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9
Sex, Gender, and Power


magine you have just found out that you are going to be a parent. What are your hopes and dreams for
your child? What games will you play with your little one? Can you picture yourself as the coach of


one of your child’s sports teams? Can you imagine you and your child baking cookies together? Now, think
about some of your child’s characteristics. Is your child going to be tough? Sensitive? A leader? A
follower? More than likely, these questions are difficult for you to answer without first picturing whether
your child will be a boy or a girl.


Although the physical characteristics and genetic makeup of girls and boys play a major role in the
adults they will become, so do the gender roles assigned to them. All parents see their children through
glasses tinted by gender socialization. Through gender socialization, we learn to consciously and
subconsciously apply dissimilar social roles to boys and girls. The result is that we treat boys and girls
differently, and they, in turn, learn to act in “masculine” or “feminine” ways. In this chapter, we examine
how gender is socially constructed, how gender construction relates to the distribution of power in society,
the status of women as a minority group in the United States (minority or majority status is based on power
not on percentage of population), and how we might address the inequality of power between men and
women.


The Social Construction of Gender


A person’s sex is determined by the physical characteristics that distinguish males and females,1 whereas
gender is determined by the social roles assigned to males and females in society. As such, gender is
socially constructed. Sex differences remain constant (almost always2), while gender differs over time and
from society to society. For example, in the mid-1900s, there were more male than female doctors in the
United States, but women dominated the medical field in the Soviet Union. Today, voting and driving a
vehicle are both perceived as inappropriate (and, in fact, illegal) behaviors for women in Saudi Arabia,
whereas they seem natural and appropriate for women in much of the rest of the world.


Here in the United States, until recently, it was seen as inappropriate for girls to play ice hockey
because it was thought to be too physical a game for them and was considered unfeminine. However, over
the past 15 years, as women’s roles and the idea of femininity have been reconstructed, the number of girls
and women who have registered with USA Hockey has jumped from 10,000 in 1992–1993 to 65,500 in
2012 (Francisco, 2012).


Although people’s personalities, talents, and outlooks on life are based on a combination of genetic
(nature) and social (nurture) factors, sociologists focus on the social factors. In the case of gender and
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sexuality, we study the social roles applied to men and women through gender socialization. While doing
so, it is important to remember that gender socialization intersects with how people deal with race,
ethnicity, age, sexual orientation, and so forth. So when we discuss how gender socialization affects men
and women, also keep in mind that racism, ethnocentrism, ageism, and homophobia exist alongside
socialized gender roles and sexism. These are the intersectionalities we discussed in the previous chapter,
and unfortunately, many people face multiple forms of discrimination.


Sometimes, gender socialization can have life-or-death consequences for babies. For example, in many
nations, more boy than girl babies are carried to term and born. In South and East Asian nations like China,
Vietnam, and India, but also in other areas of the world, such as the Caucasus and Southeast Europe, the
sex ratio of births is more than 110 males for every 100 females (UNFPA, 2012). Recent headlines in the
United Kingdom reveal that “sex-selective” abortions occur in highly developed nations, as well (Watt &
Newell, 2013). One societal consequence of this female infanticide is that there is now a shortage of
women for men to marry in these nations. On an even deeper level, infanticide reveals that males are more
valued than females.


As males and females move from birth to childhood to adulthood, they learn that they are expected to
conform to the gender roles society has assigned to them. This process involves learning what toys to play
with, how to speak (what tone, how often, to whom, etc.), how to present oneself in public, what sports to
play (if any), what jobs or professions to consider, and so on. One of the authors of this book is the proud
uncle of 16-year-old triplets (among a total of 13 nieces and nephews). Two of the triplets are boys and one
a girl. It has been telling for him to watch the various gender socialization messages his niece has received,
mostly from her peers and other socializing agents outside the family, and imagine how this might
negatively affect her life chances and opportunities.


Gender socialization affects how men and women view the world as well as each other. For example,
the political issues people deem most important tend to vary by gender. There is much evidence that
women today, as a group, have different political opinions from men. There has been a “gender gap” in
every U.S. presidential election since 1980. The gender gap refers to the percentage difference in men’s
and women’s choice for president. For example, in 2012, 55% of women but only 44% of men voted to
reelect Barack Obama to the office of U.S. president (The Washington Post, 2012).


Gender Socialization and Sex Roles


Gender socialization also includes learning sex roles (how to act in dating situations and sexually). As they
grow older, boys and girls learn different lessons about with whom it is appropriate for them to act in a
sexual manner, when it is permissible to have sex, and how they should have sexual relations. Although
some societies are more open than others, and many are becoming much more accepting of same-sex
romantic relationships, the majority of people in almost all modern societies view heterosexual behavior
(sex between men and women) as more appropriate and socially desirable than homosexual or bisexual
behavior. This, of course, has negative ramifications for those who, despite gender socialization, are
sexually attracted to people of the same sex or members of both sexes.


