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Gender
Gender refers to a society’s notions of masculinity and 
femininity—socially constructed meanings associated 
with being male or female—and how individuals con-
struct their identity in terms of gender within these con-
straints. Gender identity, then, is how individuals form 
their identity using the categories of sex and gender and 
negotiate the constraints they entail. The examples at the 
beginning of this section illustrate some differences in 
how cultures are structured around gender.

Statuses are positions within the structures of society, 
and roles are expected behaviors within those statuses 
(Rothenberg 2014). Gender roles, then, are those com-
monly assigned tasks or expected behaviors linked to an 
individual’s sex-determined statuses (Lips 2010, 2013). 
Members of each society learn the structural guidelines 
and positions expected of males and females (West and 
Zimmerman 1987). Our positions, which affect access to 
power and resources, are embedded in institutions at the 
meso level, with culture defining what is right and wrong. 
There is not some global absolute truth governing gender 
or gender roles. Whereas both vary across cultures, gender 
is a learned cultural idea, and gender roles are part of the 
structural system of roles and statuses in a society.

Although the terms sex, sexuality, and gender are 
often used interchangeably, they do have distinct mean-
ings. Individuals who negotiate the meanings attached to 
gender and sexuality are doing gender, a process dis-
cussed later in this chapter (Schoepflin 2011; West and 
Zimmerman 1987).

Sex, Gender, and  
Sexuality: The Micro Level
“It’s a boy!” brings varying cultural responses. In many 
Western countries, that exclamation results in blue blan-
kets, toys associated with boys (e.g., footballs, soccer balls, 
and trucks), roughhousing, and gender socialization mes-
sages. In some Asian societies, boys are sources for great 
rejoicing, whereas girls may be seen as a burden. Abortion 
rates in some countries are much higher when ultrasound 
tests show that the fetus is female (“Gendercide” 2010). In 
China and India, female infanticide (killing of newborn 
girl babies) is sometimes practiced in rural areas, in part 
because of the cost to poor families of raising a girl and 
paying the dowry to get the daughter married, all dimin-
ishing the value of girls. In China, the male preference sys-
tem has been exacerbated by the government’s edict that 
most couples may have only one child, although this law 

has recently been relaxed (T. Phillips 2015). As a result of 
government policy and female infanticide and abortion, a 
sex imbalance developed and is causing other conse-
quences, such as a shortage of brides.

At the micro level, we can trace stages in an individu-
al’s life as a female or male: early childhood socialization, 
school and community activities and experiences, adult 
statuses and roles of females and males, and so on through 
the life cycle. At each stage, messages reinforce appropri-
ate gender behavior. Cultural traditions learned from birth 
guide individuals into proper gender roles. These gender 
expectations are inculcated into children by parents, sib-
lings, grandparents, neighbors, peers, and even day care 
providers. If we fail to respond to the expectations of these 
significant people in our lives, we may experience negative 
sanctions: teasing, isolation and exclusion, harsh words, 
and stigma. Therefore, children usually learn to conform, 
at least in their public behavior.

The lifelong process of gender socialization continues 
once we reach school age and we become more involved 
in activities separate from our parents. Other people in 
the community—teachers, religious leaders, coaches, 
and peers—influence us. We are grouped by sex in many 
of these social settings: boys versus girls, us versus them. 
Even if our parents are not highly traditional in their 
gender expectations, we still experience many expecta-
tions to conform from peers, school, and other sources. 
Yet schools and colleges today are faced with challenges 
such as transgendered students and how to deal with  

Two students place a new sticker on the door at the ceremonial 
opening of a gender-neutral bathroom at Nathan Hale High School in 
Seattle. Since 2012, Seattle has mandated that transgender students 
be able to use the bathrooms and locker rooms of their choice; one 
high school has had a transgender bathroom for 20 years. The issue 
has been highly controversial in other parts of the country.
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