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BSO-7 : SOCIOLOGY OF GENDER
The biological basis to the differences between the sexes does not explain the
inequalities faced by the sex groups in the society. In the society variations are
marked in the roles, responsibilities, rights of and relations between sex groups
depending on the social prescriptions relating to sex affiliations. The differences,
inequalities and the division of labour between men and women are often simply
treated as consequences of ‘natural’ differences between male and female humans.
But, in reality the social norms, institutions, societal expectations play a significant
role in deciding and dictating the behaviour of each sex group. This is the
fundamental of the study of Gender and Society. This course consists of four blocks.
Block 1 speaks about the social construction of gender, i.e., gender as a social
construct, gender versus sex. It also discusses about the gender stereotyping, gender
socialization, gender role and identity. Block 2 elucidates the origin and growth of
feminism, waves and theories of feminism and also speaks about the concept of
patriarchy. Block 3 describes the various gender and development approaches,
meaning of gender mainstreaming, policies, programmes for women, gender
development Index and women’s political, economic and social empowerment.
Block 4 presents the status of women in India through different ages of ancient
period, medieval period, about women in Pre independent India and women in
contemporary Indian Society.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
After studying this course, you will be able to;








conceptualise what is “Gender” and what is “Sex” and draw a line of
distinction between the two.
note the difference in gender roles, responsibilities, rights and relations.
trace out the evolution and institutionalisation of the institution of
“Patriarchy”.
get to know the theories of Feminism that brought women issues and
demands to the forefront.
assess the initiatives undertaken for gender development with the paradigm
shift from time to time.

LEARNING OUTCOMES
This paper is expected to generate ideas and sensitivity about gender in a student
which he/she can put into practice in daily life. This will lead to change the prevalent
biases and gender practices and create a gender neutral social world where both men
and women can enjoy their basic rights and cherish to achieve their dreams.

BLOCK 1 : SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF GENDER
This first Block intends to provide a clear understanding about the social
construction of gender as an important aspect of sociology of gender. It offers the
comprehensive coverage of basic concepts of gender. This block consists of four
Units. Unit 1 introduces the concept of gender and tells about the social construction
of gender or gender as a social construct. Unit 2 speaks about the concepts of
gender and sex and also about the distinction between gender and sex. Unit 3
describes the concepts of gender stereotyping and gender socialization. The last and
fourth unit explains about the gender role and gender identity.

UNIT 1 : GENDER AS A SOCIAL CONSTRUCT
Structure
1.1 Introduction
1.2 Learning Objectives
1.3 History of Gender
1.4 Concept and Meaning of Gender
1.5 What is Social Construction?
1.6 Process of Gender Construction
1.7 Social Construction of Gender
1.8 Cultural Construction of Gender
1.9 Construction of a Girl Child
1.9.1 Girl Child and the Natal Home
1.10 Let Us sum Up
1.11 Check Your Progress: Answer Keys
1.12 References

1.1 INTRODUCTION
Gender is a term being frequently used and heard these days. Government
organizations, voluntary organizations, developmental organizations, national and
international developmental programmes, donor organizations, UN organizations –
all these talk about gender, analyze programmes from a gender perspective and do
gender budgeting. The social construction of gender speaks about the relationship of
gender with various institutions like caste, kinship, marriage and so on. From the
perspective of gender and development, the process of gender construction can be
explained in relation to the aspects of women’s lives like work, decision-making,
honour killing, and the notion of autonomy and freedom. Gender construction
operates both at the macro and micro level and is very much embedded in the
institutional arrangements of society. In this course, the gender construction will be
explained from both sociological and development perspectives to understand the
complex phenomenon of women’s discrimination and inequality faced by women on
account of their sex and socially constructed gender. What is this gender? Why we
should talk about gender – we realize that this is an importance issue, which has deep
roots in our society, in our families and in our lives. Let us see what it is.
The unit discusses the meaning of social construction of gender. It starts with
explaining the meaning of social construction and understanding gender in relation
to culture. Similarly, we discuss gender as an analytical tool to understand the
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inequalities which are reflected in ways of hierarchisation of tasks and unequal
distribution of resources.

1.2 LEARNING OBJECTIVES
After studying this Unit, you would be able to:
•

know the history of gender

•

explain about the concept and meaning of gender

•

understand the meaning of the process of social construction as well as
the gender construction

•

analyse how the process of gender construction operates in our society

•

discuss the processes of gender construction in relation to culture and
ordering of society;

1.3 HISTORY OF GENDER
In the 60s, women in Europe and America recognised their inequality in terms of job
opportunities, wages and other conditions that were substandard to what men had.
Woman also protested insensitive treatment by their male counterparts. Therefore,
women fought for equal treatment and equal opportunities. The movement was
called “feminism” and bred some hostility and resentment between the sexes. At the
first UN conference in 1975 in Mexico, research findings on women, especially in
the development context, were presented as follows:




Women had been marginalised in all aspects of development;
Women were always busy, yet their role and contribution to development
was unrecognized; the “invisible role of women”;
Women had been neglected in early development plans.

After this conference, 1975 was declared the year of the woman, and 1976 to 1985
the Woman’s Decade.
Thus began the woman oriented development approach called Women in
Development, or WID. To assist in the integration of women in development,
women’s ministries, bureaus and projects were created and supported.




1980, a mid-decade conference in Copenhagen was held to assess the WID
approach. The following negative effects of the approach were discovered:
Women were further marginalized;
Focus placed on unprofitable activities with limited market demand, like
handicrafts;
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Men felt misplaced in development activities;
Women were not empowered politically or economically;
Women were assigned high level positions without considering constraints
and capabilities;
Women’s workload was increased through poorly planned women-focused
projects;
1985, end of Women’s Decade; conference held in Nairobi, at which time
Gender and Development (GAD) approach was developed. Nairobi Forward
Looking Strategies (NFLS) mainstreamed activities that included
empowerment of women, awareness creation among men, etc.
1995: 4th Women’s Conference marked the end of the 2nd Women’s Decade
– Beijing, China. Conference assessed how various governments carried out
the NFLS. Conclusions: Much has been achieved, but constraints to women’s
participation in development still exist.

There is also an increasing body of research that refers to gender as social process,
gender as social practice and ‘doing gender’ is a process through which individuals
acquire gender identities through social practices that shaped by the social structure.
Using ethno-methodological and interactionist approaches, some sociologists have
described “doing gender” is the accomplishment of everyday social practices and
have shown how gender is created and re-created in routine activities. Judith Butler
(1990) has explored why gender is considered something stable even though it has to
be acted out in different situations.

1.4 CONCEPT AND MEANING OF GENDER
Gender refers to the socially constructed roles of and relations between men and
women. Gender refers to the social attributes and opportunities associated with being
male and female and the relationships between women and men and girls and boys.
These attributes, opportunities and relationships are socially constructed and are
learned through socialization processes. They are context/time, specific and
changeable.
The distinctions between men and women are more social than natural. The
conceptual distinction between ‘sex’ and ‘gender’ seeks to capture this matter.
Gender became a key sociological concept owing to the impact of feminism. Thus,
arguing that ‘anatomy is not destiny’ and that ‘one is not born, but rather becomes, a
woman’. Simone de Beauvoir questioned the assumptions behind such formulations
in her feminist classic The Second Sex. At least in the social sciences, there is now
unanimity in accepting that distinctions between men and women are more social
than natural. This clearly projects gender is a social construct, not an outcome of the
biological difference. There is a conceptual distinction between ‘sex’ and ‘gender’.
They are not one and the same. Margaret Mead, an American anthropologist, was
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one of the first to empirically ground the distinction between the biological and
social characteristics of men and women. She argued this through her study of the
conceptions of masculinity and femininity among the Arapesh, Mundugamor and
Tchambuli, three societies in the New Guinea Islands. On the basis of this study, she
argued that masculinity is often equated with aggression and hand femininity with
nurturance on the other. This association of traits have no intrinsic relation with
biological sex. Mead’s study contributed significantly to the shaping of the concept
of gender in the latter half of the twentieth century.
In simple terms, gender explains the differences between men and women. Gender is
an analytical category that is socially constructed to
differentiate the biological
difference between men and women. The term gender is also used to describe the
differences in behaviour between men and women which are described as
“masculine” and “feminine”. Feminist writings focus on this aspect and claim that
these differences are not biological but are social constructions of patriarchal society.
But some theorists suggest that the biological differences between men and women
also result in their mental and physical differences. They argue that biologically, men
are physically and mentally superior to women. Other theorists suggest that the
biological difference between men and women are exaggerated. The differences are
socially constructed by the patriarchal system of society by which men are described
as superior to women. Therefore women become subordinate to men in the society.
Gender is defined by FAO as “the relations between men and women, both
perceptual and material. Gender is not determined biologically, but is constructed
socially. It is the central organizing principle of societies, and often governs the
processes of production and reproduction, consumption and distribution. Gender
issues focus on women and on the relationship between men and women, their roles,
access to and control over resources, division of labour, interests and needs. Gender
relations affect household security family well-being, planning, production and many
other aspects of life. Gender is part of the broader socio-cultural context”.

1.5 WHAT IS SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION?
It was Ann Oakley who introduced the term ‘gender’ to Sociology. According to
Oakley “sex” refers to the biological division into male and female; “gender” refers
to socially unequal division into femininity and masculinity. In other words, gender
is a social construct specifying the socially and culturally prescribed roles for men
and women.
Social construction is continuous process in which both individual and wider society
plays a part. The individual understanding of the social actor with whom she or he
interacts influences each and every construction and it has obviously a subjective
bias. Social construction is also shaped by the interests of particular groups and
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classes. In this sense too it is biased. The cultural values, norms, customs, languages,
ideologies and institutional frameworks of society are used to justify particular social
constructions with a view to projecting the subjective bias of groups and classes as
rational and to make it broad-based and legitimate. Hence social construction
through which we understand our everyday experience make moral judgments, and
classify other people according to religion, sex, caste etc. are culturally determined
and can be changed. They shape social norms, values, customs, beliefs etc. and are
also inculcated through them.
The social processes like socialization and education also help to make a particular
kind of social construction enduring and widely accepted. Gender is a product of
such social construction. Thus the cultural construction of masculine or feminine
gender role is socially constructed and there can be changes in such constructed roles
as changes occurs in social norms, values etc. Such social construction of gendered
roles attaches different expectations for women and men in our society. It provides
unequal position for females and males with a subordinate or inferior position for
females in all walks of life.
While an individual is born with a particular sex, as a male or female, he/she
acquires a gender through the process of socialization. Using this logic, gender is
therefore conceived as a social and cultural construct. Gender emerged as an
important variable after enormous empirical evidence was found which indicated
that while biologically men and women had similar physiological traits, they varied
substantially in terms of the roles they were expected to perform in different
societies across the world.
Sherry Ortner (1972) in her famous essay ‘Is female to male as nature is to culture?’
initiated a powerful framework for studying the basis of gender construction. She
argued that female subordination is universal and that this could not be explained in
terms of biological factors because this condition is not inherent. She located the
problem within culturally defined value systems and cultural ideologies. All cultures
recognize and make a distinction between human society and the natural world.
Culture attempts to control and transcend nature and use it for its own purposes.
Culture is therefore superior to the natural world and seeks to socialise nature. Ortner
suggests that women are identified with nature while men are associated with
culture, since culture seeks to control and transcend nature it is natural that women
should also be controlled and contained. This formulation that nature is to culture as
female is to male provided social anthropologists with a powerful analytical
framework since it provided a way of linking sexual ideologies and stereotypes to
social roles and cultural symbols.
The differences between men and women can be conceptualised as a set of opposed
pairs. Thus men may be associated with ‘up’, ‘right’, ‘high’, ‘culture’, and
‘strength’; while women are associated with their opposites, i.e. ‘down’, ‘left’, ‘low’,
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‘nature’ and ‘weakness’. These associations are cultural constructs, which are
powerfully reinforced by social normative strictures. Different, in fact opposite,
social roles are prescribed for men and women in most of the societies, accompanied
by patterns of rewards and punishment. It has been further argued that since men and
women have contrasting attributes, they must perform social roles which are
contrasting too. For example, since women are emotional, they must perform
familial roles including the bearing and rearing of children, taking care of the
elderly, discharging social obligations and so on. Conversely, men, who are
supposed to have rational and logical temperaments, must manage important affairs
of home and public life. It automatically followed that men’s tasks are socially more
significant in comparison to women’s. Thus men’s and women’s roles came to be
recognized as not only different but unequal also. Differentiation therefore gave way
to a hierarchy that has persisted for ages in almost all societies.
It is very often said that there is no such thing as a social reality. Further the question
is asked! What are ‘social constructions’? Rejecting intrinsically ‘good’ or ‘bad’
categories, these are described as social constructions. In other words, morality is the
acquired vision of a society. How is the vision of a society or its social construction
shaped? Is it shaped automatically? Is it culture - specific? Let us examine this
process of social construction. Everyday we observe various objects, experience
several events and related with various social interactions. These entire phenomena
that are experienced individually help to develop an image of society or the world.
Indeed, we filter everything that happens to us every day through the lens or screen
of our understanding of our world. This everyday sense of the world or things forms
the basis of social reality or construction of social reality.
Social construction is a social process in which both individual and other social
processes are intrinsically related. Every construction or image of the world is
influenced by the individual’s experience of society and his/her interaction with
various social processes. Therefore, it is often argued that social construction itself
carries subjective biases as it is shaped by individual experience. Social construction
is also influenced and dominated by the interests of a particular group or class of
people. For instance, in some developing countries power and education rest with a
few elite who do not take interest in the development of the human resources of the
majority?
In this sense, the culture, norms, ideologies, and values of the dominant group are
used to justify and sustain a particular form of social construction. Hence social
constructions through which we understand everyday life try to classify people on
the basis of caste, class, religion, community, kinship, gender and so on. The
classification of people is the product of social construction and also forms an
integral part of the social processes. Social processes such as primary socialization
and the presence of social institutions help to produce an accepted kind of social
construction. Hence, gender is the product of such social construction.
6