As noted above, though, there are many indications that norms around sexual orientation are beginning
to shift and that increasing numbers of people support same-sex romantic relationships. Television shows
with gay characters, such as Modern Family and Glee, have brought gay people into the living rooms of
millions of Americans and helped change many people’s attitudes about gay men, women, and youth. The
music industry has also begun to recognize and support more gay artists. One notable recent example of
these changes comes from the world of hip-hop. Frank Ocean, a well-known rhythm and blues and hip-hop
artist, came out as gay in 2012 and was immediately supported by renowned figures in the field such as
Russell Simmons and Jay Z. Even Tyler, the Creator, who has penned many antigay lyrics, has publicly
supported Ocean, with whom he has collaborated in the group Odd Future (McKinley, 2012). In 2013,
Macklemore hit the top of the charts with his song “Same Love,” painting gay marriage as a human rights
issue and scolding those in the hip-hop community for their homophobia. Madonna joined him when he








performed his song at the Grammy Awards. Immediately after the song, Queen Latifah conducted a live
marriage ceremony for thirty-three couples, including many same-sex couples. Other examples are two
National Football League players, Brendon Ayanbadejo and Chris Kluwe, who have publicly proclaimed
their support for gay marriage (Himmelsbach, 2012); Michael Sam, a new pro football player, who has
announced that he is gay; and Jason Collins, the first openly gay player in the National Basketball
Association (NBA). As an indication of the changing support for gay athletes, Collins’s NBA shirt has
become one of the most in demand in the whole league, despite the fact that he is not one of the game’s
superstars (Net Income, 2014).


Legal support for same-sex marriage is also growing across many areas of the globe. Since The
Netherlands recognized same-sex marriages in 2000, other nations such as Belgium, Canada, Spain, South
Africa, Norway, Sweden, Portugal, Iceland, Argentina, Denmark, Uruguay, New Zealand, France, Brazil,
and Britain have also officially accepted such marriages. On the flip side, Uganda has cracked down legally
on homosexuality, and those who are identified as gay are often met with deep discrimination and violence.


Many think it is just a matter of time before same-sex marriage becomes legal throughout the United
States, as increasing numbers of people favor its legalization. Today, more Americans support (51%) than
oppose (42%) the legalization of gay marriage, and the percentages of those who strongly support the
legalization of gay marriages has grown to equal the percentage of Americans who strongly oppose it. This
is a rapid change from just a decade ago. In 2004, just 31% of the American population supported and 60%
opposed gay marriage. American adults under 30 are those most likely to favor gay marriage, and they do
so by a more than 2:1 ratio (65% in favor, with only 30% opposing). Even more Americans—71% of those
of all ages—believe that the legalization of same-sex marriage is inevitable (Pew Research Center, 2012;
Pew Research Center for the People & the Press, 2013).


In the United States, same-sex marriage is now legal in the states of New Jersey, Delaware, Minnesota,
Massachusetts, Iowa, Vermont, New Hampshire, New York, Maine, Maryland, Washington, Rhode Island,
and Connecticut and the District of Columbia (and likely even more states by the time you read these
words). Also, the federal government now recognizes gay marriages and awards married same-sex couples
the federal benefits accorded all married people in the United States.


The battle to end discrimination against lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgendered (LGBT) people in the
United States is far from over, however. The majority of states still do not protect gay workers from
discrimination. As of May 2014, it was still legal in 29 states to fire someone because of his or her sexual
orientation (Confessore & Peters, 2014). Moreover, hate crimes continue to be committed against those
perceived to be outside the heterosexual norm. In 2009, almost 9 out of 10 middle and high school LGBT
students faced harassment because of their sexual orientation (Kosciw, Greytak, Diaz, & Bartkiewicz,
2010). This has led to LGBT teens being much more likely to attempt suicide than their heterosexual peers
(Hatzenbuehler, 2011).


Gender Roles


Gender roles basically confine members of both sexes to certain types of behavior and limit their freedom
to act otherwise without fear of social disapproval. Those who vary from their gender-based roles face
negative sanctions. For example, husbands who choose to stay at home and take care of their children
while their wives work outside the home may still be looked upon as not “true” men. Several years ago, the
neighbor of one of us was called a “girly-man” because he took time off from full-time employment to be
at home with his young children while his wife worked.3 However, his wife faced no such negative
sanctions when she stayed home with their children for the preceding 3 years!


