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As  women around  the  wor ld  wake  up  to 
International Women’s Day, each woman, no mat-
ter where she lives, holds the same basic goals: a 

trusting and happy relationship; the option of having 
healthy, educated children with a fair chance in life; enough 
food on the table; self-respect; access to health care; and 
whatever individual desires are relevant in her society. 
Consider the following example from a Global North coun-
try that illustrates the problems some women face in meet-
ing basic goals.

Jocelyn, who lives in the United States, is now retired 
and having trouble making ends meet. After training in 
nursing, including a master’s degree, she married and 
dropped her career to raise her family. The marriage did 
not work out, and 15 years after college, she found herself 
with no credit, two children, little job experience, and 
mounting expenses. She was a conscientious and hard 
worker, but with two children and meager child support 
from their father, she could not put much away for retire-
ment. Nursing did not pay well in her town in the Midwest, 
but there had been few other career options for females in 
the early 1960s, when she was getting her education.

Moreover, two decades does not build a very large 
retirement annuity, and she had never been able to buy an 
adequate home on her income. If she had been a typical 
male with a master’s degree, her lifetime earnings would 
have been $1 million more in cumulative income (Catalyst 
2014; Julian and Kominski 2011). Her life chances were 
clearly affected by the fact that she was a female.

Due to changes in gender roles and opportunities over 
the past 50 years, Jocelyn’s granddaughter, Emma, will 
have a range of opportunities that were beyond consider-
ation for her grandma. Ideas about sex, gender, and appro-
priate roles for women and men not only transform over 
time, but they also vary a great deal from one society to the 
next. Some practices of your own society may seem very 

Micro: Local community
How does being female or male affect your thoughts, behaviors, and opportunities? 
Why do some people face violence in their homes and communities because of their 
gender or sexual orientation?

Meso: National 
institutions, complex 

organizations, and ethnic 
groups

What can be done in our organizations and institutions to make men and women more 
equal in pay and promotions?

Macro: National and 
global systems

Why do women have second-class status in many societies?

  THINK ABOUT IT

strange to women and men in another society. Gender 
identities and roles are not stagnant; they change over 
time, reflecting the economic, political, and social realities 
of one’s society. For instance, women in today’s India, with 
the exception of some rural areas, seldom commit sati 
(suicide) on their husband’s funeral pyre (Greenan 2013; 
Ziel 2013); however, before the practice of sati was out-
lawed, it was a common way to deal with widows who no 
longer had a social role or means of support (Ahmad 2009).

In this chapter, we explore the concepts of sex, gender, 
and sexuality. When we combine gender issues with race 
and class, we get a better understanding of the stratifica-
tion system and why people hold the positions they do in 
society. Although gender refers to a range of social behav-
iors, we place more emphasis on women’s status and roles 
than on men’s because this is generally more relevant to 
our concern about stratification and minorities. At the 
micro level, we consider gender socialization or how girls 
and boys learn to be gendered individuals in their respec-
tive societies. At the meso and macro levels we consider 
gender stratification, or the placement of individuals in 
society’s stratification system. A discussion of the costs 
and consequences of gender stratification, plus policy 
implications, ends this chapter.

SEX, GENDER, AND THE 
STRATIFICATION SYSTEM
You name it, and some society has probably done it! 
Gender relations are no exception. Variations around the 
world show that most roles and identities are not biologi-
cal but rather socially constructed. In Chapter 7, we dis-
cussed factors that stratify individuals into social groups 
(castes and classes), and in Chapter 8, we discussed the 
roles that race and ethnicity play in stratification. Add the 


