221-(B) Gender and Empowerment
IV Semester, MSW
(Reading Materials)

Dr Grace Laltlinzo
Department of Social Work
IGNTU-RCM

UNIT-I

What is Gender?

The sociologists make an important distinction between ‘sex’ and ‘gender.” According to
them, the term ‘sex’ refers to the biological differences between males and females, while
‘gender’ refers to the socially-determined personal and psychological characteristics
associated with being male or female namely ‘masculinity’ and ‘feminist’ (Stephanie
Garret,1987:7). “Gender,” as Wilson defines, “is a basis for defining the different
contributions that men and women make to culture and collective life by dint of who they are
as men and women (H. T. Wilson, 1989:2). It is a considerable leap to think of, as Connell
insists, “gender as being also a property of collectivities, institutions and historical processes
(R. W. Connell, 1987:139). Wilson continues to say that “gender as a basis for culturally
accepted differences in behaviour, distinguished places, times, tools, tasks, forms of speech,
gestures and perceptions, but not to keep women in their place. This has called for the
necessity of looking at the total conception of gender critically, in order to avoid bias lenses
through which assessment and evaluation is done to male and female” (H. T. Wilson,
1989:3).

The Concept of Gender Differences

There is ongoing debate as to which gender differences in behavior and personality are due to
innate personality of the person and which are due to cultural or social factors, and are
therefore the product of socialization or to what extent gender differences are due to
biological and physiological differences. Proponents of gender role theory assert that
observed gender differences in behavior and personality characteristics are, at least in part,
socially constructed and therefore, the product of socialization experiences; this contrasts
with other models of gender that assert that gender differences are ‘essential’ to biological
sex. Gender differences exist in almost all societies. With differences in the norms adopted,

this suggests that gender differences are, at least partly, influenced by culture.
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As soon as a child is born the process of gendering takes place. It is interesting to note that all
expectant parent would wish for a boy if they can have one, but if (un)fortunately their first
child is a girl, then they would be consoled to the fact that she would helped her mother in the
household chores as soon as she grows up. And then they would go one wishing for a boy the

next time around.

There is also a different treatment of the two categories of children. Boys and girls are
brought up differently to reinforce different behaviours and sanction ‘wrong’ attitudes (Selet
Thanga, 1979, p. 19). Children are taught to behave according to the gender preconceptions
and assumptions, for them that is necessary to be ‘natural,” ‘appropriate,” and ‘normal.” Girls
are invariably stigmatized not as boys. This cultural designed ‘norm,’ as pointed out by Mary
Anne Baker and others, provides us with a shared set of expectations or assumptions
regarding the behaviour, attitudes, and feelings of persons of each gender (Mary Anne Baker,
1980, p.103).

The image of a girl is passive, weak, submissive, sentimental, and boy as unemotional, tough
and boastful. This preconception and assumption, which is so natural that nobody questions,
has been the influencing factor to shape the manner of thinking of the children. The
‘naturalization’ of inequality is operative at different times and places in relation to gender
and in relation to other forms of social inequality. This impact is both powerful and largely
acknowledged, and has extended to the making of culture itself. Therefore, the culturally
stereotyped image expects a girl to behave according to the set rules, which is fully
internalized by her when she grows up. This becomes a determining factor that influences

the secondary status and position of women in the society.

Where do Gender Roles come from?

Gender roles are imposed from without, through a variety of social influences. Formed during
the socialization phases of childhood and adolescence, gender role issues influence people
throughout their lives; conflict can arise when someone does not feel at ease with his or her
gender role (Rosemary Tang, Feminist Thought,95). The first and one of the strongest
influences on a person’s perceived gender role is his or her parents (Sigmund Freud

1968;120). Parents are first the teacher not only in basic skills as talking and walking but also
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of attitudes and behavior. In many cases people are likely to appreciate girl’s cuteness and
boy’s achievements. Many parents encourage and expect boys to be more active, to be more
rough and tumble in their play than girls. If a girl sees her mother taking part in domestic
physical activities alone then she will grow up with the idea that it’s okay for girls to do such
things. Likewise if a boy sees his father doing nothing at home that will integrate the image
of father into his developing definition of masculinity. Just as parents can provide positive

role models, so too can they serve as negative role models (Sigmud Freud;1968;150).

