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Chapter Eleven: Sex and Gender

Learning Objectives 

LO 11.1 Distinguish between sex and gender; use research on Vietnam veterans and testosterone to explain why the door to biology is opening in sociology. (p. 288)

LO 11.2 Discuss the origin of gender discrimination, sex typing of work, gender and the prestige of work, and global aspects of pay, violence, and education. (p. 294)

LO 11.3 Review the rise of feminism; summarize gender inequality in everyday life, health care, and education. (p. 300) 

LO 11.4 Explain reasons for the pay gap; discuss the glass ceiling and sexual harassment. (p. 309)

LO 11.5 Summarize violence against women: rape, murder, and violence in the home. (p. 315)

LO 11.6 Discuss changes in gender and politics. (p. 317)

LO 11.7 Explain why the future looks hopeful.(p. 318)
Chapter Overview
I. Issues of Sex and Gender

A. Gender stratification refers to men’s and women’s unequal access to power, prestige, and property.

1. Gender is especially significant because it is a master status, cutting across all aspects of social life.

2. No matter what we attain in our lifetime, we carry the label male and female with us; this label guides our behavior and serves as a basis of power and privilege.

B. Sex and gender reflect different bases.

1. Sex is biological characteristics distinguishing males and females, including primary sex organs (organs related to reproduction) and secondary sex organs (physical distinctions not related to reproduction).

2. Gender is a social characteristic which varies from one society to another and refers to what the group considers proper for its males and females. 

3. The sociological significance of gender is that it is the means by which society controls its members; it sorts us, on the basis of sex, into different life experiences.

C. Some researchers argue that biological factors (two X chromosomes in females, one X and one Y in males) result in differences in conduct, with men being more aggressive and domineering and women being more comforting and nurturing. 

1.  Larry Summers, the president of Harvard, made a controversial statement when he said that the reason there are fewer female engineers and scientists is due to innate differences between men and women.  That is, biological not sociological factors account for the difference.  His statement was met with anger by his colleagues at Harvard as well as by other organizations.

D. The dominant sociological position is that social factors explain why we do what we do. People in every society determine what the physical differences separating men and women mean to them.

1. Children learn these contrasting explanations of life and then take the positions that society assigns to them on the basis of their sex.

2. Sociologists argue that if biology was the primary factor in human behavior, then women the world over would all behave the same way, as would men.  In fact, ideas of gender vary greatly from one culture to another.

E. The door, however, to biological factors being involved in human behavior is being acknowledged by some sociologists.  Real‑life cases provide support for the argument that men’s and women’s behavior is influenced by biology.  

1. Alice Rossi suggested that women are better prepared biologically for “mothering” than are men; nature provides biological predispositions that are overlaid with culture.

2. A medical accident led to a young boy being reassigned to the female sex.  Reared as a female, the child behaved like a girl; however, by adolescence she was unhappy and having a difficult time adjusting to being a female.  In adolescence, the child underwent medical procedures to once again become a male.

3. A study of Vietnam veterans found that the men who had higher levels of testosterone tended to be more aggressive and to have more problems.
F. Traditional models of gender expect males to have large muscles, endurance and stamina, victory in competitive events, and achievement despite huge obstacles. They require masculinity defined as “not feminine.” Females are expected to show emotion, express greater compassion, and feel and show fears and weaknesses.
G. New models of gender include a softer masculinity among males and stronger dominance among females.
II. Gender Inequality in Global Perspective

A. Around the world, gender is the primary division between people.  Because society sets up barriers to deny women equal access, they are referred to as a minority even though they outnumber men.

B. A patriarchy is a society in which men dominate women and authority is vested in males. The major theory of the origin of patriarchy points to social consequences of human reproduction.  
1. Since life was short and women were tied to reproductive roles, they assumed tasks around the home.

