How does sex and gender shape social life?

Biological sex is a constant throughout humanity, with everyone being either a male or a female; the genders that also develop are constant but wide ranging in their variety, influenced by the environment and the culture the person lives in. Every group, however, has different ways of interpreting and structuring the sexes and the genders within their societies. For clarity, sex refers to the physical distinction as in male or female and gender refers to the person’s internal identification of masculine or feminine and the behaviours of the group the person displays.
The Sambia are a tribe that live in the highlands of Papua New Guinea, this group lives with a highly segregated outlook on biological sex and the roles of males and females play. The practices of the Sambia in relation to their interpretation of sex and gender could be considered abhorrent to Europeans and Americans but they provide a unique contrast to our own views. Gilbert Herdt (1987) explains how young boys are in a social grey area between being a man and a woman: their sex is male but because they live with the polluting females most of the time they are contaminated and are not truly male till ritual and initiation purifies them of this female influence. This idea of pollution is very jarring to a European or an American where sexes are treated on a mostly equal level, but this division between the Sambian sexes is a central part of their culture. This separation is the cultural manifestation of:
An invisible tapestry of spatial taboos and architectural designs to separate women from men inside the hamlet, its narrow confines segregated into men’s and women’s spaces. Zones of female movement are polluted, according to male dogma; since no area is immune to this contagion (Herdt, 1987, p. 71)
This physical divide is key to protecting the males from any contamination exuded by women, in their dogma at least. If they do not protect themselves then they run the risk of losing their earned masculinity they acquired during the men’s secret society rituals. This protection of their masculinity and avoidance of women is also compounded by the way they talk. Gilbert (1987) highlights that the Sambia have three ways of talking: public, secret and private talk. Each of these methods is used to isolate the opposite sex from matters within the gender, such as males using hushed secret talk in their clubhouse to discuss a male-only ritual. This culture’s harsh segregation can be considered one of the worst in terms of the perception of women, but in terms of the physical repercussions it is not the worst.
The Yanomamo have a degree of disdain for females, but not to the same extent as the Sambia. One principle, outlined by Napoleon Chagnon, of the Yanomamo is that when a man returns from a hunting trip the wife should immediately rush home and prepare a meal but “Should the wife be slow at doing this, the husband is within his rights to beat her.” (Chagnon, 1968, p. 112) which is clearly another idea that Europeans and Americans do not agree with. Comparisons can be drawn with in the disdain that some husbands have for their wives within the Sambia, but the dislike is more physical than psychological. The women within the tribe also have a similarly bound role as Yanomamo society is male orientated; girls are expected to take up domestic jobs by the time they are 10 whilst boys can continue their childhood into their teenage years. The men have a role of warrior, gardener and hunter whilst the women also have a role of gardeners but also take on the role of cook, babysitter and gatherer. Despite the abuses they suffer from their husbands, the women have a way of measuring their husband’s love by the amount of minor beatings they receive (Chagnon, 1968, p. 111). As cruel as these encounters and lot in life can sounds, the women accept it because they know that their extended family will protect them if their husband becomes too abusive or violent towards her. Though not as severe as the Sambia in their treatment of women, the Yanomamo still have a male dominated society in which women are expected to take on the menial domestic roles and serve their husbands.
In contrast, the Ju/’hoansi have a considerably fairer perspective when concerning roles. Two of the most important roles within their community is that of the healer and storyteller, both of which are occupations open to men and women. Peters-Golden says that “To become a healer is a grand aspiration of many, and the Ju/’hoansi believe it to be accessible to all. Nearly half the men and one-third of the women are acknowledged as having the power to heal” (1994, pp. 109-110). This provides a much more equal footing for both men and women when compared to the Sambia who would likely never let a woman hold such a prestigious role within the community, they would only ever be able to work within the roles deemed appropriate for her by the secret society. Though the Sambia have their secret societies and the lore that is associated with them held only by the people of that sex, the Ju/’hoansi have a tradition of storytelling, “in some places, a few individuals are expert storytellers, known for their skill and set apart from others in their talent. Among the Ju/’hoansi, however, it is old people who are the storytellers – and every old person rises to the occasion” (Peters-Golden, 1994, p. 106). Though the Sambia have the stories of their sex told within the confines of their group, the Ju/’hoansi tell stories openly to any and all, although it is mostly amongst other elders with the youth listening informally. This group has a much more open social life where sex is concerned, their egalitarianism means no sex is above the other and this shows throughout their society.
Sex and gender play a large part in social life. Some groups, such as the Sambia, have an extreme perspective (by European and American standards) whilst others have a much more open one as with the Ju/’hoansi. Their perceptions of sex and gender are shaped by their environment, for better or for worse and each tribe is neither right nor wrong in their rationalisation, as it is how their people interpret the information in front of them.
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