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Abstract
Essentialism is an ontological belief that social groups
share underlying “essences,” while social constructionism
suggests social groups are formed and upheld by cultural
understandings. We aim to highlight that essentialist
and social constructionist beliefs regarding LGBTIQ+
identities underlie psychological evaluations of whether
an LGBTIQ+ identity is real (social recognition of exis-
tence). These evaluations have tangible consequences
for LGBTIQ+ people such that LGBTIQ+ identities con-
sidered real are (de)valued while those considered not
real are marginalized. Central to our examination is the
concept of “naturalness,” which often affords realness.
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experiences of both advocacy and
involvement in LGBTIQ+ communities
and organizations.

This is reflected through essentialist thought at the indi-
vidual level when evaluating the realness of LGBTIQ+
identities. However, while LGBTIQ+ people may embrace
essentialist rhetoric to defend their identities as real, many
draw instead on social constructionist notions. Lastly,
we examine how essentialist and social constructionist
rhetoric are evident in structural systems to either deny
or legitimize LGBTIQ+ identities as real. By reimagining
LGBTIQ+ research, we seek to expand the understanding
of these identities.

INTRODUCTION

As the global socio-political climate rapidly changes for lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, intersex,
queer, questioning, and people of diverse sexualities or gender identities not covered by these
labels (LGBTIQ+; Hässler et al., 2024), public discourse has challenged whether LGBTIQ+ iden-
tities are real (e.g., Denizet-Lewis, 2014). For instance, in 2024, controversial children’s author J.K.
Rowling (2024) posted online, “Astounding how often militant trans activists tell the rest of us,
‘so what you’re saying is, trans girls aren’t real girls.’ Yes, that’s exactly what we’re saying. . . ” In
reaction to such challenges, advocates for LGBTIQ+ people have also used language rooted in
realness assertions. For instance, in blocking legislation that would ban trans youth from receiv-
ing appropriate gender-affirming care, Florida (U.S.) Judge Robert Hinkle stated, “The elephant
in the room should be noted at the outset. Gender identity is real. The record makes this clear. . . ”
(Dekker v Weida, 2023, p. 4).
Assertions of existence regarding social identities can influence how those with such identi-

ties are treated. For example, recognizing the existence of trans and gender-diverse people may
facilitate access to gender-affirming care, as per the statement above. However, recognizing an
identity as real does not necessarily facilitate the act of social valuation, as treating a group nega-
tively (devaluation) also requires the recognition of the existence of a group (Morton & Postmes,
2009). For instance, in reiterating opposition to same-gender marriage, Solomon Islands Gover-
nor General Sir Frank Kabui stated, “It is not wrong to be born with gay or lesbian inclination. . .
there is however a choice either practicing it or not. . . ” (Pacific Islands News Association, 2018).
Conversely, the denial of the existence of LGBTIQ+ identities facilitates invisibility. For example,
the presumption of heterosexuality, cisgender identities, and endosex bodies in healthcare spaces
results in LGBTIQ+ people being unable to get their needs met (e.g., Lambrou et al., 2020; Paine,
2018).
The extent to which LGBTIQ+ identities are evaluated as real or not real may rely on the belief

systems individuals draw upon regarding social categories. Psychological essentialism (essential-
ism hereafter) refers to the belief that there is an underlying “essence” (e.g., biological origin)
that members of a social category (e.g., women, Black people) share that distinguishes them from
other social categories (e.g., men, White people; Haslam et al., 2000; see also Gelman, 2003). In
contrast, social constructionism posits that social categories like gender, sexual orientation, or race
are human constructs reinforced through language, values, andnorms (Berger&Luckmann, 1966;
Kitzinger, 1987; Schudson & Gelman, 2022). Though essentialism and social constructionism are
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“REALNESS” PERCEPTIONS OF LGBTIQ+ PEOPLE 845

often seen as mutually exclusive, these beliefs can coexist (DeLamater & Hyde, 1998; Schudson &
Gelman, 2022). For example, an individualmay believe that a trans personwas “born in thewrong
body” (essentialist), but in parallel, critique binary gender categories (social constructionist) that
see nonbinary people discriminated against.
Though much work regarding essentialist and social constructionist beliefs has highlighted

their relation to prejudice or attitudes towards LGBTIQ+ people, scant research has examined
how these belief systems may influence whether LGBTIQ+ identities are considered real (but
see Morton & Postmes, 2009). The distinction between devaluation and assertions of social iden-
tity existence is vital. For a group to be devalued (e.g., through prejudice or discrimination) or
valued (e.g., through inclusivity or acceptance), theymust first be acknowledged as existing. Con-
versely, denying the existence of an identity can lead to unique forms of marginalization and
invisibility (see Morton & Postmes, 2009). For instance, discrimination may see the existence of
LGBTIQ+ individuals acknowledged (e.g., through antidiscrimination legislation in workplaces),
yet still deem them less worthy of certain rights, such as marriage (see EqualDex, 2024 for a
breakdown of global LGBTIQ+ legislation). In contrast, denying the existence of LGBTIQ+ iden-
tities can strip individuals of the grounds to advocate for LGBTIQ+ equality. For instance, by
criminalizing any acknowledgment or expression of LGBTIQ+ identities in media, education, or
public life that makes any form of advocacy punishable (Nicholls, 2023; “Russia: Expanded ‘Gay
Propaganda’ Ban,” 2022). That is, evaluations of realness seem to be an antecedent to devalu-
ation (such as discrimination or prejudice) or valuation (e.g., inclusivity) practices. The denial
of realness likely contributes to practices of marginalization (i.e., invisibility; e.g., Morton &
Postmes, 2009).
Therefore, we examine how social constructionist and essentialist belief systems may guide

evaluations of whether an LGBTIQ+ identity is real and how LGBTIQ+ people may use these
belief systems to defend their identities as real. Throughout this paper, we use the term realness
as it reflects the language increasingly used in societal debates about LGBTIQ+ identities (e.g.,
Dekker v Weida, 2023; Denizet-Lewis, 2014; see also Bettcher, 2007; Currah & Moore, 2009) and
encompasses not just identity denial by non-LGBTIQ+ groups, but also public and personal asser-
tions of LGBTIQ+ existence. Realness, in the context of this work, can be defined as the extent to
which a social identity is recognized, acknowledged, and considered legitimate by a given soci-
ety or cultural framework. It does not refer to what is objectively real (which may lend itself to
essentialism) but instead involves both the social recognition of the existence of an identity and
its acknowledgment as part of social reality (regardless of whether it is valued or not).
The aim of this paper is to highlight that essentialist and social constructionist beliefs under-

lie evaluations of whether an LGBTIQ+ identity is real. To do this, examining the social criteria
that afford realness claims to social identities is first necessary. Drawing on observations from
Queer and Feminist Theory, we reiterate that inmany post-colonial contexts, LGBTIQ+ identities
have been afforded realness when they equate with “naturalness.” Second, we examine how these
notions are reflected through essentialist thought at the individual level. Third, we highlight that
while LGBTIQ+ people may also embrace these notions, they also experience and embody their
identities in ways that conflict with the naturalness/realness binary, drawing instead on social
constructionist notions to defend their identities as real. Fourth, we examine how essentialist
and social constructionist rhetoric are evident in structural systems to either deny or legitimize
LGBTIQ+ identities as real which carry consequences. By examining realness, we can better
understand the material consequences of these beliefs on LGBTIQ+ individuals and the role of
local societal norms in shaping these evaluations.
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846 BARTELS et al.