Children develop their gender identity by the age of three. Another influence and
reinforcement of gender roles comes from the toys children play with. For example, parents
may give their little girl a doll to sleep with, while the boy gets a gun or car. Such gifts set
children up early on for the roles they are expected to play. When they grow up, children are
influenced in their choice of toys by television and reinforcing the traditional gender roles;
boys are active and adventurous, while girls are passive and mothering. Another group that
has strong influence over gender roles is peer pressure. Peer pressure is a means of
reinforcing a culture’s traditional gender roles. It can come in the form of taunting or teasing
a child who does not fit the traditional gender roles that other children in the peer group have
been exposed to, even to the point of excluding that child from group activities. Gender role
are also reinforced by school. Teacher and school administrators have great influence as they
pass along cultural information and expectations. Religious institution is the other area which
influences them very deeply by enforcing purity or pollution and good or bad binaries (David
C Scott,1993:41-60).

Gender Norm Shape Daily Life

In combination with other social categories such as class and ethnicity, social norms about
women and men, and girls and boys — as well as the relationships among them — serve to
enhance or constrain everyone’s well-being, capabilities, security, opportunities,

empowerment and freedom. They also shape routine aspects of daily living.

At the individual level, internalized social norms are centred on gender condition
preferences and ambitions. Social norms are why girls ‘like’ to play house and boys ‘prefer’
to play soldiers, why a boy may be praised for aspiring to be a scientist and scolded for

wanting to be a dancer, or why a girl who dreams of being an engineer may in time adapt her
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preference to a more socially realistic and modest goal. The power of such social norms on
individual aspirations varies across time and place, sometimes redisposing an individual to a

certain course, and other times completely determining the range of what is possible.

At the household level, social norms and status differentials relating to gender provide
answers to questions such as: Who prepares meals? Who leaves the house to work for pay?
Who stays home from work when a child is sick? Who tends the animals? Who decides how
money is spent? Who sits at the head of the table? Who speaks for the family? Who gets
leisure time? Who decides when to have sex? When food is scarce, who gets the larger share?
When resources are stretched thin, which child is sent to school? Parents and other immediate

family members play a significant role in creating and maintaining gender roles.

At the societal level, social norms concerning gender define how girls and boys, and women
and men, are expected to dress, walk and talk; how they are able to use public space, access
public resources and seize opportunities in the marketplace; the degree to which they feel safe
or unsafe at night or while riding public transportation; and how they can reasonably expect
strangers to treat them. Social norms related to gender are often key determinants of who
holds powerful positions, be they in business, social movements, government or religious

organizations.

The 21% century has seen a shift in gender roles due to multiple factors such as new family
structures, education, media, and several others. A 2003 survey by the Bureau of Labor
Statistics indicated that about one in every three wives earn more than their husbands
(Dunleavey, 2007). With the importance of education emphasized nationwide, and the access
of college degree, women of single-mother or single-father households is increasing. Fathers
are also becoming more involved with raising their children, instead of leaving the

responsibility to the mother.

Gender In Indian History
The origin of the Indian idea of appropriate female behaviour can be traced to Manu in 200
BC: “by a young girl, by a young woman, or even by an aged one, nothing must be done

independent, even in her own house”.
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India is a multifaceted society where no generalization could apply to the nation’s various
regional, religious, social and economic groups. Nevertheless certain broad circumstances in
which Indian women live affect the way they participate in the economy. A common
denominator in their lives is that they are generally confined to home, with restricted
mobility, and in seclusion. Other, unwritten, hierarchical practices place further constraints
on women. Throughout history, women have generally been restricted to the role of a home-
maker; that of a mother and wife.

Despite major changes that have occurred in the status of women in some parts of the world
in recent decades, norms that restrict women to the home are still powerful in India, defining
activities that are deemed appropriate for women. They are, by and large, excluded from

political life, which by its very nature takes place in a public forum.

In spite of India’s reputation for respecting women, including treating her as a Goddess,
history tells us that women were also ill-treated. There was no equality between men and
women. This is true of ancient, medieval and early modern times barring some revolutionary
movements such as that of Basaweshwara, the 12™ century philosopher in Karnataka, who
advocated equality, casteless society, status for women, and betterment of the down trodden.
Reform movements in the 19th and 20th centuries led by great social reformers provided

boost to women’s legal status in India.