2. Men took over hunting of large animals and left the home base for extended periods of time.  This enabled men to make contact with other tribes, trade with those other groups, and wage war and gain prestige by returning home with prisoners of war or with large animals to feed the tribe; little prestige was given to women’s more routine tasks.
C. A second theory focuses on the disadvantage women faced in hand-to-hand combat, which often led to the imprisonment of women for sex and labor.
D. After reviewing the historical record, historian and feminist Gerda Lerner has concluded that women as a group have never held decision-making power over men as a group.  This was true even in the earliest known societies, in which there was much less gender discrimination. 

E. George Murdock, who surveyed 324 premodern societies, found activities to be sex typed in all of them; activities considered female in one society may be male in another. There is nothing about anatomy that requires this.

F. Universally, greater prestige is given to male activities regardless of what they are. If caring for cattle is men’s work, it carries high prestige; if it is women’s work, it has less prestige.

G. Globally, gender discrimination occurs in the areas of education, politics, paid employment, and violence against women. 

III. Gender Inequality In the United States

A. A society’s culture and institutions both justify and maintain its customary forms of gender inequality.

B. Until the twentieth century, U.S. women did not have the right to vote, hold property, make legal contracts, or serve on a jury. 

C. In response to patriarchy, the feminist philosophy was developed. Feminism is the belief that men and women should be politically, economically, and socially equal, and that gender stratification must be met with organized resistance. Feminists further believe that biology is not destiny and that stratification by gender is wrong. 

1. Males did not willingly surrender their privileges; rather, greater political rights for women resulted from a prolonged and bitter struggle waged by a “first wave” of feminists in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.   

2. This movement was divided into radical and conservative branches.  The radical branch wanted to reform all social institutions, while the conservative branch concentrated only on winning the vote for women.  After 1920 and the achievement of suffrage for women, the movement dissolved.

3. A “second wave” of feminism began in the 1960s.  As more women gained an education and began to work outside the home, they compared their wages and working conditions to those of men.  As awareness of gender inequalities grew, protest and struggle emerged.  The goals of this second wave of feminism are broad, from changing work roles to changing policies on violence against women.

4. The second wave of feminism was also characterized by two branches, one conservative and the other liberal, each of which has had different goals and different tactics.

5. A “third wave” is now emerging.  Three main aspects are apparent.  The first is a greater focus on women in the Least Industrialized Nations.  The second is a criticism of the values that dominate work and society.  The third is the removal of barriers to women’s love and sexual pleasure.

6. While women enjoy more rights today, gender inequality still continues to play a central role in social life.

D. There is growing evidence of sexual discrimination in health care.

1. Studies showed that women were twice as likely to die after coronary bypass surgery than men.  Physicians had not taken the complaints of chest pain as seriously in female patients as they had males.  As a result, women received surgery later after the disease had a chance to progress thereby reducing their chance for survival.

2. Surgeons were also likely to recommend more radical surgeries to their female patients on their reproductive system than necessary. 

E. There is evidence of educational gains made by women; more females than males are enrolled in U.S. colleges and universities, females earn 56 percent of all bachelor’s degrees, women complete bachelor’s degrees faster than men, and the proportion of professional degrees earned by women has increased sharply.  Despite these gains, some old practices and patterns persist.

1. Women’s sports are still underfunded because they are not considered as important as men’s sports.

2. There is still the matter of gender tracking.  In college, males and females are channeled into different fields; 81 percent of engineering degrees are awarded to males, while 88 percent of library science degrees are awarded to women.

3. In graduate school, the proportion of females enrolled in programs decreases with each year of education.

4. There is gender stratification in both the rank and pay within higher educational institutions.  Women professors are less likely to be in the higher ranks of academia, are paid less than their male counterparts, and are less likely to be taken seriously.

F. Patterns of gender discrimination continue to exist in everyday life.

1. Females’ capacities, interests, attitudes, and contributions are not taken as seriously as those of males. For example, the worst insult that can be thrown at a male is that he is a sissy or that he does things like a girl.

