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Abstract1 

 

In this paper, I provide a historical narrative tracing the social scientific conceptualization 

of sex and gender through the 20th Century and until today. I suggest we have moved from 

conceptualizing sexual inequality as attributable to internalized sex roles to a consensus that 

                                                 
1 I want to thank my co-authors of several papers that have preceeded and influenced this one including Geor-
giann Davis, Judith Lorber, and Jessica Holden Sherwood. I would also like to thank readers whose feedback 
on this or earlier papers has been critical to the development of this argument, including Tim Adkins, Pallavi 
Banerjee, and Irene Padavic. Earlier versions of this argument appeared in Risman and Davis, 2012. “From 
Sex Roles to Gender Structure, “ Sociopedia.isa. and were presented as plenaries at the 2012 Confini Del Ge-
nere in Trento, Italy and at the 2012 American Sociological Association (with Judith Lorber and Jessica Hol-
den Sherwood).   
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inequality gender stratification exists within social institutions as well. I offer my own theo-

retical model to advance the understanding of gender, gender as a social structure. My 

theoretical argument suggests we must integrate research on individual differences, social 

expectations in interaction and practice, and the cultural and organizational logics at the or-

ganizational and institutional levels. I argue that, rather than test theories against one anoth-

er, a modern scientific view is to integrate levels of analysis. To illustrate the theory, I re-

view three distinct research projects that have been framed by it: a study of intersexuality, a 

study of international labor migration, and a study of a social movement determined against 

accepting gays and lesbians. I end by suggesting that viewing gender as a social structure 

allows us to envision a utopian society in which feminists have helped to dismantle that 

structure and build a post-gender society.  

 

Keywords: Gender, Gender Structure, Sex Roles, Social Theory. 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 

As an undergraduate in 1974, I wanted to write a paper on gender and violence, and I was 

told it was impossible, because there was no literature to review. And that was true. The 

field has virtually exploded since then. As women have moved into the academy, as we 

have become researchers, our standpoint has invaded the social sciences with ever increas-

ing concern for missing knowledge about women and challenges to sexual inequality (Eng-

land et al. 2007). As an American scholar, I see the many of the social sciences in this 

country becoming both feminized, and ever more feminist. Today, the Sex & Gender sec-

tion of the American Sociological Association is one of the largest sections of the organiza-

tion, and feminists hold both the presidency and vice presidency of the association in the 

year 2012. There is a strong and active presence of feminist scholarship in anthropology 

and psychology as well. History has been perhaps most transformed by feminist thought of 
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all the social sciences, with women’s concern for everyday social life -as opposed to war 

and military victory- now front and center as the very core of social history (Stacey and 

Thorne 1985). And of course, Women and Gender Studies is by definition a feminist inter-

disciplinary enterprise.  

We have seen a stark, almost revolutionary, change in the social scientific discourse about 

gender inequality. In the middle of the last Century, family sociologists (e.g. Parsons and 

Bales 1955; Zelditch 1955) described women’s function as the «heart» of families who had 

male «heads» and psychologists (Kohlberg 1966; Bandura 1963) applied socialization 

theory to help shape girls into mothers and boys into men. Now, gender scholarship is near-

ly synonymous with feminist scholarship, as the most widely cited English language gender 

journal, Gender & Society, is published by the feminist sociological association, Sociolo-

gists for Women in Society.  The birth of this journal, AG, speaks to the ever increasing 

importance of gender scholarship internationally.   

Feminist scholarship has crossed boundaries from its earliest moments, ignoring the dis-

ciplinary silos that have constrained so much of academic inquiry. As women’s and gender 

studies programs, institutes, and centers developed internationally, they have always been 

concerned with issues that spanned the psychological, economic, social and historical. As 

concern for women’s representation across male-dominated sciences evolved, many of 

those centers expanded to include women in the biological sciences as well. Feminists have 

debated whether to mainstream our work into many different disciplines, or to create a new 

one of Gender and Women’s Studies. It seems as if we have taken a «both/and» strategy, 

attempting to transform academic disciplines and creating one of our own.  

A central focus of both crossing boundaries to create a gender studies field, and crossing 

boundaries by taking feminist scholarship back to disciplinary venues, is the theory and re-

search that seeks to explain why inequality exists and how to change it. The study of sex 

and gender is a remarkable example of modernist science in action, with theories tested 

empirically, sometimes revised, sometimes jettisoned and new ones arising in a responsive 

cumulative fashion.  
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In this article, I provide a historical narrative tracing the conceptualization of sex and 

gender, and the explanation for women’s status as it developed in the social sciences 

through the 20th Century, to the present. I argue we have moved from a conceptualization of 

sexual inequality attributable to internalized sex roles to a consensus that gender inequality 

is multi-dimensional and exists as a stratification system beyond socialized sex differences 

between women and men. I then offer my own integrative theoretical framework for ad-

vancing the understanding of gender, with particular attention to issues of inequality. To il-

lustrate the theory, I review three distinct research projects, which use it and show how 

more accurate and deeper understanding can result by using my multi-level framework. I 

end by suggesting that viewing gender as a social structure allows us to envision a utopian 

society in which feminists have helped to dismantle that structure and built a post-gender 

society.  

