
338 Inequal i t y

Inequality based on class, race, ethnicity, and gender is tak-
ing place at all levels of analysis and is often entrenched at 

the meso level within institutions. Major institutions include 
family, education, religion, politics, economics, and medicine. 

In complex societies, there are other necessary institutions 
including health care, science and technology, sport, and the 
military. We turn now to a discussion of institutions in our 
social world.

What Have We Learned?

In the beginning of this chapter, we asked how being born 
female or male affects our lives. Because sex is a primary 
variable on which societies are structured and stratification 
takes place, being born female or male affects our public 
and private sphere activities, our health, our ability to prac-
tice religion or participate in political life, our opportunities 
for education, and just about everything we do. As sociolo-
gists with a focus on empirical ways of knowing and scien-
tific methods, we focus on what we can study objectively. 

Other disciplines, such as philosophy and theology, may 
articulate what “ought” to be. Public sociologists sometimes 
move from an analysis of empirical data to questions of 
how to improve the quality of people’s lives by suggesting 
solutions. Likewise, policy recommendations are those that 
take what is known about gender relations and offer plans 
for changing and improving the society. Gender inequality 
clearly exists. What should be done to alleviate the prob-
lems is a matter of debate.

Key Points

•• Whereas sex is biological, notions of gender identity 
and gender roles are socially constructed and learned, 
and vary across cultures. (See pp. 302–305.)

•• Notions of gender are first taught at the micro setting—
in the intimacy of the home—but they are reinforced at 
the meso and macro levels. (See pp. 305–309.)

•• While “she” may go first in micro-level social encoun-
ters (served first in a restaurant or the first to enter a 
doorway), “he” goes first in meso and macro settings—
with the doors open wider for men to enter leader-
ship positions in organizations and institutions. (See  
pp. 309–321.)

•• Greater access to resources at the meso level makes it 
easier to have entrée to macro-level positions, but it also 

influences the respect one receives in micro settings. 
(See pp. 321–326.)

•• Much of the gender stratification today is unconscious 
and unintended—not caused by angry or bigoted 
men who purposefully oppress women. Inequality is 
rooted in institutionalized privilege and disprivilege. 
(See pp. 322–325.)

•• Various social theories shed different light on the issues 
of sex roles and inequality. (See pp. 326–332.)

•• For modern postindustrial societies, there is a high cost 
for treating women like a minority group—individually 
for the people who experience it and for the society, 
which loses the intelligence, skills, and commitment of 
highly competent people. (See pp. 334–337.)

Discussion Questions

1. Describe some of the ways socializing agents (e.g., fam-
ily, peers, the media, religion, teachers) encouraged you 
to conform to traditional gender norms. Do you think 
you will encourage (or have you encouraged) your own 
children to conform to traditional gender norms? Why 
or why not?

2. Give two examples of side-effect gender discrimination that 
leads to economic inequality between men and women.

3. How does gender socialization influence who runs 
for office and for whom we vote? How are female 
politicians treated by the media, compared to male 

politicians? How has that impacted your own percep-
tion of female politicians?

4. How does gender discrimination harm society? What 
could be done on your campus to improve the status of 
women? How might you join these efforts?

5. What are your career goals? Do they follow traditional 
gender roles? Why or why not? How has your gender 
socialization impacted your career plans?

6. More women than men are now in college. How do you 
think this fact will impact gender roles on campus and 
in the larger society?


