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“Night to His Day”

The Social Construction of Gender

Judith Lorber

Talking about gender for most people is the equivalent of fish talking about water, Gender
is so much the routine ground of everyday activities that questioning its taken-for-granted
assumptions and presuppositions is like thinking about whether the sun will come up.
Gender is so pervasive that in our society we assume it is bred into our genes. Most people
find it hard to believe that gender is constantly created and re-created out of human inter-
action, out of social life, and is the texture and order of that social life. Yet gender, like
culture, is a human production that depends on everyone constantly “doing gender.”

And everyone “does gender” without thinking about it. Today, on the subway, I saw a
well-dressed man with a year-old child in a stroller. Yesterday, on a bus, I saw a man with
a tiny baby in a carrier on his chest. Seeing men taking care of small children in public is
increasingly common—at least in New York City. But both men were quite obviously stared
at—and smiled at, approvingly. Everyone was doing gender—the men who were changing
the role of fathers and the other passengers, who were applauding them silently. But there
was more gendering going on that probably fewer people noticed. The baby was wearing a
white crocheted cap and white clothes. You couldn’t tell if it was a boy or a girl. The child
in the stroller was wearing a dark blue T-shirt and dark print pants. As they started to leave
the train, the father put a Yankee baseball cap on the child’s head. Ah, a boy, I thought.
Then I noticed the gleam of tiny earrings in the child’s ears, and as they got off, I saw the
lictle flowered sneakers and lace-trimmed socks. Not a boy after all. Gender done.

Gender is such a familiar part of daily life that it usually takes a deliberate disruption of
our expectations of how women and men are supposed to act to pay attention to how it is
produced. Gender signs and signals are so ubiquitous that we usually fail to note them—
unless they are missing or ambiguous. Then we are uncomfortable until we have success-
fully placed the other person in a gender status; otherwise, we feel socially dislocated. . . .

For the individual, gender construction starts with assignment to a sex category on the
basis of what the genitalia look like at birth. Then babies are dressed or adorned in a way
that displays the category because parents don’t want to be constantly asked whether their
baby is a girl or a boy. A sex category becomes a gender status through naming, dress, and
the use of other gender markers. Once a child’s gender is evident, others treat those in
one gender differently from those in the other, and the children respond to the different
treatment by feeling different and behaving differently. As soon as they can talk, they start
to refer to themselves as members of their gender. Sex doesn’t come into play again until
puberty, but by that time, sexual feelings and desires and practices have been shaped by
gendered norms and expectations. Adolescent boys and girls approach and avoid each
other in an elaborately scripted and gendered mating dance. Parenting is gendered, with
different expectations for mothers and for fathers, and people of different genders work at
different kinds of jobs. The work adults do as mothers and fathers and as low-level workers
and high-level bosses, shapes women’s and men’s life experiences, and these experiences
produce different feelings, consciousness, relationships, skills—ways of being that we call
feminine or masculine. All of these processes constitute the social construction of gender.
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Gendered roles change—today fathers are taking 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. Although 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 literally, 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 institu-
tion. As a social institution, gender is one of the major ways that human beings organize
their lives. Human society depends on a predictable division of labor, a designated alloca-
tion of scarce goods, assigned responsibility for children and others who cannot care for
themselves, common values and their systematic transmission to new members, legitimate
leadership, music, art, stories, games, and other symbolic productions. One way of choos-
ing 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. . . .

Western society’s values legitimate gendering by claiming that it all comes from physiol-
ogy—female and male procreative differences. But gender and sex are not equivalent, and
gender as a social construction does not flow automatically from genitalia and reproduc-
tive organs, the main physiological differences of females and males. In the construction
of ascribed social statuses, physiological differences such as sex, stage of development,
color of skin, and size are crude markers. They are not the source of the social statuses of
gender, age grade, and race. Social statuses are carefully constructed through prescribed
processes of teaching, learning, emulation, and enforcement. Whatever genes, hormones,
and biological evolution contribute to human social institutions is materially as well as
qualitatively transformed by social practices. . . . Thus, . . . gender cannot be equated with
biological and physiological differences between human females and males. The building
blocks of gender are socially constructed statuses. . . .