 

2. Starting with Sex Differences 

 

The conceptualization of sex and gender took a feminist turn when psychologists (e.g. Bem 

1981a, 1981b; Spence and Helmriech 1978) began to measure sex role attitudes using 

scales that had been embedded in personality and employment tests (Terman and Miles 

1936).  Such research presumed that sexual inequality could be studied usefully by learning 

how women and men internalized sex roles, even as these feminist writers were critical of 

the constraints that such socialized sex-roles created for women. These early studies as-

sumed that masculinity and femininity were opposite ends of one dimension, and thus if a 

subject was «high» on femininity, she was necessarily, by measurement design, «low» on 

masculinity. What became clear, however, was that not all people fit into the measurement 

scheme (Locksley and Colten 1979; Pedhazur and Tetenbaum 1979; Edwards and Ash-

worth 1977).  Bem offered a new conceptualization (Bem 1981, 1993) that has become the 

gold standard in the social sciences, now so taken-for-granted that Bem is no longer rou-

tinely cited when it is used. She discovered that masculinity and femininity were actually 
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two different personality dimensions; a person could rate highly on masculinity and also 

highly on femininity or highly on neither. Traditional women would be high on femininity 

and low on masculinity, and traditional men would be high on masculinity and low on fe-

mininity. An aggressive and agentic woman might be low on femininity and high on mas-

culinity, or high on both masculinity and femininity. A transgender man might be high on 

masculinity and low on femininity, or perhaps high on both. The ground-breaking concep-

tual leap here is that there are two dimensions, masculinity and femininity, and they are not 

opposites of one another, and that neither dimension is presumptively tied to biological bo-

dies.  

Some of today’s psychologists (e.g. Choi et al. 2008; Choi and Fuqua 2003; Hoffman and 

Borders 2001) go further, suggesting instead that personality concepts, once labeled «mas-

culine», actually measure efficacy/agency/leadership and the personality concepts, once la-

beled «feminine», actually measure nurturance and empathy (See Gill, Stockard, Johnson, 

and Williams 1987 for the first formulation of this rhetorical critique).  To further analytic 

clarity, and feminist goals, these psychologists argue we should no longer even use the 

terms masculinity and femininity because they linguistically tie personality traits to sex cat-

egory.  

 Sociologists began to study sex roles as defined by psychologists, with focus on how dif-

ferences between individual women and men were rooted in childhood socialization 

(Stockard and Johnson 1980; Weitzman 1979). They studied how babies assigned to the 

male category are encouraged to engage in masculine behaviors, offered boy-appropriate 

toys, rewarded for playing with them, and punished for acting in girlish ways, while babies 

assigned to the female category are encouraged to engage in feminine behaviors while be-

ing limited to girl-appropriate toys such as dolls and easy bake ovens (Weitzman et al. 

1972). Sex role socialization theory suggested that children are rewarded for displaying 

gender appropriate behaviors. The internalized selves that result from endemic socializa-

tion, is what creates the illusion that gender is naturally occurring. This differs from earlier 

versions of sex role socialization within functionalist family sociology by its critical edge, 

presuming that female socialization disadvantaged girls (Lever 1974). Bem (1993) shows 
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clearly how children become cultural natives, as they internalize the belief in essential 

gender differences and androcentrism as young children. She suggests that gender schemas 

depend both on gender relations in contemporary society and the socialization practices of 

parents themselves. Such research and theory on individuals has been important since the 

beginning of social scientific attention to gender as «sex roles».  

In 1978, Lopata and Thorne published a trailblazing article that critiqued the validity of 

sex role theory. They argued that sex-role theory tacitly accepted functionalist presump-

tions about the reality of differences between women and men. Lopata and Thorne sug-

gested that the very rhetorical use of the language of «role» voids questions of power and 

privilege, insinuating a natural complementarity between the sexes. Would we ever use the 

language of «race roles» to explain the differential opportunities and constraints for whites 

and non-whites? As I have argued elsewhere (Risman, 1998, 2004), as has Lorber (1994), 

Ferree (1990) and Connell (1987), other conceptual and empirical problems with sex-role 

theory exist as well. Sex–role theory presumes a stability of behavior across setting and 

life-course that simply does not exist. Kimmel (2008) summarizes a widely held contempo-

rary position when he writes that “[…] sex role theory overemphasizes the developmental 

decisiveness of early childhood as the moment that gender socialization happens (2008, 

106).” As empirical evidence accumulated (see review by Lorber 1994) that inequality be-

tween women and men could not simply be attributed to socialized individual differences 

and choices, new theoretical approaches moved from margin to center.  

 

3. Moving Beyond Gender as an Individual Trait  

 

Two very different theoretical alternatives developed within a sociological framework to 

move the analysis of gender beyond a focus on individuals: 1) from those who worked in 

an interactionist and ethnomethodological tradition, derived a framework known as «doing 

gender», and 2) from those based in stratification literatures, came a new «structuralism». I 
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briefly discuss each of these and then move forward to a detailed discussion of my own 

theoretical framework, which integrates both of these with individualist theories as well.   