“NATURALNESS” HAS HISTORICALLY AFFORDED REALNESS

Dominant, colonial social structures (such as heteronormativism and gender binarism) are pre-
dominantly built on perceptions that “natural” is genuine and distinct from artificial (Foucault,
1976; Gutting, 1989). Further, perceptions of “naturalness” have historically been equated with
morality (termed the naturalistic fallacy; Dar-Nimrod & Heine, 2011) such that categories seen
as “natural” are considered more moral, while those considered “unnatural” have been consid-
ered less so (see Zaharin, 2022 and Stein, 2014 for discussions), which carry consequences. For
instance, scholars have argued that dominant norms regarding (“natural”) heterosexuality and
the sex/gender binary are colonial impositions (Kerekere, 2021; Monaghan, 2015; Zaharin, 2022;
see also Mogotsi et al., 2024; Svensson & Strand, 2024), which have positioned Indigenous sexu-
alities, family structures, gender and the interrelated nature of these as “unnatural” (Swarr, 2023;
see also O’Sullivan, 2021 for a discussion of gender and colonialism), thereby “justifying” violent,
colonial interventions (Morgensen, 2010).
Moral panics where LGBTIQ+ people are positioned as threats to the “natural” nuclear fam-

ily have increasingly emerged (Hodžić & Bijelic,́ 2014; Kuhar & Zobec, 2017), which may have
implications for LGBTIQ+ group equality as historically, when framed as “unnatural” LGBTIQ+
groups have held a low legal status. For instance, sexual diversity criminalization falls under
“unnatural” offenses in Pakistan (seeCherian et al., 2024 for a discussion), Nigeria (Criminal Code
Act, 1990, s. 214 [Nigeria]),Malaysia (Penal CodeAct 545, 2015, s. 377A [Malaysia]), andGhana (see
Mogotsi et al., 2024 for a discussion). Subsequently, much literature has been dedicated to the
search for a biological basis for sexual orientation and gender identity (see Dar-Nimrod & Heine,
2011 and Diamond & Rosky, 2016 for reviews) as rendering genetic (considered “natural”) expla-
nations of stigmatized identities are thought to legitimize them. For example, in 2020, Hungary
introduced legislation that redefined a term used to mean both sex and gender (“nem”) to mean
“biological sex based on primary sex characteristics and chromosomes” (Knight & Gall, 2020).
Redefinition of the term in combination with legislation that prevents amending sex recorded
at birth on legal documentation effectively disallows trans and gender-diverse individuals to be
legally recognized as their current gender identity based on some perceived lack of “natural-
ness.” That is, in dominant cisheteronormative systems, perceptions of naturalness have afforded
realness claims to a social identity.
To contextualize how and why LGBTIQ+ identities may be evaluated as real or not, we briefly

highlight how the concept of “naturalness” has been approached. Theoretical frameworks are
active constructors of reality, influencing human understanding and interactions with the world,
especially regarding social categories (seeMallon, 2007). For instance, sex (classifications based on
groupings of genitalia, reproductive anatomy, chromosomes, hormones, and secondary features
that emerge from puberty into dominant medical binary categories of male and female; Intersex
Human Rights Australia, 2021) is often considered “natural” because it is perceived as inherent
(e.g., Currah & Moore, 2009; Garfinkel, 2006); however, scholars have argued it must be consid-
ered within the cultural context. For instance, in a review of approaches to the development of
sexual orientation and sex/gender, Fausto-Sterling (2019) challenges the notion that the binary
classification of sex as either male or female is entirely dictated by nature. Intersex individuals––
who may have chromosomal, gonadal, or anatomical variations from binary medical definitions
of male or female–– are often subjected to nonconsensual and unneededmedical interventions to
ensure conformity to a socially constructed, binary classification of sex (deMaría Arana, 2005; see
also Klysing et al., 2024). What is more, such classifications often occur within broader systems
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“REALNESS” PERCEPTIONS OF LGBTIQ+ PEOPLE 847

of social and power hierarchies. For instance, the construction of rigid and binary sex categories
has been used to maintain Eurocentric or Western standards of masculinity and femininity in
professional sports (see Batelaan & Abdel-Shehid, 2021 for a discussion).
Within dominant cisheteronormative structures, naturalness has historically been equated

with the realness of a social category. For instance, a person recorded as female at birth (sex) is
then prescribed the social roles and responsibilities of “woman” (gender), termed the sex/gender
binary (see Butler, 1990 for a discussion). However, as many Queer Theory and/or Feminist schol-
ars (e.g., Foucault, 1976; Haslanger, 2012, 2016) have pointed out, naturalness does not equate to
realness but rather has historically afforded realness; that is, some “natural” origin is perceived
as affording membership to a socially constructed category (e.g., gender, sexual orientation). That
is not to say that naturalness affords valuation, for there are a number of social categories (e.g.,
gender and race) that are devalued (e.g., through misogyny and racism), but rather, the ways it
has been used is as a basis for such (de)valuation practices.
In sum, we wish to highlight, as many have before us, that what is considered “natural” is not

always purely natural. However, in dominant cisheteronormative discourse, there seems to be
a prevailing assumption that “natural” is real and, therefore good. Subsequently, tension arises
when individuals experience, embody, or live their identities in ways that are seen to “conflict”
with the perceived naturalness/realness binary. For instance, LGBTIQ+ people do not always
define their identities in terms of naturalness, instead drawing upon the construction of social
roles, political and personal dimensions, enacted behavior, and social relations (e.g., Kitzinger,
1987; see also Day, 2020). Consequently, those who experience and embody their identities in ways
that are not reliant on naturalness claims are rendered invisible within dominant cisheteronorma-
tive frameworks (e.g., Yoshino, 2000; see also Erickson-Schroth &Mitchell, 2009). Understanding
this structure allows for the examination of the tension betweenwhen non-LGBTIQ+ groupsmay
evaluate LGBTIQ+ identities as real and howLGBTIQ+ groupsmay defend their identities as real.
That is, when essentialist beliefs or social constructionist beliefs may be appealing for making
realness claims.

PERCEPTIONS OF SOCIAL CATEGORIES

Within dominant social structures in which naturalness affords realness, social categories are
often mistakenly perceived as inherent and unchangeable natural kinds (categories believed to
exist independent of social practice; Haslam et al., 2000; Rothbart & Taylor, 1992) rather than arti-
facts kinds (socially constructed categories). Relatedly, how beliefs about categories are used can
vary depending on the group under consideration. For instance, essentialism can serve as a ratio-
nale that justifies existing social hierarchies (e.g., the patriarchy, colonizer, or White supremacy;
Brescoll et al., 2013) because it is based on the premise that group membership indicates qualities
and abilities (e.g., Keller, 2005).
However, essentialism can take an additional form such that a perceived essence (e.g., a “gay

gene”) is seen as affording membership to a social category such as sexual orientation or gender
identity (e.g., Dar-Nimrod & Heine, 2011); termed sexual orientation and gender identity essential-
ism, respectively. That is, in some instances, LGBTIQ+ identitiesmay be evaluated in this way, but
in other cases, characteristics (e.g., sexual behavior) are seen as stemming from some perceived
essence. Additionally, these ways inwhich social groups are evaluated are not removed fromdom-
inant social values. For instance, when a person’s characteristics are evaluated, moral or cultural
values are often attached to whether such characteristics are considered “normal” or “deviant”
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848 BARTELS et al.

(Diamond & Rosky, 2016). Similarly, when a person is evaluated as being a “real” member of a
social group, such evaluations are not removed from broader dominant discourses that equate
naturalness with realness.
In summary, in the case of LGBTIQ+ identities, an essence is sometimes perceived as affording

membership to an LGBTIQ+ group. In other instances, characteristics are seen as stemming from
some essence. In the former, we propose that a perceived essence (usually some perceived biolog-
ical origin) affords realness to an identity. In the latter form, we propose that a perceived essence
determines (de)valued characteristics. Further, these evaluations occur within dominant social
norms; often those that equate naturalness with realness. Subsequently, individuals may draw
upon differing belief systems to determine if an identity is real or to defend their own identity.

Beliefs about LGBTIQ+ groups

Essentialist beliefs regarding sexual orientation aremultifaceted and not universally agreed upon;
however, there is considerable consensus. Generally, researchers have distinguished between
beliefs about naturalness (whether a group is considered natural) and entitativity (whether a
group is informative or uniform; Haslam et al., 2000). In relation to sexual orientation beliefs
among heterosexual people, Hegarty and Pratto (2001) found two dimensions––immutability (the
belief that sexual orientation is fixed) and fundamentality (the belief that there are distinct differ-
ences between lesbian and gay people and heterosexual people). Similarly, Arseneau et al. (2013,
Study 2), in their sample of heterosexual people, found four dimensions through exploratory factor
analysis: naturalness (the belief that sexual orientation is biologically based, innate, ahistorical,
immutable [akin to immutability] and universal), discreteness (akin to fundamentality), informa-
tiveness (belief that knowledge about a category’s essence can provide predictive information), and
homogeneity (belief that people with the same sexual orientation are uniform) with the latter two
dimensions akin to earlier findings of entitativity.What ismore, the factor structure exhibited con-
figural invariance across both LGB and heterosexual participants, suggesting these dimensions
are, in part, also held by LGBTIQ+ individuals.
Conversely, when using only a sample of LGB individuals using the same items, Arseneau et al.