FOR INDIVIDUALS, GENDER MEANS SAMENESS

Although the possible combinations of genitalia, body shapes, clothing, mannerisms, sexu-
ality, and roles could produce infinite varieties in human beings, the social institution of
gender depends on the production and maintenance of a limited number of gender statuses
and of making the members of these statuses similar to each other. Individuals are born
sexed but not gendered, and they have to be taught to be masculine or feminine. As Simone
de Beauvoir said: “One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman . . . ; it is civilization as
a whole that produces this creature . . . which is described as feminine.”

Many cultures go beyond clothing, gestures, and demeanor in gendering children. They
inscribe gender directly into bodies. . . . In Western societies, women augment their breast
size with silicone and reconstruct their faces with cosmetic surgery to conform to cultural
ideals of feminine beauty. Hanna Papanek notes that these practices reinforce the sense of
superiority or inferiority in the adults who carry them out as well as in the children on
whom they are done. . ..

Sandra Bem argues that because gender is a powerful “schema” that orders the cognitive
world, one must wage a constant, active battle for a child not to fall into typical gendered
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attitudes and behavior. In 1972, Ms. Magazine published Lois Gould’s fantasy of how to
raise a child free of gender-typing. The experiment calls for hiding the child’s anatomy
from all eyes except the parents’ and treating the child as neither a girl nor a boy. The
child, called X, gets to do all the things boys and girls do. The experiment is so successful
that all the children in X’s class at school want to look and behave like X. At the end of the
story, the creators of the experiment are asked what will happen when X grows up. The
scientists” answer is that by then it will be quite clear what X is, implying that its hormones
will kick in and it will be revealed as a female or male. That ambiguous, and somewhat
contradictory, ending lets Gould off the hook; neither she nor we have any idea what
someone brought up totally androgynously would be like sexually or socially as an adult.
The hormonal input will not create gender or sexuality but will only establish secondary
sex characteristics; breasts, beards, and menstruation alone do not produce social man-
hood or womanhood. Indeed, it is at puberty, when sex characteristics become evident,
that most societies put pubescent children through their most important rites of passage,
the rituals that officially mark them as fully gendered—that is, ready to marry and become
adults,

Most parents create a gendered world for their newborn by naming, birth announce-
ments, and dress. Children’s relationships with same-gendered and different-gendered
caretakers structure their self-identifications and personalities. Through cognitive develop-
ment, children extract and apply to their own actions the appropriate behavior for those
who belong in their own gender, as well as race, religion, ethnic group, and social class,
rejecting what is not appropriate. If their social categories are highly valued, they value
themselves highly; if their social categories are low status, they lose self-esteem. Many
feminist parents who want to raise androgynous children soon lose their children to the
pull of gendered norms. My son attended a carefully nonsexist elementary school, which
didn’t even have girls’ and boys’ bathrooms. When he was seven or eight years old, I
attended a class play about “squares” and “circles” and their need for each other and
noticed that all the girl squares and circles wore makeup, but none of the boy squares and
circles did. I asked the teacher about it after the play, and she said, “Bobby said he was
not going to wear makeup, and he is a powerful child, so none of the boys would either.”
In a long discussion about conformity, my son confronted me with the question of who
the conformists were, the boys who followed their leader or the girls who listened to the
woman teacher. In actuality, they both were, because they both followed same-gender lead-
ers and acted in gender-appropriate ways. (Actors may wear makeup, but real boys don’t.)

For human beings there is no essential femaleness or maleness, femininity or masculin-
ity; womanhood or manhood, but once gender is ascribed, the social order constructs and
holds individuals to strongly gendered norms and expectations. Individuals may vary on
many of the components of gender and may shift genders temporarily or permanently,
but they must fit into the limited number of gender statuses their society recognizes. In
the process, they re-create their society’s version of women and men: “If we do gender
appropriately, we simultaneously sustain, reproduce, and render legitimate the institu-
tional arrangements. . . . If we fail to do gender appropriately, we as individuals—not
the institutional arrangements—may be called to account (for our character, motives, and
predispositions)” (West and Zimmerman 1987).