 

3.1 Doing Gender Framework  

At the same moment in history when Kanter and Epstein were developing structuralist ex-

planations for gender inequality, the centrality of symbolic interactionism and ethnometho-

dology for understanding gender was developing on a parallel track, introduced by West 

and Zimmerman (1987) in their classic article «Doing Gender». West & Zimmerman ar-

gued that gender is something we do, not something we are, drawing attention to the ways 

in which behaviors are enforced, constrained, and policed during social interaction.  Judith 

Butler’s theory of gender performativity (2004, 1990) shares the focus on deconstruction of 

essentialism with West and Zimmerman, but differs on the ontological reality of the possi-

bility of a self, outside the discursive realm (see Green 2007). While West & Zimmerman, 

as social scientists, presume a self exists, Butler, a philosopher and queer theorist, dismisses 

the possibility of even a temporary self outside of discourse. In Butler’s queer theory, the 

self is more imaginary figment then constructed, even temporary, self- identity. Yet, both 

traditions converge on the conceptualization of gender as performance. The «doing gender» 

framework has become perhaps the most commonly used perspective in contemporary fe-

minist discourse. A 2011 citation search indicates the West & Zimmerman article has been 

cited over 4500 times by May 2012.  

 Qualitative research in this tradition has provided a great deal of evidence that women 

and men do gender, but do so dramatically differently across time, space, ethnicity, and so-

cial institution. Connell (1995) shows that there are numerous «masculinities» that exist 

simultaneously, although privileged men perform the most rewarded form of hegemonic 

masculinity. Similarly, researchers have described a myriad of ways that girls and women 

do femininity, from «intensive mothering» (Lareau 2003; Hays 1998) to «femme» lesbians, 

appropriating traditional emphasized symbols of womanhood such as heels and hose (Le-

vitt, Gerrish, and Hiestand 2003). Lorber’s (1994) meta-review of gender research through 
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the 20th century provides a dazzling overview of the quantity of research showing how 

gender is performed and then institutionalized into society.  

Acker (1992, 1990) transformed gender theorizing when she expanded a «doing gender» 

argument to organizations. Instead of gender-neutral organizations, she found gender deep-

ly embedded in organizational structure. Acker (1990; 1992) argued the very definition of 

jobs and organizational hierarchies are gendered, constructed to advantage men or others 

who have no caretaking responsibilities. The work by Martin (2003) and Poggio (2006) 

highlight the «practice turn» (Poggio, 2006, p. 229) in gender studies and has added com-

plexity to the interactionist tradition, particularly showing how workplace organizations si-

tuate gender in practice. Gherardi and Poggio (2007) further the study of gender in organi-

zations with their research on how interactional dynamics change when the first woman en-

ters a male-dominated and masculinized work setting. They find much evidence of the 

ways in which gender is practiced in organizations that pretend to be gender neutral.  

While consensus exists that «doing gender» is ubiquitous, there has been recent criticism 

of what can count as evidence of «doing gender». Deutsch (2007) suggested that when re-

searchers find unexpected behaviors, rather than question whether gender is being «un-

done», they simply claim to discover different femininities and masculinities. I (Risman, 

2009) build on this critique by suggesting that the ubiquitous usage of «doing gender» 

creates conceptual confusion as we study a world that is indeed changing. We must know 

what we expect as gendered behavior and be willing and ready to admit it when we do not 

find it. 

 

3.2 The New Structuralism 

New structuralist analysis of gender was first used to understand apparent sex differences in 

workplace and family behavior. In her classic book, Men and Women of the Corporation, 

Kanter (1977) argued that apparent sex differences in leadership style represented women’s 

disadvantaged organizational roles, not their personalities. Her research showed that work-

ers who held positions with less formal power and fewer opportunities for mobility are less 

motivated and ambitious at work, less perceived to be leadership material, and more con-
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trolling autocratic bosses when they do enter the ranks of management. Because women 

and men of color were then overwhelmingly in positions with limited power and opportuni-

ty, they are seen as inferior leaders. The evidence suggested that white men in positions 

with little upward mobility and low organizational power also fulfilled the stereotype of the 

micro-managing less-than-successful boss. In a study of life histories of baby boom Ameri-

can women, Gerson (1985) brought the new structuralism to gender issues in family life. 

She found that role preferences adolescent women were socialized to desire did not predict 

strategies for balancing work and family commitments among baby-boom Americans. 

Whether women «chose» domestic or work-focused lives was more often based on marital 

stability and success in the labor force then stable internalized personality traits or roles de-

sired from their youth. In both work and family settings, the structural conditions of every-

day life proved more important than feminine selves.  

 In a massive meta-analysis of the sex differences research on both public and private 

spheres, Epstein (1988) concluded that nearly all of the differences between men and wom-

en were the result of their social roles and societal expectations, and were really Deceptive 

Distinctions (Epstein 1988). Epstein argued, as did Kanter and Gerson before her, that if 

men and women were given the same opportunities and constraints, the differences be-

tween them would vanish.  