(2013, Study 1) found four dimensions: naturalness, discreteness, entitativity, and importance (the
belief that grouping people by sexual orientation is important), which indicated a poor fit among
a heterosexual sample indicating sexual identity may influence beliefs about sexual orientation.
The change from homogeneity to entitativity amongst only LGBTQ+ individuals indicates a shift
from viewing sexual orientation groups as cohesive units to seeing them as groups of individu-
als with similar traits. Conversely, Morgenroth et al. (2021) found three dimensions in a sample
of LGB individuals––naturalness, entitativity, and discreteness using exploratory factor analysis.
The absence of the importance factor could be, as the authors note, because some of the impor-
tance items loaded on the entitativity factor. Generally, however, there is a consistent distinction
between naturalness and other essentialist beliefs.
While there is also extensive literature on gender essentialism (e.g., Skewes et al., 2018), it pri-

marily deals with beliefs regarding categories of cisgender women and cisgender men and the
belief that gender categories (i.e., usually binarymen andwomen) are defined by biology (i.e., sex)
and are mutually exclusive, static, and informative (Fine et al., 2023). However, recent research
has distinguished between gender essentialism and gender identity essentialism, which refers to
the belief that gender identities (e.g., woman, nonbinary) have some form of innate basis and are
stable (see also Schudson & van Anders, 2022).
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“REALNESS” PERCEPTIONS OF LGBTIQ+ PEOPLE 849

Though social constructionist and essentialist beliefs are positioned as opposing (DeLamater
& Hyde, 1998), individuals may hold co-existing essentialist and social constructionist perspec-
tives. For instance, evidence indicates that the terms male/female (referring to sex) are typically
described using essentialist terms (especially amongst men, Lloyd & Galupo, 2019), whilemascu-
line/feminine (referring to gender expression) are considered more in social constructionist terms
(see also Schudson et al., 2019), as is sexual orientation. However, theremay be considerable varia-
tion to what extent LGBTIQ+ and non-LGBTIQ+ people use essentialist or social constructionist
descriptions (see also Anderson, 2023). The termsman/woman (referring to gender) are, however,
mostly considered in terms of both essentialist and social constructionist content, though cisgen-
der heterosexual individuals aremore likely thanLGBTIQ+ individuals to define such termsusing
essentialist rhetoric (Schudson et al., 2019).
That is, beliefs about social categories are evidenced to not be fully accounted for by essentialism

or social constructionism. In addition, in their factor analysis intended to identify essentialist and
social constructionist beliefs about race and gender, Schudson andGelman (2022) identified a dis-
tinct, third unexpected factor: Realism. The realism factor regarding gender included items such
as (1) “Gender is a real category,” (2) “Gender is a natural category,” and (3) “‘Women’ and ‘men’
are made-up categories” (inversely related to the former two items). Moreover, this factor corre-
lated moderately positively with essentialism but negatively with social constructionism. Though
their work did not look at whether such dimensions acted causally to each other, it does suggest
that essentialist and social constructionist beliefs are, at least in part, associated with realness
evaluations and that perceived naturalness is associated with realness. That is, realness evalua-
tions under essentialism may see naturalness as equating to “objectively” real. However, under
social constructionism, realness may represent an acknowledgment as part of social reality. Ulti-
mately, research such as this indicates that beliefs about LGBTIQ+ people are multifaceted and
may differentially influence realness evaluations of LGBTIQ+ identities.

NARRATIVES ABOUT LGBTIQ+ PEOPLE AND THEIR IDENTITIES

As we have discussed, there are at least two forms that essentialist beliefs may take in the context
of LGBTIQ+ groups. The first is that some perceived essence (usually some perceived “natural”
basis) affords membership to a social group, and the second is that some perceived essence deter-
mines characteristics. That is, there is a distinction between a category level and a trait level
essentialist thinking (Kahn & Fingerhut, 2011). The former can best be explained in terms of
immutability beliefs, which are typically conflated with some belief in biological origin (see Dia-
mond & Rosky, 2016 and Stein, 2014 for discussions) and speak to some underlying existence of
a social group (Morton & Postmes, 2009). Conversely, the relation between some essences and
characteristics speaks to fundamentality and entitativity beliefs.
We distinguish between whether people believe sexual orientation is immutable and whether

individuals believe characteristics (i.e., sexual behavior) are immutable. These are subtle yet
notable differences. Individuals may recognize that one’s sexual orientation is inborn, as sug-
gested in the comments by Solomon Islands Governor General Sir Frank Kabui earlier (Pacific
Islands News Association, 2018). However, at the same time, sexual behavior may be consid-
ered mutable––that is, there is a “choice” whether to act on it or not (see also Hegarty & Pratto,
2001 for a discussion). When we refer to immutability arguments affording realness, we are refer-
ring to the perception that some perceived biological origin determines one’s membership to a
social group rather than the characteristics of that social group (i.e., whether sexual behavior is
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850 BARTELS et al.

controllable). However, we acknowledge that immutability beliefs are often conflated with some
belief in biological origin and, in broader essentialism literature, fall broadly under naturalness
dimensions.
Relatedly, though universality has been considered alongside immutability under naturalness

dimensions (e.g., Arseneau et al., 2013), conversely to immutability claims, universality beliefs
may not necessarily indicate a belief in biological origin. For instance, one might consider that
there are LGBTIQ+ people across the globe, but at the same time, believe this is a result of increas-
ing visibility (e.g., influence from “theWest,” Reid, 2023). Indeed, research regarding beliefs about
bisexuality has found that universality and immutability beliefs are unrelated (Hubbard & de
Visser, 2015) and are weakly correlated in research with gay men and lesbians (Haslam & Levy,
2006). That is, while universality may fall under broader naturalness dimensions in some essen-
tialism literature, in the context of realness claims, it is conceptually different from those regarding
biological origin.
Though research has not investigated the link between immutability beliefs and realness eval-

uations other than Schudson and Gelman (2022) who examined essentialism more broadly,
integrating broader literature on authenticity and essentialism indicates relevance. Authenticity
is a socially constructed evaluation of “what is genuine, real, and/or true” (Beverland & Farrelly,
2010, p. 839). Common amongst lay conceptions of authenticity is that it, in some part, requires an
evaluation ofwhat is real. For instance, Kovács (2019) asked people to createwords associatedwith
authenticity in different domains (brands, organizations, people, restaurants, and paintings). Of a
final list of 997 unique words participants generated, the term “real” was the second most gener-
ated term in the domain of people and the only term other than “genuine” and “good” to appear
in the top-15 most-produced words across all five domains.
Though its definition has been contested in academic literature (see Kovács, 2019 for a review),

broadly, it involves (1) an evaluation of whether the expression or characteristics of something is
consistent with some perceived “true” nature, (2) whether it conforms to dominant social or cog-
nitive categories, and (3) whether an entity can be connected to its “original” source as claimed.
Additionally, these processes closely mirror essentialist thought (Newman, 2016). We argue that
(1) most closely aligns with evaluating characteristics stemming from some perceived essence,
whereas (3) most closely aligns with the notion that some perceived essence affords member-
ship to a group. That is, whether one’s membership to a group can be linked to some “source.”
Moreover, both (1) and (3) occur within prevailing cisheteronormative discourses that equate
naturalness to realness and attach morality claims as in (2).

