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Family Life Unit 5a: Sex and Gender

Introduction

The main Aims of these Notes are to help you understand:
1. How gender identities are socially created.
2, The "Nature" / "Nurture" debate.

3. The relationship between theory and observation as it relates to gender
categorization.

The main Objectives of this Study Pack are to help you understand:
1. The distinction between biological sex and gender.
2. The concept of socialization.
3. The concepts of instinct, reflex and biological drive.
4. The sociological concept of categorization.

5. The relationship between socialization and culture.

Sex and Gender
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In these Notes (covering four related areas) the focus of attention is going to be the
process whereby gender identities are socially created. While there is no specific
reference in the syllabus to this particular idea, the work you've done in relation to
both family life and other areas of social life should have drawn your attention to the
central importance of the concept of gender in our sociological understanding of
everyday life.

Given that the general theme of this set of Notes is "sex and gender", it might be
useful to begin by making the difference between the two concepts as clear as
possible.

Anthony Giddens, ("Sociology"), for example, notes that a basic distinction needs
to be made between the concepts of "biological sex" and "gender" (where the
latter is considered to be a social construction — that is, a set of cultural
characteristics that every society, in their different ways, associates with different
biological sexes).

Thus, while "male and female" are categories based on biological sex, the
influence of various cultural factors is significant in determining the social
characteristics each biological sex has assigned to him or her during their
biological and cultural development.

As you may be aware, there is a long history of debate within various social sciences
(most notably, psychology and sociology) concerning the relative importance of
biological sex (considered in terms of the bio-genetic make-up of males and
females) and cultural socialization in determining the behavioural characteristics of
each sex. This debate is frequently characterized (crudely) in terms of:

"Nature" - the claim that our social behaviour is largely determined by inherited
genetic traits ("IQ" for example) and

"Nurture" - the claim that, whilst males and females are clearly different
biologically, differences in temperament, intelligence and so forth are socially
created.

We will, in due course, examine some of the basic aspects of this debate.

However, to begin with, it would be useful to explore the relationship between sex
and gender in a bit more detail, as a prelude to looking at the various processes of
socialization involved in the creation of gender identities and to do this we must
first take a little methodological detour. If what follows strikes you, at first sight,
as a bit odd (and that it has very little - if anything - to do with gender), don't worry
- persevere and all will, | hope, become clear...

One of the themes of your a-level Sociology course - especially in relation to
sociological theory - is the idea that can be expressed technically as, "All
observation is theory-dependent”.
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In non-technical terms, all this means is that in order to understand (or “make sense
of”) the things we "see" (or experience in some way through our senses), we have to
firstly possess a theory that tells us something about what we are seeing /
experiencing. In short, our "theoretical perspective" represents a form of
categorization into which we attempt to fit our observations.

For example, in order for me to see a "baby", | have to already have a description (in
sociological terms, a concept or theory) about what a "baby" looks like and how it
differs from a chair, for example. If | did not possess such a concept;

1. I wouldn't know what a baby looked like when it was at home and throwing-up
all over the place.

2. I wouldn't know what | was supposed to do with it (that is, how it would be
appropriate for me to behave towards it). This is most important, not just for the
"baby", but also for me since if | was to mistake a "baby" for a "chair" then the
consequences would probably be fairly dramatic (If you want to test this idea
empirically, borrow a baby from someone (or use one of your own if you have
one lying around) and try sitting on it. Write down the results of your experiment
and repeat as required).

On one level of analysis, the above is not particularly earth-shattering ("So we have
to know the name of something before we understand what it is - big deal"), but on
another level it is Really Quite Important, for the following reasons:

1. Theory must, by definition, predate observation (which is Very Significant in
relation to the "Sociology and Science" part of the course).

2. The "process of categorization" involves giving a name to something (for
example, | categorize a "small human being that cries, throws-up and craps a lot"
by giving it the name "a baby"). However, it also involves assigning it various
characteristics (a "baby" is not something you sit on, a "chair" does not need a
nappy. Additionally, such categorization may involve assigning characteristics

such as "happy", "strong-willed", "aggressive" and so forth).Thus, when we talk
about "categorizing the social world", all we mean is:

a. We assign a name (or “label” if you prefer) to something.
b. We assign it various (social) characteristics.

3. I always know something about something before | encounter it (unless, of
course, it's something that no-one has ever encountered before, in which case
you would probably name it "A thing that doesn't have a name").