 More recent research in this structural tradition, however, has challenged aspects of the 

theory itself. Kanter provided strong evidence, as did others that women (and non-whites) 

are marginalized in white male occupations and work behaviors reflect their token positions  

(Epstein, 1988).  When research expanded, however, to test the gender-neutral proposition 

that work behavior was primarily structurally determined, by studying men in female-

dominated occupations, the evidence became far less convincing (Zimmer, 1988). When 

men were the minority group, they were not marginalized into less powerful positions with 

less mobility. Instead, men, at least white men, benefit from occupying a token status with-

in female dominated occupations and ride glass escalators to the top (Williams 1992; Wing-

field, 2009). Similarly, more recent on women and men’s domestic work in families finds 

weak evidence that sex differences in workloads are deceptive distinctions.  Nearly all such 
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research suggests that women continue to do more family labor then their husbands, even 

when they work outside the home as many hours per week and earn equivalent salaries 

(Bittman et al. 2003; Bianchi, Milkie, Sayer, and Robinson 2000; Tichenor ). Gender neu-

tral structural theories do not receive empirical support when tested in complex ways within 

female as well as male dominated occupations and inside households.  

 

3.3 Gender as a Social Structure (of Stratification)  

Towards the end of the 20th Century, feminist theorists began to move beyond debating 

whether gender was best understood as internalized selves, role expectations, or organiza-

tional constraints, and began developing theories that encompassed what Collins (1990) de-

scribes as a both/and theory of science, multi-level theories for gender as sexual stratifica-

tion system and not merely psychological characteristics of individuals (Butler 2004; Con-

nell 1987; Ferree et al. 1998; Lorber 1994; Martin 2004). While there were a variety of 

such multi-disciplinary feminist frameworks developed (e.g. Connell 1987; Lorber 1994; 

Martin 2004), here, I outline my own conceptualization of gender as a social structure and 

argue for its usefulness as a guide for empirical research.   

Gender is deeply embedded in our selves, the expectations we have for others, and in  our 

cultural and organizational and legal systems, in complicated systematic and recursive 

ways. Gender as a social structure, creates inequality by differentiating opportunities and 

constraints based on sex category. In this theory I suggest that gender as a social structure 

has consequences on three dimensions (2004, 433): (1) at the individual level, for the de-

velopment of gendered selves, identities, and personalities; (2) during interaction, as men 

and women face different cultural expectations even when they fill identical roles and posi-

tions; and (3) in institutional domains, including organizations, where explicit regulations 

and cultural beliefs regarding resource distribution and material goods are gender specific. 

We cannot fully understand a dimension, aspect, and/or consequence of gender without 

placing it into a larger multidimensional and integrative framework. 

I depend upon Giddens’ (1984) theory of «structuration» in my conceptualization of 

gender as a structure that creates stratification, emphasizing the recursive relationship be-
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tween structure and individuals. Structuration incorporates the transformative power of 

human action. People create the social structure, but once it exists, it constrains action. 

Structure is the medium and the outcome of conduct which recursively organizes it. Actors 

are knowledgeable and reflexive, monitoring their actions, but doing to within taken-for-

granted unacknowledged conditions. Action may turn against structure but can never es-

cape it. In this theory for gender, I focus both on how structure shapes individual choice 

and constrains social interaction but also how people create, sustain, and modify the gender 

structure. Action itself may change the immediate or future context. It is this dynamic con-

ceptualization of structure both created by, and constraining human action that is useful for 

conceptualizing gender as a social structure.  

With this framework I cross disciplinary boundaries, with concern for the internationali-

zation of gendered psychological identities and selves, the sociological importance of 

«doing gender» and gender as practice, and the organizational analysis of institutions. I fo-

cus both on behavior and cultural logics, which underlie gender expectations and support 

the formal rules and regulations at the institutional and organizational levels. As Gherardi 

(1995) argues, gender is symbolically embedded in organizational culture. Figure 1 dis-

plays this graphically. 

In order to understand how gender stratification is produced and reproduced, and some-

times decreased, from generation to generation, we need understand the breadth and depth 

of the power of gender as a social structure. We should not test the alternative strength of 

individual selves versus cultural expectations or organizational design, in search of a prima-

ry cause of inequality. Rather, we learn more by approaching every empirical question with 

complexity, a concern for each level of analysis -the individual, the interactional and orga-

nizational. 
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Figure 1: Gender as a Social Structure 

 

(Risman, 1998) 

 

3.4 Individual Level of Analysis 

When we are concerned with the means by which boys and girls come to have a preference 

to do gender, we should focus on how identities are constructed through early childhood 

development with explicit socialization and modeling, and how preferences become inter-

nalized. To the extent that women and men choose to do gender-typical behavior across so-

cial roles and over the life cycle, we must focus on such individual explanations. While 

much attention has been paid to gender socialization and the individualist presumptions for 

gender, I suggest that continued attention is necessary to the construction of the self, both 

the means by which socialization leads to internalized predispositions, and how once selves 

are adopted, people use identity work to maintain behaviors that bolster their sense of 

selves (Schwalbe et al. 2000). It is clearly the case that women and men internalize norms 

and become gendered cultural natives. The important lesson from the accumulation of re-

search over the 20th century is not that culture is unimportant for individual selves, but that 

socialization and identity work alone do not explain all of gender stratification.   
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3.5 Interactional Level of Analysis 

Gender also organizes the interactional expectations that every human being meets often in 

every moment of life. We «do gender» to meet the interactional expectations of those 

around us. Ridgeway and her colleagues (Ridgeway 1991, 2001, 2011; Ridgeway and 

Balkwell 1997; Ridgeway and Correll 2004) show convincingly that the status expectations 

attached to gender (and race) categories are cross-situational. In a sexist and racist society, 

women and all persons of color are expected to have less to contribute to task performances 

than are white men, unless they have some externally validated source of prestige or au-

thority. Women are expected to be more empathetic and nurturing, men to be more effica-

cious and agentic. Such status expectations are one of the engines that re-create inequality 

even in novel situations where there is no other reason to expect male or white privilege to 

emerge. Status expectations create a cognitive bias toward privileging men with agency and 

women with nurturance (Ridgeway 2011). Cognitive bias of this sort helps to explain the 

reproduction of gender inequality in everyday life.  