Societal narratives about LGBTIQ+ people and their identities

As highlighted in authenticity literature, an important component of evaluating whether some-
thing is “genuine, real, and/or true” (Beverland&Farrelly, 2010, p. 839) is whether an entity can be
linked to some origin (Newman, 2019; see also Kovács, 2019). Newman andDhar (2014) found that
individuals evaluate things as more authentic and, therefore, more socially valued when they are
produced in an original manufacturing location in comparison to a newer manufacturing loca-
tion, even when the appearance of the item, the retail value, and brand are invariant because they
were seen as carrying the “original” essence. Though this work investigated nonhuman entities,
and to our knowledge, no research has examined this link in human entities, researchers have
pointed out that the processes behind reasoning about people and objects have commonalities.
Such that individuals believe in “real” versions of entities across a range of domains (Kovács,
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2019), that both natural and artifact kinds have a “true essence” (Knobe et al., 2013; Newman
& Dhar, 2014), and that the “true version of an entity is normatively good” (Christy et al., 2019,
p. 402). Moreover, researchers have highlighted that authenticity evaluations regarding objects
(Newman, 2016) and people (Christy et al., 2019) can be explained in terms of psychological
essentialism.
Indeed, literature has highlighted the role of authenticity evaluations in valuation processes

such that entities evaluated as authentic are valued (Newman&Dhar, 2014) and that peoplemake
such evaluations by referring to essentialist tendencies (Newman, 2016). Here we may link to the
broader literature on human essentialism, for authors have highlighted how immutability beliefs
are often conflated with presumptions of biological origin (Diamond & Rosky, 2016) and are asso-
ciated with valuation processes. For instance, immutability beliefs or a belief in a biological basis
for sexual orientation are associated with better attitudes towards gay men and lesbian women
(Haslam&Levy, 2006;Haslamet al., 2002;Hegarty&Pratto, 2001;Huic et al., 2018; Jayaratne et al.,
2006; see also Alipour, 2017 for a discussion of essentialism and acceptance in Islam). However,
such associations may depend on whether an LGBTIQ+ identity is considered real.
Research has found that bisexuality is perceived as less immutable amongst heterosexual indi-

viduals in comparison to LGB individuals and that heterosexuals generally hold more negative
beliefs about bisexuality (Hubbard & de Visser, 2015). In addition, a link between immutability
beliefs regarding bisexuality and improved attitudes towards bisexuals is not apparent. Scholars
have extensively discussed how reliance on immutability claims for gay and lesbian advocacy
has simultaneously rendered other identities who may be perceived as “threatening” such claims
(i.e., those who experience their identities as fluid), invisible (see Diamond&Rosky, 2016 for a dis-
cussion). Relatedly, others have highlighted how bisexual individuals experience invisibility both
within and outside LGBTIQ+ spaces (see Yoshino, 2000 for a discussion), possibly indicating that
advocacy rooted in immutability claims affords perceived realness to some groups while a lack of
immutability claims affords invisibility.
Conversely, other scholars have noted that the links between immutability and improved atti-

tudes have been largely correlational, and in the absence of causal links between immutability
and attitudes, individual-based motives may influence whether individuals adopt essentialist
rhetoric. Hegarty (2002) found an association between immutability and improved attitudes
towards lesbianwomen and gaymen in a sample of heterosexuals from theUnited States (Study 1)
but not in a sample from the United Kingdom (Study 2), and such an association was contingent
upon whether individuals consider immutability beliefs as tolerant. Additionally, some experi-
mental work has indicated that pre-existing attitudes influence howpeople think about the causes
of stigmatized traits; that is, prejudiced individuals are more likely to attribute sexual orientation
to controllable causes (Hegarty & Golden, 2008). Indeed, the association between immutabil-
ity beliefs and attitudes may also be a function of motives to maintain distinctiveness between
groups. For instance, Falomir-Pichastor and Mugny (2009) found that heterosexual men who
were exposed to biological accounts of differences between heterosexual and gay men expressed
more positive attitudes than those exposed to biological accounts that indicated there were no
differences between gay and heterosexual men or a control condition (Study 5). In addition, this
effect was most noticeable for men with high levels of gender self-esteem (pride, positive evalu-
ation of one’s gender; i.e., those who tended to feel distinctiveness threat). That is, heterosexual
men may be more tolerant towards gay men in response to biological accounts that allow them to
maintain distinctiveness from gay men. As Falomir-Pichastor et al. (2017) highlight, it is biologi-
cal determinist claims framed in the context of group differences rather than mutability of sexual
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852 BARTELS et al.

orientation that improve heterosexual men’s attitudes towards gay men among heterosexual men
higher in gender self-esteem (but not those low in gender-self esteem or women more generally).
As we pointed out prior, realness evaluations often occur in the context of prevailing social

norms that equate naturalness to realness. Because realness may be a prerequisite to valua-
tion processes, individuals may be motivated to perceive LGBTIQ+ people in non-natural terms
(e.g., by viewing sexual orientation as controllable). That is, there seems to be some level of
understanding that biological determinist claims afford legitimacy to LGBTIQ+ people thus indi-
vidualsmay avoidmaking naturalness claimswhen they are seen as “pro-LGBTIQ+.” In addition,
the contradictory findings further support a distinction between whether sexual orientation itself
is immutable and whether individuals believe aspects of it (e.g., sexual behavior) are controllable
(i.e., a differentiation between group membership and traits; see Kahn & Fingerhut, 2011). The
relationship between beliefs in some biological origin and realness evaluations perhaps becomes
clearer when turning to research on gender and gender identity essentialism.
Like research on sexual orientation, gender identity essentialism is associated with less prej-

udice towards trans people (Glazier et al., 2021; see also Bowers & Whitley, 2020 who measured
support for transgender rights; but see Ching & Chen, 2022 who did not find this association and
found evidence of biased assimilation). However, gender identity essentialism is not associated
with reduced prejudice towards gender nonconforming children (Fine et al., 2023). Conversely,
the belief that sex determines gender (sex/gender binary) is both causal to (Ching & Xu, 2018),
and predicts more severe antitrans prejudice (Ching et al., 2020; Hatch et al., 2022; see also Gül-
göz et al., 2018), and prejudice towards gender nonconforming children (Fine et al., 2023). Given
evidence indicates that gender is one of the most essentialized categories (other than race) and is
perceived as a highly “natural” category (Haslam et al., 2000), if a belief in the sex/gender binary
(i.e., that sex affords membership to a gender category) predicts negative attitudes towards trans
people yet a belief that one’s gender identity has some biological origin is associated with positive
attitudes towards trans people, it lends support to the notion that individuals lean on biological
claims to determine the realness of one’s identity.
It is important to note here that when we discuss realness beliefs, we largely refer to the role of

immutability beliefs and a belief in biological determinism. In contrast, other types of essentialist
beliefs are used to determine alignment between one’s identity and socially valued character-
istics, as previously described. Indeed, a large body of research has examined the role of other
dimensions of essentialism on attitudes, sometimes finding inverse relationships between essen-
tialism and attitudes to those often found in immutability research. More generally, discreteness
beliefs (Feinstein et al., 2016; Haslam&Levy, 2006; Hegarty, 2002; whomeasured fundamentality;
Hubbard & de Visser, 2015; Huic et al., 2018) and informativeness (measured as inductive poten-
tial; Haslam et al., 2002) are associated with negative attitudes towards lesbians, gay men, and
bisexuals (see also Roberts et al.,2017).
That is, there seems to be a distinction between (1)whether the expression or characteristic of an

entity is consistent with some perceived “true nature” and (2) whether an entity can be connected
to its perceived “original source” as outlined in authenticity literature. Authenticity and essential-
ism have, though briefly, been linked in research on gender identity essentialism. For example, in
developing a scale regarding gender/sex diversity beliefs, Schudson and van Anders (2022) iden-
tified a factor called “Gender Normativity,” which consisted of items related to whether “some
gender/sex categorymembers aremore real or authentic than others” and items related to the per-
ception that for category membership, certain features (e.g., femininity for women; masculinity
for men) needed to be present. This dimension was found to correlate strongly with transpho-
bia (Study 1), negative feelings towards gender nonconforming individuals, and higher gender
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essentialism (Study 2). This indicates that essentialist thought is associated with realness evalu-
ations and also valuation processes involving perceived alignment between characteristics and a
perceived essence.
Relatedly, researchers have pointed to the importance of considering naturalness beliefs in

the context of other dimensions of essentialism (Agadullina et al., 2018; Kiebel et al., 2020).
For instance, latent profile analyses indicate moderate-to-high naturalness beliefs co-occur with
lower discreteness, homogeneity, and informativeness beliefs, and such a profile is more common
among people of diverse sexual orientations (Grzanka et al., 2016). Conversely, a mixed-gender
sample of heterosexuals is more likely to belong to a profile higher in discreteness, homogeneity,
and informativeness beliefs, which co-occur with moderate-to-high levels of naturalness beliefs
(Study 1). Additionally, in a sample of only women, a third unique profile emerged in which high
levels of discreteness, informativeness, and homogeneity co-occurredwithmoderate levels of nat-
uralness (Study 2). In addition, the profile associatedwithmoderate naturalness and high levels of
other dimensions was associated with homonegativity. As the authors suggest, given that individ-
uals may generally hold high levels of naturalness beliefs, other dimensions of essentialism may
be better predictors of attitudes (devaluation). Indeed, other research also evidences that invok-
ing biological information can trigger other forms of essentialist thinking, such as discreteness
beliefs, which ultimately increases trans prejudice, particularly for people who seek to preserve
ideological standpoints (e.g., Ching & Chen, 2022). That is, other forms of essentialist thinking
seem more important to devaluation processes than realness evaluations.
Individuals may not just rely on essentialist frameworks to determine the realness of LGBTIQ+

