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Biological “sex”—by which we mean the chromosomalil, chemical,
anatomicalt2 apparatusesi®3 that make us either male or female —leads
inevitably to “gender,” by which we mean the cultural and social meanings,
experiences, and institutional structures that are defined as appropriate for those
males and females. “Sex” is male and female; “gender” refers to cultural
definitions of masculinity and femininity —the meanings of maleness or
femaleness.

Biological models of sex difference occupy the “nature” side of the age-old
question about whether it is nature or nurture¥4 that determines our
personalities. Of course, most sensible people recognize that both nature and
nurture are necessary for gender development. Our biological sex provides the
raw material for our development—and all that evolution, different
chromosomesi¥5, and hormones have to have some effect on who we are and who
we become.

But biological sex varies very little, and yet the cultural definitions of gender
vary enormously. And it has been the task of thé social and behavioral
sciencesitb to explore the variations in definitions of gender. Launched originally
as critiques of biological universalism, the social and behavioral sciences —
anthropology#£7, history, psychology, sociology — have all had an important role
to play in our understanding of gender.

What they suggest is that what it means to be a man or a woman will vary
in four significant ways. First, the meanings of gender vary from one society to
another. What it means to be a man or a woman among aboriginal#8 peoples in
the Australian outbacki*9 or in the Yukon territories®10 is probably very
different from what it means to be a man or a woman in Norway or Ireland. It
has been the task of anthropologists to specify some of those differences, to
explore the different meanings that gender has in different cultures. Some
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cultures, like our own, encourage men to be calm and to prove their masculinity,
and men in other cultures seem even more concerned with demonstrating
extraordinary sexual ability than American men seem to be. Other cultures set
down a more relaxed definition of masculinity, based on civic participation,
emotional responsiveness, and the collective provision for the community’s needs.
Some cultures encourage women to be decisive and competitive; others insist that
women are naturally passive, helpless, and dependent.

Second, the meanings of masculinity and femininity vary within any one
culture over time. What it meant to be a man or a woman in seventeenth-century
France is probably very different from what it might mean today. My own
research has suggested that the meanings of manhood have changed
dramatically from the founding of America in 1776 to the present.

Third, the meaning of masculinity and femininity will change as any
individual person grows. Following Freudianill ideas that individuals face
different developmental tasks as they grow and develop, psychologists have
examined the ways in which the meanings of masculinity and femininity change
over the course of a person’s life. The issues confronting a man about proving
himself, feeling successful, and the social institutions in which he will attempt to
enact those experiences will change, as will the meanings of femininity for
prepubescenti¥12 women, women in child-bearing years, and post-menopausal13
women, or for women entering the labor market and those retiring from it.

Finally, the meanings of gender will vary among different groups of women
and men within any particular culture at any particular time. Simply put, not all
American men and women are the same. Our experiences are also structured by
class, race, ethnicity, age, sexuality, and region of the country. Each of these
focuses modifies the others. Just because we make gender visible, it doesn’t
mean that we make these other organizing principles of social life invisible.
Imagine, for example, an older, black, gay man in Chicago and a young, white,
heterosexualifl4 farm boy in Iowa. Wouldn't they have different definitions of
masculinity? Or imagine a twenty-two-year-old heterosexual poor Asian American
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woman in San Francisco and a wealthy white Irish Catholic lesbian in Boston.
Wouldn't their ideas about what it means to be a woman be somewhat different?
One of the important elements of a sociological approach is to explore the
differences among men and among women, since, as it turns out, these are often
more influential than the differences between women and men.

If gender varies across cultures, over historical time, among men and women
within any one culture, and over the life course, that means we really cannot
speak of masculinity or femininity as though they were constant, universal
essences, common to all women and to all men. Rather, gender is an ever-
changing, variable collection of meanings and behaviors. In that sense, we must
speak of masculinities and femininities, in recognition of the different definitions
of masculinity and femininity that we construct. By pluralizing?®15 the terms, we
acknowledge that masculinity and femininity mean different things to different
groups of people at different times.

(Extracted and adapted from The Gendered Society Reader, Sixth edition,
Oxford University Press, 2017, xii-xiv)
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