1.6 PROCESS OF GENDER CONSTRUCTION
Gender construct has a historical background and some amount of universal nature
despite different contexts and realities. The origin of sub-ordination of women to
men in history is based on female productivity of birth, survival based on fulfillment
of basic needs like food, shelter, etc. Men are kept in more advantageous position
and considered superior human being. In this way, entire society is constructed in an
unequal platform, which makes women in many ways socially excluded.
Gender is the change brought about socially in women and men as they grow. This is
a term used to understand the socially constructed differences between men and
women. This is not the same as the differences related to different reproductive
organs. Boys and girls are brought up in a different way in the society as they grow.
Parents, relatives, neighbours, every institution in the society like schools, police,
courts etc have a fixed opinion about how men and women should be. So, gender
refers to the socially constructed and culturally variable roles that women and men
play in their daily lives.
Gender role programming evidently starts immediately after birth, in the different
ways in which adults treat girl and boy babies and in the different behaviours the
children perceive in female and male adults. It is confirmed and extended in schools,
at universities and in societies at large. Families, schools, universities and societies
are products of culture, and their socialization processes are culturally constructed.
In the Indian context, there is a strong preference for sons in comparison to
daughters. This cultural preference tends to exercise a very powerful impact on the
gender formation of boys and girls. A preferential treatment given to a son at the cost
of his sister often goes a long way in reinforcing masculinity in him; in that he
acquires a sense of superiority over the opposite sex. On the contrary, denial of
nutrition, money and freedom to the girl within the household goes a long way in
making her compliant and patient. Thus if women tend to be more patient,
sacrificing and submissive and men are more assertive, dominating and expressive, it
is not because they are born like that, but because of the socially acquired behaviour,
which is reinforced at home, at school and in larger society.
The text books showing the mother cooking or washing and the father reading or
going to work have a deep impact on the child who starts associating different tasks
with males and females. Gender is therefore, constructed in the process of
socialization. The media which is the most prominent influence upon the children
and youth of today plays a major role in gender construction by presenting
stereotyped images of men and women in advertisements, serials and films. Film
stars have always been the role models for young boys and girls and therefore a hero
is always loved by them for being tough, aggressive, strong, rational and dominating.
The heroine is obsessed with her physical appearance and is often emulated for her
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looks, femininity and emotional appeal. Girls who cannot cook well are not
appreciated while men who feel shy of public dealing are ridiculed.
But in reality it is quite difficult to say how gender is natural and how is it socially
constructed, because as soon as a child is born, families and society begin the
process of socializing the child as a girl or a boy. In most regions across India, the
birth of a son is celebrated, the birth of a daughter is not. Sons are showered with
love, respect, better food and better health care. Women are blessed by saying that
“May you be the mother of a hundred sons!”.
Boys are encouraged to be tough and outgoing, girls are encouraged to be simple,
obedient and not go beyond the home. What children wear, how they play - climbing
trees or riding bicycles, all aspects are determined by gender. Who will take care of
the younger siblings, who will fetch water, who will help with cooking or cleaning
the house- all these are also determined by whether the child is a girl or a boy. All
these gender differences have been created through social interactions.
It is important to understand that the different status and positions that women and
men enjoy in society is indeed socially and culturally determined; it is man-made,
nature has very little to do with it. It is gender which has determined that almost
everywhere, women are considered inferior to men. They enjoy fewer rights, control
fewer resources, work longer hours than men but their work is either undervalued, or
underpaid. They face violence at the hands of men and society; and they have little
decision making power in social, economic and political institutions.
Dress:
Girls and boys, women and men dress differently in most societies. In some places
this difference may be minimal, at others very stark. In some communities women
are made to cover their bodies from top to toe, including their faces. The mode of
dress can and does influence the mobility, sense of freedom and dignity of people.
The institution of purdah, or covering one’s body limits girls and women’s freedom
in many ways.
Attributes:
Women are expected to have qualities such as gentleness, caring, nurturing and
obedience; men are expected to be strong, self-confident, competitive and rational.
Roles and responsibilities:
Men are considered to be the heads of households, breadwinners, owners and
managers of property, and active in politics, religion, business and professions.
Women, on the other hand are expected and trained to bear and look after children,
to nurse the infirm and old, do all household work, and so on.
We can say that the construction of gender is multidimensional. The phenomena of
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gender construction has basis in social, cultural, institutional, economic, historic etc.
aspects of society. This construction of gender determines the range of choices or
options open to women and men. These choices are linked to work and production
process, to mobility or seclusion, dress and behaviour and so on. Thus gender
construction of womanhood and manhood favours and perpetuates the unequal status
of sexes, which invariably gives a subordinate role for women in the society. This
unequal and subordinate status leads to the discrimination and marginalisation of
female sex in the society.

1.7

SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF GENDER

Social construction of gender allows for the recognition that because men and
women play different roles in society, they consequently, have different needs. These
different needs of men and women must be addressed in project policies and must
dis-aggregate within communities, households and families, based on gender.
Theories on social construction of gender:


Society uses its socialization/enculturation process to construct gender.



Society has socialization agents through which the above is done, i.e.
religion, family, media, rituals, etc.



Due to this socialization, women behave the way they do toward themselves
and men, and vice versa.



Therefore, to reconstruct gender roles, we have to address culture and society
in general.



Change can be realised, but it has to come from within and gradually.



To reconstruct gender roles, awareness creation is paramount.

The conceptual distinction between sex and gender developed by Anne Oakley is a
useful analytical tool to clarify ideas and has now been almost universally taken up.
According to this distinction, sex is connected with biology, whereas the gender
identity of men and women in any given society is socially and psychologically (and
that means also historically and culturally) determined. Biological and physical
conditions (chromosomes, external and internal genitalia, hormonal states and
secondary sex characteristics), lead to the determination of male or female sex. To
determine gender, however, social and cultural perceptions of masculine and
feminine traits and roles must be taken into account.
Gender is learnt through a process of socialization and through the culture of the
particular society concerned. In many cultures, boys are encouraged in the acts
considered to display male traits (and girls vice versa) through the toys given to

9

children (guns for boys, dolls for girls), the kind of discipline meted out, the jobs or
careers to which they might aspire, and the portrayal of men and women in the
media. Children learn their gender from birth. They learn how they should behave in
order to be perceived by others, and themselves, as either masculine or feminine.
Throughout their life, this is reinforced by parents, teachers, peers, their culture and
society.
Every society uses biological sex as one criterion for describing gender but, beyond
that simple starting point, no two cultures could completely agree on what
distinguishes one gender from another. Therefore, there is considerable variation in
gender roles between cultures. Sex is a fact of human biology; we are born male or
female; it is men who impregnate, and women who conceive, give birth, and breastfeed the human baby. On this biological difference, we construct an edifice of social
attitudes and assumptions, behaviours and activities; these are our gender roles and
identities. Questioning them may feel threatening, attacking the very foundations of
our understanding of ourselves, our personal and social relations, our culture and
traditions. It is important to understand how we learn to be boys and girls, to become
women and men; how we define masculine behaviour; how we are taught activities
regarded as appropriate for our sex, and the ways in which we should relate to one
another. What we learn depends on the society into which we are born, and our
position within it, our relative poverty or wealth, and our ethnic group.
Delving deep into the social construction of gender and gendered behaviour, Barbara
Risman (2004) focused on the ways that social interactions and individual roles,
expectations and accountabilities reproduced inequalities by ‘doing gender’. Her
analysis of sex differences, structure and interactions, which were earlier perceived
as oppositional, have been integrated together to recognise gender as a socially
constructed stratification system. She also elaborates on how gender as structure is
recursive as it contains elements that ensures its repetition and replication. At the
same time, Risman cautions that gender as structure does not explain the non
reflexive actions i.e. the cultural component of structure. Though our actions may be
intended to challenge structure, structure cannot be escaped as it is deeply embedded
in our institutions, rules, norms and even in our personalities.
Gender as structure has also enabled an examination of relations between men and
women and between masculinities and feminities. By recognising gender as a social
structure, constructions of masculinity and constraints as well as privileges of men
have been analysed using a structural lens.

1.8

CULTURAL CONSTRUCTION OF GENDER

The term gender is not confined to individual identity and personality alone; it also
encompasses sexual division of labour at home and workplaces, cultural ideals and
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stereotypes of masculinity and femininity. Simone de Beauvoir’s statement “one is
not born, but rather becomes, a woman” which she made in her celebrated book The
Second Sex also suggests that gender is an aspect of identity gradually acquired. The
anatomically distinct female body, i.e., sex, acquires cultural meaning (gender). For
example, during the menstruation period the notion of impurity is attached to the
female body and therefore she is debarred from participation in religious ceremonies.
This speaks of gender as a cultural construct.
Gender is the outcome of complex phenomena and is socially constructed and
culturally determined. Culture can be described as a web of relationships that
expresses the meaning, pattern of living, and values of institutions. Culture covers
almost every aspect of life ranging from organization of production, structure of
family and institutions, ideologies and normative patterns of the society and forms of
interactions or relations. Cultural construction of gender talks about the construction
of masculinity and femininity in the context of socialization, i.e., the individual
acquires the gendered bodies of being feminine or masculine in the course of social
development. The construction of femininity and masculinity plays an important role
in shaping the institutions of family, economic, political, and religious organization.
The understanding of gender in relation to society reflects the structure of hierarchy
and differentiation, existing power relations between women and men, and the
process of acquiring the accepted roles and behaviours.
Gender construction in relation to culture can be explained through the following
points:
(i) Gender construction supports the system of dominance
Gender categories are never neutral nor are they equal. This construction of gender
perpetuates the system of dominance across the society. Gender as a system of
unequal relations provides a range of choices to women and men in spheres of work,
production processes, access to resources and power, accepting the specific gender
roles, and sex segregation in work and labour market.
ii) Gender construction vis-a-vis individual expression of gender
Feminist psycho-analysts assess that gender cannot be seen as an exclusively
cultural, linguistic, and political construction. Therefore, we need to make a
distinction between prescriptive construction of gender and individual reflections of
these constructions. Prescriptive construction of gender refers to those images which
are socially, historically, culturally determined. For example, socialising a girl child
to become a homemaker in future is deep rooted in the society and manifested
through socially accepted behaviour ranging from dress code and good conduct to
care and nurture. In addition to the socio-cultural construction of gender behaviour
according to sex identity there is the individual’s notion of expressing gender
behaviour. Individual inflections are made by the interaction of an individual psyche
with socio-political or cultural or historical norms. For example, if a boy or girl
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undergoes sex transformation, there are a couple of questions to be addressed such
as: How do societies respond to variations in an individual’s expression of gender
identity? To what extent do members of societies internalize various gender roles
and behaviours?
This point brings us to the discussion of “doing gender’’ as a concept within the
social construction of gender. Doing gender involves a complex set of socially
governed perceptual, interactional and micro-political activities that cast a particular
action as an expression of masculine or feminine nature .Gender is an ascribed
status, which is sustained and maintained only through socially accepted behaviour
located in a particular social situation. Therefore, it is inherent to social situations,
i.e., gender is both ‘product of’ and ‘produced by’ social arrangements. For example,
the newborn only carries the sex identity that is imposed upon the individual by the
society. Eventually, through continuous interaction with the parents or primary
caretakers, the infant accomplishes gender identity. Often, the unequal treatment of
parents towards boys’ vis-à-vis girls creates gender difference and turn into gender
discrimination. Doing gender is a process that legitimizes the fundamental division
of the society.
Check Your Progress Exercise 1.1
Note:
I. Write your answer in the space given below.
II. Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit
Q.1 What is meant by social construction of Gender?
……………………………………………………………………………………..
……………………………………………………………………………………..
……………………………………………………………………………………..
……………………………………………………………………………………..
Q.2 What do you mean by cultural construction of gender?
……………………………………………………………………………………..
……………………………………………………………………………………..
……………………………………………………………………………………..
……………………………………………………………………………………..

1.9

CONSTRUCTION OF A GIRL CHILD

The construction of a girl child discusses the processes of growing a girl into a
female in patrilineal and patriarchal societies in India. It will reflect on the issue of
constraints that a girl faces in the process of socializing herself as a female, adhering
to differential values attached with the male vis-à-vis female child, how does she
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acquire appropriate roles to her gender identity, and what are the mechanisms which
help her in internalizing cultural values and visualising images of her future. The
construction of a gender subject, i.e., carrying the identity of femininity or
masculinity is both socially and culturally produced. For example, in every culture
the notion of gender difference is thought to be rooted in biology or preordained
nature.
In Indian Hindu families, the notion of gender difference begins with the sphere of
reproduction both mother and father share different roles in relation to procreation. It
is culturally considered that the father is the provider of seeds and mother provides
the respectable to receive the seeds and nurture it further. These role differences are
culturally imagined, and get reflected in other social institutions like family,
marriage, and kinship. The social construction of gender questions the preconceived
idea to assign unequal roles to male and female, and to analyze how other gender
roles are learnt within the complex web of relationships and institutions. It is evident
that gender identity is created through learning gender roles and therefore, it
becomes essential to understand the process of gender construction in the wider
context of family and kinship structure.

1.9.1 Girl Child and the Natal Home
The construction of femininity is a continuous and complex process and is conveyed
through language, proverbs, and rituals. The context of natal home for both married
and unmarried daughters is widely used in the form of proverbs in the process of
socialization. The desire for a boy child is explicit in the day- to-day conversation in
forms of ‘speech’ ‘saying’. For instance, parents who are having only daughters are
often perceived in a situation where the ‘future is black as they are not having any
support’, according to Dube. Similarly, in regions like Maharashtra, girls are
honoured with accomplishments since girls are always associated with home and
household works. In the process of acquiring femininity, the parental home is always
referred to as a temporary shelter. Therefore, girls grow up with the notion of having
their own home in future. Girls grow up with the desire to have their own house and
orient and instruct their lives to learning socially appropriate behaviours. Proverbs
and rituals give the realization of this inevitable fact of transferring the girl’s
membership from her natal home to the home of the husband.
Dube in her book documented some of the proverbs spoken in various parts of India
which will be described in subsequent paragraphs. In Orissa, there is a saying that
equates “daughter with ghee”. The meaning of the proverb that is both are valuable;
however both start to stink if not disposed of in time. Similarly, there are festivals
like Durga puja and Gauri puja which reiterate the idea of ‘home coming’ in the
context of the goddess. These festivals are full of rituals which convey the message
to young girls of their reality to leave their mother’s home and that they will be
invited to the natal home in these festivals. In this context, the girls’ socialization
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takes place through rituals, proverbs and festivities that emphasize the need to learn
adequate feminine behaviours of obedience, submissiveness, accommodation and so
on. The construction of a girl child begins with the feeling of getting temporary
membership at the parental place, and the inevitability of learning some of the ideal
feminine characters.
The onset of puberty is the phase, which is marked by changes and transformation in
a woman’s life. This phase is associated with several pubertal rituals, dietary
prescriptions and seclusion of girls for certain days and these are practiced widely
across India in various forms. These pubertal rituals are expressing the significance
of sexuality and motherhood for a girl child and the notion of controlled sexuality in
this phase of women’s vulnerability and adulthood. Marriage and motherhood are
two goals highly valued for the girls in this age and often made obvious to them
through allocating specific roles to young girls, observance of complete seclusion
and imposing food restrictions during menstruation and so on. The construction of a
girl in a Hindu family is indicative of the fact of learning feminine behaviour and
socializing by adopting the structured role of an imaginary wife and mother.

1.10

LET US SUM UP

The unit discusses about the history and meaning of gender. It contributes to the
understanding of gender both as social and cultural constructions. Here we have
discussed the basis of construction of gender. Also it emphasized on the process of
gender construction, cultural construction of gender and construction of a girl child.
The fact that it is society which decides and teach us what kind of attitude, behavior,
likes and dislikes we must develop on the basis of our sex is called social
construction of gender. Every society constructs what a girl/woman or boy/man
should be like. Therefore the expectations of a society from girl/ woman or boy/man
vary. In some society woman are associated with the agricultural work and in some
society man are associated with agricultural work. Again, the common perception is
that woman are physically weaker but woman like Hima Das, Mary Kom as well as
common woman who climbs hills and trees to collect fodder show exemplary
strength and endurance.

1.11

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS

Ans to Q 1:

Social construction is a social process in which both individual and
other social processes are intrinsically related. Every construction or
image of the world is influenced by the individual’s experience of
society and his/her interaction with various social processes.
Therefore, very often it is argued that the social construction itself
carries subjective biases as it is shaped by individual experience.
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Social construction is also influenced and dominated by the interests
of a particular group or class of people.
Ans to Q 2:

1.12

Gender being complex phenomena is socially constructed and
culturally determined. Culture is described as a web of relationships
that expresses the meaning, pattern of living, and values of the
institutions. Culture covers almost every aspect of life ranging from
organization of production, structure of family and institutions,
ideologies and normative patterns of the society and forms of
interactions or relations. Cultural construction of gender talks about
the construction of masculinity and femininity in the context of
socialization.
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UNIT 2 : GENDER VS. SEX
Structure
2.1 Introduction
2.2 Learning Objectives
2.3 Sex and Gender
2.4 Understanding ‘Sex’
2.5 Understanding Gender
2.6 Conceptualising Sex and Gender
2.7 Difference between Sex and Gender
2.8 Some Criticisms of the Sex-Gender Binary
2.9 Let Us sum Up
2.10 Check Your Progress: Answer Keys
2.11 References

2.1 INTRODUCTION
Biologically, gender has been used to refer to the sex of an individual. However, in
the social context, the gender concept refers both to men and women, boys and girls.
Women have been focused in gender campaigns because they are seen to be a
marginalised group. Men and women are different. Society too treats them
differently. These differences are evident in their way of dressing, in their work, in
the roles they perform and in their behavior. However, men and women are both
human beings. Both have lot of similarities. Men and women may have different
reproductive organs but both have other similar organs like heart, brain, liver,
digestive system etc. While some of the reproductive organs are present outside,
others are present inside the body. Apart from these differences men and women do
not have any differences by birth. This physical difference is called ‘sex’ we call
men as ‘male sex’ and women as ‘female sex’ however this is not ‘gender’.