identities, however. In social constructionism, what is “real” does not rely on some underlying
objective reality (see Haslanger, 2012, 2016) but rather what is socially recognized as a part of a
social reality. Rather than relying on naturalness claims, social constructionistsmight draw on the
role of language, political movements, social roles, and contingency of cultural context (Schudson
& Gelman, 2022), to determine what is “real.” Unlike essentialism rhetoric, social construction-
ismacknowledges that there are no clearly defined categories. As in research regarding essentialist
beliefs, these evaluations likely do not occur separately fromdominant social norms. Because indi-
viduals are motivated to see others’ true selves as morally good (Newman et al., 2014), they may
challenge dominant essentialist structures of sex, gender, and sexuality that equate naturalness
with morality in ways that align with their own values, for instance, by defining sex, gender, and
sexuality in social constructionist terms that allow others to still be considered moral.

Substantially less researched are the potential effects of social constructionist beliefs about
LGBTIQ+ identities by non-LGBTIQ+ people. However, on Schudson and van Anders’s (2022)
Gender/SexDiversity Beliefs Scale, one factor (affirmation) was comprised ofmostly items related
to social constructionism, several of which were related affirmations of realness (e.g., “Nonbinary
gender identities are valid”) andwere associatedwith positive reactions towards trans and gender-
diverse individuals.
The appeal of a constructionist view for limiting group-based prejudice is intuitive; the notion

that social categories are neither rigid nor particularly informative about the people within those
categories underlies many prominent and successful approaches to prejudice reduction (e.g., Hall
et al., 2009). Furthermore, a social constructionist lens allows for the legitimization of identities
outside both the straight—gay andman—woman binary than do some essentialist belief systems
(e.g., Steinman, 2011). Indeed, such approaches not only reduce prejudice but also the harmful
effects of prejudice on its targets, possibly through de-emphasizing differences between social
groups. For example, Rosenthal and Crisp (2006) demonstrated experimentally that generating
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characteristics that overlapped between men and women reduced preferences for stereotypically
feminine and masculine careers and increased performance on math tests for women.
However, evidence indicates that perceived threats to masculinity threaten men in particular

(Morgenroth & Ryan, 2021) so de-emphasizing group boundaries may work in different ways
for cisgender men in comparison to cisgender women in cultures that prefer masculinity. For
instance, in contexts that emphasize group equality as a desired outcome (i.e., egalitarianism) over
the value of group differences (i.e., multiculturalism), biological accounts that emphasize group
differences may allow individuals to maintain distinctiveness from LGBTIQ+ people amongst
individuals motivated to maintain such distinctiveness (Falomir-Pichastor et al., 2017; see also
Iacoviello et al., 2020). Specifically, heterosexual men who have narrow views of their gender
group endorse biological theories of sexual orientation more when faced with egalitarian notions
in comparison to when faced with multiculturalism (Falomir-Pichastor & Hegarty, 2014). That is,
it is possible that highlighting social constructionist notions that emphasize the arbitrariness of
social categories may subsequently facilitate essentialist beliefs in ways that legitimize LGBTIQ+
identities as real because it allows individualsmotivated tomaintain distinctiveness to assert their
own social group as real.
In summary, the discourse surrounding LGBTIQ+ identities is nuanced, with essentialist and

social constructionist viewpoints contributing to the societal perceptions of realness in differ-
ent ways. Essentialist beliefs that embrace immutability or innateness tend to foster perceived
realness while other dimensions seem to be more related to valuation processes. Social construc-
tionist beliefs can intersect with each stage of this evaluation process, though they can also occur
independently to validate LGBTIQ+ identities as real. It offers a lens that recognizes identities
as legitimized by cultural and social contexts, challenging rigid and binary classifications and
potentially reducing group-based prejudices.

Narratives about LGBTIQ+ identities from LGBTIQ+ people

Although a considerable body of research has examined beliefs about LGBTIQ+ identities from
the perspective of non-LGBTIQ+ people, considerably less has examined the beliefs LGBTIQ+
people hold about themselves (but see Arseneau et al., 2013; Morandini et al., 2015; Morandini
et al., 2023; Morgenroth et al., 2021 for example) or how individuals lean on these beliefs to defend
their identities as real. Individuals are sometimes motivated to utilize essentialist beliefs when
defending their own identities (see Dar-Nimrod & Heine, 2011; Diamond & Rosky, 2016; for dis-
cussions). For instance, some trans and gender-diverse individuals seem to essentialize their own
identities, leaning into narratives1 like ‘born in the wrong body’ to defend their identities as real
(Barcelos, 2019; Missé, 2018; see Hughes, 2018 for a discussion). Additionally, such narratives res-
onate across the LGBTIQ+ spectrum, with people from sexually diverse communities also voicing
similar sentiments, such as “born this way” as a basis for advocacy (Jowett & Barker, 2018). Con-
versely, others might conceive of gender and sexuality in terms of fluidity, kinship connections,
or situational contexts (see also Svensson & Strand, 2024).
Similarly to non-LGBTIQ+ people, LGBTIQ+ people also seem to differentiate between when

an essence is perceived as determiningmembership andwhen the expression of some characteris-

1We use the term “narrative” here as it has a rhetorical function. For instance, an individual might endorse a “born this
way” narrative because in the context of dominant social systems, it affords legitimacy. However, that same individual
may not necessarily believe they were “born this way.”
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tic is reflective of an essence. Experimental evidence demonstrates that when faced with identity
denial (i.e., denial of realness), highly identified lesbian, gay, bisexual, and queer individuals lean
on immutability rhetoric but do not do so when faced with devaluation (e.g., discrimination;Mor-
ton & Postmes, 2009). What is more, individuals who display high levels of ingroup identification
endorse such rhetoric because they perceive social change as possible. That is, LGBTIQ+ people
may be sensitive to how naturalness rhetoric has historically been used as a basis for realness
claims (see Diamond & Rosky, 2016, for a discussion of historical use).
Assertions of realness by LGBTIQ+ people do not occur in ways independent from broader

social systems. Research has demonstrated that people perceive “real” selves as moral (Newman
et al., 2014), which is evident across cultural contexts such as in samples from the United States,
Singapore, Russia, and Columbia and among those who score highly on misanthropy measures
(De Freitas et al., 2018). Therefore, individuals may be motivated to explain their own identities
in terms of naturalness when it affords reality and is closely linked to morality. For example,
Jones (2020) interviewed gay and lesbian youth to determine how they worked to position them-
selves in the broader context of cisheteronormativity, analyzing the language they used to do
so. Participants relied on essentialist rhetoric to describe their identities, for example, stating it
was “unnatural” for them to be attracted to other genders or referring to innateness to position
themselves as legitimate.
However, the extent to which LGBTIQ+ individuals lean on immutability or biological deter-

minist claims to assert their identities may differ by subgroup and how such beliefs are connected
to their own experiences. Generally, gay men hold stronger naturalness beliefs than lesbian or
plurisexual individuals (Morandini et al., 2023), which have positive implications for identity cer-
tainty (e.g., Morandini et al., 2015). Relatedly, individuals who are not exclusively same-gender
attracted report their sexual orientation as less immutable or inborn than exclusively same-gender
attracted individuals (Morandini et al., 2023; see also Morandini et al., 2017). In addition, gay and
lesbian individuals are more likely than queer, bisexual, or pansexual individuals to perceive sex-
ual orientation as immutable and biologically determined as are bisexualwomen in comparison to
queer and pansexual individuals, thoughMorgenroth et al. (2021) found that lesbian and bisexual
women did not differ.
What is more, these beliefs are associated with the identity labels individuals claim. For