 

3.6 Institutional Level of Analysis 

Gender structures social life not only by creating gendered selves and cultural expectations 

that shape interactions, but also by organizing social institutions and organizations. As 

Acker (1990) and Martin (2004) have shown, economic organizations embed gender mean-

ings in the definition of jobs and positions. Any organization that presumes valued workers 

are available fifty weeks a year, at least forty hours a week, for decades on and presumes 

that such workers have no practical or moral responsibility for caretaking of anyone but 

themselves. The industrial and post-industrial economic structure presumes workers have 

wives, or do not need them. 

 In many societies, the legal system also presumes women and men have distinct rights 

and responsibilities. For example, some western governments allow for different retirement 

ages for women and men, thus building gender into legislative bureaucracy. Much has be-

gun to change in Western democracies, as laws move toward gender-neutrality. And yet, 

even when the actual formal rules and regulations begin to change -whether by government, 
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courts, religion, higher education, or organizational rules- the cultural logic often remains, 

hiding patriarchy in gender-neutral formal law (Williams 2001). Andocentric cultural be-

liefs that justify different distributions of resources that privilege men, often outlive formal 

organizational rules and regulations.  

 

4. From Theory to Research 

 

The multidimensionality of gender structure theory has already begun to provide a useful 

framework for empirical research (Anderson, 2007; Armstrong, Hamilton, and Sweeney 

2009; Banerjee 2010; Davis 2011, 2009; Legerski and Cornwall 2010; Robinson and Spi-

vey, 2007). I illustrate the usefulness of conceptualizing gender as a structure by reviewing 

its application in three distinct research projects: an empirical study of intersexuality in 

American society, a study of transnational labor migration, and a study of a Christian social 

movement that attempts to change homosexual and lesbian identities to heterosexual ones -

a social movement that calls itself, the «ex-gay» movement.  

Our societal reaction to bodies that biologically disrupt the sex binary, those born inter-

sexual, is a fascinating moving target. Davis (2011a) has followed the intersex rights 

movement that, in the 1990s, challenged the medical community’s surgical treatment of in-

tersexuality that left many feeling further stigmatized, scarred, and for some, a diminished 

or destroyed possibility for sexual sensation. In the 1990s, the radical slogan of the intersex 

rights movement was «hermaphrodites with attitude», reflecting an identity based social 

movement, and for a time pushed to change the acronym LGBT (meaning Lesbian, Gay, 

Bisexual and Transgender) to LGBTI (adding Intersexuals) (Davis 2011c). In response to 

this social movement, the medical establishment changed it’s protocol so that children born 

with gender variant bodies were no long automatically treated surgically or, as the move-

ment activists called it, mutilated (Costello blog). Recently, however, the major social 

movement organization representing intersexuals, metaphorically closed it’s doors in the 

summer of 2008 (by pulling down it’s website), and reinvented itself as a non-profit whose 
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goal was to work the medical establishment to help those with «disorders of sex develop-

ment» or «DSDs», for short (Davis 2011c). The radical identity-based social movement 

was jettisoned by it’s major organizational player for the practical goal of working more ef-

fectively with doctors (Davis 2011c). Davis interviewed intersexual activists from a variety 

of organizations, their parents, and medical providers across America during this historical 

moment.  

 Davis (2011a) shows that to understand the changing context of intersexuality, you need 

to analyze individual identities, interactional expectations, and institutional and organiza-

tional dynamics and so illustrates the usefulness of a gender structure framework. She finds 

that medical experts advise parents to socialize their intersex children into a stereotypically 

defined gender identity, influenced by medical professionals’ essentialist understanding of 

sex, gender, and sexuality (Davis 2011b). Many of the parents interviewed for her study 

wanted more than anything else for their intersex child to pass as «normal» which they be-

lieved could be accomplished through very stereotypical gender performances (Davis 

2011a). Many medical professionals and parents use traditional gendered expectations to 

strategically help children fit into their socially assigned gender identities (Davis 2011 a, b). 

Medical professionals and parents commonly assessed one’s sex assignment by the child’s 

ability to pull off these stereotypical gender identities (Davis 2011 a, b), despite the fact 

that «normal» girls are freer than ever to play with their gender (Risman and Seale, 2010).  

Infusing gender expectations with new theories of socially construction can have a seis-

mic effect on individuals, sometimes leading them to re-define their own lives. Feminist 

ideas about the possibility of moving beyond a stereotypical gender stereotypes, even 

beyond a gender binary of male versus female, found in college classrooms or by reading 

feminist works by people such as Judith Butler (1990) or Fausto Sterling (1993), have 

proved liberating (Davis 2012). Indeed, the intersexuals who rejected the rhetorical shift 

from defining intersexual as an identity to those with a disorder of sex development (DSD), 

were those that had been exposed to feminist social constructionist theories, whether inside 

the ivory tower or outside of it. Intersexuals with identities less constrained by gender bina-
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ries were more comfortable in their own skins, and less supportive of the new diagnostic 

nomenclature that describes them as disordered.   

