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for mothers and for fathers, and people of different
genders work at different kinds of jobs. The work
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and men’s life experiences, and these experiences
produce different feelings, consciousness, relation-
ships, skills—ways of being that we call feminine or
masculine. All of these processes constitute the so-
cial construction of gender.

Gendered roles change—today fathers are tak-
ing care of little children, girls and boys are wearing
unisex clothing and getting the same education,
women and men are working at the same jobs. Al-
though many traditional social groups are quite
strict about maintaining gender differences, in
other social groups they seem to be blurring. Then
why the one-year-old’s earrings? Why is it still so
important to mark a child as a girl or a boy, to make
sure she is not taken for a boy or he for a girl? What
would happen if they were? They would, quite lit-
erally, have changed places in their social world.

To explain why gendering is done from birth,
constantly and by everyone, we have to look not
only at the way individuals experience gender but
at gender as a social institution. As a social institu-
tion, gender is one of the major ways that human be-
ings organize their lives. Human society depends on a
predictable division of labor, a designated allocation
of scarce goods, assigned responsibility for children
and others who cannot care for themselves, com-
mon values and their systematic transmission to
new members, legitimate leadership, music, art,
stories, games, and other symbolic productions.
- One way of choosing people for the different tasks of
- society is on the basis of their talents, motivations, and
competence—their demonstrated achievements.
The other way is on the basis of gender, race,
ethnicity—ascribed membership in a category of
people. Although societies vary in the extent to
vhich they use one or the other of these ways
of allocating people to work and to carry out other
onsibilities, every society uses gender and age
ades. Every society classifies people as “girl and
children,” “girls and boys ready to be mar-
“and “fully adult women and men,” con-
HUCEs similarities among them and differences
een them, and assigns them to different roles
esponsibilities. Personality characteristics,
£s, motivations, and ambitions flow from

these different life experiences so that the mem-
bers of these different groups become different
kinds of people. The process of gendering and its
outcome are legitimated by religion, law, science,
and the society’s entire set of values.

Gender as Process,
Stratification, and Structure

As a social institution, gender is a process of creating
distinguishable social statuses for the assignment of
rights and responsibilities. As part of a stratification
system that ranks these statuses unequally, gender is
a major building block in the social structures built
on these unequal statuses.

As a process, gender creates the social differ-
ences that define “woman” and “man.” In social
interaction throughout their lives, individuals learn
what is expected, see what is expected, act and react
in expected ways, and thus simultaneously con-
struct and maintain the gender order: “The very
injunction to be a given gender takes place through
discursive routes: to be a good mother, to be a het-
erosexually desirable object, to be a fit worker, in
sum, to signify a multiplicity of guarantees in re-
sponse to a variety of different demands all at once”
(J. Butler 1990, 145). Members of a social group nei-
ther make up gender as they go along nor exactly
replicate in rote fashion what was done before. In
almost every encounter, human beings produce
gender, behaving in the ways they learned were appro-
priate for their gender status, or resisting or rebelling
against these norms. Resistance and rebellion have
altered gender norms, but so far they have rarely
eroded the statuses.

Gendered patterns of interaction acquire addi-
tional layers of gendered sexuality, parenting, and
work behaviors in childhood, adolescence, and adult-
hood. Gendered norms and expectations are enforced
through informal sanctions of gender-inappropriate
behavior by peers and by formal punishment or
threat of punishment by those in authority should be-
havior deviate too far from socially imposed stan-
dards for women and men.

Everyday gendered interactions build gender
into the family, the work process, and other organ-
izations and institutions, which in turn reinforce
gender expectations for individuals. Because
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Gender inequality—the devaluation of “women”
and the social domination of “men”—has social
functions and social history. It is not the result of
sex, procreation, physiology, anatomy, hormones,
or genetic predispositions. It is produced and
maintained by identifiable social processes and
built into the general social structure and individ-
ual identities deliberately and purposefully. The
social order as we know it in Western societies is
organized around racial, ethnic, class, and gender
inequality. I contend, therefore, that the continu-
ing purpose of gender as a modern social institu-
tion is to construct women as a group to be the
subordinates of men as a group.

The Paradox of Human Nature

To say that sex, sexuality, and gender are all socially
constructed is not to minimize their social power.
These categorical imperatives govern our lives in
the most profound and pervasive ways, through
the social experiences and social practices of what
Dorothy Smith calls the “everday/evernight
world” (1990, 31-57). The paradox of human na-
ture is that it is always a manifestation of cultural
meanings, social relationships, and power poli-
tics; “not biology, but culture, becomes destiny”
(J. Butler 1990, 8). Gendered people emerge not
from physiology or sexual orientation but from
the exigencies of the social order, mostly, from
the need for a reliable division of the work of
food production and the social (not physical) re-
production of new members. The moral impera-
tives of religion and cultural representations
guard the boundary lines among genders and en-
sure that what is demanded, what is permitted,
and what is tabooed for the people in each gen-

der is well known and followed by most

Davies 1982). Political power, control of scarce
ources, and, if necessary, violence uphold the
endered social order in the face of resistance and
ebellion. Most people, however, voluntarily go
ng with their society’s prescriptions for those

ations get built into their sense of worth and
tity as . . . [the way we] think, the way we see
hear and speak, the way we fantasy, and the

There is no core or bedrock in human nature
below these endlessly looping processes of the so-
cial production of sex and gender, self and other,
identity and psyche, each of which is a “complex
cultural construction” (J. Butler 1990, 36). For hu-
mans, the social is the natural. Therefore, “in its fem-
inist senses, gender cannot mean simply the
cultural appropriation of biological sexual differ-
ence. Sexual difference is itself a fundamental—
and scientifically contested—construction. Both
‘sex’ and ‘gender’ are woven of multiple, asym-
metrical strands of difference, charged with multi-
faceted dramatic narratives of domination and
struggle” (Haraway 1990, 140).
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