2.2 LEARNING OBJECTIVES
After studying this Unit, you would be able to:
• define the concepts of sex - gender in relation to the sex-gender system
• analyse gender, with a specific focus on the concept of femininity
• demonstrate you understanding of the concepts of ‘sex’ and ‘gender’;
• describe the difference between sex and gender
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• discuss about the criticisms of the sex-gender binary

2.3 SEX AND GENDER
Understanding of the social construction of gender starts with explaining two
concepts, i.e., gender and sex. Often these two terms have been used
interchangeably; however, they bear different meanings as concepts. Gender refers to
differences, hierarchies, rankings which exist between the two sexes. Gender
explains cultural constructions of various roles that are played by women and men in
the society. Further, gender analyzes the aspect of shaping women’s behaviour
according to the normative order of the society. Scholars say that sex determines
gender because gender varies across cultures. Gender is culturally relative. It even
undergoes change over time. Along with presenting a binary distinction, gender also
connotes a hierarchy. Gender relations are relations of power- men constitute a class
which dominates women and keeps them subordinated. It is not that women are
innately inferior to men. Overall, the concept of gender differentiates the sexual
differences based on biology from those assigned by culture to men and women to
play their respective roles in a society.
Gender as a conceptual tool is used to analyze the structural relationships of
inequality existing between women and men, as reflected in various aspects of life
such as household, labour market, education and political institutions. Sex, on the
other hand, refers to the biological differences between female and male which are
the same across time and place. Gender can, therefore, be defined as a notion that
offers a set of frameworks within which the social and ideological construction and
representation of differences between the sexes are explained. For instance, gender
explains the structured relations between women and men within the society.
Further, institutions and social practices such as family and the internalisation of
mother and daughter relationship as identical create the notion of separation and
difference among people belonging to different gender worlds. Social expectations
from women as natural mothers, wives, daughters, and homemakers not only exist at
the patriarchal constructions, but also operate in the material environment of the
society.
Some feminist geographers have argued that space and gender are socially
constructed and women’s bodies, their activities, and mobility are limited to certain
physical territories and structures. For instance, home is thought to be constructed
through women’s gender roles at the same time restricts women’ access to freedom.
According to Patel, gendered notion of womanhood and place are both symbolised,
therefore; the interplay between space, time, and gender identification leads to
negative depiction of women. Therefore, middle-class women who work outside the
household and travel at night to work in call centres’ often meet with sexual
harassment, rape, and murder. Patel brought a different discourse in the theory of
feminisation of labour which sees both time-space geography of call center
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industries as gendered in nature and product of capitalism. Sex, on the other hand,
connects the individual with her or his sex categorization and eventually restricts
the individual with the social notion of femininity and masculinity.

2.4 UNDERSTANDING ‘SEX’
Jeffrey Weeks notes that the term ‘sex’ “refers both to an act and to a category of
person, to a practice and to a gender” (Weeks, 2003, p. 4). According to Oxford
Dictionaries less commonly, and more euphemistically, it is also used to refer
specifically to the genitals. Already we notice how, in Weeks’ definition, ‘sex’ and
‘gender’ become synonymous, or at least, the distinction between the terms seems to
blur. This runs counter to the distinction you would have learned in previous units
between the two terms. This is clarified by Weeks himself:
The earliest usage of the term ‘sex’, in the sixteenth century, referred precisely to the
division of humanity into the male section and the female section (that is, to
differences of what later was called gender). This eventually gave rise to the idea
that ‘sex’ is the basic biological datum on which the cultural and social divides of
gender are built. (Weeks, 2003, p. 4).
Rather peculiarly, from what Weeks writes, it appears that the fixing of the term
‘sex’ to a biological referent came subsequent to, and did not precede, its culturally
constructed connotations suggesting thereby that there is no obligatory or essential
connection between ‘sex’ and its biological meanings. This view, that even sex is a
socially constructed category, has gained ground in recent times but the debate
remains an open one. That said, we must nevertheless remember that, at least for
analytical purposes, it is useful to maintain the distinction that was laid out in the
earlier units, between ‘sex’ as referring to a biological condition, and ‘gender’ as
indexing a social and cultural one. The legitimacy of maintaining this distinction is
corroborated by the fact noted earlier, that the term ‘sex’ is also used, albeit
euphemistically, to refer to the genitals, and therefore to a biological condition.
So far we have discussed only the sense of the word ‘sex’ as noun – as referring to a
category of persons- but not its sense as a verb as referring to actions of a sexual
nature, as for instance in the phrase ‘to have sex’. Most commonly, ‘sex’ is used in
this sense as a short form for ‘sexual intercourse’. But here again, there is a degree of
ambiguity as to what activities and actions can constitute ‘sex’, ‘having sex’ or
‘sexual intercourse’. There is an implicit invocation of the biological connotation of
sex as referring to the genitals here: hence, ‘sexual intercourse’ would literally mean
a communication between two people that takes place through (or using) the
genitals.
However, genital sexual intercourse is not the only (or even the most prevalent) form
of sexual intercourse; there are several common non-genital sexual practices
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including, for example, anal sex or oral sex. Nor is sexual intercourse (of any and all
kinds) the only expression or manifestation of sexual activity; for example,
voyeurism of any kind (visiting a strip club, consuming pornography, etc.), phone
sex, online sex chats, all constitute sexual activity without actual sexual intercourse
necessarily being a part of the activity. In other words, sexual pleasure or satisfaction
may be pursued without necessarily resorting to ‘sexual intercourse’.
Once we understand this point that not all sexual activity requires sexual intercourse
it should become clear that there needs to be a still wider field of practices that are
organized to facilitate such sexual activities for example, the porn industry in
general, with its entire gamut of professions and professional specializations, aimed
at providing material for voyeuristic consumption; phone sex services that employ
people to speak or perform other auditory tasks that provide sexual pleasure or
satisfaction; strip club establishments and the employment of strippers. In other
words, Johnston (2002) argues that there is an organized complex of practices which
supports and facilitates these sexual activities, which is commonly referred to as the
‘commercial sex industry’. Needless to add, the commercial sex industry does not
cater only to such sexual activities that do not require direct sexual intercourse, but
also includes - in fact primarily consists of – those that do, in the form of
prostitution, escort services, etc.
This in turn leads us to the question of whether all sexual intercourse is undertaken
voluntarily, and with mutual sexual satisfaction. The very idea of a commercial sex
industry indicates that this is not the case, since commercial sexual activity may
neither be voluntary nor concerned with the sexual satisfaction of the service
provider. Obviously then, there must be a further field of practices that ensures, on
the one hand, means of involuntary participation in the commercial sex industry, and
of enforcing them; and on the other, that there are incentives besides sexual
satisfaction for participation, even when it is not involuntary.
Thus, for example, human trafficking, mainly of women and children for sexual
exploitation in the commercial sex industry in The Netherlands has the following
distribution of coercive means. These means of coercion were used in the
Netherlands on sampled victims, 1998-2002 (Government Gazette, 2011, p. 27).
While such coercive measures are an integral part of the sustenance of the
commercial sex industry, women in particular also enter it voluntarily with the intent
to make a living. According to Shruti Nambiar’s The Indian Express survey of
(2011), 70% of sex-workers enter the profession voluntarily.
Thus, Pickering and Wilkins (1993) found that sex-workers make three times more
per day than women engaged in informal sector activities. In fact, sex-workers
earned as much as senior civil servants. Their study of sex-work in The Gambia
found choice of occupation to be made freely, although from a set of choices that
was constrained by levels of education (Ahlburg and Jensen, p. 163).
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One of the deepest divides in contemporary feminism is on the question of whether,
in fact, all such sex-work is under coercion, and how to engage with the issue of sexwork that is ‘freely’ chosen. What we need to understand immediately is that,
whether provided voluntarily or through coercion, such (sexual) services require a
larger social and economic infrastructure for their functioning that is essentially
geared towards ‘sex’. In other words, when we use the term ‘sex’ to refer to an
activity, or set of activities, the range and variety of activities that can be covered
goes far beyond the immediate activity of sexual intercourse.

2.5 UNDERSTANDING GENDER
Feminists like Simone de Beauvoir had recognized even in the nineteen fifties that
“social discrimination produces in women moral and intellectual effects so profound
that they appear to be caused by nature” (de Beauvoir, 1972[1949], p.18). However,
it was psychologist Robert Stoller who, in 1968, first rendered the specific
distinction between biological traits (sex), and traits of masculinity or femininity that
were social or psychological in nature (gender). This was subsequently and famously
theorized by feminist scholars like Gayle Rubin as the ‘sex/gender system’ to refer to
a “set of arrangements by which the biological raw material of human sex and
procreation is shaped by human, social intervention” (Rubin, 1975, p.165).
Generally speaking, Rubin belongs to the ‘social constructionist’ school of
understanding gender, which holds that gender is shaped and determined by social
and cultural practices i.e., gender is learned behaviour. There are also other
interpretations of the sex-gender difference: one very influential school of thought
led by psychoanalyst Nancy Chodorow (1995) understands gender as an issue of
personality formation in early infancy. It is shaped by parenting, specifically by the
extent of the child’s individuation from the mother. The mother-daughter
relationship usually permits less individuation than the mother-son one, because
mothers tend to identify more with their daughters. Masculinities and femininities
are thus the traits developed in the course of this process of individuation. Another
way of thinking the sex gender issue came from feminist political theorist Catherine
MacKinnon (1989) who argued that gender was essentially the consequence of the
sexual objectification of women. Because women are perceived as objects for the
satisfaction of men’s desire, men are understood as sexually dominant and women as
submissive.
Gender then becomes “the eroticisation of dominance and submission. The
man/woman difference and the dominance/ submission dynamic define each other.
This is the social meaning of sex” (MacKinnon, 1989, p.113). That is, in all
patriarchal societies, men are conditioned into desiring submissive women, and
conversely, women are conditioned into finding their own submissiveness erotic.
Male domination is not learned social behaviour, as the social constructionists argue;
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rather it is the social expression of an underlying power hierarchy based on male
sexual dominance.
Although each of these understandings of gender emphasise different ways in which
gender and sex are distinct, they do share what has been referred to as ‘gender
realism’ that is the understanding that all women differ from all men, albeit in the
specific ways in which each school emphasises gender difference. This is more
loosely referred to in the literature as ‘essentialist’ understandings of gender. Critics
of such gender realist positions argue that gender is intersected by class, race, age,
etc., and that unless these differentials are take into account, white western middle
class feminists’ experience of being women would marginalise all other women
(Spelman, 1988). Another influential criticism of the sex/gender system is the
argument that it is ‘normative’. Judith Butler, for instance, sees the sex gender
distinction as creating identity categories, which, as she argues, ‘are never merely
descriptive, but always normative, and as such, exclusionary’ (Butler, 1991, p.160).
Further, she understood gender not as natural to men (masculine) and women
(feminine) but as “performative”: it was not ‘a stable identity or locus of agency
from which various acts follow; rather, gender is … instituted … through a stylised
repetition of [habitual] acts’ (Butler,1999, p.179). Butler in fact dismisses the
distinction between sex and gender itself:
“If the immutable character of sex is contested, perhaps this construct called ‘sex’ is
as culturally constructed as gender; indeed, perhaps it was always already gender,
with the consequence that the distinction between sex and gender turns out to be no
distinction at all”. (Butler, 1999, pp.10–11).
Ann Tickner has noted that:
Our Western understanding of gender is based on a set of culturally determined
binary distinctions, such as public versus private, objective versus subjective, self
versus other, reason versus emotion, autonomy versus relatedness, and culture versus
nature; the first of each pair of characteristics is typically associated with
masculinity, the second with femininity. (Tickner, 1992, p. 9).

2.6 CONCEPTUALISING SEX AND GENDER
In sociological parlance, the term ‘sex’ is used to denote the biological differences
between women and men, while ‘gender’ indicates the socio-cultural attributes that
society associates with each sex. Similarly, while the terms ‘male’ and ‘female’ are
used to denote biological differences, ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity’ are socially
constructed gendered attributes which are assumed to be ‘natural’ to each sex. For
example, ‘maternity’ is a biological phenomenon, but the roles and attitudes that are
assumed to be fitting a mother, are social constructions (Bruce and Yearley 2006).
As Connell defines it, ‘Gender is the structure of social relations that centres on the
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reproductive arena, and the set of practices that bring reproductive distinctions
between bodies into social processes.’
Contemporary sociology of the body has been influenced much by feminist theories.
The propounding works of Simone de Beauvoir (The Second Sex, 1972) describes
how the female body is regulated by patriarchal norms and structures. Beauvoir has
pointed out that ‘one is not born, but rather becomes, a woman’ through various
socio-psychological processes that ‘construct’ one as fundamentally female (or
male). She explained the differences between biologically determined sex and the
social construct of gender. Feminist social theories on the body tend to analyse how
the ‘essential’ socio-cultural differences between women and men, which we
consider to be ‘natural’, or take for granted, are in fact socially constructed (Turner
2007).
As Judith Butler states, ‘The category of “sex”, from the start, is normative’. ‘Sex’,
as a norm, not only regulates but also produces ‘the bodies it governs’. Sex is not a
static fact of the body, but rather a fluid process through which ‘regulatory norms’
are materialized and reiterated. This concept of ‘materialization’ is further linked
with the notion of ‘gender performativity’. The ‘regulatory norms of sex’, by means
of materializing the body and sexual differences, ultimately strengthens normative
heterosexuality (Butler 1993). Thus one acquires the social identity of either
masculine or feminine. Through various regulatory forces (for e.g. socialization), one
learns her/ his gender identity, as also shaped by class, caste, ethnicity, religion, race
etc. These gender identities, in turn, get stereotyped as ‘typical’ to a particular sex.
For e.g. a woman being caring, loving, emotional, passive, submissive, docile,
dependent etc; while the man has to hide emotions and be active, tough, strong,
practical, dominating etc. (Lind 2007).
Check Your Progress Exercise 2.1
Note:
I. Write your answer in the space given below.
II. Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit
Q.1 Define Ann Tickner’s understanding of gender”.
……………………………………………………………………………………..
…………………………………………………………………………………….
……………………………………………………………………………………..
……………………………………………………………………………………..
Q.2 Who is the author of the book “Sex Gender and Society”?
……………………………………………………………………………………..
……………………………………………………………………………………..
……………………………………………………………………………………..
……………………………………………………………………………………..
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2.7 DIFFERENCE BETWEEN SEX AND GENDER
The English language distinction between the words sex and gender was first
developed in the 1950s and 1960s by British and American Psychiatrists and other
medical personnel working with intersex and trans sexual patients. Since then, the
term gender has been increasingly used to distinguish between sex as biological and
gender as socially and culturally constructed. The term sex, since classical times, has
been used to designate matters related to biology. The term gender has generally
been used in social or cultural contexts. Sex is a biological categorization based
primarily on reproductive potential, whereas gender is the social elaboration of
biological sex.
The distinction between ‘sex’ and ‘gender’, which came to dominate theorization in
the sociology of gender in the 1970s, is founded on the idea of universality of ‘sex’
and variability of ‘gender’. Ann Oakley, who was among the first few feminist
scholars to use this concept, opines, “Gender is a matter of culture, it refers to the
socisl classification of men and women into ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’. She defines
the concept “Gender” as a product of culture. It refers to the social classification of
men and women into masculine and feminine. Her Sex, Gender and Society (1972)
made the sex-gender distinction very popular in sociology. For Oakley, sex is ‘a
word that refers to the biological differences between male and female: the visible
differences in genitalia, the related difference in procreative function. The constancy
of sex must be admitted, but so also must be variability of gender. She concludes that
gender has no biological origin, that the connections between sex and gender are not
really ‘natural’ at all. Gender determines what is expected, allowed and valued in a
woman or man in a given context. They can change over time and they vary within
and between cultures.
Sex is based in a combination of anatomical, endocrinal and Chromosomal features
and the selection among these criteria for any task is based very much on cultural
beliefs about what actually makes someone male or female. Thus the very definition
of the biological categories, and people’s understanding of themselves and others as
male or female, is ultimately social.
The fundamental differences between sex and gender can be presented as follows:
Box 2.1 Difference between Sex and Gender
Sex
Sex refers to the biological and
physiological characteristics that define
men and women. It also includes genetic
differences

Gender
Gender refers to the socially constructed roles
behaviour, activities and attributes that a given
society considers appropriate for men and
women.