instance, Morandini et al. (2023) found that among women, stronger naturalness and discrete-
ness beliefs predicted the adoption of a lesbian over a queer identity label, and among men, a
gay over a bisexual, or queer identity label. Further, among women, weaker naturalness beliefs
predicted the adoption of a pansexual over bisexual identity and weaker discreteness beliefs pre-
dicted the adoption of a bisexual over lesbian identity. That is, those typically lower in naturalness
beliefs (plurisexuals) might rely on nonessentialist rhetoric to defend their identity as legitimate
in the context of social norms that position naturalness as equating to realness.
As scholars have pointed out, reliance on immutability or biological determinist claims has

historically reinforced dominant gay/lesbian–straight binaries and has afforded a reality that acts
as a base for advocacy (see Diamond & Rosky, 2016 and Yoshino, 2000 for discussions). That is
to say, those who experience their identities as fluid, context-dependent, or in terms of social
relations may be more inclined to defend their identities as legitimate by emphasizing the social
construction of such categories instead of immutability/biological origin claims.
LGBTIQ+ people define themselves in many different ways. For instance, in 2012, American

actress Cynthia Nixon was quoted saying that for her, it was her choice to be gay (see Jowett
& Barker, 2018 for a discussion of community reactions). Whisman (1996), in a study of lesbian
women and gay men, found that some people drew on determinist views, while others drew on
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choice accounts or mixed accounts (the most common). Kitzinger (1987) similarly found that les-
bian women described their identity in a range of terms, including essentialist terms (innateness)
or rhetoric of choice, connection, or chance. In addition, the way one reasons about the self may
vary depending on social contexts. For instance, evidence indicates that individualism is linked
to the belief in a true self, where interdependent cultures may use less essentialist attributes for
describing the self, instead describing the self and identity in terms of social relations (e.g., Kung
et al., 2016; see also Svensson & Strand, 2024).
LGBTIQ+ people may utilize social constructionist frameworks to challenge, for instance, the

presumption of naturalness as reality or to emphasize the interrelatedness of their identity to other
social identities such as racial, political, or gender identities (Kitzinger, 1987; see also Somerville,
2000), or the fluid nature of their identities (e.g., Diamond, 2008; see also Diamond & Rosky, 2016
for a related discussion). For example, borrowing the framework provided by Haslanger (2016,
p. 133), trans, gender-diverse, and intersex people may challenge whether binary sex distinctions
are legitimate (i.e., does it consider the continuum nature of sex that see the existence of intersex
people), whether the sex/binary is useful (i.e., what purpose does it serve?), whether the criteria
of classification of “male” or “female” are sufficient (i.e., how and why was the binary decided),
whether it is reliable (i.e., does it capture the diversity of human expression) and whether it is
“comprehensive and effective” (i.e., is an arbitrary set of chromosomes or genitalia really the
essence of a “woman”?). Indeed, the recording of sex at birth by medical professionals occurs
in the context of a lack of consensus over what groupings or sorting of characteristics even
constitute a sex categorization (e.g., Fausto-Sterling, 2000, 2019). That is, through highlighting
the constructed nature of sex and gender, the notion of any one “natural essence” determining
group membership is diminished. Instead, group membership is determined through personal
embodiment, social expression (e.g., Le Forestier et al., 2023), and understanding.
Conversely to social constructionist understandings, in the same way, that observers may see

an essence as determining characteristics of a social group, individuals themselves may refer to
essences to describe the nature of their own identities (e.g., Christy et al., 2024, 2019). Hold-
ing essentialist beliefs about the self may provide a structure for self-aspects to be organized
around that may be beneficial (see also Schlegel et al., 2009). That is, essentialist beliefs about
the self provide a cognitive framework to organize information into a self-concept that provides
certainty about the self (see also Morandini et al., 2015, 2017 who examined identity certainty).
This framework allows individuals to evaluate the degree to which behavior, expression, or expe-
riences reflect their core self (authentic self-expression) and subsequent self-evaluations, which
are favorable when characteristics, goals, and expression are aligned with the core self and not
favorable when not aligned (see also De Freitas et al., 2018; Newman et al., 2015). Therefore, self-
essentialist beliefs may be useful for explaining one’s own behavior or external expressions (e.g.,
gender expressions) in ways that closely align with identity.
Stronger discreteness beliefs are associated with greater identity certainty but also with inter-

nalized stigma among LGB individuals (Morandini et al., 2015; 2017). In addition, stronger
discreteness beliefs are associated with greater LGBTIQ+ in-group identification and belonging
for monosexual individuals (Morton & Postmes, 2009) but lower perceptions of belonging and
ingroup identification for plurisexual individuals (Morgenroth et al., 2021). Similarly, research
with LGB people indicates that entitativity beliefs have a direct, positive effect on belonging and
ingroup identification, and such beliefs do not differ by sexual orientation (Morgenroth et al.,
2021; but see Morandini et al., 2023, who did find some group differences on levels of entitativity
beliefs). Other work has indicated that entitativity beliefs are associated withmore identity uncer-
tainty but less internalized homonegativity among gaymen (Morandini et al., 2015).More broadly,
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work with non-LGBTIQ+ groups has found that self-entitativity is associated with greater satis-
faction with life, happiness and sensing the meaning of life (Dulaney et al., 2019, Study 1), which
may be particularly prominent amongst those high in collectivism or low in individualism (Study
2), possibly indicating that social group differences may play a role in whether essentialist beliefs
are beneficial to valuing the self.
In synthesizing understanding related to sex, gender, and sexuality, several critical threads

emerge. First, while there is an inherent tension between essentialist and constructionist views
in conceptualizing gender and sexual orientation, it is evident that both paradigms play pivotal
roles in how LGBTIQ+ identities are constructed, navigated, and evaluated as real. Often influ-
enced by dominant cisnormative and heteronormative views, the external world seeks to affix
rigid labels and definitions anchored in biological essentialism. In contrast, many within the
LGBTIQ+ community, while sometimes leaning into essentialist narratives, also actively chal-
lenge and deconstruct these notions, recognizing the fluidity, spectrum, and socially constructed
nature of gender and sexuality. However, this fluidity does not diminish the realness of LGBTIQ+
identities (see Haslanger, 2012 for a discussion of the concept of reality). Whether one subscribes
to the idea that they were “born this way” or acknowledges the interplay of societal constructs in
shaping their identity, the essence of one’s experience remains valid. Narratives of being “born in
the wrong body” or feeling an innate attraction resonate deeply withmany, serving as a protective
mechanism against societal invalidation and demonstrating the profound sense of self-awareness
and introspection prevalent in the LGBTIQ+ community. The dialog between LGBTIQ+ narra-
tives and societal constructs, as guided through lenses of naturalness and realness evaluations,
sets the stage for examining their broader social implications.

Locating narratives about LGBTIQ+ people and their identities within
broader social structures

Realness evaluations are not merely self-contained expressions but interact dynamically with
overarching social structures, influencing and being influenced by the systems of power and insti-
tutional practices that shape the lived experience of LGBTIQ+ people in positive and negative
ways.
A system refers to a structured set of interconnected principles, practices, and institutions

that produce outcomes shaped by historical and social constructions (Haslanger, 2012). Systems
of power are interdependent with social structures that render frames of meaning in which
individuals act as social beings. Narratives about LGBTIQ+ identities—rooted in essentialist or
social constructionist beliefs—do not exist in isolation; instead, they are engaged in a continual
exchange with the systems of power that shape societal norms and expectations (see also Mallon,
2007).

