
Chapter 9: Gender Stratification      249

concepts of sex and gender, and we have a more complex 
and complete picture of how class, race, ethnicity, and 
gender together influence the experiences that make us 
who we are and our positions in society. Consider the fol-
lowing examples from societies that illustrate some inter-
esting human social constructions based on sex and 
gender. These examples show that gender roles are created 
by humans to meet the needs of their societies. We then 
move to more familiar societies.

The Wodaabe, a subgroup of the Fulani ethnic group, 
are herders and traders in the Sahel region of Africa (espe-
cially Niger and Nigeria); they would be defined as effemi-
nate by most Western standards. Men are like birds, 
showing their colorful feathers to attract females. They 
take great care in doing their hair, applying makeup, and 
dressing to attract women. They also gossip with each 
other while sipping their tea. Meanwhile, the women are 
cooking meals, caring for the children, cleaning, tending 
to the animals, planting small gardens, and preparing for 
the next move of this nomadic group (Beckwith 1993; 
Human Planet 2012; Saharan Vibe 2007). These patterns 
have developed over time and carry on as traditions. The 
point is that groups have developed cultural norms over 
time, often independently of other groups, that cause gen-
der behaviors to differ widely.

Under ISIS in some Middle Eastern countries and 
Taliban rule in Afghanistan, women cannot be seen in pub-
lic without a total body covering that meets strict require-
ments (Human Rights Watch 2016). Those not obeying 
can be stoned to death. Women cannot hold public posi-
tions or work outside their homes. If they become ill, 
women cannot be examined by a physician because all  
doctors are male. Instead, they have to describe their 
symptoms to a doctor through a screen (Makhmalbaf 
2003; Trust in Education 2013).

Certain tasks must be carried out by individuals and 
organizations in each society for members to survive. 
Responsibilities include raising children, providing peo-
ple with the basic necessities (such as food, clothing, 
and shelter), having leaders, defending the society, and 
solving conflicts. One’s sex and age are often used to 
determine who holds what positions and who carries 
out what tasks. Each society develops its own way to 
meet its expectations and its own interpretations of 
right and wrong gender role behaviors. This results in 
gender role variations from one society to the next. If 
the genders are identified as fundamentally different, 
distinguishing symbols such as dress, head coverings, 
hairstyles, and, of course, roles become important for 
each gender’s identity.

Thinking Sociologically
Why do you think societies in different corners of 
the globe develop such radically different ways of 
organizing their gender roles?

Sex and Sexuality
At birth, when doctors say, “It’s a . . .!” they are referring to 
the distinguishing primary characteristics that determine 

Wodaabe men in Niger, Africa, appear to reverse some gender 
norms typically associated with males and females. They go to great 
pains with makeup, hair, and jewelry to ensure that they are highly 
attractive.
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Muslim girls in some parts of the world cover their faces when in 
public. The display of skin, even in a classroom, would be immoral to 
many Muslims. However, in other Muslim countries, such coverings 
would be unusual.
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