Biological sex is determined by genetic

Gender is an acquired identity that is learned,
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and anatomical characteristics.

changes over time, and varies widely within
and across cultures.

From the aforesaid perspective sex is
fixed and based in nature.

From the aforesaid perspective gender is fluid
and based in culture.

Sex is a more scientific term that
explains physical traits and sexual
preferences.

Gender carries a more social tone. It refers to
the different activities, career choices, and
positions people hold in society.

Sex refers to biological differences;
chromosomes, hormonal profiles, internal
and external sex organs.

Gender describes the characteristics that a
society or culture delineates as masculine or
feminine.

Sex categories
“female”.

and

Gender categories include “masculine “and
“feminine”.

Aspects of sex don’t vary substantially
between different human societies.

Aspects of gender vary with societies with
varying cultures.

Sex is imbibed identity; it is one’s
biological identity and is biologically
assigned.

Gender is acquired identity, socially learned
expectations
and behaviour
culturally
transmitted.

Some sexual manifestations can be found
from the reproductive abilities of women
and physical features.

Some gender manifestations can be found
through the activities women are expected to
perform in the society.

include

“male”

Thus, Gender is not something we are born with, and not something we have, but
something we do, something we perform. Sex is a biological categorization based
primarily on reproductive potential, whereas gender is the social elaboration of
biological sex. Gender builds on biological sex, but it exaggerates biological
difference, and it carries biological difference into domains in which it is completely
irrelevant. Sex is based in a combination of anatomical, endocrinal and chromosomal
features, and the selection among these criteria for sex based assignment is
dependent on cultural beliefs about what actually makes someone male or female.
Thus the very definition of the biological categories and people’s understanding of
themselves and others as male or female, is ultimately social. Anne Fausto-Sterling
(2000) sums up the situation as follows: labelling someone a man or a woman is a
social decision.
These are traits and characteristics. What are these social traits? For example women
are supposed to be slender, shy, sensitive, traditional, home bound, not to run or
jump around, not to laugh loudly etc. Men are supposed to be bold, strong, tough,
confident, talk loudly, not to be shy, not to cry etc. Men and women are not born
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with these traits. We bring up boys and girls in such a way that they acquire these
traits. These are gender related traits.

2.8 SOME CRITICISMS OF THE SEX-GENDER BINARY
Even while a great deal of very interesting new scholarship emerged focusing on
gender relations, there were also criticisms of this approach. One kind of critique
has been associated with the work of Judith Butler, a philosopher, feminist and queer
theorist. Her criticisms are quite complex and have also been evolving in her
numerous writings. According to Butler, a common problem in the use of the terms
‘sex’ and ‘gender’ (in the way for instance that Gayle Rubin did in her 1974 essay),
is that there is an assumption of a given biological fact of sex, as something fixed in
the body, which is then provided meaning by social gender. To use an easy
metaphor, it is as though sex is the body (like the determination of the sex of a baby),
while gender are the clothes that come later. As she asks pointedly, if indeed
feminists and other scholars believed that biological sex has very little to do with
gender, then why have we proceeded with two sexes and two genders, with gender
faithfully following sex? It is as though ‘sex’ is the ground and ‘gender’ the social
effect.
Butler instead turns the sex –gender distinction on its head: There is nothing like a
pre-social notion of sex fixed by “nature”. Rather “sex” is as much the product of
social and political institutions as ideas of gender are. So she makes sex the effect of
gender rather than its cause. Precisely because gender is a very open-ended and
contingent process involving complex formations of identity (a person’s sense of self
in relation to others), as well as sexual desires (which may be for the opposite sex
but could equally be for the same sex), it has been necessary, especially in modern
western societies, to “fix” such potentially fluid identities through recourse to
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notions of an immutable and unchanging sex rooted in biology. Judith Butler’s work
has therefore looked at gender identity as a process that is constantly being created
through repeated everyday acts and performances of that identity, constrained by
ideas, discourses and institutions that are shaping these identities and giving them
recognizable meanings. Much of her work shows where and how this happens, the
roles played by both gender norms and norms of heterosexuality, and how this can
be questioned.

2.9 LET US SUM UP
In this unit, you have looked at the background against which the categories of ‘sex’
and ‘gender’ have been variously defined. The conceptual distinction between ‘sex’
and ‘gender’ seeks to capture this view of the matter. Thus, arguing that ‘anatomy is
not destiny’ and that ‘one is not born, but rather becomes, a woman’. You learned of
the distinctions between ‘sex’ and ‘gender’, and got an overview of some of the
issues involved in the debate around these two terms. Simone de Beauvoir
questioned the assumptions behind such formulations in her feminist classic The
Second Sex. Gender became a key sociological concept owing to the impact of
feminism. A brief examination of Gayle Rubin’s work and Judith Butler’s work on
these related concepts would have also helped you to view the sex-gender binary
from a critical perspective. At least in the social sciences, there is now unanimity in
accepting that distinctions between men and women are more social than natural.

2.10 CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS
Ans to Q 1:

According to Tickner, Western understanding of gender is based on a
set of culturally determined binary distinctions, such as public versus
private, objective versus subjective, self-versus other, reason versus
emotion, autonomy versus relatedness, and culture versus nature; the
first of each pair of characteristics is typically associated with
masculinity, the second with femininity.

Ans to Q 2:

Ann Oakley is the author of the book “Sex Gender & Society”.
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3.1 INTRODUCTION
Sociologists have argued that culturally dominant ideas about masculinity and
femininity are stereotypes, as they do not reflect the actual nature of men and
women. More specifically, gender stereotype refer to one-sided and exaggerated
images of men and women deployed repeatedly in everyday life. Stereotyping is
seen as a part of the process by which children are socialised into sex roles. Gender
socialization is a process through which children come to acquire the position of a
social being by identifying themselves with definite gender role and exhibit clusters
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of socially appropriate behaviours and attributes for females and males differently
Therefore, women’s identification with universal mothering role, their subjective
experiences as embodiment of love, care, support, and men’s proximity with public
domain characterised by impersonal and professional nature are the products of
socio-cultural contexts of feminity and masculinity.

3.2 LEARNING OBJECTIVES
After studying this Unit, you would be able to:
• understand the concept of gender stereotypes
• know about the sex role stereotypes and cultural stereotypes
• define the meaning and concept of gender socialization
• understand different theories of gender socialization
• identify the different agents of gender socialization

3.3 CONCEPT OF GENDER STREOTYPES
Mother or primary caretaker responds differently to the child on the basis of sex
categorisation. The differential attitude includes touching, caring, and ideas about
autonomy of boys and absence of autonomy of girls. The more parents display
differential behaviour like exposing children to specific types of toys, exposing to
various books where pictures identify the role of mother in kitchen, projection of
gender roles and behaviour in televisions more the child will express gender
stereotypes in daily life. Parents are seen as channels through which gender
stereotypes are communicated to the children and later the children internalise the
multiple stereotypes.
There may not be any basis for the stereotypes in the biological or psychological
makeup of men or women. It has, however, been found that these stereotypes are
often used as a basis for discrimination against women. They are also used to deny
men the right to be spontaneous. Especially in our Indian society, women have been
excluded unjustly from many areas of social life on the basis of sex. Men have been
denied the right to have many genuine emotions and develop qualities, which would
have enhanced the quality of their life on the basis of these same stereotypes. A
better understanding of the men and women will certainly enhance the quality of
both social and family life.
Every society prescribes different norms for girls and boys, women and men, which
determines almost every aspect of their lives, and their futures. Let us look at the
more obvious ones. In most societies, girls and boys dress differently. In some places
this difference may be minimal, at others very stark. Boys are encouraged to be
tough and outgoing, girls are encouraged to be demure and home-bound. Qualities
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such as gentleness, caring, nurturing, obedience are expected to be in a girl while
men are expected to be strong, confident, competitive and rational. Further, men are
considered to be the heads of households, breadwinners and managers of property
and active in politics, religion, business and professions. Women, on the other hand
are expected and trained to bear and look after children, to nurse the infirm and old,
do all household works and so on. This determines their education or lack of it,
preparation for employment, nature of employment, etc. however, the degree of
differentiation between male and female roles vary widely.
There are some universal stereotypes about men and women. Men are, for example,
thought to be physically tougher, more aggressive, more rational, better able to
handle sex without love, and more likely to be successful at work by virtue of their
greater will to win. Women, on the other hand, are held to be more emotional and
unpredictable, interested in people rather than ideas, and too suggestible and
dependent, to wield authority comfortably over anyone, except perhaps their own
children. The question is: Which of these stereotypes have any basis in the reality of
women, which are the products of our conditioning? For example, is male
dominance the result of man’s physiology and hormone system? Can the stereotypes
mentioned above be traced back to the fact that men and women have different
reproductive systems? It must also be remembered that often the minute biological
differences between the sexes are exaggerated and the tremendous similarities
between them relegated to the background.

3.4

SEX ROLE STEREOTYPES

Aristotle (384-322 B.C.) wrote that women were inferior to men. He stated that as
such, they were not fit for citizenship much less for ruling, but they did have an
important role to play in the life of the city. He was of the opinion of maintaining an
office designated to ‘Controller of Women’ and expected women to ‘attend to
household chores’ as ‘men do not do housework’. As per him ‘reversal of roles’
would be disastrous and unnatural.
In any culture, the labeling of male and female in itself provide stereotyped
expectations, role prescriptions and life opportunities for each of them. Sexism as a
term used in feminist critiques of society, mainly refers to two things. One, attitudes
and behaviour based on traditional assumptions about, and stereotypes of, sexual
roles (sexual division of labour) in society and secondly, discrimination or ridicule
based on a person’s sex (evaluation of person or position based on biology),
especially when directed by men or society at large against women. Much of
psychological research centered on stereotypes. Stereotyped conceptions can be
classified into five broad areas: personality traits, family roles, leisure activities,
work roles and personal styles and appearance.

30

There are three adverse outcomes of sex stereotypes for women:
a) they are disproportionately unfavourable to women,
b) they tend to produce self-fulfilling behaviours; and
c) they result in biased attitudes and evaluation of women.
Swim et.al (2005, p.202) notes,
“Historically, measures of sexism assessed endorsement of traditional gender roles
and stereotypes, with those who endorse traditional gender roles and stereotypes
being labeled as more sexist than those not endorsing such beliefs. Yet, the tendency
to endorse traditional gender roles has declined over the years”.
In most of the studies, women emerge as more anxious, moody and emotional than
men. Teachers and everyone dealing with children often say this about girls, that
they are more timid and anxious than boys. Empirical studies done regarding this,
however, do not support this impression. The fact seems to be that girls are trained to
be fearful and emotional. It has been observed that even psychiatrists and
psychologists are often victims of this social stereotype and they often ‘see’ and
‘observe’ more emotions in women.
It has been found that women are significantly more affected by other people’s
emotions. This difference goes back to infancy. It has been observed that baby girls
are more often moved to tears than baby boys by the sound of another infant crying.
This type of emotionality is something positive. However, when women are said to
be more emotional, it is stated in a negative sense.
When a child is genetically female and has female internal organs and external male
organs, it is likely to be raised as a boy. It has been found that at puberty if this child
is given extra male hormones, it develops male characteristics, like a deep voice and
facial and bodily hair. As an adult, he may be able to enjoy a successful sex life.
However, if this child receives corrective surgery and is provided with the
conventional female external genitals, ‘she’ could be raised as a girl with the sexual
stereotypes that go with being a girl in a given society. It seems that the large doses
of androgens they received before birth somehow makes their brains masculine.
Conforming rigidly to these stereotypes restricts our ability to cope with certain
important areas of life, and makes us vulnerable to breakdowns of different kinds.
When occasion demands, we should have the ability to respond with appropriate
emotional response, no matter what the stereotypes are described as androgynous
(having the qualities attributed to men and women) persons. They seem to enjoy
better mental health than the others who follow the stereotypes.

31

3.5

CULTURAL STEREOTYPES

Both men and women being to the species of homo sapiens. Both men and women
are equally human. But, there are many differences between them. Some of these
differences are real and based on the biological nature of men and women. These
fundamental biological differences have been used as a reason for sweeping
generalizations about the differences in the way in which men and women think, feel
and act. These are called cultural stereotypes.
Although once upon a time, the term sex differences was used to refer to both the
biological differences and the cultural stereotypes, nowadays social scientists are
using the term sexual differences to refer to biological differences and the term
gender differences to refer to socially derived distinctions.
The fact is that man and woman belong to the same species and they cannot pretend
to be so different that they cannot understand each other. There are differences
between them, but it is a little bit of exaggeration to say that “men are from Mars and
women are from Venus.” There is a little bit of a man in every woman and a little bit
of woman in every man. Of course, a man will never ever be able to comprehend
many unique experiences, either. They, however, remain complementary to each
other. Certainly, the cultural stereotypes attributed to man and woman are not
necessarily part of this uniquely male and female aspect. The androgynous
personality will be able to rise above these stereotypes. That may enable men and
women to actualize the potentialities implicit in their nature without stifling
inhibitions. This may also enable men and women to understand each other better.
Are women less interested in sex than men? The conclusion reached as a result of
many researches done regarding this question, is that the female potential for sexual
satisfaction is equal to, if not actually greater than, that of the male. The actual
differences in this matter attributed to women must be considered as cultural
stereotypes.

