Describe and explore one of the following theories; Feminism, Marxism or Social Construction
The following assignment will seek to describe and explore the theory based on Social Construction. The assignment will look at a few sociologist’s views, (although some brief) of social constructionism, those of Emile Durkheim, Alfred Schutz and Alfred Parsons. It will also give a brief outline of how society shapes and guides our social structures, determining how people should behave in order to achieve multiple participation in society. This assignment will give brief examples of changes in society over the years on topics such as gender identity and gender inequality which is still ubiquitous in todays society.
In attempting to make sense of the social world, social constructionists interpret knowledge as constructed by man as opposed to being created by nature. (Andrews, 2012).
Structural functionalism is a perception in sociology that sees society as a complex system, which functions should work in harmony to allow the promotion of solidarity and stability. It confirms that our lives are guided by social structures that result in moderate patterns of social behaviour, giving us structures within firstly the micro level for example, the close family unit, secondly the meso level of communities such as schools, churches and organisations and thirdly, the micro levels of the larger scale such as the Governments’ contribution to society (Kelle, 2001). Structural functionalism has evolved over many years with the participation of many sociologist (Dillon, 2014). 
One of the most profound contributors of Sociology was Emile Durkheim, a French Sociologist, whose main interest was in probing how social order was achieved and maintained, paying particular interest in the evolution from traditional to modern society, observing how social organisation and relationships shaped societies social life, maintaining and continuing to operate effectively (Dillon, 2014). For Durkheim, sociology was the Science of Civilisation, this is where he embarked on the study of what he called ‘social facts’, in simple terms, the external and collective ways in which society shapes, structures and coerces ones’ behaviour, for example, kinship and marriage, language, religion, currency and political organisations all of which require multiple participation in society  (Dillon, 2014). Durkheim stated the following;
“A social fact is any way of acting, whether fixed or not, capable of exerting over the individual and external constraint; or which is general over the whole of a given society, whilst having an existence of its own, independent of its individual manifestations”
(Dillon, 2014 p81)

Durkheim viewed society as more than just the individuals that encompass it, he believed that it includes social relationships, for example, family, friends, community and organisations, he believed that it was these collective forces that regulate both individual and group behaviour stating that anyone behaving what was considered, outside of the norm would no longer be accepted in the group (Dillon, 2014).
Sociologist Alfred Schutz describes the way in which we live our lives as a ‘phenomenology’, describing how individuals interpret and act in society, he describes peoples’ attitudes to everyday life as being ‘subjectively engaged social actors’ (Dillon, 2014). The everyday way in which we do things is taken for granted and accepted that it is the right way, until we are challenged or observe how others do things (Schutz, 1970, cited in Dillon, 2014). Burr, (2006) explains that we are born into a world that is already socially constructed, the way we understand the world is not from objective reality but from people both past and present. Gergen, (2009 p4) elucidates that ‘ideas generally called social constructionist, do not belong to any one individual’, he further expresses that social constructionist ideas emerge from the ongoing process of dialogue and that anyone and everyone may contribute.
 Functionalist would suggest that society has a structure, with establishments carrying out dynamic functions and roles which interpret how people should behave in society, although some would argue that, ‘there are differences of interest between groups in society-what is good for one group is bad for another’ (Haralambos, 2009 p2). Durkheim theorised that society is a complex system concluding that all components interweave, for example, science, family structure, law and economic activity are all independently functioning necessities to allow the whole society to function (Dillon 2014). He argued that different parts of society work together just as the human body does in order to function correctly (Giddens et al, 2017).  Talcott Parsons questioned how society could be held together when people in it were only absorbed with self-interest and only pursued their own wants and needs, often at the expense of others (Giddens et al, 2017). Parsons devised a model which identified the needs of the social system which he named the ‘AGIL paradigm’ (Parsons et al, cited in Giddens, 2017 p80). He believed that if the social system was to continue it would need to perform the four basic functions (Giddens et al, 2017). Firstly, gaining the capability of adapting to the environment, gathering enough resources in which to do so, secondly that goals were to be set out and attained with the instruments to be allowed to achieve (Giddens et al, 2017). Thirdly in his paradigm, he believed that the system must be integrated along with sub systems which must be effectively coordinated (Parsons et al cited in Giddens, 2017). Lastly ‘the social system must have ways of preserving and transmitting its values and culture to new generations’ (Giddens, et al, 2017 p80).
