Assignment Guide for Chapter 12

What is the relationship between the biological and the social in the construction and maintenance of gender inequalities?

There is no doubt that the lives of women and men are significantly different. To identify oneself as male or female is one of the central blocks of an individual’s identity. The relationship between women and men is not just one of difference, however, it is also one of inequality.

In this essay you will be drawing together two debates that are often treated as two separately: the causes of gender difference and of gender inequalities. First, you will need to draw on the section ‘Gender and biology: natural differences?’ (page 459) to consider the long-running debate about the relative contribution of nature and nurture in the development of gender attributes and identities. In everyday life, and some branches of psychology and biology, the argument that the differences between women and men are attributable to hormones or chromosomes is widely held. Sociologists have concentrated instead on the enormous amount of evidence that suggests that these differences are the product of social rather than physiological factors.

Chapter 12 introduces you to two strongly contrasting accounts of the differences between women and men that create the gender identities of femininity and masculinity. The first, gender socialization (pages 459–61) accepts that there are biological differences between women and men and that gender differences are socially learnt roles built upon these differences. Social constructionists (pages 461–2) see gender as a wholly socially constructed phenomenon.

So far, the essay has considered gender differences; you now need to tie this to the question of gender inequality. The box ‘Exploring gender inequalities’ on page 468 provides some useful questions to consider when thinking about the topic and also references to a number of places throughout the book where aspects of gender inequality are discussed. You can use examples from these chapters to demonstrate the dimensions of gender inequality.

You now need to pull the two parts of this question together. Functionalist theorists (pages 467–9) accepted a biological basis to learned gender roles, and saw this as broadly functional for society. Liberal feminists (pages 469–70) focus on social and cultural attitudes but also tend to adopt a gender socialization approach. Some radical feminists, such as Firestone (pages 471–2), see women’s role in biological reproduction as the basis of all social inequality. The feminist approach that most closely follows a social constructionist approach is that of Walby (pages 473–4). Here, gender inequality is seen as the product of social relationships in six spheres – there is no reason in the essential nature of women and men which can account for gender inequalities.

In concluding, you will need to return to the original question and give your answer to it. Reviewing the essay so far you will see that there is no agreement among the authors that you have discussed. You have two tasks: to briefly summarize the approaches you have considered and to weigh up the evidence you have presented to say which account of the relationship between the biological and the social you find most convincing.