3.6

CONCEPT AND MEANING OF GENDER
SOCIALIZATION

Socialization is “how to rear children so that they will become adequate adult
members of the society to which they belong”. This process occupies an important
place for anyone interested in studying human behaviour.
Socialization is the process by which the child transforms into a social being by
adhering to social values, norms, and socially desired behaviour. Many feminists see
the socialization process as a self-perpetuating system and have shown concern in
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the aspect of sex role socialization. Sex role socialization is a means to women’s
oppression in the larger context. Stanley and Wise argue that sex role is often
understood as gender role, i.e., expressing attributes of femininity or masculinity.
The moment we perceive socialization to be a system, we understand the process as
a system of patriarchy, which only perpetuates the expected values and norms.
Family as an institution helps in internalizing two concepts such as socialization and
gender roles. Family and kinship are central to the understanding of socialization.
Sociologists, argue that gender is learnt through socialization. Every culture asserts
the behaviours and attitudes that are appropriate for one’s sex. The sociological
significance of gender is that it is a device by which society controls its members.
Different cultures have different values and expectations placed on gender and
gender socialization teaches us the societal expectations and directs our behavioural
expressions. In the process of socialization, the family plays two major roles such as
i) Rules of recruitment of members in the family; and ii) Configuration of roles on
the basis of gender and age divisions and providing training in acquisition of future
roles. These roles of family have become agencies in imparting the characteristics of
growing up female in Indian society.
Socialization is an on-going process within families and society. The minute a child
is born, it is assigned a gender. We have already seen how in some cultures even the
welcome given to a new-born girl is different from that given to a boy. This is
followed by the difference with which they are addressed, handled, treated and
clothed and, through these ways they are taught how they should behave to be part of
the society. The specific process of socialization which teaches children their gender
roles is also called gendering. Different social methods teach children and make
them internalize behaviour, attitudes and roles which are appropriate for men and
women. Women and men acquire a set of attitudes and choices and behaviours
which are consistent with the sex roles they are expected to play in the society is
called as process of socialization.
The process of socialization of the girl child involves the inherent steps of
construction of femininity at the pre-pubertal and post-pubertal phases. In the prepubertal phase, there is differential value attached to the sons vis-à-vis daughters.
Sons are preferred for continuation of descent and daughters are valued to maintain
the sense of pre-pubertal purity in the society. The importance of prepubertal purity
amongst the girls has been given special recognition in rituals of various regions of
India like Maharashtra, West Bengal, Karnataka and North states in India. In these
regions, a little girl is associated with ceremonies during marriage, name giving
ceremony, observing seclusion during menstruation and celebrating Navaratra by
feeding pre-pubertal girls. These celebrations implicitly emphasize the
auspiciousness and purity of the girl child or virgin woman.
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Socialization has a profound influence on the ways in which gender roles and
expectations come to be acquired. Socialization happens not only within families,
but also in educational institutions, among peer groups etc. The seeming biological
differences between women and men are transformed into gender roles to be played
out as per societal expectations and norms. Attributes (active, dominant, aggressive
etc.) associated with masculinity are naturally given power and status, while those
associated with femininity (Care work, emotions, docility etc.) are considered
inferior, non-rational. The gender politics is so discursive and entrenched in our
psyche that since birth itself, one tends to assign femaleness the as lack or absence of
male attributes. If a male or a female fails to perform the expected role of
masculinity or femininity, respectively, they are considered to be deviating from
their normative heterosexual roles (F.Paechter, 1998).

3.7

GENDER SOCIALIZATION BY VARIOUS THINKERS

Gender refers to the socio-cultural definition of man and woman, the way societies
distinguish men and women and assign them social roles. The concept of gender also
includes the expectations held about the characteristics, aptitudes and likely
behaviours of both women and men (femininity and masculinity). It is used as an
analytical tool to understand social realities with regard to women and men.
Socialization is a process whereby the values, norms, beliefs, of a specific culture is
internalized by the members of that society. The specific process of socialization
which teaches children their gender roles is termed as ‘gendering’ or gender
indoctorination. Different social mechanisms teach children masculinity and
femininity of personality and make them internalize behavior, attitudes and roles.
Socialization is the process, through which a child learns the values, laws, norms and
customs of a society. Gender socialization is a more focused form of socialization. It
is the process through which children of different sexes are socialised into their
gender roles (Giddens, 1993) and taught what it means to be male or female (Morris,
1998; Condry, 1976).Gender socialization begins the moment we are born, from the
simple question “is it a boy or a girl?” (Glietman, 2000). We learn our gender roles
by different agencies of socialization. The main agencies are the family, peer groups,
schools and the media. With regards to gender socialization, each of these agencies
could reinforce the gender stereotypes. Gender differences result from the
socialization process, especially during our childhood and adolescence (Beal, 1997).

3.7.1 Leela Dube
Leela Dube has studied gender socialization in detail, emphasizes how it is important
to understand the subtleties and complexities of gender based socialization in order
to understand it fully. Dube refers to the process of socialization as a form of gender
socialization in which women and men are produced as gendered subjects. She
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further discusses the process to create gendered subjects through the medium of
language, rituals, ceremonies and practices. She asks the questions, “what does it
mean to be a girl? ; how are women produced as gendered subjects?’ Leela Dube
also says that although gender differences are culturally produced , it is claimed that
they are part of the natural order of things – or rooted in biological based difference.
According to her, ‘Gender roles are conceived, enacted, and learnt within a complex
of relationships.” She explains how girls are not received happily in families , given
the low sex ratios and prevalence of female foeticide. She has cited several songs
and rituals performed at the birth of girl/ boy children to substantiate her point. She
further elaborates on how proverbs and folk songs pass a message to the girls that
they are a temporary member of their natal families. One such proverb that she cites
goes like this: A father who takes care of a girl is actually watering a plant in
someone else’s garden!

3.7.2 Ruth Hartley
According to Ruth Hartley, socialization takes place through four processes, namely,
manipulation, canalization, the use of language and activity exposure, explained
here.
(i)
Manipulation
This essentially means the way one handles a child. It has been noted that
boys are treated as strong, autonomous being right from the beginning. Girls
are dressed in a feminine fashion and are fussed over with their hair. In some
cultures mothers fuss with the baby girl’s hair, dress her in a feminine fashion
and tell her how pretty she is. These physical experiences of early childhood
are very important in shaping the self-perception of girls and boys.
(ii)
Canalization
This involves directing the attention of male and female children to objects or
aspects of objects. Examples of this are giving girls dolls or pots and pans to
play with, and encouraging boys to play with guns, cars and aircraft. In
working class homes in India girls don’t play with pots and pans, they are
made to start cleaning real pots and pans, and real homes, looking after real
babies while they are still very young; whereas boys are sent to school or
made to work outside the home. Through this kind of differential treatment
the interests of girls and boys are channelised differently and they develop
different capabilities, attitudes, aspirations and dreams. Familiarity with
certain objects direct their choices
(iii) Verbal Appellations
Verbal Appellations are also different for boys and girls. The language used
with boys and girls is also different. For example, we often say, “Oh, how
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pretty you look” to girls and to a boy, “You are looking big and strong.”
Research studies show that such remarks construct the self-identity of girls
and boys, men and women. Children learn to think of themselves as male or
female and so to identify with other males or females. Family members
constantly transmit aspects of gender role directly in the way they talk even
to very young children, and they also convey the importance given to each
child.
(iii) Activity exposure
The last process is that of activity exposure. Both male and female children
are exposed to traditional masculine and feminine activities from their very
childhood. Girls are asked to help their mothers with household chores, boys
to accompany their fathers outside. In communities where the sexes are
segregated, girls and boys live in two distinct spaces and are exposed to very
different activities.
It is through these processes that children imbibe the meaning of masculine and
feminine, and internalize them almost unconsciously.

3.8

THEORETICAL APPROACHES TO GENDER
SOCIALIZATION

Several theories have attempted to explain gender socialization. Some of these are
social learning theory, and gender schema theory. These theories explain the
processes by which children learn gender appropriate behavior. Other theories that
focus on gender and sexuality exclusively is Psychoanalytic theory. It emphasizes
the unconscious processes involved in developing gender identity. In the next section
we will discuss about these theories in detail.

3.8.1 Social Learning theory
Social learning theory is most closely associated with the work of psychologist
Albert Bandura. His work is influenced by behaviorist tradition, which defines
learning in terms of stimulus and response. According to this perspective, children
are reinforced – both positively and negatively– for gender appropriate and
inappropriate behavior (Burn, 1996; Wharton, 2005). A young boy playing with
dolls, for example, might be ignored by his father; the lack of attention serves as
negative reinforcement, so that the boy eventually stops playing with dolls
altogether. Or, parents might hug a young girl who cries – the hug serving as a
positive reinforcement – thereby increasing the likelihood the girl will cry again in
the future. In this way, the theory suggests, boys and girls learn behaviors that are
expected of them. Boys learn that playing with dolls is ‘inappropriate’; girls learn
that expressing emotion is consistent with being female.
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Social learning theory also suggests that children learn by observing and imitating
the behavior of same sex adults. A young girl learns what it means to be female by
observing her mother, whereas a boy learns what it means to be male by observing
his father. First proposed in the 1950s and 1960s, social learning theory has not
withstood the test of time. Research has shown, for example, boys display gender
appropriate behaviors even in the absence of reinforcement (Wharton, 2005).
Finally, evidence is mixed with regard to the extent to which parents reinforce male
and female children differently. All of which suggests that children are more actively
engaged in their socialization than the theory acknowledges. Wharton (2005) writes,
“To simplify somewhat, we can say that social learning theory tends to view children
(and other targets of socialization) as lumps of clay that are modelled by their
environment”.

3.8.2 Cognitive Development Theory
Cognitive theories of gender socialization offer a different perspective, emphasizing
the developmental nature of the socialization process, as well as the active role the
child plays in the construction of his or her gender identity (Stockard, 1999).
Lawrence Kohlberg, best known for his theory of moral development, was one of the
first to apply theories of cognitive development to gender identity. Specifically, he
argued that “children’s views of appropriate gender roles ...change as they grow
older, reflecting their changing cognitive development” (Stockard, 1999).Younger
children between the ages of five and eight tend to have the most rigid definitions of
gender, and apply the most severe sanctions for violations of gender norms. As they
become older children are able to develop more complex and flexible definitions of
gender (Martin & Ruble, 2004). In general, however, Kohlberg believed that once
children develop gender constancy – the recognition of themselves as male or female
and the stable, unchanging nature of their gender become more motivated to
demonstrate gender appropriate behavior (Wharton, 2005). But critics of Kohlberg’s
theory pointed to contradictory evidence and it is the fact that children demonstrate
gender-typed behavior as young as two or three years of age, long before they
develop gender constancy – to discredit his theory (Martin & Ruble, 2004). They
also argued that Kohlberg’s theory failed to explain why children use gender, rather
than some other construct, to organize their view of the world (Wharton, 2005).

3.8.3 Gender Schema Theory
In response to the critics Sandra Bem introduced a second cognitive theory of gender
socialization known as gender schema theory. According to Bem, in cultures where
distinctions between men and women are emphasized, children learn to use gender
as a way to process information about the world. The cognitive structures, or gender
schemas, help children organize information, and maintain a sense of consistency
and predictability (Stockard, 1999). For Bem, two characteristics of gender schemas
are particularly noteworthy. She argues that gender schemas tend to be polarized, so
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that children believe “what is acceptable and appropriate for females is not
acceptable or appropriate for males (and vice versa)” (Wharton, 2005). And
secondly, gender schemas tend to be andocentric; that is, children internalize the
message from parents who themselves exhibit sex stereotypical behaviors, that males
and masculinity are the standard or norm, and are more highly valued than females
and femininity (Wharton, 2005).

3.8.4 Psychoanalytic Theory
Psychoanalytic theory differs from both social learning and cognitive developmental
theories in two important respects. It isn’t a learning theory, and it suggests that
some aspects of gender identity result from unconscious psychological processes,
rather than more conscious processes such as modelling or actively seeking
information consistent with schemas (Wharton, 2005). The psychoanalytic approach
was founded by Sigmund Freud, but its application to gender socialization was more
fully outlined in the late 1970s by Nancy Chodorow. For Chodorow, the key factor
in the development of gender identity is the role of the mother as the primary
caregiver (Stockard, 1999). Because children spend more time with mothers than
fathers, Chodorow argues, their first identification is with the feminine. Eventually,
however, children need to develop a sense of themselves as separate, as individual
identities. For girls, the process is easier because by identifying with the mother she
has already learned how to be female. Boys however, in developing a male gender
identity, must first reject their identification with the feminine. “Because the boy
knows most intimately what is feminine,”
Stockard (1999) writes, “He comes to define masculine as being ‘not feminine”. In
the process of separation, boys often learn to devalue femininity as well. The
psychoanalytic theory, like other socialization theories, has not escaped criticism.
Gender scholars argue that it’s difficult to verify empirically, that it reinforces
gender stereotypes – that women seek connection, whereas men prefer separation,
for example – and that it places too much emphasis on the unconscious (Wharton,
2005).
Further Insight Theory has been used to conduct gender socialization research in
many ways. Various themes introduced above like the reinforcement, the child as
active participant in the socialization process, and developmental changes has be
discussed in relation to research findings. Some findings are more conclusive than
others. The gender-segregated nature of childhood play, for example, is
demonstrated repeatedly in different studies. The belief that parents treat male and
female children differently, however, has been met with mixed results. As a
relatively new field of study, gender socialization research continues to evolve.
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Check Your Progress Exercise 3.1
Note:
I. Write your answer in the space given below.
II. Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit
Q.1 What are three adverse outcomes of sex stereotypes for women?
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
Q.2 What do you understand by the process of socialization?
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………

3.9

AGENTS OF SOCIALIZATION

3.9.1 Parents as Socialising Agents
According to many scholars parents are believed to be the most significant source of
gender socialization. In one of the first studies on the differential treatment of male
and female infants, researchers asked parents to indicate the extent to which a list of
adjectives described their babies (Rubin et al., 1974, as cited in Wharton, 2005).
Parents of female infants selected adjectives such as ‘soft,’ ‘fine-featured,’ ‘little,’
and ‘inattentive’ more often than parents of male infants. The researchers concluded
that “because the infants were physically very similar… parents were not reacting to
real differences between children as much as they were applying gender stereotypes
that could possibly result in differential treatment of their male and female children”
(Wharton, 2005). More recent research continues to document differences. Clearfield
and Nelson (2006) showed that mothers engage in more conversation with female
infants and also interact more with female infants. Even first-hand observations of
new parents often reveal differential treatment.
As Coltrane (1998) writes, “male and female infants are similar to one another, but
most adults go to great lengths to make them appear dissimilar” (Wharton, 2005).On
the other hand, a significant amount of evidence suggests that parents do not treat
male and female children differently. Lytton and Romney (1991, as cited in
Wharton, 2005) conducted a meta-analysis of over 150 published studies and
concluded that parental treatment of boys and girls has become significantly less
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differentiated over the last sixty years. Their research suggests that in areas such as
“encouragement of achievement or dependency, warmth of interactions,
restrictiveness, and disciplinary practices, parents tend to treat boys and girls
similarly” (Stockard, 1999, p. 217). Although much of the research on parent
socialization is ambiguous, it is more conclusive in one respect – with regard to
parental attitudes toward toys, games, and activities. Research demonstrates that
when given a choice, parents tend to offer different toys to boys and girls (Stockard,
1999, Wharton, 2005).
They are more likely to choose a football for a boy, for example, and a doll for a girl.
In addition, the choice of toy influences the types of activities parents engage in with
their children. Parents’ play with boys – and especially the play of fathers – tends to
be more physical, rough-house play (Wharton, 2005). Research also shows that
parents have different attitudes toward cross-gender play for boys and girls.
According to Freeman… responses to cross-gender play consistently report that boys
who engage in ‘girls’ games’ are more likely to be criticized by parents and teachers
than are girls who enjoy activities and materials labelled as ‘for boys”. Additionally,
it appears that fathers react most negatively to cross-gender play, especially when
engaged in by their sons. Such evidence supports the notion that gender roles for
girls and women are expanding, while those for boys and men are narrowing
(Freeman, 2007).