The gendered practices of everyday life reproduce a society’s view of how women and
men should act. Gendered social arrangements are justified by religion and cultural produc-
tions and backed by law, but the most powerful means of sustaining the moral hegemony of
the dominant gender ideology is that the process is made invisible; any possible alternatives
are virtually unthinkable.
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FOR SOCIETY, GENDER MEANS DIFFERENCE

The pervasiveness of gender as a way of structuring social life demands that gender sta-
tuses be clearly differentiated. Varied talents, sexual preferences, identities, personalities,
interests, and ways of interacting fragment the individual’s bodily and social experiences.
Nonetheless, these are organized in Western cultures into two and only two socially and
legally recognized gender statuses, “man” and “woman.” In the social construction of
gender, it does not matter what men and women actually do; it does not even matter if
they do exactly the same thing. The social institution of gender insists only that what they
do is perceived as different.

If men and women are doing the same tasks, they are usually spatially segregated to
maintain gender separation, and often the tasks are given different job titles as well, such
as executive secretary and administrative assistant. If the differences between women and
men begin to blur, society’s “sameness taboo” goes into action. At a rock and roll dance
at West Point in 1976, the year women were admitted to the prestigious military academy
for the first time, the school’s administrators “were reportedly perturbed by the sight of
mirror-image couples dancing in short hair and dress gray trousers,” and a rule was estab-
lished that women cadets could dance at these events only if they wore skirts, Women
recruits in the U.S. Marine Corps are required to wear makeup—at a minimum, lipstick
and eye shadow—and they have to take classes in makeup, hair care, poise, and etiquette.
This feminization is part of a deliberate policy of making them clearly distinguishable from
men Marines. Christine Williams quotes a twenty-five-year-old woman drill instructor as
saying: “A lot of the recruits who come here don’t wear makeup; they’re tomboyish or
athletic. A lot of them have the preconceived idea that going into the military means they
can still be a tomboy. They don’t realize that you are a Woman Marine” (1989).

If gender differences were genetic, physiological, or hormonal, gender bending and
gender ambiguity would occur only in . . . [those] who are born with chromosomes and
genitalia that are not clearly female or male. Since gender differences are socially con-
structed, all men and all women can enact the behavior of the other, because they know the
other’s social script: “‘Man’ and ‘woman’ are at once empty and overflowing categories.
Empty because they have no ultimate, transcendental meaning. Overflowing because even
when they appear to be fixed, they still contain within them alternative, denied, or sup-
pressed definitions” (J.W. Scott 1988). Nonetheless, though individuals may be able to shift
gender statuses, the gender boundaries have to hold, or the whole gendered social order
will come crashing down.

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 differences 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 construct 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 heterosexually desirable object, to be a fit worker, in
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sum, to signify a multiplicity of guarantees in response to a variety of different demands
all at once” (J. Butler 1990). Members of a social group neither make up gender as they go
along nor exactly replicate in rote fashion what was done before. In almost every encoun-
ter, human beings produce gender, behaving in the ways they learned were appropriate 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 additional layers of gendered sexuality, parent-
ing, and work behaviors in childhood, adolescence, and adulthood. 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
behavior deviate too far from socially imposed standards for women and men.

Everyday gendered interactions build gender into the family, the work process, and
other organizations and institutions, which in turn reinforce gender expectations for indi-
viduals. Because gender is a process, there is room not only for modification and variation
by individuals and small groups but also for institutionalized change.