The contribution of healthcare institutions to perceptions of LGBTIQ+ people
and their identities

Psychology, psychiatry, and medicine are powerful institutions that have historically shaped cul-
tural definitions of, and responses to LGBTIQ+ identities (Fausto-Sterling, 2000, 2019; see also
Leskinen et al., 2024 who briefly discuss this history and Llamas, 1994; Rosario, 1997 for similar
discussions). For instance, historical conceptualizations of LGBTIQ+ people as having mental
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disorders by psychological institutions (e.g., Conrad & Schneider, 1992; Drescher, 2015) led to the
establishment of harmful efforts to “correct” sexual orientation and/or gender identities (some-
times called conversion practices; Vider & Byers, 2015; Wright et al., 2018; see also Anderson et al.,
2024, Csabs et al., 2020). In addition, the binary conceptualizations of sex (i.e., male or female)
within medical institutions historically have and continue to justify medically unnecessary “cor-
rective” surgical procedures on intersex infants (Fausto-Sterling, 2019; Leivas et al., 2023) that are
widely considered human rights abuses (de María Arana, 2005).
Ultimately, psychology, psychiatry, and medicine are social institutions in which LGBTIQ+

identities are “constructed, produced, and reified––as well as (potentially) challenged and rede-
fined” (Paine, 2018, p. 353). Medical authority over sex, gender, and sexualities is reproduced in
cultural definitions of LGBTIQ+ identities that are used to deny the realness of LGBTIQ+ iden-
tities (see Fausto-Sterling, 2000; Roselló-Peñaloza, 2018). For instance, in many countries in the
Global North, legislative powers determine that sex can only be listed as male or female. Those
with medical authority are the first to determine sex as typically male or female (Paine, 2018),
and in instances of intersex infants, subjectively determine which sex a person should align with
(see also Zeeman & Aranda, 2020). Subsequently, sex, under the authority of medicine (Conrad
& Schneider, 1992; Paine, 2018; see also Johnson, 2015), is closely linked to the medicalization of
gender and sexuality (see also Springer et al., 2012), which is reproduced in public discourse (e.g.,
Binary Australia, n.d., Sex Matters, 2022.; see also Jowett & Barker, 2018 for a related discussion).
Relatedly, gender identity has often been conceptualized within a medical model, emphasiz-

ing physical characteristics and localized dissonance within the individual (Conrad & Schneider,
1992; Johnson, 2015). Though thismedicalization has facilitated access to gender-affirming care in
some contexts, this approach has reduced the complexities of gender identity to a series of biologi-
calmarkers, sidelining themultifaceted interplay between social context and personal experience.
While recent efforts have acknowledged the roles of internal dissonance and environmental fac-
tors (e.g., Schwend, 2020), essentialist conceptions of gender persist within medical discourse,
perpetuating a binary understanding of gender. For instance, research with trans masculine indi-
viduals has highlighted their experiences of being told by medical providers that they were “not
trans enough” (i.e., not “really trans”) to access gender-affirming care (Lambrou et al., 2020), often
due to perceived failures to reproduce binary gender norms.
Subsequently, “born in the wrong body” narratives and the reproduction of binary gender

norms are often required for trans individuals to access medical transitions (Hughes, 2018; see
also Schwend, 2020). This narrative canmarginalize the diversity of trans experiences by implying
there is only one “correct”way to be trans, which often involvesmedical intervention to align one’s
body with their gender identity. That is, the “wrong body” narrative has historically been used as
a measure by which perceived “real” trans identities can be distinguished from “not real” trans
identities. Resultingly, the “price” for accessing gender-affirming treatment requires subscribing
to essentialist notions of gender in ways that may not feel legitimate.
Wemust note that we are not advocating for the restriction of gender-affirming care. A plethora

of researchhas robustly highlighted the critical, life-saving outcomes of such care (e.g., Almazan&
Keuroghlian, 2021; Park et al., 2022; Tordoff et al., 2022). Rather, we note that the criteria to receive
such care has facilitated beliefs in a “real” and “not real” way of being trans or gender-diverse. The
“wrong body” narrative, while offering an explanation for dissonance, fails to challenge the deep-
seated belief that biological sex should determine gender and, instead,may invalidate trans people
who cannot or do notwant to adhere to binary genders as real (Hughes, 2018; see also Butler, 1990).
The embedding of medical authority in determining sex, gender, and sexuality has reper-

cussions that reverberate beyond clinical settings, infiltrating legislative and cultural domains
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worldwide. Statements from organizations that uphold binary definitions underscore the
widespread societal impact of these institutional beliefs. It is pivotal to critically assess the persis-
tent influence of these institutions and advocate for an understanding that respects the diversity
and nuances of every individual’s experience, for as we now indicate, these frameworks have
influence over legislation and policy that often reflect the importance of realness evaluations.

The influence on legislation and policy

As highlighted by Sweigart et al. (2024), individual, group, and structural factors interact recipro-
cally with political contexts. These factors and contexts influence perceived norms and rights of
LGBTIQ+ people. Healthcare systems have historically wielded considerable influence in shap-
ing realness perceptions of LGBTIQ+ identities, often equating realness with naturalness. This
influence extends to legislative and policy frameworks, where essentialist beliefs, rooted in these
medicalized perspectives, have informed laws that recognize or negate the rights of LGBTIQ+
individuals.
The insight that at least some essentialist arguments are associated with less anti-LGBTIQ+

prejudice is reflected in popular approaches to LGBTIQ+ advocacy, including dominant “born
this way”-style narratives (Jang & Lee, 2014) that are used to defend LGBTIQ+ identities as real.
Advocacy rooted in this tradition has seemingly contributed to LGBTIQ+ people’s acceptance as
legitimate (e.g., Leslie, 2017). For instance, the notion that discrimination based on innate qualities
is unjust has led to landmark legislative changes, such as the decriminalization of homosexuality
and the establishment of marriage equality laws (Ortiz, 1993), thereby affirming the realness of
LGBTIQ+ identities. However, Diamond and Rosky (2016) have extensively highlighted both the
danger of relying on immutability arguments and how immutability alone may not be the sole
reason for facilitating change (see also Hegarty, 2002).
Additionally, because most of the research on the effects of essentialist thinking on anti-

LGBTIQ+ prejudice concerns gay men and trans people, caution should be applied to conclude
that some advocacy approaches rooted in essentialism can advance LGBTIQ+ interests. For
instance, beliefs in biological determinismmight cultivate invisibility against those who navigate
their sexual orientations more fluidly across varying contexts or timeframes (e.g., Diamond &
Rosky, 2016). Strong convictions in binary, immutable and discrete categories could harbor prej-
udice against those resonating with less prevalent identity labels. Thus, while essentialism can
validate the realness of particular LGBTIQ+ identities, it simultaneously risks undermining the
realness of others within the vast LGBTIQ+ spectrum.
Furthermore, essentialist arguments should be made with caution. In addition to invoking

essentialism’s complex network of helpful and harmful effects on anti-LGBTIQ+ prejudice, the
specifically biological form of essentialism commonly invoked in born-this-way activism can be—
and has been—used to justify eugenics and other regressive social policies (Dar-Nimrod &Heine,
2011). When gender is rigidly linked to biological sex, for instance, these beliefs can and have been
used to underpin policies that restrict access to gender-affirming care under the guise that gen-
der is immutable, ultimately denying the existence of trans and gender-diverse identities (Trotta,
2023). For instance, legislation such as in Hungary (Knight & Gall, 2020) that requires the use
of “sex recorded at birth” or only allows binary classifications of sex on legal documents illus-
trates how essentialist beliefs can lead to the denial of transgender and intersex identities as real.
These essentialist notions fuel debates surrounding who is deemed a “real” man or woman and
are frequently used to contest policies supporting transgender rights (e.g., Bettcher, 2007; Currah
& Moore, 2009).
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These divergent perspectives serve as powerful lenses through which lawmakers and policy-
makers view issues related to sex, gender identity, and sexual orientation, ultimately influencing
the legal landscape and the rights afforded to these marginalized communities. For instance,
research has demonstrated that individuals exposed to biological accounts of gender differences
aremore likely to endorse gender stereotypes (Brescoll &LaFrance, 2004), and biological accounts
are associated with negative racial stereotyping and in-group bias among those holding chronic
biological essentialist beliefs (Keller, 2005). Subsequently, essentialist beliefs may be associated
with increased support for boundary-enhancing policies (Roberts et al., 2017). This is observable
in the various gender essentialist justifications for the recent series of discriminatory so-called
“bathroom bills” being increasingly implemented in the United States that ban trans people from
using public bathrooms that differ from their sex recorded at birth (e.g., House Bill No. 1525,
Indiana General Assembly, 2019). These bills are premised on the concept of a “real” gender
anchored in biology. Unsurprisingly, backing for bathroom bills is strongly linked to endorsing
gender essentialist beliefs (Roberts et al., 2017).
Conversely, the social constructionist perspective challenges essentialist norms andmay some-

times offer a pathway to more inclusive legislation. Acknowledging that identities are socially
constructed enables policymakers to consider the diverse and complex ways sex, gender, and
sexuality are experienced. This recognition is exemplified in Argentina’s Senate landmark legis-
lation that allows individuals to change their legal gender markers without medical requirements
(Arístegui et al., 2017), reflecting a departure from essentialist assumptions and embracing
a more holistic understanding of gender identity. Similar legal reforms in countries such as
Chile (“Gender Identity Law,” 2020) and Spain (Cabrera, 2023) echo this shift, illustrating a
growing international recognition that the realness of gender identity extends beyond physical
characteristics and are deeply rooted in each person’s lived reality.
However, constructionist notionsmay also serve to limit the expressions of LGBTIQ+ individu-