Knowing something (like a name) is a process of social learning (it is taught to us
by various people) and, by definition, the fact that we are able to categorize
something means that this categorization will affect the way we behave towards
it. This follows for the reason(s) noted above, namely that by categorizing
something | assign it various characteristics and this, in turn, involves various
assumptions about what | should with the thing I've identified (what it's purpose is
and so forth).
If you've followed the above closely (and don't worry too much if it all seems a bit
unclear at the moment - some of the ideas involved are necessarily quite complex),
we can see how significant this is in relation to the concepts of sex and gender since,
as we've already noted:
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a. Sex refers to a biological categorization (largely based upon the very
scientific observation of various rude bits of the body).

b. Gender refers to the social characteristics that we, as individuals living within
a particular society, attribute to people on the basis of their biological sex.

Two points are significant here:

1. In terms of biology, we can objectively classify people (as "male" or "female")
in a way that is asocial. That is, in a way that does not attribute social - as
opposed to biological - differences to each sex.

Having said this, it's worth remembering that some societies recognize
hermaphrodites (people who have both male and female genitalia) as a
"third biological sex". We should not assume, for example, that just because
our society only recognises two different sexes this is necessarily the case in
all other societies.

2. In terms of gender, the classification is rather more subjective, in the sense
that we attribute certain social and / or psychological characteristics to people
of a different sex on the basis of the way in which our culture produces and
classifies knowledge.

For example, we can illustrate this idea by noting the following distinction:

a. Categories such as "male" and "female" are biological categories - they refer
specifically to physical differences between each sex.

b. Categories such as "masculine" and "feminine" are cultural categories - they
refer specifically to the way people believe they - and others - should behave
appropriately in terms of their biological sex (and as an aside, the emphasis on the
word “should” clearly signposts the fact that we are dealing with values here —
ideas that are necessarily subjective).

To put this another way, Robert Stoller ("Sex and Gender: on the Development of
Masculinity and Femininity", 1968) argues:

"Gender is a term that has psychological and cultural connotations; if the proper
terms for sex are "male" and "female", the corresponding terms for gender are
"masculine" and "feminine"; these latter may be quite independent of (biological)
sex".

For example:

"Masculinity" might involve acting aggressively, wearing make-up, perfuming your
hair, wearing trousers, wearing skirts, working and so forth (all of which men in our
society either have done or still do).
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"Femininity” might involve acting passively, child-rearing, wearing skirts and
dresses, wearing trousers, working and so forth (all of which women in our society
either have done or still do).

Explain, in your own words, Stoller's distinction between "sex" and "gender"

In short, the significance of the above can be seen in terms of something like the idea
that the way in which I, as an adult, behave towards a male or female baby will be
conditioned by my knowledge of gender, rather than simple biological sex.

This may not seem very important at the moment, but in terms of male / female
socialization it is clearly going to be very important - the way | classify something
(in this case "a baby") is going to have very important consequences for the way |
behave towards that child in terms of the cultural expectations | have about him or
her).

For example, in our culture we tend to see a new-born baby as totally helpless
and we "act down" to what we think is its intellectual level (which is itself
informative. Since people have no recollection about what it is like to actually be a
baby, they have to invent (or reconstruct) behaviour in order to place
themselves on what they think is its level). It's evident, as I've tried to establish
above, that people classify certain phenomena (a "male" baby", a "female”
baby) and attribute appropriate gender characteristics, for example, on the
basis of that classification.

If we think about this example, an alternative explanation is that when we, as adults,
act towards a baby what we are actually doing is drawing upon our common stock of
cultural knowledge and experience to guide our reactions. For example, if we know

the biological sex of a child, it could be argued that adults simply respond to what we
see as objective evidence of the different biological characteristics of children. In this
respect, the argument might be that male and female babies really do have different
behavioural characteristics dependent upon their different biological characteristics.

For our purpose here, therefore, it would be useful to test the above in some way,
through an experiment, for example, that attempted to assess the extent to which
"observation is theory-dependent” by demonstrating the way we attribute (largely
non-existent) gender characteristics that are considered the norm in our society to
babies based upon knowledge of their biological classification as "male" or
"female".

As luck would have it, just such an experiment was carried-out by Will, Self and
Datan ("Maternal behaviour and perceived sex of infant”, 1976). Giddens
(“Sociology”, 1993) describes the experiment thus:

“Five young mothers were observed in interactionnwith a six-month-old called Beth.
They tended to smile at her often and offer her dolls to play with. She was seen as
“sweet”, having a “soft cry”. The reaction of a second group of mothers to a child the
same age named Adam, was noticeably different. The baby was likely to be offered a
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train or other “male toys” to play with. Beth and Adam were actually the same child,
dressed in different clothes”.

Question:
What does the observed reaction of the mothers in the study to the same baby ("Beth"
and "Adam") tell us about the way gender is a socially-produced attribute?