3.9.2 Peer Group Socialization
Gender scholars who study peer group interaction bring a different perspective to our
understanding of socialization. They prefer a dialogical model instead of studying
the ways in which children socialize one another. Those who study peer groups view
gender through a different lens – focusing on interactions between children, rather
than on characteristics of the individual children themselves (Tholander, 2002).One
of the most consistent findings in peer group socialization research is the sexsegregated nature of childhood play. Both boys and girls, beginning by age three,
prefer same-sex play mates (Wharton, 2005). This preference is found across various
cultures, is not influenced by adults, and generally lasts until adolescence. Although
the preference first appears in girls, boys become more rigid about gender
segregation than girls, and are less likely to interact with adults as well.
According to Stockard a result of this self-segregation, boys and girls learn about
what it means to be male and female from same-gender peers. He refers to this as a
‘cult of childhood’. It includes pattern of games, activities, norms, and roles passed
down from one generation to the next. It is not easily influenced by adults, and is
highly gendered, with distinct roles for males and females, and severe sanctions
against those who violate them. Research provides one possible explanation for
gender-segregated play; boys and girls play very differently. Therefore may actively
seek others whose play style is most similar specifically, girls tend to form close,
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intimate friendships with one or two other girls. They are more likely to take turns
speaking, and express agreement. Boys, on the other hand, play in larger groups;
engage in rougher activities that take up more space, and use interruptions, threats,
and boasts.
As Stockard (1999) explains, “both boys and girls successfully influence others in
their interactions. They simply tend to do so through different styles” . While girls
successfully influence other girls, they find it more difficult to influence boys; as a
result. Maccoby suggests that girls intentionally avoid boys, thereby reinforcing
gender segregation (as cited in Stockard, 1999). The theory is less successful,
however, in explaining why boys avoid girls. On a final note, it is important to
acknowledge that peers, like parents, significantly influence cross-gender behavior.
Just as parents have more negative attitudes toward cross-gender behavior for boys;
peers also seem to ‘punish’ boys for engaging in girl behaviors and activities more
than they punish girls for behaving like boys.
The term tomboy, for example, was found to be a label rarely used to describe girls
who act like boys, even though it was widely understood. On the other hand, the use
of the term ‘sissy’ was widespread for boys acting like girls, and was used
consistently as a negative label (Thorne, 1993, as cited in Wharton, 2005). As
Wharton concludes, “Girls seem to face less pressure than boys to conform to gender
stereotype, are more likely than boys to cross gender boundaries, and girls receive
less negative attention than boys when they do participate in activities or games with
the other gender”.

3.9.3 Media Socialization
In addition to parents and peers, the media – television, computer games, and
literature – also communicate ideas about what is gender appropriate behavior for
boys and girls. Research has shown that children’s books, for example, are beginning
to portray girls and boys in non-stereotypical ways; however, many of the books that
predate this change are still available in libraries and book stores everywhere. These
classic books tend to portray girls in traditionally gender-appropriate ways like doing
household chores. For example – while showing boys engaging in a wider variety of
activities. They also show girls cooking and cleaning objects, while they are more
likely to show boys using outdoor tools or building things (Burn, 1996).
Content analyses of television shows also reveal a significant male bias in
programming. Male characters typically outnumber female characters, female
characters are significantly younger than male characters, and female characters are
less likely to be portrayed as working women. Atkins reviewed over 500 television
characters and concluded that “the vast majority of female characters conformed to
male fantasies of scantily clad half-wits who need to be rescued” (as cited in Burns,
1996, p. 15).
41

In commercials too, the voice of authority is typically a male voice, and men and
women are portrayed stereotypically. Researchers estimate that by the time children
graduate from high school they spent more time watching television than being in
the classroom(Davis, 1991, as cited in Burns, 1996). Correlation studies also show
that children who watch more TV tend to have more sex stereotypical views of men
and women. Other studies show that watching sex-stereotypical models on TV
influences choice of toys, career aspirations, and self-esteem (Burns, 1996).

3.10

IMPACT OF SOCIALIZATION PROCESSES

Patriarchal Families
Sex role does more than incline the individuals to choose occupations traditionally
assigned to their sex. It also fosters needs, values, and skills that cause women not to
enter the labour force at all and others do so intermittently. Traditional sex role
socialization lays more emphasis on achievement and occupational success in boys
than girls. There are studies to support this idea and to demonstrate an inverse
relationship between sex role ideology and achievement aspiration. A study found
that holding traditional sex role values was significantly related to a low level of
aspiration as defined by education, income and work plans. These traditional values
include beliefs such as women should not achieve greater success than their
husbands or else the emotional balance of the family suffers.
Great social, economic and political changes have swept the sub-continent but the
stable family structure and the spirit of family solidarity has remained a sustaining
power, largely on account of the subservience of women and their tendency to accept
the unequal division of labour and resources. The Indian family is predominantly
patriarchal. Emphases and the authority structure even in nuclear households is
similar Understanding Gender to that of the traditional joint family in which the male
head of the household has power over all younger males and all females.
The family role of women includes child bearing, child rearing, sick care and all
other domestic work, which determine the early socialization of the females and their
educational and occupational choices and their performance in the occupational
sphere later. A female child for one, is brought up to understand she has come into
existence as a mark of favour to her as she is not as valuable as a male child. In
South Asian societies, a woman’s sense of worth is related to the social standing she
achieves as a mother of sons. She grows up to adjust to her inferior position in case
she bears the girl child. The values inculcated in girls and mothers are, for instance,
submissiveness, accommodation, deference to the wishes of other people, restraint,
humility and tolerance of any excesses against her sex both in parental home and
later in her husband’s family.
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The restrictive effect of traditional sex roles socialization in the family has its
parallel in educational practices and institutions. This limits not only the range of
occupations chosen by women but also lands them in low ranking occupations
corresponding to their assisting and nurturing roles in the household. Thus,
traditionally education has contributed to educational and occupational stratification
between the sexes by encouraging and preparing girls to pursue an extremely limited
number of traditionally feminine roles and occupations. High level of sex
segregation exists in the work force and women enter a limited number of feminine
sex stereotyped occupations, which are also low in status.
Further, the unequal position of women in the family is determined and reinforced by
the dictates of the organized religion. None of the major religions - Hinduism,
Buddhism, Islam and Christianity ever conceded complete equality to women and
have in fact institutionalised the secondary position of women versus men through
written word and oral interpretations by the male clergy. The religion acts as an
important cultural factor, which reinforces the traditional perception of women as
subordinate to males and under male control. The ideal of womanhood is still
modelled on the Brahamanical tradition and linked to a strongly patriarchal culture
assigning a secondary position to women. Buddhism and Christianity offer a
relatively more egalitarian existence to women but within the patriarchal mode.
Caring for the husband and the children and other members of the family is clearly
enjoined on women as a 'first duty' and no laxity on this score on the part of women
is tolerated. In popular Buddhism and Islam, women are not allowed to participate in
certain religious ceremonies along with men. This is largely due to the myth of
uncleanliness. For example, women are not allowed into the Devalayas to perform
the Pongal ceremony or participate in funeral rites in some sections of India. In
certain parts of Sri Lanka, women are not allowed to step on the threshing floor as it
is believed their uncleanliness/ pollution, can lead to low yields. In the Indian
mythology, male female equality and complementarity is visible and the concept of
Ardhnarishwar (Half male, Half female God) exists but all the major prophetic
religions assert male superiority and lay down prescriptions and proscriptions for
females barring the Bahai faith which gives complete equality and respect to women
as men and sees the both as two wings of a bird.

3.11

SOCIALIZATION AND ROLE STEREOTYPING

Socialization is the process by which the individual internalizes the societal values
and norms to the extent that these form a regular part of individual’s personality.
Moreover it forms an integral element of social interaction and its cultural messages
are constantly transmitted, exchanged and transacted by individuals in their
interactions with others in the society. It is a lifelong process and involves the
preparation of an individual in accordance with roles that she or he enters as life
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unfolds. Family is the first organization that socializes and integrates an individual to
the larger society. The internalization and the stereotyping of the gender roles by the
individual begin at the family.
Socialization plays an important role in the construction of gender roles. Through the
process of socialization young boys and girls are turned into adult men and women
through child rearing, education, employment practices, family and religion. Studies
have revealed the fact that there exists discrimination in employment between men
and women where sex plays a huge role in determining types of job and chances of
promotion. There also exists unequal division of labour in the household, even
between men and women engaged in full-time jobs outside home.
In India in an average household the birth of a girl child is not considered as a very
happy event. In many Hindu families in the case of first-born daughter, parents and
relatives often console themselves by calling the little one Lakshmi, i.e. goddess of
wealth. Subsequent births of female children however put the family in gloom,
mother in a harassed guilt of adding burden to the household and girl children in an
uneasy situation of being unwanted and even actively disliked. In such circumstances
are the girls (as well as the boys) socialized to take up the role of adult individuals of
the society.
The girls are often conveyed the unwantedness of being born as females. They are
constantly reminded that they are members of the family that they are married to, not
of the family they born to. Hence any investment on them is futile, just like ‘pouring
water into sand’. At the same time the birth of a boy itself is considered as an
investment for the parents. Thus the ideological underpinnings regarding who is
one’s own and who is alien justify and explain differential and discriminatory
distribution of family resources such as food, education, health care, space and
leisure. The ‘custodial property’ conception in the case of girls is extended to restrict
their mobility and therefore their sexuality in accordance to the patriarchal
requirements. The restriction goes to such an extent that the girls find their laughter,
their walk, their eating habits, and playtime activities are strictly monitored. The
girls get the training especially from their mother for how to be a ideal wife,
daughter in law, mother etc. the typical role stereotypes prescribed in patriarchal
families. In the contemporary Indian society, at least among certain classes, girls are
promoted to take up jobs outside home. But they are constantly reminded that their
primary concern shall be family and her role as a housewife and other family
responsibilities and jobs shall secondary concern only.
From the analysis of the preceding section we could understand that the gender roles
and resulted inferior position meted to women in society is more than biological; it is
a socially constructed phenomenon.
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3.12 LET US SUM UP
The conclusion, therefore, is that the difference in the emotional reactions of men
and women must mostly be the result of traditional sex role stereotypes. In this unit,
we have tried to understand the nature of men and women. We have seen the
important differences that exist between them. It has also been established that most
of the ‘so-called’ differences between them are the result of cultural and social
stereotyping. Though different physiologically, men and women can form a
partnership in the family, based on equality. There is no basis for any sort of
discrimination against men or women.
Socialization is the process, through which a child learns the values, laws, norms and
customs of a society. Gender socialization is a more focused form of socialization. It
is the process through which children of different sexes are socialized into their
gender roles and taught what it means to be male or female. Several theories have
attempted to explain gender socialization. Some of these are social learning theory,
and gender schema theory. These theories explain the processes by which children
learn gender appropriate behavior. Other theories that focus on gender and sexuality
exclusively is Psychoanalytic theory. In response to the critics Sandra Bem
introduced a second cognitive theory of gender socialization known as gender
schema theory. According to Bem, in cultures where distinctions between men and
women are emphasized, children learn to use gender as a way to process information
about the world. According to many scholars parents are believed to be the most
significant source of gender socialization.

3.13 CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS
Ans to Q 1:

There are three adverse outcomes of sex stereotypes for women:
a) they are disproportionately unfavourable to women,
b) they tend to produce self-fulfilling behaviours; and
c) they result in biased attitudes and evaluation of women.

Ans to Q 2:

Socialization is “how to rear children so that they will become
adequate adult members of the society to which they belong”. This
process occupies an important place for anyone interested in studying
human behaviour. Women and men acquire a set of attitudes and
choices and behaviours which are consistent with the sex roles they
are expected to play in the society is called as process of socialization.
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4.1 INTRODUCTION
For a layperson sex and gender may be one and the same, but for a sociologist these
are different and distinct value-loaded concepts. Sex simply means the biological
identity of an individual, of being male or female, which is innate. Whereas gender
can be either of biological sex (female or male) and the role expectations attached to
that biological because identity. The biological identity of an individual is inherent
but the role expectations attached to that biological identity is not inherent in them;
they are external to the individuals and inculcated to them through various social,
cultural and institutional agencies. What does that mean? A baby is born as female or
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male sex. The baby wouldn’t be aware of the behavioural attributes attached to her
or him as being female or male. A set of attributes exclusively identified with the
gender is acquired by individuals from their early childhood through the processes of
various social agencies. This acquired behaviour is exhibited by them throughout
their life. This work gender identity is constructed and inculcated into the individuals
by external agencies.

4.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this Unit, you would be able to:
• understand the various perceptions regarding the social roles of women and
men
• know the concepts of gender roles and gender identity
• achieve a critical understanding of motherhood in the context of gender
roles in India
• explain about the factors lead to gender identities
• describe about the identities of women in detail
• assess the process of social construction of individual identity;

4.3

CONCEPT OF GENDER ROLES AND IDENTITY

4.3.1 Gender Roles
Roles in the society are gendered in nature. Patriarchy determines the role of men
and women. It is the mode of patriarchal ideology which prescribes specific role to
men and women and they have to confirm those roles. Violation of gender roles
become a taboo in the society. For instance role reversals are considered as
deviances according to dominant male centred ethos of the society.
Gender roles are learnt in the family from parents, older siblings other members who
provide role models appropriate to the sex of a person. Learning is reinforced at
appropriate points. Girls are given dolls, boys are given guns. Girls are asked to help
mothers while boys are allowed to roam and play. Biological sex and social gender
are separable concepts from a development point of view as seen earlier. Physically,
a child perceives himself or herself as a boy or a girl by two to three years of age and
by age five children have developed clearly defined sex role stereotypes regarding
appropriate behaviours, traits and even experiences.
It is often observed that girls and women have a low self-image and a negative self
concept. They don't feel themselves as needed, important or valued. Child rearing
practices have a marked effect 'on the development of self-concept among children.
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Girls are valued little, often seen as a liability to be got rid of. Special value accorded
to male children comes home to girls very early. Even among affectionate, caring
parents, a little girl may hear a visitor exclaim, "Oh, what a sweet child! How
wonderful it would have been if she was a boy”! Little girls watch how the birth of
male baby is awaited (sure to be a boy this time!) and celebrated. Parents who have
only daughters are pitied. You can see in many communities parents waiting for boy
(with hope), after having 3 - 4 girls. If one asks them why you need a boy, reply is to do the last rites of parents and to attain moksha.
Gender roles are a learned behaviour. These roles in their social, economic and
political dimensions vary across cultures. Values and norms differ widely from
culture to culture. Gender roles have certain universality but are largely culturally
determined. Gender roles are hard to change, but as these are socially created, they
are not immutable and hence are changeable. Such change should start from home
(family), school, local environment and society at large. Even media can play
significant role in bringing positive change. Media's role is not simply reporting how
girl child is treated badly in a particular society or how dowry deaths are occurring,
rather to give suggestions/solutions to overcome these socially created evils and
issues.
Sociologists reinforce that the types of work men and women do in each society are
determined not by biology but by social arrangements. Biology “causes” some
human behaviour, but they are related to reproduction or differences in body
structure. Sociologists are of the opinion gender roles and gender identity are more
fashioned by nurture. Conventional wisdom, culture create and sustain gender
identity and gender roles in a society. Gender appropriate behaviours are learnt from
the people around who play a significant role in gender socialization. For example
colours. A girl or a boy may not be born to like or dislike a particular colour. But it is
seen often little boys and girls are told that ‘pink’ is girl’s colour. Culture takes
whatever difference that exists at birth and exacerbates them.
Thus natures of gender role and gender expectations are different in different
societies because they are socially constructed. In fact the gender role system is multi
faceted. Gender roles
i)
assigns particular personality traits to the two sexes
ii)
assigns particular and distinctive activities, spheres of work to the two
sexes on the understanding that the particular work is essential for the
sustenance of the societal system
iii)
valued differentially by cultures and societies giving a subordinate
position for women. In this context the remark of the French feminist
Simone de Beauvoir that women are not born, they are made, become
very apt. That means an individual is made to fit into the socially
constructed image of manhood or womanhood.
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The roles that women play are different in any given society, and their situation is
determined by the legislation, religious norms, economic status or class, cultural
values, ethnicity and types of productive activity of their country, community and
household. Women are usually responsible for domestic work, the care of children,
family health, cooking and providing food and other household services. In most
countries, they also play a major role in the productive activities of the family; in
farming, paid domestic labour, services, industries and income-generating activities.
In some societies, they also have clear community roles.
In each of these areas - reproduction, production and the community – women have
often been adversely affected by the development process. There is a wide gap
between women’s high, yet unrecognized, economic participation and their low
political and social power, and development strategies have usually taken the needs
of the most vocal and politically active as their starting point. Men and women,
because of their different gender roles and responsibilities, have different
experiences and needs. Both play a role in the sphere of productive work and
community life, but women’s contribution may be less formal. While men’s
agricultural work may result in a cash income, women may be producing food for
family consumption, and the cash value remains hidden. In community life, men
generally have the role of public representation; women’s role of organisation may
be crucial, but less visible, particularly to outsiders.
From this perspective, the basic problematic is not women’s integration into
development, or their invisibility, or their lack of training, education, credit,
selfesteem, but the structures and processes that give rise to women’s disadvantage.
One source of disadvantage is the pervasive ideology of male superiority, physical
and intellectual, which appears to be found, in different degrees, in almost all
cultures and economies, and which also shapes women’s view of themselves and
their capacities. Another is the control of men as a gender exercise over valued
political, economic and social resources, and, thus, over the distribution of power.
From this perspective, changing the symptoms of disadvantage – giving women
training, credit, etc. – is not a solution, but only a useful first step in women’s
empowerment. Dismantling the structures, which support women’s disadvantage –
changing laws, religious and political institutions, systems of thought, socialization
practices – will involve a tremendous struggle for both women and men as they
negotiate and adapt to changes in the nature of gender relations in the public and the
private spheres.