Today, though, gender roles for mothers and fathers have started to shift. Due to the growing need for
two incomes to support a family, there are fewer stay-at-home mothers. Among couples who decide that
one parent should stay at home, it is no longer an automatic choice for the stay-at-home parent to be the
mother. While in 1975, only 47.4% of mothers with children under 18 worked outside the home, 70.5% of
such mothers did so in 2012 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2011, 2013c). Most couples decide that if they can
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afford to keep one parent at home, it should be the parent who would make the least money—and in four
out of five households with preschool children, the mother is the primary caregiver (U.S. Bureau of the
Census, 2011). In most states, even basic day care at a child care center costs more than tuition at a public
university. The burden can be overwhelming for parents from the lower to upper middle classes. For
example, “day care costs for middle-class New Yorkers can easily equal $25,000 to $30,000 per child. In
New York, child care is the single greatest expense among low-income families in the city, surpassing both
food and housing” (Quart, 2013). Some women decide that the cost is too much and drop out of the
workforce to care for their child. Many of those who do so tend to have trouble reentering the workforce
and attaining a job with similar status and pay.


Fathers who stay in the paid workforce also face the strain of dealing with changing gender roles.
According to a 2011 study (National Study of the Changing Workforce), men now feel that they must be
both providers and active parents and partners. Today, men believe that an “ideal” man “is not only a good
employee, working long hours to be a successful breadwinner, but also an involved and nurturing
husband/partner, father and son” (Aumann, Galinsky, & Matos, 2011, p. 3). Just as working mothers have
faced the strain of trying to “do it all,” working fathers are now feeling the pressure to meet expectations
from both their family and their employer (and their own perceptions of an “ideal” man).


Gender Roles and Power


All in all, though, despite the recent changes in gender roles that have accompanied women’s increased
role in the economic sphere, the behaviors we assign to masculine and feminine roles still provide men
with more social, political, and economic power than women. In general, although the norms for gender
roles are constantly evolving, boys are still more often trained to be tough, competitive, and self-
promoting,4 whereas girls still tend to be socialized to be sensitive, cooperative, caring, and self-
deprecating. These respective gender roles clearly give men an advantage in both private and public arenas
(Commuri & Gentry, 2005; Slaughter, 2012).


Even in societies where there is de jure (legal) equality for women, gender socialization can promote
de facto (in fact) inequality between the sexes. For example, in the United States, there are more women
than men. However, women have less power than men and are, therefore, considered to be a minority
group by sociologists and others who study power. Below, we outline some of the social, political, and
economic inequalities between men and women in the United States. As you will see, these different
aspects of power relations are interrelated, and they feed off one another.


Social Inequalities


Through gender socialization, both sexes are more likely to view men rather than women as experts and in
possession of the tools of legitimate power. The different ways men and women communicate, with men
more likely to interrupt and speak over others, influence the power dynamics between the sexes (Tannen,
2001; Wood, 2009). The fact that most people in leadership positions are men reinforces the perception
that men have more leadership abilities and should be paid attention to more than women (Ely, Ibarra, &
Kolb, 2011). This pattern appears throughout society. The traditionally male-dominated Harvard Business
School and Fortune 500 Companies (of which only 21 have female CEOs) are two notable examples
(Kantor, 2013). This attitude often manifests itself in everyday interactions when men and women enter a
public event, meeting, or place of business together. Men tend to be greeted and attended to first.


The tasks that men and women are socialized to do in their own households also benefit men over
women. As the number of dual-income households has increased, in the majority of households, women
are still expected to come home from work and shoulder the majority of the burden of domestic chores,
including cooking, cleaning, and especially child care. Arlie Hochschild (2003) has famously called this
social phenomenon “the second shift.”
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Today, working women who are married spend less time on housework than women used to in earlier
decades, when they tended not to work outside the home (University of Michigan Institute for Social
Research, 2007). However, one out of two women but only one out of five men do household chores, such
as laundry and cleaning, on a typical day. Many more men have started to cook or clean up after meals, but
women are more likely to do these chores as well (42% of men compared with 68% of women; Bureau of
Labor Statistics, 2013a). These figures make it clear that women still bear the brunt of the second shift.


In addition to giving up more of their time for housework, women are also more likely than men to
give up their own spending money for the good of the family. Men are more likely to spend money on
themselves (Commuri & Gentry, 2005; Zeliker, 2011). These findings have made lenders and policymakers
realize that families—and whole societies—tend to benefit more when women have control over the family
finances (Zeliker, 2011). Internationally, this social fact is the main reason why most microcredit and
microfinancing loans are granted to women, as they are much more likely to use the money responsibly for
the advancement of their families.


