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Different societies’ concepts of sex and gender shape patterns of living throughout social institutions around the world. Whereas sex refers to an individual’s biological characteristics, “Gender is theorized as a basic principle of social structure and cultural interpretation. Rather than being a specialized area within an accepted domain, gender is the patterning of difference and domination through distinctions between women and man and is integral to many societal processes” (Acker, 1992, 565). Sex, rather than gender, references the shape, type, and biology of an individual; in contrast gender, is regarded as a social construct whose ideals, roles, and influence vary across groups. 
	In reference to gender, “Institutions are ‘an enduring set of ideas about how to accomplish goals and are widely recognized as important in a society” (Martin, 2004, 1252). Gender, then, is seen as social expectations that are often associated with specific body types (i.e. male, female). Whereas the sex of an individual may often follow a more a set pattern of belief across many cultures, (penis=male, vagina=female), the possibilities for understanding individual roles based on gender constructs are far greater, as concepts of gender vary cross-culturally.
In an article regarding the concepts of gender, West and Zimmerman maintain that gender roles are something that are consciously maintained and reflected through the daily actions of the individual. According to their research,
Doing gender involves socially guided perceptual, interactional, and micropolitical activities that cast particular pursuits as pursuits of expressions of masculine and feminine ‘natures.’ […] We argue […] that participants in interaction organize their various and manifold activities to reflect or express gender, and they are disposed to perceive the behavior of others in a similar light (1992, 127).
In their article, “Introduction: The Concept of Gender,” Conway, Bourque, and Scott suggest that in the past, understandings of sex and gender where not as clearly defined in academic disciplines as they appear to be today. Consequently, they relay, “Mead has raised the revolutionary idea that concepts of gender were cultural, not biological and that they could vary widely in different environments” (1987, 22). Additionally, “The production of culturally appropriate forms of male and female behavior is a central function of social authority and is mediated by the complex interactions of a wide range of economic, social, political, and religious institutions” (Conway, Bourque, Scott, 1987, 22).
Cultural constructions of gender can be seen in a variety of different groups. For instance, as evidenced by Malinowski, the Trobriand Islanders have very distinct understandings of cultural roles based on gender affinity. In his work, “Argonauts of the Western Pacific,” Malinowski details the Kula ring exchange Trobriand males undertake. As described in Malinowski’s book, this complex social arrangement is reserved for those of the male gender, rather than everyone (Malinowski, 1932). 
In contrast, Annette Wiener’s work with the Trobriand Islanders emphasizes the important role women play in this society. As understood from her research, within this particular society, women play an important part in promoting social cohesion. Prestige and property are passed through matrilineal descent, and women conduct many of the society’s day-to-day affairs (Weiner, 1988). 
Malinowski and a host of other male observers had failed to see women's central place in Trobriand exchange: that in fixating so totally on men's exchanges of yams in urigubuand of shell valuables in the kula, they had ignored women's exchanges of banana leaf bundles and skirts, most importantly at mortuary distributions. In her [Wiener] reassessment of the relations of the sexes in the Trobriands she portrayed men as controlling events in historical time and space (the social domain) and women as controlling events in ahistorical time and space (the cosmological domain) (Jolly, 1992, 38).
	As seen in these various accounts, social concepts of gender construct specific patterns of behavior for individuals in this group. Each gender represented (male and female) displays specific methods of conducts based on social expectations and group acceptance. These roles are acknowledged by the individuals in these groups by their continued practice of specific rituals and actions undertaken by both genders (Marshall, 1995). Mortuary ceremonies, in particular, emphasize these principles, where women take part:
[…] giving and receiving bundles of narrow strip of dried banana leaves and decorated fibrous skirts. The day’s proceedings came to an end when women presented fiber skirts and men carried objects of male wealth […] the men, meantime, distributed yams and taro to those who had come from neighboring hamlets (Lindenbaum, 1977, 799).
In other cultures, such as the Yanomamo of South American, relationships between sex and gender are understood and represented far differently in the daily life of this society. In this group, the men (where male is understood to be as a result of both sex and gender) are responsible for upholding the spiritual environment in which they believe, while the women are relegated more to the maintaining of the daily physical environment in which they live (Chagnon, 1968). 
Additionally, the Mbuti of the Ituri Forest, construct the roles, characteristics, and meaning of gender differently than other tribes and peoples. As kin is a gender-neutral expression in this culture, words such as sibling or grandparent do not distinguish between a different sex or gender (Turnabll, 1961). Additionally, this tribe’s gender roles for parents with small children differ far greater from that of the typical 1950s American housewife. Rather than typically relegating the task of rearing the children to the mother, as was common in American during this time period, the Mbuti alternate the responsibility of tending children between parents, with the father taking over the upkeep of the child when solid food is introduced into the baby’s diet (Mosco, 1987). 
As evidenced in the societies discussed, understandings of sex and gender are not intrinsically understood to be the same among every society. Rather, whereas sex is most often a construct based on biological characteristics, the concept of gender varies widely across cultures, as gender is a fluid social institution that is influenced by the opinions and experiences of each group. In many societies, gender is used as a means of displaying and enforcing cultural expectations of acceptable behavior. It is an expression of what each society expects a person to be, rather than what he/ she may or may not feel about the himself/herself.  
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