
what is doing gender in sociology
what is doing gender in sociology is a fundamental concept that explores how gender is
not simply a fixed trait or identity but an ongoing, dynamic process performed through
social interaction. This sociological perspective emphasizes that gender is something
people actively "do" in everyday life, rather than something they inherently "are." The
theory challenges traditional views that consider gender as a binary and static attribute,
instead highlighting the fluidity and social construction of gender roles and identities.
Understanding what is doing gender in sociology allows for a deeper examination of how
individuals conform to, resist, or reshape societal expectations of masculinity, femininity,
and other gender expressions. This article delves into the origins of the concept, its
theoretical underpinnings, practical examples, and its implications for social norms and
institutions. The discussion will also cover critiques and future directions for research on
doing gender in sociology.
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Origins and Theoretical Foundations of Doing
Gender
The concept of what is doing gender in sociology originated in the early 1980s, largely
attributed to the groundbreaking work of sociologists Candace West and Don Zimmerman.
Their seminal 1987 article, “Doing Gender,” argued that gender is not simply a set of traits
or roles but an ongoing social performance that people enact in everyday interactions. This
marked a significant shift from earlier sociological and psychological approaches that
treated gender as a static identity based on biological sex.

Doing gender is rooted in symbolic interactionism, a theoretical framework that emphasizes
how individuals create meaning and identity through social interaction. The theory posits
that gender is accomplished through behaviors, speech, appearance, and other social cues
that align with culturally defined expectations. This approach views gender as an active
accomplishment rather than a passive state.

Key Theorists and Contributions
West and Zimmerman’s work laid the foundation for subsequent research on gender as a
social process. Other theorists, such as Erving Goffman, contributed to the understanding of



gender as a form of performance, emphasizing the dramaturgical nature of social life. Judith
Butler further expanded the theory by introducing the idea of gender performativity, which
argues that repeated acts create the illusion of a stable gender identity.

Core Principles of Doing Gender

Gender is a routine, methodical, and recurring accomplishment.

It is embedded in everyday interactions and social contexts.

Individuals are held accountable to normative gender expectations.

Doing gender reinforces social structures and power relations.

The Concept of Gender as a Performance
Central to understanding what is doing gender in sociology is the idea that gender is
performed rather than biologically determined. Performance refers to the ways individuals
express and enact gender roles through actions, language, and presentation. This
performance is influenced by cultural norms, social institutions, and interpersonal
relationships.

Gender Expression and Presentation
People communicate gender through clothing, gestures, voice modulation, and
mannerisms—all of which contribute to how others perceive their gender. These
expressions are not merely personal choices but are shaped by societal expectations and
can vary widely across cultures and contexts.

Accountability and Social Sanctions
Individuals who do not perform gender in socially accepted ways may face social sanctions,
including ridicule, discrimination, or exclusion. This enforcement of gender norms ensures
the continuity of traditional gender roles and maintains social order. The constant pressure
to conform makes doing gender a powerful mechanism of social control.

Social Interaction and Gender
Doing gender in sociology highlights that gender is continuously constructed and reinforced
through social interaction. Gender is not something individuals possess independently but
something they accomplish with others in social settings such as family, work, and public
spaces.



Interactional Contexts
Different social environments require different gender performances. For example, behavior
deemed appropriate for men or women in the workplace may differ from that in private or
social settings. These contexts influence how gender is "done" and perceived.

Negotiation and Resistance
While many individuals conform to gender norms, some actively negotiate or resist these
expectations. Doing gender involves not only compliance but also agency, allowing for the
possibility of challenging and reshaping traditional gender roles through everyday
interactions.

Examples of Doing Gender in Interaction

Language use, such as tone and formality, reflecting gender norms.

Division of labor within households based on gendered expectations.

Body language and eye contact signaling gendered power dynamics.

Participation in gender-typical activities or hobbies.

Implications of Doing Gender in Society
The concept of what is doing gender in sociology has profound implications for
understanding how gender inequality is produced and maintained. It reveals that gender is
not merely an individual attribute but a systemic process embedded in social structures.

Reinforcement of Gender Roles and Inequality
By performing gender in socially accepted ways, individuals contribute to the reproduction
of gender hierarchies. Doing gender often aligns with patriarchal norms that privilege
masculinity and subordinate femininity, reinforcing disparities in power, status, and
resources.

Institutionalization of Gender
Institutions such as education, the workplace, and the legal system embed and enforce
gender norms through policies, practices, and cultural expectations. These institutions
shape how individuals do gender and influence life opportunities and experiences.

Impact on Identity and Self-Concept
Doing gender affects how individuals perceive themselves and are perceived by others.
Gender performance can influence self-esteem, social acceptance, and psychological well-



being, highlighting the personal significance of this sociological process.

Critiques and Contemporary Perspectives
While the theory of what is doing gender in sociology has been influential, it has also faced
critiques and undergone further development. Scholars continue to debate its scope,
applicability, and limitations.