4.3.2 Gender Identity
Gender identity, a basic feature of personality, refers to an individual’s feeling of
being male or female. Children become aware that they are male or female at an
early age and once it is formed, their gender identity is highly resistant to change.
Gender is the social dimension of being male or female. Gender identity is the sense
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of being male or female, which most children acquire by the age of three. Gender is
not being masculine or feminine. According to the Children’s Health Encyclopaedia,
“Gender identity is a person’s sense of identification with either the male or female
sex, as manifested in appearance, behaviour, and other aspects of a person’s life”.
The World Economic Forum explains that gender is not synonymous with women as
it is commonly understood. It refers to both men and women, and to their status,
relative to each other.
Gender refers to the manner in which social and cultural expectations are placed
upon members of either sex. It is the differences in attributes and opportunities
associated with being female or male and to the social interactions and relationships
between women and men. It determines what is expected, allowed and valued in a
woman or man in a given context. Thus the term gender does not exclusively refer to
women. As said earlier it refers to the social and cultural meanings attributed to a
particular sex. It is the sense of people as male or female. It is related to our
existence as male or female. The sense of identity creates interest in their life. For
instance children imbibe the values and norms of the elderly people. It affects their
sense of gender identity. Social construction of gender as well as the sexual
difference are very much part of the process of gender identity. It is recognition of
one’s own identity. It is conditioned according to the dominant norms and values of
the society.
Gender identity, therefore, is relative to external forces. Gender works to define
women and men in society and affects the roles they play in life. People do not
necessarily share a unified gender identity. Gender formation recognises not only
difference between women and men but also between women and other women,
depending on sexuality, race, ethnicity, class etc. Gender construction is this process
of social construction of the image of womanhood or manhood. The social
construction of gendered identities, however, is changeable because of the
changeable relations humans have to the idea of the self, to bodies, to nature and to
ways of perceiving and understanding the world at a particular historical moment.
Our identities, and meanings associated with them, are fluid. Gender identities,
therefore, can be transgressed, for example, through political mobilisation. Now let
us understand the concept of social construction.

4.4 GENDER ROLES: A CROSS CULTURAL PROFILE
The history of mankind can be viewed among other things, as a history of unequal
relations between its two halves - men and women. The two sexes have never shared
the world of equality and even today woman is handicapped. Division of labour and
ascription of social status in relation to sex seems basic to all societies. Gender
differentiation is more ancient and more widespread than any form of social
Understanding Gender differentiation. Though cultures are always changing, most
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cultural behaviour patterns, for instance, gender roles of their members show a
considerable degree of persistence and continuity over long periods.
All societies ascribe different attributes and activities to men and women. Most of
these prescriptions are rationalized in terms of biological and psychological
differences - differences in roles in reproduction and physical characteristics of
height, weight, muscular strength etc. However, comparative studies of roles and
status ascribed to women and men in different cultures seem to show that while such
factors might have seemed as the starting point of division of labour between sexes,
mostly these are culturally defined. Even the psychological characteristics ascribed
to men and women in different cultures vary so much that they can have little
psychological bases. Although, preferred female attributes and behaviour vary
universally over a considerable range in most societies there is a core of preferred
and imputed feminine attributes and behaviour.
Each culture has its own prescriptions of sex role and appropriate behaviour which
are accepted as facts. Children are brought up to fit the designated patterns and any
deviation from the norm is punished. Women as men acquire, through a process of
socialization, a set of attitudes, choices and behaviours which are consistent with the
sex roles they are expected to play in society. The sex role belief system operates in
several ways. Given, a thorough socialization, a woman may never consider roles
other than the traditional feminine roles as mother and wife. This ideology is
internalised by girls and women and the restrictions placed on her self-development
are likely to be accepted as very normal and unchallengeable. Children derive a set
of expectations from their culture about themselves, ‘learn what to like and cherish
and what to disdain and avoid.’
Occupations assigned to men and women also vary from culture to culture, society to
society. Arapesh women carry heavy loads because it is believed their heads are so
much harder and stronger, so do African, Asian and Indian women. The head loaders
of Tamil Nadu women carrying wood on their heads and backs in hills and plains of
India, are a familiar sight as is breaking of stones day after day for building roads
and houses. Ralph Linton, an eminent Sociologist writes that among Marquesas,
cooking, housekeeping and baby tending are proper male occupations. Yet in most
societies, sex division patterns are constant. However, present day human constantly
demands and has in fact created new possibilities for the socio-economic roles of the
two sexes as complementary and equal. We shall now take a few examples from
around the world of illustrate the various roles of gender among different groups:
Margaret Mead, an anthropologist, worked among New Guinea tribes and
observed the following:
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Arapesh
Both men and women are responsive to the needs and consensus of others and avoid
aggressiveness and competition. In sum, they conform to behaviour patterns that can
be termed as feminine in our culture.
Mudugurnor - Cannibalistic
Both sexes characterized by hostility, aggressiveness, violence, lack of consideration
for the rights and feelings of others - qualities considered masculine.
Tchambuli
Tchambuli men are sensitive, carefully groomed, artistic, emotionally volatile and
given to bickering. Women are stable, practical, dominant and aggressive.
African
African men by nature of their skeletal and muscular build are suited for heavy
labour. Most Africans believe otherwise. When told that American men do the heavy
work, African women expressed dismay and disapproval. They are making a mistake
because everyone knows that men drink too much and do not eat enough to keep
their strength. They are too tense and too inclined to wander about to develop right
muscles and habits needed for sustained agriculture. Men, they feel, are not suited by
nature for this kind of work. And, as we know, all farm work and marketing is done
by women who produce 75% of Africa's food.
Iran
Men are not expected to be strong and silent, but are expected to show their emotions
and even have tantrums. If they don't, they are considered to be lacking in vital
human traits, and not dependable. Iranian men enjoy poetry and are supposed to be
sensitive, intuitive, and not very logical, while women are supposed to be logical and
practical.
Philippines
A matrilineal society till colonial invasions has a continuing tradition of females
being responsible for looking after their parents in old age. This makes them
important and parents invest in their education and well-being. In Philippines there
are more girls than boys at the high school and university level.

4.5

SEX AND GENDER IDENTITY

Every society has a systematic way to deal with sex or gender roles. In other words
every culture has a process by which it prepares the children to play the roles that
society expects and requires of them as adults and these roles vary according to sex,
ethnicity and social class etc. Of course, sex is almost universally the most basic
category and refers to biological differences (i.e. differences in their bodies) between
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men and women while gender refers to the social differences assigned to sex. In
other words, it refers to the division between masculine and feminine roles, tasks,
attributes, etc. For example, the division of sexual labour refers to the fact that
women bear children and men do not. This division is based on biological
differences. The sexual division of labour or gender-based division, on the other
hand, refers to different tasks, such as agricultural work being masculine and
household work as feminine. This division also includes traits such as aggressiveness
being masculine and submissiveness being feminine. Of course, the sexual division
may vary among societies and social groups.
The success of socialization process is indicated by the studies which show that
gender identity is the unchanging core of the personality formation and is firmly
established in the early stages of one’s life. However, although biological differences
between men and women are universal, there is differentiation of roles by gender,
across cultures and societies. This is, because when biological differences are
projected into the social sphere they give rise to masculine and feminine roles
although they are not innate. Anthropologists have given, examples from different
cultures to demonstrate variation in sex roles from one culture and society to another.
For example, in the hunting societies while the male folk took active role in the
hunting, in making tools and weapons, females are mostly passive. Their females
took active roles in the reproductive activities. On the other hand, in the agricultural
society in Africa women play considerably active role in the productive activities. In
spite of the stereotype of gender roles which exist in all societies, in reality women
may be participating equally in the so-called masculine work, such as, agriculture,
unskilled work in factories etc. In the same manner, men quite often assist women
folk in domestic work, especially amongst the nuclear families in urban areas where
both husband and wife work.

4.6

GENDER ROLES: MOTHERHOOD AND FATHERHOOD

We often hear that women are, by their very nature, more caring and nurturing and
that motherhood is the most valuable gift that women enjoy. Such sentiments are
usually accepted as compliments to women and their innate abilities to provide love
and care, and to be able to sacrifice their own needs for those of others. However,
such seemingly complementary assertions may very well conceal prevalent social
biases against women. They may also work to the disadvantage of women. For
instance, because of social and cultural expectations, those women who may not
wish to see marriage and motherhood as their primary function in life may feel like
social anomalies. In the field of education, girls may opt for certain disciplinary
fields and careers rather than others (such as Mathematics or Science) which do not
disturb their sense of internalized gender roles and abilities. Women may also feel
the social pressure to live up to cultural ideals which associate self-sacrifice and selfabnegation primarily with one gender. Consequently, girls are often influenced by
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ingrained cultural values which tell them that it is their duty to sacrifice better
nutrition, educational opportunities, financial resources and right to property to the
male members of the family.
Due to such culturally ingrained values and gender biases, women who become
mothers may often do so at the expense of other desires and ambitions. Motherhood
may thus interrupt or interfere with women’s ability and desire to work and follow
professional careers. At the same time, the association of childcare responsibilities
primarily with women can also place pressure on men to function only as providers
and alienate them from a fuller realization of their roles as fathers. Prescribed
gender roles for women and men consequently impact the level of freedom in terms
of personal choices exerted by both genders. They also influence how women and
men perceive their roles as mothers and fathers in a given culture.
Owing to rigidly defined prescriptions, many women see marriage and motherhood
as their life-goal. Some may become mothers without really questioning their
preparation for this role or give up their professional ambitions completely once they
become mothers. It is also true, of course, that many women may genuinely desire
to become mothers, and may happily opt for domestic responsibilities over
professional ones. However, an interrogation of gender roles in society shows us
that freedom of self-determination is greatly influenced by cultural norms.
Consequently, what one may believe to be a ‘free’ choice may actually reflect
internalized perceptions of idealized roles, and the uninterrogated ‘performance’ of
such roles by individuals. (For further reading on the notion of ‘performativity’ and
gender, you may refer to work by Judith Butler.)
Women who become mothers of their own free will may also succumb to certain
behaviors and traits that are expected of mothers. For instance, they may be
compelled to abandon pursuit of higher education goals, not seek employment or
give up established careers. Many women from the middle and upper-middle classes
single-handedly shoulder the burden of domestic chores associated with mothering,
such as preparing family meals, getting children ready for school, overseeing
homework and other educational requirements.
But it is not only women who are at a disadvantage as far as gender roles are
concerned. Cultural stereotyping of parenting roles in patriarchal societies can also
influence men in a detrimental way. For instance, fathers may feel obliged to limit
their interaction with their children in terms of their prescribed functions – that is,
primarily as breadwinners and providers, rather than as sources of emotional or
intellectual support. This serves to restrict emotional bonding between fathers and
children and could be counter-productive for the emotional growth of children. It
can also limit men’s perceptions of their roles as fathers and keep them from
enjoying the pleasures of a more wholesome relationship with their children. An
examination of motherhood in the context of gender roles thus helps us to take a

55

serious look at the notion of freedom of choice, as well as how both motherhood and
fatherhood get prescribed in pre-determined ways due to gender stereotyping.
The role played by mothers and fathers in the development of children has been
studied at length by social scientists. The conclusion of all these studies is that most
infants develop satisfactorily when cared for by a few concerned people. This role is
naturally performed by the parents. When the parents have to accept other jobs for
the well-being of the family in the long run, it is essential that ‘a few concerned
people’ must be present in the life of children. The merit of the extended family
system where children were cared for by ‘a few concerned people’ like grandparents, is clear here. These ‘concerned people’ need not be always females. The
important factor as far as the development of children is concerned is that they must
be sensitive to and responsive to, the infant’s needs.

4.7

IDENTITY AND CONSTRUCTION OF GENDER ROLES

It is argued that the individual self and identity are socially constructed. We as
individuals living in a society imagine or construct various social process or
phenomena as well as our own social identity based on our everyday observations,
experiences and encounters with other individuals in other society. Individuals
develop different identities based on their interactions with their fellow beings. The
sense of community and fellowship relates closely to the idea of social identity of an
individual self (Sen cf. Singha Roy 1999). There are strong influences of the
community and the people with whom an individual self identifies and associates
(Ibid).
In that sense, gender (the acceptance of self as female or male sex and the roles and
expectations attached to that sex) as one of the identities of an individual is largely
created by her/his social interactions and influenced by the community. The process
of social construction of gender identity is closely associated with the culture and
institutional arrangements of the society through which it operates. Thus we can say
gender identity is not universal but culture specific discursive construction and
cultural identity is continuously formed (Hall 1990). This implies that gender
identity is cultural specific and socially constructed, which shows variations across
time and space.

4.8

FACTORS LEADING TO GENDER IDENTITIES

4.8.1 Gender Socialization
The social learning process that imbibes people (notably young) into understanding
the various aspects of their culture includes the process of gender socialization.
Gender socialization encompasses the process of learning society’s gender roles and
their advantages and limitations. In most societies, there is a clear categorization of
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what it means to be made or female. This categorization process and the agents of
socialization that transmit knowledge about gender roles influence how individuals
define themselves and other in terms of gender and sex roles.
In many societies, gender roles i.e. the expected or preferred ways for people of each
sex to behave are rigidly defined. For instance, men have traditionally been expected
to be strong; aggressive, even dominating. Similarly, the ‘big boys don’t cry typifies
one aspect of the male role. Women have been expected to be nurturing, sensitive,
emotional and relatively passive. Children are taught these values, both consciously
and unconsciously, from a very early age. Toys for example are also distinguishes.
Boys are given large sized, noise making or violent types whereas girls are often
given what might be termed gender toys. These expressions will influence formation
of self as well identities.