2. Patterns of conversation reflect inequalities between men and women.  Men are more likely than women to interrupt a conversation and control a change in topics.

IV. Gender Inequality in the Workplace
A. One of the chief characteristics of the U.S. work force is the steady growth in the number of women who work outside the home for wages.

1. Today, nearly one in every two women is employed.

2. Men earn more than women, even when their educational achievement is the same. U.S. women who work full time average only 68 percent of what men are paid.  All industrialized nations have a pay gap.

3. Studies have found an association between height and income.  Taller men (over 6 ft. tall) made more money than shorter men.  Taller females also earned more than shorter women.

4. Researchers found that half of the gender pay gap is due to women choosing lower-paying careers.  The other half is due to gender discrimination and the “child penalty”—women missing out on work experience while they care for their children.

5. On average, men start out with higher salaries than women after graduating from college.

6. Of the top 500 corporations, only eight are headed by women.  The best chance to be CEO of the largest U.S. corporations is to have a name such as John, Robert, James, William, or Charles.  One of the few women to head a Fortune 500 company had a man’s name: Carleton Fiorina of Hewlett-Packard.

B. The “glass ceiling” describes an invisible barrier that women face in trying to reach the executive suites.

1. Researchers find that women are not in positions such as marketing, sales, and production, ones from which top executives are recruited.  Rather, they are steered into human resources and public relations; their work is not appreciated to the same degree because it does not bring in profits.

2. Another explanation for the situation is that women lack mentors; male executives are reluctant to mentor them because they fear the gossip and sexual harassment charges if they get too close to female subordinates or because they see women as weak.

3. There are cracks in the glass ceiling as women learn to play by “men’s rules” and develop a style with which men feel comfortable.  In the background of about three‑fourths of these women is a supportive husband who shares household duties and adapts his career to the needs of his executive wife.

4. Christine Williams found that men who go into nontraditional fields do not encounter a glass ceiling; rather they find a “glass escalator”—they move up more quickly than female coworkers.


C. Conflict theorists examine how capitalists exploit gender divisions among workers in order to control them.

1. For example, uniform colors are based on gender with men wearing one color and women another.

2. Having women think of themselves as women workers rather just as workers makes them easier to control.  These women were less likely to file a complaint when their bosses flirted with them.

D. Until the 1970s, women did not draw a connection between unwanted sexual advances on the job and their subordinate positions at work.

1. As women began to discuss the problem, they named it sexual harassment and came to see such unwanted sexual advances by men in powerful positions as a structural problem. The change in perception resulted from reinterpreting women’s experiences and giving them a name.

2. The meaning of the term is vague; court cases are the basis for determining what is and what is not sexual harassment.

3. Sexual harassment is an abuse of power that is structured into relationships of inequality in the workplace.
V. Gender and Violence

A. Most victims of violence are female.

1. Each year almost seven of every 10,000 American women age 12 and older is raped.  This figure is seriously underreported and it is more likely that the accurate total is three times this rate.

2. Most victims are between the ages of 12- 24 years old and know their attacker.

3. An aspect of rape that is usually overlooked is the rape of men in prison; it is estimated that between 15 and 20 percent of men in prison are raped.

4. Date rape (sexual assault in which the assailant is acquainted with the victim) is not an isolated event. Most go unreported because the victim feels partially responsible, since she knows the person and was with him voluntarily.

5. Males are more likely than females to commit murder and be the victim of murder.

6. Other forms of violence against women include battering, spousal abuse, incest and female circumcision.

7. Although women are less likely than men to kill, when they do, judges are more likely to be lenient on them.  More research is required to understand why this pattern exists.

B. Feminists use symbolic interactionism to understand violence against women.  They stress that U.S. culture promotes violence by males.  It teaches men to associate power, dominance, strength, virility, and superiority with masculinity.  Men use violence to try and maintain a higher status.