Political Inequalities


Although the first wave of the women’s movement led to the passage in 1920 of the Nineteenth
Amendment, which gave women the right to vote, women are still far from attaining equal representation
in politics. Today, more women vote than men. However, as of 2013, women number only 5 out of 50 state
governors, and only 77 out of 435 representatives and 20 out of 100 senators in the U.S. Congress (Pesta,
2012). Globally, only 17 out of 143 current heads of state or government are female (Sedghi, 2012).5


Women who run for political office (or any position of power) must, in some ways, resocialize
themselves. They have to learn to be self-promoters rather than self-deprecators, to be tough as well as
sensitive, and to speak up rather than defer to others. At the same time, they must trust that voters will be
more impressed with their leadership credentials than turned off by their stepping out of the traditional
“feminine” gender role. As anyone who followed the Democratic presidential primary race in 2008 knows,
this juggling act proved difficult for Hillary Clinton (as it would for any woman running for president). For
example, while many Americans were thrilled to vote for a woman for president, others frowned on
Clinton’s stepping outside the gender norm. Many will long remember how she was taunted while
campaigning by a man who screamed at her to “iron my shirt” (Associated Press, 2008). When asked to
explain his actions, the heckler said, “I just don’t think a woman should be president” (Joyner, 2008).


While the United States has not yet elected a female president or even a female vice president, women
have achieved greater political gains lower down the political ladder. For example, in 2012, 23.7% of state
legislators were women, representing, according to CAWP (2012), a quintuple increase since 1971.
Although the gain in the percentage of female state legislators has slowed in recent years, the increase in
female representation that has occurred at the local and state levels is very important because many
officials in higher office start their political careers in these types of political positions. Still, women
remain disproportionately underrepresented even at the local level, considering that women currently
constitute 51% of the total U.S. population.


Economic Inequalities


Women have made tremendous progress in the economic sphere over the past five decades. The civil rights
movement and the second wave of the women’s movement brought about the passage of the Equal Pay Act
in 1963 and the Civil Rights Act in 1964, Title IX’s prohibition of sex discrimination in schools (and in
funding for school sports), acknowledgment of sexual harassment as a social issue, and the inclusion of
women in affirmative action programs. These legislative acts, inflation, and the decline in the number of
jobs paying enough for one earner to support a family all contributed to women making up 47% of the
workforce in 2011 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012). However, in 2011, women held only 14.1% of
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executive officer positions and just 7.5% of top-earner positions at Fortune 500 companies (Soares et al.,
2011).


While there are fewer women than men on the top of the economic ladder, women make up a
disproportionate percentage of those clinging to the bottom of the ladder. Women who are heads of
households, and their children, are particularly likely to live in poverty. In 2010, an estimated 31.6% of
female-headed households lived in poverty, compared with 15.8% of male-headed households (DeNavas-
Walt, Proctor, & Smith, 2011). Many children bear the brunt of this feminization of poverty. While 11.6%
of children residing in married-couple families are in poverty, four times that number (46.9%) of those
living with just a female head of house (with no husband present) are in poverty (DeNavas-Walt et al.,
2011). Overall, more than one in five (21.5%) children lives in poverty.


Although more and more women of all races and economic classes are giving birth outside marriage
(40.1% in 2010), female heads of households are disproportionately poor women (and disproportionately
poor women of color [Hamilton, Martin, & Ventura, 2011]). In 2011, just 33% of black and 60% of
Hispanic children lived with both parents, compared with 75% of white and 85% of Asian children (Child
Trends, 2012).To put it bluntly, it is more difficult for poor women—particularly poor women of color—to
find “marriageable” partners (men who have a job, who are not in prison, etc.) than for middle-class and
wealthy women (Edin & Kefalas, 2005). As noted in earlier chapters, the unemployment rates for black
and Hispanic Americans are dramatically higher than for white Americans, and whereas 1 in 87 working-
age white men are incarcerated, 1 in 36 Hispanic men and 1 in 12 black men are in jail or prison (Pew
Charitable Trusts, 2010).


Education also plays a role in who marries and the resulting inequalities. Twelve percent of mothers in
their twenties with a college degree give birth outside marriage, compared with 59% of mothers with a
high school degree or less (Child Trends, 2014). The divorce rate for more educated parents is also lower
than for those with less education (Heller, 2012). The result is a growing gap in income and other parenting
resources between married parents and single parents. This gap, in turn, creates a disparity in life chances
between the children of these different types of parents. This inequality tends to be passed down further
and leads to a cycle of poverty, as those with less educated and single parents are more likely to leave
school earlier and have their own children outside marriage (DeParle, 2012).
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