As part of a stratification system, gender ranks men above women of the same race and
class. Women and men could be different but equal. In practice, the process of creating
difference depends to a great extent on differential evaluation. As Nancy Jay (1981) says:
“That which is defined, separated out, isolated from all else is A and pure. Not-A is neces-
sarily impure, a random catchall, to which nothing is external except A and the principle of
order that separates it from Not-A.” From the individual’s point of view, whichever gender
is A, the other is Not-A; gender boundaries tell the individual who is like him or her and
all the rest are unlike. From society’s point of view, however, one gender is usually the
touchstone, the normal, the dominant, and the other is different, deviant, and subordinate.
In Western society, “man” is A, “wo-man” is Not-A. (Consider what a society would be
like where woman was A and man Not-A.) . . . The dominant categories are the hegemonic
ideals, taken so for granted as the way things should be that, . . . [t]he characteristics of
these categories define the Other as that which lacks the valuable qualities the dominants
exhibit.

Societies vary in the extent of the inequality in social status of their women and men
members, but where there is inequality, the status “woman” (and its attendant behavior
and role allocations) is usually held in lesser esteem than the status “man.” Since gender is
also intertwined with a society’s other constructed statuses of differential evaluation—race,
religion, occupation, class, country of origin, and so on—men and women members of the
favored groups command more power, more prestige, and more property than the mem-
bers of the disfavored groups. Within many social groups, however, men are advantaged
over women. The more economic resources, such as education and job opportunities, are
available to a group, the more they tend to be monopolized by men. In poorer groups that
have few resources (such as working-class African Americans in the United States), women
and men are more nearly equal, and the women may even outstrip the men in education
and occupational status.

As a structure, gender divides work in the home and in economic production, legiti-
mates those in authority, and organizes sexuality and emotional life. As primary parents,
women significantly influence children’s psychological development and emotional attach-
ments, in the process reproducing gender. Emergent sexuality is shaped by heterosexual,
homosexual, bisexual, and sadomasochistic patterns that are gendered—different for girls
and boys, and for women and men—so that sexual statuses reflect gender statuses.

When gender is a major component of structured inequality, the devalued genders have
less power, prestige, and economic rewards than the valued genders. In countries that dis-
courage gender discrimination, many major roles are still gendered; women still do most
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of the domestic labor and child rearing, even while doing full-time paid work; women and
men are segregated on the job and each does work considered “appropriate”; women’s
work is usually paid less than men’s work. Men dominate the positions of authority and
leadership in government, the military, and the law; cultural productions, religions, and
sports reflect men’s interests. . . .

Gender inequality—the devaluation of “women” and the social domination of “men”—
has social functions and a social history. It is not the result of sex, procreation, physiology,
anatomy, hormones, or genetic predispositions. It is produced and maintained by iden-
tifiable social processes and built into the general social structure and individual identi-
ties 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
continuing purpose of gender as a modern social institution is to construct women as a
group to be the subordinates of men as a group. The life of everyone placed in the status
“woman” is “night to his day—that has forever been the fantasy. Black to his white. Shut
out of his system’s space, she is the repressed that ensures the system’s functioning.”

There is no core or bedrock human nature below these endlessly looping processes of
the social production of sex and gender, self and other, identity and psyche, each of which
is a “complex cultural construction.” For humans, the social is the natural. Therefore, “in
its feminist senses, gender cannot mean simply the cultural appropriation of biological
sexual difference. Sexual difference is itself a fundamental—and scientifically contested—
construction. Both ‘sex’ and ‘gender’ are woven of multiple, asymmetrical strands of
difference, charged with multifaceted dramatic narratives of domination and struggle”
(Haraway 1990).
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Fear, Shame, and Silence in the
Construction of Gender Identity

Michael S. Kimmel

We think of manhood as eternal, a timeless essence that resides deep in the heart of every
man. We think of manhood as a thing, a quality that one either has or doesn’t have.
We think of manhood as innate, residing in the particular biological composition of the
human male, the result of androgens or the possession of a penis. We think of manhood
as a transcendent tangible property that each man must manifest in the world, the reward
presented with great ceremony to a young novice by his elders for having successfully
completed an arduous initiation ritual. . . .

I view masculinity as a constantly changing collection of meanings that we construct
through our relationships with ourselves, with each other, and with our world. Manhood
is neither static nor timeless; it is historical. Manhood is not the manifestation of an inner