C. To solve violence, we must first break the link between violence and masculinity.

VI. The Changing Face of Politics

A. Despite the gains U.S. women have made in recent elections, they continue to be underrepresented in political office, especially in higher office. 

1. Reasons for this include the fact that women have been underrepresented in law and business, the careers from which most politicians are drawn; they have not necessarily seen themselves as a voting block who need political action to overcome discrimination; they have generally found the roles of mother and politician incompatible; and men have rarely incorporated women into the centers of decision making or presented them as viable candidates.

2. There are signs that this pattern is changing.  More women are going into law and business; childcare is now more likely to be seen as a mutual responsibility; and in some areas of the country, party leaders are searching for qualified candidates who can win regardless of their gender.

B. Trends in the 1990s indicate that women will participate in political life in far greater numbers than in the past.

VII. Glimpsing the Future—With Hope

A. As women play a fuller role in decision-making processes, further structural obstacles to women’s participation in society will give way.

B. As gender stereotypes are abandoned, both males and females will be free to feel and express their needs and emotions, something that present arrangements deny them.
Lecture Suggestions
· The selection in Cultural Diversity Around the World: “Female Circumcision” discusses the circumcision of young girls as a traditional practice in certain cultures. This custom takes on different forms in different cultures. Often it is supported by women who insist that the custom continue. Others claim it is a form of ritual torture to control female sexuality. Ask students to write an essay to discuss this tradition and attempt to explain the gap in public opinion and the persistence of the use of female circumcision despite prohibition in countries such as Egypt. 

· In the 1930s, Babe Ruth was making $100,000 a year as a professional baseball player. It took over forty years before a female athlete would earn $100,000 (and that is simply using the raw numbers without adjustment for inflation). Can any student name the female athlete and the sport in which she competed? Is this difference in salaries an example of patriarchy or capitalism in action? Keeping this thought, should the university’s sponsorship of athletic teams be related, to some degree, to the number of people who attend these events, the ability of the event to “pay its way,” the popularity of the sport, and other factors? If so, what would be some considerations college administration would need to address? If athletic participation is to be on a purely equal basis by numbers of teams for each sex, is this truly an equitable way for the university to allocate its resources? Explain or defend your position. (By the way, the first $100,000 female athlete was Billie Jean King in tennis).

· Ask your students to think about and discuss the following: Will there ever be complete equality between males and females in the United States? Should there be? What would constitute complete equality? Do you think the women’s movement is stronger or weaker today than it was in the 1970s? In what ways? In challenging gender stratification, do you think that feminists sometimes exaggerate the problem of sexual inequality in the United States? If so, how? The text offers a few explanations for the origins of patriarchy while ignoring religion.  Given that Judaism, Christianity, and Islam are all patriarchal religions, do you think that the feminist movement is an attack against religion? Finally, what is a feminist? Are you a feminist? If so, why? If not, why?
· For years, sociologists have argued that men dominate and interrupt conversations and compare a man’s conversation with a woman to a boss speaking with an employee. Recent research challenges this assumption and finds that men and women equally interrupt and change topics. Have your students openly discuss this topic and keep track of how often a woman interrupts a man while he is presenting his feedback on the subject, and how often a man interrupts a woman presenting her feedback on this subject. What may be important to note is whether the interruption resulted from the student raising his/her hand to speak, or whether the student just jumped into the discussion. Also note whether the female students stood their ground in the argument as equals, or whether they submitted to male dominance. Note the class consensus in general on the subject.

· Ask your students to discuss and/or debate the following: Do you think there will be a woman president of the United States in your lifetime? If not, why? If so, what differences, if any, do you think a woman would bring to the office of the presidency? If the United States had a woman president, do you think that other nations might perceive this as a weakness or as a strength? Finally, the text points out that several nations in the world have women presidents or prime ministers. Ask students to identify how many of these nations are viewed as world economic superpowers and of those identified, which ones have female political officials who are really no more than token representatives (such as the Queen of England).