Independence of India heralded the introduction of laws relating to women. The Constitution
provided equality to men and women and also gave special protection to women to realise
their interests effectively. Special laws were enacted to prevent indecent representation of
women in the media and sexual harassment in workplaces. The law also gives women equal

rights in the matter of adoption, maternity benefits, equal pay, good working conditions etc.

Today they have all the rights and privileges possessed by the males. Consequently, they now
feel emancipated and free. The women of India, who form almost 50% of the population,
have equal opportunities and rights and can aspire to any position and status in society. Many
of them are in top positions in various fields of life. A few of them have been great political
leaders, entrepreneurs, administrators and business persons. This marked change in their

outlook, social and economic status reflects the fact that their emancipation has been almost
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complete. It is a fact that Indian women have much better status than their counterparts in

many other developing countries.

Women in India are now well conscious of their rights and privileges and they are politically,
socially, economically and educationally not backward anymore. Their participation in the
democratic process and elections has been quite impressive. In a large number of
constituencies women voters outnumber men voters on the days of polling. They are
contesting elections at various levels in far greater numbers. Their political wisdom and
social sagacity has now been fully recognised. The status of women in India in modern times
has undergone a sea change. During the last few decades, India has produced many great
women leaders, social workers, administrators, reformers and literary personalities like Annie
Besant, Vijay Lakshmi Pandit, Sachet Kripalani, Indira Gandhi, P.T. Usha, Raj Kumari Amrit
Kaur, Padmaja Naidu, Kalpana Chawla, Mother Teresa, Mahadevi Verma, Subhadra Kumari
Chauhan, and Amrita Pritam, etc. India really feels very proud because of these great women
and their great achievements in various fields. Their contribution in the fields of art, science,
and sports, etc. has also been equally significant and memorable.

However, women in India are still exploited and abused. They are still regarded as inferior to
men. The birth of a female child is considered a curse in parts of the country. Daughters are
considered a liability because of many social evils like dowry, etc. In spite of full legal and
Constitutional protection, in practice, women are still much exploited and abused. Their
condition in villages is far worse. They are not aware at all about their rights and privileges
and fully depend on men. There is much to be done towards emancipation of women in India.
They are still subdued and dominated by men and cannot assert their equality as desired in

every walk of life.

From Women To Gender

The theoretical foundations of development discourse have experienced many changes over
the decades. The role of men and women in the development process has received much
attention in the last few decades. Although the principle of equality of men and women was
recognized as early as in 1945 in the UN Charter and the UN Declaration of Human Rights of
1948, researchers have pointed out that development planners worked on the assumption that

what would benefit one section of society(especially men) would trickle down to the other
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(women). The new theory argues that a person’s role was specified under a patriarchal
framework where the scope of gender -masculine or feminine- was limited within the

biological understanding of sex (male/female).

The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women
(CEDAW), the key international agreement on women’s human rights across the globe, has
been ratified by 185 UN Member states since its inception in 1979. Yet many women
continue to confront manifold violations of their human rights when they cannot participate
in the decisions that affect their lives or claim fair political representation when they face
discrimination in employment, when they are denied education or entitlement to land and

property, or when they suffer violence within their own home.

There is also evidence that, when women generally are empowered as part of modern
development, societies show themselves capable of moving towards a holistic appropriation
of economic and cultural change. While it has been claimed that, of all the groups with the
potential to bring about such a transformation, the most promising is the women’s movement;
patriarchal elites have also come to sense this transformative dynamic as a “threat”. This
helps to explain some of the high levels of violence against women in modern times.
However, when women are included in the development process it is possible that society
and culture may develop holistically, with both women and men being given the possibility

of reaching their full human potential.

A proper understanding of women’s societal standing must include a multi-layered
exploration of the relations between state and society, democracy, economic growth and
development, ethnic and religious identity and conflict, environmental concerns and
especially human and women’s rights. Such an approach is found in the “capabilities”
approach to human development pioneered by Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum (Heise,
1998:264). This approach focuses on human capabilities, that is, what people are actually
able to do and to be, and emphasizes functional capabilities ("substantive freedoms", such as
the ability to live to old age, engage in economic transactions, or participate in political
activities). It argues that the capabilities in question should be pursued for each and every

person, treating each as an end and none as a mere tool of the ends of others. Martha
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Nussbaum observes, “Women have all too often been treated as the supporters of the ends of

others, rather than as ends in their own right” (Martha, 2000).
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