als when they are misapplied. When misapplied, social constructionist notions might undermine
legal protections for LGBTIQ+ individuals by portraying their identities as mere societal cre-
ations rather than real identities in relation to the “natural” attitude. This perspective can lead
to arguments that these identities are changeable or temporary, potentially supporting harmful
conversion practices (e.g., Wright et al., 2018). Furthermore, by framing LGBTIQ+ identities as
constructs rather than having any innate or biological basis, opponents might contend that they
do not warrant the same legal rights typically granted based on natural or biological distinctions.
For instance, in June 2013, Russian federal law proposed legislation banning sharing information
regarding nontraditional sexual relationships among minors (“Russia: Expanded ‘Gay Propa-
ganda’ Ban,” 2022; see also Cherian et al., 2024 for a discussion of LGBTIQ+ rights in Russia).
This law implies that being LGBTIQ+ is not a genuine identity but an ideology or choice that
can be promoted or adopted. Similar notions are also present in other countries, such as Chile,
in which Sexual Education is being pushed to exclude discussions of LGBTIQ+ issues under the
guise that childrenmay be “indoctrinated” (Ojeda &Astudillo, 2023; see also Kuhar & Zobec, 2017
for a similar discussion across Western and Eastern Europe).
In summary, the dichotomy between essentialist and social constructionist beliefs is notmerely

theoretical; it has practical implications that influence the legal and social realities of LGBTIQ+
individuals. Essentialism, with its inherent link between naturalness and legitimacy, has histor-
ically both advanced and hindered LGBTIQ+ rights, demonstrating the power of perceptions of
“objective” realness in shaping law and policy. On the one hand, essentialist beliefs have propelled
positive changes, such as the decriminalization of homosexuality and the recognition of marriage
equality, affirming the realness of LGBTIQ+ identities within naturalness discourse. On the other
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hand, they have fostered restrictive policies that deny the complex realities of in particular trans,
gender-diverse, andplurisexual identities. Conversely, social constructionismhas opened the door
to more inclusive legislative frameworks that recognize the socially constructed nature of identi-
ties and legitimize diverse gender and sexuality experiences. However, when misapplied, it can
lead to policies that diminish the realness and permanence of LGBTIQ+ identities. The challenge
ahead lies in navigating these competing ideologies and ensuring that policies and laws affirm
the realness of all identities in ways that reflect the lived experiences of LGBTIQ+ individuals.
The balance between affirming the realness of LGBTIQ+ identities and ensuring the protection
of LGBTIQ+ rights remains a central concern in the ongoing discourse on LGBTIQ+ rights.

PRACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS, LIMITATIONS, AND CONCLUSION

In summary, in the context of dominant cisheteronormative systems, “naturalness” is often
equated with realness. However, as many have pointed out, “naturalness” only affords realness,
which is a subtle yet important distinction. In some cases, characteristics are seen as stemming
from some essence, in other cases, an essence is thought to affordmembership to a social category.
The latter of which is better understood in authenticity literature.
Authenticity, the socially constructed evaluation of what is genuine or real suggests that indi-

viduals look for a link between an entity and its origin to determine its legitimacy. In the context
of essentialist thinking, identities perceived to have a biological basis are typically regarded as
more “real” or legitimate. Conversely, identities not tied to biology are often overlooked or deemed
less valid. This distinction reflects the role of immutability in shaping perceptions of authentic-
ity. Unlike immutability, other essentialist concepts like entitativity and fundamentality are more
closely related to processes of valuing or devaluing identities.
Though research linking realness to essentialism or social constructionism is scant, broader

essentialist literature has highlighted that both are associated with evaluations of whether a cat-
egory is real (Schudson & Gelman, 2022; Schudson & van Anders, 2022). That is, evaluations
of realness, seem to be related to, but separate from both essentialist and social constructionist
dimensions. Under essentialist thought, perceptions of naturalness seem to afford the perception
of an “objective” reality. While some LGBTIQ+ people may embrace these notions, LGBTIQ+
people may also reject these claims, instead leaning into social constructionist claims that better
represent their lived experiences; that is identities as fluid, constructed and context-dependent.
Under social constructionist thought, what is “real” is what is socially relevant. However, ten-
sion arises when individuals who experience their identities in these ways conflict with broader
systems that seem to be rooted in naturalness.
Based on the insights gained from this review, recommendations for future research, policy,

and activism could include several approaches. Despite some benefits of immutability/biological
determinist claims, these concepts can also reinforce the notion that naturalness equates to
realness and limit understanding of the diversity and fluidity within these communities (e.g., Dia-
mond & Rosky, 2016; Yoshino, 2000), ultimately denying their realness. This focus may also fail to
address the cultural, social, and individual dynamics that influence gender and sexual identities,
potentially ignoring the personal and societal factors that shape these identities over time. By pro-
moting a more nuanced understanding that acknowledges both the potential biological aspects
and the socially constructed nature of identities, educational and advocacy efforts can foster a
more inclusive and realistic appreciation of LGBTIQ+ experiences.
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However, despite the potential utility of realness, our proposal has some limitations. First, while
providing a rich narrative and interdisciplinary insight, the reliance on theoretical frameworks
may not fully capture the empirical variability of LGBTIQ+ experiences across different cultural
contexts. Much essentialist literature concerning LGBTIQ+ people is situated in Western, largely
White samples in industrialized nations with relatively stable economies, which may limit the
general application of this work. Furthermore, the expansive scope of the paper, aimed at integrat-
ing concepts of “realness” within LGBTIQ+ identities, could inadvertently gloss over the specific
and nuanced experiences of underrepresented groupswithin the community in terms of empirical
work (e.g., demisexual, pansexual). This broad approach risks diluting the depth needed to explore
individual identities and experiences. Lastly, in attempting to define and deconstruct normative
assumptions through concepts such as “naturalness” and “realness,” there is a risk of reinforc-
ing the very binaries the paper has criticized (see Kitzinger, 1987). Thus, while the paper provides
insight into realness evaluations of LGBTIQ+ identities, it also exemplifies the complex challenge
of discussing identity without reifying normative frameworks.
Despite these limitations, this paper has navigated the complex interplay between essentialist

and social constructionist beliefs and their impact on the perceptions of realness. Throughout, we
have indicated these beliefs not only inform personal and societal narratives but also crystallize
into the policies and laws that govern LGBTIQ+ lives. Essentialism, with its deep roots in the nat-
uralistic tradition, has both bolstered and barricaded the rights of LGBTIQ+ individuals, thereby
illustrating the potent effect of realness perceptions on legal and social structures. The advocacy
for LGBTIQ+ rights has often leveraged essentialist arguments to affirm the existence and valid-
ity of these identities, thereby securing much-needed recognition and protection under the law.
However, the same essentialist notions have, paradoxically, served to exclude and marginalize
some LGBTIQ+ individuals when used to rigidly define gender and sexuality within a binary
framework. Conversely, social constructionism has offered a counter-narrative that embraces
the fluidity and complexity of identities, encouraging legal systems to adopt more inclusive and
affirming approaches and departing from equating naturalness with legitimacy. This is evident
in progressive legislation across various nations, which aligns legal recognition with individuals’
lived realities rather than rigid biological definitions. Yet, the constructionist view is not without
its challenges; whenmisinterpreted, it can inadvertently support narratives that negate the inher-
ent and enduring nature of LGBTIQ+ identities, sometimes contributing to policies that aim to
“correct” or “erase” them.
In conclusion, this discourse compels us to continuously re-evaluate the narratives we uphold

about what is “real” and how these narratives shape the lived experiences of LGBTIQ+ people. It
is a call to a recognition of identities that exist in rich and diverse forms. As we have explored, the
journey towards equality and acceptance for LGBTIQ+ individuals is interwoven with our under-
standing and perceptions of realness—both of which are in a state of ongoing evolution. The task
is to ensure that our societal, psychological, and legal frameworks are flexible and robust enough
to embrace this diversity, thus fostering a society that recognizes and celebrates the realness and
richness of every individual’s identity.
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