Explain How Sex and Gender Beliefs Shape Society

[bookmark: _GoBack]Conceptions of sex and gender change throughout cultures and societies. As a consequence, these beliefs shape that society. Without a doubt, Cosmology has some considerable force in these matters; importance may be placed in male or female bloodlines, rituals and rites of passage, connections with the environment – animals, landscape etc.(See, for example; Herdt (1987), Malinowski (1932)).  To explore this matter, I am going to use two examples of Melanesian tribal cultures – the Trobrianders who dwell on Kiriwina, and the Sambia of the mountains of mainland Papua New Guinea - with very different cosmologies which, through their beliefs about sex and gender, appear to have created two societies in complete contrast to each other. The main differences include socially sanctioned qualities of femininity and masculinity and their importance in gender roles, beliefs around sex and its function in society. Also; egalitarianism as a mechanism for a peaceful society, where women are held in places of status, supported by their families and have equal rights in matters of sex, matrimony, compared with the forced subservience of the ‘weaker’ gender to the ‘stronger’, as a direct result of cosmology, creating a presumed ownership over women (See for detail Herdt, (1987) and Malinowski (1932)).
Kiriwinan society has been structured around their belief in matrilineal descent. Their ancestors – Baloma - chose their time to return from the spirit island of Tuma, impregnating women as they swim in the layer of ‘scum’ on the ocean surface. This being the case, men and semen are not considered necessary for reproduction, although intercourse is thought to replenish the growing foetus, yet sex is encouraged as a recreational activity and practised from a very young age. Egalitarianism can be seen developing as part of these people’s nature early on, with the boys growing into men who will provide for their sisters and help to care for their families (Malinowski, 1932). 
In Malinowski’s ethnography, a pattern of equality and mutuality between the sexes becomes clear; male and female have equal parts and roles in society; wealth, family status and property passed through the female bloodline and men gaining social status and respect through cultivation, being able to provide for their families, and the Kula Ring, an ancient ritual that places emphasis on giving and passing on gifts through generations across several islands (Malinowski, 1932). This exercise in skill, determination and bravery, with no physical rewards expected, is a clear representation of the importance of sharing and passing on physical wealth to build social wealth. This conception of affluence is twofold, allowing also a substitute for what can be perceived as an existential lack of necessity to the  
Male chieftains hold a position of power and authority among the Kiriwinans, enacted through relations with individual villages through multiple marriages to women of high status. A chief’s wives are therefore key in holding alliances and sharing land, culture and resources.
The Sambia are an acephalous people, although it could be deduced that as they are a male-dominated culture, the men rule as a collective. This masculine orientated people believe that they were created by their progenitorial ancestor; a male, whose great qualities and achievements were fathering many children, taking many wives, cutting down the forest single-handedly, and constructing the social establishment of Sambia culture. (Herdt, 1987) With these acts of masculinity, Numboolyu provided safety for his people. 
Women are regarded as almost part of nature rather than of the culture; one of the provisions made by their ancestor, a tool of their survival, designed for the ease of reproduction, childcare and working the fields. They are also held in great superstition, and for the safety of men are denied the knowledge and secrets held between, and passed from man to man as part of their initiation. Though some of this process is somewhat distasteful to ‘modern’ culture’s morals or ideals, these rituals also include acts of stereotypical masculinity (Herdt, 1987). Such as their progenitor created their perceptions of masculinity, men must cultivate the same qualities, through the assertion of their maleness.
These beliefs have formed an almost cult-like homosocial existence, where men walk on higher paths, excluding themselves from involvement with women. This can be seen as a physical animation of their conceptions of women as underneath, lesser and unequal. Contact with women, and indeed sexuality are discouraged; the act of intercourse said to ‘sap’ a man’s masculinity. Polygyny, however, is encouraged (Herdt, 1987). These cultural beliefs are implemented in such a way as to justify sexual acts which, to contemporary thinking, blur the boundaries of homosexuality and heterosexuality, but also the concept of sexual consent. 

With the information available regarding these tribes, (See for further detail, Herdt (1987), Malinowski (1932), Weiner, (1987)) some conclusions can be made as to how their ancestral backgrounds have been a direct influence in the development of their beliefs in sex and gender, and therefore shaping their societies. The Sambia’s cosmological conception of themselves contrasts that of the Kiriwinans immensely; their story of creation, which glorifies only masculine stereotypes and male dominance has created a society of war, rape, murder and social segregation of men from their families and boys from their mothers and sisters. In the case of the Kiriwinans, whose creator was female and non-human, a peaceful society has developed; a society of shared affluence, engendered by the social equality of sexes. 
Further analysis could conclude that the glorification of ‘maleness’ or of ‘stereotypical’ masculine attributes form a society where women are not perceived as equals. In a direct contrast to this, an egalitarian social structure has developed from the belief that affluence and social status are carried in the female bloodline. It is interesting to observe the differential of influence between the genders; where a male-dominated cosmology creates a society obsessed with machismo and fearful of the opposite gender, and inevitably inequality. However, the female-dominated creation belief creates a society of gender equality, sexual and matrimonial freedom and aspirations to a peaceful, harmonious existence, free of envy or greed, where affluence and wealth are earnt through giving and sharing.
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