The organizational and institutional constraints created by the medical community are not 

to be dismissed lightly, however. While intersexuals who reject gender stereotypes and 

rebel against the gender structure might be more comfortable with their own bodies, those 

who adopt a gender stereotyped presentation of self, and accepted the notion of having a 

disorder of sexual development spoke of far more supportive relationships with their doc-

tors and their parents. The institutional rules and regulations of the medical establishment 

enforce gendered expectations and welcome those who follow them. Davis has documented 

that exposure to feminist ideas, and expectations, seems to allow for an individual’s agency 

to reject gender expectations even against doctor’s advice. This research show that while 

gender structure constrains behavior, it is constantly evolving, and under negotiation. After 

all, a social movement of «hermaphrodites with attitudes» brought attention to the contro-

versy about surgical treatment of intersexuality in the first place. Intersexuals used feminist 

social constructionist ideas to reject medical diagnosis of their bodies and create new ex-

pectations that allowed for wider behavioral repertoires, challenging gender stereotypes. 

They formed a social movement that actually changed medical protocol, creating a crack in 

the surgical enforcement of a gender binary. And yet, negotiation continues, and the 

movement wrestles with the re-medicalization of intersexuality as a disorder of sexual de-

velopment. The outcome of this negotiation between changing gender expectations, indi-

vidual identities, and the medical establishment remains unclear. We see a moment of flux 

in our gender structure as the complexities between the recursive and dynamic changes be-

tween individual, interactional and institutional levels reverberate.   

Banerjee ‘s (2010, 2012) research into the experiences of Indian families in the United 

States similarly shows the power of the gender structure, especially as it is embedded in 

formal visa statuses and immigration law. Her research focuses on temporary workers who 

emigrate from India to the US on guest worker visas in professions for which there are not 

enough American citizens to fill the jobs. This study focuses on male tech professionals and 

female nurses. These workers are allowed to bring their «dependent spouses» but those 
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partners are not allowed to work, to apply for financial assistance to further their education, 

and in some states, are not even allowed to drive. Banerjee analyzes their experiences using 

Foucault’s concept of governmentality (1984), where the consequences of regulatory sys-

tems are built into the expectations that affect personal life, and by extension, identities.  

While the definition of a spouse as a dependent derives directly from the notion of the 

modern industrial family with a male breadwinner, and female caretaker, it’s imposition is 

gender-neutral in immigration law, providing a natural experiment to study the legal sys-

tems impact on female and male led immigrant families.   

The expectations embedded in the guest work visa leave workers, both male high-tech 

professionals and female nurses, believing they must accede to their perceptions of em-

ployers expectations for more over-time and lesser working conditions then offered to citi-

zen colleagues. The high tech workers, in particular, believe they are expected to give all 

their time to employers because those employers have paid for their «dependent spouse» to 

arrive in the U.S. and they believe employers expect the spouse to handle all family and 

household responsibilities. This creates an institutional pressure on the family, for the wife 

to take responsibility for household and reproductive (for those with children) labor, despite 

nearly all of them being highly educated and having had professional positions in India. 

The wives of high-tech workers do not hold traditional gender identities, do not necessarily 

find fulfillment in domesticity, but rather bristle at their «vegetable visas» which do not al-

low them to work for pay and stall their professional careers, sometimes for years. The 

husbands on dependent spouse visas are far less articulate, with no feminist ideology avail-

able to them to critique their status. The institutional visa regulations do indeed mold gend-

er expectations, to some degree, as they become primary caretakers of their children. But 

gender identities trump structural conditions as most do not take over the household labor 

of cooking or cleaning. The gender structure, the expectations attached to masculinity, 

weighs heavily against their willingness to adopt identities of dependent spouses and pro-

vide domestic service to their breadwinning wives. Banerjee uses Foucault’s concept of go-

vernmentality (1984) to explain how the power of the visa laws extends to the expectations 

couples have for each other, but far less effectively to the adoption of identities as «house-
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wives» for either women or men. This research provides far more complicated understand-

ing of international migration and its impact on family life because of it’s attention to the 

level of individual gender identities, family role expectations, and the gendered presump-

tion embedded in visa law.  

Robinson and Spivey’s research designed explicitly within a gender structure theoretical 

framework, examine the strategies used by a Christian movement to try to create «ex-

gays». Their textual analysis shows that gender ideology is one of this antifeminist move-

ments most potent resource, particularly masculinity politics (e.g. Messner, 1998), as it is 

imposed on individuals, embedded into cultural expectations, and organizational rules. At 

the individual level, the ex-gay social movement frames mothers as responsible for produc-

ing sons with gender deficits that lead to homosexuality. At the interactional level, the 

movement seeks to re-socialize men by teaching them the «performative» (Butler, 1990) 

aspect of gender, teaching them to «do masculinity» as a method to discover heterosexual 

desire. The movement claims to heal homosexual men by creating the expectation that they 

become more masculine in their mannerism and activities, including marrying a woman. 

