXX Triple X Femme fertile, gonades et 
phénotypes normaux dans la 
majorité des cas

 1/500 females

XYY Ordinary perosn Man, fertile 1/500 males
XO Turner syndrome Woman, infertile 1/2,700 females

YO Lethal Cannot develop without X

XX and XY 
(XX/XY)

Ovotesticular 
disorder

Intersex, infertile  1/30,000 births
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Biology: genotype criterion

On the male Y chromosome, only a small part of SRY 
(Sex-determining Region of Y chromosome) defines the 
masculine sex characteristics.

SRY region on the  Y 
chromose
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Biology: genotype and phenotype

It is also possible to have the usual number of two sex 
chromosomes, but with the Y chromosome not carrying the 
SRY, or with an X chromosome carrying it. 

This happens due to a genetic recombination by exchange of 
bits of chromosomes between X and Y.

Chromosomes Scientific name Woman / man Occurrences

XX Male XX Man, infertile  1/20,000 births

XY Female XY Woman, infertile  1/10,000 births
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Biology and society: phenotype

Sex phenotype is, as we have said before, the observable 
characteristics of the sex of an individual.
In many cases (XX/XY, XXY, XX Man, XY Woman, and 
more), phenotype and genotype characteristics do not 
match.
Doubt does not only come from genetic characteristics, 
but can be due to a malformation by environmental 
causes, a characteristic or a genetic mutation…
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Biology and society: phenotype

What do we do when, at birth, there is doubt or 
hermaphrodism?
How do we define men and women in the Olympic 
Games?
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Biology and the living

If human beings are wondering about the notion of 
man/woman, nature can be way more complex in other 
living beings.
Therefore, the platypus has five pairs of X/Y sex 
chromosomes (males are X1Y1, X2Y2, X3Y3, X4Y4, X5Y5, 
females are X1X1, X2X2, X3X3, X4X4, X5X5).
The Physarum polycephalum has 720 sex types. Each 
type can be combined with the other 719.
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Social: Gender and its social expression

Biology, modifications by environmental causes, 
phenotype, and other elements we have tackled 
previously, are far from being the only ones to define a 
woman or a man.
There is, indeed, a social, gendered assignment to sex.
For example, in France in 2020, a woman is still considered 
softer than a man, she is cleaning more, she shaves her 
legs, has longer hair, plays with dolls as a child…
Whereas a man is often considered stronger, he does not 
cry, shaves his legs if he wants to, has shorter hair, plays 
with plastic guns as a child…
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Social: Gender and its social expression

Within societies, and depending on the era, these social 
expression changes.
These assignments often come from cultural or religious 
origins.
In the 90s, a boy who was crying was seen as ‘’weak’’.
A girl who was fighting with someone was a ‘’tomboy’’.
In the 70s, a boy with long hair and an earring was 
a ‘’fag’’.
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Social: Gender and its social expression

Some behaviors and physical characteristics are 
assigned to social expression.
However, they can also depend on cultural movements. 
For example, during the rock era, there were many men 
with long hair and tight clothes.
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Social: Gender and its social expression
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