MyLab Activities
·  Watch – After watching “Sexual Violence Billboards” place three signs on the classroom wall. The far left should read “completely against”, the middle should read “maybe in some places”, and the far right should read “definitely for”. Ask students to identify how they feel about the public displays of such billboards by moving close to the sign that is most reflective of their thoughts. Based on their position, divide the class into two groups to debate the issue in a large class debate.
· Read – When students have completed reading “If Men Could Menstruate” organize them into small groups. Assign each group to create a propaganda poster promoting the superiority of menstruation to share with the class. 
· Explore – Students should examine the Social Explorer “Power Dynamics in the Workforce: The Case of Sexual Harassment”. Then, in small groups, have them assume they are the leaders of a local business that has experienced a high volume of sexual harassment claims. Together they should design a plan of action to address this issue. Share their plans with the class and discuss the challenges of dealing with sexual harassment in the workplace from the perspective of executives, managers, employees, men, women, customers, etc.
Suggested Assignments
· Have the class develop a short questionnaire of open-ended questions regarding why men and women athletes compete in their respective sports. Include some basic questions on the sports in which they are involved, their reasons for participation, compensation they receive, and the extent to which they notice fans attending their contests. Summarize the results based on sex and then compare the results between the sexes. 
· Conduct a “show and tell,” asking your students to bring to class a large shopping bag containing three or four of their favorite possessions. These can be books, records, stuffed animals, games, magazines, toys, dolls, posters, or anything else that can fit into a large shopping bag. Have each of the students come up to the front of the classroom, present his or her favorite possessions, and briefly share with the class why these possessions are important to him or her. During the “show and tell,” ask your students to look for and note any gender distinctions and stereotypes between the male students’ favorite possessions and those of the female students. Afterwards, have your students complete a writing reflection on these gender distinctions and stereotypes, while addressing the social and/or biological factors that might account for them.

· Breaking your students into small groups, ask them to look for and list as many examples of gender stratification as they can find on their college campus. These can include, for example, the percentage of male instructors versus female instructors; the number of male sports teams versus female sports teams (as well as funding inequities between the sports teams); advertisements, posters, and/or graffiti that objectify or demean women (or, for that matter, devalue femininity); and gender imbalances in different departments or programs (such as more male engineering majors than female engineering majors or more female health sciences majors than male health sciences majors). Afterward, have the groups present and critically analyze their lists.
· Ask your students to attend and compare one male sporting event and one female sporting event, while addressing, afterwards, the following issues: From your observations of the two sporting events, as well as your own experiences, what are the similarities and differences in the ways that male athletes and female athletes think about sports, play sports, and reap rewards from sports? What are the similarities and differences in the ways that coaches coach, fans support, and the sports media cover male and female athletics, and to what degree, if at all, do these shape the way that male athletes and female athletes experience sports? Finally, which of the two “sports experiences” do you prefer? What can male athletes learn from the way female athletes experience sports? What can female athletes learn from the way male athletes experience sports?

Annotated Suggested Films/TV Shows 

Gender Matters. Insight Media. 1993, 24 min. (Video).


A BBC production that examines the effects of gender subordination on the individual as 


well as society.

History of Prostitution: Sex in the City. New Video Group. 1996, 50 min. (Video).


This video is a sociohistoric account of prostitution in the United States. 

Man and Woman. LCA. 1973, 30 min. (16 mm).


A dramatization of conflict between the sexes based on Elizabeth Taylor and Richard


Burton’s performances in The Taming of the Shrew.

Men and Women: Talking Together. Insight Media. 1993, 58 min. (Video).


Deborah Tannen discusses communication between the sexes.

Women Seen on Television. Insight Media. 1991, 11 min. (Video).


This film is designed to stimulate discussion on the place of television in perpetuating

gender stereotypes. 
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