The ex-gay movement also aspires to structure the social order to reinforce male power and 

privilege, both in the material and cultural spheres by sponsoring pro-family public policy 

and proliferating Evangelical right-wing Christian organizations around the world. The pro-

family politics emphasize the restoration of earlier versions of masculinity, men’s rights 

and the resistance to feminist social change. The ideology is based upon the belief that 

gender confusion, including women’s rights, has led to increasing homosexuality, seen as a 

social problem such as poverty, single parenthood, and family disorder. This social move-

ment, born in the U.S., is engendering a global movement with 4000 facilities in more than 

150 different countries worldwide trying to influence global culture. In this research, atten-

tion to the individual, interactional, and institutional levels of analysis shows how one so-

cial movement is attempting to change the gender structure that now exists by returning it 

to one even more patriarchal, and less gay friendly. 
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5. From Research to Feminist Utopian Vision 

 

If gender as a social structure supports inequality by differentiating opportunity and con-

straints based on sex category, then the local implication is that to eliminate inequality we 

must eliminate the gender structure. How does one begin to dismantle gender as a social 

structure? Connell (1987) argued that change is uneven and contradictions arise that can be-

come crisis tendencies that further de-stabilize the gender system. Each of the research 

projects discussed above illustrate historical moments of crises tendencies in contemporary 

gender structures.  

The social movement that sprang up to criticize medical treatment of intersexual infants 

used, was framed from its inception with feminist critiques of gender structure, especially 

the social construction of boys and girls as opposites. The opposition to shoehorning babies 

into male or female categories at birth was at core a rebellion against contemporary gender 

structure, and the re-medicalization movement can be analyzed as institutional push-back to 

support the status quo gender structure. The contemporary conflict and disagreement is a 

perfect illustration that it is possible, if not easy, to rebel against contemporary gender 

structures and change them. Some intersexuals now carry identities that are not gender-

typical, and continue to change expectations for one another, and try to influence the insti-

tutional level medical establishment. The utopian goal here is to allow babies born between 

the gender binary to establish identities that fit, rather than are assigned, to encourage doc-

tors and parents to disentangle expected behavior and personality traits from gender stereo-

types and thus not to use gendered expectations to measure success for their children and 

patients. In addition, their utopian goal is to change the medical view that those human be-

ings born between gender categories are necessarily diseased, but instead can be accepted 

as a normal variation of humanity. Whether the movement activists frame their hopes and 

dreams as moving toward a utopian post-gender society, I suggest they are helping to move 

us in that direction. 
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Similarly, the social movement to try to turn gay men and lesbians into «ex-gay» is also 

explicitly attempting to change the contemporary gender system. In their view, a utopian 

world is one from the past, where men are heads of households, and sexuality is confined to 

heterosexual marital relations. They do, however, agree with a sociological proposition that 

it is possible to change the gender structure, even if they propose to change it in anti-

feminist directions. I suggest that if a utopian goal is social justice and equality, then the 

gender structure needs to be dismantled rather than renovated to an earlier mythical glo-

rious moment, in which white straight males had more privilege then they do today. 

There is no social movement, of note, to change the ways in which the gender structure is 

embedded into the U.S. immigration laws. Even now that some of the dependent spouses 

are men, the implicit presumption built into guest worker visas is that workers have domes-

tic partners who should not work, and indeed are legally barred from employment. In a uto-

pian post-gender world, government power would not be used to impose family patterns 

based on traditional patriarchal norms on today’s workers, whether they are «guests» in the 

United States, or not.  

When we broaden out gaze, to other research, we do see other changes beginning to hap-

pen, crises tendencies beginning to crack our contemporary gender structure. Girls and 

women, as subordinates in the gender structure, are allowed, even encouraged, to strive for 

what used to be solely the province of men. Feminist-inspired changes in female socializa-

tion has no doubt changed young women‘s lives. They are now encouraged to play sports, 

to develop their muscles, to compete with boys in school, and they are doing all of these 

things enthusiastically (Messner 2002). The pipeline for girls moving into math and 

science, while not clear, is not nearly as clogged as it used to be (Dean 2006; Fox 2011). 

Young women now outnumber men in colleges, and are reaching parity in U.S. graduate 

education, far surpassing men in doctorates in traditionally women‘s fields (England et al. 

2007). But similar transformations are not yet happening for boys. Boys are not encouraged 

to develop traditionally feminine skills of empathy or nurturance with doll play, nor al-

lowed much freedom to decorate themselves in what is considered a feminine fashion (see 

Sociological Images 2011). While women are free to move into men's occupations (at least 
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middle class ones, see England 2010), few men choose to enter traditionally less well-paid 

women‘s jobs.  

Boys and men, however, are not similarly encouraged, nor even allowed, to move into 

the province of what was feminine. This imbalance exists because the gender structure is a 

stratification system, and social movements are unlikely to emerge to convince the privi-

leged to move into less-valued roles. Feminist-inspired social change has begun to erode 

the belief that only boys can be agentic and effective (Ridgeway 2011). But the cultural 

expectations and powerful socialization that defines only girls as empathic and responsible 

for caring work has yet to change. This imbalance in the changing nature of gender expec-

tations for boys and girls signals a possible crack in the gender structure, as many of them 

will work and eventually live together. 