What this experiment shows us - amongst other things - is that gender socialization
takes place (both consciously and unconsciously). If it did not (that is, a "gender
identity" was something that simply developed naturally) then - on the evidence of
the above experiment for example - societies would not produce ways of enforcing
gender differences and stereotypes (there would, after all, be no need...).

Before we look at how - and why - this cultural process of gender socialization
takes place, it might be useful to deal briefly with a question that | noted earlier,
namely that of the relationship between:

a. Instinctive behaviour ("nature") and
b. Culturally-learned behaviour ("nurture™)

While we will, as I've said, look at the latter of these two ideas in a moment, a brief
consideration of the former is necessary.

To begin with, the concept of "instinct"” is one that is frequently misunderstood and
misapplied in everyday language. Two points are worthy of note in this respect:

1. The concept of instinct has a precise biological and genetic meaning, in that it
involves two things:

a. Firstly, a genetically-programmed impulse to do something (to behave in a
particular way).

For example, the migration patterns of some birds are genetically-programmed
in that this behaviour is triggered by some external occurrence (such as subtle
changes in the position of the Sun in the sky, changes in the earth's magnetic field
and so forth). One aspect of instinct, therefore, is that it involves a pre-
determined response to stimulation; a response that cannot be over-ridden
through choice (a migratory bird, for example, cannot choose not to migrate one
year).

b. Secondly, a set of specific instructions about how to do something.

To continue the analogy, nest-building birds have a genetic programming that tells
them how to build a nest - where and when to build it, it's size and shape and so
forth. A sparrow, for example, always builds the same kind of nest and this holds
true for every single sparrow...

2. Instinct has two closely-related concepts with which it is frequently confused:

a. "Reflex" (as in a "reflex action" such as pulling your hand away from a fire
when it starts to burn you). A reflex action is simply a condition of muscle
movement; the brain receives a signal ("My hand is burning") and acts on it (albeit
so quickly that we are not consciously aware of it).

Reflex, therefore, is not instinctive behaviour precisely because it does not meet
the first of the criteria noted above - we can, if we so desire, over-ride what our
brain (or, more correctly, our nerve-endings) is telling us (we can leave our hand
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in the fire until it burns. Many an unpromising show business career has been built
on just such a conscious ability...).

b. "Biological drives" (as in "feeling hungry", "going to the lavatory", or, indeed,
sexual reproduction). Such drives relate to the maintenance of the human body
(or species) as a biological unit and, once again, these drives are not instincts.

For example, it's quite a good idea to eat regularly, to go to the lavatory and so
forth, but it is possible for human beings to over-ride these biological drives, to
some extent. People can survive for long periods without food (although not,
interestingly enough, without water); they can, believe it or not, avoid the need to
defecate (the Guinness Book of Records attests to this). Finally, of course,
people can avoid the drive to have sexual intercourse by remaining celibate.

As a general rule, it's not necessarily a good idea to try to over-ride biological drives
(although the decision to remain celibate doesn't appear to be particularly harmful —
trust me, | kkkkknow what I'mmmmm talking about here. Here. Oh Yes. Wibble), but
it is possible at the very least to modify their effect through choice (eating once a day
rather than three times, for example).

"Nature" or "Nurture"?

In relation to the above, it is evident that human beings are not simply "creatures of
instinct”". We do, of course, possess certain biological drives, however, and it is the

relationship between biology and culture that is the focus of debate in the social

sciences generally (and psychology and sociology in particular).

As we have seen earlier in relation to domestic labour, for example, the main
question we have to initially resolve is that of the extent to which either:

a. Our biological make-up determines the range of our cultural behaviour, or

b. Cultural factors are able to over-ride our biological drives (or, at the very least,
render such things as insignificant in the explanation of human social behaviour).

We can begin by stating an obvious (but frequently over-looked) point, namely that
human beings are both biological and cultural creatures.

We are born, for example, with certain biological characteristics that make us
different from other animals (most importantly, perhaps, a brain of a certain type
and capacity). However, every "biological" human being is born into - and
develops within - a particular cultural setting, since the human infant cannot
survive physically without the help and co-operation of other human beings.

In this respect, it is nonsensical to talk about human beings as if their behaviour
was entirely shaped by biology or entirely shaped by the culture into which they
are born. At a basic level, the two are mutually compatible (their relationship is
"symbiotic" to use a biological term). In short, we cannot conceive of the one
without the other...

The question here, therefore, is not "nature” or "nurture” - biology or culture - but
rather the extent to which one or the other is the dominant factor in the

explanation of human behaviour. This is important because if biology is dominant
then the path of human cultural development has been effectively mapped-out for
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