4.8.2 Agents of Gender Socialization
These include parents, siblings, peers, schools, society, religion and a variety of
other institutions. For very young children, parents and family (including
grandparents and other extended family members) play the central role in shaping
gender socialization. They determine how the family interacts with a boy (this
process is often unconscious) as well as the types of toys and clothes that the baby is
given.
Gender identity itself is established by age two. Its central component is the notion “I
am male’ or “I am female”. Sigmund Freud theorized that identification and
imitation of same-sex parents leads to effective gender-identity formation. In the
latency period described by Freud (ages seven to twelve), males and females tend to
segregate themselves from each other. This may be considered part of the
socialization process and further solidifies gender identification and role-specific
behaviour. Schools and families continue to influence gender socialization
throughout adolescence. During adolescence, peer influence becomes the strongest
agent of gender socialization as teens form together in small social groups to
facilitate their transition into adulthood and into the larger society. The socializing
effects of the mass media also become powerful in teen years. Gender identity and
gender socialization can have serious ramifications for an individual’s sense of selfesteem.

4.8.3 Culture
Culture has traditionally been seen as of key significance in the construction of
gender identity. Socialization theory has been very popular in its accounts of how
boys and girls are treated differently from an early age and consequently grow up
with different social-psychological characteristics. Education has been seen as an
important part of this process, drawing boys and girls into different activities and
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achievements. The recent analysis of gender and culture has drawn heavily on
literary theory, with the deconstructionism of Derrida and also on the discourse
analysis of Michael Foucault. The emphasis has shifted from the individual’s
learning experience of the creation of the texts or representations or discourses which
construct our notions of gender (Weedon). This work often speaks of difference,
both women and men, but also between women. Indeed some of the emphasis on
differences between women has problematized the very concept of ‘woman’ as a
unitary category. In the Indian context, woman as defined as an ambivalent persona.
Woman is located in myth and popular culture as both goddess and dangerous power
(Shakti), as virtuous wife and dangerous evil, both pure and impure in her
embodiment. Women were not only revered and worshipped but also controlled
through a direct regulation of her sexuality.

4.8.4 Religion
In no society men and women experience religion in the same way. Religions are
powerful social institutions that shape gender identities in society. There are sacred
spaces where only men are allowed to enter and not women. Similarly, there are
norms defined by which only men can perform certain duties or obligations
pertaining to religious activities. Hence, religion not only defines how men and
women participate in various religious activities but also reinforce and legitimize
gender roles assigned to men and women in society.

4.8.5 Education
The formal education indoctrinates gender roles through which ‘self’ gradually gets
shaped and influences gender identity. The numerous role models and examples
portrayed in the schools, colleges and universities are the major sources of the
formation of gender identities. The institution of education has been implied by
sociologists in the process of gender socialization and the stereotyping of genders.

4.8.6 Communication and Media
Most of our lives are in one way or another influenced by the imagery through
communication and media. The visual and print media largely influences women’s
perceptions through the imaging of the female body as the ‘perfect’ or ‘desirable’
body. With the advent of television and the printed word in an increasingly modern
urban India, the rules for feminity have come to be culturally transmitted more and
more through standardized visual images’. Thus, we learn the rules directly through
bodily discourse; through images that tell us what clothes, body shape, facial
expression, movements and behaviour are required. Some of these images are
presented to us through advertisements, fashion displays, beauty contests, fashion
models, through magazines particularly women’s magazines and so on. Cable
television has brought home the obsession with the perfect female body in the west
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through commercials, talk shows, etc. many of these directly or indirectly address
the desirability of the female body in one way or another.

4.8.7 Language
Gender identity is conveyed and structured by both verbal and non-verbal means.
recent interest has focused on, among other things, the manner in which gender
classifications are influenced by the semantic structure of language. Thus Lakoff has
suggested that generic terms in language may influence cognitive structures and
attitudes towards gender. The use of generic terms reflects and helps to perpetuate
attitudes of male dominance and superiority. For instance, the term ‘man’ means
human being in general, while ‘woman’ refers only to females. Similarly the term
‘bachelor’ conserves its original meaning of single man, while ‘spinster’ has
acquired the negative connotations of ‘old maid’. Hence, language is another
medium through which gender identities are imposed or reinforced.

4.8.8 Context or Social Environment
Woman’s experience of her embodiment in everyday life is undoubtedly linked to
her location in different settings and contexts whether these are the community, the
family, the workplace, or other spaces she inhabits or frequents. This in fact is a
major axis for the formation of gender identity.
Check Your Progress Exercise 4.1
Note:
I. Write your answer in the space given below.
II. Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit
Q.1 Define gender identity according to the Children’s Health Encyclopaedia.
……………………………………………………………………………………....
……………………………………………………………………………………....
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.2 How does the media influence formation of gender identities? Use about five
lines for answer.
……………………………………………………………………………………....
……………………………………………………………………………………....
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
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4.9

MOTHER INDIA: MOTHERING AS METAPHOR AND
REALITY

You may wonder why, in a country where we have worshipped the female form in
the shape of goddesses for so many centuries, and where we continue to revere our
goddesses alongside gods, mortal women face so many difficulties and challenges,
and are placed at a social disadvantage compared to men. It is a well-known fact
that mother-goddess worship holds an important place in the religious and cultural
fabric of our country. Mothers have been worshipped in the form of idealized
goddesses such as Sita, Lakshmi and Durga in many parts of the country. Mothergoddess worship goes back to pre-Vedic times and evidence of the worship of
fertility goddesses has been traced back to the Indus valley and Harappa civilization
(see Mandakranta Bose; Sukumari Bhattacharjee; Liddle & Joshi).
The association of fecundity with the female body and the early dependence of
ancient civilizations on agriculture as the chief mode of survival solidified the
idealization of fertility mother-goddesses over time. Despite these ancient ties to
mother goddess worship, it is astonishing to note that in today’s society, women
continue to be denigrated, sexually violated, raped and killed just for being women.
How do we explain this apparent contradiction? Feminist scholars have suggested
that there was a gradual denigration of the female goddess from pre-Vedic to Vedic
times due to a growing caste hierarchy and increasingly rigid patriarchal social
structures (see Bose; Liddle & Joshi).
Both territory and the female body play a significant role in sustaining the rigidity of
these structures, since ‘ownership’ of both can be claimed and secured by men in
patriarchy. Equated with ‘territory,’ the female body is viewed in terms of its
potential to uphold patriliny – that is – the tracing of descendency from fathers to
their male progeny. Just as territory can be protected and safeguarded against
invasions by foreign forces within patriarchal structures, the female body gets
projected as a site to be controlled. The purity and chastity of the maternal body
plays a significant role in terms of maintaining caste and ethnic ‘purity’ of future
offspring. The objectification of women’s bodies, as ‘vessels’ of reproduction, helps
to sustain patriarchal control over class and caste structures.
Symbolic representations which associate the maternal body with territorial land are
consequently embedded in culture, as seen in common expressions such as ‘motherearth’ and ‘mother-nation’. The association of the mother’s body with that of the
nation is deeply embedded in Indian culture, as can be seen in the iconic Bollywood
film ‘Mother India’. While the male son is projected as the brave soldier who will
lay down his life in order to defend the honour of the nation personified as mother,
this leaves very little space for the mother as individual outside of the mother-son
relationship. It further serves to desexualize the maternal body and leaves women
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struggling to attain their status as subjects. In other words, the emphasis on female
bodies as wombs and as territory to be controlled upholds the worship of women in
their role as mothers and goddesses. But the flip side of this equation is the
denigration of the sexualized female body when she is not seen primarily in her
mothering role. Today, many feminists are questioning such oppressive portrayals of
mothering and exploring the maternal in a positive light by interpreting maternal
energy with artistic creativity.

4.10

WOMEN IN INDIA: PARADOXICAL IDENTITIES

While on the one hand strict prescription for the roles of women as wives and
supernatural expectations of them as mothers which generally is viewed as a reason
for the oppression and exploitation of women in Indian society, at the same time in
the contemporary society women’s representation in professions, in politics and in
social arenas point to the greater availability of cultural space to them than is
available to many more women in the world around. If we examine this paradoxical
identities of women in Indian society, for instance that of Hindu women, it is evident
that in the religious scriptures (one of the agency for the construction of stereotypical
roles of gender) justifies this paradoxical identity of women.
Females whether goddess or human are regarded as being fertile and benevolent and
as aggressive and malevolent at one and same time. The dual characteristics of
bestowed as well as destroyer give them powers to bring prosperity or ruin. The
cultural logic forwarded for these two contrasting facets of the same person draws
from the fact that female is ‘Shakti’ (the energizing principle of the universe) and
‘Prakriti’ (the undifferentiated matter of the universe) both.
While the female are identified in terms of opposing energies, by identifying them as
‘prakriti’ (nature) and men as culture, the women are viewed secondary to men. This
nature-culture dichotomy is applied to project women as wanton, uncontrolled force
and man as differentiated and structured beings. Thus though the feminine principle
possesses strength and power it is ideologically held that only the masculine
principle in endowed with the ability to direct this strength and power with the usage
of the higher code. Culture are required to control nature and drawing from these
men are required to control the women.
The contradictions in gender roles are related to the contradictory identities of Hindu
goddesses. Goddesses control their sexuality and transfer their powers to male god,
for example Kali is projected as potentially destructive and malevolent. Conversely
the goddesses who transfer control of their sexuality to males symbolize the
domestication through married state and they stand for fertility and benevolence. The
domestication of goddesses and their exaltation prescribes that women should accept
more control. This justifies the ability of patriarchal culture to control otherwise
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powerful and dangerous feminine images. And it is within this cultural recognition
of strength of womankind that some women have found openings to wriggle out of
their bondage.

4.11 MAN WOMAN AND FAMILY
Traditionally, it has been accepted that a man’s place is the society outside the home
and the woman’s place is in the home. The question we would like to raise here is--should it be so always? In the normal course of events, the legitimate unit within
which to raise children is a family formed by a man and a woman is legally and
socially sanctioned marital relationship. In a family, the role of both the man and the
woman keeps on changing. In a typical Indian family, these roles can be described as
follows:
Stage

Man

Woman

1) Beginning Becoming a husband responsible for
Stage
the woman

Becoming a housewife acquiring
domestic skills dependent on the
husband

2)
Childbirth

Becoming a mother; acquiring
mothering skills, restrictions on
many activities; change in spouse
role

Becoming a father acquiring
fathering
skills;
increased
responsibilities; readjustment in
spouse role

3) End of Fathering skills for more than one Mothering skills for more than one
childbirth
child at a time educators of children
child, starting part time outside
work, educator of children
4) Children Coping with the empty nest, learning
getting
again to live with the wife alone;
settled
grandfather learning to allow
children to be adults, retiring from
work and renewed work and renewed
interest in family and home

Coping with the empty nest;
learning to allow children to
become
adults/
grandmother;
learning again to live with the
husband alone

5)
Stage

Widow, learning to live alone or
becoming dependent on children.

End Widower; learning to be dependent

4.12 GENDER AND SEXUAL DIVISION OF LABOUR IN
FAMILY AND HOUSEHOLD
Family and household are one of the most basic institutions of society. It is a
principal site for gender construction and gender discrimination. The institution of
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family whether in its nuclear or joint form, is structured on dimensions of age,
consanguinity or affinity and most importantly on gender.
Family as a basic institution of the society fulfils certain important functions like
a) regularization and chanalization of sex,
b) nurturance and acculturation of younger generation
c) economic production and distribution of such production
d) the establishment and maintenance of mutual relations between the larger
kin groups that link the individual families to communities and society
e) legalizing inheritance.
Families are believed to stand for mutuality of interests, lack of individualism, a
feeling of jointness in the generous sharing of workload and items of utility, of
interdependence and security. Feminists however have found this to be a face that
hides the truth of oppressive structures that help to maintain the boundary of this
institution and to ensure its smooth functioning. According to them the division of
roles and responsibilities, allocation of resources and also the distribution of power
that actually exists within the family and household are gender based and gives
women an inferior status.
The sexual division of labour is an essential component of social construction of
gender. Separate productive tasks are assigned to women and men in the society
based on their sexual identity. This gender differentiation in the allocation of work is
justified that women and men are given separate and equal spheres of work, like
breadwinning for men and home making for women. This indicate that each and
every socially assigned task would be given equal weightage and recognition.
However in actual practice the tasks assigned to female and male gender carry
unequal status with one group of tasks glorified and another unrecognised. The
spheres of female tasks are devalued in many societies and there is a hierarchaisation
of gender specific tasks, having a higher status for male tasks and lower status for
female tasks. An examination of gender specific tasks undertaken by the two genders
will pour more light on this.
The sexual division of labour in household depicts woman’s responsibilities
revolving primarily around the needs of reproduction, mothering, childcare, and
socialization and that of men to earn. If equal status is given to the separate spheres
of activities, the distribution of resources also shall be equal within and outside the
household. As we all know and proved by various studies, the distribution of
resources within (and outside) the household is unequal. Women routinely get less
than men. Moreover the separation of spheres into ‘public’ and ‘private’ provide low
status and unrecognition.
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A large part of women’s productive activity of the household fall into the ‘private
sphere’. Barrett (1988) in a study on gender construction and the sexual division of
labour in capitalist societies shows that women have the entire responsibility of
domestic work and child care, a responsibility which is unpaid and undervalued. This
stereotyped image of women’s responsibility is reflected in the labour market as
well.
The traditionalists, those who support the existing form of sexual division of labour
in the family argue that it is natural, god given, complementary, and teleological and
even essential for the continuance of human race. For them women’s biological
weakness is said to have been at the base of the social institutionalization of harder
jobs for men and simpler household chores for women. This dichotomy in terms of
hard and soft jobs has led to the trivialization and subsequent devaluation of
women’s work and perpetuated the myth that women do not or cannot engage in
work that requires hard physical labour. A negation of the hard back breaking jobs
that women do as well as the reason for attaching low value to the work that women
do.
Thus the hierarchy of gender roles institutionalized through family system in fact
leads to the asymmetry in gender roles and expectations and to the exploitation of
women by men in family and society. This gender role categorization consider men’s
tasks as truly human ones and are regarded as conscious, rational, planned and
productive and women’s tasks of household and child care are seen as extensions of
their physiology, and therefore not as real work.
The asymmetry in the gendered role is reflected in patriarchal families by placing
higher values on boys than girls and men than on women. Further it determines both
the gender’s accessibility to resources like food, education, wealth, leisure and even
space. This inequality in access to vital resources of physical and mental well-being,
on the one hand, determines the different foundations for the life of male and female
and on the other hand constructs the genders in such a way that men are the decision
makers and the locus of power while women have no direct control over even their
own persons and their bodies. This powerlessness affects women in such a way that
they show traits of isolation, low self-esteem, low confidence, ignorance, noninvolvement, dependence and passive acceptance.

4.13

LET US SUM UP

In this Unit, you have seen how motherhood is inextricably linked to gender roles in
patriarchal societies such as ours. The gender roles are socially constructed. As the
process of construction is culture specific, it has been rooted in the ideological and
institutional arrangements of each society. The focus of this unit is to define and
explain the functioning of the process of social construction of gender identity and

64

gender roles. The impact of cultural legacies on the representation of maternal roles
has also been examined. These discussions would have helped you to develop a
critical insight on a very important aspect of women’s lives, namely, mothering. An
introduction to feminist perspectives would have also enabled you to identify some
affirmative perceptions of mothering, both as lived reality and as metaphor.

4.14

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS

Ans to Q 1:

“Gender identity is a person’s sense of identification with either the
male or female sex, as manifested in appearance, behaviour, and other
aspects of a person’s life”. The World Economic Forum explains that
gender is not synonymous with women as it is commonly understood.
It refers to both men and women, and to their status, relative to each
other.

Ans to Q 2:

Both visual and print media are the major sources of gender biased
and stereotype role models propagated thereby influencing the gender
identities. The classic example is the imaging of the female body as
the ‘perfect’ or ‘desirable’ body through various media including the
powerful cable television and magazines.

4.15

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS
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