Crisis tendencies in gender, however, are most definitely not limited to or even primarily 

about changing competition and division of labor between men and women. The increasing 

visibility of lesbians and gay men in every aspect of cultural representation also destabilizes 

gender relations. Heterosexuality is deeply embedded in hegemonic masculinity and em-

phasized femininity, and heteronormativity (the expectation of heterosexuality) is a build-

ing block of the gender structure (Ingraham 2006; Jackson 2003, 2006). Gay couples cast 

doubt on the culture of taken-for-granted heteronormativity and its gendered definitions of 

men and women. Young people are also disrupting norms about the gender binary itself, as 

some are publicly chafing at the confinement to the gender structure and demanding the 

freedom to be queer not just in their sexuality, but in their gender as well. While there is 

very little research on genderqueer youth (but see Factor and Rothblum 2008, and Shotwell 

and Sangrey 2009) and the reports about them are primarily journalistic (Conlin 2011), 

their presence and their demands are being felt internationally. Every day more blogs are 

written by people identifying as genderqueer2 and/or transgender3. High school students are 

                                                 

2 See e.g. Androgyne, GenderQueerView, GenderQueerRevolution, SBearBergman, SexGenderBody. 
3 See e.g. GenderQueerView, NixWilliams, QuestioningTransphobia, RadNichole, Tranifesto, Trans-Fusion 
(Costello 2011). 
 



22 
 

requesting the right to choose their own pronoun, college students are demanding gender-

free bathrooms and dormitories, and Australia now offers passports with an «other» catego-

ry.  The issue at hand is the rejection of the expectations that belong to the status of «-

woman» or «-man». This is new.  

To move to a world beyond gender, we need to pay attention to changing the gender 

structure at every level, the individual, the interactional, and the institutional. There are re-

volutionary actors at the individual level, defying gender restrictions in their goal to be ac-

cepted as who they want to be. Swedish elementary schools that avoid using gendered pro-

nouns entirely (Hebblethwaite 2011) are taking another step in the right direction. At the 

level of interactional expectations, we must first accept and support individuals who try to 

undo gender accepting boys who like nail polish, and girls who choose combat military ca-

reers. We must stop imputing sexual identity from gender performances, presuming nurtur-

ing and artsy men are gay, or that tough women without make-up are lesbians. Ridgeway 

and Correll (2000) suggest that one way to beat these cognitive stereotypes is to conscious-

ly create situations where women are clearly effective task leader (see also Ridgeway 

2006). In workplaces, this means insuring that leadership teams include women in non-

traditional roles, leading men as well as other women. My colleagues and I suggest, in a 

similar vein, we ought to expect men to have a moral responsibility for caretaking. When 

men do not carry equal work in the family, we should consider them immoral actors, and 

use the power of interactional expectations to help create equality of caregiving. More re-

search is needed to understand when and how interactional strategies, including shame, can 

effectively change expectations instead of reinforcing them. 

Perhaps the most political and therefore difficult strategies are at the macro/institutional 

level - changing structures and cultures of institutions. At the organizational level, formal 

rules and regulations must be gender neutral, but beyond that, we must change norms so 

that gender-neutral rules are no longer undercut by antiquated gender logics. The division 

of human labor into earner versus caregiver is an invention of an industrial era now behind 

us. To move toward a world where earning a full-time paycheck is not incompatible with 



23 
 

caring for other human beings requires us to move beyond dividing human beings into cat-

egories based on genitalia and dropping all the presumptions that go with such categories. 

Feminist strategies cannot be fast nor revolutionary because gender is too close to home, a 

source of comfort to many (although it brings pain to some). Every act of resistance to the 

gender structure creates another crack; it helps shatter the current taken-for-granted reality. 

Every genderqueer teenager, every househusband, every gay couple that marries, every tru-

ly equal mother and father are like drops of water helping to move mountains of tradition 

(Sullivan 2007). Individuals alone are not likely to make structural changes, but with the 

collective support of others, they may succeed with breaks from gendered social norms. 

People can undo gender in their private lives as well as do it. They cannot only think the 

impossible, but act on it by themselves and by supporting others who rebel against the 

gender structure itself.  

 For permanent change, institutions and their cultural meaning systems have to be trans-

formed by a vision of gender neutrality. To degender institutions, feminists need to inhabit 

them from the bottom up, and move up the ranks so they can be reformed from the top 

down.  

Utopian strategies need to be wide-ranging and for the long-term. The feminist project to 

move beyond gender needs to envision a multi-generational strategy that seeks to create a 

better world for the future. My utopian vision for gender equality asks feminists to continue 

the social movement towards what may seem like an impossible dream -a world where 

people are not forced to live constrained inside one gender, where expectations for interac-

tion are not based on gender identity, and where work and family are organized to combine 

productive paid work with the unpaid work of social reproduction. While it is true that most 

can hardly imagine a society with such freedom, I charge feminists academics to help 

create such a vision, to help free the imagination. Twentieth Century feminism fought hard, 

and often successfully, for women‘s rights. The 21st Century movement we envision goes 

far beyond that -we imagine a world beyond gender. 
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