 Burr, (2006) explains how each construction brings with it different kinds of reactions from human beings for example, many years ago alcoholics were seen to be wholly responsible for their own actions, drunkenness was viewed as a crime which resulted in them being imprisoned. However, since the Temperance movement in the early nineteenth century, alcoholics are no longer seen to be blamed entirely for their own actions, but as having a sickness and being victims of addiction therefor the way in which this is dealt with now is to be offered support through treatment both medically and psychologically (Burr, 2006).
For hundreds of years, conventionally most cultures have two forms of gender identification, depending on their genitalia of the new born baby which defines them by sex, (male or female) and later, gender (masculine or feminine) (Terrance Higgins Trust, 2018). However, it is not as simple as what genitalia one may display, Gergen, (2009) illustrates how, due to the method in which our chromosomes depict our sex, for some females, the chromosomes may suggest that she is male even though she displays female genitalia, this has in previous years resulted in females being disqualified in the Olympic games. Over time some people have chosen not to be identified by these two characteristics, but by simply how they feel, this has resulted in them choosing to be identified as ‘non-binary’, a term that people who chose  not to identify themselves exclusively as  masculine or feminine (bbc.co.uk, 2016).They may choose not to be addressed as him or her, he or she, Mr or Miss/Mrs but rather as a person and addressed as for example, them or they (bbc.co.uk, 2016). Non-binary persons may choose to identify as having a cross over in gender identity, dual identity, no identity or a third or other gendered identity (Terrance Higgins Trust, 2018).  Being Non-binary is still a relatively new concept in the western state and people choosing to be identified by this identity may face discrimination, harassment and could possibly face gender identification problems in legal documentation (Glaad, 2015). In 19th century the term ‘Uranian’ which was first published by activist Karl Heinrich Ulrichs (A German writer who today is seen as a pioneer in the gay rights movement) was used to describe a person of a third sex, the term was originally used to describe a person who posed as male, but with a female psyche, this term was later  extended to cover homosexual gender variant females and a number of other sexual types (Brooks, 2012).
Whilst gender identity is not a new phenomenon, it seems that it is only in recent years society have become more accepting. This has resulted in the National Office of statistics incorporating gender identity into the policy development and service planning, which strengthens the need for information for those with protected characteristics of gender reassignment which is set out in the Equality Act 2010 (ONS, 2017).
One particular topic which was of interest to sociologists is of gender inequality in society Fatima, (2014) questions why clothing retailers market boys’ and girls’ clothes in different sections at clothes shops, she believes that children are socially constructed to wear gender specific clothing before they are able to make choices of their own. She further explains how clothes are marketed, for example, blue for boys, clothing differentiating between for instance, dungarees, with patterns such as footballs, dinosaurs, aeroplanes and cars and for girls, skirts and dresses with frills and patters of flowers, unicorns, rainbows and hearts. Rudgard, (2017) reports that retailer John Lewis became the first retailer in the country to remove gender specific clothing, introducing unisex clothing for children age 1-14 years old. However, this is not only exclusive to the children’s clothing, as the market has recently expanded its gender-neutral clothing into the adults clothing range too, with many stores such as H&M and Zara along with many others following suit (Saner, 2017). 
The gender divide is not only in clothing, but children are also socially conditioned in how to behave and respond in society, for example, the Guardian reports on boys being taught not to cry, portraying that crying is for babies therefore suggesting that it displays a sign of weakness (Fogg, 2012). This is carried from childhood into adulthood, thus suggesting that men have to be masculine and strong, this is likely the case due to the already established gender attitudes that women are subordinate to men and that men have to prove their status in society. However, research suggests that men are more likely to take their own lives than women (Fogg, 2012), which raises the question ‘do men really have to prove their position and live up to the expectations that society instil in humans as norms’?
Toys play an important part in childhood, this is when children begin to learn social play, learn cognitive skills and stimulate play (Blakemore et al, 2015). Differences between girls and boy’s toys vary considerably, for example a typical array of boy’s toys would display, cars, trucks, and all methods of transports and vehicles, soldiers, farm animals and sports toys, whilst dolls, dolls houses, and domestic appliances display a higher prevalence in girls’ toys (Blakemore et al, 2015). The fact that girls and boys play with different toys is a well-established fact of gender development over many generations, this could be explained as to how items have been marketed by manufacturers and toy retailers have been exploiting children over previous years (McLaren, 2104). In recent years, a campaign, ‘Let Toys be Toys’ has worked alongside stores such as Debenhams, The Entertainer and Boots to remove their ‘Boys’ and ‘Girls toys signage, allowing the range to be more inclusive (Let Toys be Toys, n.d). Similarly, Kickstart, 2017 launched a book called ‘Yes you can’ by author Cheryl Rickman, aimed at children aged 3-8 years old, which promotes individuality, promoting gender equality and challenges gender stereo typing in a child friendly manner (Kickstarter.com, 2018).