Limitations and Criticisms
Some critics argue that the theory overly emphasizes conformity and neglects the diversity
of gender experiences, particularly those of transgender, nonbinary, and gender-
nonconforming individuals. Others suggest it underestimates the role of structural
inequalities and material conditions in shaping gender.

Intersectionality and Doing Gender
Contemporary research integrates intersectionality, recognizing that gender performance
intersects with race, class, sexuality, and other social categories. This approach provides a
more nuanced understanding of how multiple identities influence the process of doing
gender.

Future Directions in Gender Studies

Expanding analyses to include global and cross-cultural perspectives.

Exploring the impact of digital and virtual environments on gender performance.

Investigating the role of social movements in transforming gender norms.

Integrating neuroscientific and biological insights with sociological theories.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does 'doing gender' mean in sociology?
'Doing gender' is a concept in sociology that refers to the everyday performance and
enactment of gender roles and behaviors based on societal expectations, emphasizing that
gender is an ongoing social process rather than a fixed trait.

Who introduced the concept of 'doing gender' in



sociology?
The concept of 'doing gender' was introduced by sociologists Candace West and Don
Zimmerman in their 1987 article, where they argued that gender is something people
actively do in social interactions.

How does 'doing gender' differ from the idea of gender
as a fixed identity?
Unlike the view of gender as a fixed or innate identity, 'doing gender' suggests that gender
is continuously created and reinforced through social interactions and behaviors,
highlighting its fluid and performative nature.

Why is 'doing gender' important for understanding
gender inequality?
'Doing gender' helps explain how gender inequality is maintained in everyday life by
showing how individuals reproduce gender norms and expectations, which can reinforce
power imbalances and social hierarchies.

Can 'doing gender' change over time or across cultures?
Yes, 'doing gender' can vary significantly across different cultures and historical periods, as
the social norms and expectations that shape gender performances are culturally specific
and subject to change.

Additional Resources
1. Doing Gender by Candace West and Don H. Zimmerman
This foundational sociological article, often included in book anthologies, introduces the
concept of "doing gender" as a routine, methodical, and recurring accomplishment
embedded in everyday interactions. West and Zimmerman argue that gender is not simply
a set of traits or roles but an active performance that individuals engage in to align with
societal expectations. Their work shifts the focus from gender as a static identity to gender
as a dynamic social process.

2. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity by Judith Butler
Butler’s seminal work challenges traditional notions of gender by arguing that gender is
performative, meaning it is constructed through repeated behaviors and acts rather than
being innate. The book explores how societal norms regulate gender and how these norms
can be disrupted or subverted. Butler’s theory has been influential in sociology, gender
studies, and queer theory, providing a critical framework for understanding "doing gender."

3. The Managed Heart: Commercialization of Human Feeling by Arlie Russell Hochschild
While primarily focused on emotional labor, this book provides important insights into how
gender is performed and managed in professional settings. Hochschild explores how
women and men are expected to display emotions differently based on gender norms,
revealing the ways gender is "done" through emotional expression. The book is crucial for



understanding the intersection of gender, work, and emotion.

4. Gender Outlaw: On Men, Women, and the Rest of Us by Kate Bornstein
Bornstein’s work is a personal and theoretical exploration of gender that challenges binary
thinking and the rigid categories of male and female. The book blends memoir with
sociological insights, emphasizing the fluid and performative nature of gender. It offers a
critical perspective on "doing gender" by highlighting the experiences of transgender and
non-binary individuals.

5. Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race, and Family Life by Annette Lareau
Lareau’s ethnographic study examines how parenting styles differ across social classes and
how these differences influence children’s gender socialization. The book shows that "doing
gender" is deeply embedded in family practices and shaped by socioeconomic factors. It
provides a nuanced understanding of how gender is enacted and reinforced from an early
age.

6. Delusions of Gender: How Our Minds, Society, and Neurosexism Create Difference by
Cordelia Fine
Fine critiques biological determinism and explores how societal beliefs shape perceptions of
gender differences. The book discusses how "doing gender" is influenced not only by social
interaction but also by cultural myths about biology. It is a critical read for understanding
the social construction of gender and the resistance to essentialist views.

7. Gender and Power: Society, the Person, and Sexual Politics by Raewyn Connell
Connell’s work delves into the relationships between gender, power, and social structures.
The book discusses how gender is performed and maintained through institutions and
everyday interactions. Connell’s concept of hegemonic masculinity is central to
understanding how certain ways of "doing gender" become dominant and others
marginalized.

8. Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment by
Patricia Hill Collins
This influential text highlights how race, class, and gender intersect to shape experiences
and identities. Collins discusses how African American women "do gender" differently within
the constraints of systemic oppression and how they create empowering counter-
narratives. The book broadens the scope of gender performance by incorporating
intersectionality.

9. Transgender History by Susan Stryker
Stryker’s comprehensive overview of transgender history in the United States provides
context for understanding the complexities of "doing gender" beyond the gender binary.
The book traces social movements, cultural shifts, and personal narratives that challenge
conventional gender performances. It is essential for grasping the diversity of gender
expressions and the sociopolitical aspects of gender identity.
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