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A Toronto couple has announced that they plan to keep the sex of their four month old (named Storm) under swaddled wrap.  This is their third child, and their position has many parents talking about the wisdom and the potential impact of this decision.  Arguments range from the outraged, calling this a “living experiment”, to the philosophical, who see the anthropological value in learning about how keeping gender a secret could potentially be good for the natural social and intellectual development of the child. 

“I think it is extreme, but I think it is going to make people aware of how much useless energy we put into caring about gender.”, says Julie Cole, mother of six children, three of each sex.  “What does it really matter if it’s a boy or a girl?” she asks.  “I must admit, I love that “it’s a boy” or “it’s a girl” moment, even though I have not ever cared what gender I was going to have.”  Liz Hastings, mother of three girls, agrees.  “I was elated to tell the world how lucky we were to find out each one was a girl...just as excited as I would have been had they been boys.”  

Arwyn Arising, a Portland, Oregon mom who writes the blog Raising My Boy Chick, supports Storm’s parents. “I think it's fabulous. It's a difficult enough choice that I understand why it's so rare, but the world, and our children, would be better off if more people did it.”  Arising is a proponent of what she calls “Gender neutral parenting -- or gender diverse parenting”, which she describes “isn't about denying kids their gender, it's about giving them space to figure out what it is, and what it means, at their own pace.”

As the mother myself of two boys and two girls, I predict this couple will have a hard time keeping the gender identity a secret for long, and suspect it will be revealed long before puberty tips the hand.  Generally speaking, boys like explosions of any kind much more than girls do – bodily or otherwise. But of course any boy or girl can choose to do any one of the stereotypical things the “other” sex is supposed to like doing better, and in fact their natural inclination may be to do and enjoy the things that typically the other sex enjoys.  Don’t they have that freedom of choice already? “My daughter played with trucks and lots of boys when she was younger and we didn't let her have a Barbie until she was seven [when someone else bought it for her].” says mom Rossana.  “She is one of the girliest girls I know and we did not raise her that way.”  

One could make the case that by not revealing the sex they are in fact putting undue pressure on the fact that this child does (secretly) belong to one gender or another, and this will become the overriding characteristic of this child; more important than their intellect, natural talents, and disposition or any other non-gender related characteristics. “While I guess I can appreciate why they felt/feel they are sheltering this child from gender labels, such as ‘he's a boy therefore he is strong’, I just don't see how that is necessarily a bad thing unless they view a boy being strong to imply a girl must be weak?” ponders Hastings.

“The reality is that the baby isn't genderless the parents are choosing to keep the gender a secret and asking their kids to do the same.” says Maureen Dennis, founder of Wee Welcome, who is expecting her fourth child. “I'm also kind of surprised that no one has posted a *spoiler* on the gender, someone must know! It will be short lived, at some point soon the child is going to know what gender they are, and does it really matter?”  

A secret gender identity is a different thing than truly being “genderless”. The baby hasn’t been able to make the choice themselves on this matter, unlike his or her older siblings, whose sexes have been revealed “This is their agenda—the child shouldn't suffer because of it,” says Hastings.   Dennis agrees “I don't think it is right to make a baby a social experiment and to ask your kids to go along with it.” 