The Gender inequality stems through to adulthood, The Guardian, (2017) reported that one of the most obvious gender inequalities is in the pay gap between male and female, reporting that Britain has made no progress in the last decade, trailing behind Sweden, Denmark, Finland, Netherlands and France in the latest EU’s most recent gender equality league table. Office of National statistics, (2018) reveals that, the gap for full time workers up to the age of 40 remains relatively low with an obvious increase at over 40 and peaking at 50-59. In an attempt to close the gap, the UK Government introduced compulsory reporting of the gender pay gap to companies and organisations with 250 or more employees by April 2018 (Office of National Statistics, 2018).
Gov.co.uk, (2015) reported that women were paid less than men over 90 % of sectors, women working in the financial and insurance sectors were the worst affected, with men being paid an average of 19% more than the female counterpart over all areas of the workforce and a difference of up to 40% in some roles.  The report also revealed that whilst females were outdoing males over all levels of education, with the figure of 300,000 women compared to 205,000 achieving graduate level, making them more likely to be skilled and better qualified, the fact remains that men are still higher represented than women. For example, in the construction sector men outnumber women by 60-1 and in the computer science sector at 5-1 (Gov.co.uk, 2015). UNICEF, (2007) suggest this may be due to the fact that for many years, women have undertaken unpaid jobs, caring for the young and elderly at home. Goodhill, (2014) reported that if stay at home housewives were to be paid for the work they do, then it would be one of the best salaries one could hope for with an estimated figure of £159,137 per annum for their effort, taking into account the hours they put in as carer, nanny, cook, housemaid, taxi service and cleaner along with various other multiple roles.
In 2017, celebrities working for the BBC earning over £150,00 were revealed to the public for the first time, the results revealed that over 25 men received a salary in the excess of £250,000 compared to just nine women (BBC.CO.UK, 2017). The earnings between male and female was of a huge disparity, with Chris Evans being the highest earning male earning a salary of between £2.2m and £ 2.5m for the year 2016-17 and Claudia Winkleman the highest paid female earning between £450,000 and £500,000 (BBC.CO.UK, (2017). This has resulted in the BBC reviewing their pay structure and hundreds of women in line to receive pay rises. In contrast few male staff of the BBC have agreed to  a pay cut to the sum of around £50,000 (Singh, 2018).
Whilst society has come a long way since the 19th century when child labour was seen as the norm until 1990 when The United Nations Conventions on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) came into force, setting out the basic rights of all children across the world, this was an attempt to universalize the rights of children and set out a definition of childhood in different social and economic context (Giddens, 2017). Observers would argue that there is a widespread concern in children becoming consumers at far too young an age and that the gap between child and adult is forever closing in leading to the ‘disappearance’ of childhood in developed societies (Postman 1995; Buckingham 2000, cited in Giddens, 2017).
An independent review carried out in 2011 by Reg Bailey Letting Children be Children (commissioned by the UK Government) revealed that nearly nine out of ten of the parents interviewed agreed that ‘these days children are under pressure to grow up too quickly’ taking up two different but associated forms, firstly the pressure to perform sexually before they are ready to do so and secondly commercial pressure of consuming goods and services available to children and young people (Bailey, 2011). David Elkind, (2009) would argue that the reason for this is that society expects and imposes too much too soon, with easily accessible use of internet and social media, forcing and allowing children to grow up too soon.
Whilst we are born in to a society which is already socially constructed, from the micro levels such as close relationships with family and neighbours to the meso system, involving communities, religion and organisations to the larger scale of the macro system which relies on the Governments decisions as to how the country should be run. The world is forever evolving, and many things have changed over time. As discussed in this assignment, society suggests that a person born with specific genitalia, result in whether the person is identified as male or female, however in recent years, some people in society have decided that this is not how everyone feels comfortable  in being identified and have taken this further, which has resulted in the Equality Act 2010 incorporating gender identity into their policy development and service planning and also allowing people to be identified as ‘Non – Binary’. Gender inequality has also become a topic of awareness in recent years, with gender identity being highlighted from a very young age, from the differences between clothing, toys, attitudes towards life, jobs and the pay gap between male and Female. Whilst progress is being made across all of these topics, there is still a long way to go before inequality becomes something of the past. 
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